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Between Diplomacy and Science: British 
Mandate Palestine and Its International 

Network of Archaeological Organisations, 
1918–1938

Mathilde Sigalas

The collaboration of the three victorious powers of World War One—Great 
Britain, France and the US—on archaeological issues during the inter-
war period in Palestine can be told through the history of their respective 
archaeological organisations deployed on the ground.1 Foreign archaeologists 
returned to the Middle East at the end of WWI to take over the digs they 
had been forced to leave and to start new excavations. An influential rivalry 
stood out between Great Britain and the US. The former was supposed to 
take over the role of decision makers over archaeology in Palestine, while the 
latter wanted to be involved in writing legislation and working on a shared 
digging method, specifically in support of biblical archaeology and linked 
to the Western Judeo-Christian traditions of the Jewish nationalist project.2 
The political aftermath of WWI and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire led 
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to a revision of archaeological policies in the former provinces of Syria3 and 
Palestine. The Paris Peace Conference discussed a new set of regulations for 
archaeology and antiquities management in 1919, which was included into 
the official text of the Mandate in 1922. The newly designated mandatory 
powers, Great Britain4 for Palestine and France for Syria, collaborated with 
other member states of the League of Nations to supervise the archaeolog-
ical field throughout the Middle East. The archaeological field came under 
the supervision of the British and French mandatory authorities in their zones 
of influence, with some benefits reserved for other League of Nations sig-
natories. Although the US did not receive a mandate and shied away from 
any involvement regarding the political reorganisation of the region when 
its Congress refused to ratify the League of Nations Covenant in 1921, the 
US government established bilateral diplomatic relations with the British 
and French governments.5 American archaeologists suggested that the scien-
tific delegations—designated by each country to discuss archaeological issues 
of the Middle East region at the Peace Conference—establish a common 
inter-allied scientific project in Jerusalem with the aim of associating them-
selves with British-French archaeological regulatory body which was already 
debating these issues.6 This work will mainly focus on Palestine, while Syria 
will be mentioned in order to compare British and French approaches to the 
archaeological field under their respective Mandates.

At the beginning of the 1920s, the British authorities founded new insti-
tutions in Palestine—a Department of Antiquities under the auspices of 
the League of Nations Mandate High Commission and a school of archae-
ology—both to develop archaeology as a scientific discipline and to protect 
antiquities.7 At the same time, scholars themselves created organisations and 
learned societies to promote international research dedicated to Palestine. 
In the 1920s, diplomats and Western scientific committees, in the new post-
WWI political context, used the establishment of a new archaeological policy 
in Palestine as a way to renew their cultural diplomacy and to ensure politi-
cal stability throughout the region.8 In the 1930s, however, economic issues 
related to archaeology began to take over and the Americans, with their 

5 Lawrence Davidson, America’s Palestine: Popular and Official Perceptions from Balfour to 
Israeli Statehood (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2001), 58.

6 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. E-Levant. Direction des Affaires politiques et commer-
ciales. Box 313. Section 18. Folder N°103. Syria. Leaf 61. Letter of April 9, 1919. Ministry of 
Public Education to Foreign Affairs.

7 Shimon Gibson, “British Archaeological Institutions in Mandatory Palestine, 1917–1948,ˮ 
Palestine Exploration Quarterly 131.2 (July 1999): 115.

8 Mark C. Donfried and Jessica C.E Gienow-Hecht, Searching for a Cultural Diplomacy, 
Explorations in Culture and International History Series (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 6.

3 I use the word Syria to refer to Greater Syria (both Syria and Lebanon) as this was the main 
usage in official texts at that time.

4 In the archives, “Great Britain” is mainly used rather than “United Kingdom.”
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abundant funding and experts pouring into the region, established a kind of 
informal domination over the British mandatory institutions and influenced 
both archaeology and politics.

The new political order initiated under the Mandate system offers a com-
parative vision of the archaeology led by British and French administrations 
over Palestine and Syria.9 Until now, however, no in-depth analysis has been 
done on the role of their institutions which were established in the Middle 
East and the relationships between them. Previous literature concerning the 
history of archaeology in the Middle East during the interwar period tends 
to focus on Western powers’ national agenda. It adopts a one-sided approach 
to the study of the archaeological field, by concentrating on the work of one 
country.10 In these works, archaeology is studied through national state and 
non-state actors such as ministries, scientific academies and delegations in the 
field.

The subject of field practice has generated a copious literature and many 
intensive case studies which are complementary to the main argument of this 
paper. This examines the practice of colonial archaeology in Palestine using 
the concepts of informal imperialism and cultural diplomacy by the countries 
involved. Bruce Trigger was the first to distinguish three types of archaeol-
ogy, nationalist, colonialist and imperialist.11 Nationalist archaeology refers 
to the combination of archaeology and history to glorify a common national 
past and regain the prestige of a declining power. Colonialist archaeology 
involves the practice of archaeology by a colonial power over another country, 
with the aim of better knowing the area’s past for scientific purposes. Finally, 
imperialist archaeology is equivalent to historiographical superiority from the 
actors of the colonial power over a discipline that excludes ideas from local 
scholars writing the history of their own country. These concepts have been 
reused and refined by scholars such as Margarita Díaz-Andreu, who expanded 
the concepts of colonialist and imperialist practice of archaeology with 
an informal dimension. This can be found in situations when one or more 
nations try to dominate the same territory through implicit means, without 

9 Nadine Méouchy and Peter Sluglett, eds., The British and French Mandates in Comparative 
Perspectives (Leiden, The Netherlands and Boston, MA, USA: Brill, 2004).

10 Nicole Chevalier and Jean-Louis Huot, La recherche archéologique française au Moyen-
Orient, 1842–1947 (Paris: Recherche sur les civilisations, 2004); Ann Perkins, “American 
Archaeology in the Near and Middle East,ˮ in Background of the Middle East, ed. Jackh Ernest 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1952), 211–218; Jacques Thobie, “Archéologie et 
Diplomatie Française Au Moyen-Orient Des Années 1880 Au Début Des Années 1930,ˮ in 
Actes Du Colloque Du 150e Anniversaire de l’Ecole Française d’Athènes (Athens: École française 
d’Athènes, 2000), 79–111; Amara Thornton, “Archaeologists-in-Training: Students of the 
British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem, 1920–1936,ˮ Journal of Open Archaeology Data 1.1 
(2 February 2012): e1, http://dx.doi.org/10.5334/4f293686e4d62.

11 Bruce G. Trigger, “Alternative Archaeologies: Nationalist, Colonialist, Imperialist,ˮ Man 
19.3 (September 1984): 355–370.
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exercising official sovereignty.12 She locates the characteristics of colonial 
archaeology in the establishment of three institutions on the dominated terri-
tory: a museum, a university and a governmental institution or branch dealing 
with archaeological issues.13 Her approach and the wider literature helps this 
work to characterise the British-American relationship in terms of archaeolog-
ical supervision and diplomatic issues under the British Mandate in Palestine.

