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 Vol. 11: Heists

 The Gardner Museum Heist

 The Night They Stole the Impossible

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"Gentlemen, this is the police. We have a report of a disturbance."

 — The first words spoken by the thieves at the door of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, 1:24 a.m., March 18, 1990



Chapter One
 The Palace

 Isabella Stewart Gardner was not a woman who did things by halves. Born in 1840 to a wealthy New York family, married into a wealthier Boston one, she spent the last three decades of her life building a monument to beauty that was equal parts museum, palace, and obsession. Fenway Court, as she called it, was a four-storey Venetian palazzo transplanted to the Fenway marshlands of Boston — a building of stone and stucco and arched windows, constructed around a glass-roofed courtyard filled with living flowers, Roman mosaics, and fragments of medieval architecture she had collected from palaces across Europe.

She debuted Fenway Court on New Year's Day 1903 with an invitation-only opening. The guests arrived to find a courtyard garden in full bloom in the dead of a New England winter — nasturtiums climbing the walls, jasmine cascading from the upper galleries, the air thick with the scent of flowers and the sound of a string ensemble playing behind a screen of palms. Above them, in the galleries that ringed the courtyard on three floors, hung one of the finest private art collections ever assembled in America: Titian, Raphael, Botticelli, Rembrandt, Vermeer, Degas, Manet, Sargent. She had spent forty years and a fortune that would today be measured in the billions assembling it, piece by piece, often outbidding the great museums of Europe with the help of her adviser Bernard Berenson, the most influential art critic of the age. The museum opened to the broader public on February 23, 1903.

Gardner lived on the fourth floor of the museum, above her collection, like a queen above her treasury. She held concerts in the Tapestry Room. She entertained artists, writers, and musicians in the Gothic Room. She walked the galleries every day, adjusting the placement of objects with the eye of a woman who understood that art is not just about what hangs on the wall but about how light falls across a canvas, how a sculpture relates to the window behind it, how a room feels when you step into it.

When she died in 1924, her will contained a clause that would define the museum for the next century: the historic galleries were to remain as she had arranged them, and the museum was to exist "for the education and enjoyment of the public forever." It was the final act of a woman who had spent her life arranging beauty and who intended her arrangement to be permanent.

The will created a museum frozen in time — a place where the art was displayed not in the clinical white-walled manner of modern museums but in the cluttered, layered, deeply personal style of a nineteenth-century collector's home. Paintings hung on damask walls above carved furniture. Sculptures stood on tables beside porcelain vases. Tapestries covered entire walls. The effect was overwhelming, intimate, and irreplaceable.

It also created a museum that was, by the standards of 1990, absurdly vulnerable. The collection was insured for only a fraction of its value — the trustees had concluded that the premiums would consume the endowment. The security system was rudimentary: motion detectors in some rooms, a few closed-circuit cameras, and a staff of night watchmen who were, by any professional assessment, undertrained and underpaid. The building itself had no perimeter alarm, no reinforced doors, and no panic buttons connected to the police.

Fenway Court sat on the edge of the Fenway, a neighbourhood that in 1990 was rough, poorly lit, and largely deserted after dark. The museum closed at five o'clock. By midnight, the building and its half-billion-dollar contents were guarded by two men earning just above minimum wage.

Isabella Stewart Gardner had built a palace for beauty. She had not built a fortress.

 [image: Isabella Stewart Gardner, painted by John Singer Sargent, 1888]Isabella Stewart Gardner, painted by John Singer Sargent in 1888. The portrait was considered so provocative — with its low neckline and the suggestion of a halo formed by the wallpaper pattern — that Gardner's husband asked Sargent not to exhibit it publicly. It now hangs in the Gothic Room of the museum she built.
 

Chapter Two
 The Night Watch

 The two security guards on duty the night of March 17–18, 1990, were Rick Abath and Randy Hestand. Abath was twenty-three years old, a part-time musician who had been working at the museum for about a year. Hestand was older, quieter, and less conspicuous in the investigation that would follow. They were the only two people in the building.

