August 23, 2005

Dear Members of the Cultural Property Advisory Committee,

I write to strongly encourage the renewal the renewal of the bilateral agreement that was put into place in 2001 to protect the cultural property of Italy, a country of immense importance to the global past. Many Italian and foreign scholars have cooperated in documenting the destruction of Italy’s archaeological resources, a process that accelerated into the 1990s in a complex relationship of demand in foreign countries supplied by a trade in illegally excavated objects. I would like to speak to two areas of interest to the committee of which I have some direct experience. 


The first concerns the efforts of the Italian state to safeguard its own patrimony. As you know, a special unit of the national police force, the Carabinieri, known as the Comando Carabinieri Tutela Patrimonio Culturale, concerns itself exclusively with the recovery of cultural property. This unit has been vigorous and successful, collaborating with other government agencies, including U.S. Customs, to pursue objects that have left the country. I was privileged to appear in the spring of 1999 with the Comando’s head at that time, Gen. Roberto Conforti, at New York University’s Casa Italiana in an event dedicated to drawing attention to threats to Italy’s cultural heritage. I was invited to this event because of my work as co-director of the Morgantina Excavations, an American archaeological project celebrating its fiftieth anniversary this summer (2005). I have worked at Morgantina, located in central Sicily, for over fifteen years. Though most of the objects illegally recovered at Morgantina and illegally exported have come from the Hellenistic city, whose excavation and study is supervised by my colleague Malcolm Bell (University of Virginia), the earlier settlement with which I concern myself has not escaped. In every summer I have spent time in Sicily, all but two since 1989, I have personally witnessed the devastating effects of illegal excavation in both the site and its cemeteries by locals whose labors supply the international art market. I have seen and documented smashed terracotta sarcophagi, shattered human bones and broken pottery in Morgantina’s Archaic cemeteries; the cratering of the site, including those areas already excavated, by looters using metal detectors; the destruction of excavated monuments by those searching for ‘treasure’ that archaeologists might have failed to uncover using proper excavation methods. These efforts take place at all times of the year, including while archaeologists are actively working. 


It is our sense that the cemeteries have been all but exhausted, with the incalculable loss of information about the history and population of the site over the course of approximately a thousand years of habitation. The advent of the metal detector, however, has spurred a new kind of destruction, encouraged by some spectacular successes in finding valuable objects. The single most notorious case at Morgantina is a set of Hellenistic (i.e. 3rd c. B.C.E.) silver objects from a house that was looted in the early 1980s (and included the use of a bulldozer to backfill the resulting evidence of destruction). This material was acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, with an imprecise provenance. If it had been properly excavated, not only would its production be better understood, but the objects would also have told us about the circumstances that led to their deliberate burial. Particularly regrettable is that these objects have inscriptions that, in their proper context, tell us a great deal about the historical situation, but without provenance may as well not exist at all. 


Arguments for a legal market in antiquities often suggest that a country could designate some fraction of its patrimony, objects less valuable or existing in multiples, which could satisfy the demand. But this argument is answered by the caliber of objects that museums abroad and collectors wish to acquire, and do. They are the most important, unusual, and aesthetically pleasing objects produced in antiquity, so prized that even fragments are sought after. Tomb robbing and collecting, and the mining of sites for building material, are old occupations going back to antiquity. Yet Morgantina survived for many centuries, essentially intact, as did many other sites in Italy (and elsewhere) until the advent of modern collecting. The pace of contemporary looting, stimulated by global demand, is unprecedented in history. It is causing the destruction of sites at a pace that poses a grave threat to the systematic study and understanding of antiquity through its own remains. The United States with its concentration of wealth and desire for antiquities is a major player in this market. I am not in favor of emptying museums and very well might not be an archaeologist were it not for exposure to great museums at an early age. There is, however, good reason to stop acquisitions and encourage loans and exchanges instead at this point in time. Such arrangements actually benefit scholars and the American public as a whole much more than the private market does. 


Thank you for your consideration.

Carla M. Antonaccio

Professor of Classical Studies, Duke University

Co-Director, Morgantina Excavations