The present chapter is based on an archival analysis and comparison of six 
institutions’ records. I collected data from the American School of Oriental 
Research (ASOR),14 the Archaeological Advisory Board (AAB),15 the British 
School of Archaeology in Jerusalem (BSAJ),16 the Department of Antiquities 
(DoA),17 the French École biblique et archéologique de Jérusalem (EBAF),18 
and the Palestine Oriental Society (POS).19 I compared their Boards of 
Directors, their lists of members and their treasury reports to observe the 
scholarly networks and financial influences of each upon the others. This 
provides insights into the local networks operating in the broad field of 
archaeology in Palestine, and determines its key players within the sectors of 
government, business and academia.

This chapter will study the extent to which the regulation of archaeology 
during the interwar period was influenced by political and religious tensions 

12 Margarita Díaz-Andreu, A World History of Nineteenth-Century Archaeology: Nationalism, 
Colonialism, and the Past (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 99.

13 Díaz-Andreu, A World History, 404.
14 Bulletin of the American School of Oriental Research, no. 1 (December 1919)–no. 76 

(December 1939). 1919–1920: http://www.jstor.org/journal/bullamerschoori2. 1920s–1930s: 
http://www.jstor.org/journal/bullamerschoorie.

15 Jerusalem, Israel States Archives. C.S.108 APM 51/0. Advisory Board Archaeology. 25 
June 1920–19 October 1920. Carton 3/115.; BA/6/31/1. Archaeological Advisory Board. 
Constitution of 1929–1948.

16 Kew, National Archives. FO 141/687/6. Antiquities in Ottoman Dominions, Palestine 
and the Near East: Proposed international control of antiquities, organisation of Antiquities 
Department at the British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem, Antiquities Ordinance for 
Palestine. 1918–1920. London, Palestine Exploration Fund. Minutes Book of the BSAJ, 1918–
1946; Attendance Register of the BSAJ, 1920–1930. Oxford, Bodleian Library. Soc. 20604 
d.50. Annual report, British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem. Annual Reports 1–18, 20, 21, 
for 1920 through 1941; Per. 20604 d.46. Bulletin—British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem. 
Bulletins 1–7.

17 London, British Library. Palestine Blue Books, 1926–1938.
18 Jerusalem, École biblique et archéologique française (EBAF). Fonds E - Fonds de l’École 

biblique et archéologique française [Fondation, directeurs, relations scientifiques, études, étudi-
ants, publications, activités scientifiques (hors archéologie)].

19 London, Palestine Exploration Fund. Journal of the Palestine Exploration Society vol. 1 
1920–vol. 21 1948; Indices of the JPOS, 1920–1948. Some official documents were also classi-
fied in the National Archives of Kew and the Diplomatic Archives in France. Most of the archives 
of the Palestine Oriental Society remain at the archive centre of the American School of Oriental 
Research (USA) but I didn’t get the opportunity to visit them during my Master so most of the 
analysis is based on the mention of the American presence in Palestine within British and French 
records.

http://www.jstor.org/journal/bullamerschoori2.
http://www.jstor.org/journal/bullamerschoorie
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as the interests of Western countries in Palestine changed from 1918 to 1938. 
The period of analysis opens in 1918 with the end of WWI and the intro-
duction of collaborative archaeological projects by Western archaeologists in 
Palestine. It ends in 1938 with the opening of the Palestine Archaeological 
Museum mostly because after this the records of the different organisations 
are incomplete. I start my narrative by introducing the leading archaeologi-
cal institutions in Palestine and Western powers’ aims when designing these 
institutions. I then investigate the changes in archaeological policies brought 
about by American dominance. I argue that these changes were guided by the 
American actors’ ideas of equality among the foreign parties and to include 
local elites in archaeological projects in order to advance Biblical archaeology, 
with the aim of settling diplomatic and political controversies.

The InsTITuTIonalIsaTIon of archaeology  
In PalesTIne In The early 1920s

In 1917, the British army succeeded in conquering Middle East, giving 
Britain a diplomatic advantage in the negotiations over the former Ottoman 
provinces at the WWI Peace Conferences. From Egypt to Palestine, mar-
tial law was imposed as a transitional regime before the officialisation of 
the Mandate, to protect the Suez Canal and the shipping route to India.20 
This established military rule over the archaeological field, controlled by 
the British army. Subsequently, the Triple Entente powers started to worry 
about their archaeological interests in the face of British political dominance 
in the region. American and French intellectuals and diplomats worked 
together to establish international archaeological collaboration to slow down 
British exclusiveness over the Middle East,21 with the US administration in 
charge of the Middle Eastern affairs acting as a buffer between the British 
and French governments. In addition, from 1918, US scholars started to lead 
international scientific cooperation to expand archaeological research in the 
Middle East.22 The inter-allied initiative was first named the “American pro-
ject” before the British requested involvement in it. It was then called the 
“Garstang Project” in reference to Professor John Garstang, an archaeologist 
from the University of Liverpool appointed by the British authorities as the 
representative of British archaeological issues in Mandatory Palestine. The US 

20 Vincent Cloarec and Henry Laurens, Le Moyen-Orient au 20e siècle (Paris: Armand Colin, 
2003), 35.

21 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. E-Levant. Box 313. Section 18. Folder N°106. Letter of 
March 2, 1919 [anon.] Note sur la question des fouilles dans les territoires ottomans libérés et 
plus particulièrement en Palestine.

22 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. Série des Œuvres françaises à l’étranger. Levant. 
Box 172. Letter of June 21, 1920; Chevalier, La Recherche archéologique française au Moyen-
Orient, 257.
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and Great Britain submitted an invitation to the French ministries of Foreign 
Affairs and of Public Instruction for France to become the third founding 
member of the project. The renewal of archaeology in the Middle East—in 
terms of legislation for Western governments and in terms of practice for 
archaeologists, and the wishes from both of greater institutionalisation of the 
discipline—sketched a “shy diplomacy”23 between the powers of the Triple 
Entente. Archaeologists, supported by their governments, suggested collab-
orative archaeological works with the equal involvement of other Western 
powers in the archaeological field and to avoid the hegemony of one coun-
try, which could destabilise their relationships on a diplomatic level. This “shy 
diplomacy” was, in fact, implemented to deal with diplomatic and political 
issues arising through the cultural and scientific level.24 In Palestine itself, it 
was strengthened by religious concerns around Jerusalem’s holy places and 
the politics of the recent Balfour Declaration. This stated that Britain would 
support the foundation of a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine. 
Such a decision had consequences for the archaeological field, as excavations 
in the Holy Land might well lead to discoveries of a controversial nature for 
the various communities living in Palestine. The aim of the Western powers 
was to use scientific and cultural diplomacy to promote collaboration,25 and 
founding archaeological institutions aimed at maintaining cohesion between 
foreign and local elites and to spread tolerance within society.

An American archaeological institution had been present in Palestine 
since the beginning of the twentieth century with the foundation of the 
American School of Oriental Research (ASOR) in Jerusalem in 1900.  
The school was closed between 1914 and 1918. At its reopening in 1918, 
the American scholar Albert T. Clay, Assyriologist and annual lecturer at the 
ASOR that year, suggested the establishment of an inter-allied organisation 
based in Jerusalem.26 When this project was submitted to the British and 
French authorities, one of the main conditions imposed by the Americans 
was the equal status as founding members and the local role of the future 

23 French expression of “diplomatie timide” from: La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. Office 
du Levant. 1920–1945. Box 21. Section N°705. Organisation du Mandat. 1922. Letter of July 
24, 1922 from M. Donon [Own translation].

