
Hot Canvases
A new book shatters myths about art theft.

by david menconi

E
very day when he goes to work at 
Boston’s Isabella Stewart Gardner 
Museum, Anthony Amore, M.P.A. 
’00, sees an empty frame on the 

wall. It used to hold Johannes Vermeer’s 
The Concert—one of 13 paintings stolen 
from the Gardner in the early-morning 
hours of March 18, 1990, when thieves pos-
ing as police officers got inside, subdued 
the guards, and made off with a haul in-

cluding a Monet, three Rembrandts, and 
The Concert (which Amore calls “the white 
whale of all missing paintings”). The sto-
len works have a total estimated worth of 
around $500 million, making the robbery 
the largest property theft ever.

In fact, four empty frames representing 
those masterpieces still hang on the mu-
seum’s walls, reminding Amore—since 
2005 the Gardner’s head of security and 

chief theft investigator—that he 
has work to do. “They hang there 
as testament to our belief that we’ll 
get them back someday,” he says. 
“They’re placeholders, not memori-
als.”

Amore, a longtime security ex-
pert for the federal government, had 
previously directed an overhaul of 
security at Boston’s Logan Airport 
after the September 11 terrorist at-
tacks. Upon taking the Gardner job, 

he began studying 
the history of art 
theft and discovered 
it’s more Jersey Shore 
than James Bond. 
In contrast to the 
image of suave bil-
lionaires employing 
high-tech schemes 

to steal paintings, the reality is clueless 
yokels hiding Rembrandts in the hayloft 
of a pig farm—or thieves driving off with 
a canvas on top of a station wagon, only to 
get caught when they bragged about it in 
a bar afterward. Eventually, Amore accu-
mulated enough tales to fill his 2011 book, 
coauthored with Tom Mashberg, Stealing 
Rembrandts: The Untold Stories of Notorious Art 
Heists.

“What made the book interesting 
was what became of all these bumbling 
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crooks,” Amore says. 
“There are no Brad Pitts 
out there stealing art, 
and there is no Dr. No. 
The first James Bond 
film had Dr. No holding 
Goya’s The Duke of Welling-
ton, which was missing 
at the time, and that im-
age has persisted. In fact, 
The Duke of Wellington had 
been stolen by an old-
age pensioner in England 
who was unhappy with 
his taxes. It’s not the 
Hollywood stories you’d 
expect. More like a Coen 
Brothers film.”

On rare occasions, 
thieves actually get away 
with it. Amore selected 
his book title because 
Rembrandts are among 
the most frequently sto-
len artworks (“They’re 
the perfect storm of 
value and name recogni-
tion,” he says). One of 
the book’s more color-
ful stories is the case of Myles Connor, a 
Massachusetts con man in trouble with 

the law in 1975. Told by a 
district attorney that he 
could help his cause by 
recovering a stolen Rem-
brandt, Connor stole one 
from Boston’s Museum 
of Fine Arts, hid it for a 
time, and then delivered 

it up and got his deal. He never admitted 
he was the thief until writing his autobi-
ography years later. “That’s the best ex-
ample I’ve found of art being stolen as a 
get-out-of-jail-free card,” Amore says.

More often, however, art theft doesn’t 
pan out even when thieves can overcome 
their own ineptitude, because masterpiece 
paintings are as impossible to sell as they 
are valuable. As Amore puts it, art thieves 

are stealing problems, not 
paintings. About a month 
after Stealing Rembrandts 
was published, a Rem-
brandt sketch was stolen 
from an exhibit in Marina 
Del Rey, California. After 
a publicity blitz that in-
cluded Amore doing radio 
and television interviews 
in which he urged the per-
petrators to give the sketch 
up because they’d never be 
able to sell it, the work was 
anonymously returned.

But no such luck on the 
13 Gardner paintings, at 
least not yet. They’ve been 
missing for more than two 
decades and Amore is still 
working on the investiga-
tion every day, running 
down leads and “ mak-
ing the haystack smaller.” 
Someday, he vows, that 

needle will turn up, which is one reason 
he has thus far put off suggestions that he 
write a book devoted solely to the Gardner 
theft and investigation.

“In my mind, there is no book until 
they’re recovered,” he says. “The good 
news about art theft is that more than 70 
percent of them are recovered. And that’s 
a number that will go up when I get the 
Gardner paintings back.” 

Visit harvardmag.- 
com/extras to view  
an original video on  
the Gardner heist, 
as well as additional 
images of the stolen 
paintings.

The Concert by Johannes 
Vermeer (1632-1675). Now 
missing, it is one of only 34 
verified Vermeers.

The Rampage of the Rufus Buck Gang
A gritty Western depicts a brief, violent crusade.

by craig lambert

I
n the summer of 1895, in the Indian 
Territory that became Oklahoma, a 
ragtag gang of five teenaged boys—all 
black, Native American, or of mixed 

race—went on a vicious two-week spree 
of robbery, rape, and murder. The appar-
ently random violence terrified not only 
the local white settlers but also the neigh-
boring Indians and African-American 

freedmen. But the violence wasn’t random. 
The gang’s leader, Rufus Buck, the 18-year-
old son of a black mother and Creek fa-
ther, burned with a zealot’s passion: he 
dreamed that his gang’s spree would trig-
ger an Indian uprising that would expel 
the illegal white majority and reclaim the 
whole Territory for its native people.

That true story forms the basis for the 

2011 novel I Dreamt I Was in Heaven: The Ram-
page of the Rufus Buck Gang, by Leonce Gaiter 
’80. His fictional account (buckrampage.
com) of the gang’s bloody tear through 
the dusty Indian country had its seeds in a 
clipping given to him 20 years earlier that 
included the only known photograph of 
the five outlaws. “They looked so young 
that it was quite shocking,” he says. “Some 
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