The Art Thief: A True Story of Love,

Crime, and a Dangerous Obsession

The Art Thief: A True Story of Love, Crime, and a Dangerous Obsession by Michael
Finkel tells the riveting true story of Stéphane Breitwieser, one of the most prolific art
thieves in history. Over the course of several years, Breitwieser stole hundreds of
priceless works from museums across Europe, all while evading capture. Finkel
explores the complex motivations behind Breitwieser's crimes, including his obsessive
love for art and the impact of his actions on his personal life. The book examines

themes of obsession, passion, and the thin line between art and crime.

Chapter 1

Chapter 1 begins in February 1997, with Stéphane Breitwieser and his girlfriend, Anne-
Catherine Kleinklaus, embarking on a visit to the Rubens House in Antwerp, Belgium.
At first glance, they appear to be typical tourists enjoying the art and history
surrounding them, but their true intentions lie far beyond mere admiration. The couple
moves seamlessly through the museum, taking in the beautiful works on display while
Breitwieser focuses on his primary goal: an ivory sculpture of Adam and Eve. This
piece, which had captivated his attention during a solo reconnaissance visit, was now

the object of his meticulously planned heist.

The sculpture, encased in a plexiglass display case, is securely fastened to a sturdy
base, making it appear impenetrable. However, Breitwieser, ever the observant
planner, has identified a crucial vulnerability. The back of the display case is held

together by two tricky screws, hidden from the casual observer, but easily accessible



with the right tools. The museum staff, though attentive, follow a predictable routine,
leaving brief windows of opportunity where their supervision lapses. These moments,
particularly during busy lunchtimes when many visitors are distracted by their own
activities, provide the perfect cover for Breitwieser to act. As the couple moves
through the gallery, they blend in effortlessly, seeming like any other visitors while

secretly preparing for the heist that will unfold in the next few minutes.

With the museum space slowly clearing as lunchtime approaches, the time for action is
imminent. Breitwieser-takes out-a.Swiss Army knife, carefully positioning himself
behind the sculpture’s display case. Hislevery movement is calculated, working quickly
to unscrew the two hidden screws that will release the precious artifact from its
containment. His heartbeat quickens, but his composure remains steady as he
continues to operate in the role of a casual art lover, feigning interest in the displays
while secretly preparing to make his move. Anne-Catherine stands watch, keeping a
careful eye on the hallway and the museum staff as they patrol, ensuring that no one
walks into their path at the critical moment. With every turn of the screw, Breitwieser’s
excitement builds, feeling the tension of the heist and the rush of adrenaline surge

through him.

Once both screws are removed, the plexiglass case is no longer holding the sculpture
in place. Breitwieser swiftly lifts the ivory Adam and Eve, careful not to make any noise
that would draw attention. He slips the piece into the waistband of his pants, skillfully
covering it with his coat. The entire operation has been conducted with such precision
that, even though he now holds a stolen artifact, he remains calm and composed. He
knows that lingering too long in the museum could attract unwanted attention, so he
takes the opportunity to leave the display area as quickly as possible. The hustle and
bustle of the museum, combined with the natural distractions of lunchtime, allows him

to move undisturbed through the gallery and out the door.

Outside, the couple walks to their parked car, a midnight blue Opel Tigra, parked a
short distance away from the museum’s entrance. As they climb into the car, the

weight of the stolen sculpture is momentarily forgotten, replaced by the euphoria of



their success. Their hearts race with excitement, as they both feel a rush of victory at
pulling off such a daring heist. They drive away into the night, exhilarated by their
crime but still processing the magnitude of their actions. The world outside feels
momentarily still, as if time has slowed for them to savor their moment of triumph.
They know that what they have just accomplished is a dangerous game, but for now,

they are free—young, in love, and reveling in the thrill of their successful theft.

This moment, however, is fleeting. The stolen sculpture, now safely hidden from the
world, becomes more-than just an.object—it is a symbol of their escape, their rebellion
against the ordinary. For Breitwieser, this theft is'more than an act of crime; it
represents a moment of freedom, a chance to seize control over something beyond
the constraints of his everyday life. For Anne-Catherine, too, the thrill of participating
in such an audacious act creates a bond with Breitwieser, one built on shared secrecy
and excitement. The night is young, and for the couple, it feels as if they have crossed

a line from which there is no return.

As the car drives further from the museum, the rush of their accomplishment slowly
begins to settle into a quiet sense of satisfaction. Yet, both know that this is just the
beginning. What started as a single, calculated theft will lead to a series of events that
will challenge their relationship, their ideals, and their futures. The stolen sculpture
may be in their possession for now, but the consequences of their actions have only
just begun to unfold. The real test lies ahead: Can they continue to live with the weight

of their crime, or will their thrill-seeking ways eventually catch up with them?



Chapter 2

Chapter 2 begins with a humble home situated in Mulhouse, an industrial city in
eastern France, where Stéphane Breitwieser and his girlfriend, Anne-Catherine
Kleinklaus, lead their quiet yet peculiar lives. The house itself, constructed from pale,
stuccoed concrete, resembles. a cube, its small windows and steep, red-tiled roof
blending into the surrounding suburbanjsprawlFhough, it offers little in terms of
architectural splendor, this modest dwelling hides a world of astonishing treasures.
Inside, most of their living space occupies the ground floor, but a narrow staircase
leads up to a cramped, low-ceilinged attic room, which remains shrouded in mystery.
This room, tucked under the rafters, is always kept locked and the shutters remain
permanently closed, keeping the couple's precious collection hidden from the outside

world.

In their bedroom, the centerpiece is a magnificent four-poster bed draped with
luxurious gold velour curtains, flanked by plush red satin sheets and cushions that
exude opulence. Upon waking, Breitwieser often admires a prized ivory carving of
Adam and Eve, which he considers a symbol of both beauty and craftsmanship. Along
with the ivory sculpture, Breitwieser treasures other figurines, including a depiction of
the Roman goddess Diana and another of Catherine of Alexandria. Each piece is
meticulously crafted, capturing intricate details that continue to astonish him, with

their luminous glow infusing his mornings with a sense of awe.

On Breitwieser's bedside table, several other remarkable objects tell their own stories.
These include a polished golden tobacco box commissioned by Napoleon himself, as
well as a prismatic flower vase created by the famous French artisan Emile Gallé. The
presence of these items, each with its own rich historical significance, transforms the
nightstand into a miniature museum of sorts, a personal testament to the couple's

fascination with history and art. Alongside these treasures, a lavish silver goblet and



an assortment of tobacco tins, bronzes, and porcelain figurines are carefully arranged,

each object exuding a sense of grandeur and nostalgia.

