BBC restores controversial Eric Gill statue amid public scrutiny
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The BBC has recently undertaken repairs to a contentious statue located outside its Broadcasting House in London, despite ongoing public pressure for the statue's removal due to the troubling history of its creator. The work, titled "Ariel and Prospero," was restored and unveiled on Wednesday, April 9, encased behind a transparent protective screen after experiencing two separate acts of vandalism involving hammers.
Created in 1932 by British sculptor Eric Gill, who is also known for his work as a typeface designer, the statue depicts characters from William Shakespeare's play "The Tempest." Gill's legacy has come under intense scrutiny following the posthumous discovery of his diaries, which revealed that he sexually abused his daughters. These diaries were uncovered by cultural historian Fiona MacCarthy nearly fifty years after Gill's death.
The statue has been a fixture outside the BBC's headquarters since 1933 and is one of two works by Gill within the BBC's art collection. The second sculpture, depicting a sower, can be found inside the main reception of Broadcasting House.
In 2022 and 2023, the statue was targeted by a protester named David Chick, who scaled the building's scaffolding to damage it with a hammer on both occasions. Chick, who has pleaded not guilty to the charges related to the vandalism, is facing legal proceedings, with his trial scheduled for May 2026. A judge has prohibited him from approaching within 100 meters (approximately 328 feet) of the statue.
A spokesperson for the BBC stated, "The BBC in no way condones Gill’s abusive behaviour, but it draws a line between the actions of Gill and the status of these artworks," speaking to Hyperallergic regarding the situation.
The statue's position in the BBC's architectural landscape is protected by a Grade II* listing, which indicates its status as a historic structure with unique cultural and architectural significance. This classification grants the statue certain legal safeguards. Alongside the protective measures, the BBC has implemented a QR code near the statue that offers visitors historical context about Broadcasting House and a vague overview of the controversy surrounding Gill. However, the accompanying information does not explicitly mention Gill's history of sexual abuse.
The restoration process involved collaboration with Westminster City Council and Historic England, an organisation that advises governmental bodies on issues related to contested heritage. The total expenditure for the repairs and the installation of the protective screen amounted to £529,715 (around $686,667), which the BBC covered without seeking insurance reimbursement.
The BBC has faced growing scrutiny over the decades for various controversies, including that of television host Jimmy Savile, who was found to have a longstanding history of sexual abuse. Survivor groups have consistently called for the removal of Gill's statue, with Fay Maxted, the chief executive of the Survivors’ Trust, expressing in 2013 that its public display is unacceptable. "It’s an insult to allow a work like this to remain in such a public place," Maxted remarked at the time. "It is almost mocking survivors; it is intolerable."
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