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 TIMECODE NAME Dialogue 

00.00.00  Recording commences. 

 VERNON From the looting of archaeological sites, to the auctioning of stolen antiquities, 
the long and complex chain of criminal activity, which connects the illicit trade of 
cultural property, stretches through many hands, and numerous countries 
around the globe. 

00.00.13 LAURA In fighting the illicit trade, we bring together those working to prevent the illegal 
trade of cultural goods. 

Each one fighting a battle to rescue cultural heritage, at a different stage of its 
underground journey. 

Looking at the actions taken at source, through transit and upon arrival at its 
destination. 

00.00.29 LAURA My name is Laura Jones, and I’m the cultural Heritage Preservation leader, at the 
V & A. 

00.00.33 VERNON And my name is Vernon Rapley, I’m the director of Cultural Heritage Protection 
Security at the V & A. 

00.00.38 LAURA Each episode, we’ll be tracing the movement of objects through this journey, 
and highlighting different preventative measures taking place to intercept them. 

We speak with international experts, including law enforcement, the art trade, 
legal representatives, museum, and community groups, amongst others, asking 
them to share their unique experiences and insights. 

00.00.56 VERNON The theft and sale of cultural property robs communities of their past, present, 
and future. 

It lines the pockets of international criminal networks and has been shown to 
directly finance terrorism. 

Through this series, we hope to highlight valuable initiatives, working to prevent 
the illicit trade, and gather recommendations on how to build on these efforts in 
the future. 

00.01.15 LAURA In this episode, we welcome Vijay Kumar to the studio. 

Vijay started documenting his learning process of Indian temple art and 
iconography, in his blog site; Poetry in Stone, in 2007. 

Writing extensively on sculpture and art appreciation, targeting early audiences 
to introduce them to understanding the nuances of Indian sculptural art. 

Since 2008, he has spearheaded the raising of awareness of cultural property 
theft in India, and in early 2014, Vijay and his core team of volunteers, formed 
the India Pride Project. 

00.01.46  A social media initiative, to combat the rampant looting of Indian art treasures. 

The team’s effort have been instrumental in cracking many cases of art theft, 
and their work with international and Indian law enforcement, has led to the 
restitution for the number of artifacts back to India. 

00.02.01  His book, titled; The Idol Thief, is a pathbreaking novel on the chase to capture 
Subhash Kapoor, and details how he and his team assisted global law 
enforcement, in successfully nabbing the man alleged to have been the most 
prolific antiquities smuggler in recent history. 

00.02.17 VERNON Welcome, Vijay. 



 
00.02.18 VIJAY Thank you for having me here. 

00.02.19 VERNON So, thank you very much for joining us. 

We’ve met a great deal of… people from different organisations and 
professionals… who come from all sorts of disciplines. 

Uniting together to fight in the illicit trade of cultural property. 

Could you tell us a little bit about your own background, and how you came to 
be in this area of work? 

00.02.36 VIJAY Well, I hail from a small village, south of Tamil Nadu in Chennai, where my great 
grandfathers actually built exten(?) temples that stand to this day. 

Not huge edifices but at least small temples, so you could say that that’s little bit 
of connect but connect to the art of temple building and temple sculpture. 

00.02.55  And… I was influenced into reading about history, though my profession is in 
shipping. 

I was influenced into reading about Indian art history and history, by a work of 
fiction, written in Tamil on the life of King Ponniyin Selvan 

And it’s still, today, it’s been 60 years since the book was penned, it’s still a best 
seller in Tamil and it continues to inspire people like us, to read about Indian 
history. 

So… that’s how that’s the book that got me started. 

00.03.26 VERNON What about… moving into the illicit trafficking, and how you became involved so 
much in, in that area? 

00.03.34 VIJAY Sure. 

The first part was when I started… listing temple sites, basically for my own 
study, to list the beauty of Indian art. 

A lot of sites were neglected, and not only that, there was a lack of awareness 
among our own people, about the nuances of… iconography. 

So, I want to come out with the dummies guide to Indian art,… not necessarily in 
papers, so that’s how the blog site came up. 

00.03.58  But then after, say, about 300, 400 blog posts, the stuff had to be updated, so I 
formed a core team of volunteers, again, social media helped. 

A lot of commenters on the blogs with minor interest, drawing together to form 
the core team, which I would say, I’m very happy of it, while still remains strong. 

And we started listing… off beat sites, which had not been documented. 

00.04.22  And we set up a very small, informal team, I would say that of experts not 
related into art, but with a basic interest in art, and used to study about a site, 
well researched before we go there. 

