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BOUGHT, BORROWED OR STOLEN? 

The Multimillion Dollar Market in Stolen and Forged Art 
 

It’s the art world’s dirty little secret—the glittering treasures on their pedestals and priceless paintings 

in their burnished frames that adorn museum walls are often either stolen or forged. How often? 

According to Newsweek, the U.S. Department of Justice and UNESCO reports art crime as the world’s 

third highest-grossing criminal trade during the last 40 years, after drugs and weapons.  

 

Now retired museum director and expert on Byzantine art, Gary Vikan PhD, rips the veil away from 

the hushed halls of the world’s great museums with his stunning and eye-opening memoir, SACRED 

AND STOLEN: Confessions of a Museum Director (SelectBooks; September 20, 2016; $22.95).  

 

Vikan, who led Baltimore’s Walters Art Museum for nearly two decades, has gone deep down the 

rabbit hole where the truth about the world’s art treasures lies. From his beginnings at Princeton 

University, to Harvard’s revered Dumbarton Oaks collection in Washington, DC, to the Menil 

Collection in Houston, and finally, to the Walters, Vikan has witnessed firsthand the hustle, shady 

dealings, bold-faced forgeries and outright thefts that have placed treasures in art museums—only to 

have them once again disappear. 

 

He is well-versed in why recent movements to return great works of art to their home countries have 

validity, including: 

 The Elgin Marbles (in the British Museum) back to Greece 

 The Morgantina Aphrodite back to Sicily (it was bought by the Getty for $18 

million and later returned to Italy)  

 Bust of Queen Nefertiti (in the Neues Museum, Berlin) back to Egypt  

 The Sion Silver Treasure (at Dumbarton Oaks) back to Turkey 

 Egypt’s Rosetta Stone (in the British Museum) back to Egypt 

 

SACRED AND STOLEN is far more than an autobiography, it’s a thrilling adventure, as Vikan 

navigates the highs and lows of the art world, including spotting that a famous group of Egyptian 

sculptures was forged, helping to save a chopped up medieval fresco from a Cypriot church, bribing an 

official representative of an Eastern Bloc country, and much more. It also looks into why we crave 

beauty and the spiritual enrichment that goes beyond mere acquisition of art. And it follows his quest 

to bring a sense of wonder and deep feeling to the public thought the dramatic presentation of art. 

 

 
  

http://www.newsweek.com/2014/07/18/after-drugs-and-guns-art-theft-biggest-criminal-enterprise-world-260386.html
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SACRED AND STOLEN 
Confessions of a Museum Director 

By Gary Vikan Ph.D. 

 
Gary Vikan is an Ivy League scholar of late ancient and medieval art who has collected priceless artworks while 

dealing with shady dealers and duplicitous government officials, reminiscent of the adventures of Indiana Jones. 

Vikan’s amazing career and its impact on the art world is recounted in his riveting and often amusing memoir, 

SACRED AND STOLEN: Confessions of a Museum Director (SelectBooks, September 20, 2016). 

 

Vikan, who retired after 19 years as the director of the Walters Art Museum of Baltimore, had a career more 

adventurous than most fiction novels. From his beginnings as a printer’s devil at his father’s tiny weekly 

newspaper in northern Minnesota, to his unlikely calling as an art historian, to his ascension at the Walters as an 

internationally renowned expert in medieval art, Vikan’s career was as Byzantine as the art period he loves.  

 

To the public, his career seemed to be about carefully lit exhibits, opening-day press conferences and glittering 

donor dinners. But what went on behind the scenes would shock his traditional patrons. Forgeries, thefts, black 

market dealers, political intrigue and cash incentives were par for the course as Vikan grew the Walters into a 

major player on the international stage. His dream was to create a transcendent sense of wonder, or what he 

refers to as “the numinous,” for the average museum visitor. “Great art should make you feel as if you are in the 

presence of the divine,” Vikan says.  

 

From the prairies of the Upper Midwest, to Princeton, to the legendary Dumbarton Oaks Research Library, to 

the Menil Collection, to the Walters, Vikan traced a path that was simultaneously that of an art historian, a 

theologian and a small-town kid from Minnesota. How he lived this adventure and reveled in its chaos is a tale 

that is at once shockingly revealing of the art world, and has no fictitious equal. 

 

SACRED AND STOLEN: 

Confession of a Museum Director 

By Gary Vikan 

SelectBooks: September 20, 2016 

$22.95: 256 pages 

ISBN: 978-1590-793930 
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SACRED & STOLEN: Angle sheet 
 

 The Ukrainian Hustle: How the Deputy Director of the National Museum of History 

of Ukraine accepted a $20,000 bribe but failed to deliver. 

 The Key to the Gold Ring: How Vikan reunited pieces of a priceless gold signet ring 

and key that had been separated for nearly 1,000 years, by offering a woman a new 

refrigerator. 

 Frankly Fake: How Vikan’s discovery of three fake pieces of Coptic (early Christian 

Egyptian) sculpture in the Hirshhorn Museum led to dozens more fakes all over the 

United State and Europe that had previously avoided detection.  

