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Abstract

In this article, we present the idea of a digital transit port, an online space that illicit
cultural objects pass through in digital format while on a pathway to public legit-
imization. These virtual transit ports connect virtual illicit and illegally trafficked
cultural objects with virtual consumers under the aegis of promoting access and
preservation, while simultaneously normalizing the presence of these objects in
market and academic spaces. Digital transit ports, then, make virtual versions of
illicit cultural objects openly consumable, much like physical transit ports launder
physical cultural objects. They may also legitimize use of the physical objects,
infringing on legislative efforts at curbing the illicit trade. To explore the idea of
the digital transit port, we will consider the case of the so-called ‘Afghan Genizah’
collection, a disarticulated group of historical documents from northern
Afghanistan that have appeared on the international market most likely after being
looted and trafficked illicitly outside their country of origin.

in the chain, allowing smuggled objects to transition
from one reality to another (see Brodie et al., 2019).

Decades of research into the illicit trade in cultural
objects has shown the important role that certain
intermediary locations play in the smuggling process.
These so-called ‘transit ports’ are places that looted,
stolen, or otherwise dubious cultural objects pass
through on their way to their ultimate market, usually
as part of the ‘laundering’ process. Within a model of
the trafficking of cultural objects which sees benefit in
dividing the process into the stages of ‘source’, ‘tran-
sit’, and ‘market’, transit ports provide the middle link

Characterized as places where customs or regula-
tory oversight for the movement of cultural objects is
limited or lax, transit ports serve many functions for
both smugglers and consumers. Transit ports place
physical distance between the object, their geographic
provenience,' and the location of the initial theft. They
interrupt what would otherwise be direct connections
between source-end suppliers and market-end buyers
and consumers. They become the setting of fabricated
origin stories and false provenances, i.e. ownership
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histories. They provide illicit objects with new paper-
work, creating the appearance of legitimacy. All told,
transit ports ‘clean’ tainted cultural objects so that
they can be openly consumed by changing the objects’
apparent status. Transit ports make looted and traf-
ficked objects appear ‘buyable’ in an often passive and
indirect way. They facilitate the illicit trade in cultural
objects without being specifically designed to do so. In
other words, transit ports are exploited for a defined
purpose by people who transport illicit cultural
objects. Yet, the concept of the transit port in existing
research on the topic is inherently physical. They are
real places that real objects visit briefly before ending
up in the physical possession of a buyer (see the model
laid out in Kersel, 2006, 2007, in which transits are
theorized and studied as physical places, and case-
studies of the role of transit countries in the illicit trade
such as, for instance, Thomas, 2014). The idea of a
digital space serving this function has not yet been
explored.

Significant research has shown that over the past
few decades, online marketplaces and social network-
ing sites have had a significant impact on the nature of
the trade in antiquities, including the movement and
sale of illicit cultural objects (see Brodie, 2014, 2015,
2017; Huffer and Graham, 2017; Altaweel, 2019;
Dundler, 2019; Greenland et al., 2019, Graham et al.,
2020). The focus of most of these studies has been on
the role that these marketplaces play as a platform for
sales, how suitable these sites are for detection of illicit
trade, and the formulation and maintenance of online
communities that directly support illicit activities.
What has received less attention is the digital lives of
the illicit cultural objects themselves and the role that
virtual locations beyond sale- and communication
platforms play in the transformation of looted and
trafficked cultural heritage into objects of market
and academic consumption.

In this article, we present the idea of a digital transit
port, an online space that illicit cultural objects pass
through in digital format while on a pathway to public
legitimization. These virtual transit ports connect vir-
tual illicit and illegally trafficked cultural objects with
virtual consumers under the aegis of promoting access
and preservation, while simultaneously normalizing
the presence of these objects in both market and aca-
demic spaces. While physical transit ports launder
physical cultural objects, digital transit ports make

virtual versions of illicit cultural objects openly con-
sumable. They may also legitimize use of the physical
objects, infringing on legislative efforts to curb the
illicit trade. Moreover, the digital transfer allows a
selected audience to circumvent limitations to the im-
port of cultural objects and exploit the legal situation
of transit countries where restrictions are laxer and
where the digitization of illicit cultural goods may
take place. Circumventing strict laws and regulations
are exactly what physical transit ports are used for
within the antiquities smuggling process, and digital
transit ports serve a similar function.

Recent research has pointed to the materiality of
the infrastructures sustaining the life of digital objects
(Geismar, 2018) and to the experiences and affect cre-
ated by interacting with digital objects such as photos
(Graham et al., 2020). We contend that the legitim-
ization of illicitly trafficked cultural objects occurring
in digital spaces, through a variety of activities besides
sales and purchases, is also underpinned by material
conditions. For this reason, here we define consumers
as a broad category of users, including collectors, pro-
fessional and amateur researchers, and investors in the
private and the public sector whose use of undocu-
mented cultural objects also through digital replicas
contributes to the normalization of those object’s use
and circulation.

To explore the idea of the digital transit port, we
will consider the case of the so-called ‘Afghan
Genizah’, a disarticulated group of historical docu-
ments from northern Afghanistan that have appeared
on the international market most likely after being
trafficked illicitly outside their country of origin, as
we explain below. More precisely, we will look at a
group of documents now kept in the National Library
of Israel (NLI) and that have been digitized for inclu-
sion in an online portal called ‘Ktiv’.> We compare the
connective function that ‘Ktiv’ serves, allowing con-
sumers to access digital versions of unprovenanced
documents while providing distance from illicit ori-
gins. The platform ‘Ktiv’ is a good case-study because
it is cutting-edge, it connects a wide network of libra-
ries and research projects, and, unlike other portals, it
allows access to recently acquired unprovenanced
objects. Digital portals like ‘Ktiv’ function differently
from other archival spaces by serving as a mediator
between a physical object trafficked from a conflict
zone and a virtual object preserved and ‘saved’ in
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digital format. As a possible virtual transit port, and
just like physical transit ports, the portal’s role is as
transformative as it is connective: it is a digital space
where digital illicit cultural objects gain the appear-
ance of respectability.

We conclude by considering how the process of
digitization of illicit cultural objects may promote
commercialization, endanger further sensitive objects,
hurt communities, and generally run counter to the
goals of preservation, access, critical scholarship, and
civic engagement that are foundational to Digital
Humanities as an academic field (see Dobson, 2019;
Risam, 2019; Kim and Koh, 2021). While these con-
cerns are prevalent in some disciplines that work with
cultural objects, they are considered fringe in others. A
historian accessing the digital copy of a manuscript
housed in a digital repository funded by a legitimate
research council may not stop to consider how their
actions might support what has been described as
transnational organized crime (see Chappell and
Polk, 2011; Mackenzie, 2011; Campbell, 2013;
Mackenzie and Davis, 2014; Mackenzie et al., 2020).
Yet these are exactly the issues that individual scholars,
journals, professional societies, and funders must con-
sider when evaluating the real-world impact of their
academic work. Digital transit ports exist because they
are supported by academia and academia needs to
know what it is supporting.

2 ‘Transit’ and the Transnational
Illicit Trade in Cultural Objects

The illicit trade in cultural objects is often modelled in
a series of phases that pieces move through, connect-
ing the point of their initial discovery to a point of
consumption usually outside their country of origin
(Mackenzie, 2002; Kersel 2006, 2007; Campbell, 2013;
Brodie et al., 2019; Mackenzie et al., 2019). Dividing
the transition of illicit cultural objects from source
(where the object was found), transit (what intermedi-
ary locations it passed through), and market (where it
was ultimately consumed) serves a number of pur-
poses, particularly around characterizing the type of
criminal actors involved and developing appropriate
and properly contextualized regulatory and social
responses. However, there are no clear-cut divisions
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between these three phases. The trafficking of cultural
objects is perhaps best seen as a series of often ad hoc
criminal actors and networks (Sargent et al, 2020)
that interface in contact zones where boundaries are
blurred and suspect antiquities are effectively laun-
dered for public consumption (Mackenzie et al,
2019). While it may be hard to distinguish where
‘source’ ends and ‘transit’ begins or where ‘transit’
ends and ‘market’ begins in a cultural objects smug-
gling case, the concept of transit remains as a connect-
ive phase, linking source to market, and thus, at times,
linking elite white-collar dealers and collectors of cul-
tural objects to people and groups that can easily be
characterized as serious criminal actors (Mackenzie
and Davis, 2014).

The transit phase has two clear functions. First,
transit moves cultural objects from their point of ori-
gin, which is often but not always a lower income
country, to their point of consumption, which is often
but not always a high income country, mitigating the
reality that source-end antiquities ‘suppliers’ are un-
likely to ever come in direct contact with elite market-
end antiquities consumers.’ Secondly, transit can
serve to ‘launder’ an illicit cultural object, making it
consumable, again, for elite buyers who wish to openly
consume and publicly display the antiquities that they
purchase. The market for illicit cultural objects stands
in stark contrast to that of most other illicit commod-
ities in this regard. While illicitly trafficked drugs,
arms, or people tend to enter into equally illicit market
consumption situations, illicit cultural objects are sold
at public auction or legitimate gallery storefronts for
open display in, among other places, our most
respected museums. The transit phase serves to create
physical and documentary distance between the object
and the initial act of looting or theft, obscuring its
illicit origins.

Much of the refinement of the idea of the transit
phase as structurally significant to the illicit movement
of cultural objects comes from the work of Prott and
O’Keefe (1989).* Using the term ‘transit state’, they
defined these as ‘countries which have flourishing
trades servicing’ the movement of cultural objects be-
cause of the particulars of local law and policy and/or
countries that are ‘used as a kind of pipeline’ for cul-
tural objects and are ‘known as appropriate places for
buyers to look for, and sellers to dispose of certain
cultural objects (Prott and O’Keefe, 1989, p. 531).
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They differentiated transit states from what they called
importing states by positioning the transit locations as
having a connective quality centered on movement
and transfer.

