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00:00:00 LAURA Hello and welcome to Fighting the Illicit Trade, a podcast series produced by the Victoria & Albert 
Museum’s Culture in Crisis programme.  Your two hosts for the series are me, Laura Jones, the 
Cultural Heritage Presentation Lead here at the museum - 

00:00:15 VERNON And me, Vernon Rapley, Director of Cultural Protection & Security at the V&A.  And together, we 
will steer you through this series, joined each episode by a new guest. 

00:00:24 LAURA 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.  

00:00:38 VERNON In Culture in Crisis, Fighting the Illicit Trade, we bring together those working to prevent the 
illegal trade of cultural goods, each person 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.  

00:00:56 LAURA Each episode, we trace the movement of objects through this journey and highlight 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. 

00:01:15 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. 

00:01:35 LAURA In today's episode, we're welcoming Leila Amineddoleh to the studio, and perhaps the easiest 
place to start is to ask Leila, could you tell us a little bit about yourself and where you sit in this 
chain for fighting the illicit trade of cultural property.  

00:01:48 LEILA Thank you for having me here today.  I am an art and cultural heritage lawyer based in New York 
in the US, and I work in both litigation and transactional matters.  So, I appear twice in the chain 
for fighting against the illicit trade.  At some point earlier in the chain I advise clients on due 
diligence and legal issues prior to the acquisition of an object, and I may advise them on whether 
or not to acquire an object. 

00:02:19  I may also handle legal documentation for them, such as purchase and sales agreements.  If I 
appear later in the chain, it is as litigator or as someone involved in trying to settle a dispute over 
the ownership of an antiquity.   

00:02:36 VERNON Due diligence and good faith purchaser are two very interesting terms which come up a lot in 
your area of work.  What do you mean by these and why are they important? 

00:02:46 LEILA So those are two terms I think about all of the time.  And it's because both of them are really 
difficult to define, because due diligence and good faith purchaser aren't really accompanied by 
clear guidelines.  So I'd say that both of those terms really differ when you're talking about 
different individuals or different objects. 

00:03:08  But it basically means in terms of due diligence, basically means that a purchaser has researched 
the item efficiently to confirm that it wasn't stolen and that the parties selling it actually have the 
right to its title.  But there's really not like a one size fits all procedure for due diligence, because 
every object is different. 

00:03:32  And every country has different laws that regulate the trade in these objects, so due diligence 
can be really tricky to define, and that's one of the reasons that collectors and different 
institutions do confer with attorneys to ensure that they are abiding by the laws that regulate the 
trade.   

00:03:54  So due diligence is a difficult term to define, as well as good faith purchaser.  I struggle with that 
label as well, because good faith is defined as honesty or sincerity of intention, but it's not really 
possible to get into the minds of collectors to know what knowledge they have - if they know that 



there's a problem with an object, if they're knowledgeable about an issue that has come up in 
the chain of title.   

00:04:24  So it's really kind of hard to get to the heart of someone's knowledge and if they actually are 
acting in good faith. 

00:04:33 LAURA So there's really a lot of assumptions to be drawn in the ways that people behave and the 
intentions that they bring to that kind of purchase or engagement with an object.  I mean it 
brings to mind a lot of the stories that you read in the papers about collectors discovering great 
treasures and owning these wonders of the world, and I wonder if you yourself through 
experience have collected any good advice for people who want to collect, especially those who 
want to act well or with good faith, as we were describing earlier, when purchasing cultural 
objects. 

00:05:07 LEILA Yeah, so there's so much advice I could give.  One, one piece of advice is to actually act with good 
faith.  I think a lot of people turn a blind eye to red flags.  I think that some of it might stem from 
bad intentions and some of it really just stems from being optimistic and hoping that they have 
stumbled upon a treasure that is legal, that doesn't have problems. 

00:05:34  So there are red flags that we can notice.  There are some big red flags that often will come up in 
antiquities matters.  For example, if an object was stolen from an area of conflict, during a time 
of conflict.  You know, right now I think a great example of that most people are aware of are 
objects coming from the Middle East, particularly countries like Syria and Iraq. 

00:05:58  Any object that has been removed from those regions since 2011 are problematic or at least 
deserve a heightened scrutiny.  So if you're interested in purchasing an object from that area, you 
really have to ensure that an object was removed prior to conflict. You need to verify 
documentation that it actually was removed legally prior to conflict. 

