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“But We Didn’t Steal It:” 
Collectors’ Justifi cations for Purchasing Looted Antiquities

Erin L. Thompson

Abstract

This article looks at beliefs of collectors about archeology and antiquities in order to explain 
why modern collectors are willing to tolerate a certain amount of illegality in the process of 
getting antiquities from the ground to their collections. These justifi cations for purchasing 
potentially looted artifacts work by providing reasons to explain why the collector is a better 

owner for the antiquity than the government of its country of origin. The justifi cations fall into in two 
main strands: fi rst, that country of origin does not deserve to own the antiquity; and second, that the 
collector possesses some special power of understanding of the object that gives him or her the right 
to own it.
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Theodoric the Great, King of the Ostrogoths in the sixth 
century CE, permitted his subjects to take artifacts from 
ancient graves as long as they did not disturb any human 
remains, for he believed that “it is not greedy to take what no 
owner can complain of having lost.”1 This idea of looting as a 
victimless crime has a long history. At its core is Theodoric’s 
belief that the ancient dead have no further claims to their 
former possessions. But equally key to this justification for 
looting is the accompanying belief that it is also not a crime 
to take antiquities from those who currently own or control 
them. But why is this justified? This article looks at beliefs of 
collectors about archeology and antiquities in order to explain 
why modern collectors are willing to tolerate a certain amount 
of illegality in the process of getting antiquities from the 
ground to their collections. These justifications for purchasing 
potentially looted artifacts work by providing reasons to 
explain why the collector is a better owner for the antiquity 
than the government of its country of origin. The justifications 
fall into in two main strands: first, that country of origin does 
not deserve to own the antiquity; and second, that the collector 
possesses some special power of understanding of the object 
that gives him or her the right to own it.

Many collectors have justified breaking the law to 
acquire antiquities by claiming that those who have passed 
laws to restrict exports are being selfish. In the words of one 
English visitor to Rome in early seventeenth century:

There is moreover no house of any worth that is not 
replenished with infinite numbers of ancient Statues. 
. . . Courts, Galleries, every room is adorned with 
them, and in many rooms heaped one upon another, 
there be so many. And yet, for all this multitude, it 
is a strange thing to see at what inestimable prices 
they hold every one of them; nay, it is almost an 
impossibility, by any means, or for any money to 
get one of them away, they hold them in so great 
estimation. Nevertheless, every day amongst their 
Vineyards, and in the ruins of old Rome, they find 
more, which, in whose ground soever they be found, 
at a certain price, do now belong to the Popes, 
who distribute them in their own Palaces, to their 
favorites or kinsmen, and sometimes as presents to 
Princes.2

1  Cassiodorus Variae 4.34.
2  W. Cavendish (attr.), Horae Subsecivae (1620), quoted in Jonathan 
Scott, The Pleasures of Antiquity: British Collectors of Greece and Rome 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 2-3. Similarly, Giacomo Mar-
torelli describes an oversupply of ancient vases in a letter written from Naples 
in 1748: “You can have all the vases in Naples in the palaces of gentlemen and 
the houses of citizens, and also in peasant hovels, not to mention the libraries 
of monks who appreciate them even less than kitchen pots. Your grace can-
not imagine what a pile of such vases there are in Calvi. . . [and] in Naples, 
there is no manner of person of however common a station who does not have 
vases for decoration. The same goes for Nola…” Quoted in Claire Lyons, 

If there is truly such an abundance of antiquities, it would be 
greedy for the Italians to keep them all for themselves. They 
have enough to heap them in their galleries and to fill all the 
popes’ needs for presents, so why not let English collectors 
purchase them as well? This belief lets collectors to regard 
antiquities laws as unjust and thus morally permissible 
to disregard. John Bacon Sawrey Morritt, who travelled 
to Athens in 1795, draws this line from abundance to law-
breaking very clearly: “Over almost every door is an antique 
statue or basso-rilievo, more or less good though all much 
broken. . . Some we steal, some we buy, and our court is much 
adorned with them.”3

Contemporary collectors, although much more careful to 
not admit directly that their activities are illegal, often given 
similar justifications about the sheer number of antiquities in 
source countries:

We’ve all become concerned over the destruction of 
[Egyptian] tombs. It’s disgusting, and all the efforts 
being made to stop it seem to amount to nothing. 
But on the other hand. . . [t]here’s a lot of material 
collecting dust in such countries that might be better 
off in museums, where it would be well-protected, 
taken care of and, most important, published.4

This quote from an interview with Norbert Schimmel, a 
prominent New York collector, shows the characteristic 
modern form of the justification of abundance. Modern 
collectors profess concern that source countries have already 
excavated so many antiquities that these finds are now buried 
in warehouses and museum basements, moldering away 
without anyone able to study or appreciate them. 

