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Abstract 
 
 

The artistic tradition of the Middle East is under attack. While sensationalized media 

and fear-mongering politicians seem to dominate the discussion on ISIS, researchers are 

racing against time to work on conservation and education efforts to try and preserve what is 

left of the artistic heritage of Iraq and Syria. This paper seeks to present a factual and 

understandable view on cultural destruction in the Middle East at the hands of ISIS. This 

paper is divided into several parts discussing; the history of ISIS, why ISIS attacks art and 

architecture, the scope of their destruction and the long and short term effects this destruction 

has on local and global communities, as well as current and proposed conservation efforts. 

From this discussion it is clear that ISIS’ propaganda does not always align with the group’s 

actions and that there needs to be a global awareness of the ongoing situation if current and 

future conservation efforts are going to be truly successful. This paper is part of a growing 

academic field studying ISIS and a larger community-based movement for accessible and 

accurate information. It is the hopes of the author that this paper accurately addresses the 

severity of this destruction within communities and encourages more discussion about 

conservation efforts in the Middle East, the importance of the artistic tradition of the Middle 

East, and the importance of global solidarity against this destruction.  
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Introduction  
 
 
 

In times of conflict, art is always affected— from the illuminated manuscripts taken 

by Vikings on raids of early Christian monasteries to Hitler’s sack of Europe throughout 

World War II. Attacks on art though, are not just a form of looting for profit or an ego-fueled 

binge. These attacks are an attack on society, tradition, and the foundations of culture. Art is 

what binds communities together, it is a window into history, an inspiration for the future, and 

a tool for education and solidarity in the present. The more I study art history, the more I 

realize it is impossible to separate the art object from the community in which is resides. 

Aesthetic and Social Theories are intertwined angles of discussion, each relying upon the 

other. The way an object is presented affects the way society views it, and society’s views 

affect the way artists and historians present a work. The destruction of art effects not just the 

community in which these works reside, we live in a time of globalization, and the destruction 

of art has the potential to affect communities across the globe.  

Currently, the great monuments and cities of the Middle East are under attack by ISIS, 

an organization that would gladly rewrite our entire world history. In an area that has been at 

war and caught in internal contentions for decades, these art sites were already at risk. With 

the advent of ISIS’ campaign against idolatry, it seems that there are constantly new stories of 

the destruction occurring at the hands of their iconoclasm and looting. The sites ISIS has 

destroyed told a history worth thousands of years, they were active members of their 

communities, and they were an integral part of local and global culture. ISIS destroyed these 
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sites not because of their idolatrous imagery, as they say in their propaganda, but because 

these sites were a force of rebellion against their rule. These sites held cross-religious 

festivals, sheltered nomadic tribes, and inspired education and local craft arts. They were a 

source of local pride, they boosted community morale, and they showed an unfiltered version 

of history. ISIS, like any terrorist organization, strives for complete control over society, and 

one of the ways they are attempting to gain total control of the Middle East is through the 

destruction of art and architecture.  

Because of the severity of ISIS’ destruction across the Middle East and the larger 

implications this kind of destruction has on other areas and cultures, there is currently a large 

amount of research going on in regards to the group. Many scholars are working to document 

the levels of destruction, propose humanitarian aid, and answer questions about the sudden 

emergence of ISIS’ power. Simultaneously, and often overshadowing the academic work 

being done, is a sensationalizing of news in regards to the Middle East. This sensationalized 

information feeds fear and serves to distance people from the situation. By creating an 

environment of fear, people turn inwards and focus on themselves rather than the larger 

community1. ISIS profits off fear, fear breaks down communities, and this breakdown of 

community infrastructure leaves people more vulnerable.  

By taking a critical stance, this paper will attempt to cut through the streams of 

sensationalized news that society experiences daily. This paper will argue that the significance 

of the destruction of these sites lies not only in their value as historical sites but as active sites 

																																																								
1	Sensationalized	news	is	news	that’s	main	goal	is	not	to	spread	information,	but	to	
garner	extreme	reactions.	Specific	news	sources	and	articles	will	be	cited	throughout	
this	paper	as	is	relevant.		
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that evolve within a changing community and serve as anchoring points for said community. 

ISIS is destroying these sites for the solidarity and hope they give their communities.  

This paper will explore the above argument in several components. First, to 

understand the current climate of the Middle East and ISIS as an organization, the history of 

the terrorist group will be discussed. Immediately following there will be a short overview of 

the types of sites ISIS targets— their function, time period, and structure. Section III will 

discuss the long term effects this destruction has both on the community and academia. 

Section IV will analyze the propaganda of ISIS, their true intent in regards to this destruction, 

and whether the actual effects this destruction is having in accords with their plan. The final 

section will discuss current conservation efforts, proposed conservation techniques, and will 

propose a sustainable rebuilding plan that aims to create spaces that reproduce the purpose of 

the destroyed sites rather than the original structures themselves. 

These threatened architectural and artistic sites are pieces of shared history. What the 

world is seeing goes beyond a destruction of visually appealing pieces or nostalgic ruins, it 

even goes beyond the chaos of a war-ridden country. These attacks are a complete destruction 

of local culture, global heritage, and an attempt to completely rewrite history, and while 

chaotic, the attacks on art & architectural sites are very much a purposed, calculated 

occurrence. It as an attempt to bring our world to its knees, one that if not given the proper 

attention, analysis, and action, could succeed.  By challenging the notion that this situation is 

fueled simply by chaos, while simultaneously highlighting the very real long and short term 

problems this artistic destruction presents, this paper hopes to advance the discussion on 

conservation efforts, sustainable rebuild, and the role of the community within art in the 

Middle East and encourage global, public involvement in cultural conservation.  
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Section I: Who is ISIS and What Do They Want 

 

ISIS is a name known in every household, and comes up nearly every evening on the 

news. Every night it seems as if there is some new crime being perpetrated by ISIS in the 

Middle East or some terrorist attack in Western World that they are being linked too2. 

However, while many people know what ISIS is, few know who they truly are. This lack of 

understanding of the historical precedents for ISIS generates fear and anger, or on a larger 

scale, hasty laws and racial profiling3. This lack of understanding that has fueled these 

emotions and actions simply ensures ISIS’ continued existence. This lack of understanding is 

not new, years earlier when dealing with al-Qaeda this willful naivety led to ISIS’ rise from 

the ashes of its predecessor. In order to understand why ISIS destroys these cultural sites, and 

the way ISIS uses the destruction of these sites to break down community bonds, one must 

first understand the immediate history behind the group and the significance in both 

contemporary and ancient Islamic cultural history. This understanding will then enable more 

people to become actively and globally involved in working against ISIS on both the large 

and small scale.   

																																																								
2	In	this	case,	the	Western	World	follows	a	traditional	art	historical	definition.	North	
America	and	Western	Europe	are	considered	a	part	of	the	Western	tradition.	Attacks	like	
the	multiple	bombings	in	Paris	or	the	San	Bernardino	shooting	have	both	been	attacks	in	
western	countries	that	were	linked	by	news	sources	and/or	individual	conspirators	to	
ISIS	at	some	point	during	their	investigation.		
3	The	2017	“Muslim	Ban”	in	the	United	States	is	an	example	of	a	law	that	was	marketed	
as	a	measure	to	protect	US	citizens	against	ISIS	that	had	strong	opposition.	Much	of	the		
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To begin,  ISIS stands for The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria/the Levant and is 

translated from the Arabic title Al-Dawla Al-Islamiya fi al-Iraq wa al-Sham4. ISIS, ISIL, 

Da’esh and the Islamic State have all been used interchangeably by many sources. However, 

since the general academic consensus seems to be that ISIS is the more accurate abbreviation, 

and certainly ISIS is the most common, that is the abbreviation I will be using throughout this 

paper with the exception of directly quoted material.  

In a sentence, ISIS is a Sunni Muslim terror organization that gained influence and 

became prominent in 2012-2014 during and after Syria’s Civil War. However, that is a gross 

oversimplification. The background of ISIS and the group’s rise to prominence, seems to be 

somewhat of a puzzle for many government officials and news entities. The same group that 

Former President Barack Obama “dismissed as the ‘Jayvee’ team of terrorists”5 suddenly took 

over Mosul and established itself as a major threat to western powers. This sudden jump left 

politicians and members of the public alike in shock— how could a largely unknown terrorist 

group emerge so suddenly and be so powerful?  The reality is that while the emergence of 

ISIS into the Western eye might have been sudden, the formation of ISIS as a terrorist group 

was not sudden at all.  

ISIS rose out of the same unrest that created Al-Qaeda. The group’s predecessor was 

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi6, a nearly illiterate man who, under al-Qaeda (albeit somewhat 

reluctantly7), trained some of the most ruthless jihadists of our era; Jama’at al-Tawhid wal-

																																																								
4	James	L.	Gelvin	"Understanding	Islamic	State:	Where	Does	It	Come	from	and	What	
Does	It	Want?"	The	Conversation	US,		2015	
5		Weiss,	Michael,	and	Hassan	Hassan.	ISIS:	inside	the	army	of	terror.	New	York:	Regan	
Arts.,	2016.		Introduction,	xii		
6	Ibid.		Pg.	2	
7	Ibid.	Pg.	13	
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Jihad (JTJ), later known as the Islamic State of Iraq. The group was founded in 1999, with 

members who destroyed Shia Muslims, Americans, Sufis, and what they considered traitorous 

Sunni Muslims without a moment’s thought. Originally from Jordan, Zarqawi came to 

Afghanistan in the late 1980s to fight against the Soviet Union and connected with Osama Bin 

Laden years later when he began setting up a training camp for terrorists with Al-Qaeda’s 

funding8. As Zarqawi’s group became more ruthless and successful as a terrorist organization, 

Bin Laden attempted to reaffirm Zarqawi’s fidelity9. Zarqawi resisted and instead chose to 

remain under the radar and after the fall of al-Qaeda began planning in earnest the rise of  The 

Islamic State of Iraq as a terrorist organization independent of Osama bin Laden10.  