24 Without using the specific term ‘shy diplomacy,’ Marianne Hagelstein insists on the role of 
external actors, who are not diplomats, on the implementation of cultural and scientific diplo-
macy. These actors work within civil society and use the indirect influence of public opinion to 
discuss political issues with official authorities. According to Hagelstein’s thesis, the archaeolo-
gists and archaeological organisations studied in this chapter could correspond to the external, 
or non-state, actors, as they deal both with diplomats and local elites with the aim of maintaining 
cordial relationships between foreign and local powers in Palestine. Marianne Hagelstein, ed., 
Soft power et diplomatie culturelle: le cas de Taiwan, Catholic University of Louvain (Louvain-la-
Neuve, Belgium: Academia-l’Harmattan, DL 2014, 2014), 7–12.

25 Donfried, Searching for a Cultural Diplomacy, 21.
26 “Introductory Notice,” Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society I, (1920): 2–3.



BETWEEN DIPLOMACY AND SCIENCE …  193

organisation within the archaeological scientific network of Palestine.27 Their 
equal status meant that the British and French had to establish schools of 
archaeology, or at least a “permanent [archaeological] mission”28 with an 
office in Jerusalem, parallel to ASOR.29 The British government had already 
envisaged founding a school prior to the US’s request. The British School 
of Archaeology in Jerusalem (BSAJ) opened its doors in 1919. The French 
already had a base in Palestine, the Dominican convent of Saint-Etienne, 
which had been a school for Biblical studies since 1890. Although not being 
recognised by the French government as an official archaeological delegation 
before the war, the work of missionaries from the French École biblique in 
Jerusalem on epigraphic deciphering was well known in Palestine and they 
were frequently invited by foreign archaeological missions to collaborate 
on excavations. Following the US offer of an inter-allied organisation, the 
French government decided—with the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-
Lettres as coordinator—to add an archaeological branch to the École bib-
lique which became in 1920 the École biblique et archéologique française de 
Jérusalem (French Biblical and Archaeological School in Jerusalem, EBAF) 
with a new syllabus including archaeological topics.30 These three schools—
ASOR, BSAJ, EBAF—were named the “Associated Schools”31 by the British 
Mandate administration in Palestine and led the renewal of the archaeological 
field in Palestine after the war in the framework of international collaboration.

With this proposal to establish an inter-allied archaeological organisation 
in Jerusalem, the Americans were certain to remain involved in all  diplomatic, 
scientific and methodological discussions related to archaeology between 
the French and the British at the Peace Conference and during the Mandate 
meetings. From the beginning of 1919, victorious governments, with their 
diplomats and archaeologists, wrote proposals on the establishment of 
a common archaeological policy in the Middle East. The aims of this new 
policy were to give an easier access to the excavating field for international 
scientific standing and to authorise export of antiquities to build collec-
tions abroad.32 The policy was written to the benefit of Western archaeo-
logical research over the Middle East and it established a form of colonial  

27 “The New Home of the Allied Schools,” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental 
Research 2 (February 1920): 2–3.

28 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. E-Levant. Direction des Affaires politiques et commer-
ciales. Box 313. Section 18. Folder N°103. Syria. Leaf 62. Letter of April 9, 1919. Ministry of 
Public Education to Foreign Affairs [Own translation].

29 Jerusalem, Israel State Archives. C.S.108 APM 51/0. Advisory Board Archaeology. 25 June 
1920–19 October 1920. Box 3/115.

30 Jerusalem, EBAF. 2E/B-2-1. Activités de l’École biblique et archéologique française rap-
ports, compte rendus, correspondance 1920–1960. Rapport sur l’exercice de l’année scolaire 
octobre 1920 à octobre 1921.

31 Kew, National Archives. FO 141/687. Antiquities. Memorandum, April 1, 1919, 14.
32 Gran-Aymerich, Naissance de l’archéologie moderne, 361.
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archaeology and domination by Western powers over the field, the local 
populations and their heritage. Sir Frederic Kenyon, Director of the British 
Museum and Chairman of the Joint Archaeological Committee,33 submitted 
a memorandum on January 1919 to the British delegation designated to rep-
resent Great Britain at the Peace Conference. In this memorandum, Kenyon 
suggested that the British should lead the creation of an international com-
mission to collaborate on archaeological issues at the Peace Conference under 
the aegis of the International Commission.34 Americans, British, French and 
Italians were the leading actors in the negotiation and writing of new archae-
ological treaties,35 while German and Austrian36 scholars from the losing 
side in the war were not allowed to take part in the editing board and were 
also prohibited to dig until the end of the 1920s.37 The first four persons 
appointed to the International Commission were David G. Hogarth, member 
of the British Academy and Director of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford; 
William H. Buckler, representative of the American Institute of Archaeology 
and other learned societies in the US; René Cagnat, member of the Académie 
des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres and professor at the Collège de France; and 
Roberto Paribeni, Director of the National Museum in Rome.38 They would 
work on the archaeological clauses for the League of Nations Covenant, for 
the Treaty of Peace with Turkey and for the official text of the Mandates.39

The British proposition of the International Commission offered the US 
a way to remain influential in the diplomatic management of archaeologi-
cal issues in the Middle East. They were thus involved in some agreements 
which were supposed to be used only for signatories of the League of Nations 
Covenant.40 This was ratified on April 28th 1919 and included a short men-
tion of archaeological issues which would have to be inserted into the official 

33 The Joint Archaeological Committee was an organisation gathering all the chairmen or rep-
resentatives of the British learned archaeological societies and was based in London.

34 The commission has no official name, in the archives the authors sometimes referred to it 
under the names of the “International commission,” the “assisting Powers” or the “Commission 
of Powers.” The name “International commission” will be used in this chapter.

35 Ludovic Tournès, Les États-Unis et la Société des nations: 1914–1946: le système international 
face à l’émergence d’une superpuissance (Bern, Switzerland: Peter Lang, 2016), 2.

36 Ottoman archaeology was also prominent before 1914 but Ottoman archaeologists were 
on the losing side at the end of the war. Their status and right to excavate in the former prov-
inces of the Ottoman Empire outside of Turkey are not mentioned in the archives of the Peace 
Conferences talks. Zainab Bahrani, Zeynep Çelik, and Edhem Eldem, Scramble for the Past: A 
Story of Archaeology in the Ottoman Empire, 1753–1914 (Istanbul: SALT, 2011).

37 Gran-Aymerich, Naissance de l’archéologie moderne, 408.
38 Kew, National Archives. FO 608/276/3. Archaeological research in Palestine and Persia, 

1920. Leaf 173.
39 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. E-Levant. Direction des Affaires politiques et commer-

ciales. Box 313. Section 18. Folder N°103. Syria. Leaf 61. Letter of April 9, 1919. Ministry of 
Public Education to Foreign Affairs.

