
 
 

8403 Westglen dr., Houston, TX77063, Tel 713 784-1400, Fax 713 784-1916, website www.soudavar.com 

 
 
 
 

 
 

BY CERTIFIED MAIL 
 

May 8, 2005 
 
Dr. John Curtis 
British Museum 
Dept of the Ancient Near East 
Great Russell St 
London WC1B 3DG 
 

Ref:    Your letter dated Apr. 22nd, 2005 to Mr. Jeremy Summers, lawyer to the 
Islamic Republic of Iran 

 
Dear Dr. Curtis, 
 
I am now in possession of a copy the above mentioned letter, a letter in which you 
have labeled various objects contained in the “online catalog” of the Barakat galleries 
as being of the “Jiroft type,” claimed that this type has characteristics that are 
different from the “intercultural style,” and concluded that no other site but Jiroft 
could have produced the Barakat items.  
 
I find this letter inappropriate: because it is intended to reinforce a claim of the Iranian 
government which is based on false assumptions; because it is inaccurate and makes 
erroneous representations; and because it is written on a British Museum letterhead, 
thereby implicating said institution in a dubious affair. 
 
1-  The use of a new label such as “Jiroft type’ presupposes two conditions: a) that 
there is a verifiable and secure group of reference items that define this label, b) that 
this group has novel characteristics clearly distinct from previously known material. 
Neither is true in this case. To make my point I shall rely on issue no. 287 (Oct. 2003) 
of the journal Dossiers d’archéologie, entitled Jiroft, which reproduces most of the 
Majidzadeh catalog, with commentaries by various western scholars who analyzed the 
items reproduce therein (in contrast to the Majdzadeh catalog which has practically 
none). 

a) It is rather odd that your labeling is based on a group of items none of which 
have been unearthed in a scientific excavation, and that by Majidzadeh’s own 
avow, they are all from illicit provenance since they were gathered from art 
markets as far away as Bandar Abbas and Tehran (Dossier pp. 25-26), more 
than a 1000 kms away from Jiroft. Even though, some, or many, may have 
originated in Jiroft, how can one be sure that they all came from there, and 
how can they constitute a reliable reference base. To this date, the general 
practice of archeologists has been to avoid reliance on illicit material alone.  

b) For years, similar items have surfaced in scientific excavations and in various 
art markets. In a series of well documented papers, Ph. Kohl documented the 
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similarities of objects produced in different sites (within and outside Iran) and 
dispersed over a wide geographical area, ranging from India to Mesopotamia. 
He thus labeled them as “intercultural-style.” I have attached herewith an 
excerpt of his 1978 article in which he not only reproduces maps to illustrate 
the wide extent of cultural exchange, but also documents the iconographic 
elements (snakes, scorpions, palm trees, etc) that he recognizes as 
characteristic of this style, all of which are to be found on the Majidzadeh 
items. It is precisely for this reason that, contrary to your assertion, the various 
contributors to the Dossier continue to use the accepted Kohl label and make 
no distinction between the intercultural-style material and the Majidzadeh 
items. Indeed: 
- Carl C. Lamber Karlovsky, whom you cite as an authority on the 
intercultural style, asserts that the style of the Majidzadeh items and those of 
Tepe Yahya (which he himself excavated and constitute the core group of the 
“intercultural-style”) are one and the same (Dossier, p. 76) 
- Holly Pittman, (Dossier p.79), also emphasizes the similarity between 
the purported Jiroft items and those from the intercultural-style, especially 
Tepe Yahya. 
- François Vallat (p.92), the iconographic similarities of Zigurat-type 
monuments in both groups 
- Finally, Serge Cleuziou (p. 117), denotes the strong similarities 
between the Majidzadeh group and intercultural-style items produced in the 
Tarut workshops situated on a Persian Gulf island (outside Iran). 