00:06:22  And you just can't turn a blind eye to these issues.  So I tell people to be skeptical about objects, 
whether they're objects like antiquities coming from the Middle East, or artworks that are 
coming from – that had its origins in Europe from the mid-1930s to the mid-1940s, during World 
War II.   

00:06:44  So I guess my number one piece of advice would be for collectors to use common sense, that if 
something is too good to be true then it probably isn't true.  If objects come from conflict zones, 
then people should use scrutiny.  If objects are the type of objects that had been commonly 
looted, let's say like Cuneiform tablets that are small, easily transportable and moved from 
country to country, then people should use more scrutiny and heightened due diligence. 

00:07:17  So I think common sense is the first piece of advice I would give.  People should use common 
sense.  And secondly, if something seems problematic, then don't turn a blind eye to the flag.   

00:07:31 VERNON Excellent, thank you.  So maybe we can discuss provenance now, the importance of the history of 
the object and how it maybe shapes the value of an object, but also ask you the question, you 
know, if an object doesn't have a provenance or information, does that mean it's stolen.  And 
what should you do if something doesn't have a full provenance when you're looking to acquire 
it? 

00:07:58 LEILA So if an object doesn't have provenance, it doesn't necessarily mean that it was stolen.  However, 
I always advise potential buyers to be really hesitant to purchase objects without provenance.  
And that's for a couple of reasons.  One actually goes to the value - you briefly mentioned 
valuation.  Objects that have good provenance generally are sold at a premium. 

00:08:25  They do attract higher prices.  So as far as your investment is concerned, buying an object with 
good provenance is a better investment.  And the reason it's a better investment gets to the 
second point, this asset, it could have been stolen.  If an object appears out of thin air, there are 
a couple of problems with it.  First, it could just be a forgery. 

00:08:51  Forged items generally appear with no provenance 'cause they were recently created.  So one 
problem with objects without provenance is they could be forgeries, or on the other hand it 
could have been stolen, and we just currently don't have information about it.  However, 
information sometimes comes out later, and I think about one of the best-known looted 
antiquities matters that turned into a really well-known legal matter was the dispute over the 
Euphronios Krater that was at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

00:09:24  And with that Krater, it was presented to the museum with fake provenance.  Or let's just say it 
had no provenance.  It could have just come to the museum with no provenance 'cause it was 



faked anyway, it was a forged provenance.  But what ultimately ended up happening is that 
information came out decades later that proved that the work was actually stolen and it's find 
spot was pinpointed and the whole world became aware of the problem. 

00:09:52  And that really could happen with so many pieces.  An object that's stolen might go undetected 
for years, for decades, but eventually that information could become public and the litigation 
could commence at some future date.  So I advise clients not to purchase works without 
provenance, 'cause even though the work might not seem problematic today, it could be 
problematic years from now and lead to financial loss and very public litigation that most 
collectors want to avoid. 

00:10:24 LAURA A very interesting area when you look at the idea of a lack of evidence somehow suggesting 
something about the object, and sometimes it's true that these objects are just of such an age or 
such condition that it would be impossible to trace them all the way back to a meaningful point in 
their existence. 

00:10:39 LEILA It's true. 

 LAURA Which I completely respect. 

00:10:40 LEILA Yeah, it's true.  And I kind of feel bad for the objects, because they're what we call orphaned 
objects where objects may have been removed properly and legally, but there's really nothing to 
do with them.  They don't have a home because there is this lack of information.  And it's really 
unfortunate because it makes them difficult to collect. 

00:11:06  Institutions don't want to accession them because they don't want to have objects that could 
cause problems later on down the line.  But I do believe that some of these objects could have 
been acquired legally and in good faith, but over time information was lost or perhaps there was 
no information at the time they were excavated. 

00:11:06  So it is really unfortunate that those objects are out there, and that's why I say I don't think all 
objects without provenance are stolen.  But at least from an investment and a legal standpoint, I 
advise clients to avoid them. 

00:11:42 VERNON Leila, when I talk to the art world and then I talk to lawyers and police officers, there's a very 
different approach sometimes to provenance and how they examine it.  I think the art world can 
be very trusting and accepts everything it's given, whereas I think lawyers, maybe police officers, 
etc, are far more questioning.  Do you think the art world is equipped to deal culturally with the 
needs now for provenance on these high-risk items? 

00:12:14 LEILA I think the art world is slowly getting there.  Historically, the art world, like art transactions were 
conducted with a gentleman's handshake, and people didn't like to ask questions because it 
seemed kind of crass and crude.  And these are objects of beauty, and no one really wanted to 
look at the underbelly of the market. So I think for a long time, people avoided asking difficult 
questions. 