Although the terms ‘transit state’ or ‘transit coun-
try’ are still commonly used in discussion of the illicit
movement of cultural objects, the term ‘transit port’
has entered this discourse as essentially equivalent to
‘transit state’ but without possible limitations of
thinking on a country level.® Transit ports, then,
have been defined as locations that facilitate the social
functions of transit described above (Alder and Polk
2002; Kersel, 2006; Nordstrom, 2007; Casey, 2017;
Mackenzie and Yates, 2016; Smith, 2019). They are
the physical in-between points that an illicit cultural
object passes through to get, physically, from point of
theft to point of final sale. These are also places where
the cultural objects collect new background stories,
false histories, fake or misleading paperwork, and
other things that allow market-end buyers to mitigate
their own risk and consume the antiquities ‘guilt-free’
(Mackenzie, 2014). As such, cultural objects may pass
through seemingly illogical geographic routes through
multiple transit ports located far from both source and
ultimate market. These routes often relate to the per-
ceived laxness in customs, border security, or govern-
ment oversight in certain locations. They may also
relate to the story that can be constructed by traffick-
ers and dealers around the location, for officials at
certain transit ports may be quick to issue
legitimate-looking export documentation, or it might
be that the objects can be falsely portrayed as coming
from an ‘old collection’ within the transit port.

Traffickers may work their way up to their des-
tination market by moving illicit cultural objects
through transit ports of increasing amounts of
oversight and regulation and, thus, decreasing sus-
picion. This is especially relevant in smuggling cases
that involve countries that have been embroiled in
recent conflicts, such as Afghanistan; customs
agents in antiquities market countries such as the
USA or the UK will approach a crate that is marked
as coming from Afghanistan much differently than
they would a crate that is marked as coming from
Hong Kong. All told, transit ports make illicit antiq-
uities consumable: they expose consumers to cul-
tural objects that they would be unable to access

through their usual social circles while simultan-
eously obscuring the objects’ dubious pasts.

Prior research into the function of transit ports
defines them as, ultimately, physical locations. They
are freeports, airports, warehouses, or premises of
antiquities brokers located in third or fourth coun-
tries. We believe that digital spaces can serve many
of the same functions of physical transit ports,
allowing illicit cultural objects to transition from
a questionable source to be consumed publicly by
a ‘market’, like in the case of the so-called ‘Afghan
Genizah’.

3 The Creation and Digitization of
the ‘Afghan Genizah’

In the early 1990s and into the 2000s, several hundred
fragments of manuscripts from Afghanistan—hand-
written items, including both literary and documen-
tary texts, written on parchment, paper, and other
materials—emerged on the international art market.
They entered important art collections including the
Khalili Collections (see Sims-Williams, 1997; Naveh
and Shaked, 2012) and the Scheyen Collection (see
Prescott and Munch Rasmussen, 2020). Ancient writ-
ten documents from Afghanistan have been known in
art-market and academic circles for decades, but they
have recently become the center of much excitement,
with the appearance of new research and publications
as well as digitization projects, as we discuss below.
They thus offer an interesting case for studying aca-
demia’s role in facilitating the creation of new forms of
cultural objects transit.

Unlike artifacts that have emerged during regular
archaeological excavations in Afghanistan, such as
those conducted by the Italian ISMEO or by the
Herat-Projects mission (see, for example, Filigenzi
and Giunta, 2009; Franke, 2015), the manuscripts dis-
cussed in this paper are distinct for their lack of prov-
enance. This means that the complete details of the
objects’ movements and ownership chains from the
moment of finding to their current locations are un-
known. On the other hand, something is known about
their geographic provenience. The origin of many of
those fragments has been traced to the regions of
Bamiyan, Ghur, Rob, and Balkh, in northern
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Afghanistan (see Huseini, 2021). This is considered
the most likely origin for the fragments from
Afghanistan acquired in the Khalili Collections in
the 1990s and early 2000s, as mentioned, for instance,
by Sims-Williams (1997) and (2000) and by Khan
(2014); and for those acquired in the National
Library of Israel in the 2010s, as mentioned, for in-
stance, by Haim (2019) and Azad (2021). Moreover,
as we discuss below, it is very likely that their transferal
abroad has occurred within the last thirty years and
can therefore be understood within contemporary
legal frameworks. While unprovenanced manuscripts
from Afghanistan circulated in previous decades (e.g.,
Scarcia, 1963), all the available accounts suggest that
the group in question may be connected to
Afghanistan’s protracted instability during and after
the 1990s civil war, when they ‘mysteriously’
(Finkelman and Haim, 2017) appeared on the inter-
national art market. Further below we will discuss in
more detail the relationship between the portion of
Afghanistan fragments recently digitized and made
available on ‘Ktiv’ and the illicit trade in antiquities
from Afghanistan.

Since the early 1990s, the fragments under discus-
sion have been scattered in various collections. Many
fragments ended in private hands. A large corpus was
acquired in the prestigious N.D. Khalili’s Collections,
based in London.” Other fragments were purchased by
Hirayama Ikuo and entered the Silk Road Museum.®
In the same period, Norwegian collector Martin
Scheyen also acquired manuscripts from northern
Afghanistan on the London market (Prescott and
Munch Rasmussen, 2020). At least 250 fragments
from northern Afghanistan were bought by the
National Library of Israel in the 2010s with the sup-
port of private donors.” While the connection between
these various collections has not been proven, it is
worth briefly mentioning these corpora of documents
together because there is some evidence that they ori-
ginated in the same places in northern Afghanistan
and appeared on the international market in the
same period. This is suggested by both published
and informally transmitted accounts regarding the
objects’ acquisition in London, discussed below.
Several experts consider such corpora to be related.
For example, Huseini (2021) appears to consider the
fragments from Afghanistan held in London, West
Jerusalem, and Kabul to be related at least to some
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extent, and mentions that these have appeared on the
art market since the 1990s. Sims-Williams (2012)
studied together Bactrian fragments from northern
Afghanistan that are now in various countries, estab-
lishing a connection between the Khalili Collections
and other collections. Moreover, those collections are
academically related in that they have been analyzed
by the same groups of scholars. For example, Shaul
Shaked was involved in the acquisition and study of
documents from northern Afghanistan now in the
Khalili Collections, the Schoyen Collection, and the
NLI (see Harris, 2012; Naveh and Shaked, 2012).

Since their appearance on the art market the frag-
ments have been studied in specially curated volumes,
articles, and PhD dissertations, and they were pre-
sented at prestigious academic conferences, increas-
ingly in recent years.'"’ Studies of these materials
include Naveh and Shaked (2012); Khan (2014);
Sims-Williams (2000) and (2012); Azad and
Firoozbakhsh (2020); and Haim (2019) and (2019b).
Overall, the documents have provided scholars with
new sources about the historical regions of Khurasan
and Bactria, about which little material evidence was
previously available. They are written in many lan-
guages and scripts, and they concern various com-
munities that existed at the crossroads of Hellenistic,
Islamicate, and Persianate cultures, laying at the
fringes of major empires and at the center of historio-
graphical nodes: the Silk Road, Jewish history in the
Middle East, late antiquity, and other topics of histor-
ical and modern political relevance. In particular, the
manuscripts from northern Afghanistan purchased by
the NLI date from the 11th to the 13th centuries CE, at
the time of the Ghaznavid and the Ghuri rulers (see
Haim, 2019; on the historical context, see Rasikh,
2020).

According to NLI curator Yoel Finkelman, initially
the art market did not pay much attention to these
manuscripts. When the price increased, few research
institutions could afford to purchase them
(Finkelman and Haim, 2017)."" However, this situ-
ation changed in the 2000s. Following the 2001 inva-
sion of Afghanistan, the public destruction of cultural
heritage in Bamiyan, and the subsequent development
of ‘rescue narratives’ surrounding the export of cul-
tural objects from Afghanistan like other conflict
zones (Rico 2017a; Munch Rasmussen and Justnes,
2020; Hardy, 2021), the fragments grew in popularity.
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These developments were accompanied by substantial
and institutional changes in the research agendas in
the field of Middle East studies, including a growing
emphasis on non-Muslim religious groups and non-
Arabic texts (see Shami and Miller-Idriss, 2016;
Keskin, 2018). Meanwhile, with the emergence of
projects for the digital preservation and musealization
of cultural heritage, new opportunities have arisen for
academics to engage with unprovenanced and private-
ly held artifacts.

Both the Nour Foundation of N.D. Khalili and the
NLI have promoted scholarship on the unprove-
nanced Afghanistan manuscripts and have supported
their digitization. Selected items in the Khalili
Collections are shown in high resolution on Google
Arts & Culture.'? At the time we write, however, the
placement of the NLI collection on ‘Ktiv’ is the largest
and most relevant digitization project.’> About 220
fragments have been digitized since 2017 and can be
found on ‘Ktiv’ under the label ‘Afghanistan Genizah’.
Information about these fragments as well as those in
the Khalili Collections can be found also on other
academic websites, such as the website of the presti-
gious Princeton Geniza Lab."*

The objects labelled ‘Afghan Genizah’ are now
physically stored in West Jerusalem. However, their
digitization and publication on ‘Ktiv’ have allowed
scholars also outside Israel to do research on those
artifacts without needing to physically access them.
Digitization has boosted academic interest in the
manuscripts. The ‘Invisible East’ at the University of
Oxford is an important project with research pro-
grams largely based on the unprovenanced manu-
scripts from northern Afghanistan. It brings together
two projects: ‘Persian in Documents’,” funded by the
UK’s Art & Humanities Research Council (started in
2018), and ‘Going Local in the Perso-Islamic Lands:
Afghan Geniza, Islamisation and Language in the pre-
Mongol Islamic East’, funded by the European
Research Council (started in 2020)."> This and other
projects contribute to disseminating use of the unpro-
venanced Afghanistan manuscripts internationally
through digital tools. Namely, they do so by using
the digital images on ‘Ktiv’ for research and publica-
tions, by replicating the same images on different plat-
forms (such as blogs, social media, and the websites of
academic partners), by sharing on their own websites
the metadata made available by the NLI (which does

not include information about the manuscripts’ prov-
enance), and finally, by creating additional informa-
tion on new databases.

The fragments have also received attention from
the wider public thanks to successful communication
campaigns and public scholarship initiatives. For in-
stance, several Afghanistan documents currently in
the NLI were exhibited at the State Hermitage
Museum in Saint Peterburg in 2019 and 2020 along-
side artifacts in the Museum’s collection.'® The acqui-
sition by the NLI has received significant media
attention, with coverage by networks like FoxNews,
CBS News, and RT Network, and by journals including
the New York Times, Haaretz, the HuffPost, and the
Jerusalem Post (see Press, 2016). This interest is partly
due to the manuscripts’ relevance for the history of
Jewish communities in the Middle East and Central
Asia, an important feature which, however, has
received more visibility in the media than other com-
ponents of the corpus acquired by the NLI, such as its
inclusion of Islamic legal texts, Quranic fragments,
and administrative documents.

