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T 

he Syria: A Conflict Ex-
plored exhibition is 
rightly an “exploration” 
by London’s Imperial 
War Museum (IWM) into 

the narratives of the sides compet-
ing to tell their version about the 
Syrian conflict, which has devel-
oped into an international proxy 
war.

Divided into three parts, the 
exhibition’s first section features 
a museum-like display of objects 
that tell the story of the tragic 
events in Syria. A child’s aban-
doned orange life jacket found on 
the Greek Island of Chios refers to 
the more than 4 million Syrians 
who have fled the fighting and are 
living as refugees in Turkey, Leba-
non, Jordan and Europe.

Also displayed are souvenir 
mugs and plates with photos of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad and 
Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin, which are on sale in the port 
of Tartus, Russia’s Mediterranean 
naval base; cartoons from Syria’s 
most famous political cartoonist 
Ali Ferzat; a helmet worn by the 
White Helmets Organisation rec-
ognised for rescuing civilians in 
opposition-held areas; and a rep-
lica of a barrel bomb used by both 
sides in the conflict are among the 
offerings.

The second section consists of 
an installation film on two framed 

screens giving the visual effect of 
shattered glass. Produced by Limi-
nal Films in collaboration with the 
IWM, the film tells the story of the 
conflict. It begins with a historical 
background to Syria and introduc-
es the parties in the conflict. The 
film ends with a poignant quote 
from Lakhdar Brahimi, the veteran 
Algerian diplomat who was the UN 
and Arab League Special Envoy to 
Syria from 2012-14: “Everybody 
had their agenda and the interests 

of the Syrian people came second, 
third or not at all.”

The final section of the exhibi-
tion gives a voice to Syrians — the 
refugees, the civilians who stayed 
as well as the internally displaced. 
In captions under black-and-white 
photos they tell their story.

“The situation in Syria is com-
plex, live and evolving and we 
know that viewpoints may change 
in two years, two months, two 
days or two hours,” said Gill Web-

ber, executive director of Con-
tent and Programmes at the IWM.  
“We want to help our visitors cut 
through the complexity and en-
able a deeper understanding of the 
causes, course and consequences 
of what is happening in Syria today.

“A Conflict Explored reflects a 
multitude of perspectives and posi-
tions and also questions and chal-
lenges the information we have 
available right here and now.”

A Lens on Syria, another retro-
spective about the Syrian conflict, 
is displayed on the same floor of 
the IWM. It is the first British exhi-
bition of 60 photographs of award-
winning Russian documentary 
photographer Sergey Ponomarev. 
The Assad’s Syria series offers a 
rare insight into what life was like 
for people living in government-
controlled areas in 2013-14.

Ponomarev was one of the few 
photographers allowed access to 
Syria. In a statement accompany-
ing his photographs, he said: “For 
Assad’s Syria I was trying to docu-
ment life inside one of the most 
tightly controlled states in the 
world. In this environment pho-
tographers and journalists were 
caught between what we saw and 
what the government wanted to 
show us. How do you distinguish 
between reality and propaganda? 
But it is vital to remain objective. 
Just because people are in gov-
ernment-controlled areas does not 
mean they are living well or safely 
or that they necessarily support the 
government.”

The Exodus series of photo-

graphs, which ends the exhibition, 
is a collection of images taken at 
the height of the European refu-
gee and migrant crisis from June 
2015-March 2016. The images 
capture the disillusionment and 
extinction of hope against a back-
ground of changing seasons, harsh 
weather, deprivation, violence and 
border closures.

The exhibition features many 
contrasting photographs: wor-
shippers at the Shia mausoleum of 
Sitt Zeinab and Christians attend-
ing mass at the Greek Orthodox 
Church of the Holy Cross. A photo 
of Homs in March 2014 in which 
a family relaxes over drinks at a 
café in the government-controlled 
Gouta district, where living con-
ditions form a stark contrast with 
those in the opposition-controlled 
sector of the city then under siege 
3km away. In another photograph, 
children play in the ruins of Homs 
after opposition forces have left.

Syria: Conflict Explored and A 
Lens on Syria are on display at the 
Imperial War Museum in London 
through September 3.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Syrian conflict in spotlight at London’s Imperial War Museum
Karen Dabrowska

Syria: A Conflict 
Explored reflects a 
multitude of 
perspectives and 
positions about the 
Syrian civil war.

Rare insight. Syrian refugees tell their story.                 (Karen Dabrowska)

Illicit antiquities trade threatening cultural heritage

Tunis

B 

esides the illicit trade 
of weapons and drugs, 
smugglers in the Mid-
dle East and North Africa 
have found a lucrative 

business in trafficking antiquities.
The smuggling of ancient arte-

facts to wealthy clients around the 
world has spiked in the last decade, 
with experts warning that the re-
gion’s archaeological heritage is in 
peril.