 
2-  To create a distinction between what you consider as “Jiroft-type” and the 
intercultural-style, you mention that most of the items of the latter style are “usually 
not complete.”  Not true. I for one had acquired in the early 1970s, at a time that most 
archeologists couldn’t situate such items, 5 pieces, which were studied by Mayrhofer 
(he may have published some of them); which were documented by Prudence Harper 
in the 1980s for the Met’s internal use; of which I published one in 1992 in my Arts of 
the Persian Courts; and which were exhibited in various US museums from 1992 to 
1996. In sum, none could have come from Jiroft as this site was only discovered 
recently. Nevertheless, a quick look at the illustrations that I provide in appendix 2 
(figs 1-4), clearly show that they are more “Jiroft-type” than all of the Barakat items, 
and they are complete. In addition, Oscar W. Muscarella, who published The Lie that 
Became Great, The Forgery of Ancient Near Eastern Cultures (Styx Publications, 
Groningen 2000) with the sole purpose of “exposing” non-excavated material as 
forgeries, reproduces a number of complete items that are again more “Jiroft-type” 
than any other intercultural-style material published so far, especially in their bird and 
palm garden motifs. Muscarella labels them as forgeries. If true, one must conclude 
that the Majdzadeh items are copies of fakes. If wrong, then you clearly have 
examples of “Jiroft-type” material that are complete and predate the discovery of the 
Jiroft site. 
 
3-  You recognize as a characteristic of the “Jiroft-type”: an “inlaid decoration in the 
form of coloured stones.” Unfortunately, it’s a claim unsupported by facts. Indeed, 
many intercultural style items display cavities that once contained inlaid stones. 
Nonetheless, examples of items that still carry such inlays are plenty and I have 
produced three of them in appendix 2: a) the aforementioned fig. 2; b) a piece from 
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the Baghdad Museum reproduced in Sumer, Assur, Babylon, Petit Palais exhibition of 
1981, p.60; c) another one from the Miho Museum reproduced in Ancient Art from the 
Shumei Family Collection, Met exhibition of 1996, pp.10-11. As the images clearly 
show they have color stones inlays, and they are certainly not from Jiroft. 
 
4-  More importantly, you recognize, unlike for the intercultural-style, a similarity in 
the “grey” color of stone, its softness, its weathering, and the quality of its carving, 
between the Barakat items and your “Jiroft type.” How can one reach such a verdict 
without seeing the items, and on the basis of online images alone! Such a verdict is 
not only unacceptable to the scientific community but rejected in the court of law as 
well. For your information, I have attached in Appendix 3 the rebuke that a French 
judge addressed to Mr. Perrot who, without physically inspecting a complete and 
intricate intercultural style item, had also concluded that it came from Jiroft. As it 
turned out, the experts from the Louvre Museums emphasized among other 
characteristics, that the item contained mother of pearl inlays not found on any of the 
Majidzadeh items, and the judge concluded that given the wide circulation of the 
intercultural style material, a Jiroft provenance could not be ascertained.  
 
5-  You also make comparative judgments based on an online catalog that in many 
instances does not provide dimensions. Such is the case for instance of item X0313, 
which is larger than vases from the Majidzadeh group. 
  
6-  In choosing to reply in such a biased manner to the enquiries of Mr. Summers, you 
have in fact accepted to engage the reputation of the British Museum, as well as your 
own, in a case based on a false assumption: as explained by their lawyers in a letter 
dated Nov. 14, 2004, the Iranian government’s “position is” that “the ownership” of 
all items that it declares to be of historical value, and which has left the country of 
Iran without proper authorization, “remains with the Government of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran.”  The problem though is that the Iranian government cannot even 
read its own laws. For, no Iranian law, whether the basic 1930 law on antiquities, or 
its later supplements, has given the government a blanket ownership on antiquities. 
There is of course a ban on excavations and on exportations, with penalties stipulated 
for each. But bans and penalties do not constitute a proof of ownership, even when an 
item is exported illegally. In fact, article 47.4 of the penalty laws (ta`zirāt) 
promulgated by the Islamic Republic of Iran stipulated prison terms (up to 2 years) for  
those who attempted to illegally export antiquities but, significantly, emphasized that 
said antiquities “shall not be confiscated.” It clearly means that the law never 
attributed a blanket ownership of antiquities to the government. And for good reason. 
The corner stone of all valid legal systems, from Magna Carta onwards, has always 
been property laws. An antiquity found on a private property must belong to the land 
owner. The government cannot take it without a fair and just compensation. An unjust 
taking is the domain of totalitarian regimes. Neither a British court must condone such 
a totalitarian claim of ownership, nor should the British Museum be associated with 
such an endeavor. 
 
