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Dealing with the Past in the Present: How 
and Why?1

In recent years, there has been an enor-
mous amount of publications on “cultural 
heritage.” Typing only the English term—in 
quotation marks—in Google [4 Dec 2014] 
reveals allegedly 24,600,000 entries (of 
which of course not all will prove relevant 
or valid), and there are hundreds of books 
and even quite a number of journals that 
have “(cultural) heritage” in their title. 
Some of these lament the loss or destruc-

tion of cultural property, while others are 
concerned with matters of its protection, 
with its ideological or commercial aspects, 
or with legal issues, to mention only a few 
examples. So why add another one?

Unfortunately, in present days there is a 
tendency both at universities and in soci-
ety as a whole to disregard subjects deal-
ing with pre-modern history as being to-
tally irrelevant to today’s life. The Ancient 
Near East is rarely known to anyone,2 and 
even disciplines investigating more recent 
past periods of Near and Middle Eastern 
history attract relatively few students. In-
stead, presumably due to the dramatic 
events since the beginning of the new mil-

lennium, there is a very strong interest in 
recent developments in (mostly) the Arab 
world. But the past is highly relevant for 
understanding what goes on in the mod-
ern Near and Middle East, since it is also 
relevant for the people who regard it as 
their legacy.
During the past decades there were quite 
a few rulers in the Near and Middle East 
that made their countries’ ancient past a 
topical issue. One might think in this con-
text of, for example, the Shah of Persia’s 
(Mohammad Reza Pahlavi; r. 1941-1979) 
huge celebration of “2500 years of the 
Persian Empire” in 1971 that celebrated the 
founding of the “Persian Empire” by Cyrus 
the Great (r. 559–530 BC) in the ruins of the 
ancient Achaemenid capital Persepolis 
(Grigor; Wiesehöfer), to which he invited 
visitors from all over the world, including 
many state rulers. Similarly, Saddam Hus-
sein (r. 1979-2003) loved to decorate him-
self by counting selected famous rulers of 
Iraq’s past—the Old Babylonian king Ham-
murabi (r. 1792–1750 BC), the Neo-Babylo-
nian king Nebuchadnezzar II (r. 605–562 
BC), and the founder of the Ayyubid dy-
nasty and conqueror of Jerusalem (in 1187 
AD), Salah al-Din (“Saladin”; r. 1174–1193 
AD)—among his predecessors (Baram 58; 
al-Gailani Werr 20; Robson 116), a practice, 
by the way, that was very common among 
the Ancient Near Eastern rulers them-
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selves (Grassi 128). Hussein annually held 
a celebration in Babylon (Baram 48-51; 
Robson 116) after having restored the ar-
chaeological site and even having built his 
own palace there, overlooking the previ-
ous palace of Nebuchadnezzar. Also the 
reconstruction of the past of Israel has 
been affected by an ideological use of his-
tory and archaeology: If in the period of 
the colonization of Palestine, archaeology 
was practiced by immigrants in search of 
their roots, after the creation of the State 
of Israel, archaeology—one of the most 
popular pastimes in the country during 
the 1950s to 1970s—was also used as a 
means of legitimizing territorial rights 
(Elon). For these people the past clearly 
mattered; they used it to bolster their 
claims of legitimacy by referring to their 
countries’ resplendent past. 

Searching—in accordance with META’s 
aims of interdisciplinarity and debate-ori-
entation—for a topic that could be suitable 
to bridge the gap between the historical-
ly-oriented and the modern disciplines 
concerned with the Near and Middle East, 
and to raise mutual interest because it is 
equally relevant for all of them, “cultural 
heritage” (understood in its widest sense; 
see below) thus seemed to be a reason-
able choice. Fortunately enough, this top-
ic not only allows for multiple perspectives 

and approaches, but also leaves room for 
discussion, not only between scholars of 
different disciplines, but also between ac-
ademics and practitioners, and between 
people from “Western” and Near and Mid-
dle Eastern countries. We certainly cannot 
answer all the questions posed in our vol-
ume, but maybe we can inspire discus-
sion. And of this we are convinced: No 
matter in which way, the past matters. That 
is why we have prepared this issue.

A source of continuing discussion is the 
question of whether important cultural ar-
tifacts whose provenance is unknown and 
that are therefore likely to stem from illicit 
excavations should be dealt with and pub-
lished by scholars and thereby be made 
even more valuable than they already are.
Two different perspectives on this ques-
tion are presented by Jody Tabitha Neal 
in her article “Provenience, Provenance 
and the UNESCO 1970 Convention: Two 
Schools of Thought on the Publication of 
Indeterminate Artifacts.”3