The misnomer ‘Afghan Genizah’, first heard on
television in 2011, probably helped to communicate
the corpus’ significance by conveniently forging a par-
alle]l between the Afghanistan fragments and the
better-known ‘Cairo Genizah’."” The Cairo Genizah
is an important corpus of ca. 400,000 fragments once
stored inside a synagogue of Cairo, where they were
discarded over time. The Cairo Genizah has been
studied since the nineteenth century and is relatively
famous also outside academia (see Hoffman and Cole,
2011). By ‘genizah’ scholars refer to the ancient ‘coun-
ter-archival’ practice observed by Jewish communities
of ‘consigning worn-out texts in Hebrew script not to
outright destruction but to a slow decay in dignified
limbo, usually in a storage chamber or cemetery’
annexed to a synagogue (Rustow, 2020, pp. 1-2).
Unlike the Cairo Genizah, the Afghanistan documents
now in West Jerusalem are not a historical genizah
because they cannot be traced back to such a storage
chamber. Little is known about the documents’ dis-
covery, as we discuss further below, and there is no
indication that they were found together inside or
near a synagogue. Only some documents in this cor-
pus appear to be related to each other and might
therefore be studied as dossiers (for an overview, see
Haim, 2019 and 2017). The majority, however, appear
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to originate in various locations in Afghanistan and
refer to various individuals, periods, and religious
groups. Overall, the documents are a corpus only be-
cause they came to constitute a collection in the NLI,
and not because it is documentable that they histor-
ically belonged together.

Historians have often acknowledged this incongru-
ence in passing (e.g., Haim, 2019, p. 70). Nonetheless,
many have kept using the misnomer for convenience.

In evoking the image of old Hebrew papers
amassed inside a synagogue, this term practically sug-
gests a false history for the wunprovenanced
Afghanistan fragments. One might understand that
they had a similar story as the Cairo documents found
in the Ben Ezra synagogue, instead of being illicitly
sold on the market in recent years. But while the par-
allel between those two corpora is misleading, given
their different features and histories, it describes real
institutional links between collectors, foundations,
and scholars.

Expertise on the Cairo Genizah and experience
with digitizing that corpus have already facilitated
the study of the fragments from Afghanistan and
will probably keep promoting their inclusion into
advanced Digital Humanities projects (on the
Genizah and the Digital Humanities, see Goldberg,
2017; Goldberg and Krakowski, 2019). ‘Ktiv’ is the
result of partnership between the NLI and the
Friedberg Jewish Manuscript Society, based in
Canada, a leading institution for the study of the
Cairo Genizah materials. The portal is meant to pro-
vide centralized access to Hebrew manuscripts world-
wide, though it includes many items also in other
languages.'® The digitization of the Afghanistan frag-
ments draws on experience from the ‘Friedberg
Genizah Project’, one of the most technologically
advanced projects to date for the study of manu-
scripts, centered on the Cairo  Genizah.
Collaboration between scholars based at universities
in Israel, North America, and Europe doing research
on either or both corpora of texts—the Cairo Genizah
and the unprovenanced Afghanistan fragments—
show clearly that such scholarly exchanges extend be-
yond traditional publishing and into Digital
Humanities projects. One development in the field
of Genizah studies that seems key in this regard is a
new focus on data integration. Based on interoperabil-
ity, cultural preservation experts have been devising

Digital transit ports for the illicit trade in antiquities

solutions to allow networks of co-operating institu-
tions such as museums or archives to share informa-
tion on the same objects, instead of simply replicating
the same data from one platform to another (see
Punzalan, 2014; Marcondes, 2015). Recently,
Genizah scholars have also started exploring this func-
tion with the goal of creating shared repositories inter-
operable across websites (Goldberg, 2017).

The digitization of unprovenanced Afghanistan
manuscripts in ‘Ktiv’, thus, takes place within a
broader framework of academic and financial invest-
ment in such historical artifacts and regions. The on-
going interest of experts, from curators to historians,
has been a key in creating a larger audience and an
expanded market for those objects. Academic research
confirms the social value of the manuscripts, increas-
ing their monetary value on the market (Brodie, 2016;
Prescott and Rasmussen, 2020). Moreover, digitiza-
tion ensures expert access. This has created a feedback
loop of sorts: the illicit export of artifacts from
Afghanistan might have been incentivized by the
interest of scholars, while their digitization has created
further academic opportunities. By emphasizing the
importance of these manuscripts, renowned academ-
ics, research institutions, and funding bodies have
contributed to engineering new modes of dispersal
by which the objects may be used outside their coun-
try of origin, reaching a wider international public.

4 The ‘Afghan Genizah’ and the
illicit trade in antiquities

The digitization of the Afghanistan manuscripts and
placement on ‘Ktiv’ is related to the illicit trade in
antiquities from Afghanistan. The project, in fact, dif-
fers from other digitization efforts in that its target is a
group of recently purchased unprovenanced antiqui-
ties, whose acquisition and use raise serious ethical
concerns. Scholars working with the Afghanistan
manuscripts in the NLI have often noted in passing
that the fragments are unprovenanced, though this is
mostly done without problematizing this information.
While experts appear to agree on the items’ geograph-
ic origin, this was determined by clues contained in
the documents themselves, such as linguistic features
and placenames (Haim, 2019; Azad, 2021; Benfey,
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2020 and similarly, regarding the fragments in the
Khalili Collections, Naveh and Shaked, 2012; Khan,
2014), and not because there is written record of
where and when the items were found. At the same
time, we have come across many informally transmit-
ted accounts pointing to the objects’ finding and sale
on the market in recent decades. Indeed, some schol-
ars have already raised concerns about use of this
collection."”

The manuscripts purchased by the NLI are accom-
panied by many accounts of their ‘discovery’ (Press,
2016). Some of these are clearly false or implausible,
such as a story involving a family of foxes (on this
genre, see Mroczek, 2018).%° Others resemble previ-
ously fabricated ‘rescue narratives’ concerning the
Taliban (see Munch Rasmussen and Justnes, 2020;
Hardy, 2021a). Many of these stories emphasize the
discovery’s ‘mystique’ in ways that excite consumers
instead of exposing concerns about the concrete pos-
sibility that the objects in question were found
through illicit excavations in a conflict zone. The use
of mystifying words does not apply only to social
media and television coverage of these findings, but
also to some publications by experts. For instance,
Finkelman and Haim (2017) describe the appearance
of the manuscripts as ‘mysterious’. The word ‘mys-
tery’ was used by Finkelman also in the catalogue of
the Hermitage exhibition (Pritula, 2019, p. 21).
Likewise, the appearance on the market of the
Afghanistan fragments bought by Khalili has been
associated with a sense of ‘thrill’ and ‘excitement’
(Sims-Williams, 1997; Korn, 2015).

The NLI has provided generic reports about the
collection’s origins on its website and in interviews
to the press (e.g., Harris, 2012). A report from 2013
seems to suggest that the objects were offered to the
library for purchase in the early 2010s and that ‘the
news’ of their finding was recent and ‘backed up by
numerous photographs’.”' In the report it is men-
tioned that the objects had ‘left Afghanistan and
reached antiquaries in different countries’. A second
notice from 2016, published on the NLI’s website fol-
lowing the purchase of additional documents, men-
tions generically the ‘discovery’ of the ‘Afghan
Genizah’, saying that the library ‘procured a portion
of this rare treasure’ thanks to the financial support of
external partners.”” These reports do not indicate that
the manuscripts were the product of either permitted

archaeological activity or legal export and do not men-
tion the ownership chain. Moreover, there is no evi-
dence that the manuscripts were found in a single spot
rather than several locations.

The information provided by the NLI and by
experts often mentions the intermediary role of deal-
ers. Writing for the Jewish Review of Books, NLI cur-
ator Yoel Finkelman and expert Ofir Haim explain
that the manuscripts were known for about thirty
years before the NLI acquired the whole collection
from dealer Lenny Wolfe (Finkelman and Haim,
2017). Wolfe is a well-known figure in the sector
and his name has been frequently associated with
this purchase (e.g., Hasson, 2016).2 Significantly,
some accounts connect the deal to London: dealer
Menashe Goldelman, who was reportedly arrested in
2014 in connection to smuggling antiquities from
Russia (Hasson, 2014), might have acted as a broker
for facilitating the sale of Afghanistan fragments in
London; while Shaul Shaked, a Professor at Hebrew
University who has studied unprovenanced
Afghanistan artifacts also in the Khalili Collections
and in the Schgyen collection, might have seen some
of the fragments in London before these were acquired
for the NLI (Harris, 2012; Hasson, 2014). Shaked him-
self mentioned that he had personally seen Aramaic
documents from northern Afghanistan in the hands of
London dealers before he brought them to Khalili’s
attention (Naveh and Shaked, 2012).

In contrast to the murkiness characterizing the
story of the manuscripts now outside Afghanistan,
there is more information about a portion of docu-
ments which remained inside the country. About 100
fragments from among those dug up illicitly in the
early 1990s in Ghur were recovered, published
(Khwaja and Saqi, 2010), and later donated to the
National Library of Afghanistan thanks to the efforts
of local librarians and scholars, particularly Mirza
Khwaja Muhammad, Nabi Saqi, and Jawan Shir
Rasikh. It is known when, where, and how these frag-
ments were found and gathered before being brought
to the National Library in Kabul; in general, the con-
nection of this portion of documents to illicit excava-
tions has not been either concealed or excused by
scholars who have studied them (see Huseini, 2021).%*

Concerns about the illicit origins of the so-called
‘Afghan Genizah’ in the NLI are therefore concrete. It
is likely that the items forming this collection are the
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product of irregular excavations, unauthorized ex-
port, and transnational trafficking. Both the mention
of thirty years and that of London are significant
details in the story of how the NLI acquired the manu-
scripts, because they are consistent with what is known
about the illicit trade of antiquities from Afghanistan
(see Feroozi et al., 2004; Aikins, 2021). The known
story of the documents from Ghur donated to the
National Library of Afghanistan gives us an idea of
how similar artifacts may have been found. Decades
of conflict have affected gravely Afghanistan’s people
and cultural heritage, and the violence continues as we
write. Besides dramatic episodes such as the looting of
the National Museum in Kabul and the damage
inflicted in Bamiyan in the early 2000s, the country
has seen widespread loss in areas of historical signifi-
cance (see Warikoo, 2002; Feroozi et al, 2004;
Huseini, 2012; Gascoigne et al., 2013). It is known
that some ancient manuscripts from northern
Afghanistan bought by Scheyen in the 1990s came
from the looted National Museum of Kabul (see
Lunden, 2005) and it is impossible to exclude that
this happened also for other unprovenanced artifacts
sold in London in the same period. Several studies
have pointed out the connection between the civil
war, looting, and the illicit export of cultural objects
throughout the 1990s (see Ansari, 2002; Feroozi et al.,
2004). The illicit trade in antiquities has been associ-
ated with armed conflict and criminal activities in
Afghanistan also in the 2000s (Peters, 2010;
Campbell, 2013). Remote assessment analyses show
us that looting in Bamiyan, Ghur, and Balkh—the
same regions with which the ‘Afghan Genizah” mate-
rials are usually associated—increased during the
1980s, the 1990s, and the 2000s (Hammer et al.,
2017). Cultural institutions in northern Afghanistan
have been severely damaged by armed conflict, such as
the Museum of Islamic and Pre-Islamic Art and its
library in Ghazni, whose destruction in 2014 was
documented by Ajmal Yar (Hardy, 2014). The export
of cultural objects from northern Afghanistan must
therefore be read with the grain of what is known
about the transnational illicit trade in antiquities
and contextualized within experiences of violence by
Afghanistan’s populations.