40 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. Office du Levant. 1920–1945. Box 8. N°686. Textes de 
base 1922-1943. July 23, 1922.
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text of the Mandate. From this time, the International Commission worked 
on two papers. First, the four representatives drafted the clauses which would 
be included in the Peace Treaty with Turkey—later ratified as the Treaty of 
Sevres in 1920. In this treaty, only two paragraphs of the second chapter dealt 
with archaeological issues: paragraph 11 focused on a new archaeological pol-
icy to revise the law implemented by the Ottoman Empire before 1914:

Chapter II. Paragraph 11. The Imperial Ottoman Government will within 
(12) months from the exchange of ratifications of this Treaty enact a new Law 
of Antiquities. The objects of such a law shall be to preserve existing monu-
ments, partial excavations and sites, to renew existing rights of exploration and 
excavation on terms consistent with the provisions of this article, to encourage 
further exploration and excavations, to prevent illicit dating and smuggling in 
finds, and, by a prohibition of export except under license, to ensure an equi-
table distribution of finds between the country of the discoverer and the enact-
ment be submitted to the Allied Governments, who shall have the right to make 
suggestions to the Imperial Ottoman Government for the improvement of its 
provisions.41

Paragraph 12 dealt with antiquities removed during WWI with a particular 
context for their assignment, but will not be analysed here.

Paragraph 11 explicitly mentioned the Allied governments as supervisors 
for the implementation of the law in Turkey so as to facilitate access to the 
archaeological sites and export of the antiquities, which was not allowed 
under Ottoman law. By doing this, the Western powers guaranteed a stand-
ardisation of archaeology between Turkey and the provinces they would 
receive as Mandates. The second paper was the articles for the Mandate dec-
laration that Great Britain and France subsequently ratified on July 1922. 
Article 14 established the conditions for both Great Britain and France to 
organise the archaeological field and dealing of antiquities within their respec-
tive mandatory administrations:

Art. 14. The Mandatory power shall draw up and put into force, within a period 
of twelve months, an act on antiquities, in accordance with the following pro-
visions. This law guarantees nationals of the States members of the League of 
Nations equal treatment in excavations and archaeological research.42

In both papers, the clauses epitomised Western powers’ ambitions in archae-
ological affairs in the Middle East. The Peace Treaty with Turkey and the 
Mandate declaration required the same conditions for the new Turkish gov-
ernment and the mandatory authorities to write their Laws of Antiquities. 

41 Kew, National Archives. FO 141/687. Antiquities. 8703/11. Enclosure in No. 1. 
Antiquities Ordonnance for Palestine. October 22, 1920.

42 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. Office du Levant. 1920–1945. Box 8. N°686. Textes de 
base 1922–1943. July 24, 1922 [Own translation].
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The League of Nations expected the mandatory authorities to establish a 
common law for both Syria and Palestine and to standardise the clauses with 
Turkey.43

The esTablIshmenT of a TransnaTIonal archaeologIcal 
neTwork In PalesTIne

The British and French governments started to draft the law in 1920. 
The High Commission for the British Mandate in Palestine created the 
Department of Antiquities with the aim of having a referee organisation for 
the negotiations on the terms of the Law of Antiquities with the French 
authorities. The Department of Antiquities was divided into two deci-
sion-making branches, the Director and the Archaeological Council (see 
Table 1). Both supervised the other official positions; the Director was 
in charge of the Keeper of Museums and the Inspector in Chief, while the 
Archaeological Council was composed of the Keeper of Monuments and the 
Associated Schools. The Archaeological Council and Associated Schools, 
named after the Archaeological Advisory Board (AAB), was created to work 
in collaboration with the Director as an advisory entity, especially on archaeo-
logical practice and methodology on the field.

The AAB is particularly illustrative of the British government’s attempt 
to establish an international consortium of scholars as a consultative entity 
on archaeological decisions, with the British government at the centre of 
this consortium with the Director of the Department of Antiquities acting 

Table 1 Department of Antiquities’ organisation (Kew, National Archives. FO 
141/687. Antiquities. Memorandum of April 1, 1919, 14)

43 Kew, National Archives. FO 608/116. Peace Conference British Delegation. Leaf 158–159. 
Note on archaeological desiderata of February 3, 1919.



BETWEEN DIPLOMACY AND SCIENCE …  197

as head of the AAB Committee. The Committee was composed of five per-
sons: its President and one representative of each Western archaeological 
school in Jerusalem—ASOR, BSAJ and the École biblique.44 In addition, the 
High Commissioner appointed four persons to represent Jewish and Muslim 
interests.45

The organisation of the AAB Committee reflected the wish of the 
British administration to take into account the interests of every issue in an 
attempt to maintain stability. It seems that British authorities did not con-
sider Palestinian Christians as a source of tension in the archaeological field.46 
The AAB could be read as a tool of cultural diplomacy, of both direct and 
indirect influence. As a mandatory institution, some decisions taken by the 
Committee followed the League of Nations’ agenda. For example, it allowed 
German and Austrian archaeologists47 to have a representative member at the 
AAB in 1926, the same year as they were allowed to go back to their excava-
tions by the League of Nations.48 It was also a way for the Jewish and Muslim 
representatives to implement their local influence and to collaborate with 
Western diplomatic entities. Moreover, the High Commissioner was involved 
in the appointment of the Committee members and as such, foreign and 

44 The Franciscans were also influential in the field of archaeology in Palestine since the nine-
teenth century. In 1901, the Custody established a school in Jerusalem, named the Studium 
Biblicum Franciscanum. However, they are seldom mentioned in the archives of the interwar 
period. Masha Halevi contends that the Franciscans used archaeology to strengthen their pres-
ence and religious influence in Palestine. Masha Halevi, “Between Faith and Science: Franciscan 
Archaeology in the Service of the Holy Places,” Middle Eastern Studies 48.2 (2012): 262.

45 Jerusalem, Israel States Archives. C.S.108 APM 51/0. Advisory Board Archaeology. 25 June 
1920–19 October 1920. Carton 3/115.

46 On the representation of Palestinian Christians, Albert Glock argues that they were 
employed within the Department of Antiquities as members of staff but they were not pres-
ent within the organisations which dealt both with archaeological and diplomatic issues, which 
focused on Jews and Muslims (Albert Glock, “Archaeology as Cultural Survival: The Future of 
the Palestinian Past,” Journal of Palestine Studies 23: 3 (1994): 75–76).

47 Before 1914, Germany was one of the major powers in the archaeological field through-
out the Ottoman Empire [Glock, 73–74; Alev Koçak, The Ottoman Empire and Archaeological 
Excavations: Ottoman Policy from 1840–1906, Foreign Archaeologists, and the Formation of 
the Ottoman museum (Istanbul, Turkey: Isis Press, 2011), 133–150]. In Palestine, they estab-
lished the German Protestant Institute of Archaeology (Deutsches Evangelisches Institut für 
Altertumswissenschaft des Heiligen Landes) in 1900, joined in 1908 by the Roman Catholic 
Görres Society to represent German archaeological interests in the Middle East. With the outbreak 
of WWI, archaeologists left the Institutes in Jerusalem and, because of their defeat, German and 
Austrian scholars were banned from digging until 1926. The Institutes were opened sporadically 
during the 1920s and their activities ceased completely from 1939 to the 1960s [Gabriella B 
Rodrigues, “German Biblical Archaeology: Retrospective of a Neglected Legacy. A Study of the 
German Contribution to the Archaeology of Palestine in Its Longue Durée, from 1871 to 1945ˮ 
(PhD diss., Ruprecht-Karls-Universität-Heidelberg, 2016); ‘1914–1964—DEIAHL’, accessed 
27 August 2019, https://www.deiahl.de/en/about-the-gpia/history/1914-1964/].

