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This article evaluates, in relation to the ethical guidelines of the AAMD (American Association of Museum
Directors), a series of recent actions at the Toledo Museum of Art, Ohio, ranging from repatriations to
deaccessions and responses to inquiries about tainted objects.

Repatriations to Italy and Germany (2011-2013)

On June 17, 2012, the United States Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) announced that a rare
Etruscan black-figure kalpis (two-handled vessel for carrying water), dated to 510 B.C., would be returned to
Italy, since “it was smuggled out of Italy after an illegal excavation prior to 1981” (ICE 2012). The investigation
determined that the kalpis had been sold by Giacomo Medici to Gianfranco and Ursula (Rosie) Becchina,
all illicit antiquities dealers convicted for dealing in illicit antiquities. The Becchinas sold the vase to the
Toledo Museum of Art, Ohio in 1982 with a fake collecting history (provenance), after providing falsitied
documentation (USA 2012, Brodie 2014). The late museum curator of ancient art and curator of special
exhibitions for 26 years, Kurt Luckner, recommended the acquisition of the kalpis to the museum’s board of
trustees, who approved the acquisition for $90,000. At the time, the acquisition of the kalpis was considered an
opportunity for Toledo because the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York also wanted to acquire it (Lane
2012). In the documentation of the Becchina archive seized by the Swiss and Italian authorities in Switzerland
in the early 2000s, Kurt Luckner’s name and the Toledo Museum of Art appears several times, discussing the
possibility of acquiring other antiquities.

Three days later, on June 20, 2012, Tahree Lane reported on the case in 7oledo Blade, an online newspaper,
including various statements by the Toledo Museum of Art Director Brian Kennedy: “The right thing to do is
to return this object;” “Today’s American curators would run from such “documentation,” but 30 years ago,
museum staffs had different standards;” “The issue is that illicit markets are not supported anymore by U.S.
museums. The aim is to choke the trade” The Toledo Blade article also reported that Mr. Kennedy “developed
a thick dossier doing his own research on the case,” and statements by the museum’s chief operating officer
Carol Bintz (now retired) complaining that the ICE agents had not at first shared with the museum all the
information they had. Reading between the lines of the article’s description of the museum’s negotiations with
ICE, I find interesting its implication that the museum had the final say about the repatriation of the object
(“By March, Immigration and Customs Enforcement had furnished additional evidence: Mr. Kennedy was
satisfied and the museum board agreed to return the vessel”); in fact, ICE did have the right simply to execute
a warrant for the seizure of the object. The article further noted “this case is the second time in the museum’s
111 years it has returned an unwittingly ill-gained object” and briefly described the repatriation of a Nereid
Sweetmeat Stand to Dresden Museum, which had been stolen during World War II. The issue, however, is not
the paucity of repatriations during the Toledo Museum’s history, but how many objects will be repatriated in
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the next few years since the process started. The article ended with some interesting points: “Mr. Kennedy said
no other museum objects are being considered for repatriation. He noted such cases raise questions: Should
people be able to see Italian antiquities only in Italy? Should a one-of-a kind object in Toledo be returned
to a country that has numerous similar objects? Should there be an end-date to repatriations? And should
Immigration and Customs Enforcement be permitted to seize items from American museums [merely] for
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