Anne-Catherine’s side of the bed is equally adorned with treasures. Her night table,
along with a large armoire, desk, and dresser, overflows with an eclectic assortment of
items, including silver platters, gilded tea sets, and unique weaponry. The second
room in the house holds even more remarkable artifacts, such as a wooden altarpiece,
a stained-glass window, and a variety of musical instruments. Each piece seems to tell
a story, painting a picture of the-couple's deep, almost insatiable thirst for art, history,

and culture, and their desire to curate their own world of beauty.

Despite the chaos of overflowing treasures, the home is filled with a sense of warmth
and wonder. The armchairs, windowsills, and closets are packed with wristwatches,
tapestries, and medieval artifacts—each item adding to the rich tapestry of their lives.
However, it is the couple’s art collection that truly stands out. The walls of their home
are adorned with stunning oil paintings from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
with masterpieces from renowned artists such as Lucas Cranach and Albrecht Durer.
The vibrant colors and intricate details of these works fill the small space, making it
feel as though the room is alive with the energy of the past. These paintings do not
merely decorate the walls; they become a part of the couple’s daily existence, a

constant reminder of their passion for preserving the past.

Art journalists have estimated the value of the couple’s collection to be worth as much
as two billion dollars, an astonishing figure that places their trove of art and antiques
far beyond what most people could ever imagine. The house, modest on the outside, is
home to a treasure chest of rare and priceless items. In the quiet solitude of their attic,
Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine have cultivated a world filled with beauty, history, and
culture—a world that exists far beyond the reaches of most people's comprehension.
This collection, hidden in plain sight within an unremarkable suburban home,
represents not only a personal passion but a monumental achievement in the realm of

art and historical preservation.



Chapter 3

Chapter 3 of The Art Thief takes readers deep into the mind of Stéphane Breitwieser, a
self-styled connoisseur of art who has justified his numerous thefts not as criminal acts
but as a means of curating beauty. Although his actions have made him a notorious
figure in the world of art crime, Breitwieser does not consider himself a typical thief.
His thefts, carried out with the help of his partner; Anne-€atherine Kleinklaus, are
portrayed as a personal mission to collect art that he believes is rightfully his.
Breitwieser feels a deep contempt for other art thieves, especially those involved in
high-profile heists like the infamous 1990 Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum robbery,
where thieves destroyed artworks during their escape. To him, the idea of causing
harm to an artwork, whether through damage or violence, is anathema to his personal

philosophy of art as something sacred.

Unlike many criminals who focus on quick, violent thefts, Breitwieser takes a much
more calculated and respectful approach. He is deliberate in his methods, carefully
removing paintings from their frames and ensuring that nothing is damaged. For him,
the theft of art should not result in its destruction, and it is this meticulousness that
sets him apart from the typical art thief. The museum, in Breitwieser’s view, is an
institution that stifles the true beauty of art, locking it away in sterile environments
where it cannot be fully appreciated. He argues that the true value of art is only
realized when it is experienced in a personal, intimate manner, far from the confines of

the sterile, controlled atmosphere of the museum.

Breitwieser’s justifications for his thefts are steeped in a complex philosophical belief
about the nature of art. He sees himself not as a thief, but as a liberator of art—taking
it out of the cold, impersonal museum setting and into a space where he can truly
engage with it. This belief is most evident in his admiration for works such as the ivory

"Adam and Eve," which he sees as sensual and deserving of closer inspection. Unlike



many other art thieves, who are primarily driven by the desire for monetary gain,
Breitwieser views his collection as an act of aesthetic and emotional fulfillment. He
takes pride in his ability to identify art that moves him, arguing that it is his deep
appreciation for beauty that motivates his actions, not the desire to profit from stolen
goods. Yet, despite these lofty ideals, Breitwieser cannot escape the reality of his

criminal actions, which continue to define his existence.

In contrast to Breitwieser’s idealism, Anne-Catherine offers a more pragmatic
perspective on their lifestyle. While she participates in the thefts, she does so with
more caution and awareness of the conseguences. Living together in his mother’s
home, without paying rent, they are forced to rely on modest jobs and government
support to survive. Anne-Catherine does not share Breitwieser’'s romanticized view of
their actions. She is more attuned to the risks and dangers of their lifestyle, though
she never directly challenges him on their crimes. Their relationship reflects a dynamic
in which Breitwieser’s idealism about art clashes with the practical realities of living a
criminal life. Although they continue to steal, they do not attempt to sell the art, as
Breitwieser finds the idea of profiting from stolen art to be dishonorable. This contrast
between Breitwieser’s philosophical justifications and Anne-Catherine’s more grounded
viewpoint adds depth to their relationship, underscoring the complexity of their
motivations and the contradictions in their lives. Their story is one of both passion and

pragmatism, as they navigate the fine line between art theft and artistic appreciation.



Chapter 4

Chapter 4 takes readers through the formative years of Stéphane Guillaume Frédéric
Breitwieser, offering insights into his early fascination with history and artifacts. This
passion was ignited by his grandfather’s frequent expeditions, during which they
searched for pottery shards-and arrowheads, relics of a bygone era. Growing up in
Alsace, a region constantly navigating its complex histanical identity between French
and German influences, Breitwieser’s childhood adventures would become the
cornerstone of his lifelong obsession with antiquities. His connection to the past, which
began with these childhood excursions, evolved into an overwhelming compulsion for

historical objects.

Raised in the small French town of Wittenheim, Breitwieser lived in a household where
art and antiques were woven into the very fabric of his upbringing. The house was
filled with relics, including paintings by the celebrated Alsatian expressionist Robert
Breitwieser, a distant relative. This environment, steeped in cultural and artistic
significance, cultivated in him a deep reverence for history, though it also accentuated
his feelings of inadequacy. As the only grandchild in the family, Breitwieser was
showered with affection and material possessions, including coins, tools, and other
historical items. These gifts, however, did little to alleviate the growing emotional
distance he felt from his peers. The other children in his town were drawn to modern
forms of entertainment, while Breitwieser, instead, immersed himself in the world of
artifacts. Over time, this left him isolated, struggling with social anxiety and

depression, feeling disconnected from his contemporaries.