The night was unremarkable. Boston was winding down from St. Patrick's Day, which in that city is not merely a holiday but a civic institution. The bars had been full, the streets rowdy, and the police had spent the evening managing the usual carnival of public intoxication and minor mayhem. By 1:00 a.m. on March 18, the city was settling into the exhausted quiet that follows a long party.

In the early hours of March 18, two men in police uniforms rang the museum intercom, said they were responding to a disturbance, and asked to be let in through the employee entrance.

Abath's job, according to museum protocol, was simple: do not open the door to anyone after hours. The protocol was explicit. No exceptions. The museum's night security procedure was a locked-door policy, and the guards had been told — repeatedly — that no one was to be admitted under any circumstances.

Abath opened the door.

The man at the buzzer told him they were police officers responding to a disturbance call. Abath let them in. It was the most consequential security decision in the history of art crime, and it took approximately three seconds.

Once inside, the two men moved quickly. One of them told Abath that he looked familiar and asked if there was a warrant out for his arrest. While Abath was processing this — confused, off-balance, perhaps frightened — the man told him to step away from the security desk. This was critical. The security desk was the only place in the museum where an alarm could be triggered. By moving Abath away from the desk, the thieves neutralised the museum's only means of calling for help.

They told Abath to call his partner. Hestand came down from the upper floors. The thieves handcuffed both guards, wrapped their hands and eyes with duct tape, and led them to the basement. They were secured to pipes in separate rooms, far from any telephone or alarm. The thieves told them to cooperate and they would not be harmed. The guards cooperated.

The entire entry and neutralisation of the guards had taken less than five minutes. The thieves now had the museum to themselves. They would remain inside for eighty-one minutes.

Before they began their work in the galleries, the thieves disabled the security cameras. Investigators would later have to rely largely on the guards' brief descriptions.

The descriptions were vague. Two white men. One taller, one shorter. One may have had a moustache. Dark hair, perhaps. Boston accents, perhaps. They were wearing police uniforms, which by definition obscured their actual clothing and appearance. The guards had seen them for a matter of minutes before being restrained. It was not much to work with.

At 1:24 a.m. on March 18, 1990, the largest art theft in history was underway. The guards were in the basement. The museum was dark. The galleries were open. And the thieves had all the time in the world.

 [image: The Dutch Room at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, before the theft]The Dutch Room at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, photographed before the theft. This room housed the Rembrandts and the Vermeer. The paintings hung on damask walls above carved furniture, exactly as Isabella Gardner had arranged them. On the morning of March 18, 1990, five of the frames were empty.
 

Chapter Three
 Eighty-One Minutes

 What the thieves did during their eighty-one minutes inside the museum tells a story that investigators have been trying to read for more than three decades. It is a story of choices — what they took, what they left, and how they handled what they stole — and it is a story that raises more questions than it answers.

They began in the Dutch Room on the second floor. This was the heart of the Gardner collection — the room where Isabella Stewart Gardner had hung her most treasured paintings in an arrangement that mixed Old Masters with decorative arts in a way that was both eccentric and deeply considered. The room was dominated by a massive marble-topped table, surrounded by carved wooden chairs, with paintings covering the walls from eye level to the ceiling.

The first painting they took was Rembrandt's Christ in the Storm on the Sea of Galilee. It was Rembrandt's only known seascape — a dramatic, churning scene of Christ and his disciples caught in a tempest on the Sea of Galilee, painted in 1633 when Rembrandt was twenty-seven years old and at the height of his powers. It was in a heavy gilt frame. The thieves did not remove the painting from its frame carefully. They cut it out. They used a blade — a box cutter or a knife — and sliced the canvas from its stretcher, leaving jagged edges and fragments of paint behind. This is significant. A professional art thief, one who intended to sell the painting or ransom it, would have taken the painting in its frame or, at minimum, removed it carefully to preserve its value. Cutting a Rembrandt from its stretcher with a box cutter is an act of vandalism that reduces the painting's value and makes restoration more difficult.

