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This paper analyzes the concept of returning “stolen” artifacts by 

supplementing policy with the doctrines of adverse possession and statutes 
of limitations. In doing so, this paper proposes a sort of “statute of 
limitations” on artifact return that not only considers the elapsed time, but 
also examines social and cultural concerns. Specifically, this paper first 
discusses the basic legal principles of adverse possession and statutes of 
limitations; then proposes a list of policy-based factors that may be useful 
in determining whether an artifact ought to be repatriated; and finally 
applies those factors to currently contentious cases such as the Rosetta Stone 
and the Benin Bronzes. 
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Return of Art & Artifacts: Is There an Appropriate 
Cultural “Statute of Limitations”? 

JESSE A. MANGIARDI* 

INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary scholars are divided over the questions of whether stolen 
art or artifacts should be returned to the parent country or culture, how this 
should be accomplished, and when it is appropriate or even obligatory. Some 
argue that the return of artifacts to their geographical loci of origin is an 
ethical and humanitarian obligation,1 and that a continued failure to return 
artifacts amounts to cultural theft and theft of resources that would otherwise 
be exploitable for tourism.2 Others argue that the return of artifacts to less 
affluent countries jeopardizes the security of those artifacts,3 or that 
returning artifacts to such countries will minimize the number of persons 
able to view them.4 

This paper seeks to analyze the concept of returning “stolen” artifacts 
by supplementing policy with the doctrines of adverse possession and 
statutes of limitations. In doing so, this paper will propose a sort of “statute 
of limitations” on artifact return that not only considers the elapsed time, but 
also examines social and cultural concerns. Specifically, this paper first will 
discuss the basic legal principles of adverse possession and statutes of 
limitations; then will propose a list of policy-based factors that may be useful 
in determining whether an artifact ought to be repatriated; and finally will 
apply those factors to currently contentious cases such as the Rosetta Stone 

                                                   
* J.D. University of Connecticut School of Law, B.A. Wesleyan University. 
1 See, e.g., Michael J. Reppas II, Empty “International” Museums’ Trophy Cases of Their Looted 

Treasures and Return Stolen Property to the Countries of Origin and the Rightful Heirs of Those 
Wrongfully Dispossessed, 36 DENV. J. INT’L L. & POL’Y 93, 95 (2007) (discussing Holocaust victims’ 
demands for return of art and artifacts looted during Nazi Germany and subsequently sold to private 
buyers). 

2 Deborah Gabriel, Stealing History: The Great Debate on the Repatriation of African Cultural 
Property (Oct. 16, 2006), https://web.archive.org/web/20171031093530/http://deborahgabriel.com/wp-
content/uploads/2010/05/Stealing-history-the-great-debate-on-the-repatriation-of-African-cultural-
property.pdf (“[S]end [cultural artifacts] back to Africa so that the world can go and see them in Africa 
and help the economies of some developing countries.”). 

3 See, e.g., WHOSE CULTURE?: THE PROMISE OF MUSEUMS AND THE DEBATE OVER ANTIQUITIES 
13 (James Cuno ed., 2012) (“[O]ur public museums build their antiquities collections responsibly and 
for the public’s benefit.”); LAWRENCE ROTHFIELD, ANTIQUITIES UNDER SIEGE: CULTURAL HERITAGE 
PROTECTION AFTER THE IRAQ WAR (2008) (describing the 2003 looting of Iraq’s museum, the failure to 
protect the artifacts within, and the policy failures that led to the looting). 

4 Charlotte Edwardes & Catherine Milner, Egypt demands return of the Rosetta Stone, THE 
TELEGRAPH (July 20, 2003) (estimating that far fewer people per year would be able to view the Rosetta 
Stone were it returned to the Cairo Museum, which welcomes 2.5 million visitors per year, than if it 
remained in the British Museum, which welcomes 5.5 million visitors per year). 
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and the Benin Bronzes. 