At home, the discord between Breitwieser and his authoritarian father added to the
tension in the household. His father’'s domineering presence only exacerbated the
emotional turmoil, especially as arguments became more frequent and intense. These

strained dynamics were intensified when his father left shortly after Breitwieser



graduated in 1991, leading to a dramatic shift in their financial circumstances. With his
father’s departure, Breitwieser faced a new kind of hardship—one that was not only
financial but emotional as well. This shift in lifestyle, combined with his internal
turmoil, led him to a destructive coping mechanism: shoplifting. What began as minor
incidents soon escalated, as he sought a way to regain control over his increasingly
chaotic life. His encounters with law enforcement were minor but marked the

beginning of a much darker path that would define his adult years.

In the midst of these personal upheavals, Breitwieser found an unexpected solace in
the world of museums and galleries. The /quiet ceantemplation offered by these spaces
allowed him to escape from the pressures of daily life. Unlike most visitors who viewed
the exhibits from a distance, he felt a personal connection to the objects on display.
For him, the idea of owning these artifacts took on a more profound meaning. His first
theft, which involved a small metal piece from an ancient Roman coffin, seemed less
like a crime and more like a means of preserving history. In his mind, these artifacts

were his to protect and cherish, rather than be locked away in a museum.

As his obsession with collecting grew stronger, Breitwieser began to justify his actions
with an increasingly convoluted rationale. To him, the theft of art and relics was a
necessary act, a preservation of history that modern society failed to appreciate.
Unlike typical criminals, who might steal for financial gain, Breitwieser was driven by a
desire to own tangible pieces of the past. This compulsion brought him a sense of
fulfilment that he was unable to find in human relationships. His growing collection,
though illicit, offered him a sense of power and control that the rest of his life lacked.
Yet, just as his isolated existence seemed unbreakable, a romantic relationship
entered his life, challenging his worldview in unexpected ways. The emergence of love
added a new layer of complexity to his character, shifting his priorities and setting the
stage for a deeper exploration of his motivations and desires in the narrative that

follows.

Through these experiences, Chapter 4 paints a portrait of a man whose love for history

and art gradually transforms into an obsession. What begins as an innocent fascination



with relics and artifacts becomes a driving force that shapes his identity and actions.
The chapter not only explores Breitwieser’s early influences but also delves into the
emotional struggles that accompany his development. As the story unfolds, his
character continues to evolve, offering a unique glimpse into the mind of someone
whose desire for art and history leads him down a path of theft and deceit. The
complexities of his character, marked by contradictions and emotional depth, ensure

that his journey is one that will captivate readers as it continues to unravel.



Chapter 5

Chapter 5 of The Art Thief provides an in-depth look into the evolving relationship
between Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine, set against the backdrop of their shared love
for art and their increasingly dangerous lifestyle. The couple, deeply entwined in both
affection and crime, inhabit-an attic decorated with Ferrari-red sheets on a grand four-
poster bed, symbolizing their escape framrtheimundane s Their playful
moments—captured on video by Breitwieser—are filled with warmth, with Anne-
Catherine humorously claiming her domain, while Breitwieser lovingly refers to her as
Nena, and she affectionately calls him Steph. Despite the joy and intimacy they share,
there is an underlying tension, as they both are acutely aware of the criminal activities
that have defined their relationship. This mix of love and lawlessness sets the stage for

their complicated and reckless bond, one that thrives in secrecy.

For Breitwieser, art is more than just a passion—it is the cornerstone of his existence.
His relationship with art is rooted in a deep emotional connection, manifesting as a
coup de coeur, a visceral and almost overwhelming desire to possess beautiful objects.
This drive is not merely about acquiring wealth, but about owning pieces that stir his
soul, a feeling akin to the one he experiences when he first meets Anne-Catherine at a
birthday party in 1991. Their attraction is immediate, fueled by an intense chemistry
and a shared understanding of the world they wish to inhabit. Anne-Catherine is drawn
to him not just by his boldness, but by the world of excitement and passion he offers, a
sharp contrast to her more subdued life before they met. Despite warnings from
friends and family about the recklessness of their relationship, she remains deeply
devoted to him, finding both thrill and escape in their shared escapades. Their
contrasting backgrounds—her modest upbringing and his more affluent lifestyle—add
complexity to their dynamic, making their connection all the more powerful and

transformative.



As their relationship progresses, Anne-Catherine and Breitwieser begin to rely on each
other more, particularly after Breitwieser’s parents’ separation causes him emotional
distress. Anne-Catherine’s support during this time solidifies their bond, and they start
to create a life together in their attic sanctuary. Despite the cramped and
unconventional living arrangements, the space becomes a symbol of their shared
existence, a private world where they can build their dreams and avoid the pressures
of the outside world. Their financial struggles—exemplified by Anne-Catherine's
struggles with her nursing studies and Breitwieser’s abandonment of law school—only
serve to strengthen their reliance on each.other. Rather than seeking conventional
career success, they pursue a life of freedom, driven by the allure of art and the desire
for beauty. This rebellion against societal norms only deepens their connection, as

they continue to prioritize their passions and each other over everything else.

One of the pivotal moments in Chapter 5 occurs during a trip to Thann, where
Breitwieser’s attention is caught by a flintlock pistol displayed in a museum. The pistol,
like art, captivates him, evoking the same intense desire he feels when he encounters
a masterpiece. However, this theft is more personal than others; Breitwieser views it
as an act of rebellion against his father, a chance to assert his autonomy and break
free from the constraints imposed on him. With Anne-Catherine’s encouragement, he
decides to steal the pistol, seeing it not just as a valuable item, but as a symbol of
defiance and freedom. The moment they take the pistol marks the beginning of their
deeper involvement in criminal activities, solidifying their partnership in theft and
rebellion. Their bond grows stronger as they continue down this dangerous path,
driven by the thrill of crime, the pursuit of beauty, and the desire to control their own
destinies. This pivotal act represents not just the theft of an object, but a further
entrenchment into a life they are unwilling to abandon, regardless of the

consequences.



Chapter 6

Chapter 6 of The Art Thief begins with Breitwieser’s first taste of excitement from
committing a theft—this time, a pistol from a museum, which fills him with a potent
mix of exhilaration and fear. With Anne-Catherine at his side, the two escape without
detection, the scenic drive-through the Alsace region offering a brief respite as they
process their daring act. The absence of immediate-police pursuit leaves them feeling
victorious, as if they have outsmarted the authorities. Over the next several weeks,
what began as fear gradually shifts to a sense of relief, then pride. Breitwieser soon
comes to relish the audacity of his actions, and the stolen pistol becomes a cherished
symbol of their success. Its presence in his possession fuels his growing obsession,

reminding him of the boldness of his crime and the escape they managed to pull off.