Returning to the digitization of these documents,
important questions about the physical and virtual
transferability of illicit cultural objects must be raised.

Digital transit ports for the illicit trade in antiquities

In this case, the story of how exactly and from where
the fragments reached Israel—whether directly from
Afghanistan or via intermediary countries—remains
unclear. Questions about the collection’s physical
transfer arise considering Afghanistan’s national laws
regulating the protection of its cultural heritage and
the realization of archaeological projects on its terri-
tory, including laws on export (see Afghanistan’s Law
on the Protection of Historical and Cultural
Properties from the years 1958, 1980, and 2004; and
ratification or acceptance of UNESCO Conventions in
the years 1979, 2005, and 2017).% 1t is, however, to
questions about the digital transfer of historical docu-
ments that we wish to turn.

5 ‘Digital Transit’ and ‘Digital
Transit Ports’

For a digital space to serve as a ‘digital transit port’ for
illicit cultural objects, and not merely as a repository
of digital copies, it would have to provide traffickers
and consumers with the equivalent outcomes as phys-
ical transit ports. The digital transit port would have
to: (i) distance cultural objects from their source loca-
tions and illicit origins; (ii) connect consumers to il-
licit cultural objects; and (iii) legitimize illicit cultural
objects by giving them the appearance of respectabil-
ity. In other words, the digital transit port would have
to transform the illicit cultural objects that pass
through it into something that is openly consumable
by elite and white-collar actors in high-income coun-
tries, where consumption is not limited to financial
purchase, but also research and other intellectual use.
To evaluate this possibility, let us return to the ex-
ample of Ktiv’ and the undocumented manuscripts
from Afghanistan that pass through it.

5.1 The digital transit port distances
cultural objects from their source
locations and illicit origins

The objects on Ktiv’ are presented in a clean, clear,
digital space surrounded by the instruments of digital
research and the trappings of academia: rulers, color
control patches, and the ability to inspect all sides of
the piece from multiple angles and different levels of
contrast. The overwhelming impression, almost an
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assertion, is that the objects exist (and have always
existed) within a socially acceptable museum or arch-
ival space. The objects” display does not provide in-
formation either on the origins of the manuscripts nor
on the pathways that they took to their current phys-
ical or digital location. The presentation provides no
hint of looting or trafficking, conflict or destruction,
theft or loss. In most cases, even the word
‘Afghanistan’ is only linked to a manuscript in refer-
ence to ‘shelf marks’ rather than through acknow-
ledgement that the piece originated in Afghanistan.
In this way, Ktiv’ facilitates the distancing of these
objects both from Afghanistan and from the possibil-
ity of illicit origins by failing to acknowledge either.
The fact that the manuscripts are digitized creates a
further sense of separation between a physical object
that might have been looted in Afghanistan and the
ultimate consumer of the piece. The digitization pro-
cess can be used to effectively abstract the image from
its real counterpart, and the object from its real source.
A physical object must be ‘explained’ somehow, at
least to most expert consumers: it has to come from
‘somewhere’, and consumers must be provided with
sufficient support towards accepting the object’s legit-
imacy. A digital object, however, can be accessed and
experienced without having to confront the stark tan-
gibility of a physical undocumented cultural object. It
is telling that, in contrast to the many cases of forged
ownership chains and stories that have been attached
to physical objects in museum and private collections
(one example being the Aramaic incantation bowls
from Iraq in the Scheoyen collection, as mentioned
by Prescott and Munch Rasmussen, 2020), neither
accurate nor forged provenance information is given
in the metadata accompanying the images in the
‘Afghan Genizah’. The digitization process may be
even more effective in distancing cultural objects
from their illicit origins than physical transit ports.

5.2 It connects consumers to illicit
cultural objects

The sleek and professional user interface of ‘Ktiv’ con-
nects the digital versions of these manuscripts to
experts, scholars, enthusiasts, and anyone else who
has access to the platform. It is incredibly easy for
many who would not normally encounter documents
from Afghanistan to find and access them via the

digital portal within seconds. The portal serves as a
mediator between the elite white-collar consumer and
the darker origins of the manuscript, described above,
and in this sense it is similar to physical transit ports.
This function is enhanced by the connection of differ-
ent repositories including both documented and
unprovenanced artifacts. For example, as the
Friedberg Jewish Manuscript Society and the NLI
work at making digitized collections connected across
websites and institutions, they might facilitate the
integrated use of corpora like, on the one hand, the
Genizah documents moved to Cambridge in the 1890s
and, on the other hand, the Afghanistan manuscripts
sold on the London art market in the 2000s.2® Projects
aimed at interoperability are key in this respect. The
application of interoperability to digitized material
culture is already affecting the ownership and accessi-
bility status of digital artifacts (Punzalan, 2014;
Marcondes, 2015). This feature also highlights the
capacity of digital platforms to move cultural objects
on an international scale, creating transnationally
shared virtual collections out of nationally located
physical ones, and facilitating access to unprove-
nanced artifacts.

Moreover, the digital transit allows third countries
to invest public resources on cultural objects in cases
in which the same goods may not physically reach
those countries without posing legal issues. As an ex-
ample, at the time of writing, in principle it would not
be possible for unprovenanced artifacts excavated in
Afghanistan within the last thirty years to be brought
either into the European Union or into the UK with-
out meeting specific legal requirements. Such require-
ments also affect research institutions.”” On the other
hand, publicly funded research can take place normal-
ly if the ‘import’ of cultural objects is not physical but
virtual.?® In other words, the funding, the resources,
the staff, and the research outcome based on work on
illicit cultural objects may be located inside those
countries even when the source materials may not.
Instead, the items can be hosted as digital data on
websites and catalogues; digital images may be either
copied on various platforms or shared across inter-
operable websites, without the material object having
moved. This type of virtual acquisition, even if it dif-
fers from instances of actual purchase, creates the pos-
sibility for research on problematic materials to be
housed at public institutions, borrowed by public
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universities, and funded through public bodies with-
out breaching the law.

As such, Ktiv’ and similar platforms can be seen
less as neutral repositories and more as spaces that
undocumented objects may pass through on their
way to international consumers, in a process of trans-
fer, transition, and transit. The people who consume
the digital objects on ‘Ktiv’ do so in a way that allows
them to mitigate the usual financial, legal, and social
risks of engaging with undocumented cultural objects
and to do so openly and publicly.

5.3 It legitimizes illicit cultural objects by
giving them the appearance of
respectability

The ‘Ktiv’ portal is hosted by the National Library of
Israel, with each digital object borrowing the legitim-
acy of that institution. The inclusion of digital objects
on the site implies that a respectable cultural entity
with both institutional and scholarly backing consid-
ers them to be acceptable and useable. The ‘Afghan
Genizah’ objects also borrow on the respectability of
the possessor institutions of other manuscripts
housed within the platform (e.g., Yale University)
and from manuscript collections that have licit, less
opaque, or simply better-known origins (e.g., the
Genizah fragments in Cambridge University
Library). Indeed, undocumented manuscripts within
the portal are not distinguished in search results in any
way from manuscripts with extensive documentation
and demonstrably legal origins, creating a false equiva-
lence between the two. This mirrors the function of
physical transit ports, which are used to provide illicit
cultural objects with the same appearance as licit cul-
tural objects so that consumers cannot differentiate.
Inclusion on the digital portal becomes the equivalent
of, or an addition to, the legitimizing ‘paperwork’ that
cultural objects gain by passing through physical tran-
sit ports.

The ‘Ktiv’ portal transforms the undocumented
manuscripts that pass through it into digital objects
that are openly consumable by elite actors, who are
mostly based in higher income countries. They can
open the website and access manuscripts with opaque
origins in locations that have experienced both con-
flict and significant recent looting of cultural property.
The digitization process thus transforms a difficult

Digital transit ports for the illicit trade in antiquities

cultural object into a neutralized digital artifact. The
portal as a digital transit port transfers those objects to
international consumers who then can use them for
various purposes, including in academic publications,
and who may not otherwise access the objects. This
facilitates the export and import of virtual versions of
illicit cultural objects over countless international bor-
ders without the need for moving the physical objects.

6 Digital Preservation of Illicit
Cultural Objects

Together with accessibility and education, preserva-
tion goals are central to many digitization projects
sponsored by educational and research institutions,
such as museums and libraries, in which artifacts are
replicated as digital representations (see, for example,
Stewart, 2018). Digitization can ensure the preserva-
tion of an object’s attributed cultural value and mem-
ory, so long as the digital copy is also preserved over
time. It can help preserve information when the
objects become inaccessible. It can protect fragile
objects, such as manuscripts, by providing advanced
tools for manipulating the items without touching
them (see VanSnick and Ntanos, 2018). Civil society
can wield digitization to advocate for the protection of
endangered cultural objects and, more broadly, of
endangered local, linguistic, or national heritages
(see, among others, Kominko, 2015; Odartey-
Wellington, 2018; Ammouri, 2021).

