
Who Owns The Past? 

Rights & Responsibilities of Museums in Relation To The Artefacts They Hold  

An Opinion Piece 

Northampton is a small town in the middle of England. Like many it has a small museum and art 

gallery and, like many others, it is under financial pressure to maintain public services at a time of 

austerity in public finances. One object held by the museum is a 4000 year old Egyptian statue of 

Sekhemka, an "Inspector of Scribes" from the 5th dynasty.  

The statue was found in Saquarra and brought to England 

around 1850 by the second Marquess of Northampton. It was 

donated by the third (or fourth1) Marquess to Northampton 

Museums in 1870 (or 1880) under a deed of gift stating that 

the statue should remain on public display and not be 

disposed of. Now Northampton Borough Council (having put 

the statue into storage for the last 2 years, citing excessive 

insurance costs as the reason for ceasing to exhibit it) has 

decided that it wishes to sell the object. It hopes to raise an 

estimated £2M to invest in other cultural projects and claims 

that the statue is not a key part of the town's cultural 

heritage. The present Marquess, a group of local Egyptology 

enthusiasts and the UK Museums Association have all 

questioned the sale. 

The case raises many questions regarding the "ownership" of 

the past.  

Little is known about the acquisition of the object by the 

second Marquess, an adventurer who collected artefacts 

during his trip to Egypt during 1850 but, to date, this original 

"ownership" has not been contested. 

The gift in 1870/1880 to the town of Northampton was very 

much in a tradition of the British aristocracy supporting public 

education through the endowment of municipal museums and 

it could be argued that the statue forms part of the town's 

cultural heritage if only by demonstrating that.  

The Save Sekhemka Action Group has campaigned to keep the 

object in Northampton and to return it to public display, 

claiming that the Council's public consultation process on the sale was flawed. So far they have not 

succeeded in overturning the Council's decision. 

                                                           
1
 Different sources give two different possible origins. 

 

Figure 1 Figure of Sekhemka & Sit-Merit 

(Credit: Save Sekhemka Action Group)  

 



The present Marquess, has started legal action against the Council saying they are in breach of the 

original deed of gift. In the event of his succeeding the statue (and other artefacts gifted to the 

town's museums) would have to be returned. 

So who owns this piece of the past? 

Is it an elected body put in place to oversee a wide range of services, taking an expedient decision on 

financing and hoping to benefit from the commercial value of an artefact? 

Is it the heir of the original owner who gifted the object with conditions applied "in perpetuity" who 

considers that this term means longer than the time from 1880 to now? 

Is it the people of Egypt from whom the object was originally acquired?    

Or is it the people of Northampton who might no longer have the opportunity to see this object and 

learn its story if it were to be sold? 

Northampton Borough Council has taken a view of what makes up a "key part of the town's 

heritage" and has argued that a statue of a court official from 2400BC has little to do with a town 

2200 miles from Saquarra whose heritage is tied to a history of shoe manufacture.  

Another view says that the council is taking a backward step by turning its back on the origins of 

other cultures, saying they are nothing to do with them. Does their "ownership" of this artefact 

allow them to rewrite the past and declare that the original deed of gift no longer applies? Arguably 

the issue here is not one of the rights of ownership but of the responsibilities of ownership; the 

responsibility to use the artefacts of the past to promote understanding of the wider, common 

cultural heritage that we all share. Much has been made of the rights of ownership of the past. The 

real question is what that ownership should mean.  
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