A second, and even more pervasive justification for 
breaking the laws of source countries is collectors’ belief that 
the current possessors of antiquities are unworthy owners who 
are neglecting or damaging artifacts:

Here in Rhodes, there are many very excellent 
sculptures, especially in the garden of the Illustrious 
and most Reverend Grand Master [of the Knights of 
Malta]. Since these have not received recognition 
they are neglected, berated, and kept in such vile 
conditions that they lie exposed to wind, rain, snow, 
and storm, and so they are eaten up or ruined. I was 
so moved with pity for their cruel fate, no differently 
than if I had seen the disinterred bones of my own 

“The Neapolitan Context of Hamilton’s Antiquities Collections,” Journal of 
the History of Collections 9 (1997), 233.
3  Quoted in Scott, Pleasures of Antiquity, 219.
4  Grace Glueck, “Art Collector Finds Lore in Fragments,” New York 
Times, December 17, 1975.
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father in such conditions.5

Thus Fra Sabba da Castiglione complains to his patron, the 
collector Isabella d’Este, about the neglect of the ancient 
sculptures she hoped to buy with his help in the early sixteenth 
century, while a hundred years later, Henry Peacham was 
expressing similar thoughts about the Ottomans, no doubt 
with the smuggling of antiquities out of Turkey by his patron. 
The antiquities collector Lord Arundel, fi rmly in mind:

…in Greece and other parts of the Grand Seignior’s 
Dominions (where sometime there were more 
Statues standing than men living, so much had Art 
out-stripped Nature in these days) they may be had 
for the digging and carrying. For by reason of the 
barbarous religion of the Turks, which alloweth not 
the likeness or representation of any living thing, 
they have been for the most part buried in ruins 
or broken to pieces, so that it is a hard matter to 
light upon any there that are not headless and lame, 
yet most of them venerable for their antiquity and 
elegancy.6

These stories of destruction pervade collecting narratives, 
from early Renaissance antiquarians complaining about 
those who burnt Rome’s classical monuments to make lime 
to contemporary collectors claiming that uneducated looters 
melt down artifacts for the sake of the value of their metal: 

Until the sixteenth century of our era hoards of 
ancient coins found in Italy and Sicily normally went 
directly into the melting pot. The same practice was 
followed in Greece up to the nineteenth century, 
while in Egypt and Asia Minor it is often still the 
practice.7

Such accusations about the deliberate destruction of 
antiquities are most commonly leveled against the inhabitants 
of Islamic countries, on the theory that they have no connection 
to the pre-Islamic past and also have an animus against fi gural 
art. But sometimes even those who might be presumed to have 
closer connections with antiquity are painted as its destroyers, 
as when the collector Sir Richard Worsley visited the Church 
of St. George at Cape Sigeum, Greece, in 1786, to see an 
ancient relief of mothers and babies that had been turned into 
a bench outside of the church door (Figure 18):

5  Letter of Fra Sabba da Castiglione to Isabella d’Este, undated, quoted 
and translated by Kathleen Christian, Empire without End: Antiquities Col-
lections in Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2010), 195.
6  Henry Peacham, The Compleat Gentleman (1622), quoted in Scott, 
Pleasures of Antiquity, 91.
7  Burton Yost Berry, A Numismatic Biography (New York: privately 
printed, 1971), 9.

It has been much injured by the inhabitants of the 
place to prevent its being taken away, as I was 
informed by Signor Sabatea, the British Vice-Consul 
at the Dardanelles, who acquainted me that he had 
accompanied an English gentleman to the spot, 
who had bid 400 Venetian sequins for this beautiful 
fragment. The Governor of the castle had given 
his consent to the sale and had sent some Turks to 
assist the gentleman in getting it away, but they met 
with a violent opposition from the Inhabitants, who 
immediately began to beat off the heads of four of 
the fi gures out of the fi ve. . . alleging that the reason 
why they would not be prevailed with to part with 
the fragment was that upon a former occasion they 
had sold a fragment, and soon after their village was 
infested with a dreadful plague.8

Seeing such neglect and destruction, the collector 
aspires to rescue antiquities and provide them with a better, 
safer home. As Charles-Francois Olier, Marquis of Nointel, 
France’s ambasador to the Ottomans wrote in a dispatch from 
Athens in 1674, asking (unsucessfully) for funds to bring the 
Parthenon marbles to Paris: “There they would be safe from 
the insults and injuries done to them by the Turks, who, in 
their horror of what they call idolatry, deem it a worthy act to 
break off a nose or some other part.”9 

Since these stories of destruction are used as justifi cations 
for “rescue,” it is hardly surprising that they are sometimes 
exaggerated. For example, four out of the fi ve fi gures on the 
relief from Cape Sigeum are indeed missing their heads. But 
the entire top portion of the relief is missing, too. It seems 
that the slab was trimmed at some point with a straight cut, 
probably to make it suitable for use as building material. 
Afterwards, someone made up the story about the locals 
hastily removing just the heads in order to prevent the loss 
of the relief. Such stories of destruction are powerful; in this 
case, the story no doubt justifi ed Lord Elgin’s actions when he 
later obtained this relief for his collection.

