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THE FORGOTTEN

CASUALTY
OF WAR

As the Middle East attempts to heal the 
wounds of recent conflict, the race is on 

to save its historical sites and cultural 
artifacts from being lost forever.

By Joanne Al-Samarae

Egypt’s sphinx, Iraq’s Babylonian ruins, and Syria’s an-
cient Greek columns; countries have long been iden-
tified by their cultural treasures. The loss of artifacts 
and destruction of historical sites not only deprives 

countries of their history, but also of a source of economic se-
curity. “Without the Great Pyramids, we could only imagine 
the magnificence of the Egyptian Kingdom and its architectural 
influence in the region. If the Great Wall of China was lost, the 
true oriental journey could not be re-lived,” asserts Global Her-
itage Fund (GHF) Communications Manager, Elinor Betesh.

According to the GHF, heritage sites offer one of the most 
powerful and sustainable opportunities for economic growth 
and poverty alleviation, with many sites like Petra, Jordan, and 
Macho Picchu, Peru, generating $1 billion in income and jobs 
over the last ten years. The GHF’s Saving Our Global Heritage 
Report stresses that by 2025, global heritage sites could become a 
$100 billion a year opportunity, if a worldwide effort is made for 
preservation and responsible development. Currently, tourism 
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A view of the Grand Umayyad mosque in Aleppo 
damaged as a result of the war in Syria.
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to global heritage sites is increasing 8 
to 12% per year, according to United 
Nations World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO), with tourist numbers and 
revenues doubling or tripling in many 
sites every ten years. 

Indeed, such tourism is one of the 
greatest untapped opportunities for the 
developing world, and can provide both 
jobs and national income. But Betesh 
issues a clear warning, “Without prop-
er protection, many sites and artifacts 
stand the great risk of disappearing for 
good,” she explains. “If we lose them, we 
lose a critical resource that can help us 
to alleviate poverty and establish new 
economies in some of the poorest com-
munities across the developing world.” 

But just as important as the eco-
nomic impact of losing national trea-
sures, is the cultural loss that goes with 
it. After all, in addition to being a source 
of income, artifacts and historical sites 
act as records of human civilization. 
Unfortunately, the lessons of history 
have not been heeded, especially under 
the rules of warfare.

Currently war poses a lethal threat 
to heritage, just as it did during World 
War II. As troops landed in Italy and 
France back in the 1940s, the destruc-
tion of art, literature and monuments 
began. Luckily, a group men and women 
from thirteen nations—curators, mu-
seum directors, artists, archivists, teach-
ers, librarians, and architects—known 
as the Monuments Men volunteered 
to save Europe’s rich cultural offerings. 
They carried out painstaking repairs 
on damaged works, returned stolen ar-
tifacts, and saved others from destruc-
tion, including Botticelli’s masterpiece 
Primavera and Leonardo Da Vinci’s 
Last Supper and Mona Lisa. With 
George Clooney’s period thriller The 
Monuments Men set to hit screens early 
next year, the issue of saving the world’s 
treasures is once again entering society’s 
consciousness.  

When unrest takes hold of a region, 
looting often rises to unprecedented lev-
els. The desperate and the opportunistic 
plunder from the coffers of history, while 
armies destroy heritage sites, ignorant of 

their importance or compelled to de-
stroy not only a country’s future, but its 
past too. Exploiting the situation, black 
market collectors gain most, adding in-
valuable pieces ripped from the fabric of 
civilization to their collections.

Cultural heritage in Iraq has suffered 
greatly as a result of war. The Oriental 
Institute Museum of the University of 
Chicago’s Catastrophe Report states 
that, “Iraqis knew that in the long-term, 
after oil revenues had dwindled, tour-
ism from Mesopotamian sites would be 
a major contributor to their economy.” 
Therefore, the destruction of sites and 
exportation of antiquities has caused 
a major blow to the future of the Iraqi 
economy. 

Perhaps the most famous example 
was the widespread destruction of the 
ancient city of Babylon. Created in 1894 
BC, Babylon, a city renowned for its 
beauty, was chosen as the site for a U.S. 
military base, despite continuous objec-
tions from archaeologists. A report by 
the British Museum stated, “This is tan-
tamount to establishing a military camp 
around the Great Pyramid in Egypt or 
around Stonehenge in Britain.” 