However, these various aspects of digital preserva-
tion are only effective if they rest on principles of eth-
ical use and access. Instead, when digital preservation
is not accompanied by responsible handling of indi-
vidual artifacts and collective heritages, it can become
an instrument to conceal and forget harmful illicit
acts, such as unauthorized excavations, looting, and
trafficking, and it may even inspire more destruction.
We contend that the digitization of illicit cultural
objects contributes to harming local communities
and their heritages instead of protecting them.
Digitization projects that facilitate the transformation
of looted, stolen, or illicitly trafficked antiquities into
openly consumable cultural objects can be seen to
hinder preservation efforts.
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The so-called ‘Afghan Genizah’ well exemplifies
these problems. First, the digitization of these materi-
als is peculiar (though not unique) because it concerns
artifacts acquired recently and directly on the market.
Unlike many other digitization projects, such as those
carried out by the Hill Museum & Manuscript Library
in Palestine and elsewhere, the manuscripts in ques-
tion were moved abroad and sold before their place-
ment online. They are not connected to any recorded
collection in their country of origin. As discussed
above, what is known about the formation of the
‘Afghan Genizah’ leads us to the art market in
London and West Jerusalem, and not to legitimate
preservation programs in Afghanistan. It seems that
no local actors among those invested in protecting
Afghanistan’s cultural heritage on the ground were
involved in either the acquisition or the digitization
project, be it legitimate international organizations,
libraries, museums, or archeological institutes in the
country. While other digitization projects try to pre-
cede the risk of destruction by creating ‘digital surro-
gates’ (e.g., Schmidtke, 2019) that may replace the
originals in case of loss, here the digitization was pre-
ceded by destructive acts and afforded by illicit activ-
ities which made the unprovenanced manuscripts
available on the international market. There is there-
fore no link between the placement of those materials
on ‘Ktiv’ and concrete efforts at protecting the artifacts
from destruction in their original place.

Moreover, the digitization of unprovenanced
documents contradicts preservation efforts because
it encourages the dispersion of endangered cultural
heritages. Many scholars and activists have been
leveraging the potential of Digital Humanities to
redress dispersion. This may be done by enhancing
engagement with local collections, which thanks to
digital tools can become better known and accessible;
one successful example is the digitization of the
Khalidi Library’s manuscript collection.”” It might
also be done by supporting the repatriation of
exported items to their country of origin, to be accom-
panied by digital copies that users abroad may also
access. But digitization can also be a pretext for insti-
tutions in destination countries to avoid dealing with
the restitution of physical artifacts (Geismar, 2008;
Bond, 2018). The Afghanistan fragments in the NLI
are a case in point, as their digitization was possible
only because of the objects’ removal from their

communities and original contexts. At the same
time, ‘Ktiv’ facilitates the objects’ transfer across bor-
ders by making their digital replicas consumable by
international audiences. Both materially and digitally,
the act of placing and sharing those materials online
does not hinder, but rather profits from, the dispersal
of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage.

That such fragments may have various origins (e.g.,
hypothetically, digs, private collections, museums),
that they may have been found through violent or
criminal acts, and that they were dispersed in many
collections is not visible from their misrepresentation
in ‘Ktiv’ as one coherent ‘genizah’. Not everything
ended up in Israel; other undocumented artifacts
from northern Afghanistan were moved to other
countries, as mentioned above. Some fragments which
are now stored in various places might have been
found together.”

In principle, digital tools can bring together scat-
tered cultural objects as reconstructed digital images.
Through digitization, it is possible to create meta-
collections of shared data, somehow transcending na-
tional borders, so that researchers and visitors may
view and manipulate the fragments as if they were,
in fact, ‘reunited’ (Punzalan, 2014). Platforms such
as the Friedberg Genizah Project, the NLI’s main part-
ner for ‘Ktiv’, already offer tools for re-joining frag-
ments from various collections.’! However, in this
way digitization may easily end up concealing the dis-
persal of a corpus which in reality remains frag-
mented. This seems especially problematic for
cultural objects which are both dispersed and unpro-
venanced, and about which the suspicion persists that
they were looted or stolen. When such objects are
made digitally movable and sharable as ‘reunited’ col-
lections, one may easily forget that doing the same
would be all but impossible, and in some cases illegal,
for the real objects.

Finally, digitization is an obstacle to preservation
whenever it obfuscates the violent contexts in which
the artifacts were initially found, notably in the case of
armed conflict (Um, 2020) and forcefully when the
digital platform functions also as a digital transit
port for making illicit cultural objects accessible to
international audiences across borders. By giving re-
spectability, desirability, and visibility to such objects,
these digitization projects may even increase the
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market price of similar artifacts and thus encourage
further illicit and criminal acts.

The ‘Afghan Genizah’ digitization project, thus,
can be seen as unrelated from preservation efforts
regarding Afghanistan’s cultural heritage. One might
even say that had those objects been protected no
digitized ‘Afghan Genizah” would exist.

7 Digital Preservation and the
Question of Access

If the digitization of illicit cultural objects hinders the
physical preservation of endangered cultural heritages, it
is doubtful that it may advance the preservation of his-
torical memory and knowledge production, either. One
might object, in favor of studying the unprovenanced
fragments from Afghanistan, even knowing that they are
undocumented, that digital projects such as ‘Ktiv’ pro-
mote the manuscripts’ access worldwide, thus benefiting
the international academic community as well as the
communities from whom the objects were subtracted.
This is questionable on several levels.

First, we maintain that it is questionable that the his-
torical information we can gather from illicit cultural
objects is significant enough to justify the harmful im-
pact of their use and legitimization. This is a view shared
by some scholars, but strongly denied by others (see
Brodie, 2011 for a more in-depth treatment of this de-
bate). Whatever one’s stance is on this issue, ultimately
unprovenanced items are decontextualized items; the
historical information they might still provide is limited
by this fact, and it is often distorted by their removal and
trafficking (see Marlowe’s (2013) concept of ‘shakey
ground’; see also Mazza, 2021). In addition, there are
concerns about the increasing appearance of forged arti-
facts on the market (Burleigh, 2008; Justnes and Munch
Rasmussen, 2019; Gornall, 2020). Indeed, some have
expressed surprise about the exceptionally good preser-
vation of the Afghanistan documents purchased by the
NLI, which one expert called ‘unbelievable’ (Azad,
2021).>* Regardless of the experts’ final verdict on the
question of authenticity, the doubt only exists because
the manuscripts are unprovenanced.

Secondly, the ability of digitization projects to
reach global audiences is easily overestimated (see
Rico, 2017; Fiormonte, 2021). Functionally working

Digital transit ports for the illicit trade in antiquities

as a transit port, the digital platform prioritizes con-
sumption in destination countries, where the objects
were brought, and not those from which the objects
were taken. Thus, the digital recycling of trafficked
cultural property can work for the exclusion of local
communities and scholars in the country of origin.
Even digitization has physical locations: the location
of the artifacts, of the specialized staff digitizing them,
of the funding bodies covering the costs, of the coun-
tries in which websites are registered, and so on. As
Geismar (2018) powerfully reminds us, digital objects
are not immaterial. Regarding scholarship on the so-
called ‘Afghan Genizah’, there are very visible threads
of collaboration between Israel, North America, and
Europe—the same places where those objects became
marketable and were purchased. Currently, the inclu-
sion of research institutions in Afghanistan is little, at
best. While data regarding the manuscripts may be
found on various websites of institutions located in
Israel, North America, and Europe, some of these may
not be accessed worldwide due to filtering, infrastruc-
tural issues, or political factors (see Fiormonte, 2017).
Like access to the physical collection in the NLI, access
to ‘Ktiv’ is not guaranteed for anyone anywhere.

For the time being, the collaboration afforded by
this digitization project remains somewhat limited to
collectors, consumers, and scholars in wealthier destin-
ation countries. It is unclear how the placement of
those items on Ktiv’ may concretely benefit either
scholars in Afghanistan or people living in the regions
of Ghur, Bamiyan, or Balkh. As the financial and logis-
tic burdens of Digital Humanities projects are unevenly
distributed, so is access. This is a broader problem of
scholarship on dispersed heritages, but one that
becomes even more pressing in the face of possibly
stolen, looted, or illicitly trafficked objects. In these
respects, the digitization of illicit cultural objects may
be seen to run counter the fundamental aspiration of
the Digital Humanities as a space for promoting inclu-
sivity (see Terras, 2013) and for practicing civic engage-
ment, as described, for instance, by Risam (2019).

8 Conclusion

Using the example of the fragments from northern
Afghanistan recently purchased by the State of Israel
and digitized by the NLI, we have argued that
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alongside physical transit ports digital platforms can
also serve as intermediary transit spaces in the illicit
trade of antiquities. We believe that the concept of
digital transit will prove helpful in at least two
respects. First, it can help us theorize and oppose the
rise of a variety of new methods for moving illicit
cultural objects via the internet and through digital
tools, including digital replicas. The digital transit
port distances illicit cultural objects from their real
origins, it coats them with respectability and desirabil-
ity, and it makes them more easily accessible by inter-
national, mostly white-collar elite audiences in
destination countries. Academic institutions and
experts are directly involved in this process in that
they contribute to creating new modes of digital con-
sumption for illicit cultural objects and to expanding
their marketability, in ways that may not only legit-
imize the objects’ presence in scholarship and public
discourse, but also help circumvent limitations to use
of the physical objects. Secondly, the concept of digital
transit can help us reflect critically on the role that
Digital Humanities scholarship might have in con-
doning or even facilitating cultural heritage loss and
dispersal, instead of fostering preservation and access.
Like other criticalities brought about by digital muse-
alization and preservation, the link between digitiza-
tion and the illicit trade in antiquities from conflict
zones reminds us to stay vigilant about digital scholar-
ship’s real impact on, and relationship to, living com-
munities. Ultimately, the same objections that stand
for the handling and curation of physical collections of
illicit cultural objects must stand also for their digital
curation.

Funding

C.P’s research was supported by the project
‘Embedding Conquest: Naturalising Muslim Rule in
the Early Islamic Empire (600-1000)’ funded by the
European Research Council (ERC) under the Euro-
pean Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme (grant agreement No. 683194). D.Y.s™ re-
search was funded by the European Research Council
(ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 re-
search and innovation programme (grant agreement
No. 804851).

Acknowledgements

The authors wish to thank Reza Said Huseini, Jawan
Shir Rasikh, and Roberta Mazza for insightful conver-
sations and for reading a draft of this article.

References

Alder, C. and Polk, K. (2002). Stopping this awful business:
theillicit trafficin antiquities examined as a criminal mar-
ket. Art Antiquities and Law, 7(1): 35-54.