Another story told by an English traveller to Cape 
Sigeum illustrates another strand of collectors’ thoughts about 
their actions. Elgin’s agents had removed not only the fi gural 
relief but also another stone carved with an inscription from 
the church, and, in 1801, the priest lamented their loss to the 
traveller:

The sighs and tears with which the Greek Priest 
accompanied his story did not, however, arise 

8  Quoted in Philip Hunt and A. H. Smith, “Lord Elgin and His Collec-
tion,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 36 (1916), 182.
9  Quoted and translated in David Constantine, Early Greek Travellers 
and the Hellenic Ideal (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 12.
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from any veneration he bore to the antiquity of 
these marbles, from any knowledge of their remote 
history, or any supposed relation they bore to the 
tale of Troy divine, but because, as he told us, his 
flock had thus lost an infallible remedy for many 
obstinate maladies. . . . the custom was to roll the 
patient on the marble stone which contained the 
Sigean inscription, the characters of which. . . were 
supposed to contain a powerful charm. This practice 
had, however, nearly obliterated the inscription.10

Sometimes, the current possessors of antiquities are not 
neglecting or destroying them. They might even protect 
and cherish the antiquities, using them and regarding them 
as a crucial part of their lives and culture. The collector who 
wishes to take the antiquities thus has to tell another story 
to justify his taking. Often this story makes claims about the 
failure of the current possessors to understand or appreciate 
the true nature of the antiquity.  

This type of story was already in use by the first foreign 
travellers interested in antiquity who visited ancient Greek 
and Byzantine sites, such as Pierre Gilles, who spent the years 
1544 to 1547 in Constantinople and complained that:

The difficulties I labored under [in Constantinople] 
in the search for antiquity were very great. I was 
a stranger in the country, had very little assistance 
from any inscriptions, none from coins, none from 
the people of the place. Having a natural aversion 
for anything that is valuable in antiquity, they rather 
prevented me in my inquiries so that I scarcely 
dared tackle the dimensions of anything [that is, 
measure any ancient buildings]; and I was menaced 
and cursed by the Greeks themselves if I did. A 
foreigner has no way to allay the heat and fury of 
these people, except by a large does of wine. If you 
don’t invite them and tell them “you’ll be as drunk as 
a Greek,” they’ll treat you in a very coarse manner. 
Their whole conversation is frothy and insipid, 
retaining none of the customs of the old Byzantines 
except a habit for fuddling. . . . They are so fond 
of change and novelty that anything may be called 
“antique” among them that is beyond their memory 
or was transacted in the first stages of human life. 

10  Quoted in Hunt and Smith, “Lord Elgin and His Collection,” 183. For 
another story of a modern Greek refusing to sell an antiquity because of its 
medical value, see Joan Evans, Time and Chance: The story of Arthur Evans 
and his Forebears (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1943), 317, describ-
ing the archeologist Arthur Evans trying to buy ancient engraved gems in 
Crete in the late nineteeth century but often failing, since they were regarded 
as “milk stones” – amulets for nursing mothers: “the woman only pointed to a 
small bairn and declared that if she parted with the stone it would die for want 
of nourishment.”

Not only have the magnificent structures of ancient 
times been demolished by them, but their very 
names are quite lost. A more than Scythian barbarity 
prevails among them.11

The contempt shown for the conversation, drinking 
habits, and other social graces of the modern inhabitants of 
ancient places go hand in hand with the accusations that they 
do not know or care about the ancient past. Again and again in 
the diaries and letters of those undertaking a Grand Tour we 
find complaints about crime, dirt, poverty, bad food, bedbugs 
in Italy and Greece. Grand Tourists generally regarded even 
the high society of modern Italy and Greece as uncultured, 
unlettered cheats and seductresses. If the Greeks and Italians 
had failed to master even modern culture, who could expect 
them to be proper custodians of ancient culture?

A required correlate belief is that the collector would be 
a superior owner because of his deeper understanding and 
appreciation for the past. It was true that most of the foreigners 
who sought to acquire antiquities until the eighteenth century 
had some special interest in the past. For these collectors of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, “Rome is the first world 
which we have known,” in the words of one French traveller.12 
In this period, ancient literature, mythology, history, and 
languages were the basis for education, first in the education 
of elites and then in schools open to all. As a result, as Michel 
de Montaigne wrote, “I was familiar with the affairs of Rome 
long before I was with those of my own house. I knew the 
Capitol and its position before I knew the Louvre, and the 
Tiber before the Seine.”13 Especially when facing the rigors of 
travel, collectors saw antiquities as familiar beacons of home, 
reminders of the ancient history and literature they had had to 
master as children. With such strong personal connections, it 
was easy to overlook or deny the validity of the connections 
between these antiquities and the modern inhabitants of 
Greece and Italy.

Another justification for collecting looted antiquities 
has arisen more recently, and deals with the case in which an 
antiquity would have remained buried, in no danger of harm, 
if not for the looters seeking to supply the black market. To 
justify buying such an antiquity, some contemporary collectors 
have begun to believe that being owned by a collector is 
important for the object.