The British Museum’s investigation 
established that “substantial damage” 
had been caused across the entire city, 
including gaps where people had tried to 
remove decorated bricks which formed 
the famous dragons of the Ishtar Gate. 
In addition, a 2,600-year-old pavement 
had been crushed by military vehicles 
and trenches had been driven into an-
cient deposits.

Other areas in Iraq also saw losses; 
thieves struck the National Museum of 
Iraq a number of times, taking 14,000 
to 15,000 objects altogether, includ-
ing ancient coins, sculptures, ceramics 
and the museum’s collection of valuable 
Sumerian cylindrical seals. Due to illicit 
trafficking, these treasures risk appear-
ing on the black market. 

Ten years on from the invasion of 
Iraq, and 888 miles to the West, Egypt 
was suffering a similar fate. In April this 
year, the nation experienced the biggest 
single museum theft in recorded histo-
ry. More than 1,000 objects were stolen 
from the Malawi Museum. Among them 
was a spectacular 3,500 year-old lime-
stone statue, gold and bronze Greco-
Roman coins and bronze-detailed 
sculptures of animals sacred to Thoth, 
one of the ancient Egyptian deities often 
depicted with the head of an ibis. In ad-
dition, ancient mummies were set alight. 

Away from Egypt, as Syrian clashes 
enter their third year, the damage to 
historical sites and cities like Aleppo 
and Damascus has been devastating. 
From Aleppo’s Umayyad Mosque to the 
13th century Crac des Chevaliers cas-
tle, some of the world’s richest monu-
ments have disappeared. In one of the 
worst incidents, sections of Aleppo’s fa-
mous Souk al-Madina were burned to 
the ground. Before it was destroyed, the 
souk, which was over eight miles long, 
was the largest covered market in the 
world, and a vital source of income to 
the Arab nation.

Artifacts suffered too. UNESCO 
reported numerous precious Syrian ob-
jects were found for sale in Beirut, while 
international police agency Interpol 
confiscated 18 Syrian mosaics and 73 
other artifacts at the Lebanese border. 
Such damage has robbed Syria of its 
best chance for a post-conflict econom-
ic boom based on tourism, which, un-
til the conflict began, contributed 12% 
of the national income. “As Iraq’s ob-
jects have been officially banned from 
any kind of trade, it should be recom-
mended that no objects from Syria are 
bought or sold at this point,” stresses 
France Desmarais, Director of Programs 

When faced with the 
challenge of rebuilding 

a society, cultural 
heritage is at the center 

of people’s relation to its 
identity, and is also a key 

aspect in development
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OUTFRONT—HERITAGE PROTECTION

Architectural Elements
Antiquity to Ottoman period (3rd millennium BC - AD 1918)

• Mosaics: From floors and walls, stone, ceramic and glass cubes; presenting 
humans, buildings, landscapes.
• Fragments and ornaments: Stone (basalt, limestone, marble). Moulded 
or plain column bases. Cornices ornamented with triglyphs (vertical 
channels) and metopes (flat rectangular spaces). Carved capitals, lintels and 
waterspouts, often with sculpted vegetation. Wooden panels with sculpted 
vegetation and Islamic writings. Basalt doors with Christian motifs. Wall 
paintings, glass and glazed ceramic tiles, stucco decorations, small terracotta 
plaques, clay and stone reliefs.
• Models:  Terracotta reproductions of buildings, mostly from the 3rd-2nd 
millennium BC.
• Foundation deposits: Inscribed terracotta cones and terracotta, metal and 
stone tablets.

White limestone lintel, 
Byzantine period (5th - 
6th centuries AD), 253 
x 69 x 66 cm. © Idlib 
Museum

Accessories and Instruments 
Prehistory to Ottoman period
(7th millennium BC - AD 1918)

• Inlays: Ivory, mother-of-pearl, shell and 
limestone. Alone or embedded into reliefs, 
plaques, furniture and wooden panels from 
boxes. May depict humans, animals or hybrids. 
Max. length: 15 cm.
• Weapons and tools: Stone blades and grinding 
stones. Bronze or iron swords, daggers, pierced 
axes, spear and arrow heads (may be inscribed), 
armor, craft and farming tools.
• Lamps: Bronze and terracotta lamps with 
rounded bodies and a hole on the top, hollowed 
nozzle and looped handles or lugs. Glass 
stemmed neck lamps topped with a round 
button. 
• Jewellery: Metal (gold, silver, bronze) rings, 
star- and flower-shaped pendants, bracelets and 
earrings; may be inlaid with coloured stones. 
Stone beads (carnelian, lapis lazuli, quartz).
• Various instruments: Clay, wood, bone, stone, 
sculpted shells, ivory and metal (copper, zinc, 
lead, tin, alloys) objects for daily use. Astrolabes 
and other Islamic era instruments.