00:12:43  But with more and more high-profile lawsuits and cases even against really reputable institutions, 
reputable museums and reputable collectors, and cases against auction houses, I believe that 
collectors and dealers are finding it necessary to ask these questions, otherwise they fear that 
there are going to be problems later down the line. 

00:13:12  So I think people are asking more of these questions and I hope that they look at these 
acquisitions more like attorneys and law enforcement officers do, because in the long run it 
avoids problems.  But it's kind of difficult to have some of these collectors get into that mind 
state and I think it's just because of the beauty of these objects. 

00:13:34  People don't like to think of them as stolen; people think of them as beautiful items that they 
want to possess and they want to display, and they don't want to see the ugly parts of them.   

00:13:47 LAURA It's a difficult play-off, isn't it, between the risk of not asking quite enough questions, or perhaps 
sometimes asking the question that reveals something that you may not want to know or may 
expose an issue on an object which you're looking to purchase or already have.  And I wonder 
whether you see much - perhaps Vernon, you'd also like to comment on this - about the idea of if 
you need provenance, perhaps you can find it somewhere, and the idea of false provenance 
becoming more of an issue within the art market now. 

00:14:16  Just because - following on from Vernon's question really - because there is such a great demand 
now for this evidence of ownership which some objects simply don't have or have mislaid at 



some point along their existence.  Are you finding, or have you found in any cases, evidence of 
let's say less than perfect provenance being produced? 

00:14:38 LEILA So Vernon, would you like to take that, or would you like me to start? 

 LAURA We've got enough time for both of you. 

00:14:46 VERNON I think it's a really interesting question, and it's really interesting with what you were talking 
about earlier, Leila, about how provenance increases value.  And I think my experience of 
criminals is that they will do anything to make more money, and so if they are engaged in the 
illicit trafficking of cultural goods then why would they sell them for a lower price without 
provenance, when for a very meagre investment they can significantly increase that price. 

00:15:14  And I think in the past, you can see things easily quadrupling in value, just because of a single 
piece of paper that suddenly materialises, giving a degree of legitimacy to an object.  And so 
whilst I fear that, you know, in some ways this is – the value is encouraging criminals to create 
this false provenance and interrupt history, it also of course gives lawyers and law enforcement 
opportunities to unravel the deceit and the crime. 

00:15:51  And so, in some ways, it's sometimes easier to maybe prove that the provenance is false than 
that the object itself was illicitly gained.  I don't know if that is consistent with your experience, 
Leila. 

00:16:05 LEILA I totally, yeah, I totally agree with that.  One thing that you mentioned that I think – one point 
that you made which is so interesting – is having that false provenance actually goes to the intent 
of the person selling it.  If you are someone who creates forged paperwork, then it's easier to 
show that you had the intent to commit fraud, to commit a crime. 

00:16:33  So I think about this in two different ways.  One is with forgeries – and Vernon, I know that you 
have a lot of knowledge about John Drewe and John  Myatt – and I think about the false 
paperwork that John Drewe had created to be able to sell forged work.  And he had created 
forged paperwork using old materials and trying to create this record of ownership.  

00:17:01  And then he inserted these false documents into archives that provided a provenance for works 
that were just recent forgeries.  So I think about false provenance for forgeries, so I see that a lot 
with forged works.  As far as stolen antiquities, there are forged papers as well that sometimes 
accompanies these sales.  And one case I think is a wonderful example, the case that I know that 
we had discussed in the past, the case of the Golden Coffin that ended up at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 

00:17:39  So that was an investigation - that the investigateion into the Golden Coffin at the Met was done 
by the District Attorney's Office in New York.  And basically, what happened there is that the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art had purchased this Golden Coffin for about $4 million from a dealer 
in Paris. 

00:18:02  And the museum had acquired it; it was the centrepiece of an exhibition at the museum.  And it 
turned out that the work was actually looted in 2011, but the dealer, in order to sell the work to 
the museum, had created false provenance.  He had created export, a license, and like 
permission to export this coffin in a record that he created from 1970. 

00:18:32  And by close examination, the District Attorney realised that the stamp that was on that 
document was actually all wrong.  The document was dated May 1970, but the stamp used by 
Egyptian authorities didn't come into use until September of 1970.  So that mistake, that simple 
mistake on a document, revealed that provenance document to be a forgery. 