11  Pierre Gilles, The Antiquities of Constantinople, trans. John Ball 
(1729; 2nd edn, Ithaca NY, 1988), 4:221.
12  Pierre Jean Grosley, Observations sur l’Italie et sur les Italiens (1770), 
quoted and translated in Francis Haskell and Nicholas Penny, Taste and the 
Antique: The Lure of Classical Sculpture, 1500-1900 (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1982), 45.
13  Michel de Montaigne, “De La Vanite” (1580), translated and quoted in 
Haskell and Penny, Taste and the Antique, 45.
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For the collector, ownership is essential for fully 
appreciating and understanding an antiquity. Objects must be 
lived with, touched, and cared for, and to do so gives one the 
right to own them. As one contemporary collector of Greek 
vases explains it:

Who owns ancient objects? Ideally the people who 
truly love them – the people who go to museums, 
who study them, who publish them, who preserve 
them, who want them to be around for future 
generations. They may not have legal title to them, 
but they own them in an emotional way. Others, 
even with legal title, only possess them.14 

One collector who has combined all of these justifi cations 
when collecting was Elie Borowski, who thought his collection 
of antiquities could prevent another Holocaust. Borowski 
was born in Poland in 1913, the sixth of seven children. His 
studies took him to Paris, where, as World War II threatened, 
he volunteered to fi ght with the Polish Division of the French 
Army. He spent most of the war interned in Switzerland, where 
he was allowed to work part time at a museum in Geneva. 
There, in 1943, he saw an ancient Near Eastern cylinder seal 
that sparked his interest in collecting antiquities:

The chalcedony cylinder’s inscription, ‘le-Shallum,’ 
had a strange fascination for me, even though I 
suspected that my interpretation that it referred to 
Shallum ben Yavesh, king of Israel in 741 B.C.E., 
was doubtful. I was. . . working in the museum in 
a state of emotional isolation and deep depression, 
for I had already known for a year of the fate of my 
family in Warsaw.15

Borowski’s family had met the same fate as so many 
other of Poland’s Jews: extermination by the Nazis. Isolated 
and depressed, Borowski seized upon an antiquity that 
inspired in him thoughts of a very different state of affairs, 
a time when the Jews possessed a powerful and feared state. 
Even though he knew that the seal he held, and ultimately 
purchased, probably did not actually refer to a king of Israel, 
it caused him to form a plan for a collection:

I visualized, perhaps dreaming, that the acquisition 
of this [seal] might form the beginning of a spiritual 
apothecary, fi lled with healing, cultural medicines 
which would prove to be effi cacious against 

14  William Suddaby, March 8, 2009, review of Who Owns Objects?: 
The Ethics and Politics of Collecting Cultural Artefacts, Amazon.com, http://
www.amazon.com/review/R2IIVNUCBAEPNW/ref=cm_cr_rdp_perm.
15  Elie Borowski, “Introduction,” in Seals and Sealing in the Ancient 
Near East: Proceedings of the Symposium Held on September 2, 1993, Jeru-
salem, Israel, Joan Goodnick Westenholz, ed. (Jerusalem: Bible Lands Mu-
seum Jerusalem, 1995), 11.

the horrors of those times [World War II]. How 
wonderful it would be if I succeeded in forming a 
collection of works of art, the aim of which would 
be to strengthen the historical truths of the Bible, 
and thereby challenge individuals to rise above 
their ephemeral materialism in order to return to the 
eternal, spiritual values and beauty of the Bible and 
humanism. Thus began my collection of the art of 
the ancient world and the Bible.16 

Borowski was one of the many people who, after 
the horrors of Nazism, thought that society needed to be 
reconstituted on a new foundation to ensure that similar regimes 
could never again arise. For Borowski, what was needed was 
the revival of an old foundation that had weakened, namely, 
Biblical morality combined with Greek humanitarianism:

The Torah with its emphasis on ethical and moral 
behavior, is the essence of all human spirituality. 
Greek culture, with its emphasis on beauty and the 
human body and the glorifi cation of athletes, is the 
essence of physical aesthetics. In short, Jerusalem 
symbolizes the soul, and Athens the body.17

Accordingly, Borowski “solemnly pledged” that he 
would “dedicate my life to creating a world center for 
education about biblical cultures and art history.”18 He founded 
the Lands of the Bible Archeology Foundation in Canada and 
then the Bible Lands Museum in Jerusalem in 1992, to which 
he donated more than 1,700 objects from his collection along 
with nearly all of the $12 million dollar construction cost, 
having made his fortune as an art dealer.

Borowski’s vision of the purpose of his collection was 
so strong that it easily overcame any scruples he might have 
had about antiquities laws. He bought directly from notorious 
antiquities smugglers, working with them so closely that his 
name appears on an organization chart detailing the most 
important participants of the illicit trade, written by one 
smuggler and seized by Italian authorities in 2001.19 

Borowski’s wife, and partner in his museum-founding 
vision, responded to questions about the questionable origin 
of many of their collected antiquities by saying:

16  Elie Borowski, “The Development of the Glass Collection,” in Reflec-
tions in Ancient Glass from the Borowski Collection, Robert Steven Bianchi 
et al., eds. (Mainz: P. von Zabern, 2002), 3.
17  Elie Borowski, “Preface,” in Glories of Ancient Greece: Vases and 
Jewelry from the Borowski Collection, G. Max Bernheimer et al., eds. (Jeru-
salem: Bible Lands Museum Jerusalem, 2001), 5.
18   Elie Borowski, “Introduction,” in Seals and Sealing in the Ancient 
Near East, 17.
19   Jason Felch and Ralph Frammolino, Chasing Aphrodite: The Hunt for 
Looted Antiquities at the World’s Richest Museum (Boston: Houghton Mif-
flin Harcourt, 2011), 151.
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You’re right. It’s stolen. But we didn’t steal it. We 
didn’t encourage it to be stolen. On the contrary, we 
have collected it from all over the world and brought 
it back to Jerusalem. Elie’s not a stealer of artifacts. 
He has saved and preserved so much of our history 
and heritage by collecting these artifacts.20