The second painting from the Dutch Room was Rembrandt's A Lady and Gentleman in Black, painted in 1633. It was a formal double portrait — a man and a woman in dark clothing, standing against a dark background, their faces illuminated with Rembrandt's characteristic golden light. This too was cut from its frame.

The third was a small Rembrandt self-portrait, an etching approximately six by five inches, one of the many self-portraits that Rembrandt produced throughout his career. It was taken frame and all.

The fourth was Vermeer's The Concert. This painting — a luminous, perfectly balanced scene of two women and a man making music in a sunlit Dutch interior — is one of only about three dozen known paintings by Johannes Vermeer. It is considered by many art historians to be one of the finest paintings in existence. It was, by some estimates, the single most valuable stolen object in the world, worth somewhere between $200 million and $300 million. It was cut from its frame like the Rembrandts.

The fifth painting from the Dutch Room was Govaert Flinck's Landscape with an Obelisk, a small, dark landscape that had for many years been attributed to Rembrandt himself before being reattributed to Flinck, one of Rembrandt's students. It was taken frame and all.

After the Dutch Room, the thieves moved to the Short Gallery on the second floor. Here they took five works by Edgar Degas — sketches and small works on paper that depicted horses, riders, and processions. They also took an ancient Chinese bronze gu, a beaker-shaped ritual vessel. It was valuable but not in the same league as the paintings.

They also took a Napoleonic eagle finial — a bronze eagle that had topped a flag. It was an object of historical significance rather than extraordinary monetary value.

Finally, and most puzzlingly, they took Édouard Manet's Chez Tortoni, a small portrait of a man in a top hat sitting at a Parisian café. This painting was not in the Dutch Room or the Short Gallery. It was in the Blue Room on the first floor. Why? Chez Tortoni was a charming work, but it was not one of the museum's most valuable pieces. The decision to take it — and to go down to the first floor to do so — has never been explained.

What they left behind is equally puzzling. The Dutch Room contained other paintings of comparable or greater value that they did not touch. They walked past a Titian. They ignored works by Rubens. In the Raphael Room, directly adjacent to the Dutch Room, hung Raphael's The Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints — one of the most important Renaissance paintings in America, worth hundreds of millions of dollars. They did not take it. They did not appear to enter the room at all.

Thirteen objects. Three Rembrandts. One Vermeer. One Flinck. One Manet. Five Degas works. One Chinese bronze. One Napoleonic finial. Total estimated value: more than $500 million.

At approximately 2:45 a.m., the thieves left the museum through the same side entrance they had entered. They loaded the stolen works into a vehicle — the type has never been determined — and drove away into the Boston night. The guards remained handcuffed in the basement. They would not be discovered until the morning shift arrived.

The empty frames were left hanging on the walls. They hang there still.

 [image: Rembrandt van Rijn — The Storm on the Sea of Galilee, 1633]Rembrandt's The Storm on the Sea of Galilee (1633) — his only known seascape. The thieves cut it from its frame with a blade, leaving jagged edges and paint fragments behind. It has not been seen since March 18, 1990.
 

Chapter Four
 The Morning After

 The theft was discovered at 8:15 a.m. on March 18, 1990, when the morning security shift arrived and found the night guards missing from their posts. They searched the building and found Abath and Hestand in the basement, handcuffed and taped but unharmed. The guards told their story. The police were called. The FBI was called. And then someone walked into the Dutch Room.

The sight was devastating. The great gilt frames hung on the damask walls as they had for nearly a century, but the canvases within them were gone. Where Rembrandt's storm-tossed sea had been, there was a rectangle of bare wall. Where Vermeer's musicians had played in their sunlit room, there was nothing. The frames had been left behind — heavy, ornate, and empty. Strips of cut canvas still clung to some of the edges, like the edges of wounds.

The FBI's Art Crime Team took over the investigation almost immediately. The case was assigned to the Boston field office, and it quickly became the Bureau's highest-priority art crime investigation. The scope of the theft was unprecedented. Nothing like it had ever happened in the United States — or, arguably, anywhere else. The total value of the stolen works is estimated at more than $500 million.

The initial investigation focused on the obvious: the security guards, the museum's procedures, the physical evidence, and the universe of people who might have planned and executed such a crime.