She argues that, on the one hand, the pub-
lication of an artifact with unknown prov-
enance (or history of ownership, as op-
posed to “provenience,” the location 
where an object was found) and the result-
ing scholarly discussion on its nature and 
cultural association can be important tools 
to rectify its archaeological record. This 

again—in combination with the informa-
tion provided by the object itself—adds to 
the knowledge of lost civilizations, and the 
respective artifact, which would otherwise 
remain lost to the world, thus becomes an-
other puzzle piece in the reconstruction of 
world history.
On the other hand, however, publishing 
an artifact with unknown provenance indi-
rectly fuels the mechanisms that have 
brought it into the antiquities market. This 
is not only morally dubious because the 
scholar thus ideologically supports a pro-
cess of theft in which the respective coun-
tries—at least materially4—lose part of their 
cultural heritage, and increasing demand 
makes looting even more attractive, but it 
also has even more sinister ramifications: 
Recent studies have discovered that there 
is also a strong connection between the 
illegal antiquities trade and other, more 
serious crimes, such as corruption, smug-
gling of drugs and arms, prostitution, and 
perhaps even the funding of terrorism. 
So, whereas the damage to the historical 
information related to an artifact caused 
by the loss of its archaeological record 
might be counterbalanced—at least in 
part—by its publication and scholarly dis-
cussion (Neal also points to the fact that 
archaeology itself is “ultimately destruc-
tive”; 22), there are other kinds of damage 
related to the publication of indetermi-

editorial



Middle East – Topics & Arguments #03–2014

07

nate artifacts that cannot easily be com-
pensated for.
There are, of course, also “chance finds” 
that fall into a legal grey zone: The Dead 
Sea Scrolls, of which the first were discov-
ered and kept by Bedouin shepherds, are 
perhaps the most prominent example.5 
Such artifacts are neither the product of 
official excavations nor of looting.
As a kind of compromise, Neal suggests 
to distinguish between publications that 
are made for the sake of profit (like auction 
catalogues) and those whose aim is to 
“emphasize the loss of the archaeological 
context, and/or to highlight the situation 
of cultural heritage looting at present” and 
that are prepared “for the overall rationale 
to be the return of the piece to where it 
was stolen” (25).
In theory, there are today clear rules to de-
termine whether an artifact is “legitimate” or 
“illegitimate”: All artifacts that were acquired 
after the year 1970, when the UNESCO Con-
vention on the Means of Prohibiting and 
Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and 
Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Prop-
erty was put into force, and that are not 
accompanied by an official export license 
cease to be legitimate. However, not all 
states have subscribed to the UNESCO 
convention, and its impact is always 
“bound by the national laws that govern 
each country” (20). Furthermore, even a 

seemingly sound provenance record is 
not necessarily trustworthy: in recent years 
there have been some prominent cases 
where dealers managed to fake the neces-
sary documents in order to sell illegally-
acquired objects to museums. It is thus the 
responsibility of the institutions concerned 
with trading and purchasing cultural arti-
facts (like auction houses and museums) 
to carefully investigate their provenance—
and to impose the necessary conse-
quences if it should turn out to be dubious, 
even if this contradicts their own interests 
(some positive examples are given on p. 23).

Responsibility, and even a thought-lead-
ing role of museums and other academic 
collections with regard to the protection 
of cultural artifacts, as well as to the “me-
diation and translation of cultural differ-
ences” and the “improvement of bilateral 
and multilateral relationships” (37) are also 
key issues in the article of Markus Hilgert,6 
the current Director of the Vorder-
asiatisches Museum in Berlin, who, how-
ever, approaches the topic from a very dif-
ferent, both theoretical and programmatic, 
perspective. 
The protection of cultural artifacts consti-
tutes for him an “ideal example of transdis-
ciplinary research” (37), to which he as-
cribes—following Schneidewind and 
Singer-Brodowski (69)—the potential to 

catalyze “processes of transformation in 
society” and thus to become a “trans-
formative scholarship” (36): The different 
steps that were necessary to ensure effec-
tive cultural property protection (such as, 
for example, conservation, documenta-
tion, provenance research, research on the 
creation of suitable legal frameworks, and 
the establishment of training programs for 
all those concerned with cultural artifacts 
protection) required the collaboration of 
both academic and non-academic actors. 
Because of their “prominent position at 
the interface between research, culture, 
society and politics” (37), and because of 
their specific competences that lay “par-
ticularly in the multi-, inter- and transdisci-
plinary field of cultural property research” 
(32), institutions that curate—and do aca-
demic research on—substantial collections 
of cultural artifacts (e.g., archives, libraries, 
museums, and academic collections)7 
were best-suited to guide such transdisci-
plinary research processes and thus had a 
“special responsibility” (32), not only in the 
field of cultural assets protection, but also 
with regard to the “multi-perspective me-
diation and translation of objects in trans-
cultural spaces of reception” (36).
As for the latter, Hilgert highlights the 
“multiperspectivity of objects” and “vari-
ability of ‘object identities’” (34) and pos-
tulates that those should be taken into  
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account, not only in research and docu-
mentation but also in the presentation of 
objects: modern object repositories 
should provide barrier-free access to their 
collections, not only physically, but also 
linguistically and culturally.
This could be supported—at least in part—
by a recent technical development, name-
ly the process of “virtualizing material cul-
ture” by means of digital media like 
“individualized mobile applications” or 
“three-dimensional (3D) digital documen-
tation” (34). The latter especially offered an 
“enormous potential” (34) for doing re-
search and conveying history since it al-
lows for digital—and even (3D-)printed—
replications of cultural artifacts all over the 
world.