Borowski’s wife may be unusual in her willingness to 
admit the looted origin of the antiquities in her and her 
husband’s collection, but her statement interlinks a number 
of the justifications for collecting looted antiquities we have 
explored so far. She believes that his collecting has “saved and 
preserved” antiquities, presumably from some sort of neglect 
or harm present in their original location, such as the act of 
looting itself. She also claims that saving these antiquities 
by collecting them has saved “our history and heritage.” 
Borowski’s special powers of discernment were able to find 
history in antiquities – history that would otherwise have been 
lost along with the antiquities, if not rescued by him. She also 
refers to Borowski bringing the antiquities to Jerusalem, to 
his museum whose display is intended to reform the moral 
foundations of society to prevent the recurrence of Nazism. 
The force of her conviction is clear. Yes, the antiquities in 
the Borowski collection were stolen by being looted and 
smuggled out of their countries of origin. But who can care 
about such petty national laws when abiding by them means 
losing not only antiquities, but also the past and the future of 
mankind?

Collectors do not always keep the promises to protect, 
appreciate, and understand antiquities that they make when 
justifying purchasing looted and smuggled antiquities. “To 
the shades of the deceased T. Flavius Hermetes, the sweetest 
husband, Octabia Pollitta Cyriace made this for her well-
deserving husband and herself.” Thus reads the inscription on 
a second century CE sarcophagus, but it seems that the fates 
did not believe that Hermetes was quite as well-deserving 
as did his wife, since the sarcophagus continues to be used 
where it was first placed in the eighteenth century – as a plant 
pot in the gardens of Holkham Hall.21 Another sarcophagus, 
purchased by another Grand Tourist, had a slightly higher 
role. After being excavated by Richard, Duke of Buckingham 
and Chandos, from the tomb of Caecilia Metella in Rome, 
it was placed in a flower garden at Stowe House in order to 
serve as a coffin for the Duke’s aged pet dog. Yet another 
sarcophagus was used at Kedleston Hall to store logs by a 
fireplace, while Francis Charles Seymour-Conway, third 
Marquess of Hertford, while living in Italy in 1829 sent home 
a sarcophagus to become a drinking trough for his cows.

20  Doug Struck, “Museum brings wealth of controversy to Israel; Theft 
encouraged, archaeologists say,” Baltimore Sun, May 11, 1992.
21  Oval Sarcophagus of T. Flabius Hermetes; see Elizabeth Angelicous-
sis, The Holkham Collection of Classical Sculptures (Mainz am Rhein: P. von 
Zabern, 2001), 150.

Collectors have long bemoaned the neglect and misuse 
of antiquities by the inhabitants of modern Greece and Italy, 
but history is also full of stories such as these, in which an 
antiquity is collected only to suffer further harm at the hands 
of a collector. In other cases, the collector himself is not to 
blame, but his collection was dispersed in such a way after 
his death as to harm the antiquities. For example, the heirs 
of Lord Arundel were uninterested in antiquities. They sold 
some and donated others to Oxford, but also left some in the 
gardens to be destroyed by the weather, used some as building 
materials when renovating Arundel House, gave others away 
to a family servant who used them to decorate a pleasure 
garden in Lambeth, and even dumped some of them into a 
marsh in Kensington to stabilize it. Thus, Oxford received 
only 136 inscriptions in 1667, the rest of what was once a 
collection of around 250 having disappeared. One James 
Theobald purchased the drum of an ancient column from 
Arundel’s heirs and took it to his house in Berkshire to use as 
a roller on his bowling green (“sic transit gloria mundi” was 
the comment of the disgusted Adolf Michaelis, the Victorian 
art historian who uncovered its fate).22

Collectors can even subject antiquities to the risk of 
harm from religious fanatics – the same risk from which 
collectors claim they are rescuing them. One notable case is 
that of Armand-Charles de La Porte de La Meilleraye, Duc de 
Mazarin, who inherited a large collection of ancient sculpture 
in 1661 from his wife’s uncle, Cardinal Mazarin. In 1670, the 
Duc de Mazarin had had enough of his inheritance, whose 
nudity he considered sinful: 

…he awakes Tourolles, his curator, bids him open 
one of the galleries, enters there with a mason, takes 
from his hand a heavy hammer, and casts himself 
with fury upon the statues. Tourolles, bursting 
into tears, in vain protests the ruin of so many 
masterpieces; weariness was the only stop to the 
work. . . M. Mazarin goes tranquilly to supper, and 
about nine o’clock, accompanied by five or six of 
his domestics, gives a hammer to each and returns 
to the gallery with his escort. Some he animates by 
his example; the lagging of others he reproaches. 
He chooses as his portion the sex which he flees 
and yet desires. . . . One might see well by the fury 
of his blows. . . that his repentance was perchance 
avenging the errors of his imagination. It was a 
Saturday; midnight sounds; that signal of Sabbath 
repose cuts short the task.23