48 Jerusalem, Israel State Archives. BA/6/31/1. Archaeological Advisory Board. Constitution 
of 1929–1948. 2044/29.
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local representatives were selected by the British authorities to be part of the 
AAB.49 Through the AAB, the British authorities dealt with the expectations 
of the “Promised Land”.50

In comparison, the French Mandatory authorities in Syria, subject to 
the same archaeological regulations from the League of Nations, founded a 
Department of Antiquities—le Service des Antiquités de Beyrouth—with 
the same internal organisation. It consisted of a Director, two Keepers and 
an Inspector. However, no international advisory board such as the AAB 
in Palestine was associated with the French mandatory archaeological insti-
tutions. Archaeology in Palestine dealt with many diplomatic and religious 
issues that Great Britain decided to deal with through the institution of the 
AAB. By expanding the membership of the AAB to the US and some rep-
resentatives of religious communities related to the practice of archaeology, 
the British authorities went beyond the League of Nations’ regulations to 
lead mainly with the signatories. The whole supervision of the archaeology in 
Palestine relied on close collaboration between American, British and French 
diplomatic and archaeological organisations. This arrangement helped the 
US to become one of the most influential archaeological powers in Palestine, 
even though they were not supposed to have any diplomatic influence and 
advantages in the region at that time. For example, during the drafting pro-
cess of the Law of Antiquities, started in 1920 by British and French admin-
istrations, the Director of the Department of Antiquities in Palestine, John 
Garstang, and the Archaeological Counsellor of the High Commission of 
the French Republic in Beirut, Joseph Chamonard, met and corresponded 
between Jerusalem and Beirut to work on the clauses. The texts were proof-
read by the consuls of both countries and then sent to the organisations in 
Europe—the Joint Archaeological Committee in London and the Académie 
des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres in Paris. Diplomatic representatives were 
also involved in these discussions.51 For the British part, it was explicit that 
Britain wanted to satisfy foreign powers’ interests and especially American 
ones. This is shown in the fact that John Garstang was often accompanied 
by an American scholar, Albert T. Clay. He was in charge of drafting the 
clauses corresponding to the status of American archaeologists. As they were 
not members of the League of Nations, the law did not apply to them and 
archaeologists had to ask for special exemptions to claim the same rights.52 
Through this, Americans were involved in diplomatic issues surrounding the 
renewal of archaeological legislation in the Middle East, where they planned 
to increase their scientific authority. To guarantee their interests and the same 
benefits as League of Nations’ members, US instituted bilateral treaties with 

49 Jerusalem, Israel State Archives. BA/6/31/1. Archaeological Advisory Board. Constitution 
of 1929–1948. 2044/29.

50 Glock, “Archaeology as Cultural Survival: The Future of the Palestinian Past,ˮ 73.
51 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. E-Levant. Box 312. Section 33. Letter of May 22, 1923.
52 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. E-Levant. Box 313. Section 18. Folder N°106. Leaf 94.
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the French and British Mandate authorities. These were ratified on July 13th 
192453 and December 3rd 1925.54 The content was almost the same for both 
treaties, except for some articles dedicated to the Balfour declaration and the 
Zionist project within the British one.

Albert T. Clay was involved from the initiation of the inter-allied project 
in 1918, which led to the establishment of an international organisation ded-
icated to scientific archaeological collaboration a few years later.55 This insti-
tution was the Palestine Oriental Society and was founded by a consortium 
of scholars as a learned society on January 9th, 1920, with a focus on the 
archaeological and ethnographic study of Palestine. The Associated Schools 
were the founding members of the Society. To strengthen the collaborative 
characteristic of this initiative, it was decided that each school would have a 
specific task and, in this way, create dependency between them.56 ASOR was 
designated to manage the common library, the BSAJ dealt with the archives 
produced by the society, and the EBAF was to supervise the publication of a 
review, the Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society (JPOS).57 The POS did 
not have a proper headquarters. It was decided at the beginning of the col-
laboration that the three schools would establish their buildings in the same 
neighbourhood, close to the Old City of Jerusalem.58 Each of them had to 
provide accommodation for the society.

The Palestine Oriental Society became a triple-headed organisation admin-
istrated by three different archaeological schools which were supposed to 
maintain some autonomy (lectures, classes, excavations, etc.). The aim of 
the society was to share scientific progress with the international community 
of scholars based in Palestine. It was also to host archaeological expeditions 
which were not associated with an institution—as specified in a compulsory 
clause of the Law of Antiquities on requesting excavation permits from the 
Department of Antiquities.

The POS underwent two phases during the interwar period.59 In the 
1920s, the society expanded and asserted itself locally as an archaeological 

53 Nantes, Affaires Étrangères. 1SL/1/V/748. Ministère des affaires étrangères. Beyrouth. 
Cabinet politique. Leaf 15.

54 Treaty Series No. 54 (1925). Convention between the United Kingdom and the United 
States of America, London, His Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1925 [Online: http://treaties.fco.
gov.uk/docs/pdf/1925/TS0054.pdf. Last consultation on April 14th, 2018].

55 “Introductory Notice,” Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society, 2–3.
56 Chevalier, La recherche archéologique française au Moyen-Orient, 257.
57 La Courneuve, Affaires Étrangères. E-Levant. Box 313. Section 18. Folder N°106. Leaf 26. 

September 6, 1919. Letter from John Garstang, University of Liverpool, to French Ministry of 
Public Education.

58 Thornton, “Archaeologists-in-Training,ˮ 199.
59 The sources on the inner organisation of the Palestine Oriental Society came from the meet-

ing and treasury reports included in the Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society and the analysis 
of Presidential addresses from 1918 to 1938.
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actor. It was created with the aim of gathering together scholars and edit-
ing common publications. According to its official constitution,60 the society 
was supervised by a quorum of eight, known as the Board of Directors (Art. 
3). This board was composed of a President, two Vice-Presidents, a Secretary 
and a Treasurer who were appointed for a year (extendable) and also three 
directors appointed for three years (Art. 5). The Board was elected each year 
during an extraordinary general meeting, usually in October (Art. 6.). The 
administrative structure of the society was strategically designed to deal with 
the three-headed supervision and avoid any ambitions of one of the institu-
tions. Scholars from other institutions or societies were also allowed to sit 
on the Board of Directors. The main peculiarity of the POS was its trans-
national nature with members from various countries, communities and reli-
gious belonging.61 The core of the POS was composed of representatives of 
the founding schools—ASOR, BSAJ and EBAF—and representatives of the 
Jewish community, Palestinian (Christian and Muslim) society and later the 
Germans, all cooperating to establish a scientific community for Palestinian 
studies. At the beginning, Presidents of the three founding schools rotated 
to serve as the President of the Palestine Oriental Society. All of them served 
on the board in different positions until 1929 and they embodied the stability 
of the society. Within the Board of Directors and the Editorial Board of the 
JPOS, members tried to appoint scholars from each archaeological school or 
learned society established in Palestine and from the different communities 
and religious denominations. According to the publications of the journal, 
the Editorial Board encountered difficulties in finding a printer equipped with 
Greek, Arabic and Hebrew type, as they wanted to have at least one article 
of each language in addition to those in English or French, and sometimes 
German.62 Members mostly belonged to institutions abroad such as universi-
ties, archaeological institutes or museums, or they were temporarily affiliated 
to one of the Associated Schools during their stays in Palestine. Other mem-
bers included Palestinian scholars from the Christian and Muslim communi-
ties who were present in their personal capacity; for them, the POS acted as 
their scientific institution of affiliation. For example, Omar Eff. El-Barghuthy, 
Tewfiq Canaan or Stephan Hanna Stephan held several positions in the POS 
between 1920 and 1938, as successively: President, Vice-President, Director 
and Secretary. They were all members of the Editorial Advisory Board for 
the JPOS. Some of them were also members of the AAB or worked for the 
Department of Antiquities. However, no learned society or scientific organi-
sation from an Arab initiative was founded at the time. As Palestinians did not 
have their own institution, there was no official representation of a Palestinian 

60 “Introductory Notice,” Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society, 3–4.
61 Glock, “Archaeology as Cultural Survival,ˮ 76.
62 Jerusalem, EBAF. 5E/C-1. The Palestine Oriental Society: correspondence, programmes. 

