Speech at the opening of the exhibition
‘Nineveh, Heart of an Ancient Empire’,
Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, Leiden,
17 October
Ambassador Barzani,
ambassador Wolters,
distinguished guests from all over the world,
ladies and gentlemen,
It’s an honour to be here today.
This is the last time I’ll open an exhibition
as culture minister.
Now that a new government is being formed
and my replacement is waiting in the wings,
I’m delighted that my last official engagement
is such a special one.
Special, because this is the largest exhibition ever
about the ancient empire of ‘Nineveh’.
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And it is also special,
because it shows that despite the great distance
between The Netherlands and Iraq,
we share close ties.
In the shape of partnerships,
stories and history.
Nineveh might be thousands of miles away, but the
stories in which it features
are familiar to many people in my country.
Like the Bible story of Jonah and the whale.
Or Yunus, as he’s called in the Koran.
Jonah was told by God to go to Nineveh,
a place of great wickedness and injustice,
to preach to the people.
But Jonah ran away.
The sailors of the ship he travelled on,
threw him overboard,
and he was swallowed by a whale.
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After three days and nights, he was cast up on dry land,
alive and well.
A second time he did go to Nineveh,
where he told the people that God would destroy the city
if they didn’t renounce their wicked ways.
They repented, and God spared Nineveh.
I see this as a wonderful story about second chances.
About giving chances,
but also about seizing chances to better your life.
However, when it comes to cultural heritage,
there are no second chances.
Things that are destroyed stay destroyed.
And things that are stolen are by no means always
recovered.
That’s why it’s so important that we work together
to protect valuable cultural heritage.
Every time it comes under threat, we only get one
chance to get it right.
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It’s an issue we face now more than ever,
in this time of conflicts and crises.
All over the world, cultural heritage is under threat
from fighting, looting and destruction.
This problem can only be tackled internationally.
The countries of Europe have profited from the wisdom
of these ancient civilisations
and I believe we have a duty to protect that heritage.
Dutch efforts to protect international cultural heritage go
back a long way, and take various forms.
I shall mention three,
to this gathering of ‘heritage warriors’,
in the hope that it will inspire you, too, in your battle to
preserve cultural artefacts.
Firstly, we exchange knowledge and share expertise.
We do so with the help of Dutch organisations like the
Prince Claus Fund,
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which has been providing ‘first aid’ for cultural heritage
threatened by disasters or conflict since 2003.
The fund also supports the training of heritage experts
and works to promote awareness that prevention
and rapid response are crucial when cultural heritage
is threatened.
Secondly, the Netherlands supports
collaboration between experts and museums, for instance
by assisting with excavations and restoration.
The National Museum of Antiquities is a shining example
of how to collaborate, creatively.
The people here work together with organizations
in the countries where they perform archeological
research, in order to help professionalize these
organizations.
Another example of collaboration between experts
and museums is the use of innovative,
21st-century technology,
that can help preserve the past for future generations.
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An international research team working with Delft
University of Technology used 3-D techniques to make
replicas of two winged bulls for the Nineveh exhibition.
You’ll see them at the entrance to the palace room.
This reconstruction was based on photos taken
before the statues were destroyed.
The replicas might never quite have the same feel
as the originals,
but they show very powerfully how history
– even when it has been destroyed –
can still somehow be brought back to life.

A third way in which we protect cultural heritage
is to bring to justice those who steal cultural artefacts,
or damage or destroy historic sites.
Not very long ago, the International Criminal Court
in The Hague for the first time sentenced an offender
for the war crime of destroying cultural heritage,
in Mali in 2012.
I applaud this active stance on the part of the Court.
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At European level, too, the protection of cultural heritage
in conflict areas is on the agenda.
There are strict controls on the import of and trade in
goods from Iraq and Syria.
I value the good cooperation between the monitoring
and maintaining bodies at European level,
and between the Cultural Heritage Inspectorate,
police and customs at national level,
as well as close dialogue with countries like Iraq.

But that’s not all the Dutch government is doing.
It has also passed legislation that makes it possible
to prosecute suspects in the Netherlands
for cultural heritage crimes committed in other countries.
The Netherlands is also a signatory to agreements that
prohibit the illegal trade in cultural artefacts.
It enforces these agreements by tracing illegally exported
items and returning them to their country of origin.
That is why it was wonderful
to see the statuette,
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when I visited the Iraqi pavilion
at the last Biennale.
It was part of the seventy objects we returned,
eight years ago.
The Netherlands is constantly working to return
cultural artefacts that have been illegally exported
from Iraq over the last twenty-five years.
It might seem obvious, but it’s deeply satisfying
to see these efforts bear fruit.
Speaking of the obvious, there are two ways of
protecting cultural heritage that I haven’t even
mentioned – that’s how self-evident they are.
I’m talking about supporting the work of
UNESCO and about
exhibitions like this one.
The Netherlands of course supports UNESCO’s work.
In fact we make an extra contribution
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to help implement the World Heritage Convention
through the Netherlands Funds in Trust.
This fund provides very specific support,
for instance to efforts to repair mausoleums in Mali.
In addition, the National UNESCO Committee
in the Netherlands is promoting awareness
of the destruction of cultural heritage,
among students, academics and professionals in the field.
That brings me to the last way of protecting cultural
heritage – which is exhibitions like this one.
Exhibitions allow people to enjoy the rich variety
of the world’s history,
and they help to keep attention focused
on the vulnerable position of cultural heritage
in conflict areas.
‘Nineveh’ is a striking example.
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As I said, it’s the largest exhibition ever about this
empire,
comprising over two-hundred-and-fifty objects from a
great many museums,
including the British Museum and the Louvre.
It’s a journey back in time,
back to the flowering of the Assyrian capital,
around seven-hundred Before Christ,
when its population numbered over a hundred thousand,
and the city was a symbol of beauty and power.
The exhibition teaches you about daily life
and the mindset of the Assyrians,
and introduces you to a civilisation that long preceded
that of Europe.
A civilisation that was razed to the ground around sixhundred Before Christ,
and that was eventually lost to memory.
It is our duty to save it from obscurity – and to bring
back that memory.
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Ladies and gentlemen,
War is a terrible thing, and sadly,
we seem powerless to prevent it.
Conflicts take lives, destroy whole societies,
create refugee flows and cause great misery.
Protecting the living is of course
the most important thing of all –
ensuring that the world’s people live in safety and
dignity.
But by protecting cultural heritage, too, we can try to
keep whole civilisations alive.
We can try to help countries collect and store their
histories.
And we can show people that history is constantly
repeating itself.
That’s why it’s our responsibility to protect cultural
heritage.
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So as to preserve the things that bind us.
So that we can all continue to enjoy them.
And so that our children can see and feel
that all civilisations are worth protecting.
Thank you –
and with these last words,
I hereby officially open this exhibition!
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