I. LEGAL BACKGROUND 

A. Adverse Possession 

Most are familiar with the concept of adverse possession by way of its 
cousin, the oft-derided doctrine of “squatter’s rights.” Unpopular with many 
contemporary audiences and writers of editorials,5 the doctrine of squatter’s 
rights differs from adverse possession primarily in that squatters do not hold 
a good faith claim to the land they occupy.6 The policy has its roots in ancient 
history,7 existing to ensure effective use of property,8 to stand as a bulwark 
against the monopolization of idle land,9 and to simplify the process of 
clearing title (particularly of personal property, or “chattels”).10 Modern 
property law textbooks teach that adverse possession requires “(1) actual 
possession that is (2) open and notorious, (3) exclusive, (4) continuous, and 
(5) adverse or hostile (6) for the statutory period.”11 Though adverse 
possession originally applied only to real property, many jurisdictions now 
apply the doctrine to chattels for the same policy reasons.12  

                                                   
5 See, e.g., Madeline Buckley, IndyStar, This is how squatters move into vacant homes – and scam 

renters (June 8, 2017), https://www.indystar.com/story/news/crime/2017/06/08/how-squatters-move-
into-vacant-homes-and-scam-renters/357994001/ (describing squatters as “scammers” who engage in 
“home takeovers”); Is It Right to Criminalize Squatting?, THE GUARDIAN (Aug. 31, 2012 11:02 A.M.), 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/poll/2012/aug/31/squatting-housing (showing polling 
results of 52% in favor of a law against squatting and 48% opposed). 

6 See, e.g., Carpenter v. Ruperto, 315 N.W.2d 782 (Iowa 1982) (holding that a squatter cannot 
adversely possess property because they do not occupy it in good faith); Bell v. Fry, 35 Ky. 341, 345 
(1837) (contrasting adverse possession by describing entrants as “mere squatters” where they entered 
land “claiming no interest in it”). 

7 Roy v. Woodstock Community Trust, Inc., 195 Vt. 427, 444 (2014) (citing Fraley v. Minger, 829 
N.E.2d 476, 483–84 (Ind. 2005)) (stating that the doctrine of adverse possession “find[s] its roots as far 
back as the ‘Code of Hammurabi’ in 2250 B.C.”). 

8 See, e.g., City of Phila. v. Galdo, 217 A.3d 811, 2019 Pa. LEXIS 5452 (Pa. 2019), at *22 (“The 
rationale behind adverse possession lies in the ‘sound public policy to encourage those who diligently 
develop and improve the land as against those who are content to hold the bare legal title inactively for 
many years.’” (citations omitted)). 

9 Id. 
10 Richard H. Helmholz, Wrongful Possession of Chattels: Hornbook Law and Case Law, 80 NW. 

U. L. REV. 1221, 1221–23 (1986). 
11 SINGER ET AL., PROPERTY LAW: RULES, POLICIES, AND PRACTICES 293 (7th ed. 2017); see also 

THOMAS W. MERRILL & HENRY E. SMITH, PROPERTY: PRINCIPLES AND POLICIES 190–220 (2d ed. 2012). 
12 See, e.g., Henderson v. First Nat’l Bank, 254 Ark. 427, 439 (1973) (“[T]itle to personal property 

can be acquired by adverse possession . . . .”); see also O’Keeffe v. Snyder, 83 N.J. 478, 494 (1980); 
Durst v. Durst, 225 Md. 175, 182–83 (1961); Taylor v. Mo. Cent. Type Foundry Co., 143 Kans. 175, 178 
(1936); Woodcliff Gin Co. v. Kittles, 173 Ga. 661, 667 (1931); Garrett v. Vaughan, 60 Tenn. 113, 119–
20 (1873); Mercein v. Burton, 17 Tex. 206, 208 (1856); Davis v. Evans, 18 Mo. 249, 252 (1853). 
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B. Statutes of Limitations 

Statutes of limitations limit liability, either criminal or civil, to a set 
period of time after an event occurs.13 Like adverse possession, statutes of 
limitations have existed for thousands of years, originating in Roman law.14 
Courts have cited as policy reasons for implementing statutes of limitations: 
protecting defendants’ reasonable expectations that “the slate has been 
wiped clean of ancient obligations;”15 protecting defendants from the burden 
of defending a claim when “evidence has been lost, memories have faded, 
and witnesses have disappeared;”16 relieving courts of “the burden of 
adjudicating inconsequential or tenuous claims;”17 preventing fraudulent 
actions from arising after a great lapse of time;18 and stimulating timely 
litigation.19  

II. PROPOSED FACTORS 

Drawing on and adding to the policy concerns outlined above in Part II, 
the following factors are proposed as being particularly relevant to a 
consideration of whether an artifact or collection of artifacts should be 
repatriated. Taken together, these factors may constitute a sort of test for 
adverse possession of artifacts, or a cultural “statute of limitations.” 

