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The return of the Eros Head

• Object history

• Restitution claim

• Legal constraints for UK national 

museums

• Cultural Renewable Partnership



Eros Head

A.2-1933

3rd century AD, Roman

Carved marble life-sized head of a child, broken 
off at the neck. The head was once part of a 

figure of Eros on a Roman sarcophagus from the 
ancient site of Sidamara in Lycaonia (now part of 

Karaman province, Türkiye).

© Victoria and Albert Museum, London
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Sidamara Sarcophagus, Istanbul Archaeological Museum, photograph by Osama Shukir Muhammed Amin FRCP(Glasg), 2018, https://commons.wikimedia.org/

Sidamara Sarcophagus 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/


Object history

1882 

• Sir Charles William Wilson, British Military Consul General in Anatolia (1879–

1882), discovered an important Roman sarcophagus near the site of the ancient 

settlement of Sidamara in Lycaonia. 

• He took the Head of Eros, which had become detached, to Britain, and reburied 

the sarcophagus.

• His intention was to return and ship the whole sarcophagus to England. 

1883 

• He placed the Head on loan to the South Kensington Museum (now the V&A) 

with the idea of re-uniting it with the sarcophagus when it arrived.

Sir Charles William Wilson, by Hills & Saunders
albumen carte-de-visite, 1883, Given by Terence Pepper, 2014, NPG x197183, © National Portrait Gallery. 



Object history

“I am trying to secure the [whole] sarcophagus for 

England and should wish the head eventually to go to 

whomever secures the sarcophagus”

Letter from Sir Charles William Wilson to the Director of the Museum of South 
Kensington in 1883. Minutes dated 20.04.21934, V&A Archive, MA/1/W2359, Miss 
O. M. Wilson

Sir Charles William Wilson, by Hills & Saunders
albumen carte-de-visite, 1883, Given by Terence Pepper, 2014, NPG x197183, © National Portrait Gallery. 



Object history

• 1900 – the  sarcophagus was moved to the Archaeology 

Museum in Istanbul under the supervision of its director, 

Osman Hamdi Bey, where it remains on display today. 

• 1933 – Miss Marion Olivia Wilson formally gives the object 

to the South Kensington Museum in memory of her father, 

Major General Sir Charles William Wilson.

Sidamara Sarcophagus, photograph by Artur Bogacki which was uploaded on March 16th, 2013, https://fineartamerica.com/featured/sidamara-sarcophagus-artur-bogacki.html

https://fineartamerica.com/featured/sidamara-sarcophagus-artur-bogacki.html


Restitution claim

1933 - 1934

• A visitor noticed that the Head closely corresponded in style 

with the famous Sidamara Sarcophagus displayed in 

Istanbul. 

• The V&A made a cast of the Head to be sent to Istanbul. 

• It was then confirmed the cast fitted in one of the figures of 

the lid and therefore the Head belonged to the Sidarma

Sarcophagus.

• The cast has remained on the Eros figure until 2022.

Cast of the Head in the Sidamara sarcophagus, Istanbul Archaeological Museum 



Restitution claim

1933 - 1934

• The Turkish government claimed the restitution of the 

Head. 

• The V&A agreed to the exchange of the Head for “an 

object of the same value” (e.g. Byzantine antiquity)

• The V&A sought approval from the UK’s Board of 

Education and Treasure.

• The V&A file provides no further information on why 

these negotiations were interrupted and the exchange 

did not happen.



Restitution claim

2011

• V&A resumes discussions on the Eros Head with Turkish 

Ambassador and Ministry of Culture, in line with the planning and 

loan negotiations for the Ottoman Art exhibition at the V&A in 2014.

• Turkish position: 

o Wish transfer of ownership. 

o Would not accept a loan with any possibility of return.

• V&A’s position: offers a long-term (“indefinite”) loan, due to the 

constrains imposed by the National Heritage Act 1983.



National Heritage Act 1983

The Board of Trustees may dispose of an object by sale, exchange 

or gift, only if it falls into one or more of the following categories:

a) It is a duplicate of another object

b) The object is unsuitable for retention and can be disposed of 

without detriment to the interests of students or other 

members of the public

c) The disposal is an exercise of the power conferred by section 6 

of the Museums and Galleries Act 1992 (transfer of objects 

between UK institutions)

d) The Board may destroy or otherwise dispose of an object if it 

has deteriorated beyond usefulness for the purposes of the 

collections, because of damage, physical deterioration or 

infestation by destructive organisms. Victoria Tower, Palace of Westminster, photograph by Stephen 
Ayling, 1867, Museum no. 61115 ©Victoria & Albert Museum, 
London



Ethical grounds for the 

return

Public benefit.

Greater understanding of the object.

Return agreed in 1930s. 

Donor’s wish.



Istanbul Archaeological Museum

Renewable Cultural Partnership

Exhibition Road Quarter at the V&A. Photograph by Hufton Crow



Renewable Cultural Partnership

• Loan Agreement 2022 – 2028: renewable 

(formally signed in person at the V&A by 

Turkish delegation)

• Temporary Export Licence (Object of Cultural 

Interest; Archaeological Item): Arts Council 

England agreed to a longer initial period 6 + 3 

years (considerations on object history and 

provenance, wish of donor, public benefit)

• Immunity from Seizure

• Commercial insurance + State indemnity

• Shipping 



Conservation work

• V&A and Istanbul Museum’s  
conservation teams working 
collaboratively.

• Agreed method of removal of cast 
and installation of head.

• Conservation treatment and cleaning 
in London prior to dispatch.

• Removal of existing dowel, 
substituted by a stainless steel 
adjustable new dowel.



9th June 2022: shipment



10th – 15th June 2022: unpacking, condition checking, installation









collaborative effort

V&A

• Director

• General Counsel 

• Head of International 

Programmes

• Provenance Curator

• Sculpture Conservators

• Head of Communications

• Technical Services

• Head Registrar

Arts Council England

Department of Culture, Media 

and Sport 

Türkiye

• Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism (International 

Combatting Illicit Trafficking 

Unit)

• Istanbul Archaeological 

Museum (Director, 

Conservators, Curators)

• Laboratory of Restoration and 

Conservation in Istanbul

• Turkish Ambassy in London



Thank you

Ana Muñoz, Head Registrar
a.munoz@vam.ac.uk
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j.schuhmacher@vam.ac.uk
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