Policing antiquities in Italy: the Carabinieri Art Squad

Italy has long been at the forefront of efforts to catch archaeological vandals. As early as 1969 the Carabinieri (national police) formed a special Unit for the Protection of the Cultural Heritage. This art theft squad works closely with academics and other police forces to identify stolen artifacts and arrest the culprits. The Carabinieri maintain a database of more than 240,000 artifacts and artworks stolen from Italy, and regularly work with foreign foreign police forces to nab smugglers outside of Italy.

An enormous task
By one estimate, half a million artifacts have been stolen from archaeological sites and museums since the 1970s. The Carabinieri have a formidable record of recovery, however: of these perhaps 350,000 have been recovered. In 2004 alone, an estimated 17000 artifacts were found. However, the volume of thefts is high, and it is difficult to gauge what the total volume is – only perhaps 20% of all looting is ever discovered, and only a portion of these artifacts are recovered 

The last several years since the implementation of the MOU have seen notable successes, both small and large. Some are not likely to make major headlines. The recovery of two stone reliquaries in Bari in December 2003, or of 100 artifacts after raids on 20 residences in July, for instance, don’t have much star power. 

Some spectacular recoveries 

In late 2003, a Carabinieri investigation led to the seizure of four bonded warehouses outside Zurich, Switzerland. Inside were over 2000 archaeological artifacts looted from Italy. The seizure led to the arrest and imprisonment of art dealer Giacomo Medici and provoked a scandal in the American museum world when Marion True, a curator at the Getty Museum in Malibu, California, was found to have knowingly purchased many of the stolen artifacts for the museum’s collection. True was convicted in Italian court in May 2005. 

Similarly dramatic was the 2003 recovery of fragments of a rare life-size ivory head, stolen from a tomb near Anguillara, north of Rome. Dating to the 5th century BC, the head has been tentatively attributed to famous Greek sculptor Phidias, whose carvings hung on the Parthenon. The head, recovered in London, had been the subject of a years-long investigation spanning four countries and several years, and resulted in the arrest of London dealer Robin Symes. The importance of the find has led the Italian Minister of Culture, Giuliano Urbani, to suggest that the head be displayed at the Quirinale Palace, the residence of Italy’s head of state.

Solving the problem

Italy, in short, has perhaps the best enforcement of antiquities laws of any country. 

Yet despite these often successful efforts, the looting of Italy continues. Demand for artifacts by wealthy collectors in the US, UK, and Japan makes the stakes high for looters and smugglers. Solving the problem will require an international effort as well as good domestic enforcement. The cooperation of the United States is key to making enforcement of antiquities laws even more successful.
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