After Zarqawi was killed he was immediately succeeded Abu Ayyub al-Masri and 

Abu Omar al-Baghdadi (not to be confused with his successor Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi) 11. 

After they were killed by United States military personnel, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was elected 

the new leader of the Islamic State of Iraq by the Shura Council12. Baghdadi is highly 

educated, holding a PhD with a specialization in Qur’anic Recitation13.  This skill would 

benefit him as a leader of ISIS. From the point of al-Baghdadi’s election, the ISI (Islamic 

																																																								
8	Weiss,	Michael,	and	Hassan	Hassan.	ISIS:	inside	the	army	of	terror	Pg.	77	
9	At	first,	Bin	Laden	was	hesitant	to	have	Zarqawi	associated	directly	with	al-Qaeda,	
since	Zarqawi	had	no	concrete	record	of	successful	leadership	within	a	terrorist	
organization.	However,	once	Zarqawi’s	group	became	successful	and	stronger	Bin	Laden	
issued	multiple	messages	to	Zarqawi	inviting	him	to	pledge	his	loyalty	to	Bin	Laden	and	
al-Qaeda,	all	of	which	Zarqawi	ignored.	(Weiss,	Michael,	and	Hassan	Hassan.	ISIS:	inside	
the	army	of	terror)	
10	James	L.	Gelvin	"Understanding	Islamic	State:	Where	Does	It	Come	from	and	What	
Does	It	Want?"	
11	Weiss,	Michael,	and	Hassan	Hassan.	ISIS:	inside	the	army	of	terror.	Pg.	110	
12	Within	ISIS	the	Shura	Council	is	a	gathering	of	leadership	within	ISIS,	the	council	is	
supposed	to	decide	all	of	ISIS’	strategic	moves	and	leadership	decisions	(James	L.	Gelvin	
"Understanding	Islamic	State:	Where	Does	It	Come	from	and	What	Does	It	Want?)	
13	Weiss,	Michael,	and	Hassan	Hassan.	ISIS:	inside	the	army	of	terror	Pg.	112-113	
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State of Iraq prior to ISIS’ control of Syria) began its interim years of evolution until the 

organization became known as ISIS. Michael Weiss and Hassan Hassan, authors of ISIS: 

Inside the Army of Terror break the rise of ISIS into four distinct phases; 

 

“The first phase saw four prison attacks […] The second phase targeted locations 

along the Green Line— the demarcation point between Iraq proper and the Kurdistan 

Regional Government’s semiautonomous zone […]. The Third phase saw the return of 

VBIED14 sorties in Baghdad and its belts […]. The fourth phase began in mid-May 

2013 and was meant to terrorize the Shia.”  (95-96) 

 

The escalation of violence is often portrayed in the mainstream media as chaotic and 

animalistic. While these acts of terror are meant to be shocking, they are by no means an 

uncalculated display of sadism. When discussing the escalation of ISIS’ violence, the old 

analogy of the frog in the pot of boiling water comes to mind; if you were to put a frog in a 

pot of boiling water, well, it would immediately jump out. However, if you were to put a frog 

in a pot of water and slowly increase the temperature the frog would acclimate until it died. In 

this situation the United States is the frog. With one huge display of violence, ISIS would 

have been moved to the immediate priority of the United States military when the group was 

still at an early stage of operation and would have been a much easier target. Instead the 

United States viewed early ISIS attacks as elementary and the fading efforts of Al-Qaeda. In 

reality ISIS was training new members, increasing its ranks, and by the time ISIS seized 

Mosul the United States had “acclimated” and was caught unawares. The terrorist attacks that 

																																																								
14	Vehicle	borne	improvised	explosive	device	or	colloquially	known	as	Car	Bombs	
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they had dismissed were now their top priority, and the United States was left at a 

disadvantage.  

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was the leader who oversaw ISIS change from a small, 

fractured group, weak from counterterrorism efforts, to one of the wealthiest terrorist 

organizations in the world, with an estimated net worth of 2 billion from possession of oil 

resources and the selling of looted goods15. Aside from the battle field, a good deal of al-

Baghdadi’s success as a leader came from his success at creating a persona. Al-Baghdadi 

created an image meant to strike fear into the Muslims around him and inspire their support 

while simultaneously sending the western nations into a panic that would undermine them as 

threats. Al-Baghdadi used his skills at Qur’anic recitation to endorse himself as the new 

Caliph and claimed ISIS came about to establish the last and truest Caliphate in these latter-

days16. This claim has caused quite a stir as many Westerners remain uninformed of the actual 

history of the Caliphate within Islamic History and assume that if a terrorist puts forth the 

claim that he is the new Caliph, that all Muslims are following him and venerate him as some 

sort of prophet. That is an assumption often gained by biased media coverage and the 

proliferation of apocalyptic blog articles circling around social media17.  

Originally, according to Islamic tradition and certain passages among Islam’s holy 

texts, the Caliph was the rightful ruler over practitioners of Islam and the inheritor of 

																																																								
15	Calabresi, Massimo. "TIME Person of the Year 2015 Runner-Up: Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi." 
Time. Time, 2016. 
16	James	L.	Gelvin	"Understanding	Islamic	State:	Where	Does	It	Come	from	and	What	
Does	It	Want?"	
17	For	example,	in	March	2017	one	of	the	most	popular	trending	topics	on	twitter	was	
“#shariaforamerica”	and	tracked	a	set	of	badly	photoshopped	images	endorsing	“Sharia	
Law”.	Created	by	conservatives	to	try	and	rile	up	other	conservatives	these	images	
endorsed	pedophilia,	domestic	abuse,	and	rape.	They	were	completely	inaccurate	yet	
remained	a	trending	topic	for	3	weeks.		
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Muhammad’s place as the leader of Islam. This claim though, is not the same as Baghdadi 

claiming to be a prophet; Muhammad was the final prophet until the end of days. While 

ideally the Caliph was the rightful ruler of the Muslim people, congregated together within a 

Caliphate, in practice history shows us that claiming to be a Caliphate was more of a 

technique that dynasties used to solidify their place as sovereign over a nation. The Ottoman 

Empire was the last Caliphate and fell in the 1920s amid war and internal strife. Throughout 

history there have been many caliphates such as the Abbasid Caliphate, the Almohad 

Caliphate, The caliphs of Cairo, the Sokoto Caliphs, The Umayyad and the Umayyad 

Córdoba Caliphs and the Fatimid Caliphs. There have been many overlapping Caliphates and 

centuries worth of Caliphate disputes. There are only two Caliphs that are recognized by both 

Mainstream Sunni and Shia Islam; Ali Ibn Abi Talib and Hasan Ibn Ali18. Overall while 

claiming to be a Caliph is an important tool of rhetoric, it is really only taken seriously if you 

are the strongest force on the playing field. Al-Baghdadi’s claim to be Caliph will only begin 

to hold more weight in the Middle East if he is able to amass the same level of control of the 

ancient Caliphates. However, his claim resonates more powerfully in the Western world, and 

is meant to create a climate of fear and chaos. A chaotic and fearful military will not be able 

to effectively fight an enemy and this is exactly what al-Baghdadi hopes for.  

As far as technicalities go, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi backs up his supposed right to rule 

as Caliph over a new Caliphate by claiming descent from Muhammad. It is not easily 

disproven that Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, is in fact, a member of the tribe that is of lineal 

descendent from Muhammad19. During his control of ISIS Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi has sought 

																																																								
18	Weiss,	Michael,	and	Hassan	Hassan.	ISIS:	inside	the	army	of	terror	Pg.	216-218	
19	Calabresi, Massimo. "TIME Person of the Year 2015 Runner-Up: Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi."  
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to gain power by violence, destruction, and wealth. As mentioned earlier, he has also 

successfully turned ISIS into one of the wealthiest terrorist organization in the world with a 

net worth thought to be at least, if not well-over two billion US dollars20.  

Such wealth gives ISIS access to advanced weaponry and many other resources. While 

much of this money and weaponry goes towards combat, ISIS devotes significant resources to 

the destruction of historical sites, cultural centers, and art objects. ISIS often claims this 

destruction stems purely from a righteous desire to cleanse the land of idolatry and false 

prophets. Curiously, their systematic targeting of sites and looting, combined with theatrical 

destruction, seem to suggest equally areligious reasons for this destruction. In order to 

understand ISIS’ reasoning one must first be aware of the comparative scale of the destruction 

and its defining characteristics.  

 There is precedence for ISIS’ artistic destruction, both in the Eastern and Western 

World. For example, during World War II, Hitler looted every city his troops entered and 

even distributed a list of sought-after artworks that he encouraged his military to find. Some 

of these works were sold (more notably the contemporary works that were found) but the 

majority were stored away in abandoned mines to eventually be put into a new museum Hitler 

had begun designing. Hitler was open about his political reasons for collecting and destroying 

art, he wanted to be in charge of the historical narrative and planned to do this by portraying 

history of art that favored his political and social views21. Fundamentally, this amassing of art 

was one of the ways that Hitler sought to solidify his power.  