Rick Abath was questioned extensively. He had opened the door. He had violated protocol. He had allowed the thieves into the building. The FBI investigated him thoroughly and concluded — at least officially — that he was not an accomplice. He was, they determined, a young man who had made a catastrophically bad decision under pressure. He had been fooled by the uniforms and the authoritative manner. He had panicked. He had complied.

But questions about Abath never entirely went away. In the hours before the theft, the museum's motion detector system recorded an anomaly that suggested someone had opened the side door briefly and then closed it — as if checking to see if a door was unlocked. The anomaly occurred at 1:24 a.m., the same time the thieves arrived. Coincidence? Abath said he had no memory of it. The FBI tested the motion detector system and found that it could be triggered by various non-human causes. The anomaly was noted but never explained.

The physical evidence was thin. The thieves had taken the security tape. They had worn gloves — no fingerprints were found anywhere in the museum that could not be attributed to staff or known visitors. The handcuffs used on the guards were standard-issue police handcuffs, available from any law enforcement supply store. The duct tape was generic. The police uniforms were likely purchased or stolen from a costume shop or surplus store. The thieves had left behind almost nothing.

Almost nothing. The motion detector data provided a minute-by-minute map of the thieves' movements through the museum. It showed which rooms they entered, how long they stayed, and in what order they moved. This data revealed the curious pattern of their selections — the concentration on the Dutch Room, the separate trip to the first floor for the Manet, the complete avoidance of other rooms containing works of equal or greater value. The pattern suggested either a specific shopping list or a pair of thieves who were more comfortable with some art than others.

The FBI also examined the building's exterior. The side entrance on Palace Road was the museum's service entrance — a heavy door with a commercial lock and an intercom system. It was the only entrance accessible to the public after hours. The main entrance on the Fenway side was locked with a different system and was not approached by the thieves. This suggested familiarity with the building's layout and security arrangements.

Within days, the investigation had established the basic facts and confronted the basic problem: the thieves had been efficient, prepared, and careful. They had left behind almost no forensic evidence. The guards' descriptions were too vague for a reliable composite. And the stolen works were, by their nature, impossible to sell on the open market — too famous, too recognisable, too well documented. Every major auction house, every major dealer, every major collector in the world knew these paintings. They could not be sold to anyone who mattered. Which raised the most important question of the entire investigation: if the paintings could not be sold, why were they stolen?

 [image: Johannes Vermeer — The Concert, c. 1664]Vermeer's The Concert (c. 1664) — one of only thirty-four known paintings by Vermeer. It is considered the most valuable stolen painting in the world, worth an estimated $200–300 million. It was cut from its frame like the Rembrandts.
 

Chapter Five
 The Underworld

 The answer, or the most likely version of it, lies in the particular ecosystem of organised crime in Boston in 1990 — a world in which stolen art served not as decoration but as currency.

Boston's criminal landscape in the late 1980s and early 1990s was dominated by two overlapping networks: the Italian-American Patriarca crime family, which ran the traditional Mafia operations in New England, and the Winter Hill Gang, an Irish-American organisation led by James "Whitey" Bulger. These two groups were not always allies, but they shared territory, occasionally shared operations, and existed in a state of volatile equilibrium that was policed — and, as it later emerged, actively corrupted — by the FBI's own Boston field office.

In this world, stolen art had a specific function. Masterpieces that could not be sold on the open market could still be used as collateral in drug deals, as bargaining chips in legal negotiations, as leverage for reduced sentences, or as assets to be held and eventually ransomed back to the original owners or their insurance companies. A painting worth $200 million on the legitimate market might be worth $2 million in the underworld — but $2 million in the underworld was real money, and the painting was easier to move and harder to trace than a suitcase full of cash.