As the weeks pass, Breitwieser’s thrill with stealing intensifies. He reflects on a
childhood memory of visiting a medieval museum, where an object—a crossbow—had
caught his eye. Recalling the allure of this artifact, he plans to steal it, and Anne-
Catherine, ever loyal, joins him on the journey back to the museum. Their plan takes
shape as they enter the cold, cavernous castle with few other visitors in sight due to
the winter season. The lack of attention and the castle's labyrinthine design offer the
perfect opportunity to execute their plan. The crossbow is suspended too high to be
easily accessed, but with ingenuity and quick thinking, Breitwieser finds a way to get
to it. Using a chair to reach the high shelf, he and Anne-Catherine keep a careful watch
for guards. Once the crossbow is retrieved, they realize it’s too large to fit in their
bags. Thinking fast, Breitwieser opens a window to lower the crossbow to the ground,
timing their exit so as not to raise suspicion. Their swift getaway is punctuated by only
a small noise, but nothing alarming enough to draw attention. Their escape is a

success, and as they drive away, they feel an overwhelming sense of achievement.



The thrill of their successful theft is heightened when a local newspaper reports the
crime. However, much to their delight, the article fails to connect them to the heist,
which only adds to their sense of pride. Their pride soon leads them to celebrate their
heist by making a scrapbook of their accomplishments. For Breitwieser and Anne-
Catherine, each stolen item is more than just an object; it’'s a mark of their triumph
over the mundane world. Their criminal activities provide a thrilling escape, and the
attic, provided by Breitwieser’'s mother, becomes their refuge—a private world where
their illicit lifestyle is uninterrupted. His mother remains unaware of their illegal
pursuits, allowing them to continue without fear. of detection. Inside the attic, they
begin to collect their stolen treasures, furnishing the'space with pieces that reflect
their desires for wealth and status. Their growing collection takes on a symbolic
meaning, representing not just their success in art theft, but their fantasy of living a
more glamorous, aristocratic life. The attic becomes a manifestation of their shared
dreams and desires, providing them with a space where their criminal lifestyle can

thrive.

This newfound life, built on art theft, grows as their relationship deepens. They
continue to steal, adding to their collection, and each new heist strengthens the bond
they share. Breitwieser reflects on how their criminal acts have brought them closer, a
shared thrill bonding them even more. The attic, with its growing collection of stolen
artwork, serves as a physical manifestation of their new reality—one that separates
them from the ordinary world. Yet, even as their sense of accomplishment grows,
there is an underlying tension between their desires and the potential consequences of
their actions. The more they indulge in their criminal activities, the more their
relationship with society becomes strained. As they continue to build a life based on
stolen art, they must confront the inevitable fallout from their choices, which looms
ever larger. Despite the thrills and excitement, Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine’s
future remains uncertain, and the consequences of their actions are waiting to catch

up with them.



Chapter 7

Chapter 7 of The Art Thief takes us into the early days of March 1995, where
Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine, fresh from the success of their recent crossbow theft,
embark on a skiing vacation in the Swiss Alps. Their trip is funded by Breitwieser’s
grandparents, but the getaway is far from a typical vacation. Instead, it serves as a
cover for their ongoingjcriminal-activities; jas theyyplantormake a detour to Gruyeres
Castle, a historic Swiss fortress turned museum. Upon arrival, they casually purchase
their tickets and enter the castle, a strategic move to avoid raising any suspicion.
While appearing as simple tourists, Breitwieser uses this visit as an opportunity to
assess the castle’s artworks with the intent to steal, signaling the start of another

heist.

As an art enthusiast, Breitwieser has always been deeply drawn to museums and art
collections, cultivating a habit of collecting museum brochures and immersing himself
in art literature whenever he can. His love for art goes beyond the surface; he often
recalls various artworks from childhood museum visits, further feeding his passion.
However, Breitwieser’'s approach to museum visits is less about thorough planning and
more driven by spontaneity. His fascination with art pushes him to act on impulse,
especially when an artwork sparks his interest, making each visit feel like an
opportunity to find the perfect piece for his collection. This sense of adventure drives
him to take risks, even if many of his attempts are thwarted by museum security or
unremarkable artwork. Yet, it is this unpredictability and the rush that comes with it

that keeps Breitwieser coming back for more.

During their time at Gruyeres Castle, Breitwieser’s attention is drawn to a captivating
oil portrait of an elderly woman by the renowned artist Christian Wilhelm Ernst
Dietrich. The portrait’s extraordinary detail and emotional resonance trigger an

overwhelming feeling of connection, an experience that Breitwieser recognizes as akin



to Stendhal syndrome. This psychological phenomenon, where the viewer is
overwhelmed by the beauty of art, is something that Breitwieser has studied and
identified within himself. It serves as a reminder of the deep, almost spiritual
connection he feels toward art, a connection that many dismiss due to his criminal
behavior. Although critics may label him as a mere thief, Breitwieser views himself as
someone who truly appreciates the emotional power of art, which he believes most

people overlook.

The psychological assessment from Michel Schmidt further highlights the complexity of
Breitwieser’s character. While Schmidt considerschim'a,menace to society, he
acknowledges that Breitwieser’s actions are not driven by a compulsive need to steal,
but rather by his deep emotional connection to the artworks he collects. Breitwieser’s
justification for his crimes stems from his belief that he is entitled to these pieces due
to his personal understanding of their significance. He sees himself not as a thief, but
as someone who appreciates the art in ways that others cannot. This mindset fuels his
continued thefts, and as his obsession grows, so does his drive to take even more

valuable pieces, believing that they are rightfully his to possess.

The pivotal moment in this chapter comes when Breitwieser sets his sights on the
Dietrich portrait. Recognizing the lax security around the artwork, he shares a knowing
glance with Anne-Catherine, signaling his intent to steal. With careful precision, he
uses a car key and his Swiss Army knife to remove the portrait from its frame,
concealing it beneath his jacket as they make their exit. The thrill of the heist fills
Breitwieser with adrenaline, yet the couple remains composed, swiftly leaving the
castle with their prize. As they head back to their car, Breitwieser feels a mixture of
triumph and exhilaration, knowing that they have successfully carried out their first
joint art theft. The portrait, now hidden in a suitcase, marks a new chapter in their
lives as they set off to continue their vacation, unaware of the long-lasting

consequences this crime will have on their relationship and their future endeavors.