																																																																																																																																																																													
 Time. Time, 2016. 
20	Ibid.		
21	Nicholas, Lynn H. The rape of Europa: the fate of Europe's treasures in the Third Reich 
and  
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Another good comparison is the destruction of Yuanming Yuan (Old Summer Palace) 

in Beijing at the hands of British troops. While some soldiers took items to later sell or take 

home as souvenirs, the majority of the palace was simply destroyed. The main goal of this 

destruction was to retaliate against the Chinese who resisted the British presence and to break 

the morale of both the ruling and common classes22. To this day the destruction of Yuanming 

Yuan remains a sensitive subject and has inspired many pieces of protest art against both 

British colonialism and the Chinese government. One of the most popular exhibits is “Zodiac 

Heads” by Ai Weiwei, inspired by the zodiac heads stolen from the main fountain at 

Yuanming Yuan. 

ISIS is directly preceded in these acts of artistic destruction by the Taliban; notorious 

for destroying the Bamiyan Buddhas. Publicly the Buddhas were targeted as Idols, but the 

destruction was motivated by foreign intervention in their preservation and a desire to 

destabilize political control of the area. Much of the above motivations will be seen 

throughout ISIS’ destruction. ISIS uses the looting and destruction of art objects to gain 

political power, break down communities, and reshape the historical narrative. While these 

motivations will be discussed in depth in Section III & IV, keeping the above parallels in 

mind when reading on ISIS’ scale of destruction will show the logic in this, albeit theatrical, 

plan of destruction.  

 

 

																																																																																																																																																																													
the Second World War. New York: Knopf, 1995	
22	Miles, Margaret M. Art as Plunder: the ancient origins of debate about cultural property.  
Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 2010. 
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Section II: A Brief Overview of ISIS’s Destruction 

 

The current destruction by ISIS, while a part of the larger narrative of art as plunder, is 

occurring faster and on a greater scale than nearly any 

other time in history. This destruction is not limited by, 

although arguably defined by, their attacks on ancient 

sites and objects. ISIS has destroyed countless villages, 

raided museums and bombed global heritage sites. It 

would be nearly impossible to catalogue every single 

instance of cultural destruction by ISIS in a single paper. 

However, by focusing on specific examples of well-known (and many times officially 

recognized) heritage sites across Iraq and Syria it is possible 

to establish a pattern.  

To begin with, is the 

capture and subsequent 

bombing of Palmyra in 

Syria, one of the most highly 

covered instances of destruction. Located in the desert that lies 

east of Damascus, Palmyra thrived for centuries as an oasis 

along the Silk Road where caravans would often stop to rest from their travels. This oasis 

peaked under the rule of Queen Zenobia in the 3rd century CE as a center of trade and 

prosperity. Palmyra was arguably one of the most important cultural sites of the ancient world 

and remained an important part of the local community into contemporary times. In May of 

Figure	1:	Getty	Images,	View	of	Palmyra 

Figure	2:	European	Space	Imaging,	Digital	Globe,	
Palmyra	August	2015 

Figure	2:	European	Space	Imaging,	Digital	Globe,	
Temple	of	Bel,	Palmyra	September	2015 
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2015, Palmyra and other surrounding remains were seized by ISIS and the destruction of 

statuary, sculpture, and architectural pieces commenced immediately.  

Initially, ISIS promised to leave the architectural integrity of the site intact, claiming 

that they were only destroying images of false gods and idolatry. However, that following 

August, their promises to Palmyra were broken. First, ISIS publicly executed Syrian 

archaeologist Khaled al-Asaad, who had been overseer of the site’s excavations for decades. 

After removing his head, they hung his decapitated body from a column, set explosives in 

temples across the city, and began a routine destruction and looting of Palmyra23.  The looting 

and destruction was heavily publicized by ISIS propaganda branch and made headlines across 

the globe24. 

																																																								
23	Onyanga-Omara, Jane. "Islamic State's latest victim: Arch in ancient Syrian city." USA 
Today n.d. 
24	There are many different styles of covering the destruction by ISIS, many conservative 
news sources have made waves on social media with their apocalyptic coverage. A search for 
“Palmyra” on popular American conservative news source The Blaze, brings titles such as “Is 
the world about to see biblical prophecy unfold in Syria” and “As Russia rebuilds Soviet 
Empire in the ruins of Syria we hear- the sound of silence!” within its top ten results. 
Coverage of the actual destruction falls far below the more sensational titles and primarily 
lists destruction in relation to military movements rather than as a catalogue of damage to 
specific sites. On BBC, the top ten results all contain “Destruction of Palmyra in Syria” within 
their title and while these reports do acknowledge inconsistencies in timelines and the 
movement of troops within the sites, they also cover the movement of rebels, Syrian military, 
and ISIS. Additionally, each article has many “Before & After” images. It is important when 
covering these sites to stick to what we do know and to provide the public with as much 
information as possible. Not one story by The Blaze within the top 20 results mention the 
looting by Syrian soldiers as well as ISIS, while the BBC covers this issue several times. The 
more information presented, even if it is not flattering, the better the public can react to these 
events.		
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That same August, ISIS captured the Christian Mar-

Elian Monastery just outside the town of al-Qaryatain. They 

then posted pictures of them bulldozing the monastery on 

the online forum, Twitter25. This Monastery was venerated 

by Christians as the resting site of St. Julian the pilgrim, known as Mar Elian in Arabic26. The 

site is not only holy to Christians however, BBC journalists Kanishk Tharoor and Maryam 

Maruf point out that,  

“The local Sunni population regard him [Mar Elian/St. Julian] as a Sufi leader and call 

him Sheikh Ahmed Ghouri ("ghouri" means "priest"). Until its destruction last year, 

Mar Elian's sarcophagus was draped in green satin, a traditional mark of homage to a 

Sufi holy man.” (Museum of Lost Objects: Mar Elian Monastery, BBC) 

The Monastery itself was an homage to the 

practitioners of the two religions living together in 

harmony. Every year thousands of Christians and 

Muslims came to al-Qaryatain to celebrate the 

feast of Mar Elian27. Today, there is nothing left of 

the monastery, chapel, or Mar Elian’s 

sarcophagus.  

																																																								
25	Pringle, Heather. "ISIS Cashing in on Looted Antiquities to Fuel Iraq Insurgency." National  
Geographic. National Geographic Society, 27 June 2014  
26	Taroor, Kanishk, and Maryam Maruf. "Museum of Lost Objects: The Monastery of Mar 
Elian”. BBC News. March 07, 2016.  
27	Taroor, Kanishk, and Maryam Maruf. "Museum of Lost Objects: The Monastery of Mar 
Elian”	

Figure	3:	BBC,	Ruins	of	Mar	Elian 

Figure	4:	Google	Earth,	Apamea,	April	2012 
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In addition to these instances of destruction, many sites in Syria are thought to now be 

undergoing extreme looting by ISIS. The Roman-era trading city of Apamea has been 

undergoing looting since before the time of ISIS at the hands of the Syrian military, rebel 

forces, and locals. However, recent satellite imagery of the area shows dozens upon dozens of 

new pits across the sites and reports have emerged of previously unknown roman mosaics 

being removed from the area and appearing for sale within the antiquities black market 28.  

While looting has been a problem in these areas throughout history, ISIS has instituted a 

system of looting the has greatly increased the speed and impact of looting practices29.  

One of Rome’s eastern-most trading outposts and originally a Greek Settlement, Dura-

Europos, has also been subject to systematic looting. This site housed Roman and Greek 

Temples, the oldest known Christian church, an elaborately decorated synagogue, and many 

other pieces of art and architecture. Again, satellite imagery shows the site to now be a 

cratered landscape—clear evidence of the widespread and ongoing looting in the area30.  

One of the last main Syrian sites to undergo heavy looting is Mari, a site that 

flourished during the Bronze Age. Here, palaces, archives, temples and many tablets have 

been discovered that have helped archaeologists understand the early history of the region. 

Satellite imagery of this site and reports from locals indicate that Mari is one of ISIS’ primary 

looting sites. Most notably of these structures within Mari that are being looted is the Royal 

																																																								
28	Pringle, Heather. "ISIS Cashing in on Looted Antiquities to Fuel Iraq Insurgency."	
29	ISIS	will	rent	out	equipment	to	locals,	and	then	take	the	profits	from	the	rental	in	
addition	to	a	portion	of	the	sale	cost	of	any	items	recovered.		
30	Ibid.		
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Palace, which was thought to hold countless depositories yet to be discovered and catalogued 

that now may never have the chance to be explored and properly documented31.  

The looting and destruction of Cultural Heritage in Iraq is even more widespread than 

in Syria. In Iraq, similar to the Monastery of Mar Elian, we see the destruction of sites 

currently considered holy to Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike. And before each site is 

destroyed they are being thoroughly looted for antiquities to sell on the black market. Once 

the sites are cleared of antiquities they are bombed or bulldozed. One such example of this is 

Mosul’s Mosque of the Prophet Yunus or 

Mosque of the Prophet Jonah— and Old 

Testament figure who was commanded to go 

to Nineveh and preach to the people. Jonah is 

considered a holy figure by Jews, Christians, 

and Muslims. 