1920–1923. 16 March, 1921. St. George’s Cathedral, Jerusalem. “Editorial for the Palestine 
Oriental Society by Herbert Danby”.
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scientific community of scholars. In comparison, Jewish scholars managed to 
develop local organisations integrated to the international network and to do 
archaeological research which could justify their presence in the Holy Land. 
The Jewish community established their own archaeological learned society in 
1912—the Jewish Palestine Exploration Society (JPES)—and a Department of 
Archaeology was founded at the Hebrew University in 1935. Therefore, the 
Jewish scientific community in Palestine during the interwar period produced 
and kept their own written sources and archival funds. Whereas Palestinian 
views, scientific works and publications were diluted in the archives of the 
Western organisations they were involved in or hired by during the Mandate. 
Palestinians are the “missing voices” of the history of Mandatory Palestine.63 
Recently, research on Tewfiq Canaan and Stephan Hanna Stephan64 has 
started to shed light on Palestinian scholars, on their involvement in interna-
tional scientific networks and organisations, and on their contribution to the 
history of Palestine.

In the early 1930s, the POS encountered economic difficulties which 
weakened it and its influence. The work of the Society remained notable 
insofar as the major projects conducted during this period were mostly joint 
expeditions between different institutions. The archaeologists who led these 
missions were usually members of the Society. However, the name of the POS 
was eclipsed by the discoveries and the notoriety of the universities that car-
ried them out. The POS acted as a tool of scientific and cultural diplomacy 
by connecting scholars, whose first ambition was to work together for sci-
entific progress, even if nationalistic or religious issues remained underlying. 
The status of the POS did not include clauses related to political issues, in 
comparison with the Archaeological Advisory Board for which the appoint-
ment of members from Jewish and Muslim communities was compulsory.65 
The AAB was an organisation attached to the British Mandate, integrated 
into the Department of Antiquities, working with the High Commissioner, 
and thus dealing with some diplomatic issues. The Palestine Oriental Society, 
from an American initiative, did not belong to any single political or religious 
body and endeavoured to keep its neutrality both in its internal administra-
tion and in its works and publications. The three Associated Schools, the 

63 On that topic, see: Laurence Gillot, “Towards a Socio-Political History of Archaeology 
in the Middle East: The Development of Archaeological Practice and Its Impacts on Local 
Communities in Syria,ˮ Bulletin of the History of Archaeology 20.1 (2010): 4–16; Roberto 
Mazza, “Missing Voices in Rediscovering Late Ottoman and Early British Jerusalem,ˮ Jerusalem 
Quarterly, 53 (2013): 61–71; Stephen Quirke, Hidden Hands: Egyptian Workforces in Petrie 
Excavation Archives, 1880–1924 (London: Duckworth, 2010).

64 Sarah Irving, “‘A Young Man of Promise’ Finding a Place for Stephan Hanna Stephan in the 
History of Mandate Palestine,ˮ Jerusalem Quarterly, 73 (2018): 42–62; Chapter 9, Sarah Irving, 
“Palestinian Christians in the Mandate Department of Antiquities: History and Archaeology in a 
Colonial Space,ˮ 161–185.

65 Jerusalem, Israel States Archives. C.S.108 APM 51/0. Advisory Board Archaeology. 25 June 
1920–19 October 1920. Carton 3/115. No. 354/ATQ/636. July 17, 1920.
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mandatory institution of the AAB and the scientific initiative of the POS were 
all founded with the aim of establishing a collaborative and productive back-
ground to the development of archaeology. Palestine in the wake of the WWI 
became a flourishing scientific environment, the laboratory of archaeological 
research in the Middle East during the interwar period.66

excavaTIon meThods and archaeologIcal  
TourIsm as dIPlomaTIc Tools

The effects of this collaboration can also be observed on excavation itself, as 
it caused methodological and institutional changes in the development of the 
discipline. These came with the Law of Antiquities of 1920 which forbade 
individual requests for excavation permits. It was a way for the mandatory 
powers to record archaeological resources, to prevent any undeclared dig-
gings from taking place, and to better control the territory. This new clause 
led to the formation of scientific teams and helped to modernise archaeology, 
from being a hobby to an academical and scientific discipline with historical 
and religious issues to explore. Permits had to be requested by the institu-
tions the team was representing.67 It was easier to ask if scholars on the team 
were members of an Associated School, of the Palestine Oriental Society, or 
of the Jewish Palestine Exploration Society.68 If it was not, the institutional 
collaboration also ensured that an archaeologist from one of these institu-
tions was appointed director of the expedition to guarantee collaboration 
with the Department of Antiquities. The request for the permit was first 
sent to the Department and then transferred to the Archaeological Advisory 
Board in which the scientific value of the excavation was discussed and the 
Board would decide whether or not to issue a permit. The benefits of sitting 
on the AAB for Western foreign powers included the ability to implement 
direct negotiations with the Directors and authorities for permits to excavate 
or to export antiquities. This clause from the law was useful to strengthen 
the scientific networks and some of the most famous archaeological exca-
vations were led under joint expeditions with scholars from different coun-
tries, institutions and religions. For example, Jerash (Gerasa) campaign was 
supervised by the University of Yale and the British School of Archaeology 
in Jerusalem (1928–1934)69 and that at Sebaste (Sebastia) by Harvard 

66 Neil Asher Silberman, “Power, Politics and the Past: The Social Construction of Antiquity in 
the Holy Land,ˮ in The Archaeology of Society in the Holy Land, ed. Levy Thomas Evan (London: 
Leicester University Press, 1995), 15.

67 Kew, National Archives. FO 141/687. Antiquities. April 1,1919. Memorandum of John 
Garstang on the Law of Antiquities, 13.

68 The Jewish Palestine Exploration Society was founded in 1912 as a learned society and 
mainly focused its research on Jewish archaeological subjects.

