
To the foreign archaeological institutes and universities in Italy 

and to the researchers and research institutions working in Italian archaeology 
 

 

 

 
 

Dear colleagues, 

 
We would like to bring to your attention a regrettable development that is causing deep 

concern among Italian archaeologists.   

 
On 26 May 2014, the Italian energy company ENEL S.p.A. signed a memorandum of 

understanding with the municipality of Rome for the project “The Hidden Treasure of 

Rome”. On 7 November, the mayor of Rome, Ignazio Marino, made this bilateral 

agreement official, revealing that ENEL S.p.A. has committed itself to sponsor with 
100.000 euros the valorization overseas of archaeological objects from the 1930s 

excavations of Rome, objects which have been kept since then in the Capitoline 

Museums. Hundreds of thousands of historical artifacts will be sent to different American 
universities to be studied and catalogued. 249 black-gloss ceramics are already at the 

University of Missouri, the first beneficiary of this agreement. Other American institutions 

have expressed interest in the project, including the University of California, Los 
Angeles; the University of California, Berkeley; Stanford; New York University; Yale and 

Harvard.  

 

What at first sight looks like a praiseworthy enterprise is, in reality, an ambiguous and 
disconcerting operation which has caused dismay among Italian archaeologists.  

 

– The Mayor of Rome Ignazio Marino has advertised this agreement with the following 
statement: “If Rome were to do this job alone, with its own resources, it would take 

decades. Today, however, we can have it at no cost” (from the Italian 

http://www.ignaziomarino.it/the-hidden-treasure-of-rome/).  

This is not only utterly insulting for Italian archaeologists and research institutions, which 
are depicted as lazy and ineffective, but it is also a clear depreciation of archaeology as 

a profession, which doesn’t deserve to be paid for.  

However, is “The Hidden Treasure of Rome” actually a “no cost” project? Who is going 
to cover transportation, insurance and personnel costs for the shipping of archaeological 

artefacts to the USA? Furthermore, in a period of severe shortfall of investment in the 

Italian public research sector, ENEL S.p.A., which is a partly state-owned company, 
prefers to sponsor American universities instead of Italian.  

 

– Ignazio Marino’s announcement states also that “[...] the technological tools used in 

these [A/N: American] universities will provide a "repository" that is a kind of large 
database that will be a point of reference for scholars of Ancient Rome”.  

Rome’s mayor seems to disregard the existence of the SITAR (Sistema Informativo 

Territoriale Archeologico di Roma) database collecting and managing archaeological 
data from the territory of Rome. Every Italian cataloguing system follows the ICCD 

standard and is conceived to enable interoperability with the SiGeCWeb National 

Catalog System. SITAR represents one of the pillars of Italian archaeological 
management system and there are no documents explaining how and if this new 



repository will be integrated into the SITAR and SiGeCWeb systems according to the 

ICCD standards.   
 

– The research will be conducted on artifacts separated from their provenience and 

contexts, thus lacking the possibility of comparative analysis with equivalent 

assemblages, and without consulting archive documentation. In light of this, how can this 
repository be considered a valuable “point of reference for scholars of Ancient Rome”? 

In addition, the content of these crates is poorly known and yet to be inventoried, and 

there is the concrete risk that “The Hidden Treasures of Rome” will never see their way 
back to Italy.    

 

– The choice of these USA universities is arbitrary. Why were these and not other 
institutions chosen? Why were other foreign research institutions, which have had 

decades-long collaboration and co-operation with Italian archaeologists, not considered? 

It is also important to note that access to these artefacts has also been denied to many 

affirmed scholars (Italian and non Italian). 
 

In summary, it is clear that the scientific value of the project “The Hidden Treasure of 

Rome” doesn’t meet the standards of excellence which have been advertised both by 
the promoters and beneficiaries of this initiative. On the contrary, “The Hidden Treasure 

of Rome” initiative tragically resembles the eighteenth century colonial epoch, when 

locals were excluded from archaeological research, and artefacts were taken away from 
their original contexts and brought to “more advanced countries” where they could be 

better studied and preserved. 

 

We kindly ask you to distribute this note among interested colleagues in the hope of 
raising awareness of this deplorable initiative.  

 

If you require any further information, please refer to the website of the Confederazione 
Italiana Archeologi (in Italian) or send an email to presidente@archeologi-italiani.it or 

segreteria@archeologi-italiani.it 

 

 
 

Thank you for your support in this matter  

 
 

 

The President of the Confederazione Italiana Archeologi  
 

Alessandro Pintucci 

 

 
 

 


