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Introduction 

Heinrich Schliemann and Arthur Evans are two of the most well-known names in archaeology. 

Their excavations of Aegean civilizations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

dramatically influenced our understanding of the Bronze Age world. Though there is 

overwhelming evidence that at least some of their findings were faked and forged to varying 

degrees, tourists still flock to view their discoveries and even the most contested objects remain 

included in art historical canon. This continued mainstream acceptance of Schliemann’s and 

Evans’ findings has meant that the two are rarely considered within the context of another part of 

the artworld that they certainly could be associated with: that of forgers. Though the study of art 

forgers is relatively limited, the existing scholarship has revealed that most forgers have a 

consistent profile and share similar motivations—which are at odds with those of these amateur 

archaeologists. The question that emerges, then, is how do Schliemann and Evans fit into our 

understanding of forgers? In this paper, I argue that, as it stands, the current definition of forgers 

is far too limited. By introducing psychological understandings of desire and expectation as a 

new framework for considering the motivations of forgers, our understanding of forgers can be 

expanded to include Schliemann and Evans and our definition of forgeries can be complicated to 

critically reexamine the contested objects associated with these men’s excavations. 
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Defining Forgers and Forgeries 

In order to place Schliemann and Evans within the context of art forgers, it is useful to first 

consider the state of knowledge on the subject. As discussed by Noah Charney, it appears that 

forgers can be considered as a fairly homogenous bunch1: all are men, most are white, and many 

are failed artists trying to take revenge on the artworld that rejected them by simultaneously 

proving their skill by passing their own work off as that of an established artist and embarrassing 

the critics, connoisseurs, and institutions that fall for their tricks (Charney 14). In order to fulfill 

their mission, forgers generally reveal their forgeries to the public at some point or wait until 

they are discovered before capitalizing on their ensuing notoriety. Due to the complicated state 

of art law, forging is a low-risk, high-reward endeavor: few are ever convicted of any crime (and 

those that are receive light prison sentences) and they often gain celebrity status after the dust 

settles.2 While the media and general public are generally very forgiving of art forgers and fall 

for their burn-down-the-establishment rhetoric, their crimes are far from victimless (Charney 

250). By “dirtying” archives with false evidence and tricking museums with their ploys, forgers 

damage our understanding of art and history, and make legitimate findings and archival material 

suspect since it is impossible to know how many fakes remain undetected (Charney 101).  

It should also be noted that the definition of “forgery” or “fake” is not always consistent. 

For the purposes of this paper, “forgery” is used interchangeably with “fake” to denote a work 

that is intentionally falsely attributed to a specific artist or culture, has falsified provenance, or 

has been significantly altered but presented as entirely “authentic” or original. As described by 

Henk van Os, the key word in this definition is “intentionally,” as there are countless works 

 
1 To learn more about some of history’s most well-known forgers, visit the gallery of famous forgers included in this 
website. 
2 For some examples of forgers who gained fame from their forgeries, see the cases of Ken Perenyi and John Myatt.  
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which were not meant to deceive that later become “fakes” through the way they are marketed 

(van Os 18). Of course, the intent to deceive generally comes from a place of malignance, but as 

will be discussed later, this intent can be well-meaning, yet still yield the same adverse effects.3  

 

The Schliemann and Evans Excavations  

With these brief introductions to the world of art forgery aside, we can turn to the potential 

forgers in question and their controversial excavations, beginning with the father of Aegean 

archaeology himself: Heinrich Schliemann.  

 
 
  

 
3 There is certainly a distinction between a forgery that seeks to deceive the viewer for self-serving purposes and 
what might be called an “illusion” that is meant to deceive the viewer in a more playful way. However, since 
illusions do create a false sense of reality that is not necessarily always clear to the viewer, they ultimately can 
function similarly to forgeries in some contexts. This is especially at some archaeological sites, as visitors might be 
under the impression that what they are viewing is “real.” (Of course, there is a difference between seemingly “real” 
archaeological sites that have been falsified and completely staged exhibitions, like the one described by Emanuela 
Mancino, that audiences know are illusions). While there is more to be explored in terms of comparing illusion to 
forgery, that is beyond the scope of this paper. Since the objects that I will discuss were knowingly made or altered 
to convince the viewer of a desired narrative about the past, I consider them more closely related to the definition of 
forgery than illusion.  