 One of the reasons ISIS has no 

qualms destroying sites considered holy to Muslims is because they espouse an extreme 

version of Islam that teaches that that the veneration of prophets is strictly forbidden. They 

used this logic to justify their behavior at the Mosque of Yunus. On July 24th, 2015 the 

mosque was evacuated by ISIS insurgents, looted, and subsequently demolished with the use 

of explosives. Not only was the mosque destroyed by the explosives, but the Christian site 

underneath it was destroyed. The Assyrian foundations that made up part of the ancient city of 

																																																								
31	"Ancient History, Modern Destruction: Assessing the Status of Syria's Tentative  
World Heritage Sites Using High-Resolution Satellite Imagery." AAAS. AAAS, 16 Dec. 2014  
	

Figure	5:	Via	Huffington	Post,	Destruction	of	the	Mosque	of	
Jonah 
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Nineveh that were underneath the Christian site were destroyed as well— three layers of 

history spanning thousands of years gone within minutes32.  

At the point in time that the Mosque of Yunus was destroyed, ISIS also had full 

control over the entire city of Nineveh. ISIS seized partial control of the site originally in 

2014 and quickly expanded to have access to all points of the site. At one time, Nineveh was 

the largest city in the world, and what we have left of its history is currently falling victim to 

ISIS.  The city has been being looted long before ISIS but, under ISIS’ control that looting has 

sharply increased. There are countless images, distributed by their propaganda team, that 

show ISIS destroying the site in an iconoclastic 

fervor. Some images even show ISIS destroying 

and looting the artifacts from Nineveh that were 

being held in the Mosul Museum33. One of the 

most proliferated images by ISIS and western news 

sources alike is one of their men taking a drill to the 

head of one of the famous Assyrian Lamassus, a 

winged mythical creature that stood guard at the 

gates of Nineveh34. Today the only remaining, fully intact Lamassus are the ones that were 

previously removed from Assyrian ruins and transported to other museums, such as the 

British Museum, LACMA, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art35.  

																																																								
32	Pringle, Heather. "ISIS Cashing in on Looted Antiquities to Fuel Iraq Insurgency." 	
33	Ibid	
34	A	quick	internet	search	shows	over	50	English	news	sources	alone	with	this	image,	
35	Taroor, Kanishk, and Maryam Maruf. "Museum of Lost Objects: The Winged Bull of 
Nineveh”	
	

Figure	6:	BBC,	ISIS	Member	Destroying	a	Lamassu 
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Since ISIS first began to occupy Mosul, reports immediately surfaced that detailed 

their raids on the city. Thousands of books and manuscripts disappeared into the underground 

antiquities market—apparently garnering quite a large sum for ISIS. In December of 2014, 

The Mosul University’s Library was burned to the ground. In February of 2015 the 

destruction continued with the razing of Mosul’s public library, destroying countless 

manuscripts and even scientific instruments used by Medieval Arab scholars. The entire 

museum was then ransacked— including the pieces from Nineveh and many other looted 

sites, such as Hatra36.  

Hatra, built in the third century BCE 

was the flourishing capital of a small but 

independent kingdom on the edges of the 

Roman Empire. A blend of Roman, Eastern, 

and Far Eastern art and architectural styles 

serve as testament to the sites prominence as a 

stop along the silk road. Hatra was officially named a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1985. 

In 2014, Hatra was commandeered by ISIS as a training camp and ammo storage facility. 

Many scholar’s fears about the condition of the site were confirmed when in April of 2015 

ISIS posted a video online showing fighters taking sledgehammers to monuments, sculptures 

and buildings37.  

At another Assyrian capital, Khorsabad, ISIS began their pattern of destruction yet 

again. Khorsabad is located just a few miles from Mosul; the main palatial complex of the city 

																																																								
36	"Islamic State 'demolishes' ancient Hatra site in Iraq." BBC News. March 07, 2015.  
37	Ibid.		

Figure	7:	Dailymail,	Hatra	Being	Defaced	by	ISIS 
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was built between 716 and 706 BCE by Assyrian Ruler, King Sargon II. This complex was in 

remarkable condition, one of the few places where traces of the original paint could be easily 

seen on the reliefs and statuary at the site. The majority of the reliefs and statues that were 

found were removed during French-led excavations in the 1800’s followed by the Chicago 

Oriental Institute’s excavations in the 1920’s and 30’s38. Much of what was removed is now 

located in Chicago, the Louvre in Paris, or in Baghdad at the Iraq Museum. In this instance, it 

is not clear what ISIS targeted. There is a chance, as is thought in the case of Mari, that they 

found previously undocumented pieces to sell on the black market. Local reports do seem to 

indicate that there is continued looting going on at the site along with the possible destruction 

of foundational remains39.  

The last Assyrian Capital that has undergone mass destruction is Nimrud. Nimrud was 

the first of the many Assyrian Capitals with its founding dating back nearly thirty-five 

hundred years ago. The site is 890 acres—a massive location surrounded by earthen walls 

with many examples of Assyrian motifs and artistic styles, indicating the power and wealth of 

the Assyrian Empire at this time. Officially The Iraqi Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities has 

stated the full extent of damage to the site it uncertain but that is has been confirmed that ISIS 

did indeed bulldoze part of the site. However, a good proportion of the city was never 

uncovered and remains underground, which gives hope to scholars across the world that this 

part of the city remains untouched40. 

																																																								
38	Adamson, Daniel Silas. "The men who uncovered Assyria." BBC News. March 22, 2015 
39	"Ancient History, Modern Destruction: Assessing the Status of Syria's Tentative  

World Heritage Sites Using High-Resolution Satellite Imagery." AAAS.   
40	Ibid.		
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Another Christian site that ISIS has completely obliterated is the 

Monastery of Mar Behnam, established in the fourth century in honor of 

an early Christian saint. This site has survived the ravages of time, war, 

and even the Mongol Invasions. Syrian Catholic Monks have 

maintained the site in excellent condition since the 1800s. However, 

despite the monastery’s resilience, in March, 2016, the monastery was 

destroyed by ISIS. Insurgents used explosives to destroy the Saint’s tomb 

and surrounding monastery causing the loss of  reliefs, mosaics, and 

frescoes41.  

Tombs continue to be a favored target, the tomb at Mar Behnam was just one of many 

burial sites violated. The Muslim Imam Dur shrine and Mausoleum was one of the last gems 

of the city of Samarra, the crown jewel of the early Abbasid Caliphate. The Mausoleum was 

blown to pieces in October of 201442. The Mausoleum was adorned with muqarnas, and was 

one of the very few well-preserved examples of Abbasid muqarnas. 

ISIS’s war against our global culture has rapidly progressed and expanded in its scope 

and violence from the time of the group’s inception. For every example listed above there are 

at least a dozen other instances of cultural destruction that have occurred at their hand. These 

instances are often sensationalized for a short period by western news sources when the sites 

are deemed relevant enough to warrant coverage, and then the rest are ignored or only 

																																																								
41	Pringle, Heather. "ISIS Cashing in on Looted Antiquities to Fuel Iraq Insurgency."	
42	Hardy, Sam. "Islamic State Destroyed the Shia Shrine of Imam Al-Dur (Samarra, Iraq,  
 23rd October 2014)." Conflict Antiquities. N.p., 29 Oct. 2014 

Figure	8:	Iraq	Press,	Imam	Dur	
After	Bombing 
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covered in certain spheres of news outlets43. Nonetheless, this destruction deserves our 

attention, it is not merely an attack on some far-off desert rubble. It is an attack on our global 

heritage— from the philosophies of the Greek, or the art of the Romans, to the great scientific 

advances of ancient Arab people. It is an attack of Christian, Jew, Muslim, and Atheist alike. 

It is an attack on the young and old, man, woman and child regardless of race, wealth or 

sexual orientation. These instances of destruction to ancient objects and sites are an attack on 

humanity as a whole and our global community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
43	Many American news sites seem to be openly aligned with a political party and as such 
their views are usual used to support their party. Conservative news sources such as PragerU 
and The Blaze tend to cover the destruction done by ISIS in a way that vilifies Islam as whole 
or links terrorist movements to liberal views and political decisions. Liberal sources such as 
Huffington Post or even The New York Times use loud adjectives and endless personal 
anecdotes to create a story meant to tug on every possible heart string out of an already quite 
saddening incident. International news sources can often present things a bit clearer but are 
still going to be tied in some way to the politics of their home country. We have also seen the 
rise of guerilla journalism such as The Young Turks who are made up of self-described 
liberals and moderates but do acknowledge their bias and invite speakers with alternative 
viewpoints on the show. ASOR, BBC, and National Geographic all have projects to catalogue 
destruction in the Middle East apart from politics, and are working to cover all sides of these 
incidents.		
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Section III: Culturalcide & The Long-Term Effects of Terrorism Against Art 

 

Before delving into the ways that this destruction is affecting local and global 

communities, the term “Culturalcide” should be discussed. ISIS is not merely attacking art by 

destroying these sites, they are trying to destroy shared culture in the Middle East. Their 

actions against the Kurdish people are genocide, their attacks against Sufi culture are 

ethnocide, and their attacks on the global culture (via the destruction of art and architectural 

sites) is “Culturalcide”44. The term “Culturalcide” was originally coined by Tim Giago, an 

Oglala Lakota and founder and first president of the Native American Journalists Association. 

He used the term in regards to the white-washing of Native American Culture by the United 

States government and the way their actions transcended tribes and belief systems, and were 

simply an attack on the “other” rather than any one particular way of believing. This situation 

parallels the situation in the Middle East which has led to me appropriating the term in the 

context of the artistic destruction in the Middle East. ISIS’ artistic destruction is not an attack 

on a single culture, belief, or race, it is an attack on the “other”, an attack on anything that is 

outside of their control. And this “other”, like it did with the Native Americans, encapsulates 

multiple cultures, ethnicities, belief systems, etc. And as with the erasure of Native American 

culture, there are immediate effects and long term effects. The long term effects from this 

destruction have an impact on art history, history, community, and even future art production.  