“The problem has dramatically 
increased since the outbreak of 
conflict,” said Michael Danti, prin-
cipal investigator and academic 
director at the American Schools of 
Oriental Research’s Cultural Herit-
age Initiatives. “We are seeing the 
full range of antiquities.”

Danti noted that “looting is worst 
in Syria,” where the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has systematically plundered 
or destroyed many of the 4,500 ar-
chaeological sites that contain his-
torical treasures.

While such looting long preceded 
the civil war, the conflict “helped 
to create conditions ripe for wide-
spread, systematic exploitation of 
artefacts,” wrote Morag Kersel and 
Fiona Rose-Greenland for the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s Oriental Insti-
tute. “International market inter-
ests, a general breakdown in border 
controls and competition among in-
surgent groups for revenue streams 
all played their part.”

Despite the conditions, Syrian 
archaeologists have gone to great 
lengths to preserve the country’s 
artefacts, in some cases evacuating 
or hiding them.

On August 18, 2015, Khaled al-
Asaad, an 81-year-old Syrian ar-
chaeologist and head of antiquities 
for the city of Palmyra, was publicly 
beheaded by ISIS after he refused 
to reveal the location of the city’s 
hidden artefacts. UNESCO Direc-
tor-General Irina Bokova called his 
death “a deplorable act, made all 
the more senseless that it was the 
result of an attack on the museum 
and ancient citadel.”

“They killed him because he 
would not betray his deep commit-

ment to Palmyra,” Bokova said.
By 2016, all six of Syria’s UNESCO 

World Heritage sites were report-
edly damaged or destroyed. Up to 
100,000 Syrian cultural artefacts 
were reportedly under ISIS control.

There have been similar reports 
in Libya and Iraq.

Italian newspaper La Stampa re-
ported in 2016 that Italian organ-
ised crime networks were selling 
weapons to ISIS in exchange for 
stolen antiquities, which were then 
sold in Russia and Asia.

An Interpol database that tracks 
stolen works of art listed dozens of 
missing antiquities from museums 
and sites in the region. “A total of 
94 items of invaluable cultural her-

itage were stolen from the Mosul 
Museum in Iraq” in 2014-15, the 
database read. “Many other objects 
were destroyed.”

While it is impossible to gauge 
how devastating ISIS’s campaign 
of destruction has been on the re-
gion’s cultural heritage — particu-
larly in Iraq, Syria and Libya — the 
amount of money the extremist 
group is taking in is estimated at 
$150 million-$200 million per year.

ISIS is not the only culprit. Rival 
militant factions, organised gangs 
and ordinary citizens seeking a 
big payout have tapped into the 
market. This is particularly true in 
Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian 
territories, where the prevalence 
of historical artefacts and religious 
relics fuels demand among collec-
tors and traders, but the practice 
extends to the Gulf and North Af-
rica.

In March 2016, Tunisian authori-
ties stopped a trafficking network 
from smuggling a rare, 15th-century 

Torah out of the country. The scroll, 
which authorities described as “a 
one-of-a-kind historic artefact” 
made of ox skin, was reportedly be-
ing transported to an unidentified 
source in Europe.

In all cases, the trafficking appa-
ratus is composed of looters, deal-
ers and collectors who navigate a 
complex process that can span dec-
ades.

“Not all antiquities are sold im-
mediately,” said Danti, who added 
that the end buyers are not well 
known. “Many will be transferred 
back and forth or sit in secret cach-
es for years or even decades.”

“Some antiquities are used for 
barter exchanges or as criminal col-
lateral in other illegal activities,” 
he added, saying that “immediate 
laundering onto the legal market 
and sale is the only route.”

“Lower-value and mid-value ma-
terial is being sold using the inter-
net. Higher-end material is more dif-
ficult to trace because professional 

smuggling and dealing networks 
handle such material. They make 
use of private sales and the freeport 
system to protect themselves.”

Much has been done to crack 
down on the illicit trade of antiqui-
ties. In December 2015, the Interna-
tional Council of Museums (ICOM) 
published an “emergency red list” 
of cultural objects at risk of being 
stolen from Libya. The ICOM main-
tains similar lists for Syria and Iraq.

To more effectively deal with 
the problem, Danti suggested a 
number of government measures: 
“Better monitoring of the freeport 
system. Stiffer penalties for dealers 
and purchasers of antiquities. More 
methods for tracking material… Bi-
lateral agreements between coun-
tries to develop and enforce cul-
tural property laws and more law 
enforcement dedicated to cultural 
property crime.

“In the end, we need peace in the 
Middle East. The criminals are ex-
ploiting instability and poverty.”

Lost treasures. A fragment of an Assyrian-era relief is seen at the ancient site of Nimrud that was destroyed by the Islamic State fighters 
near Mosul.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            (AFP)
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The amount of 
money ISIS is taking 
in is estimated at 
$150 million-$200 
million per year.