Fig. 2. Sophie Schliemann wearing 
the “Jewels of Helen,” c. 1874. 
[Allen, fig. 33] 
 

Fig. 1. “Priam’s Treasure” in the 
Schliemann house in Athens, c. 1874. 
[Allen, fig. 32] 
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Though not a professional archaeologist, Schliemann’s obsession with Homeric epics led 

him to undertake his first (illegal) archaeological endeavor in 1870 at what he believed was the 

site of the Iliad’s Troy in present-day Hissarlik, Turkey (Calder 96). With a desire to historicize 

the beloved ancient myths, Schliemann relied on Homer’s texts as primary sources (Calder 98) 

and caused significant damage to the site due to his inexperience (Calder 105). In addition to his 

destructive archaeological methods, Schliemann’s excavation is controversial for his supposed 

“discovery” of a cache of gold artifacts that he deemed the treasure of the Homeric King Priam 

(fig. 1). One of the most notorious photographs from the discovery depicts Schliemann’s wife, 

Sophia, adorned in a diadem from the cache, which he named the “Jewels of Helen” (fig. 2). 

Apart from impulsively attributing the findings to mythological figures with zero evidence to 

support his claims, archaeologist David Traill notes that “it is now indisputable that 

Schliemann’s account of the discovery of what he called ‘Priam’s Treasure’ is a lie” (Calder 

110). Schliemann most likely compiled artifacts from various sites, potentially along with some 

entirely forged objects (Calder 115), and planted them in a single grave. The “discovery” was 

used reinforced his claim that the site was the legendary kingdom of Troy. At the time, though, 

Schliemann gained enough renown from this discovery that he was granted permission to 

excavate the Bronze Age settlement of Mycenae in Greece (Fotiadis 92). It was here that he 

“discovered” his most contested object, the so-called Mask of Agamemnon (fig. 3), which 

contemporary archaeologists are almost certain is a blatant forgery, not least because it so 

perfectly conforms to the nineteenth-century ideals of a strong, masculine figure fitting for the 

mythological King Agamemnon (Calder 134). 
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Fig. 3. Gold death-mask, known as Mask of Agamemnon, Mycenae, Grave Circle A, Grave 
V. 16th c. BCE. Gold sheet. Athens: National Archaeological Museum. [National] 

 

Arthur Evans, a wealthy Brit fascinated with Greek mythology, was so inspired by 

Schliemann’s excavations that he relocated to Crete in 1900 and spent the rest of his life (and 

inheritance) undertaking an archaeological passion project of his own at Knossos. Though the 

site of the Minoan civilization had been discovered and named before he came onto the scene, it 

was Evans who led the major excavations, incorrectly deemed the site a “palace,” and uncovered 

the countless artifacts that completely changed modern perceptions of Bronze Age civilizations 

(Chi 59). Even though Evans and his team viewed themselves as scholars and painstakingly 

recorded every artifact they unearthed, Evans’ sheer desire to not only historicize Greek myths 

but prove the supremacy of European civilization4 led him to significantly alter his incredible 

 
4 One of the major impetuses for Evans’ excavations was to “prove” the theory, popularized by social Darwinism, of 
the existence of a prehistoric European civilization that surpassed those discovered in the Orient. Evans “formed the 
idea that Crete was the cradle of European society, the precursor of modern Western society” (Schoep 6) more than 
a decade before he came to Crete, and was determined to prove not only that the civilization was more advanced 
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findings (Chi 63). His overzealous restorations of the Knossos complex (fig. 4), which he termed 

“reconstitutions,” were meant, in his words, to make the Minoan civilization “more intelligible to 

other men” (Chi 17). While well-intended, these so-called reconstitutions significantly altered 

the site, and conformed more to Evans’ personal vision of the Minoans than the evidence he 

discovered. Evans was well aware of the fact that he was altering his findings to suit his own 

ideas, at times ignoring contradictory evidence and stubbornly refusing to admit his mistakes, 

coining terms like “palace-sanctuary” and “priest-king” to mold exigent findings into something 

that aligned with his personal ideals and creative vision (Schoep 16). He also employed artists to 

restore—and at times, completely invent the compositions of–frescoes5 pieced together from 

fragments (Chi 79). These restored works suspiciously reflect the artistic styles of the early 

twentieth century, conveniently solidifying the connection between Minoan art and modern 

Europe, and a number of scenes seem as though they were intentionally fashioned to affirm 

Evans’ visions of Minoan culture. One such example is the so-called King-Priest relief fresco 

(fig. 5). Not only does the resulting image contain very few original fragments (which likely did 

not belong to the same figure in the first place) heavily manipulated to fit into an unlikely 

background, the skin color and jewelry of the figure is at odds with Evans’ earlier interpretations 

of how royalty was represented in Minoan art (Gere 121). Ignoring these inconsistencies and 

massive artistic liberties, Evans used the fresco to “prove” that the Knossos complex was a royal 

palace (Gere 121).  

 
than the Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations, but that it was also more peaceful and had a distinctly “European 
spirit” (Schoep 11).  
5 The “restorations” of these frescoes, though at times careless, are indeed reflective of some of the restoration 
methods that persist today. That being said, Evans took great liberties and presented these findings as accurate 
depictions of Minoan art, misleading audiences about the true nature of the art of the period (and, conveniently, the 
style of the artwork was used to further Evan’s ideas about modern Europe’s continuity from this civilization. In that 
sense, I would argue that these “restorations” erred more on the side of forgery than restoration as they were 
imbedded with a strong desire to prove the existence of something based on no or very little evidence. 
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Desire-Driven Forgers 

From these concise overviews, it is clear that while Schliemann and Evans intentionally altered 

their findings to varying degrees, neither fit the typical forger profile. How, then, can we 

consider them within this context? It is useful here to explore the characteristic of their 

excavations that united them the most: each had a strong desire to prove a certain narrative about 

the past, coupled with the expectation that it was there to be proven. This desire-expectation 

combination can be used as framework to place these men into the context of art forgers and 

expand our understanding of forgers in general. 