																																																								
44	ISIS	has	expelled	Yazidi	people	from	their	homes	in	Kurdistan,	and	openly	condemns	
Sufi	mysticism.	While	these	examples	are	not	discussed	in	this	paper,	they	are	primarily	
used	to	provide	context	for	the	severity	of	the	term	“Culturalcide”		
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This destruction of ancient sites is horrible in and of itself, but this destruction is more 

than just an attack on art objects, it’s an attack on community and the way that art functions 

within a shifting culture. To view these attacks on a static piece of art, like the pieces of 

Islamic art on display at museums, would be placing these sites in the context of antiquity 

only.  

However, while many of these sites are hundreds if not thousands of years old, they 

function both as sites of antiquity and places of contemporary significance. Sites of antiquity 

can tell us about the people that built them, who saw them through their golden age, who saw 

them dwindle away, the rise and fall of subsequent civilizations, and for that history alone 

they matter. History is a powerful tool, learning the past can help us make sense of the present 

and even attempt to predict the future. And while these sites do occupy an important place in 

history, their destruction is more meaningful than an attack on history and antiquity, it is an 

attack on culture, and the contemporary role these sites had/have in the Middle East. 

There seems to be a difference in the way that Western and Non-Western Cultures (In 

the broadest sense of the terms) treat sites of antiquity. For example, in the United States the 

Ancient Native American sites of the Southwest are conserved, partially restored if needed, 

protected, and if possible, are open to the public for viewing and exploration. While these 

sites are in use as educational tools they are not in use in the sense that they are an active part 

of contemporary society. These sites are more passive, intended for viewing and education 

rather than practical, for lack of a better word, use. However, when I spent time traveling 

through South America in 2016, I had the opportunity to speak with archaeologists working 

on the tomb discovery in Xanatunich, a Mayan site just outside of San Ignacio. Many of the 

workers talked about how, huge sites, like Xanatunich or Tikal, were roped off for study and 
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education, but that the countryside was full of small structures and ruins that people never 

reported to archaeologists because these people were using the sites and didn’t want them 

taken away. Old structures were used as the basis for modern housing, small squares became 

gathering sites for village women, and tiny shrines were where children from the 

neighborhood met up to play. These sites took on a secondary identity, not independent of 

their historical context, but in addition to it. It is an identity that recognized these pieces’ 

history but also allowed them to remain as active sites in the contemporary world. It’s another 

type of conservation, a method based on evolving use rather than preservation. Similar 

situations happen across the world, from the temples in Hyderabad (Telangana, India) that are 

thousands of years old and repainted every year, or the way that houses in Albayzin (Granada, 

Spain) are built up layer over layer, year over year. This is not exclusively a non-western 

phenomenon at all, it is just more prevalent in non-western cultures.  

In the Middle East, particularly the sites that ISIS has targeted, there is a similar 

pattern of evolving use. At times, there can be a popular misconception that because these 

sites were ancient, that their destruction is a blow to the academic community and perhaps 

even local moral, but overall doesn’t affect the lives within the community any more than 

anything else ISIS destroys. And while it is true that the destruction of an archaeological site 

will never be as immediately devastating as the destruction of housing, water sources, power 

sources, etc., from a western perspective the current function of these sites outside of an 

academic tool n is often overlooked and the significance of their destruction in their 

contemporary environments isn’t always seen as clearly. The reality is, these sites are active 

participants in their communities; from the economic benefits of tourism, having national 
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sources of pride, and providing local community spaces, these sites each had a unique role 

within the communities they resided in.  

For example, the ancient site Palmyra was still inhabited up until the mid 1900s. Even 

after nomadic tribes were not living in Palmyra the site was a major tourist destination until 

the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War. Palmyra as a site helped to support the local and 

national economy. Additionally, The Monastery of Mar Elian was still in use, as was the 

Mosque of Yunus. These sites served as bonding points for the community and markers of 

tradition. As briefly discussed in Section II, the Monastery of Mar Elian was a site revered by 

Christians and Muslims alike, the Monastery itself was not only a example of early Christian 

art and architecture in the area, but it was a contemporary monument to the practitioners of 

the two religions living together as a community. Every year thousands of Christians and 

Muslims came to al-Qaryatin to celebrate the feast of Mar Elian. Today, the monastery is a 

pile of rubble. The other sites destroyed by ISIS all hold similar roles within the Middle East’s 

shared history. These are sites that are significant to multiple ethnicities, multiple religions, 

these sites brought people from different strata together and created a community bond.  

One of the reasons ISIS destroys these sites is to erase the history their art depicts. 

ISIS often twists history and scripture to fit their regime’s agenda. However,	some	of	the	art	

directly	counters	their	views. Many of the pieces in the Mosul Museum that depicted reigns 

of the past Caliphates were destroyed, perhaps because the lavish celebrations and riches 

these pieces depicted did not fall in line with the purity that ISIS cites when discussing the 

same regimes. A prominent example is their discussion of reviving the Abbasid Caliphate in 

Baghdad. ISIS references the Abbasid Caliphate as an example of piety in rulers and subjects. 

However, it is well known from literature, illuminated manuscripts, and art that the values of 
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Harun al-Rashid, who was a heavy drinker and debatably practiced homosexuality, do not 

align with the values of ISIS45.  

Pagan sites are just problematic for the lifestyles they depict. The cities of Nineveh, 

Hatra, and Palmyra all represent cities that ISIS would rather erase from history. These sites 

are sources of local pride—they herald back to the days of Abraham and the other early 

prophets, but to ISIS a history that includes tales of magnificence and extravagance in a way 

that highlights these cities pagan histories is contrary to ISIS’ long-term goals. These ancient 

cities, filled with art and architecture and a polytheistic past, are still a source of pride to the 

people who surround them. These sites are symbols of achievements of the early cultures of 

the Middle East and today are symbols of a community with tradition. The added economic 

benefit of having a popular tourist site within your city also increases community solidarity 

for these sites.   

ISIS wants to eradicate this nostalgia, and rewrite world history in a way the 

legitimizes their reign. They already twist scriptures and omit certain sections from 

prophesies. By destroying any evidence of the ancient rulers before them they can effectively 

recondition the people’s opinions and views on history. This would take several generations 

to accomplish, destroying art does not destroy the memory of it. But, if ISIS remains 

successful in limiting contact with the outside world, and continues its pattern of destruction, 

with each generation the stories of life before ISIS will become more and more akin to a 

fairytale. With no objects to contradict their version of history, over time their word will truly 

become absolute to those who will have grown up under the group’s control.  

																																																								
45	McCants,	William.	The	ISIS	apocalypse:	the	history,	strategy,	and	doomsday	vision	of	the	
Islamic	State.	New	York:	Picador,	2015.	Pg.	132	
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While outside of the Middle East there is a collection of objects and reconstructions 

that exist across museums. These pieces that have been preserved are precious, and in some 

cases the only remaining examples of art from their destroyed site. But over time, without the 

opportunity to study these sites any further there is a very real possibility that study of ancient 

Middle Eastern art would decline. Alternatively, if ISIS is successfully stopped, the 

destruction could have somewhat of a positive effect by encouraging more researchers, art 

historians and archaeologists to do further study in the Middle East and to find more sites and 

more objects to help fill in the gaps caused by ISIS. Additionally, without these sites in 

existence, there could very likely be a greater push to recover looted objects which would be 

another possible, more positive side effect.  

The loss of this art also has a distinct effect on future artistic production. By 

destroying many of the original sources for traditional artistic motifs and designs, over time, if 

these traditions are not carefully passed down from practitioner to practitioner they could be 

lost forever. While the western world has access to these art objects in museums, ISIS has 

targeted museums and personal collections as well as the historical sites, preventing the 

people to whom this art belongs the opportunity to study it first-hand. With ISIS restricting 

image exposure, and in all likelihood, artistic production, traditional motifs and designs 

featured in local craft arts could suffer46. 

																																																								
46	Historically	this	has	been	true	within	the	craft	arts	of	South	and	Central	American	
countries,	as	Mayan	communities	in	Mexico	and	Belize	lose	art	objects	to	vandalism	or	
time,	so	are	certain	motifs	in	art.	Some	discussion	also	hypothesizes	that	the	loss	of	
ancient	shrines	and	art	objects	encourages	a	decreased	interest	in	training	to	be	an	
artisan,	craft	arts	are	seen	more	as	“tourist	traps”	rather	than	a	continuing	tradition,	
primarily	because	the	precedence	for	that	tradition	is	being	lost.	It	is	possible,	although	
by	no	means	certain,	a	similar	situation	could	present	itself	in	the	Middle	East	with	the	
destruction	of	art	sites	by	ISIS/		
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Section IV: ISIS’ Propaganda, True Agenda, and Immediate Effects on Society 

 

It is clear that the destruction of these sites is a topic with multiple contributing 

factors. Yet, one of the greatest problems when going through news relating to ISIS is sifting 

through the propaganda that coats every story—propaganda from ISIS and from western 

politicians alike. It is one of the reasons that there is so much misinformation when it comes 

to ISIS and such a blind acceptance by western viewers, who take at face value what they see 

on the news and believe that the large, uninformed conclusions being shouted by politicians 

are the truth. When you have an organization like ISIS that already twists Islamic scripture 

and law, and then you have that propaganda being twisted again by a third party source, the 

viewer is left with a news story meant to cause fear and panic rather than a news story meant 

to convey factual information. This trend in sensationalizing of stories is constantly being 

fought by legitimate journalists who are working against rushed TV screenings, the rampant 

press conferences of election seasons, and the proliferation of “alternative” news articles on 

social media sites47.   

