Above: An ltalian soldier looks out across
the surrounding desert from the top of the
Ziggurat of Ur, January 2004. Soldiers
visit the site on a daily basis, climbing the
Ziggurat to have their picture taken.

Left: A cylinder with cuneiform writing,
wrapped in toilet paper, was just one

of over 3000 pieces found in a raid by
Iraqi police. The objects, looted from
archaeological sites, had been packaged
for shipment out of the country.

Marie-Hélene Carleton, leaning out from

an Italian helicopter, films the devastation
caused by looters at the archaeological site
of Umma, in southern Irag.

ERASING THE PAST:

LOOTING OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES

Micah Garen and Marie-HZ*ne Carleton

he fate of archaeologica stesin southern Iraq is, Smply

put, atragedy. According to Aristotle, tragedy illustrates
the universa rather than the particulars of history N illuminating
through catharsis what is possible and what can likely happen
in the future. The loss of history does not strike uswith the
pathos of tragedy if we focus only on the particulars. In the
same way, for instance, that the historical fact of the defeat of
Lugalzagezi, king of Uruk, at the hands of Sargon of Akkad
does not provoke much feeling, we may not respond emotion-
ally to the fact that 1000 clay tablets are lost, or a number of
pieces of pottery are broken, or even a hundred holes contain-
ing who-knows-what were dug by lootersin some mound in
the desert.

But if we come to understand the story of looting in its univer-
sal aspectsN that great volumes of information about our past
have been destroyed, that great works of literature and poetry
no longer exist, that chaptersin our understanding of human
development will never be writtenN then we can begin to feel
the scope and depth of our loss.

In more than a year®worth of work traveling throughout
southern Irag, our effortsin documenting this tragedy were
aimed at understanding not so much the particulars of what
had happened in Irag asto what is happening now and can
happen in the futureN and why. Like most tragedies, the story
is both smple and complex.

The history of looting of archaeological stesin southern Irag
dates back over 200 years, with tablets from sites such as
Umma appearing on the market since the beginning of the
nineteenth century.

However, the periods following the 1991 Gulf War and the
2003 Gulf War were turning pointsin the history of looting.
After the 1991 war, southern Iraq was severely impacted by
the economic sanctions imposed on the country by the inter-
national community, and a new brutal period of suppresson of
the Shi@es by Saddam Hussein. The effect was more than a
decade of rampant poverty and a growing power vacuum that
was dowly filled by tribal and religious leadership.
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