A. Cultural Proximity 

Perhaps of most significant concern is the cultural proximity between 
the culture from which an artifact was lost and the culture which seeks its 
possession or return. This factor does not take into account a length of time, 
but rather probes the similarity of two cultures. The policy objectives served 
by this factor include ensuring that an artifact is not “returned” to a group of 
people having no cultural connection to the artifact other than occupation of 
the same geographical area.20 For example, the culture of modern Egypt 

                                                   
13 Statute of Limitations Definition, Black’s Law Dictionary (9th ed. 2009), available at Westlaw. 
14 Developments in the Law: Statutes of Limitations, 63 HARV. L. REV. 1177, 1177 (1950); see also 

RudOLF SOHM, THE INSTITUTES OF ROMAN LAW 318–22 (3d ed. 1907). 
15 Developments in the Law: Statutes of Limitations, 63 HARV. L. REV. 1177, 1185 (1950) (citations 

omitted). 
16 Id. 
17 Id. 
18 State v. Tipton, 897 N.W.2d 653, 671 (Iowa 2017) (quoting State v. Walden 870 N.W.2d 842, 

845 (Iowa 2015)). 
19 O’Keeffe v. Snyder, 416 A.2d 862, 868 (N.J. 1980). 
20 See James Joyner, The Case Against Repatriating Modern Museum Artifacts, Outside the 

Beltway, (Oct. 22, 2014), https://www.outsidethebeltway.com/the-case-against-repatriating-museum-
artifacts/ (disagreeing with the idea that “regimes that currently govern a given territory somehow have 
exclusive rights to any object that has ever been on that plot of land”); James Cuno, Culture War: The 
Case Against Repatriating Museum Artifacts, 93 FOREIGN AFFAIRS 119, 120 (2014) (“Many use ancient 
cultural objects to affirm continuity with a glorious and powerful past as a way of burnishing their modern 
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bears no resemblance to the Egyptian Old Kingdom culture that produced 
the statue of the Seated Scribe;21 no fewer than fifteen societies have 
occupied the land of Egypt since the sculpting of this piece,22 and the 
customs and traditions of the Old Kingdom no longer survive. Accordingly, 
it makes little sense for modern Egypt to lay claim to the artifact on the basis 
of cultural heritage. 

In the context of artifacts, this may require a comparison of the art style 
of the artifact with contemporary art of the requesting culture; if the artifact 
depicts family life, a consideration of whether contemporary family life 
takes the same form as that depicted; if a religious artifact, an examination 
into how much (or how little) the contemporary religion of the culture has 
deviated from its state at the time when the artifact was lost; or other context-
specific considerations. 

B. Cultural Importance 

Another important consideration is the cultural importance of the 
particular artifact. This factor considers the importance of the artifact to the 
culture which produced it. Typically, burial items and religious artifacts are 
considered to be of high importance, while decorations or daily wear may 
be considered less culturally significant. One can reasonably expect this to 
vary between cultures; if one considers human remains as a class of artifact, 
for example, Jewish burial customs are strict enough not to permit a 
“viewing” of the body (instead requiring a closed-casket funeral),23 while 
the annual Day of the Dead festival in some parts of Mexico involves 

                                                   
political image—Egypt with the Pharaonic era, Iran with Persia, Italy with the Roman Empire. These 
arguments amount to protectionist claims on culture. Rather than acknowledge that culture is in a state 
of constant flux, modern governments present it as standing still, in order to use cultural objects to 
promote their own states’ national identities.”). 

21 Musée du Louvre, The Seated Scribe, https://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/seated-scribe (last 
visited May 30, 2020). 