Overall this excess of information can make it harder to understand the ideology 

behind ISIS. To understand the ways in which ISIS ideology and operations fit in with this 

artistic destruction several questions must be asked. First, why does ISIS claim they are 

engaging in this destruction? Second, do their claims line up with their actions? Third, how 

does this destruction benefit them monetarily? Fourth, how does this immediately affect 

																																																								
47	Hannity,		DailyWire,	Conservativefighters,	LouderwithCrowder,	and	Fox	News	are	all	
examples	of	news	organizations	that	have	been	receiving	backlash	for	supporting	
“alternative	facts”	and	proliferating	stories	without	fact-checking	or	basic	editing.		
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surrounding communities? And lastly, how does this destruction affect people outside of the 

Middle East? 

ISIS argues that their actions are an act of religious cleansing, and that their position 

as the true Caliphate has given them a divine sanction to engage in this destruction. In the 

cases of the destruction of statuary and relief sculptures, they claim to be destroying examples 

of idolatry and the worshipping of false gods48. The Quran forbids the veneration of Idols and 

past prophets, which is why ISIS’ destruction extends from pagan statuary to mosques or 

shrines dedicated to prominent Muslim figures. When ISIS targets shrines and mosques they 

claim that the honoring of past prophets has crossed over into veneration.  

In addition to the destruction of cultural sites, the organization also uses their claim as 

Caliphate to justify their inhumane treatment of citizens within the land they control. ISIS 

uses their apocalyptic claim to justify the razing of neighborhoods as part of their ethnic 

cleansing campaigns. They view the expulsion of Christians, Shi’ites, Jews and other religions 

as a sanctioned action within their gospel49, even though historically, Abrahamic faiths or 

“people of the book” have been allowed to live in Caliphates and simply paid an extra tax50. 

In the Western World a comparison could be made to the tax that practicing Muslims used to 

pay in Spain51. ISIS has also implemented hudud punishments, the Islamic equivalent of 

																																																								
48	Taroor, Kanishk, and Maryam Maruf. "Museum of Lost Objects: The Temple of Bel”	
49	Watson, Andrea. "Islamic State and the 'blood Antique' Trade." BBC. BBC, 2015.	
50	McCants,	William.	The	ISIS	apocalypse:	the	history,	strategy,	and	doomsday	vision	of	the	
Islamic	State.	New	York:	Picador,	2015.	Pg.	130-135	
51	While	the	Granada	Emirate	was	in	power,	Christians	and	Jews	could	practice	their	
religion	freely	as	long	as	they	paid	a	tax	to	the	government,	this	was	a	common	practice	
in	many	Muslim	controlled	territories.	When	the	emirate	in	Granada	surrendered	to	
Spain,	part	of	the	treaty	guaranteed	religious	freedom	for	Muslims,	as	long	as	they	paid	a	
tax.	This	“goodwill	gesture”	did	not	last	long,	a	few	years	after	the	expulsion	of	practicing	
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Christians reinstating the laws of Leviticus52. These demonstrations are all mean to display 

how conservative and holy ISIS is, and simultaneously terrorize people into submission.   

Despite the constant propaganda otherwise, it often seems that ISIS is merely 

shrouding its more areligious reasons for destruction under the cloak of religious dogma and 

devotion. For example, when ISIS came into possession of Palmyra, as discussed earlier, they 

promised to leave the basic architecture of the site intact and only destroy imagery that was 

considered to be idolatrous and the repurpose the site. Unfortunately, it wasn’t long until they 

began bombing colonnades and arches; architectural structures that in themselves held no 

particular religious significance. This destruction was a merely an attempt to shock the rest of 

the world, it was a display of power, and it was a way to destroy one of the sources of pride of 

the locals in nearby villages. In addition to destroying much of Palmyra, what was left of the 

city was soon transformed into a morbid stage for ISIS’s public executions and displays of 

barbarity53. Religious devotion was used as an excuse to engage in inhumane acts. This 

destruction was a calculated way to damage and discourage resistance, while at the same time 

flashing purity and religious devotion before the rest of the world. 

In many other sites that ISIS violates in a supposed attempt, once again, to cleanse the 

land of religious infidelity, there is evidence of heavy looting. While, it is apparent that many 

objects are destroyed, there is a significant number of objects being looted by ISIS that are 

finding their way onto the antiquities black market. Usually these pieces are shuttled to Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE and are then sent to Switzerland where they are sold to the highest 

																																																																																																																																																																													
Jews	from	Granada,	Muslims	were	faced	with	a	similar	“Convert	or	Leave”	ultimatum	
that	became	“Convert	or	Die”	as	Queen	Isabella’s	religious	fervor	increased.	
52	McCants,	William.	The	ISIS	apocalypse:	the	history,	strategy,	and	doomsday	vision	of	the	
Islamic	State	Pg.	136	
53	Taroor, Kanishk, and Maryam Maruf. "Museum of Lost Objects: The Temple of Bel”	
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private bidder and disbursed across the globe54. This is not looting for religious reasons, this is 

looting for economic gain. ISIS is currently one of the wealthiest terrorist organization in the 

world. While much of ISIS’s wealth comes from their control over oil sources in Syria, a 

significant source of income for the group is thought to be their engagement in the illicit 

antiquities trade55. ISIS is not even required to complete the looting themselves to profit, 

instead they can rent equipment to locals and even sell looting licenses. In this manner ISIS 

keeps a cut of the profit and without any direct involvement.  

Another side-effect, so to speak, of this business arrangement is the chance for ISIS to 

gain some support from locals. The people ISIS allows to remain in towns alongside these 

monuments are often forced to live in abject poverty due to the restrictions ISIS places on the 

area and the history of political unrest56. By giving people a chance to earn some money and a 

way to change their situation, ISIS creates hope. This is not a hope of a better world, or a hope 

for eventual freedom. This hope is a hope in ISIS’ regime, it is a way to rationalize 

subservience, a way to pacify a potentially dangerous enemy— the majority population. ISIS 

beats down people, destroys their pride, their culture, their heritage, and then in a twisted 

gesture meant to illicit a reaction somewhat akin to Stockholm Syndrome they offer them an 

opportunity to try and improve their living conditions. Sadly, this opportunity criminalizes the 

people who participate and ISIS could potentially use the people’s guilt (in the legal rather 

than emotional sense) to reinforce their dependence on its regime.  

																																																								
54	Jones, Christopher. "“Heritage in Peril: Iraq and Syria” (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
September 22)." Gates of Nineveh an Experiment in Blogging Assyriology. N.p., 23 Sept. 
2014	
55	Watson, Andrea. "Islamic State and the 'blood Antique' Trade."	
56	Jones, Christopher. "“Heritage in Peril: Iraq and Syria” 
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While this destruction and looting benefits ISIS, it devastates local communities. ISIS 

not only expels people from their homes, the group engages in an ethnic cleansing. ISIS burns 

entire historic neighborhoods and villages to the ground. In this manner, if ISIS should ever 

lose power in a region it will take much longer for those displaced people to be able to return 

back to their homeland. Currently millions have fled the Islamic State—the Kurdish region of 

Iraq alone hosts over a million refugees with just about a third of those coming from Syria57. 

By eliminating entire religions, ethnicities, nationalities, and histories, ISIS is effectively 

attempting to destroy the “Other”. This is one of the reasons ISIS has vehemence against the 

Sufis and other Islamic schools of thought, they want uniformity and conformity. By 

destroying the “Other” ISIS hopes to destroy a society that is accepting, educated, and 

peaceful. They are trying to create society raised under a singular regime without any concept 

of diversity.  

ISIS wipes out the past in an attempt to rewrite history. Within a few generations there 

may be no memory of the great cities of Palmyra and Damascus, there may be no libraries 

filled with the grand achievements by Arab Scholars – Muslim and Non-Muslim Alike. 

Instead the next generation would be raised with a distorted history written by ISIS. Without 

an accurate visual or written history to look back upon, each generation will be more and 

more submissive to ISIS or their possible successors. The destruction of historical records is 

also one of the tools ISIS uses to support their claim Caliphate as a part of their propaganda 

campaign58. 

																																																								
57	Jones, Christopher. "“Heritage in Peril: Iraq and Syria”	
58	McCants,	William.	The	ISIS	apocalypse:	the	history,	strategy,	and	doomsday	vision	of	the	
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 ISIS wants to reinforce their warped view of the Quran, Islamic History, and Islamic 

Law and therefore need to insure that all other versions, for lack of a better word, of Islam are 

destroyed. The more immediate this destruction is, the more quickly ISIS will be able to 

achieve this rewrite of history. After they have destroyed community bonds, they can reform 

society in whatever way they want. By destroying a people’s culture and history, ISIS is 

essentially wiping out an entire people. They are taking away sources of pride, honor, and 

truth and replacing them with ignorance and submission. 
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Section V: What is to be Done? 

 

With little action on the part of western governments to prevent this destruction, and 

western military and art collectors often being complicit in the destruction and looting, the 

question remains—what can, and should, be done?  The first step to fighting this problem is to 

combat ISIS’s hold on information. Much of what is known about their operations is through 

their twitter or YouTube videos allegedly showing destruction. Other information comes from 

uncorroborated reports from terrified locals.  

