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Chapter 5 – Section 1
History and Religion – North Africa, Southwest Asia, and Central Asia


Female Speaker: This is a symbol of almost mythical proportions. The Rosetta Stone deciphered Egyptian hieroglyphics, and every year millions of people come to see it here at the British Museum. In fact, it’s the most popular single object held by the museum, but now, and not for the first time, the director of the Supreme Council of Antiquities in Cairo, has said that the British Museum should return it.
Male Speaker: What curator in the British Museum, somebody in my position, would actually want to see leave, an object that is absolutely called to our function, as an institution that presents not only Egyptian antiquity, but also presents Egyptian antiquity as part of the civilization of the world.
Female Speaker: The museum in Cairo has called for a three month loan of the stone. Something the British Museum is unlikely to even consider. The debate over whether the Rosetta Stone should stay or go back to its country of origin goes to the heart of a fundamental issue facing museums all over the world. Who owns culture?
The Elgin Marbles have long embodied the essence of that debate, the Greeks want the sculptures back in Athens, but the British Museum argues that here cultures of the world are seen in the widest possible context. Egyptian antiquities are scattered all over the world, Nefertitis’ bust sits in Berlin. International museums would diminish in stature if they were to return key artifacts to countries of origin, but the issue is a continuing problem for them all.
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