22  Adolf Michelais, Ancient Marbles in Great Britain (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1882), 38.
23  Quoted in Michaelis, Ancient Marbles in Great Britain, 45. The Duc de 
Mazarin was unusually sensitive to eroticism (he also “wished to pull out the 
front teeth of his daughters to prevent coquetry; and he forbade the women on 
his estates to milk the cows for fear of the evil thoughts that such an employ-
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Another example, involving another hammer, is the fate 
of the antiquities purchased from the collection of Ferdinando 
Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua, by Charles I of England. After the 
execution of the king and the establishment of a Commonwealth 
under the fi ercely puritan Oliver Cromwell, sixteen of these 
statues were placed in the Privy Garden in Whitehall. In 1659 
a cook attacked the statues with a blacksmith’s hammer, but 
was not punished for doing so, since his supporters believed 
that the antiquities deserved their fate. As for the rest of 
Charles I’s antiquities, most were restored to royal possession 
with the accession of Charles II, but were destroyed in the 
Whitehall fi re of 1698. 

Of far greater concern than the damages caused by 
unorthodox uses and unappreciative heirs are the damages 
done during the act of looting an antiquity. Collectors’ main 
concern is to safeguard individual, collectible antiquities, such 
as statues. Such antiquities are usually carefully sought out and 
protected by looters, since they are the source of profi t. Thus, if 
collectors worry at all about damages caused by looting, they 
tend to focus on the potential damage to collectible antiquities 
during illegal excavation, such as when looters accidentally 
break objects, miss or fail to appreciate important material, or 
conceal information about where antiquities were found.

Collectors would like to stop this type of activity from 
destroying or damaging objects; however, it seems that they 
do not believe that stopping it completely is possible or right. 
Collectors think that the non-archeologists who dig antiquities 
for the market are interacting with these objects in very similar 
ways to those of the collectors themselves. Collectors think of 
the diggers as not only economically supporting themselves 
but also as connecting themselves to their past and ancestors 
by the handling of ancient objects.24 Thus, the collector is 
unlikely to deny the native digger a right to the (temporary) 
ownership of an antiquity, since she prizes this right for herself 
so highly.

ment might suggest.” Hayes Trowbridge, Court Beauties of Old Whitehall: 
Historiettes of the Restoration (London: T.F. Unwin, 1906), 25.
24  A reasoned argument for the attitudes of some native populations to-
wards the “gifts” left to them by their ancestors is David Matsuda, “The ethics 
of archaeology, subsistence digging, and artifact looting in Latin America: 
point muted counterpoint,” International Journal of Cultural Property, 7.1 
(1998), 87-97. Similar attitudes are present (though controversial) among 
the indigenous population of St. Lawrence Island, where it is legal to dig 
for and sell archeological material: Julie Hollowell, “St. Lawrence Island’s 
Legal Market in Archaeological Goods,” in Archaeology, Cultural Heritage, 
and the Antiquities Trade, Neil Brodie et al. (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 2006), 98-132. Italian tombaroli also often assert their rights to links 
with their past: “Grave robbers actively create a bond with their past and even 
claim to communicate directly with their Etruscan ancestors. They assert that 
financial gain is not the main motivation behind their work, but that they are 
driven by an affinity with their forebearers…”: Diura Thoden van Velzen, 
“The World of Tuscan Tomb Robbers: Living with the Local Community and 
the Ancestors,”  International Journal of Cultural Property 5.1 (1996), 124.

Archeologists, by contrast, desire to stop non-professional 
digging not because of its potential to damage some valuable 
objects but rather because of their conviction that such 
digging always destroys the vast majority of archeologically 
valuable information.25 It is the minute detail of their relations 
to all other objects on a site that archeologists use – a level 
of detail not preserved by anything other than slow, exacting 
archeological excavations. An object on the market has been 
removed from these connections, and thus is considered 
almost valueless.

Not fully comprehending that archeologists want to 
protect information more than objects, collectors sometimes 
dismiss the concerns of archeologists about non-professional 
digging. Collectors, using their own conception of such digging 
as harmful only when it destroys objects, think archeologists 
are hysterically calling every instance of digging “looting,” 
even when this digging successfully extracts objects without 
harming them. 

Given their perception of the inevitability of continued 
unauthorized digging, it is not surprising that collectors focus 
their efforts on protecting the objects that come on the market 
from such digs. Collectors’ desire to purchase and then care 
for these objects, preventing further damage by conservation, 
has been called the “salvage principle.” Far from being the 
valueless objects that they appear to archeologists, collectors 
believe that market antiquities are worthy of rescue because 
they still retain all their potential value as intuitive connective 
links with the past – links that need little context to function.