There have been efforts to document site changes through satellite imagery. Current 

photos are compared to photos of the same area before those areas fell to ISIS59. National 

Geographic, the Oxford Archeological Encyclopedia, ASOR and Google Earth are just a few 

of the many organizations trying to gather satellite images of the sites that are being attacked 

and those currently at risk of attack. While these images are helpful in categorizing changes to 

the layout of a particular site on a large scale and tracking the larger pictures of looting 

activities, these images do not provide detailed information on the condition of a given site. 

Oxford Archeological Encyclopedia has archives of detailed photos taken of the sites at risk, 

but some of these photos are 40-50 years old. Experts need to be sent in to document a site’s 

condition and compare it to past archeological records of the state of architecture, statuary, 

and relief sculptures. There are several efforts to try and train officials to help document and 

preserve pieces within current active war zones. This so-called “Monuments Men” style 

																																																								
59	"Ancient History, Modern Destruction: Assessing the Status of Syria's Tentative World 
Heritage Sites Using High-Resolution Satellite Imagery." AAAS. AAAS, 16 Dec. 2014 
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training, is being organized by the Cultural Heritage Center of the University of Pennsylvania, 

ICOMOS or the International Council on Monuments and Sites, and the Heritage for Peace 

Organization—a network of activist and volunteers across the world whose operations are 

currently based in Madrid, Spain. ICOMOS workshops take Syrian and Iraqi archaeologists, 

curators, and other scholars, and teach them emergency conservation procedures. Some of 

these procedures are simply guidelines, like wrapping up items in Tyvek Lightweight Plastic 

before burying or covering them with sandbags. Other topics are more intensive, such as 

safety in a warzone, self-defense, and most importantly (when it comes to the sites and 

antiquities) how to quickly and accurately record information about site conditions and the 

states of art objects60.  

Not only do participants receive training, they all leave the workshops with 

conservation supplies. Participators receive hard to find items such as Tyvek, disposable 

cameras, and museum-grade glue and wash. Aside from the importance of preservation as a 

matter of heritage and cultural memory, the economy of places like Iraq and Syria depends on 

cultural tourism and if they lose the battle against ISIS to protect these monuments, and future 

conservation efforts prove fruitless, Iraq and Syria lose their best hope at revitalizing their 

economy post-war61. An unstable economy would only continue to fuel the state of unrest in 

Syria and Iraq. Careful and strategically planned conservation efforts could play a key role in 

the stabilization of local communities and the reconstruction of lost history could begin. 

There have been many movements to try and catalogue the damage to sites via the 

internet; ASOR (American Schools for Oriental Research) publishes weekly reports on the 

																																																								
60	Curry, Andrew. "Archaeologists Train "Monuments Men" to Save Syria's Past." National 
Geographic. National Geographic Society, 03 Sept. 2014 
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conditions of cultural heritage sites and BBC has a started an online documentation project 

called “The Museum of Lost Objects” designed to help catalogue the condition of at risk sites 

and objects. The Oxford Archeological Encyclopedia is working to catalogue every 

archeological site in the Middle East, regardless of risk status. These catalogues provide 

information, unbiased information to anyone with internet access and are a valuable tool for 

both education and conservation.  

As important as gathering information about the monuments and sites in jeopardy is 

the gathering of information about the individual objects being looted and destroyed or sold. 

Currently, The Association for the Protection of Syrian Archaeology has managed to get 

control of a significant number of Syrian artifacts appearing on the black market as a result of 

the systematic looting by ISIS62. A significant number of the artifacts found so far have been 

confirmed as objects from Palmyra and have since been handed over to Interpol63. Intensified 

international support is needed to support the location and repatriation of looted objects.  

International support early on can help save many at-risk objects and prevent them 

from ending up on the black market. For example, the Timbuktu library evacuation were 

made possible through international funding and community involvement. First, the amount 

of information at risk was catalogued and then once activists took to social media platforms 

money was raised through several NGOs to help fund the tools needed to evacuate the 

manuscripts before the library was destroyed by a local offshoot of ISIS64. If campaigning 

efforts were increased, more international support (monetary and otherwise) could go a long 

																																																								
62	Ibid.	
63	Watson, Andrea. "Islamic State and the 'blood Antique' Trade”	
64	Kottoor, Naveena. "How Timbuktu's Manuscripts Were Smuggled to Safety - BBC News." 
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way in making sure early efforts at repatriation, restoration, and defensive operations against 

ISIS continue on for as long as needed. 

The question does remain, however, if repatriation is the best course of action for 

these pieces. Repatriation to an active war zone seems like an unwise decision to even the 

most active proponents of repatriation. If repatriation is acknowledged nearly universally to 

be a course of action that cannot occur in the present moment, what is to be done with any 

recovered artifacts? What about looted Syrian artifacts that are recovered within Syrian 

borders? These objects cannot be considered safe in Syria, even under the protection of Syrian 

national forces. Those forces are just as guilty of looting as ISIS is, even if the scale is slightly 

smaller65.  

Under the Taliban rule, items that were being looted and sold off were stored in 

national embassies after they were recovered66. This was a neutral location, out of harm’s 

way, that still acknowledged the proper heritage and ownership of the piece. Something 

similar could be set up for the pieces that are appearing on the market now. Ideally, such a 

location would be easily accessible by any country officials who recovered these items and 

would also be a site where the damaged items could be looked after and conservation on them 

could begin immediately while repatriation was on hold. This facility would need to be 

backed by UNESCO and located somewhere in Europe or Asia to try and keep the pieces as 

close as possible to their home while keeping them out of danger. If such a location were to be 

set up, it would have to be kept in the shadows. Should extremists know of its location it 

																																																								
65	Taylor, Alan. "Syrian Government Forces Recapture Historic Palmyra From ISIS." The 
Atlantic. Atlantic Media Company, 29 Mar. 2016. 
66	Miles, Margaret M. Art as plunder: the ancient origins of debate about cultural property. 
Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 2010. 
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would only increase the chance that there might be an attack on the facility by rogue ISIS 

supporters or simply unaffiliated terrorists that wish to antagonize the current situation.   

The greatest problem for conservators, however, is the sites and object that are beyond 

conservation. What happens to sites that have been completely destroyed? Should experts 

attempt to rebuild the Temple of Bel or the mosque of Yunus? Or should these sites just 

become another chapter in a long history book of destruction? It would be a mistake to do 

either. By rebuilding the sites as they were before, it effectively erases the destruction ISIS 

caused, but it doesn’t do anything to erase the damage ISIS caused upon the people. ISIS has 

worked tirelessly to destroy communities and drive wedges between neighbors and nations 

alike, thing will not just become peaceful overnight once ISIS has been stopped. The 

environment that allowed ISIS to come to a position of power will still exist. One of the 

fundamental problems of politics within Iraq and Syria, at the very least, in regards to the 

United States’ involvement, is tendency to view a war won or a problem solved when key 

leadership is killed. Killing off the main leaders, or even all the participants of ISIS will not 

fix the political and social climate that led to the group’s rise in power. Instead, action needs 

to be taken to repair the environment that created ISIS; community spaces are one way to help 

in that effort.  

If destroyed sites are left as-is, their absence stands as a macabre shrine to ISIS’s 

success. One of ISIS’s main goals was to destroy culture, to rewrite history, by letting these 

global heritage sites remain destroyed we allow them to slowly fade away into memory, and 

we lose a piece of history. These destroyed sites are scars on the landscape, in the immediate 

future they will serve as a constant reminder of the pain and destruction that occurred under 
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ISIS. In the long-term, 

redevelopment of the sites looms 

as a danger; an important part of 

the world’s, cultural heritage will 

be lost.  

I propose the creation of 

new, sustainable built 

environments in the locations of 

destroyed sites. Taken the Temple 

of Bel and the larger site of 

Palmyra as an example. This 

space is an excellent test case because we have detailed satellite imagery of the site and the 

pre-ISIS site was highly documented as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Judging from 

satellite imagery, all that is left of the temple complex is the ruined bases of columns and 

loose rubble.  

The basic blueprint above shows a preliminary proposal for the space within the 

Temple of Bel at a modified scale. The foremost feature is the potable water cistern. The 

cistern, depicted in the top right corner would be modeled after the water feature within 

University of Arizona’s Sonoran Landscape Laboratory, an outdoor, living laboratory that 

pioneers sustainable design in arid environments. In times of crisis, water is often one of the 

first necessities that suffers. By creating a water source independent of a city water system, 

Figure	9:	Blue	Print	for	Temple	of	Bel,	approximately	1/13th	of	Scale,	not	all	objects	to	scale 
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you are creating greater community emergency preparedness67. This water system can also be 

used to irrigate a community garden plot, within which a beekeeping area is built. This area 

will encourage pollination in gardens and farm areas surrounding the city.  

In the upper right hand corner is a small building, which is proposed as a museum 

unique to each site. These museums will be free and open to the public, maintained ideally by 

UNESCO and the community jointly. These museums will not just show what the sight 

looked like before ISIS, they will also be equipped to handle repatriated objects, and will 

discuss the destruction and conservation efforts that took place. These small museums will be 

funded internationally as a “chain” of museums, in a concept reminiscent of the BBC’s online 

“museum”; The Museum of Lost Objects. By connecting all the sites, fundraising, 

management, and initial construction will be much more manageable. However, while each 

site will be connected, the design of each site will be a tribute to the original monument and 

will mimic the destroyed styles and objects. 