The FBI's investigation quickly developed a theory that the Gardner theft was connected to Boston's organised crime networks. The theory was based on several observations. First, the thieves' method — impersonating police officers — was a technique associated with organised crime rather than professional art theft. Second, the selection of works was inconsistent with the priorities of a knowledgeable art thief but consistent with a grab-and-go operation planned by people who knew what was valuable but not necessarily why. Third, the Boston underworld had a documented history of art theft, including the 1975 theft of a Rembrandt from the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, by Myles Connor Jr., a career criminal and self-described art enthusiast who was one of the first people the FBI investigated after the Gardner theft.

Connor was in prison on the night of the theft — he had an airtight alibi. But his associate, Bobby Donati, did not. Donati was a member of the Patriarca crime family and had a history of involvement in art theft. He had worked with Connor on previous jobs. He was known to be planning a major score, and some informants told the FBI that the Gardner heist was Donati's operation — that he had planned it as a way to secure bargaining leverage with the government, either for himself or for his associates.

Donati was murdered in September 1991, eighteen months after the theft. He was found in the trunk of his car in the Revere section of Boston, beaten and stabbed. His murder was never solved. If Donati knew where the paintings were, that knowledge died with him.

The investigation branched in multiple directions. Carmello Merlino, a Boston auto body shop owner with organised crime connections, was investigated after an FBI informant reported that Merlino had discussed the Gardner paintings and claimed to know their location. In 1999, the FBI set up an elaborate sting operation, using an undercover agent posing as a corrupt art dealer, to draw Merlino into revealing the paintings' whereabouts. Merlino made statements that suggested knowledge of the theft but never produced the paintings. He was convicted on unrelated charges — planning to rob an armoured car — and sentenced to forty-seven years in prison. He died in 2005 without revealing anything definitive about the Gardner works.

Robert Guarente, a member of a Mafia crew based in the Boston area, was also investigated. After Guarente's death in 2004, his widow told the FBI that he had given two paintings to Robert Gentile, a small-time Connecticut criminal with Mafia connections. Gentile was questioned, polygraphed (he failed), and eventually arrested on unrelated weapons charges. His property was searched multiple times. The FBI dug up his yard with ground-penetrating radar. They found weapons and ammunition, but no paintings. Gentile denied any knowledge of the Gardner works. He died in 2021.

The trail kept circling back to the same milieu: Boston-area organised crime, men with Mafia or Irish mob connections, career criminals who operated in the grey zone between art, drugs, and violence. The paintings had entered this world, and the world had swallowed them.

 [image: Édouard Manet — Chez Tortoni, c. 1878–1880]Manet's Chez Tortoni (c. 1878–1880), a small portrait of a man in a top hat at a Parisian café. It was the only work stolen from the first floor. One of the thieves made a separate trip downstairs specifically to take it — a decision that has never been explained.
 

Chapter Six
 The Press Conference

 On March 18, 2013 — the twenty-third anniversary of the theft — the FBI held a press conference that was, in the Bureau's carefully managed public affairs style, both a revelation and a masterclass in saying less than it seemed.

Richard DesLauriers, the Special Agent in Charge of the FBI's Boston field office, stood before a bank of cameras and made the following announcement: the FBI believed it had identified the two men who had committed the Gardner theft. The Bureau was confident in this identification. It was based on years of investigation, multiple sources, and corroborating evidence. The suspects were, DesLauriers said, members of a criminal organisation based in New England.

He did not name them.

This was deliberate. The FBI's position was that the suspects were both dead — and therefore could not be charged — but that naming them publicly might jeopardise the Bureau's ability to recover the paintings. The theory was that the paintings had changed hands since the theft, moving through the underworld like contraband, and that identifying the original thieves might cause whoever currently possessed the works to destroy them or move them further underground.

The press conference also included an updated appeal for information and a reiteration of the museum's standing reward. The reward had been raised over the years from its original $1 million to $5 million, and eventually to $10 million — the largest reward ever offered by a private institution for the recovery of stolen property. The reward was for information leading directly to the return of the paintings in good condition. No questions asked. No prosecution required. Just bring the paintings back.

The FBI's announcement generated enormous public interest and an equally enormous amount of speculation. The two suspects were widely reported — based on investigative journalism rather than official confirmation — to be associates of the Patriarca crime family. Their names circulated in the press, though the FBI never confirmed them. The leading candidates, based on journalistic investigation, were Carmello Merlino and a second individual associated with the same criminal network.

