


Corporate Art Collections

Poor Security Exposes Collector to Fraud, Theft

Businessmen who regard their personal and
corporate art collections as good, safe invest-
ments may face serious losses if those invest-
ments are inadequately protected. Fraud and
theft play distinct roles in the art world and
the unwitting collector is often their victim.

Much of the estimated $50 million worth of
art stolen in the United States last year was
taken from private and corporate collections.
However, some executive collectors lose on
the front end — by purchasing high-priced
fakes or authentic, but stolen works. In a
major fraud case last year, charges were filed
against three art dealers and two galleries for
allegedly forging and selling 200 fraudulent
prints which, if genuine, would have been
worth more than $3 billion. The sale of stolen
art can be equally costly. In one recent case,
Spanish police recovered five stolen paintings,
worth more than $13 million, which had been
offered for sale in Europe. These paintings
were among the approximately 50,000 art
works believed to change hands illegally every
year.

A collector’s best protection against purchasing
phony or stolen art is to deal only with repu-
table known galleries and dealers. So-called
“bargains’’ should be avoided as legitimate art
is seldom sold at a discount. Local museums
and art associations can help a prospective
buyer determine the authenticity of a work.

Once art has been purchased, the collector
must take several steps to protect it. The col-
lection should be photographed and described
in a detailed inventory, an essential step for
the approximately 90 percent of the world’s
art works that are not well cataloged or readily
identifiable. Equally essential is protecting
the photographs and inventory by leaving
them with an attorney or in a safe deposit
box. One collector not only lost a million
dollars worth of art but also his detailed

inventory to thieves who presumably used it
as a shopping list.

Insurance coverage should grow with the art
collection. Art works also should be reap-
praised periodically to ensure that the level of
coverage keeps pace with the collection’s true
value.

To reduce the likelihood of ever filing a claim,
collectors should take several precautions. One
basic step is to make the art less accessible to
potential thieves. Corporate collections should
be displayed in a secure area protected by a
receptionist or guard. Visitors should be able
to identify themselves adequately and should
be escorted, a precaution that applies to per-
sonal as well as corporate collections. A Paris
collector recently lost five valuable works to
a thief who posed as a plumber to gain
entrance to the home.

Some businesses, such as banks, acquire art
primarily to display it to the public in their
lobbies or other readily accessible areas.
Obviously, very valuable pieces should not be
included in this type of display. Art that is
displayed should be securely fastened to the
wall, not just placed on hooks. A bank in one
large city lost a painting from its crowded
lobby when a thief simply removed it from its
hook and walked quickly out the front door.
The guard stationed on the floor was restricted
to the teller area and could not see the lobby
clearly.

In determining the vulnerability of its art
collection, a corporation should consider rare
books and letters and valuable documents and
autographs as well as paintings, sculptures and
other, more obvious works. Rare books, let-
ters and documents should be securely stored
and, when possible, marked with some type
of indelible marker. This deters theft and also
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may help establish ownership should a loss
occur. If valuable documents or autographs
are framed and displayed, they should be
afforded the same protection as valuable
paintings. Although such documents have a
historical, rather than artistic, value, theft or
vandalism of them could be very costly.

Corporate art is vulnerable even when it is not
on display. If the company’s art inventory is
not updated regularly, a theft may not be
detected for months, making investigation
and recovery much more difficult. At one
company with lax inventory procedures, a
$6,000 Persian tapestry was stolen from a
special storage area for art. The theft was dis-
covered 10 months after the tapestry originally
was placed in storage. No one in management
or security could even estimate when the
tapestry had been taken. It has never been
found.

Corporations are not alone in poor inventory
procedures — museums that specialize in fine
art do not always exercise stringent controls.
A major art museum in New York City recent-
ly reported the theft of two Degas sculptures.
Museum officials subsequently discovered the
sculptures in storage. Another museum had a
more costly experience a few years ago when
it was discovered that more than $400,000
worth of art objects had been stolen from its
inventory over several years. An employee
was charged with theft.

Art that is not on display is also vulnerable to
theft while it is being shipped. An investigation
into several art thefts revealed that all the
missing works had passed through one major
airport. Further investigation of shipping
crates after some of the works were recovered
showed why the thieves had been attracted to
them. Each crate was conspicuously marked
“Valuable — Oil Paintings — Fragile” to give
the thieves an easy indication of what was

inside. Less inviting descriptions might have
protected the contents.

If, despite all precautions, a theft occurs, it
should be reported to local police immediately.
Art thefts also should be reported to the local
FBI office with a request to record and index
details of the case. Even though the FBI may
have no jurisdiction in the case, the office
may at some future date receive information
that could lead to recovery of the stolen art.

In addition to notifying their insurance carrier,
some victims of art theft have found it help-
ful to notify art experts, particularly those
who might be familiar with the missing works.
Such contacts can be very useful if the thief
tries to sell the stolen art. Recovery of the art
will be complicated by the absence of any
central reporting system for art thefts in the
United States, making theft prevention a
preferable, and less costly, alternative.

The many pitfalls involved in collecting art works
should not discourage executives or their companies
from making such investments. However, expert
consultation in the fields of art and security is an
essential prerequisite. Only an art expert can deter-
mine the value of an art work and make recommen-
dations about whether to purchase it. Similarly,
only a security expert can determine what level of
protection is necessary and recommend means of
achieving it. The executive who wants to get the best
investment for himself or his company will seek out
someone qualified in art. The executive who wants to
protect that investment will seek out someone equally
qualified in security.
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