Archeologists also recognize a desire to collect, but think 
that only is felt by a portion of mankind and that it is generally 
harmful:

the true collector will never willingly give up 
collecting. Part of the defi nition of such a person is 
that he or she will sacrifi ce almost anything in order 
to add to a collection, and will pursue new items 
with a passion that borders on the fanatic.26 

Archeologists are of the opinion that what humankind wants 
most from antiquities is not to own them but to see and learn 

25  Archeology is a famously theory-driven field, with practitioners dis-
agreeing about its purpose, methods, ethics, and so on. As a result, many indi-
vidual archeologists would disagree in part with the positions I will describe 
“the archeologist” as taking. However, these disagreements will not be too 
extreme, since I describing positions with the most common ground as pos-
sible. In essence, no archeologist wishes for the tangible remains of the past 
to be entirely destroyed or illicitly excavated. And while the complexities of 
archeological thought are explored in many other volumes, the complexity of 
collecting is not, and detailing the complexity of both positions, of archeolo-
gists and collectors, would exhaust the reader’s patience.
26  David M. Pendergast, “And the Loot Goes On: Winning Some Battles, 
But Not the War,” Journal of Field Archaeology 18.1 (1991), 91.
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from them in public collections. Such a public collection is 
“systematic, classified. . . [and] situated in a center dedicated 
to guardianship, conservation, scholarship and accessibility”.27 
Only such a public repository would have the resources to 
provide the possibility of understanding the minute details of 
entire archeological sites – the information that is the main 
concern of the archeologist. Even if an individual object from 
a site is beautiful, it should not, in archeologists’ opinions, 
be separated from is site by being separately sold to a private 
owner. In a public museum, such a beautiful object might be 
displayed to the public as if it were a work of art, true, but the 
full records of its excavation along with all the other, non-
aesthetically-pleasing objects found there will be kept for 
scholarly access in the storerooms with a thoroughness that 
archeologists deny that private collectors could ever attain. 
Ownership of antiquity is not a pleasure, but a duty.

Archeologists, since they value information, focus on 
protecting ancient sites from any unauthorized digging. In 
their opinion, the best way to do so is to stop the selling of 
unprovenanced antiquities. The purchase of such antiquities 
is thought to encourage the looting of more antiquities for the 
market. This idea of the interaction of the market and looting 
is also closely tied to archeologists’ disapproval of private 
ownership of antiquities, as is made clear in the official 
position on commercialization of the Society for American 
Archeology:

…the buying and selling of objects out of 
archaeological context is contributing to the 
destruction of the archaeological record in the 
American continents and around the world. The 
commercialization of archaeological objects – their 
use as commodities to be exploited for personal 
enjoyment or profit – results in the destruction of 
archaeological sites and of contextual information 
that is essential to understanding the archaeological 
record.28

For archeologists, every unprovenanced work is off-
limits, even if has no provenance merely because of a dealer’s 
granting of anonymity to the seller. Every unprovenanced 
work sold, even if it itself was not looted, is an encouragement 
for looters and middlemen who can hope to sell the antiquities 
they uncover without having to provide a provenance. 
Accordingly, archeologists will refuse to use unprovenanced 

27  Kathryn W. Tubb and Neil Brodie, (2001), “From Museum to Mantel-
piece: The Antiquities Trade in the United Kingdom,” in R. Layton, P. Stone 
and J. Thomas, eds., The Destruction and Conservation of Cultural Property 
(London: Routledge, 2001), 102.
28  “Third Ethical Principle” of the Society for American Archeology, 
quoted and discussed in Mark J. Lynott, “Ethical Principles and Archaeo-
logical Practice: Development of an Ethics Policy,” American Antiquity 62.4 
(1997), 592.

works in their scholarship, even if they thereby sacrifice some 
potential archeological information, since “it is better to lose 
some information than actively to participate in destruction of 
the archeological record.”29

One of the most crucial disagreements between 
archeologists and collectors comes from their very different 
ideas about the important of context. While the archeologist’s 
beliefs are shaped by twentieth century developments in 
excavation methodologies, the collector tends to adhere to a 
nineteenth century view of context as “the set of relationships 
among artifacts and between artifacts and their surrounding 
structures.”30 Thus, being told by an illicit excavator that a 
particular Greek vase was found in an Etruscan tomb near 
Orvieto along with two cups, a necklace, and a single skeleton 
can satisfy a collector’s desire for knowledge as fully as the 
same information would have satisfied a nineteenth century 
professional archeologist – indeed, this would likely have 
been the only information recorded by him. 

Collectors are even more likely to fail to understand 
archeologists’ demands for context, since this collectors’ 
idea of context can be fairly easily supplied, even in the 
absence of real information. Since ancient objects have 
relatively consistent stylistic variations by location and time 
of manufacture, as well as relatively consistent histories of use 
and disposal, it only takes a few carefully excavated objects 
in datable stratifications for the whole set to be dated and 
located. Thus, for example, a painted Greek vase appearing 
on the market with no provenance can be easily dated by its 
style to within about ten years and its city of manufacture 
identified. 