Of course, having a representation of some-
thing is not the same as owning the original 
object, and digital reproduction will neither 
keep smugglers and collectors from selling 
or purchasing looted objects, nor state rep-
resentatives from requesting the repatria-
tion of prestigious objects of high ideologi-
cal value to the countries of their origin. But 
at least for scholarly work, 3D-digitalization 
offers a bulk of new possibilities that are only 
in their infancy at present.

Modern archaeological techniques are ex-
tensively employed in the Rania Plain Proj-

ect conducted by the University of Copen-
hagen and described in our journal by its 
directors Tim Skuldbøl and Carlo Colan-
toni (“A Damage Assessment of Iraq’s Past: 
Archaeological Heritage Management on 
the Rania Plain in Iraqi Kurdistan”). 
The project’s aims are, on the one hand, to 
investigate the development of the Late 
Chalcolithic (4000-3300 BC) settlement of 
Bab-w-Kur in the Rania Plain (Iraqi Kurdi-
stan) and to catalogue and protect its ex-
tant archaeological heritage; on the other 
hand, to understand the cultural land-
scape and the history of the human occu-
pation of the Rania Plain, and to evaluate 
the damage that occurred to its archaeo-
logical heritage from the 1950s up to now. 
Thanks to advances in remote sensing 
with the use of satellite imagery and aerial 
photography (for example, by using small 
radio-controlled helicopters, known as 
‘drones’), modern archaeology has devel-
oped effective means to document—and 
thus protect—Iraqi heritage. 
The menaces to the archaeological heri-
tage of the Rania Plain are constituted 
mainly of the seasonal fluctuations of an 
artificial lake and recent urban expansion. 
Differently from other regions in Iraq, 
Kurdistan has not been severely damaged 
by the ongoing war and the presence of 
the Islamic State (IS), which—as stressed, 
among others, by the participants in the 

conference held in the headquarters of 
UNESCO on 29 September 2014 (Fugan-
ti)—in general promotes a policy of de-
struction of the archaeological heritage of 
Syria and Iraq. On the one hand, the IS 
tries to cancel the cultural identity and the 
cultural heritage—even the Islamic one—of 
the regions under its control, sometimes 
meeting with opposition from the local 
population;8 on the other hand, jihadists 
use the illicit trade of antiquities to finance 
war expenses.9 Though Kurdistan escaped 
this pillage, the IS has affected the Kurds’ 
situation by causing an impressive exodus 
of Iraqis escaping from advancing IS fight-
ers. In the province of Dohuk, 900,000 
refugees joined in the past few months a 
population of 1,000,000 local inhabitants.10 

In spite of the fact that several archaeolo-
gists operating in Iraqi Kurdistan were 
called back by their foreign ministries in 
August, and only a few of them have kept 
on working there in recent months,11 the 
situation seems to be improving, and 
some scholars have already expressed 
their intention of going back to Kurdi-
stan.12 Before 1991, Iraq hosted the great-
est number of international archaeologi-
cal missions. After the wars, the first 
archaeological missions in Iraq in 2009-
2010—Satu Qala (Universities of Leiden, 
Leipzig and Erbil/German Archaeological 
Institute); Qasr Shemamoq (Universities 
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Lyon 2 and Sorbonne); Bakr Awa (Univer-
sity of Heidelberg)—were all active in 
Kurdi stan, which is today the only Iraqi re-
gion in which archaeologists can operate. 
As a result, the number of missions in the 
region increased in recent years.13 As 
stressed by Skuldbøl and Colantoni, “in 
comparison to a rather bleak damage as-
sessment for the cultural heritage of the 
rest of Iraq, Iraqi Kurdistan holds the pos-
sibility of a highly positive outcome for the 
preservation of a fragile and irreplaceable 
cultural patrimony” (51). Let us hope that 
water and urban expansion will not cause 
the damage that war was fortunately so far 
unable to cause in this region.

Urban expansion is a major problem for 
cultural heritage, not only in Iraqi Kurdi-
stan, but also in the region of the Gulf, 
which has seen in the last decades of the 
20th century an extremely rapid urban 
growth, a phenomenon investigated in 
the article by Djamel Boussaa (“Cultural 
Heritage in the Gulf: Blight or Blessing? A 
Discussion of Evidence from Dubai, Jed-
dah and Doha”). The urban centers of sev-
eral cities of the area “were often demol-
ished and replaced by alien, imported, 
high-rise buildings” (55). When not de-
molished, the historic centers suffered 
from overcrowding, neglect and a lack of 
city planning, which sometimes trans-

formed them into slums. However, the im-
portance of the preservation of historic 
centers—both for the maintenance of cul-
tural identities and for economic reasons—
is starting to be perceived, and beginning 
to produce sustainable development pol-
icies. Three cases are taken into consider-
ation in the article: Dubai (UAE), Jeddah 
(Saudi Arabia), and Doha (Qatar). 
According to the analysis of Boussaa, the 
case of Doha is the most successful one, 
since the central area of Souq Waqif, after 
a period of decay, has been properly re-
stored and promoted, becoming “a major 
hub” for the inhabitants and their activi-
ties, as well as a tourist attraction. 
A ray of hope for the historic center of Jed-
dah, Al-Balad, seemed to come from the 
session of UNESCO in May 2014, where 
Al-Balad was added to the World Heritage 
List. The application was promoted by 
Jeddah municipality in order to stop the 
deterioration of the area, mainly occupied 
by private buildings outside the jurisdic-
tion of the municipality. The dispute be-
tween private parties and the municipality 
has already caused the loss of the majority 
of the historical buildings, but the inclu-
sion of Al-Balad in the UNESCO List may 
possibly help the municipality in preserv-
ing and promoting the area.
The survival of the historic area of Dubai 
was seriously threatened in the 1970s, and 

