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Three minutes to lose a masterpiece: Legal
lessons from the Italian museum heist

By Kasey Kaspar Hildonen, Aaron Brian, and Paul Downs

A major art heist shows why museums, collectors, and dealers
need theft-response plans covering evidence, insurance,
contracts, and recovery.

’ What’s the impact?

| Art theft can happen in minutes, making advance theft-response planning

essential for museums, collectors, foundations, and dealers.

| The first hours after a theft are critical for preserving evidence, notifying insurers

and law enforcement, and protecting recovery options.

| Strong insurance reviews, organized artwork files, and clear vendor and loan

contracts can reduce risk and support recovery efforts.

Paintings by Renoir, Cézanne, and Matisse. Three artworks by three masters, formerly on display
at a museum outside Parma, Italy. All now gone, stolen in roughly three minutes by four thieves
who broke through the front door of the museum. The Magnani Rocca Foundation heist is a stark
reminder that no collection—and no masterwork—is entirely safe.
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In less time than it will take to read this alert, millions of dollars’ worth of irreplaceable art was
taken, and an institution faces the unenviable task of trying to somehow recover it.

Being prepared for this awful, but not unprecedented, situation can separate a successful
recovery from a permanent loss. This alert outlines steps that museums, foundations, collectors,
and dealers should take now to build a theft-response plan in case the ugly headline “Art Heist"
becomes their reality.

What happened

Overnight, on March 22-23, 2026, four thieves entered the Magnani Rocca Foundation museum
and removed works by Renoir, Cézanne, and Matisse—three of the world’s most well-recognized
artists. The roughly three-minute operation should unsettle every institution, gallery, and private
collector.

Why this matters

The theft itself is only the beginning. High-profile losses trigger a cascade of secondary issues.
Coverage disputes with insurers may arise over when notice was given, the correct valuation
methodology, and whether the institution complied with all policy conditions. Contract disputes
may follow when loan, consignment, shipping, storage, and security arrangements are tested
under stress.

These incidents also create operational and reputational pressure, such as board reporting
obligations, lender or consignor communications, donor confidence, and media scrutiny all
intensify at the same moment the institution is trying to preserve evidence and support its

recovery effort.

Finally, thefts like this increase “title” and “diligence” pressure across the market, meaning
buyers and intermediaries may demand clearer proof of ownership (good title) and more
documented due diligence (for example, provenance review, theft database checks, authenticity
review, and compliance screening) before accepting or transacting works.

Why plan now

When a theft happens, the need to respond immediately is vital. Evidence preservation, recovery
strategy, insurance coverage, contractual rights, governance obligations, and public
communications are just some of the acute demands. The decisions made in the first hours will
shape key issues that may take years to resolve. The organizations and collectors that fare best
under these circumstances are those that planned before the crisis hit. Below are the most critical
steps to take now:
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STEP 1: BE READY TO LOCK DOWN THE SCENE AND PRESERVE EVIDENCE

In anticipation of a potential incident, institutions should assign responsibility to named
individuals and run periodic tabletop exercises so their theft-response protocol is well-rehearsed
and not buried in a manual gathering dust on a shelf.

If a theft occurs, you must be prepared to lock down the scene and preserve evidence
immediately. Develop a written protocol now that staff can execute immediately. Steps can
include securing the area with a sign-in log; preserving and duplicating CCTV footage, alarm
data, access-control logs, and guard logs in raw format; and safeguarding the full paper trail
(inventory records, condition reports, installation photos, movement logs, loan and consignment
files, and shipping and storage documentation).

STEP 2: BE PREPARED WITH A LIST OF WHO TO CALL FIRST

Identify in advance who to notify and in what order: law enforcement (local, federal, and/or
international), insurers across all potentially relevant policies (fine art, property, crime, general
liability, transit, exhibition), lenders or consignors, and legal counsel. Designate a single
spokesperson and draft template statements that can be adapted quickly. Having this plan in
place will make everyone's job easier under stress.

STEP 3: BUILD A "MISSING PERSONS FILE” FOR EVERY MAJOR WORK

If an artwork disappears, recovery teams need the same things law enforcement needs for a
missing person: a ready-made identification packet. For each significant artwork, assemble a file
that includes high-resolution images from multiple angles, documentation of distinguishing
marks or condition issues, catalogue raisonné and provenance references, ownership documents
(invoices, donor records, accession files), and recent appraisals or valuation support. Store these
files securely and ensure they are accessible offsite. The faster you can circulate a complete
profile, the narrower the window for a stolen work to vanish into the gray market.

STEP 4: STRESS-TEST YOUR INSURANCE BEFORE YOU NEED IT

Insurance disputes after a theft are common but can easily be avoided. Meet with your broker
now to confirm that policy limits reflect current valuations, that coverage extends to all relevant
locations and transit scenarios, and that you understand notice requirements, valuation
methodology provisions, and any conditions that could affect coverage. Document this review
and schedule periodic updates. A policy that looked adequate five years ago may have
significant gaps today.
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Additional steps: Contracts and vendor arrangements

Two additional areas deserve attention. First, gather and organize all agreements that could be
relevant in a loss scenario—loan, consignment, exhibition, shipping, storage, security, and venue
contracts—and flag risk-of-loss provisions, reporting obligations, limitation-of-liability clauses,
and valuation terms before a crisis forces you to find them under pressure. Second, audit vendor
contracts with security providers, monitoring companies, shippers, and storage facilities to
confirm they include measurable service levels, escalation procedures, data retention
obligations, and realistic limitation-of-liability terms. Gaps in either area can undermine recovery
efforts and insurance claims.

How Nixon Peabody can help

Nixon Peabody’s Art Litigation group helps museums, foundations, collectors, and dealers
strengthen the contractual, insurance, and governance frameworks that support collection
security and incident readiness. We can assist in developing theft response plans tailored to an
institution’s operations and risk profile, and if an incident occurs, we are prepared to coordinate
recovery strategy, manage insurance and contract disputes, and pursue or defend claims
involving vendors and counterparties. Three minutes is all it takes for a collection to be
compromised—but the right preparation can make the difference between a recovery and a
permanent loss.

Our broader Art & Cultural Property team supports the full range of preparedness and post-
incident needs—transactions, disputes, financing, real estate, and intellectual property—so
clients can reduce risk before a loss and respond effectively if one occurs.

For more information on the content of this alert, please contact your Nixon Peabody attorney or:

Kasey Kaspar Hildonen Aaron Brian

518.427.2667 213.629.6033
khildonen@nixonpeabody.com abrian@nixonpeabody.com
Paul Downs

212.940.3029
pdowns@nixonpeabody.com
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