But the 2013 press conference also raised troubling questions. If the FBI knew who had committed the theft, why had it taken twenty-three years to say so? If the suspects were dead, what harm could come from naming them? And if the paintings had been moving through the criminal underworld for two decades, what were the chances that they still existed in recoverable condition?

The last question was the one that haunted everyone connected to the case. Canvas and paint are fragile. They are damaged by heat, cold, moisture, light, and rough handling. A Rembrandt that had been cut from its frame with a box cutter, rolled up, and stored in basements, attics, and the trunks of cars for twenty-three years might be severely damaged or destroyed. A Vermeer — painted with the most delicate glazes and the most painstaking technique of any Old Master — might be gone entirely, its surface cracked, flaked, and crumbled beyond repair.

The museum's director, Anne Hawley, who had led the institution through the decades of loss, made a public plea that was almost unbearable in its simplicity: "Please return the paintings. We will ask no questions. We will not pursue prosecution. We just want them back."

The paintings did not come back.

The empty frames continued to hang on the walls of the Dutch Room and the Short Gallery, exactly where Isabella Stewart Gardner had placed them more than a century earlier. Visitors came to the museum and stood before them in silence. Some found the empty frames more moving than the paintings they had replaced — monuments to absence, to loss, to the particular cruelty of a theft that does not merely take something beautiful but leaves behind the shape of what was taken.

 [image: Empty frames at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum]The empty frames in the Dutch Room of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum. Per Isabella Gardner's will, nothing in the museum can be moved. The frames have remained in place since the theft, waiting for the paintings to come home.
 

Chapter Seven
 Theories and Ghosts

 In the decades since the theft, the Gardner case has generated a taxonomy of theories that ranges from the plausible to the baroque. Each theory has its adherents, its evidence, and its fatal flaw.

The organised crime theory remains the FBI's preferred explanation and the one supported by the most evidence. In this version, the theft was planned and executed by members of Boston's criminal underworld — likely associates of the Patriarca crime family — as a means of generating criminal capital: collateral for drug deals, leverage for legal negotiations, or assets to be held for eventual ransom. The paintings entered the criminal ecosystem and were traded, stored, and moved by a succession of handlers, none of whom had any interest in or knowledge of art. The original thieves died without revealing the paintings' final location, and the works are now in the hands of someone who may not even know what they possess.

The inside job theory focuses on Rick Abath. Proponents point to his decision to open the door — a clear violation of protocol — and to the unexplained motion detector anomaly earlier that evening. They note that Abath was a young man earning little money, working alone in a building containing half a billion dollars in art, and that the temptation to cooperate with a plan — open the door at a certain time, look the other way — would have been enormous. The FBI investigated Abath extensively and never charged him. He has always maintained his innocence. But the questions have never stopped.

The IRA theory emerged early in the investigation and has proven remarkably persistent. In 1990, the Irish Republican Army was an active paramilitary organisation with documented connections to organised crime in Boston, a city with one of the largest Irish-American populations in the country. The theory holds that the paintings were stolen to fund IRA operations or to be used as bargaining chips in the Northern Ireland peace process. Some versions suggest that the paintings were shipped to Ireland and are hidden there still. The evidence for this theory is largely circumstantial — the timing (St. Patrick's Day weekend), the Boston-Irish connections, and a handful of unverified tips — but it has never been definitively ruled out.

The ransom theory suggests that the theft was always intended as a prelude to negotiation. The thieves — or the people behind them — expected to ransom the paintings back to the museum or its insurer. But the ransom was never paid, either because the intermediaries were killed or imprisoned before the negotiation could occur, or because the parties could not agree on terms, or because the museum and the FBI refused to negotiate. In this version, the paintings are intact and waiting — held by someone who is still hoping, after three decades, for the phone to ring.

