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Introduction

From the marble halls of European museums to dynamic galleries across the world,
artifacts of ancient empires are at the heart of public encounters with the distant past.
Yet the journey of such objects from their places of origin to museum cases is often
entangled with histories of empire, violence, and contestation. Collections of ancient
artifacts are not neutral assemblages: each piece holds stories shaped not only by
countless generations but also by the motives, prejudices, and ambitions of collectors,
curators, and states. As such, the curation and exhibition of ancient empires remain
deeply implicated in ongoing debates over cultural property, identity, and justice.

For centuries, museums have functioned as sites of authority—institutions that shape
how societies remember, interpret, and value the ancient world. Their collections,
particularly of objects from once-powerful states such as Egypt, Assyria, Greece, or the
Americas, have become both sources of inspiration and flashpoints for controversy.
Many of these artifacts were extracted during the age of Western imperial expansion,
often acquired under dubious or exploitative circumstances. The ways these items are
displayed, described, and contextualized today continue to influence global
perceptions of ancient civilizations—and, in turn, affect the relationships between
countries, cultures, and communities.

In recent decades, the ethical imperatives of collection and display have become
pressing for museum professionals, policymakers, and the engaged public alike.
Questions of provenance, legality, and cultural sensitivity now accompany any major
acquisition or exhibition. The repatriation of objects—sometimes sacred, sometimes
looted, always deeply significant—has moved from the periphery to the center of
international cultural discourse. High-profile cases, such as those of the Parthenon
Marbles or the Benin Bronzes, illustrate the moral and legal complexities at play, as
countries and origin communities seek redress for historical wrongs and a restoration
of cultural dignity.

Yet museums are also evolving. Shifts toward collaborative curation, inclusive
narratives, and digital engagement are forging new models of stewardship. Moves to
"decolonize" museum spaces increasingly ask institutions to challenge their own
histories, reconsider the stories they tell, and invite descendant communities back into
the conversation. Technological advancements, from digital humanities to virtual
reality and artificial intelligence, offer new vistas for research, education, and
accessibility—potentially democratizing the curation and experience of ancient
empires.

This book, Curating Empire: How Ancient States Are Collected, Exhibited, and
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Contested Today, offers a critical guide through these interwoven histories and
debates. Drawing on a wide range of case studies and theoretical frameworks, it seeks
to equip professionals and lay readers alike with the tools to understand, navigate,
and shape the future of contested heritage. Whether examining how curatorial choices
construct meaning, how legal and ethical frameworks direct restitution, or how
museums can become sites of justice, dialogue, and repair, this work insists that the
past is not merely something to be displayed—it is something to be reckoned with.

Ultimately, the story of how ancient empires are curated today is a story of possibility:
one in which reckoning with the complexities of heritage may lay the groundwork for
more respectful, just, and meaningful engagements with the civilizations of our shared
human history.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Collecting: Ancient
Precedents and Motivations

Long before the grand edifices of the British Museum or the Louvre graced the skylines
of European capitals, the impulse to collect, preserve, and display objects was a
distinctly human endeavor. This wasn't merely about hoarding shiny trinkets; it was
often an act imbued with religious significance, political power, or a profound
connection to the past. Tracing these ancient precedents reveals a fascinating
continuity in human behavior, even as the specific motivations and methods evolved
dramatically over millennia. The modern museum, with its emphasis on public
education and curated narratives, might feel like a distinctly modern invention, but its
roots stretch back to the dawn of civilization, suggesting that the act of "curating" is
perhaps as old as humanity itself.

Consider, for instance, the practice of votive offerings in ancient Greece and Rome.
Temples weren't just places of worship; they were repositories for countless objects
dedicated to deities. These could be humble figurines, intricate works of art, or even
the spoils of war. Each offering, whether a simple prayer or a lavish gift, represented a
direct communication with the divine, a tangible expression of piety, gratitude, or a
fervent plea. These collections, while not organized for public viewing in the modern
sense, were certainly "displayed" in their sacred contexts, visible to worshippers and
intended to impress upon them the power and beneficence of the gods - and, by
extension, the authority of the religious institutions.

