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13 November 2020  

 

Formal Complaint- The Real Price of Art advertisement campaign is fraudulent 

 

Dear Director General Azoulay,  

 

We wish to lodge a formal complaint about the UNESCO advertising campaign The Real Price of Art, 

produced in partnership with the Paris-based DDB agency and broadcast on the internet internationally, 

including in France. It is also listed as The True Price of Art on the UNESCO Website. The campaign 

was launched on October 20, 2020, it has now led to media coverage on a number of websites.  

See https://www.thedrum.com/creative-works/project/ddb-paris-unesco-the-true-price-art 

 

The nature of our complaint is that the campaign is fraudulent, with the desired intention to 

mislead the public on the provenance of works of art and to damage the credible reputation of 

the art trade and collectors. It features posters showing a number of artworks in elegant contemporary 

home settings presented as looted from their source countries and sold via the art market to collectors. 

However, the images have been taken from The Metropolitan Museum of New York or, in one case 

from Alamy stock images, and the images and false narratives actually show The Met pieces that have 

been in the museum’s collection legally for decades or longer and the Alamy stock image as being illicit 

works. In the attached annex we provide the specific content of the advertisements and the actual 

corresponding facts regarding the provenance. 

 

This campaign is particularly iniquitous because it sets out to damage the legitimate international art 

market, not by using evidence to show that it is at fault, as claimed, but by deception. The fact that such 

deception was deemed necessary or even desirable could be interpreted as another demonstration 

UNESCO lacks the evidence and examples to support its claims.  

 

Over the years, CINOA has been vocal about the bogus claims promoted by UNESCO. Most recently, 

these bogus claims have been highlighted and addressed in CINOA’s Open Letter to you dated 10 

November 2020 “CINOA congratulates UNESCO for their 50-year anniversary of the 1970 Convention 

and pleads for better representation of the facts and better cooperation with the art trade”. 

 

We are not aware of how personally involved you are in this advertising campaign but have noted that 

both Lazare Eloundou and Ernesto Ottone were two out of the five Advertiser Supervisors. CINOA 

requests a clear explanation and a public correction of any misleading information regarding the 

false figures and deceptive adverting campaign.  We urge you to look into this matter as soon as 

possible and wait for your response. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Clinton R Howell 

President of CINOA 

https://www.thedrum.com/creative-works/project/ddb-paris-unesco-the-true-price-art
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Annex indicating the specific content of the advertisements and the actual corresponding facts 
regarding the provenance 

 

This UNESCO image shows a 
funerary relief from Palmyra, dated 
50-150 AD. Under the headline 
‘Supporting an armed conflict has 
never been so decorative’, the 
accompanying description reads: 
This priceless antiquity was stolen in 
the National Museum of Palmyra by 
Islamic State militants during their 
occupation of the city, before being 
smuggled into the European art 
market. The trade in antiquities is 
one of the terror group’s main 
sources of funding.  

 

 

 

However, the relief is actually in the 
Met Collection, where it can be 
seen clearly on the museum’s 
website. It was acquired by the 
museum in 1901, as its provenance 
states. (See below) 
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A Côte d’Ivoire Moon mask dating 
to around 1880 also features in the 
UNESCO campaign. Again 
presented in a contemporary 
interior, it is captioned ‘How do you 
erase a whole culture? Piece by 
piece’ and is described as follows: 
Moon Mask Côte d’Ivoire, ca 1880 – 
This African art object was looted in 
Abidjan as fighting took place 
following the electoral crisis of 
2010-2011. A rare testimony to the 
pre-colonial history of Côte d’Ivoire, 
its loss is irreplaceable. 

This mask actually appears in The 
Met’s current collection, where it is 
described as Moon Mask ca. 1880 
of the Baule peoples. The listed 
provenance dates back to 1954, 
giving the names of various owners 
through whose hands it passed in 
Paris and New York. Sold at 
Christie’s in April 2003, it remained 
in a private New York collection 
until 2015, when it passed to The 
Met. (See below) 
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The head of a Buddha from 
Afghanistan, dating to the 5th-6th 
century AD, also features in the 
advertising campaign. Shown resting 
on a sideboard among books, it is 
featured under the headline Terrorism 
is such a great curator and captioned 
as follows: This antiquity belongs to the 
Kabul Museum. In 2001, a large part of 
its collections was smashed into pieces 
by the Taliban. As the group was 
overthrown later that year, this 
priceless item was looted by local 
dealers and smuggled into the US 
market. 

It is in The Met Collection. In this case, 
not only does the listed provenance 
show that it was excavated in Tibet or 
Turkestan during the 1927-28 Trinkler 
expedition and that it was sold to The 
Met in 1930, it also cites four Met 
exhibitions in which it has appeared, in 
1940, 1971, 2007 and 2012-13. (see 
below) 
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Under the headline 
‘Art knows no 
frontiers. Neither does 
organized crime’, it 
pictures what is 
described as a Vessel 
with head Neck Peru, 
4th-6th century A.D. – 
Before standing here, 
this piece of pre-
Columbian art was 
looted in an illegal 
excavation by 
‘subsistence diggers’. It 
passed through two 
middlemen, crossed 
Costa Rica and Florida 
before being sold to an 
art dealer in Europe, 
who sold it himself 
through an auction 
house. 

 

 

The Met is not the only 
source for images 
falsely represented in 
the UNESCO campaign. 

(see below from Alamy 
Stock images) 

 

 


