2627 SE 5th Circle, #71D

Boynton Beach, FL 33435

August 5, 2005

Mr. Jay Kislak, Chair

Cultural Property Advisory Committee

U.S. Department of State

301 4th Street SW

Washington, DC 20547

fax:  001-202-260-4893

Dear Mr. Kislak:

I am writing to the Cultural Property Advisory Committee of the U.S. Department of State in support of the renewal of the Memorandum of Understanding on Cultural Properties between the United States and Italy.  As a professional archaeologist (I am a member of the Register of Professional Archaeologists) and university educator (I am an Assistant Professor of Art History in the Department of Visual Arts and Art History, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, Florida) with over twenty years' experience in Italian archaeology (I have worked with American universities and Italian governmental agencies, as well as with the United States Navy, Army, and Air Force on cultural resource related projects), I cannot underscore enough how important this agreement is both to the interests of educational and cultural activities and to good international relations.

The illicit antiquities trade harms the world's cultural heritage not just in countries where antiquities are found (the incorrectly termed 'source countries', as if cultural resources were somehow mined) but also in whatever countries the antiquities eventually arrive.  I have visited countless archaeological sites that have been looted (and I worked on regular, authorized, scientific archaeological projects which have suffered looting during off-hours), and I can assure the committee that the experience is much like visiting a crime scene -- clandestine excavators have no respect for archaeological context or anything other than the recovery of whole objects that they consider to have some sort of monetary value -- irreparable damage is caused to preserved architecture and to delicate stratigraphic deposits; even partially preserved objects (that can tell much to a trained professional archaeologist and to the educated public) are discarded in the rush to find a quick source of cash.  Once in the art market, any sort of contextual information regarding an object's origin, function, or its relation to other objects and archaeological features is lost forever in favor of whatever aesthetic value it may seem to hold (and this is subjective judgement of our own age that often has little to do with the object's meaning in its own time).

Italy is a country with a long historical heritage.  Although the Italian State is only half as old as the United States, the cultural history of what is now Italy is key element in  the development of western civilization.  Archaeology always has been considered to be an important element of Italian cultural heritage, and, for example, one of the first acts of the new Italian State in 1860 was the creation of a regular system for the administration and development of Pompeii and Herculaneum -- two sites where in many ways one may say that the field of archaeology was born (actually, even under the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies that ruled southern Italy and Sicily before 1860, there was a precocious effort to protect the region's cultural resources, and many kinds of problems, such as the continuing conflict between Greece and Great Britain over possession of the architectural sculpture of the Parthenon -- the so-called Elgin Marbles -- were avoided for this reason).

Italy has always had a consistent framework for the protection of its cultural heritage -- a comprehensive law (42/2004) governs the discovery and management of both mobile and fixed archaeological resources, and there is a complex and coherent administration at the national, regional, provincial and municipal levels that protects and promotes the study of this country's heritage.  Historically, Italy has been in the vanguard of cultural resource protection, and even given other countries, such as Egypt and Greece, owe the start of their own efforts to Italian initiatives.   In fact, Italian cultural resource law is far more comprehensive than even the terms of the bilateral agreement -- protection is afforded to all cultural resources from the earliest appearance of humankind in the Paleolithic period (in Italy as early at least as 11,000 B.C.E.; and actually the law includes paleontological remains, as well) to public buildings that are over fifty years in age.  By mentioning this, I do think that the existing agreement should be renewed just the same, but that an expanded chronological range would better in the future.

One of the most successful efforts that the Italian State and Regional and local governmental agencies have been involve in is public education.  Countless publications, films, and documents in other media are produced each year to promote the appreciation and the protection of Italy's cultural heritage.  I have participated in the preparation of a booklet that was published by the local school district of Paternò, a city west of Catania in Sicily that has seen more than its share of cultural resource depredation.  The booklet, entitled Pietralunga (a copy is being sent to the committee under separate cover by mail), explains in terms that can be easily understood by upper division school students and the general public what Archaeology is all about using examples from local projects.  It was very popular with the community, and today local schools and an active regional archaeological group (SiciliAntica) have worked successfully with the Regional government's Soprintendenza per i Beni Culturali ed Ambientali on several excavation projects (I led their first efforts at the Monte Castellaccio archaeological site).  A museum in the city of Paternò that displays the area's archaeological heritage is slated to open in December of this year.

The Memorandum of Understanding that is to be renewed is an important educational tool, as well as a means of protecting resources from illegal handling.  It promotes educational programs, including exchange shows that bring antiquities to the United States.  Instead of creating a wall of mistrust, which is the effect that illegal trade has, it promotes contact and communication.  

Americans are very aware of how important this is.  I have been fortunate to work with cultural resource professionals in the United States military in the development of what they call Users' Guides to cultural and natural resources on military properties in the Mediterranean, and especially in Italy and in subsequent educational seminars that put the principles of the Users' Guides into practice.  The purpose of the guides is to help property manages coordinate their activities with cultural resources that are present in coordination with host country governmental agencies and always in respect of host country laws.  Some of the best scientific work that I have seen anywhere in the world has been done in these contexts (for example, the work that has been done at U.S. Naval support facilities in the area of Naples).  The kind of cooperation and good will that arises from such work is one of the best diplomatic aces that our country can have at hand.

In reality, the Memorandum of Understanding stands at the first level in an increasingly global effort to preserve cultural heritage and to promote cultural exchange.  It is not just a matter of respecting others' property -- and illicitly traded antiquities are indeed stolen goods -- it is a matter of seeing and understanding the larger picture of human development in local, regional, and world-wide contexts.  As human beings we cannot afford to let the immediate interests of short-term aesthetic pleasure and economic gain deprive us of our knowledge of the world's archaeological heritage, and the figure that the United States cuts in this regard with other countries, such as Italy, will be remembered.

Thank you for your attention,

Brian E. McConnell, Ph.D., R.P.A.

Department of Visual Arts and Art History

Florida Atlantic University

Boca Raton, Florida