So, say, for example, we study a site for six months, before we physically go 
there. 

And we expect to see stuff that we’ve studied and published on the site, and we 
were quite surprised when we went to the site, that quite often, the objects we 
were hoping to see, were not there. 

00.04.50  And when we asked the questions as to where they were,… the answers were 
not… really clear. 

So, that started the first… doubts, that what was happening to our heritage, and 
this was not restricted to one side, one state, across India. 

We found that there was a lot of missing gaps, and that’s when we started 
looking at the international art market and we found a lot of… fresh art that is 
coming up, like, how we call as a source country,… we, we seem to be like a 
mine which could be… for a mine for art, and… that’s when we started putting 



 
one and two together, to say that this was a… a… well-functioning supply chain 
of art, that is flowing freely out of India, into the art markets of the world. 

00.05.39 VERNON Thank you. 

00.05.41 LAURA And so, how does the project, the India Pride Project, work, on a day to day 
basis? 

Are you investigators, action… taking people, or, what’s the kind of group that 
you’ve brought together there? 

00.05.51 VIJAY I think the first thing is credibility, what our group have now brought to the table 
is that internationally, people, and also, locally, in India, they look at us as people 
who are not looking at this for any rewards, the rewards of money, and they 
know that once we have information, the confidentiality is maintained. 

Our source informants know that we would never expose them, which was 
happening in the past, and we wouldn’t use the privileged information that they 
provide, except for listing objects and I think that credibility is something that 
we’ve achieved over the last six years. 

 

00.06.23  And that’s helped a lot of… people openly come out on social media. 

So we, we worked different seams, people report thefts, which was not 
happening in the past. 

People report findings, like, buried hoards that are found out, earlier, they would 
never get reported, and these would get spirited away. 

And now, people are excited to look for that… all the, for example, the last three 
weeks, we have award eight buried hoards that have been reported, even 
before the papers come up. [wow]. 

00.06.50  So now we have the media calling us up saying, do you have photographs of this 
find that’s come up? 

So, I think that’s one part. 

And the other part is people are realising that… what we had (regaled) to 
people, is if they hear that a site has been looted, or there’s been a… a theft 
case, please come up and let, give us the basic information and we’ll go and 
research it. 

And that’s what has helped us in the last few years, and we’ve managed to 
reopen cases going back to the 1950s and 1960s, where in public memory, is 
still, thankfully, alive, there’ve been people like, some volunteers said, my 
grandfather remembers a theft that happened in 1961. 

00.07.27  And there was another case that we successfully rescued from London, which 
was a theft from the Nalanda museum in 1961, and we had an elderly 
gentleman who was working for the ASI, since retired, who thankfully had the 
original memos of the theft, with him. 

And that helped us all I think. 

So I think we are… working as integrator, on social media… in, in order to build 
awareness of the scale and scope of the looting, and not just looking at it as an 
awareness. 

We’re also building data, and then mining our archive. 

00.08.03  They’re different of course, things that some volunteers do, some volunteers 
who help us collect books, catalogues, can it up and put it up for us, that people, 
so we don’t take any money, from people, but people when they do volunteer, 
we ask them to cover some sites… research paperwork, publish paper works and 
such, they’re international scholars who come and help us, they help us so those 
are… all doctoral theses, which have some photographs. 

So I think that’s where social media is a great leveller.  It helps us reach out to 



 
people who are generally… not too sure to reach out to law enforcement on 
their own. 

00.08.41 VERNON I think that the use of social media is something maybe quite unique to, to your 
project, and it’s, it’s particularly interesting because you’re dealing with, as are a 
lot of people, very old cases, cases from the 50s and 60s. 

But you have… use modern technology as a way of gaining public awareness 
and… embracing the, the community. 

Can you tell us a little bit more about how that works, and maybe give some 
examples of succ, successful uses of social media? 

00.09.09 VIJAY Yeah. 

For example, there was one case which was very, very interesting. 

One of our volunteers was getting married, and he was passing through a site 
which we documented in 2008. 

So, he was passing by that village, when he found that, the idols had actually 
been moved away for renovation and they were just dumped out. 

So, he took photographs of that and said, can we do something to re-install 
them back, these were 8th century pallava sculptures that were basically moved 
out for renovation. 

00.09.39  So, we led a social media campaign, the next day about 500 people lined up 
there, kind of, pushing the patrons who were renovating it, to make a, a 
makeshift shed, to put them all back. 

So it was all done, and… everybody was celebrating.  They put up a… video 
camera there, recording the shed being built, and said… brother, mission 
accomplished, it’s safe. 