00:19:04  And then of course, the whole transaction unravelled, and it was revealed that the item was 
actually looted in 2011.  So that's just a wonderful example of how false provenances are used to 
transact these sales. 

00:19:20 LAURA I love the idea that the level of detail that must go into investigating, as you were describing, this 
three-month period where that tag on that document would have been accurate again.  And I 
don't know, it's always something within you that makes you think, goodness, the level of 
attention that must be needed to trace, to track, to bring to justice these criminals, sometimes 
more easy than with other people.  But in that case certainly, a very close shave.  

00:19:51 LEILA Yes.  Yeah, and that's not that unusual.  I remember speaking with an archaeologist friend about 
another work that was stolen.  And it was a very similar story where the person selling that item 
had created false provenance information.  And on the provenance, they tried to assert that this 



letter was part of a provenance, that someone had written a letter describing the object in their 
collection, and then the person had mailed the letter. 

00:20:21  But on the return address, someone had put a zip code.  And zip codes weren't in use until like 
years later.  So it was a very similar sort of situation where someone either gets too much 
information that wouldn't have been available at the time, or incorrect information for the 
timing.  So it's these little slip-ups that allow law enforcement to crack down on some of these 
steps. 

00:20:47  The unfortunate thing is – I think it's pretty rare in the grand scheme – because a lot of thieves 
are really clever.  A lot of these criminals really can know what they're doing and spend a 
sufficient amount of time researching.  So unfortunately, it's just these minority of cases where 
we have these breakthroughs. 

00:21:04 VERNON Thank you.  Just to go back now to your role as a lawyer really and advice on the terms of due 
diligence and really, are there …?  I'm sure this varies country to country, but from your 
experience, are there different expectations on different people to conduct different levels of 
enquiries and produce due diligence before making an acquisition? 

00:21:34 LEILA That's a really difficult question, because courts haven't really set forth a standard and a standard 
that varies from person to person.  So a lot of these cases are very fact-specific, because these 
objects are so different.  As you mentioned, countries have different laws.  Every country has 
different procedures.  So it's the same for people acquiring these objects, so different collectors 
need to acquire different types of documentation and get different information as they're 
dealing with different dates, for different laws. 

00:22:09  So a lot of it is very fact-specific.  There's not this one standard.  So I often will try to kind of 
analogise the market for antiquities for markets for other goods that we're used to purchasing.  
For example, cars, rights, cars have their numbers.  It's easy to trace the history of a car.  Same 
thing for real estate.  When you're purchasing a home, at your closing – I mean at least in the US 
– I assume it's the same way in most places around the world – but at least in the US when you 
go to your closing, you have a title officer that comes. 

00:22:44  And he'll give you the title for your home, and that title officer has reviewed the ownership of 
your home and they provide you with a deed for your home.  It's not the same with art.  There's 
not this kind of standard procedure that you go through at a closing, so it is difficult to determine 
what steps you have to take. 

00:23:06  However, the courts are willing to look, and when they're reviewing this question of good faith, 
they do look at who the parties are.  So there's a very well-known case, a US case, Autocephalous 
Church versus Goldberg.  And it's a case involving mosaics from Cyprus.  And when the court 
when through its analysis, they really did kind of – they really looked at the facts. 

00:23:32  They looked to see the stats surrounding, and the circumstances surrounding this transaction.  
The court looked at the value of money paid, how fast the transaction went through, what type 
of due diligence the buyer had actually – what she conducted.  They looked to see who she had 
contacted, and they did consider the fact that, you know, she was a woman spending over $1 
million acquiring art. 

00:24:00  So courts will dig deeper into this question of good faith, when an object let's say is a more 
expensive item.  When you're dealing with someone, let's say a tourist that's going through a 
bazaar and someone approaches them and says hey, I have this wonderful piece and I'm selling it 
to you for $1,000, I don't think that the court is going to go through the same type of analysis.   

00:24:23  And that could be said for institutions as well.  Institutions like say the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, major museums in the world, are going to see a greater scrutiny, whether or not that's from 
a court to be seen, but also see scrutiny from the public as well.  I think, I actually think there's a 
huge role for the public to play in these situations. 

00:24:46  Journalists, other people in the art world, do have a voice here, and I think it's really interesting 
to see how the public reacts to some of these scandals. 

00:24:59 VERNON I think that's really interesting.  It's something I've heard argued in the past that for the illicit 
trade in cultural goods to be suppressed and reduced, it needs the public to make it socially 
unacceptable.  And the example I was given years ago was the public movement to stop people 
from wearing fur coats and the public rejection of people who wore those coats in public, and 
whether something along those lines could build up to put pressure on the sale of illicit and 



unprovenanced antiquities.   