only around 12% of the old buildings sur-
vive. The revitalization of the historical 
area of Shindagha dates back to the mid-
dle of the 1990s and has led to the creation 
of two heritage villages, which attract 
many tourists and, at least according to 
Boussaa, are “a blessing to the inhabitants 
of Dubai and the UAE” (60). 

A more critical view on the heritage vil-
lages that were created in the United Arab 
Emirates in recent decades (Abu Dhabi; 
Dubai; Hatta; Sharjah) is expressed by 
Marxiano Melotti in his article “Heritage 
and Tourism. Globalization and Shifting 
Values in the United Arab Emirates” that 
deals with different aspects of tourism in 
the Emirates. According to him, in the her-
itage villages the past is “frozen in order to 
create a better and easier product for the 
market” (78). They tend to be physically 
separated from the cities, thus perpetuat-
ing a distinction between Dubai’s present, 
built upon hyper-modernity, globalization 
and a mix of cultures, in which the collec-
tions of Western museums may help to 
create its own heritage, and Dubai’s past: 
everything dated before the discovery of 
the oil. 
The heritage involved is of course both 
tangible and intangible: on the one hand, 
some historic buildings are restored and 
preserved, but on the other hand, the ma-
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jor attraction in the villages is given by re-
constructed uses and traditions. 
Even archaeological evidence seems to 
be used more in its intangible than in its 
tangible implications. On the one hand, 
the evidence of an early trade is used to 
present modern shopping malls as the re-
sult of an historic process, or rather as a 
stable constituent aspect of the country; 
on the other hand, actual archaeological 
artifacts and sites—particularly pre-Islamic 
ones—are left unprotected, and the UAE 
has become a hub for the illicit antiquities 
market. At the same time, the archaeolog-
ical interests (and investments) of the 
Emirates seem to be directed toward Eu-
ropean sites, thus evidencing once again 
that the Emirates’ policy towards tangible 
and intangible heritage is indissolubly and 
lucidly linked with tourism and marketing, 
and it even “becomes an instrument of in-
ternational political and economic nego-
tiation” (86).

“Museumification” (Weineck 99) and com-
mercial use were certainly not among the 
main purposes of UNESCO when it enact-
ed the Convention for the Safeguarding 
of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2003. 
Rather, according to UNESCO’s definition, 
intangible cultural heritage is “traditional, 
contemporary, and living at the same 
time” (UNESCO, “Heritage”; our empha-

sis) and “contributes to social cohesion, 
encouraging a sense of identity and re-
sponsibility which helps individuals to feel 
part of one or different communities and 
to feel part of society at large” (ibid.). Fur-
thermore, “intangible cultural heritage can 
only be heritage when it is recognized as 
such by the communities, groups or indi-
viduals that create, maintain and transmit 
it” (ibid.). The latter claim, however, is 
somewhat contradicted by the fact that it 
is actually only state parties who can make 
proposals for inscribing “cultural practices 
and expressions of intangible heritage” 
(UNESCO, “Lists”) on the Representative 
List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Hu-
manity. This allows for another kind of 
‘misuse’ of the concept, namely as a means 
to deal with socio-religious problems by 
domesticating cultural diversity and thus 
preventing independent cultural (and es-
pecially religious) identity.

An example of this practice is given by 
Benjamin Weineck in his contribution 
“Governmentalities of Alevi Cultural Heri-
tage: On Recognition, Surveillance and 
‘Domesticated Diversity’ in Contemporary 
Turkey.”  He argues that the recognition of 
part of an Alevi ritual—the semah dance—
as “intangible cultural heritage” and its in-
scription in the Turkish National Inventory 
for Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2010 

were part of “a form of political conduct, 
which on the one hand” met “the Alevi 
communities’ aspirations for recognition” 
(93), but on the other hand kept control 
over its interpretation, by downplaying its 
religious character (Alevism is not official-
ly recognized as a religion in Turkey) and 
instead presenting it as “a cultural facet of 
Turkishness” that “does not principally de-
viate from Sunni Islam” (98).14 This notion 
was also supported by the naming of the 
ritual as “Alevi-Bektaşi,” since this term was 
“used mostly by Turkish-speaking Alevis, 
which excludes Kurdish Alevis and with 
that the notion of the politically subversive 
character of Alevism” (98). In this way, the 
assumed purpose of the 2003 UNESCO 
Convention, namely to empower vernacu-
lar groups and to undermine “formerly 
state-oriented approaches to monumen-
tal heritage sites” (101; cf. also the literature 
quoted on p. 93), would only partly be 
reached since—despite the increased visi-
bility of these groups and their cultural as-
sets—the recognition of the Alevi-Bektaşi 
cultural heritage would fail “to translate 
into the legal-political realm” (101).