Stone bead necklace with lapis 
lazuli jewel, Mari, 1900 - 64 BC, 
19.26 cm. © National Museum 
of Damascus

Metal astrolabe, Islamic era (16th 
century), 2.5 x Ø 15.3 cm. © 
National Museum of Damascus

and Development at The International 
Council of Museums (ICOM).

Even before the events of the Arab 
Spring, the market for Middle Eastern 
antiquities was booming, as Sotheby’s 
Head of Arts of the Islamic World 
Auctions, Benedict Carter points out. 
“In April 2011 our Arts of the Islamic 
World auction series achieved a total 
of $60 million—a record total for any 
auction series of Islamic Art, a record 
total for a single sale of Islamic Art and 
a record for a work of Islamic Art at 
auction.” Recently, many objects have 
been selling for higher than their esti-
mated prices, with one pair of carved 
stone capitals from Syria selling for 
$535,350—more than five times their 
pre-sale estimate of $97,000. 

Today, our generation’s Monuments 
Men—ICOM, GHF, and Interpol—are 
facing a mammoth task, as illicit traf-
ficking of cultural goods ranks third 
in the list of criminal activities world-
wide according to ICOM. As guardians 
of the region’s rich history, national 
authorities, border organizations, auc-
tion houses and private buyers need to 
remain vigilant. “Partnership between 
national and local authorities, partners 
and the local community is key to the 
long-term success and sustainability of 
these national resources,” Betesh states. 
“Their role as local stakeholders must 
be recognized and implemented not 
just in theory, but in practice,” she adds.  

“After conflict or disaster, when 
faced with the challenge of rebuilding a 
society, cultural heritage is at the center 
of  peoples relation to its identity, and is 
also a key aspect in development,” ex-
plains Desmarais. But the world’s most 
important heritage sites and artifacts 
are facing accelerating threats, and the 
crisis is robbing countries of the oppor-
tunity to bring millions of people out of 
poverty. How we as a global community 
act—or fail to act—will determine if we 
save our global heritage and realize its 
untapped economic opportunity. If we 
fail, we will impoverish humankind’s 
collective history forever.
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ICOM’s Emergency Red List of Syrian Cultural Objects at Risk
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Stamps and Cylinder Seals
Prehistory to Byzantine era
(6th millennium BC - AD 636)

• Stone or ceramic (terracotta, glazed 
ceramic) stamp seals: Animal or geometric 
shape, one or more flat sides engraved 
with human, animal or geometric designs. 
May be perforated. Max. dimensions: 5 x 
5 cm.
• Coloured cylinder seals (stone, ivory, 
terracotta, glazed ceramic): Pierced 
cylinders, carved with inscriptions and a 
variety of different motifs (human, animal, 
hybrids). Average height: 3 cm.

 

Red limestone stamp 
and seal impression, 
Hassek province (Tell 
Brak), Late Chalcolithic 
(ca. 3800 - 3500 BC), 
6.75 x 5.5 x 10 cm. © 
Tell Brak project

Figural Sculpture 
Prehistory to Islamic era
(6th millennium BC - 15th century AD)
Sculpted animal and human figures.

• Sculpture in the round - Ceramic (clay, terracotta) votive figurines:  
Female figurines with emphasized features, sometimes painted or 
with one or more beak-like heads and jewellery. Figures standing, 
sitting, riding horses or playing musical instruments. Greek and 
Roman examples may have distinct drapery folds. Height: 10-20 cm.
• Stone (gypsum, basalt, alabaster), wood and metal (gold, silver) 
statues: Women with hats or elaborate headdresses. Men are typically 
bald and/or bearded. Clothing may be plain, layered or wavy. Long 
skirts or dresses with one shoulder bare. May have eyes inlaid with 
lapis lazuli and/or inscriptions on the back. Height: 10-120 cm. 
• Bronze male figurines: May be covered with appliqués (gold, silver).  
Usually standing or striding with one arm raised and  
wearing a short skirt. Height: 8-20 cm. 
• Alabaster and bone ‘Eye Idols’: Abstract depictions of humans with 
flat trapezoidal bodies and oversized eyes. May have carved lines  
depicting clothing. Height: 3-6 cm. 
• Sculpture in high and low relief - Limestone funerary reliefs: One 
or more busts facing the viewer. Women with elaborate headdresses 
and jewellery. Often with ancient Aramaic or Greek inscriptions next 
to the head. Average dimensions: 50 x 40 x 15 cm.
• Clay and stone (gypsum, marble) votive reliefs: Figures facing 
forward, standing, sitting or riding (horses, camels), usually with 
bare feet, helmets and weapons. Often with an inscription in 
ancient Aramaic or Greek on the base or next to the head. Average 
dimensions: 20-50 x 30-70 x 15 cm. 
• Ivory reliefs: Plaques decorated with figures, animals, plants or 
geometric motifs sometimes perforated.  Some depicting a “Woman 
at the window”. Average dimensions: 10 x 10 cm. 