 Sacred & Stolen: Why fraud and smuggling is so prominent in the art world. 

 Call After Midnight, Paris Time: What to do when pieces of a Cypriot church 

suddenly land in your lap. 

 Send Them Home: Priceless treasures being claimed by their countries of origin, 

including the Sion Treasure by Turkey (Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, DC); Bust of 

Queen Nefertiti by Egypt (Neues Museum, Berlin); Koh-i-Noor diamond of India 

(Tower of London); Rosetta stone by Egypt (British Museum).  

 The Splendor of Byzantium: What is Byzantine art? 

 Saint Elvis: From the Holy Land to Graceland; how Elvis is like a saint, and Graceland 

like a holy site. 

 The Shroud of Turin: The greatest fake of all time; who faked it, and how? 

 Neuroasthetics: Beauty and the brain. 

 Artful Deception: The craft of art forgery. 

 LOOT! The famous Kanakaria mosaic caper and how it made the front page of The 

New York Times. 

 Icons: Holy images, holy space. 

 The Commandment to Steal: When stealing art from a synagogue is a mitzvah 

(commandment). 

 Maimonides’ Holy Ark: The mystery behind how a door to a rare medieval Torah ark 

used by Rabbi Maimonides in Old Cairo wound up at the Walters. 

 Nazi Plunder: The work of finding, identifying and returning art stolen from Jews 

during World War II. 

 Renoir Girl: How an exquisite little sketch by Auguste Renoir was spirited out of a 

Baltimore museum overnight by the staff superintendent and presented as a gift to his 

young girlfriend—which remained undetected for 60 years.  
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GARY VIKAN, Ph.D. 
 

GARY VIKAN was Director of the Walters Art Museum 

in Baltimore from 1994 to 2013; from 1985 to 1994, he 

was the museum’s Assistant Director for Curatorial 

Affairs and Curator of Medieval Art. Before coming to 

Baltimore, Vikan was Senior Associate at Harvard’s 

Center for Byzantine Studies at Dumbarton Oaks in 

Washington, DC. A native of Minnesota, he received his 

BA from Carleton College and his Ph.D. from Princeton 

University; he is a graduate of the Harvard Program for 

Art Museum Directors and the National Arts Strategies 

Chief Executive Program. 

An internationally known medieval scholar, Vikan curated 

a number of critically acclaimed exhibitions at the 

Walters, most notably, those devoted to the art of 

medieval Orthodoxy. During his tenure as director, Vikan 

led the contextual installation of the museum’s collections, eliminated its general admission fee, and 

provided open access to all of its digital assets. He led efforts to endow nearly two dozen museum 

positions, as well as an exhibition fund. Vikan has taught at Johns Hopkins University, Carleton 

College, Goucher College, and at the Salzburg Global Seminar; in October 2014, he was Leader in 

Residence at the Noyce Leadership Institute. He is currently the Benedict Distinguished Visiting 

Professor at Carleton College.  

From 2006 to 2011 Vikan had a weekly radio program on Baltimore’s NPR affiliate called “Postcards 

from the Walters.” 

Vikan has served on numerous boards internationally and in the Baltimore region. He currently serves 

on the Advisory Council on Culture and the Arts of the Salzburg Global Seminar; the Board of 

Advisors of the Masters in the Liberal Arts Program at Johns Hopkins University; the Advisory 

Council for Neuro-Aesthetics of the Brain Science Institute at Johns Hopkins University; the Board of 

the Creative Alliance, Baltimore; the founding Board of the Future Symphony Institute, Baltimore;  the 

founding Board of Culture Kettle, Santa Fe; and on the Committee for Cultural Policy in New York 

City. He is a Councilor of the Maryland State Arts Council. Vikan has been an advisor to the Getty 

Leadership Institute and Princeton University’s Department of Art and Archaeology. He was appointed 

by President Clinton in 1999 to his Cultural Property Advisory Committee and was knighted by the 

French Minister of Culture in the Order of Arts and Letters in 2002. Vikan received Carleton College’s 

Distinguished Achievement award in 2007; he received an honorary Doctor of Humane Letters degree 

from the Maryland Institute College of Art in 2010.  

Vikan stepped down from the Walters directorship to write, lecture, and teach; to provide consulting 

services as Vikan Consulting LLC to cultural non-profits, collectors, and dealers; and to pursue projects 

at the intersection of the arts and sciences. In 2015 he was co-chair of a convening at the Salzburg 

Global Seminar devoted to neuroscience and creativity. 
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Vikan’s recent books include Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art (2010); Postcards from the Walters 

(2012); From the Holy Land to Graceland (2012), and his memoirs, SACRED and STOLEN: 

Confessions of a Museum Director (SelectBooks, September 2016). 

Vikan lectures extensively on topics as varied as Byzantine art, Elvis Presley, the Shroud of Turin, 

looted art and cultural property policy, neuroaesthetics, and art forgeries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