Leaving the authority of interpretation of 
their own “cultural heritage” to the people 
involved, on the other hand, carries the 
danger of subjectivity and distortion of 
facts, which can turn out to be a source of 
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inter-cultural conflict, especially when it 
comes to the interpretation of history.
History is not explicitly contained in the of-
ficial definition of “intangible cultural her-
itage” by UNESCO (“Heritage”), but it is—at 
least in our opinion—highly relevant in this 
context. On the one hand, it is mainly their 
interpretation in terms of history15 that 
gives importance and value to (otherwise 
meaningless) material objects that have 
remained from the past. On the other 
hand, history shares many of the features 
that characterize “intangible cultural heri-
tage” according to the UNESCO defini-
tion, if it is understood as a legacy that is 
received from past generations and as an 
important element in constituting a living 
community’s cultural identity. 
Of course, with regard to the question of 
“how it truly was,” interpretation should 
not be left to the agents of history and 
their (real or ideological) heirs alone, be-
cause every community tends to interpret 
history in the way that best fits its ideolog-
ical purposes and psychological or moral 
needs—and we, as modern Western schol-
ars, are by far not above doing the same.
In fact, there is not one absolute, objective 
truth (one might perhaps recall Hilgert’s 
“multiperspectivity of objects”), but rather, 
history is always subject to interpretation 
(Rüsen, “Einleitung” 27). Therefore, every 
community should at least have the right 

to do research on its own past, to interpret 
it, and to tell its own story as part of its own 
“cultural heritage.”

An interesting approach to overcome the 
cultural differences in historical thinking in 
order to make different narratives compa-
rable and thus to allow for global schol-
arly discourses on history in which “the 
Others”16 (that is, non-Western cultures; 
Rüsen, “Einleitung” 33) can actively par-
ticipate has been offered by Jörn Rüsen 
(“Zugänge”), who suggests that a basis for 
such a discourse could be reached by 
searching for universals in historical think-
ing. 
An important constituent of this process is 
Assmann’s theory of a “cultural memory” 
(Assmann, Gedächtnis) since there was 
“no human culture without the constitutive 
element of collective memory” (Rüsen, 
“Zugänge” 44) and “historiography as 
something culture-specific” would occur 
in the framework of such a theory as a 
“specification of a universal and funda-
mental cultural practice of human life” 
(ibid.). 
Further, the theoretical frame of an inter-
cultural comparison should “not only ‘de-
fine’ the area of what should be com-
pared” and to “open a perspective within 
which ‘historiography’ or ‘historical think-
ing’ were taken into view as parameters of 

comparison,” but also “name a number of 
aspects by which the variety of differenc-
es” (45-46) could be taken into view. This 
variety was constituted by the “different 
circumstances under which historical con-
sciousness works, the challenges that gen-
erate it, and the functions it has to fulfill” 
(ibid.). Also, “cultural practices” and “men-
tal processes” (ibid.) affecting it should be 
taken into account. Particular attention is 
attributed in this context to the “criteria of 
meaning” that are relevant for the “recon-
struction of the past as history” and for the 
“logic of historical interpretation, poetics 
and rhetoric of representation, and the 
possibilities to understand the past as 
something relevant and important for the 
cultural orientation of present life praxis” 
(45). 
Finally, one should ask for the “forms, pro-
cesses, and factors of change, and the de-
velopment of historical consciousness” 
(46).

In her article “Historical Thinking in Inter-
cultural Perspective: Iranian Narratives on 
the Mongol Era,” Anja Pistor-Hatam ap-
plies this approach to modern Iranian his-
toriography (from the 1930s until 2011) on 
the Mongol period.
By further taking into account the concept 
of “history of meaning” she investigates 
how “fictions of coherence” (104; Ass-
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mann, Mind of Egypt) are constructed, 
and what meaning is thus “bestowed on 
the Mongol era by modern historical nar-
ratives written in Iran” (105)—that is, narra-
tives that mostly “were written and pub-
lished as textbooks to be taught at schools 
and universities”, and thus “continue to 
imprint public historical consciousness” 
(105) in Iran. 
According to her analysis, 

Iranian historiography until this day 
continues to be strongly determined 
by the placement of historical con-
sciousness in a literary tradition of 
myths and legends, as well as the ideo-
logically dominated narratives of vari-
ous political currents (107) 

Perhaps most influential is the idea “that 
‘Iran’ had existed as a cultural entity since 
Achaemenid times” and was as such “a 
twenty-five-hundred-year old nation” 
(106). This idea was not only promoted by 
the creation of an according histori-
ographical project during the Pahlavi era, 
but is still accepted—at least in part—in to-
day’s Islamic Republic. Especially in the lat-
ter, (Shiite) Islam and divine predestina-
tion have become further important 
elements of historical narratives. Thus, for 
example, Ghazan Khan’s (r. 1295-1304) 
conversion to Islam was reinterpreted as 
“the beginning of a new era, equivalent to 