And I was trying to tell them that, at least put a gate, a shed is not enough to 
secure the object. 

00.10.04  When the patron got upset and he was shouting like, somebody sitting in 
Singapore doesn’t know in the villages, nobody robs our gods and all that. 

And as luck would have it, an old man was passing by. 

And he just said, yeah, you see, keep saying like that, but there was a… murghal 
sculpture that was stolen in 2006, nobody knows about it. 

And nobody heard it, except for the camera.  So, when they sent me the 
recording, the night I was listening to it, and then I could see this old man walk 
past and was very clearly saying that there was a theft. 

00.10.32  So we called our socials again, and we formed a small WhatsApp group for the 
village, and everybody started looking out for published documents, and nobody 
had photographs, except for a dentist. 

I think dentist and barbers collect all these magazines, which they leave out for 
people, and they had this old, small booklet, which is only ten pages, which had 
on the back cover, this stolen sculpture that was lost. 

And you will not believe it, we found it in one of Kapoor’s warehouses in New 
York. 

00.11.01  And he had actually tried to sell it as a… [panier] period shiva so the context was 
destroyed,… there was no reference to that object, and that object was seized 
by Homeland Security, and hopefully, he is on the way back next month. 

So, I think that shows how social media and technology works. 

00.11.19 VERNON Indeed, thank you. 

 LAURA That’s great. 

And it would be great to carry on the discussion around Subhash Kapoor and 



 
your fantastic, documented journey of, of bringing him to justice in The Idol 
Thief. 

It’s a truly wonderful book, and it’s incredibly engrossing to read. 

And… I want to talk, maybe, a little bit about how you bridge your own work, 
which so far, we’ve heard is hugely based around community, and civil 
experiences. 

00.11.42  And… but, bridging the gap between that and global law enforcement, which is 
essentially where this ended up, as an international criminal case? 

00.11.50 VIJAY  I think initially we were of course, even in India; this was not a priority subject. 

I think… narcotics and bullion smuggling, electronics always takes precedence… 
for antiquities trafficking I think the challenge was trying to make them aware of 
the scale of the loot, and I think that’s where the Kapoor case kind of opened 
the eyes of law enforcement… just eight warehouses of Kapoor in New York is 
holding stock in that… $108 million worth of stuff, 2,622 objects was his holding 
stock [wow] in New York alone. 

00.12.24  So that’s the extent of the loot, and he was in business for 35 years. 

And that’s kind of opened up the eyes and ears of law enforcement globally, but 
I, again, I think that the laws are very much skewed against our battle, because… 
in most cases, if you see a stolen object, that is no question of escaping, you 
have to return a stolen object. 

But most countries seem to have very lax and… quite often, you can call it a one-
sided view from my side, but I feel it’s myopic because they tend to protect the 
innocent, good faith, purchaser. 

00.12.59  And believe me, from my work, I’ve never seen an innocent, good faith, 
purchaser so far. 

They know that it’s trafficked, I caught, Norton Simon, a famous statement for 
the New York Times, hell  yes, I know it’s smuggled, so what? 

So, I guess that people are taking the risk to buy trafficked antiquities in the 
hope that countries like India will continue to be lax, and they take that risk. 

00.13.21  But for us, I think there is a need for a revamp of the UNESCO statute, I think it’s 
toothless, it’s just assisting so far in clear claims, the sense that if it go to court 
anyway, I will win it. 

So the UN statue just takes away the difficult paperwork, but it doesn’t have 
enough of an enforcement provision. 

So, I feel that globally, there has to be a change of a… laws, related to, I would 
say, that, in India it’s not just antiquities trafficking you are talking about, we’re 
talking about plunder from sacred sites that are still under worship. 

00.13.58  And also from sites that have not been studied properly. 

Hardly… 10% of sites have been properly excavated, who knows which great 
king’s history still lies buried? 

So… if you have robbers rob these sites, we will not be able to crack the history 
of one of the most important nations of this world. 

00.14.20 VERNON Thank you. 

I mean, you, you’ve probably got more experience than maybe anyone else in 
the world of returning… objects back to local communities. 

What does it really mean for them? 

00.14.32 VIJAY For me, I would say that… it’s, it’s a labour of love, as I said, we don’t get paid for 
it, but one restitution for me, is a great achievement… for us, because it creates 
a glad deterrent. 

For me, I look at it like it’s a success, maybe we let hundred go off, but one 



 
coming back stops a hundred more from getting looted, that’s, from my part, 
the, the, the first benefit. 

Then when these objects especially sacred objects,… my, especial focus is on 
chola bronzes, and these bronzes are called (name) in my language, which 
literally means; body of god. 