Fig. 4. The so-called “Throne Room” of the 
Knossos complex, before “reconstitutions” in 
1900 (above), and after in 1930 (below). [Gere 
fig. 11]  
 

Fig. 5. The heavily reconstructed Priest-
King fresco, c. 1550 BCE. Plaster relief 
fresco. Heraklion, Crete: Heraklion 
Archaeological Museum. 
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 Though psychological studies of desire are primarily dedicated to universal, tangible 

desires, like food and sex, and tend to explore issues related to self-control, the desire to know 

the past, as suggested by David Lowenthal, is also universal and compelling (Lowenthal 325), 

and can thus be viewed as functioning like other desires and studied in similar ways. Strong 

desire, as described by Wilhelm Hofmann, often clouds our judgement and can lead us to act out 

of character (Hofmann 199). This is especially true when we begin to overthink, as we find ways 

to justify the actions, however unsavory, we need to take to fulfill our desire (Hofmann 200). As 

educated men set out to prove a past they felt was (or should be) true, Schliemann and Evans 

would likely have overthought and justified their actions: in their minds, they were actually 

benefiting mankind (or at least, Europeans) by proving a past that they really wanted to exist; 

altering evidence here and there could thus be justified as a necessary means to give the world 

(and themselves) what it wanted.6 As Lowenthal explains, “we may be fully conscious, partially 

and hazily aware, or wholly unconscious of what prompts us to alter the past. Many such 

changes are unintended; other are undertaken to make a supposed legacy credible . . . The more 

strenuously we build a desired past, the more we convince ourselves that things really were that 

way; what ought to have happened becomes what did happen” (Lowenthal 326, emphasis 

added). The desire to change the past, even when intentional, can bring even those responsible 

for the changes—the forgers—to convince themselves of their own deceptions. While this, as 

Lowenthal agrees (Lowenthal 331), separates the desire-driven forger from the typical, revenge-

driven forger, the fact remains that all forgers nonetheless damage our understanding of the past 

through intentional deception.  

 
6 Ilse Schoep argues that the fact that “Evans’ interpretations were largely accepted . . . suggests that his discovery, 
or rather, creation, of the Minoan civilization answered to a widely felt need in Europe” (Schoep 6).  
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It should be noted that desire in this context is also closely tied to expectation. As 

described by David Huron, who studies the psychology of expectation in relation to music, 

expectations provoke strong emotional responses. When we successfully predict something we 

expect to happen, we are rewarded by our brains, and when we unsuccessfully predict 

something, we experience mental “punishments” (Huron 362). These psychological processes 

developed from a survival standpoint but can be used to explain behavior in many different 

contexts. Since Schliemann and Evans so clearly expected to find something that they desired,7 

they perhaps felt the need to make their prediction true even more strongly (unconsciously or 

not) to avoid the double mental punishment of unfilled desire and incorrect expectation. While it 

has been established that both Schliemann and Evans were aware of their actions in altering the 

past at least to some extent, considering the psychology of expectation gives them some benefit 

of the doubt and further separates them from the typical forger.  

 

Conclusion  

Ultimately, regardless of the extent to which Heinrich Schliemann’s and Arthur Evans’ actions 

can be exonerated, is clear that both men did intentionally deceive the world (and themselves) 

about the authenticity of their findings. They thus can be tentatively classed as forgers, albeit of a 

different kind than are usually dealt with in the artworld. In any case, it is important to recognize 

that their forgeries, like all others, do indeed damage our understanding of the past. Expanding 

our understanding of forgers to include those who often slip under the radar because their 

intention to deceive, though present, is not as insidious, has a broader two-fold effect. First, it 

makes us more aware of the fact that forgers can exist and cause damage in multiple contexts. 

 
7 In the words of Ilse Schoep, “Evans arrived at Knossos with a preconceived vision of, and agenda for, the Minoan 
civilization that he expected to discover” (Schoep 8).  
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Second, it opens up broader questions about archaeology in general and the extent to which our 

understanding of the past has been forged without our knowledge. As we continue to interrogate 

our past and try to understand it better, it is useful to be aware of the varying motivations to forge 

objects and narratives before we take the truth of these findings for granted. 
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