Alabaster statue of a Mari 
woman with eyes inlaid with 
shell and blue stone (lapis 
lazuli), Mari, ca. 2350 BC, 36 
cm. © National Museum of 
Damascus / Sophie Cluzan

Alabaster statue of a Mari 
man with eyes inlaid with 
shell and blue stone (lapis 
lazuli), Mari, ca. 2400 BC, 40 
cm. © National Museum of 
Damascus / Sophie Cluzan 

Limestone funerary 
bust, Palmyra, 

3rd century AD, 
60 x 45 cm. © 

Directorate-General 
of Antiquities and 

Museums, Damascus

A red list is not a list of stolen items. Instead, it serves to illustrate the categories of cultural goods most vulnerable to illicit trafficking.



26    FORBES MIDDLE EAST    DECEMBER 2013

Tessera and Coins
Achaemenid to Ottoman period
(539 BC – AD 1918)

• Terracotta tessera: Small square tokens with human figures, 
animals or objects and sometimes Aramaic inscriptions. Length: 
2-3 cm.
• Metal (gold, silver, bronze) coins - Graeco-Hellenistic: With 
portraits of kings and queens (obverse), animals and objects 
(reverse). 
• Roman: With the emperor’s portrait (obverse) and a variety of 
motifs with Latin inscriptions, often the letters “SC” (reverse).
• Byzantine: With the emperor’s portrait (obverse), but with letters 
and/or Christian symbols (reverse).
• Islamic: With Arabic inscriptions on both sides.

Silver tetradrachm with Mark Antony and Cleopatra 
VII, Ras Ibn Hani (Latakia), 40 - 31 BC. © Ras Ibn 
Hani mission / F. Bernel

Vessels
Prehistory to Ottoman period 
(7th millennium BC - AD 1918)

Ceramics (pottery, clay, terracotta), metal 
(bronze, copper), stone and glass. Plain, or with 
incised or relief decorations (human, vegetal, 
animal, geometric). Ceramics may be glazed, 
burnished, varnished, painted (red, brown, black) 
and/or inscribed.

Amphorae from the Hellenistic era may have 
rectangular or circular stamps with Greek writings, 
flowers, animals or objects.

Roman glass vessels may have multicoloured 
patterns. Roman, Parthian and Umayyad ceramics 
have a green glaze. Later Islamic era vessels have 
multicoloured glazes with floral decorations. 

Unglazed cast ceramic flask with Arabic 
inscriptions and moulded decorations, Hama, 
Islamic era (14th - 16th century AD), 20 x 10 

x 5 cm. © Hama National Museum

Copper casserole with rounded bottom decorated with three men with 
halos and floral and geometrical figures, Damascus, Mamluk Period (AD 
1249 - 1323), 11 x Ø 17.7 cm. © National Museum of Damascus

Writing
Early Bronze Age to Ottoman period 
(6th millennium BC - 15th century AD)
Cuneiform, Aramaic, Syriac, Greek, Latin and Arabic 
inscriptions. 

• Ceramic (clay, terracotta) and bronze tablets: May be 
square-shaped, rectangular or with rounded corners 
(circular). Sometimes impressed with a cylinder seal. 
Average size: 3-30 x 3-30 cm.
• Stone and bronze plaques and steles: Square-shaped. 
• Paper and parchment manuscripts, scrolls and books: 
With Greek, Syriac or Arabic writing. May be decorated  
with ornamental figures and gold colouring. 

Clay cuneiform tablet with rounded corners, Mari, 1900 - 64 BC, 7.1 x 
7 cm. © Directorate-General of Antiquities and Museums, Damascus

IM
A

G
ES

 F
R

O
M

 S
O

U
R

C
E