00:25:36  Do you think that's something that could ever work in this world? 

00:25:40 LEILA Well, I do think the role of the public has been important in questioning institutions.  So, with the 
Golden Coffin, that case received so much press, for a number of reasons.  First, that the Golden 
Coffin that had been acquired by the Met was the centrepiece of an exhibition that ended up 
closing early.  And I think, I really do think that was damaging to the Met's image. 

00:26:08  Even if it was very short-lived and that damage was, you know, just for a brief amount of time, I 
think that was really bad publicity.  The fact that the object is beautiful with the shimmering gold 
coffin, and that it was purchased for around $4 million really attracted public attention.  And 
there were articles in various newspapers, including The New York Times, about the fact that the 
Met had acquired looted work. 

00:26:35  And I think that type of bad press should really concern institutions, particularly institutions that 
are looking for donations, that look for donors to provide them objects, or to donate money.  So I 
think it does have an effect.  I think the press does have a very important role, and I love seeing 
how the press also work with experts in the field.  So a lot of journalists do have discussions with 
archaeologists and, you know, kind of insiders, people who understand the market and people 
who understand these objects and can speak to the damage caused by illegal or improper 
acquisitions. 

00:27:20  So I think the press is going to have more and more of a role, and I actually think that's why the 
case involving the Euphronious Krater was such a big deal.  Because legally what ended up 
happening at the end of the day is that the Met returned the Euphronious Krater, along with 
another – a number of other objects.  They returned - the Met returned them to Italy. 

00:27:44  But I think the bigger fallout from that case was really the public attention.  It was so highly 
publicised; there were books written about the Krater and its return that I do think it kind of 
raised public awareness about looted antiquities.  So I think the more and more cases that come 
about like that will bring more and more attention, and even if legally it doesn't create this 
requirement for museums and collectors to, you know, to act in a certain way, it puts pressure, it 
does definitely put pressure on them to behave in a certain way, to kind of rise above poor 
behaviour. 

00:28:27 LAURA It's very encouraging to hear that there is the opportunity here for real civic participation in 
preventing the illicit trade of cultural properties, that people really do have some power in this.  
And I think towards the end of this conversation we've really hit onto a positive note.  So if you'll 
allow me, throughout this series we are reaching out to our participants and asking them, if you 
have one wish, one change that you could enact, which would assist you in helping fight the illicit 
trade, a sort of genie in the lamp moment, if you will allow me, what would it be for you?   

00:29:00  What do you think we could do to help fight the illicit trade, and what tools would we need to 
achieve that? 

00:29:08 LEILA There's so many things I would wish for [laughs].   

 LAURA I think you're limited to three, as tradition goes.  And I'm going to restrict you just to one [laughs].  
It's a difficult question. 

00:29:19 LEILA I will go for one, although I'll tell you that my runner-up would be, I wish people would value 
these objects properly.  But I think it kind of goes into my number one wish, and I think my wish 
would be for people to reject this idea that buying objects saves them.  I think that's a fallacy.  I 
don't think buying looted objects saves them from anything.   

00:29:48  This idea that buying to save objects really has no relevance, particularly for private buyers.  Who 
are they saving them for?  They're saving these objects for themselves, and purchasing these 
objects just takes them out of the public realm.  It denies these objects the opportunity to be 
studied and understood.  It denies them the chance to be preserved properly. 

00:30:14  And often, these purchases may just fuel the market for loot.  Purchasing looted objects is not 
heroic, and it actually harms the archaeological record.  So I hate this idea that came out of 
conflict, particularly the conflict in Syria and Iraq, that tells collectors yeah, yeah, buy them, 
you're saving them, it's better that you save them than them being destroyed in, you know, in 
their home. 

00:30:44  And I think that type of argument is really dangerous, because having them in your home doesn't 



really save them from anything and it actually just destroys the archaeological record.   

00:30:58 VERNON Leila and Laura, thank you so much for joining us.  It's been fantastic talking to someone who's 
genuinely fighting the illicit trade on the frontline.  It's been great to hear your stories and also to 
learn how everyone can do more to prevent the illicit trafficking of cultural goods.  So thank you 
very much.  I hope you'll join us for the next of our series in the Culture in Crisis, Fighting the Illicit 
Trade. 

00:31:28 LEILA Thank you so much, Laura and Vernon. 

 VERNON Thank you, Leila. 

 