Aikins, M. (2021). How One Looted Artifact Tells the Story
of Modern Afghanistan, The New York Times, published 4
March 2021.

Altaweel, M. (2019). The market for heritage: evidence from
eBay using natural language processing. Social Science
Computer Review, 39(3): 391-415.

Ansari, M. (2002), Plundering Afghanistan: special report.
Archaeological Institute of America, 55(2): 18-20.

Ammouri, S. (2021), ‘This is How they Bring Palestine
Off the Map ... Palestinians Busy with Digitizing
Its History and Narrative [Arabic], Raseef22, published
18 April 2021, https://raseef22.net/article/1082420-

O s) e sipdandd-Ud) jrall-z jla-(plandd- () 5 juany-13Sa
Al gl g-pe lill-A5a8 51 (accessed 20 July 2021).

Argyropoulos, V., Polikreti, K., Simon, S., and
Charalambous, D. (2011). Ethical issues in research
and publications of illicit cultural property. Journal of
Cultural Heritage, 12(2): 214-19.

Azad, A. (2021). The Unheard Voices from Eastern Iran and
the Eastern Islamicate World, British Institute of Persian
Studies, 22 April 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=tLm8WzwVtvQ&ab_channel=BritishInstituteofPersian
Studies (accessed 3 September 2021).

Azad, A., and Firoozbakhsh, P. (2020). ‘No one can give
you protection.” The reversal of protection in a persian
decree dated 562/1167. Annales Islamologiques, 54:
125-38.

Benfey, T. (2020). Tracing the origins of a historical frag-
ment focused on the Samanids, Kitab Blog.

Blair, S., and Bloom, J. (1995). The Nasser D. Khalili col-
lection of Islamic art. Persica 25, 77-90.

Bond, S. E. (2018), Digitization # repatriation: when digital
humanities provides access but not restitution, history
from below blog, published 18 June 2018, https://sarahe
milybond.com/2018/06/18/digitization-%E2%89%A0-
repatriation-when-digital-humanities-provides-access-
but-not-restitution/ (accessed 5 August 2021).

270 Digital Scholarship in the Humanities, Vol. 38. No. 1, 2023

GZ0z 1snBny g1, uo Jasn Ausioniun Jyouiseel Ad £402299/262/1/8E/SI0IE/USP/WO0o"dNo oIS PED.//:SAY WO PAPEOUMOQ



Brodie, N. (2011). Congenial bedfellows? The academy and
the antiquities trade. Journal of Contemporary Criminal
Justice, 27(4): 408-37.

Brodie, N. (2014). The internet market in precolumbian antiq-
uities. In Kila, J., and Balcells, M. (eds), Cultural Property
Crime: An Overview and Analysis on Contemporary
Perspectives and Trends. Leiden: Brill, pp. 237-62.

Brodie, N. (2015). The internet market in antiquities. In
Desmarais, F. (ed.), Countering Illicit Traffic in Cultural
Goods: The Global Challenge of Protecting the World’s
Heritage. Paris: ICOM, pp. 11-20.

Brodie, N. (2016). Scholarly engagement with collections of
unprovenanced ancient texts. In Almgqvist, K. and
Belfrage, L. (eds), Cultural Heritage at Risk. Stockholm:
Axson Johnson Foundation, pp. 123-42.

Brodie, N. (2017). ‘Virtually gone!” The Internet Market in
Antiquities. Proceedings of the 6th International
Conference of Experts on the Return of Cultural Property,
Gyeongju, October 2016. Seoul: Overseas Korean
Cultural Heritage Foundation, pp. 190-204.

Brodie, N., Batura, O., op ‘t Hoog, G., Slot, B., van
Wanrooij, N., and Yates, D. (2019). Illicit trade in cul-
tural goods in Europe: Characteristics, criminal justice
responses and an analysis of the applicability of technol-
ogies in the combat against the trade. Final Report.
Brussels: European Commission, https://op.europa.eu/
en/publication-detail/-/publication/d79al05a-a6aa-
11e9-9d01-01aa75ed71al (accessed 3 September 2021).

Burleigh, N. (2008). Unholy Business: A True Tale of Faith,
Greed & Forgery in the Holy Land. New York: Harper
Collins.

Campbell, P. (2013). The illicit antiquities trade as a trans-
national criminal network: characterizing and anticipat-
ing trafficking of cultural heritage. International Journal of
Cultural Property, 20: 113-53.

Chappell, D. and Polk, K. (2011). Unraveling the ‘cordata’:
just how organized is the international traffic in cultural
objects? In Manacorda, S. and Chappell, D. (eds), Crime
in the Art and Antiquities World: Illegal Trafficking in
Cultural Property. New York: Springer, pp. 99-113.

Casey, R. (2017). Transit: an analysis of networked criminal
groups and criminal opportunities at transit ports. Cogent
Social Sciences, 3. https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.
2017.1301182.

Davis, T. and Mackenzie, S. (2014). Crime and conflict:
temple looting in Cambodia. In Kila, J. and Balcells, M.
(eds), Cultural Property Crimes: An Overview and Analysis
on Contemporary Perspectives and Trends. Brill: Leiden,
Pp. 292-306.

Digital transit ports for the illicit trade in antiquities

Dobson, J. (2019). Critical Digital Humanities: The Search
fora Methodology. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press.

Dundler, L. (2019). ‘Still covered in sand. looked very
old.-Legal obligations in the internet market for antiqui-
ties. Heritage, 2: 2311-26.

Feroozi, A. W., Tarzi, Z., and Tarzi, N. (2004). The Impact
of War Upon Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage, The
Archaeological Institute of America, published March
2004, https://www.archaeological.org/pdfs/papers/AIA_
Afghanistan_address_lowres.pdf (accessed 3 September
2021).

Filigenzi, A. and Giunta, R. (eds) (2009). The IsIAO Italian
Archaeological Mission in Afghanistan 1957-2007: Fifty
Years of Research in the Heart of Eurasia. Proceedings of
the Symposium Held in the Istituto Italiano per I'Africa e
I'Oriente, Rome, January 2008. Rome: ISIAO. https://
issuu.com/isiao/docs/conferenze_21 (accessed 3
September 2021).

Finkelman, Y. and Haim, O. (2017). Afghan Treasure,
Jewish Review of Books, Fall 2017, https://jewishreviewof
books.com/articles/2786/afghani-treasure/ (accessed 3
September 2021).

Fiormonte, D. (2021). Taxation against overrepresenta-
tion? The consequences of monolingualism for digital
humanities. In Kim, D. and Koh, A. (eds), Alternative
Histories of the Digital Humanities. Punctumbooks, pp.
333-77, https://punctumbooks.com/titles/alternative-
historiographies-of-the-digital-humanities/ (accessed 3
September 2021).

Fiormonte, D. (2017). Digital humanities and the geopol-
itics of knowledge. Digital Studies/Le champ numérique,
7(1): 1-18.

Franke, U. (2015). Ancient Herat revisited. New data from
recent archaeological fieldwork. In Rante, R. (ed.),
Greater Khorasan: History, Geography, Archaeology and
Material Culture. Berlin: De Gruyter, pp. 63—88.

Geismar, H. (2008). Cultural property, museums, and the
Pacific: reframing the debates. International Journal of
Cultural Property, 15: 109-22.

Geismar, H. (2018). Museum Object Lessons for the Digital
Age. London: UCL Press.

Goldberg, J. (2017). Digitizing the Documentary Genizah,
Haifa University, 11 August 2017, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=SObAIFsvRHc&ab_channel=
MirkazGenizah (accessed 2 September 2021).

Goldberg, J. and Krakowski, E. (2019). Introduction: a
handbook of documentary Geniza research in the
twenty-first century. Jewish History, 32: 115-30.

Digital Scholarship in the Humanities, Vol. 38. No. 1, 2023 271

GZ0z 1snBny g1, uo Jasn Ausioniun Jyouiseel Ad £402299/262/1/8E/SI0IE/USP/WO0o"dNo oIS PED.//:SAY WO PAPEOUMOQ



C. Palombo and D. Yates

Graham, S., Huffer, D., and Blackadar, J. (2020). Towards
a digital sensorial archaeology as an experiment in distant
viewing of the trade in human remains on Instagram.
Heritage, 3(2): 208-27.

Graham, S., Lane, A., Huffer, D., and Angourakis, A.
(2020). Towards a method for discerning sources of sup-
ply within the human remains trade via patterns of visual
dissimilarity and computer vision. Journal of Computer
Applications in Archaeology, 3: 253—68.

Greenland, F., Marrone, J.V., Topcuoglu, O., and
Vorderstrasse, T. (2019). A site-level market model of
the antiquities trade. International Journal of Cultural
Property, 26: 21-47.

Gascoigne, A., Thomas, D., and Kidd, F. (2013). In the
trenches: Rescue archaeology at the Bala Hissar, Kabul.
Iran, 51: 151-96.

Gornall, J. (2020). Why Fakes are Replacing Real Trafficked
Antiquities from the Middle East, Arab News, published
25 May 2020, https://www.arabnews.com/node/
1679636/middle-east (accessed 3 September 2021).

Hasson, N. (2014). Swiss Jail Israeli Antiquities Dealer Over
Russian Smuggling Charges, Haaretz, published 13
January 2014, https://www.haaretz.com/archaeology/
swiss-jail-israeli-antiquities-dealer-1.5310785 (accessed
3 September 2021).

Hasson, N. (2016). 1000-Year Old ‘Afghan Genizah’ Offers
Window on Lost World of Silk Road Jews, Forward, pub-
lished 15 September 2016, https://forward.com/culture/
350015/1-000-year-old-afghan-genizah-offers-window-
on-lost-world-of-silk-road-jews/ (accessed 26 January
2022).

Haim, O. (2014). Documents from Afghanistan in the
National Library [Hebrew]. Ginze Qedem, 10: 9-28.

Haim, O. (2017). Further documents from Afghanistan in
the National Library [Hebrew]. Journal for the Research
and Study of Jews in Iran, Bukhara and Afghanistan 10:
6-21.

Haim, O. (2019). What is the ‘Afghan Genizah’? A short
guide to the collection of the afghan manuscripts in the
National Library of Israel, with the edition of two docu-
ments. Afghanistan, 2(1): 70-90.

Haim, O. (2019b). Acknowledgment deeds (igrars) in early
new Persian from the area of Bamiyan (395-430
ah/1005-1039 ce). Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society,
29(3): 415-46.