00.15.07  They are considered as living gods back home, and they would be, for example, 
ceremoniously woken up by singing songs, and they would be bathed, they 
would be clothed, they would be dried, fed and… ceremonies would be done, 
marriages would be done, in the night they would be sung to and put to sleep, 
so the priest would take them as though, take care of them, as though they are 
living beings. 

So, when they are… crudely removed from that site, the joy of seeing them 
come back, and we’ve had that a couple of times when they enter, village comes 
back and, and we have cases where the elderly people have said; you know, now 
these are belief systems whether they believe it or not, they say the rains fail 
when the gods have gone. 

00.15.48  But now when… the gods come back, there’s a bountiful harvest, and these are 
small belief systems that we need to protect as well. 

We had a case where about 20,000 villagers came up to receive the lord, and to 
keep, to see him go back to the place where, that’s what it’s about the original 
creators of, of the sculpture, who meant him to be Lord of the [table] and that’s 
where he should be. 

00.16.14 VERNON You just mentioned there about living gods, and the way that the community 
treat these objects, and I’ve heard you speak in the past about terminology, the 
difference in terminology between the way a local community describes the 
objects, and the way that the west, London art market, or art markets generally, 
describe those objects. 

How, how important is that… description? 

00.16.35 VIJAY For starters… there are some temples were… for example, temples are fewer 
where there are legends built round, they say that you touch the property of 
Shiva, they say your entire progeny is doomed. 

I’m not saying this but who had touched the Shiva that was recently rescued and 
found… at Victoria Gallery, everybody who touched it lost their jobs, including… 
the Prime Minister of Australia. 

So, I would say that sometimes, these curses do work, but, but to me, the larger 
thing is… people, these are belief systems that have been invested time in, and 
they’ve survived for thousands of years. 

00.17.12  Without… any intervention of man, many temples we have seen, they don’t 
even have locks, because the, because of basic trust system that was there, but 
now… it’s really sad, because of this threat. 

Lot of these bronze motifs which what we call them, I don’t want, that there is a 
lot of opposition to use, the word idol, because it’s got negative connotations. 

We call them [mourties]… because they, they are not idols for us. 

The original makers never intend them to be… a piece of art. 

They were meant to… to inspire the worship. 

00.17.44  To look at him as a living god, and to see them now locked up in storage, so, for 
example in most places in Tamil Nadu there are icon centres that have come up. 

These examples have lost all lost their idols, not the robbers, but to the 
government. 

All these precious bronzes have been moved to these temporary… locker rooms, 
and they come back to the temples only on the day of major festivals.  And that, 
to me, is robbing the local communities an entire eco-system, these temples 



 
used to live and breathe, because of these bronzes. 

00.18.16  Every day there are rituals their utensils, there are garments there are clothes, 
there are ornaments that all related to the daily working. 

And all this has been stopped, because of greed.  

00.18.27 VERNON Thank you. 

 LAURA And it does seem to be, to me, that your work is… ever growing, and ever 
changing, actually, in its nature. 

And I wanted to know a little bit about how you see that work developing in the 
future? 

Any new or emerging risks that you’re looking at addressing?  Or perhaps simply 
a progression of the work that’s already taking place? 

00.18.46 VIJAY I think, first of all, the good thing about our work, is, it’s part realisation to law 
enforcement, particularly in India, that it is a, a crime that’s happening in a large 
scale. 

Earlier that awareness was not there, and we see that recently, there was a… a 
lot of news that’s everywhere, prime minister’s going, he was getting back stolen 
antiquities, so I think questions, hard questions, are being asked, to say that; 
how did they leave in the first place? 

And to me, most of these are shipping out to porous borders, and it’s not just a 
problem with India. 

00.19.18  They are shipped out, for example, Kapoor’s stuff came in as garden furniture, 
into the US, for example. 

So,… it, it means that customs and border control is not… good, even in 
developed nations, plus a bit, the EU, it’s becoming even more… unclear, 
because they are shipped out on consignment basis, so we really don’t know 
who the real owner is. 

And not the valuation. 

So there’s a lot of tax fraud that is happening as well, so I think… if we can 
creatively incentivise law enforcement to look at it not just as art crime, but also 
look at… taxation aspect and customs fraud, I think… the fines and penalties are 
easier to impose… than heritage crime. 

00.20.02  And the larger part, of course, is… to try to get our project into a kind of… a 
domain… like the Carabinieri art squad, so that’s what we’re working on. 

