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A Game of Marbles 
 

1. It’s wrong to steal. Anyone knows that. We’re taught it from birth, and have it 
heavily reinforced throughout our childhood. The notion that anyone could become 
an adult and not understand this basic moral rule is absurd. So, the fact that a 35-
year-old man could walk into the centre of Greece one day and, with the help of a 
gang of labourers, remove 247 feet’s worth of marble sculptures without 
immediately being arrested may cause your jaw to hang open. 

 
2. But this is exactly what occurred in the spring of 1801. A British ambassador to 

Greece, Thomas Bruce (Lord Elgin), approached the Parthenon - the temple built 
high on the mountain of the Acropolis - and set up scaffolding to begin hacking away 
the sculptures which formed a frieze around the exterior of the building. These were 
some of the most stunning historical sculptures in existence, having survived since 
their creation in the 5th century B.C. Elgin, like a child in a sweet shop, could not 
help himself. The frieze itself depicts the mythological battle between the centaurs – 
half man, half-horse creatures – and the Lapiths, a tribe from Thessaly. While he was 
about his business, Elgin, like a Classical magpie, helped himself to several tonnes of 
other assorted statues from Athens. Elgin was delighted, the Greeks were distraught. 

 
3. How was he able to accomplish this ransacking of artefacts? At the time, Greece was 

under the rule of the Ottoman Empire (roughly, present-day Turkey) and Elgin and 
his crew arrived in Athens that day with a permit from the Ottoman authorities 
stating that his work was allowed. This is where things start to get murky. Or 
murkier. 

 
4. The original document giving permission from the Ottoman officials has since been 

lost, and all that remains is a translated version in Italian. Ottoman officials claimed 
that the document did not represent permission to take the marbles; British 
translators said it did. Whatever the truth of the matter, Lord Elgin loaded up his 
ships and the marbles were hefted back to London, where they were shamelessly 
put on display by the British Museum, and where you can openly see them to this 
day. It seems a brazen exhibition of Elgin’s plunder. 

 
5. It has been argued by the British Museum, and many Greek archaeologists, that Elgin 

was actually doing the marbles a real favour. Athens in 1801 had spent thousands of 
years falling into wreck and ruin – literally. There was no security around the 
Parthenon, and nothing resembling conservation work being done to maintain it. If 
Elgin had not taken the sculptures, they say, they would have fallen either into 
disrepair, or into the hands of private dealers who would sell them to anyone with 
the money to buy them. Safely in the British Museum, the marbles have been 
painstakingly preserved so that they might last for thousands more years. 

 



6. While we may be indebted to British historians for saving the marbles, it seems clear 
that they do not belong to Britain. Athens is now more capable of keeping the 
sculptures safe, so it seems only right that they should be returned to their proper 
owners. Sharing may indeed be caring but, after 200-odd years, it would be more 
accurate to call this “sharing” what it really is: theft. 
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A Game of Marbles 
Questions 
 
 

1. Look at paragraph 1. 
Explain in your own words why your jaw might “hang open”.   3 

 
2. Look at paragraph 2. 

With reference to the writer’s language, explain how the writer conveys  
Elgin’s actions in Greece. (You may wish to discuss sentence structure,  
word choice, imagery or any other language feature.)    4 

 
3. Look at paragraph 2. 

Explain with clear reference to the text how the writer makes successful   2 
use of contrasts in these lines. 

 
4. Look at paragraph 3. 

Explain how the writer’s imagery conveys his disapproval of Elgin’s   2 
actions.  

 
5. Look at paragraph 3. 

‘How was he able to accomplish this ransacking of artefacts?’ 
Explain why this sentence works well as a link at this point in the passage. 2 

 
6. Look at paragraph 4. 

Show how the context helps you arrive at the meaning of the word   2 
“brazen”. 

 
7. Look at paragraph 5. 

Explain in your own words some of the reasons why “Elgin was    2 
actually doing the marbles a real favour”.  

 
8. Look at the final paragraph. 

Why is the word “sharing” in inverted commas?     2 
 

9. Look at the final paragraph. 
How effective do you find the final paragraph as a conclusion to the article  2 
as a whole?   

 