22 This author will leave proper sourcing to the history books, but for the interested reader, such 
intermediate societies include (but are not limited to): the Egyptian Middle Kingdom, the Egyptian New 
Kingdom, the Achaemenid Empire, the Greek Ptolemies, the Romans, the Sasanian Empire, the 
Byzantine Empire, the Rashidun caliphate, the Umayyad caliphate, the Abbasid caliphate, the Fatimid 
caliphate, the Mamluks, the Ottoman Turks, Napoleonic France, and the British Empire. See generally 
JASON THOMPSON, A HISTORY OF EGYPT: FROM EARLIEST TIMES TO THE PRESENT (2009); IAN SHAW, 
THE OXFORD HISTORY OF ANCIENT EGYPT (2000); M. W. DALY, THE CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF EGYPT, 
VOLUME 2: MODERN EGYPT, FROM 1517 TO THE END OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY (1998); STANLEY 
LANE-POOLE, A HISTORY OF EGYPT IN THE MIDDLE AGES (1901) (available at 
http://www.google.com/books/edition/A_History_of_Egypt_in_the_Middle_Ages/6R4NAAAAIAAJ). 

23 What preparing a Jewish body for burial is really like, Jewish Telegraphic Agency, (June 26, 
2019, 3:44 PM), https://www.jta.org/2019/06/26/opinion/what-preparing-a-jewish-body-for-death-is-
really-like; Maurice Lamm, Viewing the Remains of the Deceased in Judaism, Chabad.org, (last visited 
May 30, 2020), https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/281553/jewish/Viewing-the-Remains-
of-the-Deceased-in-Judaism.htm. 
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exhuming loved ones’ bones as a way of honoring the dead.24  
This factor may also consider the importance of the artifact to the 

contemporary culture requesting its possession. A mundane item such as a 
bead or piece of pottery may become highly culturally important if it is 
among the only remaining examples of the art or history of a people. 
Conversely, one bead among extant millions is unlikely to register much 
cultural significance. 

Finally, it is possible that this factor may take into account the global 
importance or importance to a shared human heritage of the artifact. The 
Rosetta Stone is an example of an artifact with tremendous impact on human 
cultural heritage as it allowed scholars to finally decode Egyptian 
hieroglyphics while demonstrating the inscriber’s knowledge of both 
Egyptian and Ancient Greek.25 The artifact therefore acts as a sort of bridge 
between the Ancient Greek and Egyptian languages and marks a significant 
moment in the history of Western civilization. Meanwhile, the artifact does 
not specifically add to modern Egyptian culture, as modern Egyptians are 
vastly disconnected from the Egyptians who carved it.26 

C. Length of Time Expatriated 

This factor considers the length of time for which the artifact has been 
lost, missing, or otherwise absent from its culture of origin. A longer elapsed 
time lessens a culture’s claim of right to an artifact; conversely, an artifact 
recently expatriated may deserve speedy repatriation. Policy reasons for 
considering the length of time in this analysis include those described above 
in Part II—namely, the settling of title and the efficient resolution of 
ownership disputes. Additionally, a longer elapsed time may be indicative 
of a lower cultural proximity as described above. 

Another reason for considering the length of time for which an artifact 
has been expatriated is that time allows new cultural connections to form. 
For example, some Egyptian obelisks have stood in Rome for two thousand 
years.27 In that time, the obelisks have become a part of Roman culture; a 
visitor to Rome expects to see the Egyptian obelisks juxtaposed with Roman 
architecture. Repatriating these obelisks to Egypt, a land they have not seen 
for millennia, makes little sense when the modern Egyptian is no more able 

                                                   
24 Allegra Ben-Amotz, Everything You Need to Know About Día de los Muertos, AFAR MAGAZINE, 

(Aug. 17, 2018), https://www.afar.com/magazine/how-the-iconic-imagery-of-mexicos-dia-de-los-
muertos-has-evolved; Jo Tuckman, Celebrating Mexico’s Day of the Dead, THE GUARDIAN, (Oct. 30, 
2009 8:05 PM), https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2009/oct/31/mexico-city-day-of-dead. 

25 The British Museum, Everything you ever you ever wanted to know about the Rosetta Stone, THE 
BRITISH MUSEUM: OBJECTS IN FOCUS (July 14, 2017), https://blog.britishmuseum.org/everything-you-
ever-wanted-to-know-about-the-rosetta-stone/. 

26 See THOMPSON, supra note 22, at 29 (explaining how the artifact was used in the nineteenth 
century). 

27 Thomas Dowson, Egyptian Obelisks in Rome, ARCHAEOLOGY TRAVEL, https://archaeology-
travel.com/travel-reports/egyptian-obelisks-in-rome/ (last visited May 30, 2020). 
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to read their hieroglyphics than the modern Roman, and when the modern 
Egyptian has no more religious or cultural connection to the obelisk than the 
modern Westerner. Rather than a repatriation to Egypt, removal of the 
obelisks after thousands of years could be seen as an expatriation of Roman 
culture. 