The personal collection theory is the darkest. It suggests that the paintings were stolen for a private collector — a wealthy individual who wanted to own a Vermeer and a Rembrandt and did not care how they were obtained. Such collectors are known to exist. The art world has long acknowledged that a shadow market operates alongside the legitimate one, in which stolen works are bought and held by individuals who derive pleasure from ownership itself, regardless of whether they can ever display their acquisitions publicly. In this version, the paintings are hanging on a wall somewhere — in a vault, a basement, a climate-controlled room — being looked at by one person who will never tell anyone what they possess.

And then there is the possibility that no one wants to consider but that grows more likely with every passing year: the paintings are gone. Destroyed by the carelessness of people who did not understand what they were handling. Damaged beyond repair by decades of improper storage. Lost in a fire, a flood, a demolition. Thrown away by someone who did not know what they were. The Vermeer, the Rembrandts, the Degas sketches — all of them reduced to fragments, ashes, or landfill. It is possible. It is, some investigators believe, probable. And it is the outcome that the art world cannot bear to contemplate.

 [image: Govaert Flinck — Landscape with an Obelisk, 1638]Govaert Flinck's Landscape with an Obelisk (1638), long attributed to Rembrandt before being reattributed to his student. It was taken frame and all from the Dutch Room — one of only two paintings not cut from their frames during the heist.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Empty Frames

 The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum today is, in certain respects, two museums occupying the same building. One is the museum that Isabella Stewart Gardner created — the Venetian palazzo with its courtyard garden, its layered galleries, its rich accumulation of art and beauty and eccentricity. The other is the museum that the theft created — a place defined as much by what is missing as by what remains.

The empty frames are the most famous objects in the building. They hang in the Dutch Room and the Short Gallery exactly where they hung on the morning of March 18, 1990, and they have become, inadvertently, some of the most iconic images in the history of museums. Visitors come specifically to see them. They stand before the bare rectangles of wall and stare at nothing, and what they see — or what they feel — is the shape of loss itself. The frames are not decorative. They are not symbolic. They are documentary. They say: this is where a Rembrandt was, and this is where it is not.

The museum's decision to leave the frames in place was partly a legal requirement — Isabella Gardner's will prohibited moving anything — and partly a deliberate choice. The empty frames are a statement of hope. They say: the paintings will come back. They say: we are waiting. They say: these spaces are reserved.

The reward remains at $10 million, with an additional $100,000 offered for information leading to the return of the Napoleonic eagle finial. The conditions are simple: information leading directly to the recovery of all thirteen stolen works in good condition. The statute of limitations on the theft itself has long since expired — no one can be prosecuted for stealing the paintings. The reward is purely about recovery. Bring the paintings home. Take the money. Walk away.

No one has claimed it.

The FBI's investigation continues, though it has moved from the front pages to the back rooms. The Art Crime Team maintains the Gardner case as an active file. Tips still come in — dozens per year, from psychics, from treasure hunters, from deathbed confessions that lead nowhere. The Bureau follows up on every credible lead and most of the incredible ones. In 2015, the FBI searched a house in Hartford, Connecticut, based on information linking the property to Robert Gentile. They found nothing. In 2017, a tip sent investigators to a location in the woods of Maine. They found nothing. The pattern repeats: a lead, a search, nothing.

The case has inspired books, documentaries, podcasts, and works of fiction. The 2021 Netflix documentary series This Is a Robbery brought the story to a new generation of viewers and generated a fresh wave of tips, most of which proved fruitless. The story resonates because it contains everything a great mystery requires: beauty, violence, money, incompetence, organised crime, unanswered questions, and the particular poignancy of art that exists — somewhere, perhaps — but that no one can see.

More than thirty-five years after the theft, the Gardner Museum stands as a monument to both creation and loss. Isabella Stewart Gardner spent a lifetime building something beautiful. Two men in stolen uniforms spent eighty-one minutes dismantling part of it. The museum endures, diminished but defiant, its empty frames facing the visitors like open questions.

Somewhere in the world — perhaps in a climate-controlled vault, perhaps in a cardboard box in a basement, perhaps in a landfill outside Boston — there is a canvas painted by Johannes Vermeer in the 1660s. It shows two women and a man making music in a room filled with light. It is, by any measure, one of the most beautiful objects ever created by a human hand. It was last seen on the wall of the Dutch Room at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum on March 17, 1990.