the victory of the ‘Iranian element,’ the tri-
umph of the Shia, and the reestablishment 
of an Iranian nation-state” (108). The inde-
structibility of a “nucleus of ‘Iranianness’” 
is often explained in terms of the “mental 
superiority of ‘Iranianness’ based on cul-
tural heritage” (ibid.). Whereas such narra-
tives “often lack plausibility and do not 
comply with scholarly standards like verifi-
ability, rationality, and reflection of the in-
dividual scholar’s own viewpoint” they 
could be accepted—at least in part—“in the 
context of a relativistic history of meaning” 
(ibid.).
In her conclusion, Pistor-Hatam once 
more addresses Rüsen’s “principle of mu-
tual recognition of dissimilarities” that 
“would imply that scholars in Iran and 
abroad had been reciprocally aware of 
each other’s publications” (109). This, 
however, seems not to be the case at 
present—at least not regarding the Mon-
gol era. Whereas the “impact of ‘Western’ 
(and Russian) scholarly literature con-
cerning the Mongol period on the con-
struction of meaning by Iranian authors” 
had been considerable before 1979, Ira-
nian authors writing about the Mongol 
period would nowadays “not give atten-
tion to the state of the art in international 
academic research” (110) any more. But 
also, Western scholars seemed hardly to 
take any note of what is being done in Iran.

Of course, with regard to Iran, one might 
be tempted to connect this with the cur-
rent political situation: the Islamic Repub-
lic, its regime, and the values and ideas it 
promotes are often looked upon with dis-
trust in the “West”; on the other hand, Ira-
nian scholars (in Iran) can only act within 
the limits of their own socio-political con-
text and have to meet certain societal ex-
pectations.

That it is not necessarily ignorance or dif-
fering ideologies that cause differences 
between the state of research on a coun-
try’s history (and its interpretation) in a 
country itself and abroad, and that some 
Middle Eastern scholars are even “desper-
ate for international collaboration” (121), is 
stated by Eleanor Robson in her article 
“Creating Futures for the Past in Southern 
Iraq: Challenges and Opportunities,” 
which deals, however, with a different 
country and topic, namely the problem-
atic situation of scholars working on an-
cient history in Iraq.
According to her observations (based on 
personal experiences) Iraqi scholars were 
absolutely not up-to-date regarding re-
cent research on the ancient history of 
their own country. This situation could be 
explained by the historical developments 
during the last century that she divides 
into four distinct phases. 
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During World War I and the following Brit-
ish Mandate, Iraqi ancient history had 
been “solely for Europeans” (118)—with the 
result, by the way, that great numbers of 
important cultural artifacts of Iraq’s past 
ended up in European and American mu-
seums where they have remained until to-
day. 
This situation changed significantly after 
Iraq’s independence in 1932, when antiq-
uities laws were changed in Iraq’s favor, 
the first Iraqi PhD students were sent 
abroad to study archaeology, and 
the Iraqis started to carry out their first own 
excavations. Still, pre-Islamic history hard-
ly played any role in school education, 
since the curriculum was strongly under 
the influence of pan-Arabism and con-
veyed mostly respective “nationalist and 
militaristic” (116) narratives.
Under the Baathist regime (1968-2003), 
and especially under Saddam Hussein, an-
tiquity increasingly became attractive, 
since by exploring and promoting Iraq’s 
glorious past, its leader could be present-
ed “as the natural, inevitable successor of 
millennia of militarised dominance over 
the region” (ibid.). 
Because of its association with Baathist 
propaganda, however, “public appetite 
for ancient history” today was underdevel-
oped amongst the older generation and 
faced “ignorance amongst the younger” 

(118). Moreover, those scholars that still de-
cided to deal with archaeology or ancient 
history suffered from the dramatic conse-
quences that the international embargo 
enforced by the United Nations following 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 had had 
for the Iraqi academic community—espe-
cially the isolation that the embargo had 
brought about and the resulting loss of 
“knowledge and expertise; of funding and 
prestige; of professionalism and control” 
(117). To keep up with the latest academic 
discoveries and developments was almost 
impossible for Iraqi scholars, except for 
those that had “particularly good knowl-
edge of English, French or German and a 
particularly good internet connection” 
(118). But the technological infrastructure 
and library provision of the archaeological 
departments were “woeful” (120) and Iraqi 
students were “simply not trained in the 
search and analytical skills needed to lo-
cate and make sense of what is on the 
web” (ibid.).
Having composed her article with the ex-
plicit aim to “stimulate discussion, re-
sponse and action” (113), Robson con-
cludes her study with an appeal to scholars 
abroad not to leave Iraqi historians alone 
with their fate, and offers three sugges-
tions for what viable support could look 
like: We should learn the Arabic language 
in order to enable face-to-face discussions 

and push “our publishers to commission 
Arabic translations of our books” (121), we 
should scope the academic landscape in 
Iraq by identifying academics and cultural 
heritage organizations interested in col-
laboration in Iraq and discussing their 
needs with them, and we should advocate 
internationally in order to convince others 
“of the safety and value of working in-
country” and “to get the message across 
that sustained engagement with Iraq’s an-
cient history is not merely a western indul-
gence” (122), since the people of Iraq had 
a right “to learn about their region’s past, 
both recent and ancient, should they 
choose to do so, to understand who they 
and their communities are, and how they 
came to be” (121).