D. Security and Maintenance Concerns 

A final pertinent consideration is the level of security the requesting 
country is able to provide and the economic ability and political will of the 
country to properly maintain the artifact. This factor originates in the basic 
idea that it is better for a historical artifact to be “stolen” by a museum than 
to be destroyed. Examples of ruined artifacts abound: the looting of the Iraq 
Museum in 2003,28 the fire at the Brazil Museum in 2018,29 and the ongoing 
damage to museums and artifacts held in museums in Syria30 all demonstrate 
instances in which cultural property has been irretrievably lost due to 
security or maintenance issues. 

Instability such as the ongoing war in Syria creates an environment in 
which it is difficult if not impossible to protect important pieces. ISIS has 
recently stolen artifacts and destroyed many important buildings and temples 
in Palmyra;31 though some stolen artifacts have been recovered,32 the 
destruction of historic buildings like the Tetrapylon cannot be undone. 

Additionally, less affluent countries may lack the economic ability or 
the political will to preserve cultural heritage. For example, a fire 
suppression system could have helped slow or even prevent the Brazil 
Museum fire in 2018, but the museum did not have a fire suppression system 
beyond smoke detectors and fire extinguishers.33 In an area where the 
government is shutting down libraries and struggling to pay its police 
officers and doctors,34 it is little wonder why the Brazil Museum was unable 
to afford such a system. Of course, it is impossible to predict and eliminate 
all risk of fire, and even affluent countries lose important cultural 

                                                   
28 For more on the looting of the Iraq Museum in 2003, see ROTHFIELD, supra note 3. 
29 James Gorman, The Brazil Museum Fire: What Was Lost, N.Y. TIMES (Sept. 4, 2018), 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/04/science/brazil-museum-fire.html. 
30 Damage Assessment of Museums in Syria, UNESCO (last visited May 30, 2020), 

https://en.unesco.org/syrian-observatory/news/damage-assessment-museums-syria. 
31 Ruth Maclean, Desecrated but still majestic: inside Palmyra after second ISIS occupation, THE 

GUARDIAN (Mar. 9, 2019, 5:50 AM), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/09/inside-palmyra-
syria-after-second-isis-islamic-state-occupation. 

32 Syrian authorities recover 2 Roman-era artifacts from ISIS, AL-MASDAR NEWS (Jan. 1, 2019, 
12:00 PM), https://www.almasdarnews.com/article/syrian-authorities-recover-2-roman-era-artifacts-
from-isis/. 

33 Manuela Andreoni et al., Double Blow to Brazil Museum: Neglect, Then Flames, N.Y. TIMES 
(Sept. 3, 2018), https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/03/world/americas/brazil-museum-fire.html. 

34 Id. 
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monuments to disaster.35 Nevertheless, one cannot help but think that the 
museum’s collections may have been safer elsewhere. 

III. APPLICATION TO CURRENTLY CONTENTIOUS CASES 

The following section will apply the four above-listed factors to several 
artifacts whose ownership is currently contended. These artifacts include the 
Rosetta Stone, the Benin Bronzes, and artifacts originated by Grand Ronde 
Tribe of Oregon. 

A. The Rosetta Stone 

The Rosetta Stone contains a decree issued on behalf of Ptolemy V 
Epiphanes and was carved around 196 B.C.E.36 The Stone is culturally 
significant as it allowed scholars to decode Egyptian hieroglyphics for the 
first time.37 Dr. Zahi Hawass of the Supreme Council of Antiquities in Cairo, 
among others, has asked for the Stone to be returned to Egypt.38 

(A) Similar to the discussion above in Part II.A with respect to the 
Seated Scribe, there is no cultural proximity between Egypt at the time of 
the Greek Ptolemies (when the Seated Scribe was sculpted) and Egypt today; 
a dozen societies have come and gone since Ptolemaic Egypt, modern 
Egyptians do not follow ancient Egyptian religion, modern Egyptian men do 
not wear linen shendyts, the position of “scribe” no longer exists, and 
modern Egyptians are unable to relate to documents such as the text of the 
Stone by reading the ancient languages inscribed on it. 