Hammer, E., Seifried, R., Franklin, K., and Lauricella, A.
(2017). Remote assessments of the archaeological heri-
tage situation in Afghanistan. Journal of Cultural
Heritage, 33: 125-44.

Hardy, S. (2014). Taliban Have Wrecked Museums in
Ghazni, But Afghans Will Rebuild, Again, Conflict
Antiquities News & Analyses, published 11 September
2014, https://conflictantiquities.wordpress.com/2014/
09/11/afghanistan-ghazni-museum-library-destruction-
evidence/ (accessed 20 July 2021).

Hardy, S. (2020). Criminal money and antiquities: an
open-source investigation into transnational organized cul-
tural crime. In Benson, K., King, C., and Walker, C. (eds),
Assets, Crimes and the State: Innovation in 21st-Century Legal
Responses. London: Routledge, pp. 154-67.

Hardy, S. (2021). Conflict antiquities’ rescue or ransom:
The cost of buying back cultural property in contexts of
political violence. International Journal of Cultural
Property, 28(1): 1-22.

Hardy, S. (2021a). Private ‘rescue’-by-purchase of stolen
cultural goods: the material and social consequences
and the complicity of Europe and North America.
International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social
Democracy, 10(1): 65-82.

Harris, B. (2012). Medieval Texts Found in Afghan Cave,
The Times of Israel, published 25 January 2012, https:/
www.timesofisrael com/medieval-texts-found-in-afghan-cave/
(accessed 3 September 2021).

Hirayama, I. (2003). My personal experience of east-west
cultural exchange. Diogenes, 50(4): 119-21.

Hoffman, A. and Cole, P. (2011). Sacred Trash: The Lost and
Found World of the Cairo Geniza. New York: Nextbook
and Schocken.

Huffer, D. and Graham, S. (2017). The insta-dead: the rhet-
oric of the human remains trade on Instagram. Internet
Archaeology, 45: https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.45.5.

Huseini, R. S. (2021). The Muqaddam represented in the
pre-Mongol Persian documents from Ghur. Afghanistan,
4(2):91-113.

Huseini, R. S. (2012). Destruction of Bamiyan Buddha:
Taliban iconoclasm and Hazara response. Journal
of Himalayan and Central Asian Studies, 16(2): 15-50.

Justnes, A. and Munch Rasmussen, J. (2019). The
Post-2002 Fragments and the Scholars Who Turned
Them Into Dead Sea Scrolls, The Ancient Near East
Today 7/2, published February 2019, https://www.asor.
org/anetoday/2019/02/Post-2002-Fragments-Dead-Sea-
Scrolls (accessed 5 July 2020).

Kersel, M. M. (2006), From the ground to the buyer: a mar-
ket analysis of the trade in illegal antiquities. In Brodie, N.,
Kersel, M. M., Luke, C., and Walker Tubb, K. (eds),
Archaeology, Cultural Heritage and the Antiquities

272 Digital Scholarship in the Humanities, Vol. 38. No. 1, 2023

GZ0z 1snBny g1, uo Jasn Ausioniun Jyouiseel Ad £402299/262/1/8E/SI0IE/USP/WO0o"dNo oIS PED.//:SAY WO PAPEOUMOQ



Trade. Gainsville: University Press of Florida, pp.
188-205.

Kersel, M. M. (2007) Trancending borders: objects on the
move. Archaeologies, 3: 81-98.

Keskin, T. (ed.) (2018). Middle East studies after September
11: neo-orientalism. American Hegemony and Academia.
Leiden—Boston: Brill.

Khan, G. (2014). Arabic documents from early Islamic
Khurasan. Eastern Lectures in Islamic Studies. Berlin:
Freie Universitit Berlin.

Kim, D. (2021). Media histories, media archaeologies, and
the politics and genealogies of the digital humanities.
In Kim, D. and Koh, A. (eds), Alternative Histories
of the Digital Humanities. Punctumbooks, pp. 15-35,
https://punctumbooks.com/titles/alternative-historiogra
phies-of-the-digital-humanities/ (accessed 3 September
2021).

Kirkpatrick, S. (1992). Lords of Sipdn: A True Story of
Pre-Inca Tombs, Archaeology, and Crime. New York:
William Morrow and Company.

Kominko, M. (ed.) (2015). From Dust to Digital: Ten Years
of Endangered Archives Programme. Open Book
Publishers, https://www.openbookpublishers.com/prod
uct/283 (accessed 20 July 2021).

Korn, A. (2015). Book Review: Nicholas Sims-Williams,
Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan I:
Legal and Economic Documents (revised edition,
Studies in the Khalili Collections, 2012). Indo-Iranian
Journal, 58: 71-100.

Khoja, M. M. and Saqji, N. (2010). Leaves from a Chapter, or
Historical Documents of Ghur [Farsi]. Kabul: Intasharat
Said.

Lunden, S. (2005). TV Review NRK
Skriftsamleren [The Manuscript Collector]. Culture
Without Context: the Newsletter of the Illicit Antiquities
Research Center, 16: 3—11.

Mack, M. and Balint, B. (2019). Jerusalem City of the Book.
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Mackenzie, S. (2002). Regulating the Market in Illicit
Antiquities, Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal
Justice  239. Canberra: Institute  of
Criminology.

(Norway),

Australian

Mackenzie, S. (2011). The market as criminal and criminals
in the market: Reducing opportunities for organised
crime in the international antiquities market. In
Manacorda, S. and Chappell, D. (eds), Crime in the Art
and Antiquities World: Illegal Trafficking in Cultural
Property. New York: Springer, pp. 69-85.

Digital transit ports for the illicit trade in antiquities

Mackenzie, S. (2014). Conditions for guilt-free consump-
tion in a transnational criminal market. European Journal
on Criminal Policy and Research, 20: 503—15.

Mackenzie, S., Brodie, N., Yates, D. and Tsirogiannis, C.
(2020). Trafficking Culture: New Directions in Researching
the Global Market in Illicit Antiquities. London: Routledge.

Mackenzie, S. and Davis, T. (2014). Temple looting in
Cambodia anatomy of a statue trafficking network.
British Journal of Criminology, 45: 722—40.

Mackentzie, S. and Yates, D. (2016). What is grey about the
‘grey market’ in antiquities’. In Beckert, J. and Dewey, M.
(eds), The Architecture of Illegal Markets: Towards an
Economic Sociology of Illegality in the Economy. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Marcondes, C. H. (2015). Interoperabilidade Entre Acervos
Digitais de Arquivos, Bibliotecas e Museus: Potencialidades
Das Tecnologias de Dados Abertos Interligados, Perspectivas
em Ciéncia da Informagao, 21(2): 61-83.

Marlowe, E. (2013). Shakey Ground: Context,
Connoisseurship and the History of Roman Art. London:
Bloomsbury.

Mazza, R. (2021). Descriptions and the materiality of texts.
Qualitative Research, 21(3): 376-93.

Mazza, R. (2019). Papyrology and ethics. In Proceedings of
the 28th Congress of Papyrology, Barcelona, 1-6 August
2016. Barcelona: Scripta Orientalia, pp. 15-27.

Mroczek, E. (2018). Batshit Stories: New Tales of
Discovering Ancient Texts, Marginalia. Deep Learning
for a Digital Age, https://themarginaliareview.com/batshit-
stories-new-tales-of-discovering-ancient-texts/ (accessed 26
January 2022).

Munch Rasmussen, J. and Justnes, A. (2020). Tales of sav-
iours and iconoclasts. On ‘the Dead Sea Scrolls of
Buddhism’. Acta ad Archaeologiam et Artium Historiam
Pertinentia, 32: 125—46.

Naveh, J. and Shaked, S. (2012). Aramaic Documents from
Ancient Bactria (fourth century B.C.E.) from the Khalili
Collections. London: Khalili Family Trust.

Nordstrom, C. (2007). Global Outlaws: Crime, Money and
Power in the Contemporary World. London: University of
California Press.

Odartey-Wellington, D. (2018). Ubuntu, cultura digital e
identidad: literatura Hispano-Saharaui. In
Odartey-Wellington, D. (ed.), Trans-afrohispanismos.
Puentes culturales criticos entre Africa. Latinoamérica y
Espana. Leiden-Boston: Brill, pp. 308-27.

Palombo, C. (2020). Working with Collections, Embedding
Congquest Project’s EyeOpeners, published 21 December

Digital Scholarship in the Humanities, Vol. 38. No. 1, 2023 273

GZ0z 1snBny g1, uo Jasn Ausioniun Jyouiseel Ad £402299/262/1/8E/SI0IE/USP/WO0o"dNo oIS PED.//:SAY WO PAPEOUMOQ



C. Palombo and D. Yates

2021,  https://emco.hcommons.org/2020/12/21/work
ing-with-collections/ (accessed 3 September 2021).

Peters, G. (2010). Crime and Insurgency in the Tribal Areas
of Afghanistan and Pakistan. Combating Terrorism
Center at West Point, published October 2010, https:/
www.ctcusma.edu/wp-content/uploads/2010/10/Crime-and-
Insurgency_Finalpdf (accessed 3 September 2021).

Prescott, C. and Munch Rasmussen, J. (2020). Exploring
the ‘cozy cabal of academics, dealers and collectors’
through the Schayen collection. Heritage, 3: 68-97.

Press, M. (2016). Raiders of the Lost Archive: How Newly
Discovered Manuscripts of Afghanistan Ended Up in
Israel, Hyperallergic, published 3 October 2016, https:/
hyperallergic.com/326846/raiders-lost-archive-newly-discov
ered-manuscripts-afghanistan-ended-israel/  (accessed 3
September 2021).

Pritula, A. (ed.) (2019). Life in Medieval Khurasan. A
Genizah from the National Library of Israel, Exhibition
Catalogue. Saint Peterburg: The State Hermitage
Publishers.

Prott, L. V. and O’Keefe, P. J. (1989). Law and the Cultural
Heritage, Volume 3, Movement. London: Butterworths.

Punzalan, R. (2014). Understanding virtual reunification.
Library Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy,
84(3): 294-323.

Rasikh, J. S. (2020). The many lives of a medieval Muslim scholar:
an introduction to the life and times of Minhaj Siraj al-Din
Juzjani, 11931260 CE. Afghanistan, 3(2): 111-34.

Rico, T. (2020). The second coming of Palmyra. a techno-
logical prison. Archaeological Dialogues, 27: 125-26.