69 Special to The New York Times, “Yale Gets Concession to Excavate, Jerash,” New York 
Times, February 3, 1928, 28.



BETWEEN DIPLOMACY AND SCIENCE …  203

University, the Palestine Exploration Fund, Hebrew University and the BSAJ 
(1931–1933).70

The collaboration was also effective in terms of archaeological meth-
odology at the beginning of the 1920s. The Presidents of the BSAJ, 
John Garstang (1920–1926), and of ASOR, William F. Albright (1920–
1929/1933–1936), joined by a French scholar from the École  biblique, 
Father Louis-Hugues Vincent, reflected together on a new dating method 
to classify antiquities.71 This classification was designated as that of  
the “Three Ages”72; dating of the Bronze Age, Iron Age and Modern period 
was modified to adapt to recent discoveries and ethnographic information on 
Palestine. The three scholars submitted their method to the scientific com-
munity during meetings of the POS. Adopted in 1922, the classification was 
implemented in archaeological sites for antiquities registration and analysis. 
The political context was also a reason for the policy, in an attempt to avoid 
subjective interpretations in favour of a particular civilisation.

This classification is an example of the effects of international collabora-
tion within a foreign intellectual knowledge network, which developed in 
Jerusalem at the beginning of the 1920s. The three scholars were from “the 
three archaeological Schools in Jerusalem”73 and two were on the Board of 
Directors of the Palestine Oriental Society in 1922, Albright as President and 
Garstang as Director. The “New Chronological Classification of Palestinian 
Archaeology” was published in the Bulletin of the American Schools of 
Oriental Research (no. 7. October 1922) and the Revue Biblique (vol. 32. 
1923) of the EBAF. This example demonstrates the openness of the scientific 
community based in Palestine and the shared aim of anchoring Palestinian 
archaeology as a scientific and formal discipline.

The atmosphere stemming from the international collaboration of  
foreign and local scholars led to increasing interest in archaeological research. 
It helped increase funding for the campaigns. In terms of funding, European 
and American archaeologists were sponsored differently. The British and 
French organisations (BSAJ, EBAF, archaeological delegations) were funded 
by state institutions or public actors such as ministries and academies (British 
Academy, Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres) and from the rev-
enues of their annual membership fees. Conversely, Americans were mostly 
financed by private institutions and philanthropic foundations which started 
to invest in the archaeological field. American archaeological organisations 

70 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Soc. 20604 d.51, BSAJ, Supplementary Papers 4, February 1937, 
iii.

71 Louis-Hugues Vincent, “L’année archéologique 1922 en Palestine. I.- Nouvelle classifica-
tion des antiquités palestiniennes,” Revue biblique 32, no. 2 (1923): 273.

72 Augustin-Georges Barrois, Manuel d’archéologie biblique. Tome I (Paris: Auguste Picard, 
1939), 9–13.

73 William F. Albright, “A New Chronological Classification of Palestinian Archaeology,” 
Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 7 (October 1922): 9.



204  M. SIGALAS

added to their inner organisation a board of trustees dedicated to investment. 
In 1921, the American School of Oriental Research, for instance, established 
a branch to attract patronage titled the “Fund for Biblical and Archaeological 
Research”. American Board of Trustees members and philanthropists were 
mostly Protestant and they funded activities in the field in the hope that 
archaeological discoveries would support the scriptures.74 Archaeological 
research therefore became subject to the political and religious interests of 
donors, many of whom were focused on biblical issues.

The collaborative relationships were challenged in the mid-1920s by the 
issue of funding and the unequal contributions of the institutions participat-
ing in the campaigns. While European funds for archaeology were declin-
ing significantly year on year due to a decline in interest and the post-war 
depression in many countries,75 the American archaeological delegations 
increased in number and in their areas of engagement. With their financial 
means, Americans could experiment with modern, efficient excavating tech-
niques, and multiply their campaigns, and thus dominate the field. In fact, 
they tried to introduce American modernity as the standardise form of 
knowledge in the field. New archaeological methods were developed by the 
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (OIC) headed by James H. 
Breasted, in close relation with the Rockefeller family and their Foundation, 
which had funded the University of Chicago since the 1900s. This method-
ology was established by Clarence S. Fisher, an archaeologist associated with 
the OIC, in 1925, while working on the Megiddo excavation and writing a 
guide for “American universities, or other institutions interested in carrying 
out active field work”.76 The aim of this new methodological sampling was 
to improve the excavating system, based on an American adaptation of the 
excavation process with ASOR involved in every enterprise as “the common 
center of activities, where the scientific material could be brought and pre-
pared for adequate publication”.77 Instead of improving scientific analysis 
tools such as dating, this method focused on archaeological practice in order 
to be as efficient as possible in the field. By applying this method during their 
excavations, archaeological delegations could apply to American institutions 
or philanthropic foundation funds.

74 William F. Albright, The Archaeology of Palestine and the Bible (New York etc.: Fleming H. 
Revell Company, 1932), 10.

75 This decline was observed through a comparison of the treasury reports of the BSAJ and 
the ASOR, published in their Annual Reports from 1920 to 1938. The difference between their 
finances was disproportionate. In 1920, the BSAJ received more money, at £8739, whereas the 
same year ASOR received a smaller amount, at $10,836, but this had been multiplied by ten four 
years later.
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77 Ibid.
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In the 1930s, American private stakeholders funded the lion’s share of the 
budget of British mandatory institutions such as the BSAJ or the Department 
of Antiquities. This led to an asymmetrical relationship between the American 
donors and the British recipients as the former used their financial means 
to create a resource dependency as well as to establish American dominance 
among the institutions operating in archaeology.78 One of the most striking 
donations was made by John D. Rockefeller, Jr. in 1928 for the establishment 
of a museum of antiquities in Palestine. Rockefeller earmarked two million 
US dollars to construct the building and to constitute a collection of antiqui-
ties and artefacts.79 The initiative of building the museum lay with the British 
authorities, while its fulfilment relied on an American donation.

During this period, the issue of the museum must also be considered in 
the context of Palestine’s tourist sector. Western and local powers began to 
use specific tools, including museums, to make archaeology appealing to 
public opinion.80 British rule of Palestine since WWI had helped to increase 
tourism in Palestine.81 The Holy Land was always an attractive place to pil-
grims of the three monotheistic religions. During the twentieth century, 
the traditional religious pilgrimage was transformed into a travel itinerary 
through Palestine, including visits to archaeological sites in addition to the 
holy places. However, the increasing tourism also became a source of local 
tension between Muslim and Jewish communities who sought to promote 
their own traditions and sense of belonging to the area.82 Despite this ten-
sion and the rising costs of infrastructure projects, the British authori-
ties saw benefits in opening archaeological sites to tourism. It appeared to 
them as a way to encourage sponsorship of an excavation if it aroused pub-
lic interest. Moreover, charging tourist groups for their visits to archaeolog-
ical sites helped to maintain the sites for the archaeologists.83 The Palestine 
Archaeological Museum became one of the main stops on the tours after its 
opening in 1938, as tourists could see antiquities excavated from the sites 
they had visited.

To regulate tourist expansion in Palestine, the British authorities founded 
the Society for the Promotion of Travel in the Holy Land in 1921 and 
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compelled every tour operator to declare their activities to the government. 
The aim of this society was to connect all the departments involved in the 
development of tourism, while considering the community and religious 
dimensions involved.84 In 1927, an ordinance was published to oversee the 
professionalisation of tour guides. They had to sit an exam which consisted of 
memorising a list of monuments with their characteristics and histories. This 
list was composed of eighty places, including archaeological sites, with almost 
the same number of Christian, Jewish and Muslim places. Scholars of the 
Associated Schools or of the Palestine Oriental Society attended the meetings 
of the Society for the Promotion of Travel in the Holy Land to prepare the 
exhibition tours and share their knowledges on the sites. This initiative reveals 
that Great Britain continued to follow a politics of collaboration and harmo-
nisation in the archaeological field, expanded to tourism and tried to avoid 
religious tensions between local communities by standardising the itineraries 
of the tour operators.