This heist represents more than just a stolen painting; it solidifies the bond between

Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine, who now share a secret that strengthens their



connection. They are no longer just a couple, but partners in crime, drawn together by
their shared thrill for stealing art. As they drive off to their skiing destination, their
sense of accomplishment fuels their excitement, but beneath it all, they both know
that this act will have profound repercussions. For Breitwieser, the portrait is just
another piece in his growing collection, but for Anne-Catherine, it signifies a deeper
commitment to the life they’'ve chosen to lead. Together, they continue to navigate the
fine line between exhilaration and danger, increasingly entangled in the world of art

theft.



Chapter 8

Chapter 8 of The Art Thief offers a detailed exploration into the world of audacious
museum heists, examining the techniques employed by notorious art thieves and their
unparalleled ambition. The opening of the chapter highlights the rarity and skill
required to successfully pull-off three museum heists within a year, a feat that most art
thieves would find nearly_impossible to aceemplish#¥Among the most well-known art
thieves discussed is Vincenzo Peruggia, who gained infamy for his daring theft of the
Mona Lisa in 1911. Having worked as a handyman at the Louvre, Peruggia used his
insider knowledge of the museum's layout and security measures to plan his theft.
Disguised as a worker during a routine cleaning, he managed to remove the iconic
painting from its frame and make his escape, walking out of the museum undetected.
Peruggia concealed the painting in his apartment for over two years before eventually

attempting to sell it, leading to his capture and the painting's return to the Louvre.

The chapter continues by exploring other significant art thefts, each with its own set of
challenges and triumphs for the criminals involved. In 1975, Myles Connor Jr.
orchestrated an elaborate heist at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, cleverly bypassing
security and evading capture for a long period. In another daring robbery, two thieves
infiltrated the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City through an air-
conditioning duct, managing to steal valuable artifacts with little to no notice from the
museum staff. The 2000 robbery at the Swedish National Museum took a dramatic turn
when thieves used car bombings as a distraction, allowing them to steal several
priceless paintings while security remained focused on the explosions. These examples
demonstrate the high level of planning and precision involved in each theft, with art
criminals often targeting museums with known security flaws, exploiting gaps in their

defenses to make off with valuable pieces.



While the thefts themselves are thrilling, the chapter emphasizes that the real
challenge for art thieves comes after the crime is committed. Stolen art is notoriously
difficult to sell or display due to its recognition and the heightened risk of attracting
law enforcement attention. This is evident in the story of Peruggia, who, after stealing
the Mona Lisa, kept it hidden in his apartment for years before attempting to sell it. His
attempts to sell the painting led to his eventual arrest, but the Mona Lisa was returned
to the Louvre, illustrating the risks and difficulties of handling stolen art. The chapter
underscores the fact that art theft, while thrilling, is not always a path to wealth or
success, as the notoriety of stolen works makes them nearly impossible to turn into

legitimate profits.

The focus then shifts to the dynamic between Stéphane Breitwieser and Anne-
Catherine, whose partnership in crime exemplifies a careful and deliberate approach to
art theft. Together, they travel across Europe, stealing works of art from museums
with remarkable success. Breitwieser, with his sharp attention to detail and ability to
exploit security flaws, and Anne-Catherine, with her patience and vigilance, form a
well-coordinated team. They go to great lengths to avoid detection, using everything
from disguise to careful planning in order to bypass museum security. Despite their
relative success, the couple’s life of theft is not entirely without consequence. Their
growing collection of stolen art reflects a deeper obsession with possessing these
treasures, something that goes beyond the thrill of theft and extends into their desire
for status and recognition. The chapter hints at a psychological motivation for their
actions, suggesting that their heists may fulfill a need for validation and power rather

than simply financial gain.

Ultimately, Chapter 8 serves as a stark exploration of the world of art theft, blending
the thrill of criminal activity with the underlying complexities of the motivations driving
those who engage in it. It raises questions about the nature of ownership and the
lengths some will go to in order to claim possession of works they deem valuable. The
chapter also touches on the emptiness that often accompanies these pursuits, as even
with an ever-growing collection of stolen masterpieces, the criminals find little

satisfaction in their accomplishments. This juxtaposition of exhilaration and emptiness



makes the chapter not only an intriguing account of art theft but also a psychological
study of the individuals who live outside the law, constantly chasing an elusive sense

of fulfillment that never seems to arrive.



Chapter 9

Chapter 9 of The Art Thief further explores the intricate and carefully structured life of
Breitwieser, who continues his passion for art theft with meticulous planning and
devotion. While Anne-Catherine carries on with her daily activities and work,
Breitwieser spends his time-immersed in research at various key locations, such as
libraries in Mulhouse and Strasbourg. Hisjdeeprdive-into the art world also includes
regular visits to the University of Basel's extensive art-history collection, where he
consults the Benezit Dictionary of Artists. This resource, filled with artist catalogs and
provenance information, offers Breitwieser critical details to support his continued
criminal pursuits. Fluent in multiple languages, including German, English, and French,
he skillfully navigates the readings, absorbing important facts from a range of sources.
His intense devotion to understanding art’s history further fuels his obsession with
acquiring it, making him increasingly meticulous in his criminal work. This approach to
learning strengthens his sense of entitlement over stolen works, reinforcing the belief

that he is preserving art rather than stealing it.

In the midst of his criminal exploits, Breitwieser organizes the stolen pieces he collects
into detailed folders, alongside the relevant reference materials he meticulously
gathers. Each piece is cataloged with sketches, notes, and his thoughts on their
importance and aesthetic value. Thanks to the support of his grandparents, who
provide resources for his growing collection, his personal library expands to more than
five hundred volumes. These books serve not only as a tool for learning but as a
reflection of his obsession with art, deepening his knowledge of various periods,
techniques, and artists. One particular focus is the life of Georg Petel, a talented artist
whose tragic death at thirty-four left a significant mark on the art world. Petel’s
untimely demise due to the plague resonates with Breitwieser, who is fascinated by

how this loss contributed to the artist's mystique and legacy. While many admire



Petel's work, it is Breitwieser’s obsession with preserving the artist's legacy, however
illicitly, that drives him to steal such pieces. The more he studies these artists, the
deeper his conviction grows, convincing him that he is rightfully collecting and

preserving their creations, irrespective of the legality of his actions.

As Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine grow more comfortable with their criminal
activities, they begin to target museums with weaker security, capitalizing on the
vulnerabilities that many smaller institutions present. Museums, especially those with
limited resources, often'depend-on public trust rather than robust security systems to
protect their art, creating aperfect environment for theft. This stark contrast between
the museums’ intent to foster an intimate relationship with their patrons and the ease
with which they can be exploited by criminals like Breitwieser highlights the systemic
flaws in art protection. Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine expertly navigate these
vulnerabilities, selecting targets that lack the security measures necessary to thwart
their criminal plans. Their skills come into full play during their heist at the University
of Basel museum, where they set their sights on a renowned painting by Willem van
Mieris. Despite the presence of a security camera, Breitwieser’s careful planning allows
him to bypass the system and execute the theft with precision. With Anne-Catherine’s
help, the painting is swiftly concealed in a shopping bag, and the duo exits without
raising any suspicion. The heist is successful, with only a vague video capturing a
fleeting image of a man walking away. This chapter not only showcases the couple's
audacity but also exposes the art world’s inherent vulnerabilities, as well as the
thieves’ growing expertise and relentless drive. Their actions are a testament to the
systemic flaws within museums, which remain unable to prevent such high-level art

thefts despite efforts to secure their treasures.



Chapter 10

Chapter 10 of The Art Thief follows Breitwieser on a memorable and daring adventure,
one that intertwines his birthday celebrations with another art heist. On the morning of
his twenty-fourth birthday, October 1, 1995, he embarks on a trip to New Castle in
Germany, accompanied by-his mother, Anne-Catherine, and her dachshund. The scenic
drive through the picturesque Black Forestis mrstarki contrast to the thrill that awaits
him. Their destination, the historic Sotheby’s auction preview, is held in a majestic
castle with 106 rooms, each filled with auction pieces waiting to be sold. Although
Breitwieser’s attention is immediately drawn to a specific sixteenth-century portrait of
Sibylle of Cleves by Lucas Cranach the Younger, he also feels a subtle tension. This
unease stems from the fact that, despite being so close, he and his mother rarely
discuss his criminal activities, and their time together often avoids any mention of the

art heist world he is so deeply entrenched in.

As they move through the castle, Breitwieser’s mind oscillates between the wonder of
the artwork before him and the unspoken tension within his family. His relationship
with his mother, Mireille Stengel, is strained—though they live under the same roof,
emotional distance has grown between them over time. While she avoids public
scrutiny and media attention, refusing interviews, it's clear that she remains largely
unaware or perhaps chooses to turn a blind eye to her son’s illegal endeavors. Outside,
she remains with the dog while Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine explore the
magnificent exhibition halls. The aura of the painting draws Breitwieser’s focus
completely—its exquisite details and rich colors pull him in, but the plexiglass dome
and vigilant security guards remind him that stealing this work will require precision
and a carefully executed plan. As they study the security setup, it becomes evident
that taking the painting will not be easy, but Breitwieser’'s mind begins to strategize,

constantly weighing the risks against the rewards of such a daring theft.



Despite the dangers of a high-stakes heist, Breitwieser’s pragmatic side always keeps
him grounded, and humor helps him cope with the tension. The couple discusses their
options, initially deciding that the security measures in place would make it unwise to
risk such a high-profile theft. However, as the hours pass, the guards’ vigilance seems
to wane, and an opportunity begins to take shape. When the exhibition room starts to
thin out with fewer people, and the guards appear less attentive, the couple returns for
a second visit, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Breitwieser, driven by a mix of
excitement and caution, sees the chance to act and, with swift precision, takes the
portrait. He hides it inside his-auction catalog,-attempting to mask the theft within the

chaos of the room.

In his hasty escape, Breitwieser makes a misstep—he knocks over the easel that held
the painting, and the loud noise echoes across the room. For a brief moment, he
anticipates immediate detection, but to his surprise, the distraction goes unnoticed,
and the chatter around them continues without suspicion. Both he and Anne-Catherine
quickly regain their composure, walking toward the exit with purposeful strides. Once
outside, they reunite with Mireille, who remains blissfully unaware of the crime that
has just unfolded. With their prize now secured in their possession, the couple
experiences a rush of exhilaration, but also an overwhelming sense of disbelief. What
had seemed like an impossible act just moments before has now been completed
successfully. As they head home, the normality of family dinner with Breitwieser’s
grandparents contrasts sharply with the hidden treasure now stashed away, marking
the day as one of both personal and criminal significance. Breitwieser’s birthday is now
forever linked to this daring heist, an event that solidifies his obsession with art theft

and the thrill of the chase.



Chapter 11

Chapter 11 of The Art Thief takes a closer look at Breitwieser’s psychological profile,
exploring the underlying factors that drive his art thefts. Diagnosed with narcissistic
and antisocial personality disorders, his behavior suggests a deep disconnection from
societal norms. Despite undergoing various therapy sessions, including consultations
with psychologist Schmidt, Breitwieser remainsiblind to,the consequences of his
actions. Schmidt’s analysis reveals that Breitwieser views himself as a kind of "seer" of
beauty, believing that he has a unique and superior appreciation of art, one that
transcends the ordinary. This sense of entitlement leads him to justify his thefts as
acts of artistic redemption, with no harm done as he avoids stealing from private
homes or using violence in his methods. Instead, he chooses his targets
carefully—museums, which he considers fair game because they represent an
establishment that does not appreciate art in the same way he believes it should be

appreciated.

Psychologist César Redondo also evaluates Anne-Catherine, Breitwieser’'s accomplice,
and finds that she is highly susceptible to manipulation. According to Redondo, Anne-
Catherine lacks the emotional resilience to break free from Breitwieser’s influence,
which allows her to become increasingly involved in his illegal activities. Both
psychologists agree that while Breitwieser is aware of the moral implications of his
actions, he rationalizes them, seeing himself as a part of a greater artistic legacy.
Psychologist Brunner adds another layer of analysis, suggesting that Breitwieser’s
behavior cannot be classified as a psychological iliness. Instead, his actions are rooted
in his personality, and they are an expression of his distorted worldview—one in which
art theft is not only justifiable but is an extension of his personal philosophy and

artistic ideology.



For Breitwieser, art theft is a continuation of historical patterns of acquisition and
appropriation. He often cites examples from art history, such as the Horses of Saint
Mark, a set of statues that have been stolen and repurposed across several empires, to
support his view that art has never truly belonged to anyone. This belief becomes a
crucial part of his justification for stealing works of art—he sees himself as a
participant in a longstanding tradition of art theft, rather than a criminal. The fact that
he is simply continuing what he perceives to be a historical narrative gives him a
sense of moral high ground. He feels that by taking these works, he is not committing
a crime but rather righting the wrongs of.art history., This.philosophical justification
allows him to detach from the true consequences of‘his actions, which include the
irreparable loss to public and private collections, and the damage to the art world’s

integrity.

