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The plague of illicit excavations of archaeological sites throughout the world is one of the
most destructive forces of worldwide cultural heritage. The main engine behind this
wanton destruction is the multi-million dollar industry for the sale of antiquities
throughout the world. Numerous sites, and in fact, the remains of certain cultures, have
been decimated, in some cases beyond retrieval, by looters looking for prized objects to be
sold in the antiquities market. In most cases, the looters themselves are destitute, and the
miserable payment that they receive for the items that they illicitly excavate, while often
feeding their family for weeks, is but a fraction of the prices that are paid when these items
are finally sold in New York, London, Paris, or Rome. If anyone is to blame for this all, it
lies solidly in the laps of the collectors, whose greed and lust for these objects feeds this
beast (with a very tasty green paper). Perhaps the only way in which this market will be
controlled is if the collecting and display of antiquities becomes socially unacceptable, just
as the display of hunting trophies, once an accepted norm in any gentleman’s house, is
not looked favorably in most contemporary Western social environments.

In addition to the destruction of the sites themselves, as often explained, the lack of a find
context to the looted objects denies important information about the cultures that
produced and used these objects. Even in cases of written finds (and many of the Judean
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Desert Scrolls are examples of this) from which there is much data from the objects
themselves, much is lost since they were not found in context.

An additional and no less important aspect is the fact that can one be sure that these
objects are in fact ancient, not modern fabrications, only when objects are discovered in
controlled and well-documented excavations. Further, today, with the help at times of
sophisticated technologies, extremely well-made forged antiquities are appearing
throughout the world, so sophisticated that at times even the experts themselves have a
rough time discerning and agreeing on their veracity.

In biblical scholarship this has recently been the focus of much discussion, due to the
appearance of various items, such as the ivory pomegranate from Solomon’s Temple, the
Joash inscription, and the ossuary of James, which, if real, would have interesting
implications for biblical studies, history, and even theology. These objects catch the
interest of the lay public as well, since, in the Judeo-Christian cultures, aspects relating to
the Bible are always of intense public interest and even have strong political connotations
to them.

It is this latter topic, the apparent forgery of various “biblical antiquities” and the complex
web of dealers, forgers, collectors, policemen and archaeologists who deal and/or fight this,
which the book under review is devoted to. While not denying that this is an interesting
and important issue, on various levels, I must state that I was very disappointed with the
book, for various reasons.

First, the book reads like a grade-C detective novel, with at times quite silly depictions of
scenery and people (there are two “bullet-shaped” people in the book, whatever that
means), and one gets the feeling that the author was trying to write a documentary in the
style of a romance/adventure book. While it might work for those who have no
knowledge of the areas, people, and issues described, the adventurous tones used are really
quite amusing and bit ludicrous (one almost get the feeling that the author crawled
around Jerusalem in between the fusillades of bullets).

Worse, the author’s lack of knowledge of so many details is somewhat disconcerting. I am
sure that if Burleigh had asked one of her many professional informants to read the book,
much of this would have been fixed, but alas, this is not the case. These mistakes can be
seen in the field of history (twice providing the date of 63 C.E. for the Roman destruction
of Jerusalem), epigraphy (dating the Dan Stela to “before 500 BCE” [7]), botany (Arabic
zaOatais not wild lemon thyme; it is a variety of herbs, most often hyssop or oregano),
urban geography (the Rockefeller Museum in Jerusalem is not 100 yards away from the
Temple Mount/Haram esh-Sharif), the definition of archaeology (archaeology is not “the
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scholarly science that interprets artifacts” [69]), period nomenclature (there is no “Israeli-
Philistine Periods [in Israeli archaeology, the First and Second Temple periods],” 126), and
many other blatant mistakes. While one might argue that these mistakes do not take away
from the importance of the topic that is described in such a lively manner, their
overpowering presence makes one wonder whether the author’s powers of observation
were sufficiently astute to really understand the issues at hand. Time and again one gets
the feeling that the various people being interviewed were quite easily manipulating
Burleigh’s naiveté and lack of understanding of the cultural modes of her subjects. While
Burleigh attempts to portray herself as the crafty and sophisticated observer, time and
again a reader intimately knowledgeable with the issues being dealt with observes basic
misunderstandings and misconceptions in the descriptions and analyses.

For example, Burleigh does not mention one of the major issues relating to the industry
of forgery and looted antiquities, the fact that many of the major players in these
industries are also involved in other illegal activities, whether international smuggling,
money laundering, terrorism, or larceny.

There is no doubt that the problem of the antiquities market and the forgery market for
“biblical antiquities” is a serious and disturbing problem. While the book at hand may
seem to be a lively, adventurous, and quite revealing glimpse at this fascinating, but at the
same time frightening, world, I am afraid that those interested in this topic will have to
wait for a more thorough and in-depth discussion. Still, this book will sell a lot of copies: it
is written for the noninitiated and gullible public.

In the meantime, the real archaeologist, this writer included, will be out there in the field
discovering the real past—based on artifacts that actually come from ancient sites that
enable us to understand and reconstruct ancient cultures, including those reflected in the
biblical text. And that is where the public interest, should and in most cases usually lies.
The objects on the antiquity market, their origin and veracity, while very catchy and
“sexy,” at the end of the day are not what enables the in-depth understanding of the past.
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