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Scholar. Born: 1932

Khaled al-Asaad

Authority on the antiquities of the Syrian city of Palmyra
who was devoted to studying and protecting its treasures
When Isis snatched control of the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra, the man who had devoted his
life to protecting its treasures refused to leave.
Khaled al-Asaad rebuffed appeals from friends
and family concerned about his safety. “Whatever happens,” he told his friend, Maamoun
Abdulkarim, Syria’s minister of antiquities, “I
cannot go against my conscience.”
Al-Asaad ended up paying for his devotion to
the ruins of Palmyra with his life. Isis operatives
had arrested him twice. The second time, they
held him for a month and tried to force him to
disclose where the city’s treasures were hidden.
He steadfastly refused, and was executed with
the brutality that has made Isis so globally notorious. They dragged him into a public square
before a masked man beheaded him.
Isis did not disclose that al-Asaad had
thwarted their attempts at thievery. Instead,
they put up signs over his dead body, accusing
him of having been the “director of idolatory”
and an “apostate” who “attended infidel conferences”.
His nephew, Khaled al-Homsi, said the family had tried to convince Asaad to leave Palmyra
when Isis seized the site. “We knew they would
not leave him alone,” he said. “We used to stand
together and watch the trenches and the barricades go up … he couldn’t stop his tears.”
Al-Asaad, who had recently celebrated his

83rd birthday, was born in Palmyra. His name
became synonymous with the ruins that were
deemed a Unesco World Heritage site in the
1980s; some knew him simply as “Mr Palmyra”.
He left the city, a desert oasis north-east of
Damascus, to study in the Syrian capital and
gained degrees in history and education, but
most of his knowledge of his native city’s antiquities was self-taught.
“He was a fixture, you can’t write about
Palmyra’s history or anything to do with
Palmyrian work without mentioning Khaled
Asaad,” said Amr al-Azm, a former Syrian antiquities official who knew him. “It’s like you can’t
talk about Egyptology without talking about
Howard Carter.”
Like many Syrian professionals of his generation, al-Asaad (no relation to Syria’s rulers) was
a member of the Ba’ath party, and his political
affiliations helped him secure the two jobs he
coveted: Director of the Palmyra site and of the
city’s museum. Yasser Tabbaa, a specialist on
Islamic art and architecture in Syria and Iraq,
said of him, “He was a very important authority
on possibly the most important archaeological
site in Syria.”
Propelled by his enthusiasm for the 4,000year-old history of his birthplace he acquired a
familiarity with the ancient Aramaic language
and could translate all the inscriptions con-

tained the vast theatre, temples, graveyards,
and living quarters. Palmyra is said to represent
the high point of the construction work of its
era, around 2,000 BC. Over the centuries the
site had undergone gentle adjustments according to prevailing fashions, and there were traces
of Greco-Roman and Persian influence.
Al-Asaad was the one person visitors and
researchers turned to in order learn more,
and he generously shared the knowledge he
had amassed over decades of careful work. “It
looks like a palace,” he can be heard, excitedly
exclaiming to the BBC’s Malcolm Billings in
footage filmed in 1997. “You see the decoration,
half-colonnade, with Corinthian capitals.”
Escorting his guest to an underground
ancient tomb, he points out examples of the
Aramaic language, pronouncing the names of
the people buried there. He then asks Billings
to join him in beholding “the magnificent display of sculpture”.
He had become the principal custodian of
the Palmyra site in 1963, and was instrumental
in having it recognised by Unesco as a World
Heritage site. The director-general of the
organisation, Irina Bukova, a former Bulgarian
politician, said he maintained regular contact
with her.
In 2003, he was part of a Syrian-Polish team
that uncovered a third-century mosaic which
portrayed a struggle between a human and
a winged animal. He described it as “one of
the most precious discoveries ever made in
Palmyra”. In 2001 he announced the discovery
of 700 7th century silver coins bearing images
of Kings Khosru I and Khosru II, part of the
Sassanid dynasty that ruled Persia before the
Arab conquest.
He was a much sought-after speaker at conferences, presenting the fruits of his vigorous
and extensive research. Leading academics
and researchers spoke warmly of his affection for Palmyra and his mastery of its history.
Among his publications were the book, written in French, New archaeological discoveries
in Syria (1980), as well as The Palmyra Sculptures and Zenobia, the Queen of Palmyra and
the Orient.
Al-Asaad shared his enthusiasms with his
children, and when he retired in 2003 he passed
on his roles to two of his sons, offering each of
them one of the two positions he held. Nepotism of this sort was described as his only concession to the practices of the Ba’ath party – but
his motives were pure. µ OMAR WARAICH
Khaled al-Asaad, scholar of antiquities: born
Palmyra, Syria 1932; married (five daughters,
six sons); died Palmyra 18 August 2015.
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Professor Deborah Ashby,
Professor of Medical Statistics
and Clinical Trials, Imperial
College London, 56; Derek
Aviss, cellist, and former
Executive Director, Trinity
Laban Conservatoire of Music
and Dance, 67; Dame Janet
Baker, mezzo-soprano, 82;
Faith Boardman, former
Chief Executive, London
Borough of Lambeth, 65;
Usain Bolt, Olympic sprint
champion, 29; Sergey Brin,
co-founder of Google, 42;
James Burton, guitarist,
76; Kim Cattrall, actress,
59; Jackie DeShannon,
singer and songwriter, 74;
Sir David Durie, former
Governor and Commanderin-Chief, Gibraltar, 71; Julie
Etchingham, presenter, ITV
News, 46; Tony Girling,
former President, Law
Society, 72; Professor
Andrew Goudie, former
Director, China Centre,
Oxford University, 70; Lindy
Hemming, costume designer,
67; Anne Hobbs, coach and
former tennis player, 56; Sir
James Holman, High Court
judge, Family Division, 68;
Liam Howlett, musician
and record producer, 44;
Glenn Hughes, bassist and
singer, 64; Simon Katich,
former Australia cricketer,
40; Pierre Koffmann,
chef, 67; Barry Norman,
writer, journalist and
broadcaster, 82; Baroness
Northover, a Baroness
in Waiting (Government
Whip), 61; Kelis Rogers,
singer and songwriter, 36;
Kenny Rogers, singer
and songwriter, 77; Laura
Trevelyan, anchor, BBC
World News America, and
author, 47; Lt-Gen Sir
Richard Vickers, an Extra
Gentleman Usher to the
Queen, 87; Emma Ward,
Director, Local Growth,
Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills, 42;
Peter Weir, film director, 71.
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