Not only modern Iraqi historians face a 
lack of interest in their studies in their so-
ciety, but “many governments worldwide 
are currently struggling to see the value in 
supporting academic humanities and so-
cial sciences” (Robson 118). This leads us to 
a final question to pose, that being the 
question of “belonging” of culture—in a 
more immaterial way than the one men-
tioned in the beginning.
While many would possibly agree that An-
cient Near Eastern history and culture 
might indeed be of importance for the 
Iraqis, Iranians, and other Near and Middle 
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Eastern peoples themselves, how many 
people are aware of the fact that Ancient 
Near Eastern ideas, notions, images and 
knowledge have influenced our own way 
of thinking and are deeply manifested in 
our own cultural tradition?
More than once in history, important im-
pulses for what we regard today as impor-
tant elements of modern Western culture 
have actually come from the Near and 
Middle East. Mathematics, astronomy, our 
calendar, and even the art of writing have 
been invented and developed in the An-
cient Near East and were transported to 
Europe much later, via the Greek and Ro-
man world—that we, influenced by a Euro-
centric way of thinking, indeed regard as 
belonging to our own cultural realm.17

Later on, some important works of Greek 
philosophers and medical and technical 
writers have only survived because they 
were translated into Arabic or Syriac 
and/or adopted by Near and Middle East-
ern scholars.18

On another, even less tangible level, even 
images that were created in the Ancient 
Near East have entered our “own” literary, 
artistic and musical tradition—especially 
via the Biblical tradition that, despite of its 
Near Eastern origins, has been totally ab-
sorbed by the “Western” world—so that 
they live on until the present day.

Of course, during the process of transmis-
sion, adoption, and selection, both the ac-
tual appearance and the interpretation of 
these ideas have changed, and what we 
see today is never identical with what it 
was once. (This is slightly different with 
material objects although those are also 
normally subject to transformation pro-
cesses.) While some characteristic fea-
tures stay, others become hardly recogniz-
able any more, and in the course of time, 
even information on the nature of some-
thing might get blurred or even lost. But 
there might still remain a nucleus of infor-
mation that reveals its true identity.
An illustrative example is the image of the 
Neo-Babylonian king Nabonidus (556-
539 BC) that was created after his death.19 
His case is treated extensively by Giulia 
Francesca Grassi in her article “Naboni-
dus, king of Babylon.”
Who would nowadays still recognize char-
acteristic features of the last (Neo-)Babylo-
nian king, Nabonidus, behind the well-
known series of pictures by William Blake 
(1757-1827), that according to his own de-
scription show “Nebuchadnezzar”—Na-
bonidus’ more famous predecessor who 
was still admired and imitated by Saddam 
Hussein at the end of the last century?
Who would even know that it was actually 
him who was the last Babylonian king, and 
not Belshazzar, as is suggested by the Bib-

lical story of the fall of Babylon in the Book 
of Daniel—that is to some persons perhaps 
even better known from the famous poem 
“Belsazar” of Heinrich Heine (1797-1856) or 
its musical version by Robert Schumann 
(1810-1856)?
And who would have assumed that this 
king was very much interested in the his-
tory of his own country, and that he used 
(quasi-)archaeological methods—that 
were not much different from the methods 
still used in the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century AD—to search for traces and 
messages of his ancestors (among which 
he not only counted members of his own 
dynasty, but also—like Saddam Hussein 
and other modern Near and Middle East-
ern rulers—important kings of other dynas-
ties of Iraq’s past)?

Past and present are not far away or very 
different from each other. They are just two 
sides of the same coin, and the past mat-
tered in antiquity as—and for the same pur-
poses as—it matters today: for the con-
struction of identity, for ideological 
purposes and legitimation, and for power 
and prestige. Only the perspective on 
time was different for the people in the 
Ancient Near East: in their perception (re-
flected by the terminology used) the fu-
ture lay behind their back (because it was 
still unknown to the people), while the 
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past lay clearly visible in front of them 
(Wilcke). 

Marburg, December 2014 

Alexa Bartelmus and Giulia Francesca 
Grassi
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Notes

1 We would like to thank 
the other members of the 
editorial board for their 
continuous moral and 
practical support, our issue 
advisor Walter Sommerfeld 
and the anonymous 
reviewers for their very 
detailed and enormously 
helpful comments, and our 
proofreaders and student 
assistants for their excellent 
work. Also, we would like to 
draw attention to the fact that 
this issue not only contains 
articles that deal with the 
focus topic “cultural heritage” 
but—for the first time in the 
history of META—also an 
“Off-Topic” section in which 
Renate Dieterich presents a 
study on “More Than Movies: 
Cinema Petra in Amman 
During the Mandatory 
Period.”

2 This was remarkably 
different about a century ago 
(Sommerfeld 139-140).

3 Because of its provocative 
question and two-sided 
argumentation, this article 
is presented here in the 
section “Anti/Thesis” that 
was originally intended to be 
filled by rivaling opinions of 
two different authors.

4 One could argue again, that 
by publishing at least they 
gain important knowledge 
about their own history [note 
by the editors].