I understand and respect your contempt for illicit excavations and your animosity 
towards the art market even though I disagree with it. I disagree because, 
fundamentally, I see antiquities as part of a world heritage rather than the privilege of 
a particular government, and I believe that the most meritorious person or institution 
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to take custody of this world heritage is the one who will best preserve it, will best 
study and publish it, and provide access to it. I see no merit in excavating items from 
the ground in order to bury it in museum reserves that nobody can see, where they 
usually rot or get damaged. I distrust Islamic zealots who for centuries have defaced 
the Persepolis reliefs as well as countless miniatures, and whose latest avatar was in 
the form of Talibans. One should not forget that Khomeini’s hangman, Sadegh 
Khalkhali, had vowed to level down Persepolis, and that more recently, a gold 
foundation plaque of Persepolis was melted for the price of its metal. When a museum 
keeper is part of a government which is corrupt to its root, and sees officials taking 
bribes and steal money everywhere, he naturally sees no harm in stealing a gold 
plaque that nobody had seen for the past twenty years.  
 
Your goal is to probably have the so called Jirof-type items return to Iran. Yet, the last 
time the Iranian government rounded up dealers and confiscated the silver vessels 
from the Kalmakareh grotto, within a couple of months most of them resurfaced in 
London. Lured by the high prices that these items could fetch on the art markets, 
members of the Iranian secret services smuggled them out (some were subsequently 
arrested). In the case of intercultural-style items, it is a fact that they regularly 
appeared in auction catalogs but nobody raised a fuss about it. This new found zeal 
only developed in the wake of two high priced auctions in Paris. There are hundreds 
of archeological sites and historical monuments in need of basic repair but are 
neglected because efforts in that respect do not make headlines. The Iranian 
government’s time and efforts need to be directed towards the preservation of these 
national treasures rather than the return of intercultural-style objects, thousands of 
which it already has. 
 
The more pertinent question though is: how could it be that while there is a ban on the 
export of antiquities, intercultural-style items come out of Iran in hundreds and in a 
steady stream? How can borders be so porous? The fact is that corruption in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran is institutionalized and each group has been allocated a share. 
The Revolutionary Guards are those who get the lion share in contraband activities. 
They have their own port, and against a fee bring in items duty-free, and against 
another fee, export banned items. If the government really wants to stop exportation 
of banned items, all it has to do is shut down the contraband activities of its 
Revolutionary Guards. 
 
The soil of Iran is so reach in archeology that no ban will ever be able to stop 
accidental discoveries. Archeologists want to protect their turfs and keep items 
underground even in the face of the imminent threat of dams and irrigation projects 
that are due to submerge in deep water so many of the archeological sites of Iran. I 
prefer an open market system with one, or two, yearly auctions in Iran, through which 
discovered items will be auctioned with proper certificates and established 
provenance. Because such a system will ultimately create a better market and higher 
prices, farmers who discover items will have a natural tendency to bring it there and 
avoid illicit channels. The government will then be able to exercise preemption rights 
on the spot, as practiced now in the French system. 
 
Finally, I see the dissemination of antiquities as one of the best ways to disseminate 
the knowledge of Iranian culture around the world. This is my point of view. Yours 
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may be different. But no belief, as deep rooted as it may be, should lead to a 
falsification of truth and misrepresentation of facts. Your letter is factually incorrect 
and I vow to fight it in court if need be. Its negative impact will undoubtedly affect 
the British Museum as well. 
 
Respectfully yours, 
 
 
 
 
Abolala Soudavar 
 
 
CC: 
The Director of the British Museum 
The British Museum legal department 
Mr. Jeremy Summers 
Barakat Galleries 
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