
Looted, identified, 

studied, returned ... 

 

St John Simpson 

ACKU



The looting of 
archaeological sites is a 

global problem, 
particularly in times of 

economic crisis 
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Museums also become targets in 
wars: a deliberate airstrike 

annihilates the new museum at 
Dhamar, Yemen, 2016 
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Fundamentalist iconoclasm:  

 

the destruction of sculptures in the National 

Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul, March 2001 

 

“When they entered, they were like a hungry tiger 

looking for prey. The minister told us that if we 

tried to stop the destruction, they would break our 

heads with the same axe ... the Minister of Culture 

pounded it [the statue of Kanishka] to pieces, 

amused by his own work ... [One said] If you were 

not old I would break your head too” 

 

(eyewitness accounts, 2001) 
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The same scenes were replayed by 
Daesh in Iraq and Syria, 2016 
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In Iraq we work closely with the 

archaeological police of the State 

Board of Antiquities & Heritage 
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We work with all the UK law 

enforcement agencies as well as the host 

countries 
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Objects believed to have been stolen are 

seized as evidence 
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They are identified and studied by 

curators at the museum 
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Some are scientifically analysed to 

identify manufacturing details and 

pigments 
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Some objects are also conserved and 

display mounted with external 

sponsorship  
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Objects are photographed with the press 

in mind 
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The results are fully published in peer 

reviewed publications 

International Journal of 

Cultural Property 

 

Volume 23, Special Issue 4 

(SPECIAL ISSUE: Alternative 

Dispute Resolution in Cultural 

Property Disputes: Merging 

Theory and Practice) 

November 2016, pp. 459-477 

 

The “Begram Ivories”: A 

Successful Case of Restitution 

of Some Antiquities Stolen 

from the National Museum of 

Afghanistan in Kabul 
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In some cases we place the objects on 
temporary display: Begram ivories, 2011 
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The objects are then carefully packed, 

often in display boxes 
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The relevant ambassador in London 

serves as the official government 

recipient 
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We organise official handover ceremonies 
and sign documents of transfer with 

condition reports 
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We invite government ministers and 

others to the handover ceremonies 
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An object stolen from the National Museum in 

Kabul during the 1990s was bought in Jeddah 

in good faith and presented by Mr & Mrs von 

Aulock, 2016 
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We harness the power of mass media 
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The objects are returned, usually by the 

relevant embassy but exceptionally by 

other means 
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The objects then usually go on display 

 

Kabul, 5 August 2012 
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Selected 

highlights:  

 

3rd 

millennium 

BC bronze 

cosmetic 

container 

from northern 

Afghanistan 

looted 1990s 

returned 2009 

ACKU



Begram 

ivories: 

 

stolen from 

the National 

Museum in 

Kabul  1992-

1994 

conserved 

2010 

returned 

2012 
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Fire Buddha: 

 

stolen from 

the National 

Museum 

Kabul 1996, 

privately 

acquired on 

their behalf 

2011, 

returned 2012 
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Inscribed cones 

from Tello: 

 

looted April 2003 

offered for sale in 

London May 2003 

seized by the 

Metropolitan 

Police 

returned 2018 
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Babylonian 

kudurru 

(boundary 

stone): 

 

looted Iraq 2003 

seized by Border 

Force 2012 

investigated by 

HMRC 

returned 2019 
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Mesopotamian tablets: 

seized by HMRC 

returned 2019  
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Monumental tile 

from the 

Chashma-i Ayub 

near Bukhara: 

 

stolen 2014 

offered for sale 

London 2016 

returned 2017  
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Safavid bowl: 

stolen from the National Museum 

of Afghanistan 1992-1994 

bought in Jeddah 1994 

returned by owners 2016 
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Each return has huge political impact: 

President Ashraf Ghani inspects bowl in 

London and presents it to the director of the 

National Museum of Afghanistan, May 2016 
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His Excellency Mr Abdulla Aripov, Prime Minister of 

Uzbekistan:  

 

‘On behalf of the Government of the Republic of 

Uzbekistan, I would like to express our sincere 

gratitude for the assistance provided in arranging the 

return of this ancient glazed calligraphic tile to 

Uzbekistan. The return of this object is evidence of the 

close collaboration established by our country with the 

British Museum and of our country’s commitment to 

preserving invaluable heritage of human civilisation 

and strengthening Uzbek-British relations’ 
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