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Oldest Human History Is at Risk

By HOLLAND COTTER

Iraq has hundreds of thousands of archacological sites. Some
10.000 have been identificd. but only a fraction have been
explored. Any of them could change what we know about
human history. as past excavations have done. Some have al-
ready revealed the world's carliest known villages and cities
and the first examples of writing.

The country is also one of the prime centers of Islamic art and
culture, H is home to some of the carliest surviving examples
of Islamic architecture -the Great Mosque at Samarra and the
desert palace of Ukhaidar - and it is also a magnet for reli-
gious pilgrimage. The tombs of Imam Ali and his son Husein,
founders of the Shiite branch of Islam. at Najaf and Karbala.
are two of the most revered in the Muslim world,

During the Persian Gulf war in 1991 at least one major ar-
chaeological monument. the colossal ziggurat of Ur. was
bombed. Shock {rom explosions damaged fragile structures
like the great brick vault at Cresiphon. and the 15th-century
university called the Mustansiriya in Baghdad. These are
among the sites most at risk [rom wur:

()

"If any of the holiest Shiite shrines at Karbala., Najaf or
Kadhumain are hit, we can only expect a very angry reaction
from Muslims everywhere.” said Zainab Bahrani. who was
bern in Iraq and teaches Islamic art at Columbia University.
"It would be like bombing St. Peter's in Rome."
Chutp:/fwww.nytimes.com/2003/02/25/arts/design/

25SITE.himl)

War in [rag Would Halt All Digs in Region
By JOHN NOBLE WILFORD

War in [ragq would halt archacology not just in that country
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but across the Middle East, experts say, and could result in
some of the earliest cities of Mesopotamia being bombed or
looted into ruins of ruins.

Researchers with long experience in Iraq say they are worried
that postwar looting could cause even more damage to the
antiquities than combat. They also fear that some art dealers
and collectors might try to take advantage of any postwar dis-
array and change in government to gain access to more of
Iraq's archaeological treasures. After the Persian Gulf war of
1991, ancient treasures were plundered and sold illegally in
international markets.

Fear of war has already had a widespread effect. All Euro-
pean research teams left Irag months ago, indefinitely sus-
pending excavations along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers at
places like Uruk, Assur, Nimrud and Nineveh. Others doubt
that they will return this year to dig sites in Syria, Jordan and
some places in southern Turkey. In many cases it is impos-
sible to get insurance for staff and students. Researchers in
Egypt are growing wary, and nascent plans for reviving long-
suspended operations in Iran have been abandoned.

(1)

Leading archaeologists and representatives of cultural groups
have conferred with officials of the State and Defense De-
pariments, stressing the importance of compliance with the
1954 Hague Convention on the Protection of Cultural Prop-
erty in the Event of Armed Conflict. The treaty obligates com-
hatants not to target cultural sites and monuments except where
military installations have been placed on or next to them.
The United States signed but did not ratify the treaty.

At the invitation of the Pentagon, archaeologists have pro-
vided military planners with the locations of hundreds of Iraq's
ouistanding ruins from antiquity. But the entire country, ex-
perts say, is an archaecological site. "We've gone about as far
as we can go,” said Dr, McGuire Gibson of the University of
Chicago, one of the archaeologists who met with Pentagon
officials. "We reminded them that there are no natural hills in
southern Iraq, and if you see a hill, in most cases it's the mound

of a buried ancient settlement.”

()

In a recent article in the journal Science. William Pearlstein,
the council’s treasurer, was quoted as saying that the group
favored "a rational and balanced approach to cultural heritage
issues” and that if war came it hoped to encourage the Ameri-
can govermment to establish "a sensible post-Saddam cultural
administration™ and relax some of Irag's strict antiquities laws.
Archaeologists and art collectors alike agreed that their great-
est concern is looting after a war. In the Persian Gulf war of
1991, damage to known ancient sites was slight, but looting
afterward left museums and excavations in a shambles.
Assyrian sculptures in northern Iraq were sawed up so the
pleces could be taken out of the country, archaeologists said.
Unexcavated sites in the south were bulldozed by plunderers,
who hauled away artifacts in dump trucks. One expert said a
diplomat’s car was stopped crossing the border from Iraq into
Jordan with 80 illicit artifacts. The expert would not say what
country the diplomat was from.

Although some looters were poor people in nced, experts said,
oiliers could have been part of organized international opera-
tions. Dr. John Malcolm Russell of the Massachusetts Col-
lege of Art in Boston said that in the last decade "a flood of
many thousands of undocumented Iragi antiquities has been
surfacing on the market, visible at every level of the market

from the big auction houses to eBay." Dr. Russell concluded,
"They can't all come from Granny's attic and old Swiss col-
lections.” Fearing that looting could be worse after another
war. the Archaeological Institute of America has called on
the "appropriate governments” to help protect museums and
sites and to help ihe Iraqi authorities rebuild museums and
enforce laws against plundering.

The experience in Afghanistan has been sobering, Dr. Russell
said. The United States has provided litile money for cultural
reconstruction and protection there, he said, adding, "Afghani-
stan must be like a gold field for looters.”
(h[tp://www.nytimes.com/2063/02/25/arls/design/
25DIG.himl}
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