The frame is still waiting.

 [image: The courtyard of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum]The courtyard of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum — a four-storey glass-roofed garden modelled on a Venetian palazzo. Isabella Gardner designed it as the heart of her collection. The museum endures, diminished but defiant, its empty frames facing visitors like open questions.
 

Timeline

 1840 — Isabella Stewart is born in New York City to a wealthy family.

 1860 — She marries John Lowell Gardner Jr., a Boston Brahmin and heir to a shipping fortune.

 1891 — Isabella inherits $1.75 million from her father and begins collecting art in earnest, guided by Bernard Berenson.

 1899–1901 — Construction of Fenway Court, a Venetian-style palazzo in Boston's Fenway neighbourhood, designed to house her collection.

 January 1, 1903 — The museum opens to the public for the first time, on New Year's Night.

 July 17, 1924 — Isabella Stewart Gardner dies. Her will stipulates that nothing in the museum may be moved or the collection will be dissolved and given to Harvard.

 March 17, 1990 — 12:00 a.m. — St. Patrick's Day celebrations wind down across Boston. Rick Abath and Randy Hestand begin their overnight shift at the Gardner Museum.

 March 18, 1990 — 1:24 a.m. — Two men in Boston Police uniforms ring the side entrance buzzer. Abath opens the door, violating museum protocol. The thieves enter and subdue both guards within minutes.

 March 18, 1990 — 1:30–2:45 a.m. — The thieves spend 81 minutes in the museum. They steal 13 works from the Dutch Room, Short Gallery, and Blue Room. They cut canvases from frames, remove the security tape, and depart through the side entrance.

 March 18, 1990 — 8:15 a.m. — The morning shift discovers the guards handcuffed in the basement. The theft is reported to Boston Police and the FBI.

 1990–1991 — The FBI investigates security guard Rick Abath, career criminal Myles Connor Jr. (in prison at the time), and Bobby Donati, a Patriarca crime family associate.

 September 1991 — Bobby Donati is found murdered in the trunk of his car in Revere, Massachusetts. If he planned the heist, his knowledge dies with him.

 1997 — Reporter Tom Mashberg claims he was taken to a Brooklyn warehouse and shown what appeared to be Rembrandt's Storm on the Sea of Galilee. The lead goes cold.

 1999 — The FBI sets up a sting operation targeting Carmello Merlino, who has claimed knowledge of the paintings. Merlino is convicted on unrelated charges but never produces the art.

 2004 — Robert Guarente dies. His widow later tells the FBI he gave paintings to Robert Gentile.

 2010 — The museum's reward is raised to $5 million.

 March 18, 2013 — The FBI holds a press conference announcing it has identified the two thieves — members of a New England criminal organisation — but does not name them. Both are believed dead.

 2015 — The FBI searches Robert Gentile's property in Connecticut. No paintings are found.

 2017 — The museum raises its reward to $10 million — the largest art recovery reward in history.

 2021 — Netflix releases This Is a Robbery, a four-part documentary series about the heist. Robert Gentile dies without revealing any information.

 Present — The case remains the FBI's #1 art crime priority. The empty frames hang in the Dutch Room. The $10 million reward stands. None of the thirteen works have been recovered.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Gardner Museum Heist: The Night They Stole the Impossible is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Kurkjian, Stephen — Master Thieves: The Boston Gangsters Who Pulled Off the World's Greatest Art Heist, PublicAffairs, 2015

 Amore, Anthony M. — The Art Thief: A True Story of Love, Crime, and a Dangerous Obsession, 2022

 Boser, Ulrich — The Gardner Heist: The True Story of the World's Largest Unsolved Art Theft, Smithsonian Books, 2009

 Netflix — This Is a Robbery: The World's Biggest Art Heist, documentary series, 2021

 FBI Art Crime Team — "Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum Theft," fbi.gov

 Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum — gardnermuseum.org/organization/theft

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 11: Heists in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.

 • • •
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