Rico, T. (2017). Technology, technocracy, and the promise
of ‘alternative’ heritage values. In Silverman, H.,
Waterton, E. and Watson, S. (eds), Heritage in Action:
Making the Past in the Present. New York: Springer, pp.
217-30.

Rico, T. (2017a) .Heritage studies and Islam. A crisis of rep-
resentation. Review of Middle East Studies, 51(2): 183-87.

Risam, R. (2019). New Digital Worlds. Chicago, IL:
Northwestern University Press.

Sargent, M., Marrone, J. V, Evans, A. T, Lilly, B., Nemeth,
E., and Dalzell, S. (2020). Tracking and Disrupting the
Mllicit Antiquities Trade with Open Source Data, Report,
RAND Corporation, https;//opeuropaeu/enfpublication-detail -
/publication/d79a105a-a6aa-11€9-9d01-01aa75ed71al (accessed on
6 September 2021).

Rustow, M. (2020). The Lost Archive: Traces of a Caliphate in
a Cairo Synagogue. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.

Scarcia, G. (1963). A preliminary report on a Persian legal
document 0f 470-1078 found at Bamiyan. East and West,
14(1/2): 73-85.

Schmidtke, S. (2019). The Intricacies of Capturing the
Holdings of a Mosque Library in Yemen: The Library of
the Shrine of Imam al-Hadi, Sa‘da, Manuscript Studies
3/1, Article 11, https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/
vol3/iss1/11 (accessed on 22 April 2022).

Shami, S. and Miller-Idriss, C. (eds) (2016). Middle
East Studies for the New Millennium: Infrastructures
of Knowledge. New York: New York University
Press.

Sims-Williams, N. (2012). Bactrian Documents from
Northern Afghanistan: Legal and Economic Documents I,
Revised Edition. London: Nour Foundation.

Sims-Williams, N. (2000). Bactrian Documents from
Northern Afghanistan: Legal and Economic Documents 1.
London: Nour Foundation.

Sims-Williams, N. (1997). New Light on Ancient
Afghanistan: The Decipherment of Bactrian, An
Inaugural Lecture Delivered on 1 February 1996.
London: School of Oriental and African Studies.

Simpson, S. J. (2019), Art in Crisis. Identifying and
Returning Looted Objects, The British Museum Blog,
published 5 November 2019, https://blog.britishmuseum.
org/art-in-crisis-identifying-and-returning-looted-objects/
(accessed 20 May 2021).

Smith, E. C. H. (2019). Illicit markets in the global city: the
cultural property trade in Hong Kong. Doctoral Thesis,
Glasgow University.

Stewart, C. (2018). Giving voice to ancient texts: manu-
script scholarship in the digital era. International
Journal of Middle East Studies, 50: 119-23.

Terras, M. (2013). Peering inside the big tent. In Terras, M.,
Nyhan, J., and Vanhoutte, E. (eds), Defining Digital
Humanities: A Reader. London—New York: Routledge,
pp. 263-70.

Thomas, S. (2014). Movement of cultural objects in and
through Finland: an analysis in a regional context.
European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research,
21(1): 135-49.

Um, N. (2020). Yemeni manuscripts online: digitization in
an age of war and loss. Manuscript Studies, 5(1): 1-44.

VanSnick, S. and Ntanos, K. (2018). On digitisation as a
preservation measure. Studies in Conservation, 63(1):
282-87.

Warikoo, K. (2002). Bamiyan: Challenge to World Heritage.
New Dheli: Bhavana Books & Prints.

274 Digital Scholarship in the Humanities, Vol. 38. No. 1, 2023

GZ0z 1snBny g1, uo Jasn Ausioniun Jyouiseel Ad £402299/262/1/8E/SI0IE/USP/WO0o"dNo oIS PED.//:SAY WO PAPEOUMOQ



Notes

1

10

11

We use the term provenience to mean location of ori-
gin, in other words, the object’s find spot. We use the
term provenance to mean the object’s post discovery
ownership and possession history.
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/nlis/en/manuscript.

E.g., the type of person who can spend several million
USD on an ancient Cambodian statue at a New York
auction house does not ‘run in the same circles’ as the
former Khmer Rouge child soldier turned antiquities
looter that Davis and Mackenzie (2014) interviewed on
the Thai/Cambodia border.

A complete discussion of the foundational research into
the role of transit locations for the movement of illicitly
transported cultural objects is outside the scope of this
article. The reader is referred to Prott and O’Keefe
(1989), particularly chapter 5, for a thorough discus-
sion of this idea.

Such as situations where only a special economic zone
within a state, such as a free-trade zone, serve this tran-
sit function for the movement of cultural objects and
not the entire state.

For example, antiquities stolen from the archaeological
site of Sipan in Peru were routed via London on the way
to their ultimate market destination of California. This
was because they could then be imported into the
United States as the ‘personal effects’ of the deceased
British father of one of the co-conspirators. The father
had traveled in South America in the 1920s and, in
London, the traffickers wrapped the illicit cultural
objects in British newspapers, placed in a footlocker,
and covered them with the father’s old raincoat
(Kirkpatrick, 1992).
https://www.nasserdkhalili.com/. On the
Collections, see also Blair and Bloom (1995).
http://www.silkroad-museum.jp/english/. On this col-
lection, see also Hirayama (2003).
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLI/English/library/news/
Acquisitions/Pages/Afghan-Genizah.aspx.

A list of volumes based on the Afghanistan documents in
the Khalili Collections is available at: https://www.khalili
collections.org/publications. Conferences at which those
objects were presented include a 2019 workshop at the
Free University of Berlin: https://www.geschkult.fu-ber
lin.de/e/islamwiss/Termine/AG-Berlin-Workshop-Prog-
Short-Web-version.pdf.

Doing so would be an ethical violation, and in some
situations, a legal violation as well, but that is a discus-
sion beyond the scope of this article.

Khalili
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12

13
14

15
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19

20

21

22

23

24
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https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/provincial-
life-under-artaxerxes-alexander-the-great/
KAKiltGUBhz3KQ.
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/en/ManuScript/.
https://genizalab.princeton.edu/pgp-database/
corpus#.

See https://invisibleeast.web.ox.ac.uk/home#/;
https://erc.europa.eu/projects-figures/erc-funded-proj
ects/results?search_api_views_fulltext=geniza&f%5B0
%5D=call_year%3A2019(accessed 14 August 2022).
https://hermitagefoundation.com/geniza-from-the-na
tional-library-of-israel/.

The first time the label was used was apparently on Israeli
Channel 2: https://youtu.be/Ws50HLHgPnQ.

See  http://pr.genizah.org/About-History.aspx; https://web.
nli.orgil/sites/nlis/en/manuscript/Pages/manuscripts_about.
aspx; ‘Ktiv’ is primarily a platform for studying Hebrew
manuscripts. The ‘Afghan Genizah’ is distinct in this respect.
Most of the Afghanistan fragments acquired by the NLI, and
ca. 80% of the digitized ones, are written in Farsi.
Criticism has been raised at academic meetings, on
blogs, and on social media by a few scholars including
Jawan Shir Rasikh, Michael Press, Allison Gascoigne,
and Cecilia Palombo.

and

The story concerning foxes was reported on Israel’s
Channel 2 in 2011 (see f. 17) and then replicated else-
where, such as on the journal Haaretzand on the online
magazine Peregrinations: Journal of Medieval Art and
Architecture in 2013. See, respectively: https://www.haar
etz.com/.premium-afghan-docs-lift-veil-on-ancient-jewish-
past-1.5287537;  https://digital kenyon.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgitarticle=1093&context=perejournal.

As far as we can tell, these photographs have not
appeared or have not been made public.
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLI/English/library/news/
Acquisitions/Pages/Afghan-Genizah.aspx; https://www.
nli.org.il/en/discover/judaism/jewish-people-treasures/
afghan-genizah.

For example, in occasion of an online talk at the
Scottish Jewish Archives Center with the title ‘One
Man’s Forgery is Another Man’s Antiquity’ (11 April
2021), Wolfe was introduced to the public as the person
‘appointed by the Israel Antiquities Authorities to ac-
quire the remainder [of the Afghanistan manuscripts
now in the NLI].” See https://www.jewishglasgow.org/
event/scottish-jewish-archives-centre-speaker-event-
lenny-wolfe-6pm/.

The authors thank Reza Huseini and Jawan Shir Rasikh
for sharing their knowledge about this portion of
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documents and providing materials about them. On
the history of Ghur, see Rasikh (2020); Huseini (2021).
https://en.unesco.org/cultnatlaws/list; http://www.unesco.
org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CLT/pdf/List-
State-members-electoral-group-EN-Final-2020.pdf.

On this partnership, see the media announcements:
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/nli/english/library/news/
pages/nli-fims-agreement.aspx; https://www.timesofis
rael.com/documentary-unravels-history-and-digital-
future-of-mysterious-cairo-geniza/; https://thecjn.ca/
news/canada/library-israel-partners-canadian-group-
preserve-jewish-texts/.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uri
serv : OJ.L_.2019.151.01.0001.01.ENG; https://www.gov.
uk/government/publications/protection-of-cultural-prop
erty-in-the-event-of-armed-conflict.

As already noticed by Argyropoulos et al. (2011), the
European Commission has published a guidebook on
ethical research in which there is no mention of research
with stolen, looted, or dubious cultural objects: https://op.
europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/68d86ebd-
332f-46c0-8474-49fd93ba098f. On the other hand, EU
laws tackle the import, export, and acquisition of such
objects, as mentioned above.
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See the announcement: https://hmml.org/stories/
hmml-completes-cataloging-of-khalidi-library-manu
script-collection/.

Researchers familiar with the documents have pointed
out connections across the collections. These will need
more study to be ascertained. For instance, Haim (2019)
noticed that it is possible that the fragments from
Bamiyan discussed by V. Minorsky in the 1940s, and
which to Minorsky’s knowledge were returned to Kabul
by the French Archaeological Mission, might be related to
some of the fragments recently purchased by the NLL
See the FGP http://pr.genizah.org/
TheResearchPlatform_New.aspx.

Although Azad deems these items to be authentic, like
other experts do, during a public lecture she mentioned
that ‘of course, we have been wondering’ whether they

website:

might be forged (Azad, 2021). Forged antiquities might
be sold together with unprovenanced authentic objects.
For instance, this has been ascertained for the Schoyen
collection (Prescott and Munch Rasmussen, 2020).
Some scholars we have talked to suspect that a few
unprovenanced documents from Afghanistan in the
Khalili Collections are fake.
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