By the end of the chapter, Breitwieser emerges as a complex character who remains
convinced that he is part of a larger narrative of artistic evolution. While his repeated
thefts paint him as an entitled thief, driven by a compulsive need to possess art, his
self-justifications make him believe that he is merely following the example set by
history. His actions, driven by a desire to collect and possess, are cloaked in a veneer
of artistic righteousness, and he views his thefts as a rightful continuation of the
artistic legacy. The complex mix of entitlement, historical revisionism, and self-
delusion shapes Breitwieser’s identity as both a criminal and a self-proclaimed art
connoisseur. His psychological makeup reveals the internal conflict between his desire
for personal fulfillment through art and the societal norms he disregards, making him a
fascinating yet morally ambiguous character whose actions challenge the boundaries
between artistic passion and criminality. This chapter ultimately portrays the moral
complexity of Breitwieser, highlighting how personal justification can lead one down a

dangerous and destructive path.



Chapter 12

Chapter 12 of The Art Thief opens in the quiet aftermath of an eventful day.
Breitwieser, Anne-Catherine, and his mother return to the safe confines of their attic
after attending a Sotheby’s auction, where a significant theft has been executed. In
the sanctuary of their home;-the trio unrolls the auction catalog to examine the stolen
piece, Cranach’s Sibylle-of Cleves, marveling atjits jhistory, beauty, and the intricacies
that define it. Breitwieser, with his deep connection to the world of art, feels an intense
wave of euphoria wash over him, momentarily erasing the stresses of their ongoing
criminal activities. This moment of calm is fleeting, but it highlights a rare sense of

peace amid the chaos they have created for themselves.

For Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine, the attic has become more than just a physical
space; it is their private refuge, a place where they can shed the weight of their
secretive lives. Breitwieser, a self-proclaimed loner, finds solace in his collection of
stolen art, which has replaced all semblances of social life for him. His thoughts often
drift to a life of isolation with Anne-Catherine, imagining a future where they are free
from the world’s expectations, surrounded by their masterpieces. While Anne-
Catherine is deeply involved in this world with him, she occasionally seeks out social
interactions outside of their criminal life, engaging with friends and co-workers. This
tension between the desire for a secluded life and the need for human connection is at
the heart of their relationship, highlighting the complexities of living a life of secrecy

and crime.

Despite the passion they share for their illicit adventures, Anne-Catherine struggles
with the emotional isolation that their secretive existence brings. While she often
maintains a degree of normalcy by interacting with others, the weight of their actions
and the secrecy surrounding them create an emotional void. This dynamic reflects the

profound impact of their criminal lifestyle on their emotional well-being. While Anne-



Catherine remains loyal to Breitwieser, her quiet desire for more connection outside of
their world grows, which creates an underlying tension that is felt in their everyday
interactions. Breitwieser’s refusal to fully acknowledge the isolation he creates for
them both leads to moments of emotional friction, as their once passionate connection

begins to feel stifled by the very life they’ve chosen.

Mireille Stengel, Breitwieser’'s mother, represents a contrast to their secluded lifestyle.
Unlike her son and Anne-Catherine, Stengel maintains an extroverted life, hosting
guests and participating in social-gatherings. However, despite her outward
socialization, she remains oblivious to the full extent of her son’s criminal activities.
She suspends her judgment, unwilling to confront the truth of what Breitwieser has
become, which leads to a complicated emotional dynamic between them. For
Breitwieser, this willful ignorance from his mother provides a sense of protection, but it
also creates an emotional strain, as he begins to understand the depth of the rift

between the person his mother believes him to be and the man he truly is.

The holiday season presents a stark juxtaposition to the couple’s hidden life. Christmas
Day, marked by familial warmth and festive preparation, brings an unsettling contrast
to the darkness of their criminal endeavors. Breitwieser films his mother preparing for
family festivities, capturing a moment of normalcy that sits uneasily with the illegal
world in which he and Anne-Catherine are immersed. In a rare moment of
vulnerability, Breitwieser shares his New Year’s resolutions, revealing a childlike side
of himself that still seeks validation and approval from his family, despite his ongoing
criminal pursuits. This childlike quality is juxtaposed with his criminal ambitions,

highlighting the complex emotional contradictions that characterize his personality.

Stengel, although aware of her son’s involvement in criminal activities, chooses to
remain in a state of denial. She continues to turn a blind eye to the extent of his
wrongdoings, unwilling to confront the reality of his actions. This internal
conflict—caught between maternal love and adherence to the law—creates an
emotionally complex relationship. Breitwieser, recognizing this internal struggle,

understands that his mother’s love for him is stronger than her commitment to the



law, and this protective instinct makes her unwilling to betray him. In this chapter, the
themes of family loyalty, secrecy, and love are explored through the lens of their
complicated relationships, revealing the emotional turmoil and psychological burden
that living a life of crime brings. This emotional tension, particularly between the
desire for familial protection and the necessity of moral accountability, shapes their

bond and sets the stage for the challenges to come.



Chapter 13

Chapter 13 of The Art Thief further explores Breitwieser's obsession with art, focusing
on his belief that paintings must be framed to be truly appreciated. He perceives
frames as a crucial part of art's dignity, akin to clothing on a figure; without them,
paintings seem "undressed"-and incomplete. This fascination with framing leads him to
discover a small, charming artisan framingishop ingMulhoeuse run by Christian Meichler.
Meichler, an enthusiastic art lover, immediately strikes up a connection with
Breitwieser, who finds comfort in the camaraderie and shared passion for fine art. As
they converse about their mutual admiration for various works, Breitwieser begins to
form a deeper bond with Meichler, feeling a sense of refuge from his personal
struggles, especially the emotional chaos caused by his parents’ separation. Through
their shared enthusiasm for art, Breitwieser sees in Meichler someone who
understands his need for beauty and creativity, providing a subtle escape from the

anxieties of his life.

Meichler’s insights into Breitwieser are a blend of admiration and concern. He views
Breitwieser as a sensitive, discerning individual with a refined aesthetic taste, qualities
that are also recognized by the psychotherapist Schmidt, who perceives Breitwieser’s
love for beautiful objects as indicative of his big heart. At the same time, Schmidt and
another psychologist, Lucienne Schneider, diagnose Breitwieser with narcissism and
obsessive behavior, recognizing that these traits stem from deeper emotional issues
linked to his attachment to art. Schneider’s evaluation suggests that Breitwieser’s
criminal acts are not driven by greed alone, but by a need to compensate for his
emotional distress. She argues that his obsession with art is a coping mechanism for
the underlying psychological pain he experiences, making his art thefts not just an
expression of desire, but also a way to escape from his unresolved emotional conflicts.