It is not that context of whatever sort is completely 
unimportant for collectors; rather, the way in which collectors 
use antiquities explains the relative unimportance of the idea of 
context for them. Collectors want to experience a connection 
with the culture of the past through the medium of an ancient 
object, while archeologists want to gather information about 
the life of the past through examinations of ancient sites. To 
provide a concise formulation: one is most interested in the 
collection of objects; the other, the collection of information.31

29  Larry E. Murphy et al., “Commercialization: Beyond the Law or 
Above it? Ethics and the Selling of the Archaeological Record,” in Ethics in 
American Archaeology, Mark J. Lynott and Alison Wylie, eds. (Washington: 
Society for American Archaeology, 2000), 47.
30  Neil Brodie, “An Archeologist’s View of the Trade in Unprovenanced 
Antiquities,” in Barbara Hoffman, ed., Art and Cultural Heritage Law for the 
Twenty-first Century: Policy and Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2006), 52.
31  A formulation provided by Arlen F. Chase, Diane Z. Chase, and Harriot 
W. Topsey, “Archaeology and the Ethics of Collecting,” in Archaeological 
Ethics, Karen D. Vitelli and Chip Colwell-Chanthaphonh, eds. (Lanham, MD: 
Altamira Press, 2006), 31.
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The types of information the archeologist seeks have 
been described by one archeologist, thinking of her goals in 
the context of a consideration of the antiquities market:

We are exploring and attempting to understand 
the many ways in which our species has behaved, 
and with what consequences, around the globe and 
through the millennia. “How and Why is life,” if 
you will, and maybe even “What might life be?”32

There is no mention of objects in this description of the 
goals of archeology, since here, objects are just the sources 
of information. If one thinks of how a future observer would 
most fully reconstruct the details of our own daily life, it 
becomes clear that this observer would need to see the whole 
collection of objects we use, in the places of their use. This 
is why archeologists ideally study carefully excavated sites, 
analyzing even the lipid residues adhering to insides of 
uncleaned pots to identify what they contained and studying 
soils in an attempt to discover more information about ancient 
climates.

The totality of information available from a site is what 
archeologists mean by “context,” a term that often appears in 
debates between archeologists and collectors. In the opinion of 
the author of this paper, this term is too easily misinterpreted. 
In the mind of a collector, “context” is shorthand for “the 
context of an object” – that is, the site or structure which 
contains collectible ancient objects. Archeologists, by 
contrast, do not focus on individual objects in their use of 
the concept of context. For example, one archeologist has 
discussed the importance of archeological context meant by 
pointing to the fi nding of tiny fl akes of imported obsidian, of 
less that 5mm diameter, in the Paleolithic stratifi cation of a 
trash heap in an archeological site on a Greek island. Their 
position in the context of this layer, rather than a higher one, 
showed that those islanders had sea-going capacities to import 
obsidian millennia before scholars had previously thought.33 

This example makes it clear that archeologists are 
interested in context on a very detailed level, one hardly 
likely to be satisfactorily recorded by anyone other than a 
professional archeologist. In above example, it was the exact 
placement of the chips that provided the information; the chips 
themselves, sold to her on the market, would have had no 
archeological value. Even if they were sold with the assurance 
that they had come from that site, even the trash heap on that 
site, they would not have been informative. The focus on such 
an exact context also infl uences archeologists’ use of the term 
“provenance.” For an archeologist, an object must have a far 

32  Karen D. Vitelli, “The Antiquities Market,” Journal of Field Archaeol-
ogy, 6.4 (1979), 471-488.
33  Karen D. Vitelli, “Introduction,” in Archaeological Ethics, 24-27.

more exact provenance than merely the region or site from 
which it comes to have its full archeological value. Hence the 
many statements of archeologists about the valueless-ness of 
unprovenanced works.34

Further, the example clarifi es the fact that an archeological 
site might be rich in such antiquities without yielding a single 
instance of the objects that collectors, in practice, usually 
mean by their use of the term “antiquity.” Collectors’ antiques 
are meant for display and are supposed to yield pleasure in 
their contemplation. This means that they are in practice 
usually either ancient works of art or are objects that can be 
assimilated into modern categories of decorative or collectible 
items (weapons, medical instruments, coinage, etc.). 

The differences in the methodologies collectors and 
archeologists use when interacting with antiquities are tied to 
differences in beliefs about the ultimate purpose of modern 
interaction with antiquities. Archeologists wish to understand 
as much of another culture as is possible – not only the ways 
in which they philosophized and worshipped, but also the 
ways in which they labored, ate, even defecated. The reward 
for such a task may be lessons applicable to modern problems, 
for example, by a study of ancient dealings with ecological 
problems such as soil erosion. Often, the pleasures of 
archeology seem to be more purely intellectual – the pleasures 
of solving riddles and comprehending differences. 

It is only by recognizing the existence and importance 
of such differences – differences in conceptions of the value, 
purpose, and even pleasures of antiquity – that archeologists 
and collectors can begin to work together to prevent the harm 
caused by looting. Defeating the reasoning behind collectors’ 
justifi cations for purchasing potentially looted antiquities is 
one important step.

34  For example, as stated by Giles Constable, then Director of Dumbarton 
Oaks: “Objects outside their context. . . are almost without scholarly value.” 
Giles Constable, “The Looting of Ancient Sites and the Illicit Trade in Works 
of Art,” Journal of Field Archaeology 10.4 (1983), 484. Again, Vitelli claims 
that unprovenanced objects for sale on the antiquities market “are NOT. . . the 
results of archeology. If archeology is the study of past peoples through care-
ful recovery and documentation of their material remains – all the material 
remains, the fullest possible context – then these objects without context are 
not just the result of bad archaeology, but represent the antithesis of archeol-
ogy…. They have lost their archeological value. . . . They are without specific 
context, the only information that can guarantee their authenticity and that 
can give them value for archaeological interpretation.” Vitelli, “The Antiqui-
ties Market,” 76 (emphasis in the original).
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