Art History Module 4: Lecture 7 Summary and Peer Response
The Ethics of Stolen Museum Art
As argued by Cascone (2018), the film Black Panther fascinated art lovers by the heist of an artwork belonging to the kingdom of Wakanda. This act of stealing what was earlier stolen is not only humorous but begs compelling questions on stolen art in museums. The ethical position is that museums need to return artwork acquired in dishonest ways, especially when original makers or countries claim them. In a recent milestone, Rodney Kelly, an Aboriginal in the lineage of Cooman, received back the "Gweagal Shield" held in London’s British Museum (Brennan, 2019). Kelly and the Aboriginal community at large lay a claim to this piece of heritage and should deservingly own it. This was also the case of Egon Schiele, who in $19 Million Settlement sought to re-own 'Portrait of Wall', from the American government previously stolen by a Nazi (LexisNexis, 2020). Similarly, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2017 returned the Gilded Coffin of the Priest Nedjemank to the Egyptian Authorities (Kuesel, 2019).
The above cases may look isolated but they explore a deeper problem of most Western museums who have in their custody stolen arts from far flung regions such as Sub-Saharan African and Australian aboriginal communities. It is only right that museums dispose of artworks that were illegally acquired since they are in wrong places and deserve their rightful owners. Among others, the British Museum has been on the spot for holding over 73,000 artworks acquired fraudulently from Sub-Saharan Africa (Kleinman, 2020). It is even estimated that no less than 90 percent of art stolen from Africa rests in European museums (Robertson, 2019). Yet most museums have been defiant to release these types of art such as the British museum refusing to let go the Parthenon Marbles to Greece (Robertson, 2019). From an ethical point of view, it is important to repudiate these art works and return to their owners and not make gains from looting the heritage of other communities and nations.  
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