(B) This author suspects that the Stone had little cultural importance in 
Ancient Egypt; it was not unique at the time for a ruler to be able to speak 
both Greek and Egyptian,39 and this author sees no reason why this particular 
edict would have importance. Additionally, the Stone has little modern 
cultural significance to Egypt; other than that the Stone was found in Egypt 
and contains ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics, there is nothing to connect the 
Stone to modern Egyptian culture. On the other hand, the Stone has great 
cultural importance for global society and human cultural heritage.40  

                                                   
35 See, e.g., Jiachuan Wu et al., NBC NEWS, An Icon in Flames (last visited May 30, 2020), 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/notre-dame-fire-what-was-damaged-n995371 (describing the 
recent fire that destroyed the roof and spire of the Notre Dame cathedral in Paris, France). 

36 Jean Vercoutter, The Riddle of the Rosetta Stone; scholars and adventurers who rediscovered a 
forgotten civilization, in THE UNESCO COURIER 9 (Sept. 1988). 

37 The British Museum, supra note 25. 
38 Edwardes & Milner, supra note 4. 
39 Cleopatra, for example, spoke both languages. Evan Andrews, HISTORY.COM, 10 Little-Known 

Facts about Cleopatra (Aug. 31, 2018), https://www.history.com/news/10-little-known-facts-about-
cleopatra. 

40 See supra Part II.B. 
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(C) It is unknown when Egyptian society lost track of the Stone, but it 
was rediscovered by Western society in 1799;41 it is thus likely that the Stone 
was lost for well over a thousand years. Since its rediscovery, the Stone has 
been on display in the British Museum nearly continuously since 1802.42 

(D) The modern Egyptian republic has recently experienced a period of 
unrest.43 In light of the continuing unrest, the August 2010 theft of van 
Gogh’s “Poppy Flowers” from the Mahmoud Khalil Museum,44 and the 
possible economic inability of the Egyptian government to properly fund 
protective measures,45 the security of items repatriated to Egypt seems 
questionable. 

In sum, none of the proposed factors leans in favor of returning the 
Rosetta Stone to Egypt. This author would accordingly leave the Stone 
where it stands, an exhibit in the British Museum. 

B. The Benin Bronzes 

The Benin Bronzes are a collection of bronze plates originating in the 
Kingdom of Benin (part of present-day Nigeria) that depict the evolution of 
Benin’s second dynasty, believed to have begun in the thirteenth century.46 
Some scholars have argued for their return to Nigeria,47 and the British 
Museum has recently agreed to loan several of them to a new museum in 
Benin City, Nigeria.48  

(A) A potentially great cultural proximity exists between the Kingdom 
of Benin in 1897 and local culture today.49 The same dynasty still rules 
Benin.50 Many people in the area still speak the Edo language and practice 
traditional Edo religion.51 Given the relatively short passage of time since 
1897, it can be expected that many cultural traditions remain. 

(B) The Benin Bronzes tell the history of the Benin Empire.52 They are 
                                                   
41 Vercoutter, supra note 36, at 8. 
42 The British Museum, supra note 25. 
43 See, e.g., Egypt protests: ‘Hundreds held’ after rare anti-government unrest, BBC NEWS (Sept. 

23, 2019), https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-49800213 (discussing recent protests in 
Egypt). 

44 Egypt’s museum security called lax after heist, DENVER POST (Aug. 27, 2010), 
https://www.denverpost.com/2010/08/27/egypts-museum-security-called-lax-after-heist/. 

45 See id. (describing an outdated video-surveillance system and “guards who snooze”). 
46 Benjamin Sutton, Long in Exile, the Looted Benin Bronzes Tell the Story of a Mighty African 

Kingdom (Feb. 21, 2019), https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-long-exile-looted-benin-bronzes-
story-mighty-african-kingdom. 

