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Preface

Cultural heritage is the witness of the development of
human civilization. Human beings have invested abundant
emotion and profound wisdom during the creation,
preservation, protection and appreciation of cultural heritage.
Cultural heritage, therefore, with its fresh vitality and unique
characteristics, has become the spiritual homeland of its
owners. The conservation of cultural heritage means not
only the protection of the heritage itself and the original
environment where it is set, but also the protection of the
inalienable cultural ties between the heritage and its owners.
In fact, the conservation of cultural heritage demonstrates
the respect for and guarantee of people’s basic cultural rights
and is of vital importance to safeguarding a country’s cultural
sovereignty and safety and protecting its cultural diversity.
Cultural properties not only belong to the countries, nations and
peoples which have created them, but also are recognized as the
assets of mankind as a whole. Theft, clandestine excavation and
smuggling of cultural properties, destruction of their original
environments and severance of spiritual and cultural ties
between cultural properties and their original environments are

criticized as evil doings, just like cutting a river from its source
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and a tree from its root. They will not only hurt feelings of the
people which these cultural properties belong to, but also be
condemned as crimes committed against humanity.

However, we are encouraged to see that it has become
a consensus of the whole international community to
combat smuggling of cultural properties and return them to
countries of origin. This consenus has been manifested in
such international treaties as the UNESCO Convention on the
Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export
and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property (1970) and
the UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported
Cultural Objects (1995).

Within the framework of these international conventions,
some countries have made substantial progress in retrieving
their lost cultural properties by means of international
cooperation. For example, the Italian Government has
successfully reclaimed their stolen cultural properties from the
J. Paul Getty Museum and the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
and the German Government has returned to Zimbabwe the
stone bird in the Great Zimbabwe Ruins. In fact, it has become

a worldwide trend to return cultural properties to countries of

005



origin through international cooperation.

China had significant impacts on the evolution of world
civilization over the sweep of human history. However, the
growing weakness of national strength over the past two
centuries has led to disasters against the country’s cultural
heritage and the loss of many valuable cultural objects abroad.
Facing these tragedies, the Chinese people could do nothing but
sighing. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China
in 1949, strict regulations on the export of cultural properties
were worked out, which effectively stopped the enormous
loss of cultural properties. Since the 1980s, however, driven
by the greedy pursuit of economic benefits, criminal activities
such as theft, clandestine excavation and smuggling of cultural
properties surfaced again. Thanks to the severe crackdown by
departments of public security, customs and cultural property
administration, rampant crimes against cultural properties
have been initially curbed. Nevertheless, the safety of the
country’s cultural properties is still under serious threat and
great difficulties are still ahead in reclaiming Chinese cultural
properties that have been lost abroad.

The Chinese Government, with the increasing
understanding and support from the international communities,
has made great efforts in reclaiming its lost cultural projects
from abroad. China joined the UNESCO Convention (1970)
in 1989 and the UNIDROIT Convention (1995) in 1997. It
has signed bilateral agreements on the prevention of theft,
clandestine excavation and illegal import and export of
cultural properties with such countries as Peru, India, Italy, the
Philippines, Greece, Chile and Cyprus, and has successfully
retrieved Chinese cultural properties lost abroad by means of
international cooperation.

In 2002, when learning that some antiques to be auctioned
by a Hong Kong-based auction company were probably part
of the collection of a state-owned musuem of China, the
State Administration of Cultural Heritage of China (SACH)

immediately dispatched staffs to conduct investigation and
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inform the public security department concerned of the
development. Based on the clues provided by SACH, the latter
uncovered a significant criminal case concerning the theft and
smuggling of cultural objects from the Outlying Temples of
Chengde, Hebei Province and successfully reclaimed the 49
stolen cultural objects from Hong Kong.

In April 2008, the Chinese Government reclaimed 156
cultural objects from Denmark. In the two year-odd reclaiming
process, relevant departments of ’the Chinese Government
made intensive efforts and cooperated closely in retrieving
these illegally exported cultural objects in accordance with
international conventions. With the active assistance by
government departments and general public of Denmark, these
cultural objects have been eventually returned to China. The
successful efforts in reclaiming these cultural objects have
attracted worldwide attention.

In order to promote international cooperation in retrieving
cultural property and boost public awareness and support for
the work, SACH, in partnership with the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Ministry of Public Security and the Ministry of
Culture, will hold an exhibition entitled “Lost Chinese Cultural
Objects Successfully Retrieved from Abroad” prior to the
National Cultural Heritage Day in 2008. 195 exhibits will be
on display, inlcuding the 156 cultural objects reclaimed from
Denmark, 6 ceramic figurines of the Han Dynasty retrieved
from USA, 31 ceramic figurines of the Yangling Mausoleum of
the Han Dynasty purchased and donated by overseas Chinese,
the ceramic horse figurine returned by the Museum of Far East
in Sweden and the Bodhisattva statue of the Northern Dynasties
returned by the Miho Museum in Japan. This exhibition will
review China’s major achievements and successful approaches
in reclaiming its lost cultural objects abroad in recent years.

We would like to express our sincere thanks to the
countries, international organizations and friends that have

offered assistance in bringing these lost cultural objects to
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their motherland. Their unselfish help has deeply touched us.
Meanwhile, it is our deep understanding that protecting cultural
heritage and returning it to country of origin symbolize social
justice, represent the necessary trend of human civilization,
reflect a high degree of consensus of the international
community, and mean the compelling obligation of every
government. As a time-honored civilization, China will make
its due contribution in this field in a more active manner.

We believe that with the support of all walks of life
and close cooperation of related departments, the Chinese
Government will make more remarkable achievements in
cracking down the theft, clandestine excavation and smuggling
of cultural property, facilitating the signing of bilateral
agreements with other countries on the conservation of cultural
heritage, and reclaiming lost cultural objects by law. The
Chinese people who have been suffering the loss of cultural
property will go forward hand in hand with the people in the
rest of the world to make unremitting efforts in promoting
international cooperation in cultural property recovery and

safeguarding the common spiritual homeland of mankind!

Shan Jixiang

Director-General

State Administration of Cultural Heritage
People’s Republic of China
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