In the center of each compound there will be a memorial in remembrance to not only 

the site itself but to those in the community that were affected by ISIS’s reign of terror. The 

rest of the space surrounding the monument will be filled by places for community 

gatherings— from a children’s playground to a picnic area, as well as natural gardens. While 

these areas will serve as monuments, educational spaces, and emergency preparedness 

centers, the main goal of these new sustainable built environments is to provide an area for the 

community to heal and bond. These new environments are not necessarily about undoing the 

																																																								
67	In	this	case,	emergency	preparedness	should	not	be	seen	as	a	way	of	saying	“war	will	happen	
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therapist	begins	active	therapy	(EMDR,	Hypnosis,	Medication,	etc)	they	first	identify	what	will	help	the	
patient	feel	comfortable	and	go	about	their	day	safely,	many	times	recommending	the	patient	has	a	safety	
net	of	some	sort	to	help	them	deal	with	panic	attacks	and	onset	of	anxiety.	Emergency	preparedness	tools	
can	help	a	community	feel	secure,	and	creates	an	atmosphere	of	protection.		
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destruction of ISIS. Much like the Killing Fields in Cambodia, the repurposing of these sites 

is meant to heal, to educate, and to remember an ugly piece of history without letting it 

negatively define the community.  

Community involvement is important when it comes reconstruction. Local 

communities should have the opportunity to help with the planning and initiation of these 

conservation efforts, and plans should be modified based on the individual communities’ 

feedback and needs. By involving communities in the rebuilding of their homes, it helps to 

heal the bonds broken by war and creates a more sustainable environment for promoting 

public well-being and community outreach. Each destroyed site had a unique role in the 

community and these reconstruction plans needs to recreate that role, not a single plan will fit 

all situations. However, a good starting point, like the proposal above will provide 

communities’ a space that they can tailor to fit their unique needs.  These sites were places 

where all members of each community could come together and appreciate their shared 

heritage.  

In the case of Palmyra, Syrian archaeologist Salam al-Kuntar from the University of 

Pennsylvania Museum says “People were integrated in this fabric of inhabited heritage”68.  

Zenobia al-Asaad, daughter of Khaled al-Assad, the archaeologist brutally murdered by ISIS 

in Palmyra, explains her torn feelings over the site since her father’s death, saying that 

"Palmyra the ancient city will always be a part of me, but I can't really imagine going back to 

Palmyra walking along the paths, looking at the sites without my father, he's the one who 

made us love this place”69. I propose recreating this living heritage in a way that 
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acknowledges the past, commemorating the lives that were lost and damaged during ISIS’s 

reign of terror, and allows the people of the surrounding area to look toward the future with 

hope and a sense of solidarity and community. To help those, like Zenobia al-Asaad, who tie 

the destruction of a site so clearly to their own personal loss. And while a sustainable built 

environment would not solve all the problems caused by ISIS, it would be a step in the right 

direction to help repair local communities.  
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Conclusion 

 

Overall, there is no easy solution to the problem ISIS poses. Each possible plan of 

action has its own pros and cons that can be debated over and over again. when it comes to 

conservation, stagnation and fear are our greatest weaknesses to aiding communities and 

rebuilding structures and global bonds. As a global society we must push for action and 

information. The only way we can save these monuments, sites, and objects from ISIS is to 

learn from what they have done in the past and use that knowledge to devise a preventative 

and future plan and implement it. First, we need to gather more information about the 

destruction, pooling international resources to keep an active catalogue on the condition of 

sites, and destruction of objects. Knowledge and information will help not only with tracking 

down looted objects but with future conservation. Additionally, if ISIS’ camp locations and 

arms storage within these sites are able to be discovered via drone or satellite imagery, 

military forces can make more informed decisions in regards to the best route of attack that 

will be successful against ISIS and cause minimum damage to the endangered sites and 

surrounding communities, as was military protocol during WWII. For sites that are damaged 

beyond the scope of conservation, we must move forward and turn these instances into 

opportunities for community growth and rebuilding, recognizing that these sites are active 

members of the communities and recreating an environment that facilitates community 

solidarity the way the original site would have. These actions must be taken as soon as 

possible with global support in order to continue to turn the course of the fighting out of ISIS’ 

favor when it comes to these art and architectural sites. This is not a merely a fight for the 

preservation of visually appealing objects, or ancient monuments and dusty tombs. This is a 
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fight for culture, history, and humanity. This is a fight for communities, local and global, it is 

a fight for someone’s home. It is a fight to preserve the progress we have made as a people, 

and yes, lastly, it is a fight for art. 
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Literature Review 

 

One of the most challenging aspects to studying ISIS and the destruction of art, is the 

amount of differing information available. There are many news sites, books, peer-reviewed 

articles, and podcasts that all present varying views on the group and the destruction of art in 

the Middle East. Many news articles are designed to evoke emotion, and it is hard to resist 

that kind of emotion as an art historian when you feel passion about a subject or have personal 

ties to your area of study. Even within my own writing, I often feel influenced by the 

emotional tones of the articles and news stories that fill my daily life via social media 

platforms. For this paper, I tried to use sources that were even in their tone and focused more 

on presenting information than eliciting a reaction from the reader/viewer. However, with so 

much about ISIS on the news, it would be impossible to keep my personal bias and emotions 

completely out of my writing, and undoubtedly there are traces of those personal views 

throughout this paper.  

In regards to my academic research, one of the key sources I used, as a source for 

background information, was an earlier edition of Arthur Goldschmidt Jr.’s, “A Concise 

History of the Middle East”. The piece is a straightforward recount of the Middle East before 

Islam, the rise of Islam in the Middle East and surrounding areas, and the journey of the 

Middle East to modern times. Goldschmidt focuses on the role Islam plays in Middle Eastern 

history but also continues to discuss other minority groups and their roles in the changing 

demographics of the area.  
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To understand the scope and significance of ISIS’s destruction it is important to have a 

good understanding of Islamic Art. My two main survey texts on Islamic Art were “Beauty 

and Identity, Islamic Art from LACMA”, an anthology of Essays based on Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art’s (LACMA) Islamic Art collection and “Islamic Art and Visual 

Culture” by D. Fairchild Ruggles. The Ruggles is an excellent survey text and considered an 

essential to most introductory classes on Islamic Art. From an art historical perspective, the 

anthology collection from the LACMA provided me the most insight on current discussion 

within the art history community on Islamic Art. By reading a variety of essays from different 

sources I was able to quickly gain a good sense of breadth of opinions and research trends.  

The LACMA collection itself is particularly useful because the collection contains 

pieces from sites destroyed by ISIS. Being able to read detailed scholarship on these pieces 

provides insight into the history that ISIS destroyed. In addition to reading survey texts, I 

visited as many collections as possible to gain a broader understanding of the art I was 

studying. As a part of my research I spent time in the LACMA collection, the Dallas Museum 

of Art, The Tucson Museum of Art, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Seeing these works 

in person had a dramatic effect on my perspective, it made the culture more relatable than it 

had ever been in books. 

Studying such a volatile and contemporary situation, requires for the researcher to 

make sure their information is up to date. For this reason, the majority of my sources are news 

articles and web-based sources. The American Schools of Oriental Research (ASOR) was an 

invaluable source, their website houses countless archives and the ASOR team keeps an up-

to-date bulletin on the pieces and sites currently under threat by ISIS. This kind of organized 

documentation is what is needed to help combat the destruction. When finding good news 
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sources, it can be intimidating to be faced with so much misinformation and emotional 

articles.  

Aside from ASORS work I tried to focus on articles from National Geographic, Time 

Magazine, The New York Times, and BBC. Everything I found from one source online I tried 

to cross check with another. It was also important to keep checking back on articles 

throughout the research and writing process to check for updates and new annotations. It was 

a unique experience writing on something so contemporary that your writing could change 

every week, it was frustrating at times but more often than not reinforced how important this 

subject matter is. 

At the beginning of my research on the History of ISIS the book I found to be most 

valuable was “ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror” by Hassan Hassan and Michael Weiss who 

also work with ASOR.  Many of the early articles I read on ISIS focused solely on ISIS’ 

current leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. In contrast, Hassan and Weiss began with Al-Qaeda 

and ISIS’s early leader, al-Zarqawi. Seeing the way in which ISIS rose from the leftover 

foundations of al-Qaeda greatly increased my understanding of the group and the way it rose 

to prominence. Hassan and Weiss included many examples of primary sources in their work 

that also lead me to other articles that I used in my work or at least referenced in my 

bibliography. 

William McCants’ work, “ISIS Apocalypse” helped me expand my understanding of 

ISIS’s current propaganda, armed with the historical knowledge from Weiss and Hassan I 

found that as reading McCants work I had a more nuanced understanding of the rhetoric and 

actions of ISIS than I had ever had before. McCants presented the goals and rhetoric of ISIS 

dogma in a comprehensive manner, breaking down metaphors, providing extensive 
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appendices. The appendixes were the most helpful, they provided direct quotes from the 

primary sources ISIS uses along with accurate English translations. Many news sources’ 

translations are done with the intention of emphasizing the emotional context, McCants 

seemed to put forth very neutral, academic translations. 

Something I would like to keep researching is the role of these cultural sites 

throughout history. Art History tends to be a theoretical approach to art analysis and I find 

myself drawn to the social aspects of these works as well as their theoretical role within the 

larger Art Historical Canon.  Albert Hourani’s book, “The History of the Arab Peoples” was a 

wonderful introduction to Middle Eastern Society throughout history and will be a book that 

influences my further research into the social art history of the Middle East. 
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