The French Biblical and Archaeological School in Jerusalem and the 
American School of Oriental Research also organised their own tours. The 
EBAF mainly offered excursions to their students and local inhabitants to 
explain the monuments or the sites they saw every day, to understand their 
values and to encourage people to look after their heritage.85 ASOR, mean-
while, organised two types of events. The first were tours planned in spring 
and autumn to visit current archaeological excavations and allow students 
to observe other fields. Those tours were open to all the members of the 
Associated Schools and learned societies of Palestine in the aim of the three-
headed cooperation.86 Another programme was a summer school in partner-
ship with American universities. ASOR planned the event in collaboration 
with agencies in Jerusalem which prepared the itinerary from New York to 
Palestine and Syria. In 1925, a religious pilgrimage was added to the sum-
mer school with a programme dedicated to biblical history and archaeology.87 
Archaeological tourism thus became caught in a circular dynamic, starting 
with the influence of the public opinion which encouraged donors to invest 
in a field. If the travellers were satisfied by an itinerary, it generated deeper 
interest in archaeology from American visitors and invited philanthropists 
to invest in that area, which helped the research to continue in the fields in 
Palestine.

However, ASOR events were aimed at a specified public:

84 Jerusalem, EBAF. 5E/C-1. Society for the promotion of Travel in the Holy Land: compt-
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The ending of this term marks the close of another successful year in the history 
of the school, which, although devoted mostly to archaeological work through-
out the Near East, is also an institution for biblical research, receiving its sup-
port through the cooperation of Catholics, Protestants and Jews, both liberals 
and Fundamentalists.88

From the mid-1920s, ASOR seemed to be increasingly concerned with bib-
lical issues. As the Americans were dominant in the archaeological field in 
Palestine—with private donors and numerous institutions leading excava-
tions—Mandate policy was also affected by those issues. Philanthropists 
were most of the time deeply religious, and by supporting Biblical archae-
ology and excavations dedicated to the Judeo-Christian past, they helped 
the Zionist campaign to legitimise the implementation of a Jewish national 
home in Palestine.89 Archaeological tourism and archaeology in general could 
be used implicitly to convey political issues.90 American and British interests 
shifted away from the idea of neutral, international bases for their collabora-
tions. However, although the British institutions relied on American funds, 
the authorities tried until the end of the Mandate in 1948 to keep archae-
ology under an international consortium. For example, it was decided that 
the Palestine Archaeological Museum would be supervised by a Board of 
Directors with two members appointed by the High Commissioner, two rep-
resentatives each of British and French institutions, two members appointed 
by the Arab League, two members from the Hebrew University and two rep-
resentatives of American archaeological organisations.91 With a similar com-
position to the Archaeological Advisory Board founded in 1920, this Board 
of Directors established in 1948 marked the end of interwar archaeological 
research and embodied the long-term archaeological policies of the British 
institutions, even if some deviations occurred during this period.

This study of the archaeological institutions in Palestine during the inter-
war period leads to the conclusion that the history of archaeology, of cul-
tural diplomacy and of international relations in the Middle East during this 
period cannot be fully understood if the role played by the Americans in the 
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1. The link that can be made between American philanthropists and the Jewish nationalist pro-
ject in Palestine mostly ties into common religious and biblical ideas. It started with the influ-
ence American Jewish diaspora and Protestant millenarians had on public opinion which, in turn, 
increased interest and donations for archaeological excavations related to the Bible. The focus 
on the Judeo-Christian past revealed by the excavations indirectly influenced political issues at 
the end. Stephanie Stidham Rogers, Inventing the Holy Land: American protestant pilgrimage to 
Palestine, 1865–1941 (Landham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011), 12.

90 Donfried, Searching for a Cultural Diplomacy, 21.
91 “A league of nations for the supervision of the Museum of Antiquities,” Falastin, April 23, 

1948, 3 [Own Translation].
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politics of the British Mandate is not considered, even if they were not mem-
bers of the League of Nations or the Mandate oversight committees. They 
were founding members of the Palestine Oriental Society, members of the 
Archaeological Advisory Board and in a way the major creditor of the archae-
ological field. American actors were also deeply involved with the British 
authorities over archaeological legislation in Palestine. The three-headed col-
laboration helped to create a network of scholars and organisations which 
established Palestine as one of the main archaeological research areas in the 
Middle East.

From a historiographic point of view, the characteristics of a colonial 
archaeology determined by Margarita Díaz-Andreu—with a museum, a uni-
versity and a governmental institution or branch dealing with archaeological 
issues—could be reinterpreted.92 At first sight, this description corresponds 
to the British archaeological policy implemented in Palestine during the 
Mandate period, with the foundation of the British School of Archaeology in 
Jerusalem in 1919, then the Department of Antiquities in 1920, and finally 
the Palestine Archaeological Museum inaugurated in 1938. However, com-
parative analysis of these institutions and especially of their funding reports 
suggests a new historiographic reading in which financial power really led the 
archaeological field in Palestine. In fact, the BSAJ and the Department of 
Antiquities both received money from private American stakeholders, exem-
plified by the donation for the Palestine Archaeological Museum, renamed 
the Rockefeller Archaeological Museum93 in gratitude to the philanthropist. 
Thus, the colonialist characteristics of archaeology in Palestine as conducted 
under the British Mandate could be reinterpreted as a form of informal impe-
rialism from Americans over the institutions and, by extension, the archaeo-
logical field in Palestine.

This case study thus shows the deep connection between cultural diplo-
macy and archaeology, as both were intertwined throughout the entire time 
of the Mandate. At first, diplomacy was necessary to get archaeologists onto 
the ground and to negotiate permits to excavate. Then, archaeology became a 
tool through which to pursue diplomatic aims. The context in Palestine sug-
gested that archaeology was used as a scientific tool to implement diplomatic 
ambitions from Western countries on political issues such as nationalist pro-
jects, mostly the Jewish rather than the Palestinian one.

Comparing the archives of different Western archaeological organisa-
tions also reveals two unexplored aspects of the history of archaeology in 
the Middle East during the interwar period. The first is the foundation of 
a three-headed supervision of the archaeological field instead of a British-
French collaboration. The expansion from two to three state parties questions 

92 Díaz-Andreu, A World History of Nineteenth-Century Archaeology, 404.
93 The Palestine Archaeological Museum was renamed officially in 1967 but the name 

Rockefeller Archaeological Museum already appears in the archives of the 1930s.
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some of the historiography of archaeology in Palestine. It suggests that for-
eign archaeology in Palestine was not a bilateral but, in fact, a multi-lateral 
project, framed within the international system of the League of Nations and 
implemented in the national contexts of the Mandates. Moreover, the histo-
riography seems to have underestimated the role and effects of the increasing 
American influence on the archaeological field. US presence and use of finan-
cial capital within the field of archaeology can be explained with the fact that 
there was a strong belief within certain parts of the US policy that America 
should be involved in scientific and cultural diplomacy, and use this kind of 
diplomacy to impose their own diplomatic positions on the political issues of 
Palestine.
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