47 Gabriel, supra note 2. 
48 Kieron Monks, British Museum to return Benin Bronzes to Nigeria, CNN NEWS (Dec. 14, 2018), 

https://www.cnn.com/2018/11/26/africa/africa-uk-benin-bronze-return-intl/index.html. 
49 Sutton, supra note 46 (discussing the historical value of the Benin Bronzes). 
50 Id. 
51 National African Language Resource Center, Edo (last accessed May 30, 2020), 

https://nalrc.indiana.edu/doc/brochures/edo.pdf. 
52 See generally Sutton, supra note 46 (discussing the historical value of the Benin Bronzes). 
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therefore of obvious significance to the people of the Kingdom of Benin in 
1897, and due to the above-mentioned cultural proximity, to local citizens 
today. To the contrary, there is no immediate reason why the Benin Bronzes 
would have global or human cultural importance. 

(C) The Benin Bronzes were expatriated in 1897 and have been on 
display in the British Museum for roughly one hundred years.53 This is a 
relatively short period of time, and it seems doubtful that the Benin Bronzes 
have made a cultural impact on the British people. 

(D) The U.S. State Department warns against travel to Nigeria due to, 
among other things, crime and terrorism.54 The state of Edo faces its 
particular security concerns.55 On the other hand, Nigeria is the richest 
country in Africa by GDP, outranking even South Africa.56 The Nigerian 
government may therefore have the resources to protect important pieces of 
cultural heritage such as the Benin Bronzes. 

Overall, factors (A)–(C) strongly lean in favor of repatriation, while 
factor (D) is somewhat mixed. Accordingly, this author would strongly 
consider repatriating the Benin Bronzes. 

 
C. Artifacts of the Grand Ronde Tribe of Oregon 

 
Artifacts taken from the Grand Ronde Tribe include “intricate bowls, 

woven baskets and other pieces.”57 These artifacts were bought from 
impoverished tribe members in the 1870s and were eventually gifted to the 
British Museum.58 Several artifacts were recently loaned to the Chachalu 
Tribal Museum & Cultural Center in Grand Ronde, Oregon for an exhibit.59 

(A) It is likely that cultural history was lost when nearly thirty tribes 
were consolidated into the Confederated Tribes of the Grand Ronde.60 
However, the Grand Ronde Tribe has made efforts to preserve as much of 
its culture as possible.61 Further, the buyer of the artifacts in the 1870s kept 

                                                   
53 Sutton, supra note 46. 
54 U.S. DEPT. OF STATE – BUREAU OF CONSULAR AFFS.: NIGERIA TRAVEL ADVISORY (Oct. 29, 

2019), https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/traveladvisories/nigeria-travel-
advisory.html. 

55 Abraham Abdul Jatto & Perry Stanislas, Contemporary Security Challenges Facing Edo State, 
Nigeria, 9 GEOPOLITICS, HISTORY, AND INT’L RELATIONS (July 1, 2017) (detailing security challenges 
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meticulous records, meaning that it may be possible to find the direct 
descendants of the objects’ original owners.62 Accordingly, there seems to 
be a fair amount of cultural proximity. 

(B) The Confederated Tribes of the Grand Ronde were consolidated 
from nearly thirty tribes and forced onto a reservation in 1856.63 The Tribe 
now numbers just over five thousand members.64 Given the history of Native 
Americans in the United States, it is likely that the Grande Ronde Tribe lacks 
a large number of culturally significant items, meaning that the significance 
of these particular items is high. Meanwhile, there is no reason to suspect a 
high global cultural significance for these items, particularly since they have 
not “seen much of the light of day” since they were expatriated.65 

(C) Similar to the Benin Bronzes, these items have been expatriated for 
a relatively short period of time, around one hundred years.66 

(D) The Tribe hosts its own cultural heritage museum which opened in 
2014 and features a special security vault.67 The Tribe runs a casino68 and 
likely has sufficient economic resources to ensure the proper maintenance 
of any returned artifacts. Additionally, being located on United States soil, 
there is little security risk in returning the items. 

All four factors lean heavily in favor of repatriation. This author 
recommends repatriation of the Grand Ronde Tribe’s cultural heritage. 

CONCLUSION 

The repatriation movement is likely in its infancy; it can be expected 
that repatriation requests will increase in the coming years as world 
governments see others’ successful repatriation efforts and seek to do the 
same for their own cultural heritage. In making a repatriation determination, 
this author suggests consideration of (A) Cultural Proximity; (B) Cultural 
Importance; (C) Length of Time; and (D) Security and Maintenance 
Concerns. A balance of these factors may be helpful in assessing the 
suitability, feasibility, and impact of repatriating “stolen” pieces. 
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