The motivations behind these ancient collections were multifaceted. In some cases, it
was about divine appeasement or seeking favor. A triumphant general might dedicate
a portion of his spoils to a temple, not just as an act of piety but also as a public
declaration of his victory and the gods' apparent support. These objects served as a
powerful form of propaganda, reinforcing the divine right of rulers and the legitimacy
of their conquests. The sheer quantity and quality of offerings could also reflect the
wealth and influence of a city-state or an individual, turning temples into unwitting
showcases of material prosperity.

Beyond the religious sphere, ancient rulers and elites engaged in collecting on a more
personal, albeit still politically charged, level. Babylonian kings, for example, were
known to amass vast libraries of cuneiform tablets, preserving not only administrative
records and legal codes but also myths, epics, and scientific treatises. This was an act
of intellectual preservation, certainly, but also a potent symbol of their dominion over
knowledge and history. To control the written word was, in many ways, to control the
narrative of their own power and the legitimacy of their rule.
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Similarly, Chinese emperors, with their vast administrative apparatus and
sophisticated cultural sensibilities, cultivated impressive private collections. These
often included ancient bronzes, jades, calligraphy, and paintings, passed down
through generations or acquired through conquest and tribute. Such collections were
far more than mere aesthetic indulgences; they were potent symbols of imperial
authority, cultural refinement, and a connection to a glorious dynastic past. To possess
objects from earlier, revered dynasties was to lay claim to their legacy, effectively
bolstering the current emperor's legitimacy. The display of these objects, often in
private imperial palaces, was a carefully orchestrated affair, intended to impress
visiting dignitaries and members of the court, reinforcing the emperor's prestige.

The ancient world also saw the emergence of more systematic forms of collection,
particularly in the context of scholarly pursuits. The Library of Alexandria, arguably the
most famous example, was not just a repository of scrolls but a hub of intellectual
activity, attracting scholars from across the Hellenistic world. While its primary
function was to gather and preserve written knowledge, the sheer act of assembling
such a monumental collection of texts from diverse cultures represents a form of
"curation" on an unparalleled scale. It was an ambitious attempt to collect, organize,
and make accessible the entire sum of human knowledge, reflecting a profound value
placed on learning and intellectual exploration.

Even in less formalized settings, the act of collecting served a purpose. Roman
aristocrats, keen on demonstrating their cultured tastes and connections to Greek
intellectual traditions, would often acquire Greek sculptures and artworks, either as
originals or skillful copies. These objects adorned their villas and gardens, serving as
visual markers of their erudition and sophisticated lifestyle. This wasn't merely about
personal enjoyment; it was a performance of identity, a way to project an image of
cultured refinement and align oneself with the esteemed classical past. The
acquisition of such objects, even if sometimes through less than scrupulous means,
was a recognized part of aristocratic competition.

The motivations behind these ancient collections, whether religious, political,
scholarly, or personal, often overlapped. A king might collect not just for aesthetic
pleasure but to legitimize his rule, display his wealth, and connect with a revered past.
A temple’s treasury might house votive offerings that simultaneously demonstrated
piety, served as a form of public relations for the deity, and showcased the generosity
of its patrons. These intertwined motivations highlight a fundamental aspect of human
interaction with objects: they are rarely inert things, but rather imbued with layers of
meaning and purpose that reflect the societies that create, collect, and display them.

The concept of "display" itself in the ancient world also warrants consideration. While

not always in climate-controlled galleries with informative placards, objects were
certainly exhibited. Statues in public squares, offerings in temples, or imperial
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treasures in palaces were all intended to be seen, admired, and understood within
their specific contexts. The audience might have been the gods, the ruling elite, or the
general populace, but the act of making an object visible and imbuing it with
significance through its placement was a precursor to modern curatorial practice.

The continuity between ancient collecting and modern museum practices lies in this
shared recognition of objects as carriers of meaning and power. While the ethical
frameworks and institutional structures have undergone radical transformations, the
fundamental human impulse to gather, preserve, and interpret the material traces of
the past remains. From the clay tablets of Babylon to the marble fragments of the
Parthenon, these objects have always been more than just relics; they have been
instruments of memory, identity, and, often, empire. Understanding these ancient
foundations provides a crucial backdrop for appreciating the complexities of curating
empires in our contemporary world.
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