To try and see if we can hand over our baby to a proper, structured, channel, 
and also use latest technology, because ultimately, unlike, for example, the 
Italian basis, arts cultures have entered (incoherent) pillars we have so plasters, 
borders, everything is being looted. 

00.20.31  So, for us, technology in terms of image matching still works very, very 
rudimentary, so it’s still left to visual memory and elbow grease, so that’s 
something that we are currently working on, trying to build a good image 
marking… matching, and… web crawler kind of stuff… but it takes a lot of money. 

And even though India has the technology, back of (inaudible) talk to a few tech 
teenagers, but then everybody is scared of the… legal aspect. 

00.20.58  So they’re willing to help us on the tech side, but they don’t want to be 
embroiled in any… legal hassles. 

So this is something that we want to bridge by either… giving it to an institution, 
that has a, a quasi-government option, so that’s what, what I really, I, I would 
like my project outside of me, so, that’s one of the (inaudible) that we are 
working on. 

00.21.20 VERNON Excellent. 



 
We, we were speaking, the three of us, were speaking before… before we 
started recording, actually, and I, and I think one of the things we were talking 
about was, your experience, and how you’ve learnt from that experience, and 
sometimes… things that you’ve learnt have come from failure, as well as 
success, I’m just wondering if you could, maybe, give our listeners an idea of 
what we were talking about then? 

00.21.42 VIJAY I think the biggest failure, personally, for me, is… of course, the case of what we 
call it… [bah-ming-here). 

Of course, we are in London, we’re talking about Peter Watson’s books 
‘Sotheby’s the inside story’. 

They did a chapter on India, where he had named people, and famously, 
supposed to have said; if you need the Taj Mahal, let me know, I’ll ship it out in 
parts to you. 

00.22.05  And unfortunately, perpetrators of those crime, who are alleged to have 
shipped, or trafficked, over 10,000 items of Indian art… are now scot free. 

The decision of the court has acquitted them, in Rajasthan, and the reason being 
not a single one of the so called 10,000 objects, have come back including a 15 
tonne [ver-aha] that is… now in Switzerland. 

So… for me, I think that’s a, a, a case, where India was slack, but then we have a 
lot more such cases. 

We have one from 1987, where there was a concerted action between Indian 
law enforcement, and the Met Police, where a gallery, a prominent gallery in 
London was raided, they seized about 240 idols from the gallery, another 41 
from his house. 

00.22.52  But then… that’s a, nothing, nobody knows what happened to that case. 

So, I’m hoping that we would reopen those cases. 

00.23.00  If not, a restitution, at least a… identify the objects so that… it paves the way in 
the future, if a… the, buying states, become more benevolent, and not wish to 
hold looted objects, they will return it back to India. 

00.23.17 VERNON Okay. 

So, we’ve… we’ve heard quite a lot of needs from you, effectively, things that 
you’d change, it’s been really interesting. 

But if I was a magic genie, and I… gave you just one wish… what would that, 
what would that be? 

00.23.29 VIJAY I would say that every museum should have a… a provenance, independent 
provenance researcher, who puts out his data… in public domain. 

I think that would help create more transparency in the art market.  And that 
would also give a, a fresh impetus to learning about art. 

I think… people don’t want to go into art as a profession because it doesn’t pay.  
So, I think, if you ask me, in the short term, I think that should be, every museum 
should have a, a, an independent provenance researcher. 

00.24.05 VERNON Okay. 

Well, maybe, Laura, we can be quite proud of having a, a researcher, 
provenance researcher, here at the V & A, but maybe there’s also something to, 
to listen to here, in that we maybe need to be a little bit more open sometimes, 
in the communication, between museums, experts such as yourself, Vijay, and, 
and law enforcement, in fact. 

So, if we’re all fighting the same fight, we should communicate… a little bit more 
openly, maybe, than, than maybe we all do at the moment? 

So… 



 
00.24.31 LAURA Absolutely, and I think we can all do a little bit more in respect to that, we’d 

certainly be looking at a, a slightly brighter future in terms of heritage 
preservation. 

And that rather neatly brings us to the end of today’s interview. 

It’s been a real pleasure to speak with you today, Vijay, and to hear more about 
your valuable and incredibly powerful work that you’ve talked about. 

We hope that our listeners will join us again next time, to hear more about the 
ongoing fight against the illicit trade of cultural property, as we continue to 
explore this complex chain of criminal networks which support this nefarious 
industry. 

00.25.02  So, we say thank you, to you, our listeners, and to thank you again, Vijay, for 
joining us today. 

00.25.08 VIJAY Thank you 

  Overlapping closing comments. 

00.25.10  End of recording 

  