5 The accounts of the 
discovery of the scrolls have 
been contradictory and there 
are several discrepancies, 
possibly due, at least in 
part, to the desire to pursue 
illegal excavations (Fields 
23-24). For a detailed and 
illustrated account of the 

discoveries, see Fields, and 
particularly pages 24-26 for 
the discovery of Cave 1 by 
Bedouin shepherds. For the 
discoveries of the scrolls 
and their vicissitudes, see 
also the report by their first 
photographer (1948), the 
scholar John C. Trever. – The 
Dead Sea Scrolls have raised 
enormous interest, not only 
in the scholarly community 
because of their historical 
and philological value, but 
also among people who 
recognized the potential 
they offered for ideological 
purposes. For example, the 
archaeologist Yigael Yadin 
wrote about the discovery 
of the Dead Sea Scrolls 
and their purchasing by his 
father, Eleazar Sukenik, for 
the nascent state of Israel: 
“It is as if these manuscripts 
had been waiting in caves 
for two thousand years, ever 

since the destruction of 
Israel’s independence until 
the people of Israel returned 
to their home and regained 
their freedom. This symbolism 
is heightened by the fact that 
the first three scrolls were 
brought to my father for Israel 
on 29 November 1947, the 
very day the United Nations 
voted for the re-creation of a 
Jewish state in Israel after two 
thousand years.” (quoted in 
Elon 40). On the other side, 
after the Oslo agreement 
between Israel and the PLO, 
the PLO demanded the 
restitution of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls because their authors 
would have been members 
of an “ancient Palestinian set” 
(Elon 45-46). 

6 “Materializing Culture - 
Culturizing Material. On 
the Status, Responsibilities 
and Function of Cultural 
Artifact Repositories 
within the Framework of a 
‘Transformative Scholarship’.”

7 Those are subsumed by 
Hilgert under the neutral 
terms “object repositories” 
or “cultural property 
repositories”; for a detailed 
explanation see p. 30-32.

8 For example, the inhabitants 
of the city have saved the 
minaret of the Great Mosque 
of Mosul by forming a 
human chain around it, in 
order to preserve it from 
the destruction planned by 
jihadists (Fuganti 6).
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9 See Fuganti and the 
interview with Daniele 
Morandi, director of the 
project “Terra di Ninive” 
(University of Udine), by 
Paolo Beltramin. The USB 
flash drive of a jihadist found 
by the Iraqi intelligence in 
August contained the report 
of the sums collected through 
the selling of the antiquities 
of the city of Nebek: 
$32,000,000 (Beltramin). 

10 See the interview with 
Daniele Morandi by Cinzia 
Dal Maso.

11 Cinzia Pappi, current 
director of the Satu Qala 
Project (University of Leipzig), 
personal communication. 

12 Cinzia Pappi, personal 
communication; interview 
with Daniele Morandi by 
Beltramin. We would like 
to thank Cinzia Pappi and 
Daniele Morandi for their 
helpfulness.

13 The great surveys are those 
of Erbil (Harvard); Dohuk 
(Udine); Zakho (Tübingen); 
Upper Zab (Poznań); 
Sulaymaniyah (IFPO); 
Shahrizor (London/München); 
see also the list in the article 
by Skuldbøl and Colantoni 
(note 4); “Mār Šiprim.”

14 However, Weineck neither 
wants “to deconstruct 
Alevi Cultural Heritage as a 
mere strategic tool” nor to 
“deny the emotional value 
of ICH and its potential 
for preserving threatened 
practices and objects for the 
purpose of safeguarding 
and constructing identities”: 
“governmentality” would 
simply make “use of it in a 
creative form” (95).

15 History is understood 
here in its widest sense, as a 
“universal cultural practice of 
remembering visualization of 
the past that aims to orientate 
one’s own life praxis under 
the circumstances of the 
present and to provide it with 
a perspective for the future” 
(Rüsen, “Einleitung” 22; our 
translation).

16 All translations in this 
paragraph are our own.

17 Unfortunately, history of 
knowledge is not treated in 
this issue although it was our 
original intention to include it. 

18 On the translation 
movement from Greek into 
Arabic in Baghdad during 
the first two centuries of 
the ʿAbbāsid rule (8th-10th 
century AD), see Gutas and 
Endress (especially 416-
31). High Greek literature 
was rarely translated into 
Arabic, but the interests of 
the translators were vast: 
from agriculture, astronomy, 
pharmacology and optics 
to music, military treaties 
and philosophy (see the list 
provided by Gutas 193-96). As 
regards Syriac, the majority of 
the Greek scientific texts were 
translated in the 9th century 
AD as part of the ʿAbbāsid 
translation movement (Gutas 
22). For the works translated 
into Syriac, see Duval 263-87.

19 Of course, the image that 
entered the later literary 
and artistic tradition is 
certainly not the one that 
Nabonidus himself would 
have wanted to survive: 
instead he would have 
loved to be remembered 
by future generations 
under his true name (for the 
importance of the survival 
of one’s name in Ancient 
Near Eastern thinking, see 
Radner) and for the deeds 
he was proud of (rather than 
his failures)—a wish that is 
at least partly fulfilled by 
modern excavations and 
the decipherment of his 
own inscriptions in which he 
presents his own version of 
“his-story.”
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