The complexity of Breitwieser's character is thus revealed, making his actions more



understandable while still deeply troubling.

As their relationship deepens, Breitwieser and Meichler share a profound admiration
for European oil paintings, especially those from the Renaissance and Baroque periods.
Meichler considers these works to be more than mere objects—they represent dreams,
poetic ideals, and aspirations that transcend time and place. Breitwieser, while initially
reserved, opens up about his love for these paintings, revealing his genuine passion
for their craftsmanship and aesthetic beauty. However, Breitwieser’s fascination with
art goes beyond a mere appreciation for creativity; he becomes obsessed with
acquiring it, even at the cost of his integrity. He|initially; lies to Meichler about his
connection to the works, claiming they were bought at auctions, rather than admitting
that they were stolen. Despite these small deceptions, Breitwieser’s genuine
enthusiasm for art shines through, and the two men form a bond over their shared
understanding of art’s value, not just financially but emotionally. However, the
friendship starts to become increasingly complicated as Breitwieser brings in stolen
pieces for framing, including an elderly woman’s portrait. Meichler’s trust in
Breitwieser grows, but so does the underlying danger, as Breitwieser’s deceit begins to

spiral, and his criminal behavior escalates.

As the relationship between Breitwieser and Meichler deepens, the tension begins to
mount. Breitwieser starts to lie more frequently, covering up the truth of his actions to
maintain the fragile friendship he has with Meichler. He claims to be too nervous to
transport paintings, playing on Meichler's trust to conceal his thefts. Meanwhile,
Meichler remains blissfully unaware of the full extent of Breitwieser's criminal
activities, finding only the love of art in his young friend. This deceptive dynamic
continues, highlighting the complex nature of their relationship. Breitwieser, feeling
more comfortable with Meichler, starts to take greater risks, testing the limits of his
new friendship. However, Meichler’'s warnings about the dangers of becoming too
obsessed with art begin to ring true. While Meichler senses the mounting risks involved
in Breitwieser’s behavior, he cannot fully grasp the extent of the trouble that lies
ahead. The chapter underscores the fragile balance between their friendship and the

impending consequences of Breitwieser’s actions. As their connection grows, so does



the tension, as Meichler remains unaware of the illicit nature of the art that Breitwieser

continues to acquire.



Chapter 14

Chapter 14 delves deeper into the audacious world of art theft, with Breitwieser and
Anne-Catherine skillfully navigating the chaos surrounding the prestigious European
Fine Art Fair in Maastricht. The normally tranquil event is shaken when a thief is
caught and restrained by security, attracting the attention of the onlookers. Richard
Green, a prominent art- dealer, withesses;the spectacleias the thief is apprehended,
but what draws even more attention is the sudden emptiness of Green's booth. In the
midst of the distraction caused by the commotion, Green’s prized artwork is left

unattended, presenting a rare opportunity for someone as meticulous as Breitwieser.

The couple, now driving away from the scene, feels the thrill of success as they carry
with them a magnificent 1676 still life by Jan van Kessel the Elder. This masterpiece
had captured their attention earlier in the day, and now, it is theirs. The rush of
adrenaline from their heist is mixed with a sense of satisfaction, especially given their
past encounter with Green, who had coldly dismissed their earlier interest in a
painting. Though the event was highly secured, the chaos that ensued provided the
perfect distraction for Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine to execute their theft without
anyone noticing. The stolen artwork is soon hidden safely in France, but Breitwieser’s
mind is not entirely at peace. Despite their success, the uncertainty of their actions

continues to linger.

Breitwieser’'s methodical and calculated approach to art theft speaks volumes about
his dedication to minimizing risk. His criminal endeavors are marked by surgical
precision, with each heist carefully planned to avoid detection. For him, the perfect
theft is one in which no one realizes anything is amiss until it’s too late. This careful
control over his actions allows him to maintain the illusion of normalcy in his life, while
secretly engaging in increasingly complex crimes. Breitwieser’s desire for precision not

only stems from a desire to escape detection but also from a belief that art should be



appreciated without consequence. His work is deliberate, and the heist becomes less

about the thrill and more about the meticulous execution of a well-planned crime.

Breitwieser’s career as an art thief grows more sophisticated with each theft. His
ability to operate in the shadows, taking art without immediate notice, reflects the
deepening nature of his obsession. Every stolen piece strengthens his sense of
accomplishment, and the thrill becomes less about the chase and more about the
pursuit of something that feels increasingly personal. When faced with risky
opportunities, he pulls-back and-adapts, ensuring that each theft is calculated and
under control. He and Anne=Catherine, keen an maintaining a low profile, often blend
in with museum tours, allewing them to steal while appearing like any other group of
art enthusiasts. This adaptability keeps them elusive and helps them remain

undetected for longer, adding another layer of complexity to their crimes.

In the long run, Breitwieser’'s methods become even more refined, such as using tools
to unlock display cases. His obsession with collecting art continues to grow, and each
theft only fuels his desire for more. His focus, however, is not just on acquiring art for
financial gain but rather on a deeper, more personal connection to the pieces he
steals. This duality is evident in the way he treats his stolen masterpieces, viewing
each one as a piece of history that he, in his mind, has somehow "liberated." As the
chapter unfolds, it becomes clear that Breitwieser’s criminal activities go far beyond
mere theft—they are driven by a deep emotional need, further complicating the

character of an art thief navigating the line between crime and passion.



Chapter 15

Chapter 15 of The Art Thief deepens the exploration of art crime, as it follows the
investigation led by Alexandre Von der Muhll, one of Switzerland's few specialized
inspectors in the field. Von der Muhll, who is known for his sharp analytical mind and
dedication to justice, finds-himself dissecting the surveillance footage from the Alexis
Forel Museum. In the footage, a young couple-is seenrexecuting a well-coordinated
heist, using their intimate knowledge of the museum's security systems to steal a
valuable serving platter. This incident is just one in a troubling rise of art thefts,
primarily occurring in Switzerland, which Von der Muhll believes are linked. His
experience in art theft, combined with a deep appreciation for artistic heritage, fuels
his investigation. As he watches the footage, he begins to see patterns that lead him
to believe the thefts are part of a larger, more organized crime network. His
observations spark a broader investigation that will uncover the complexities of art

theft on an international scale.

As Von der Muhll digs deeper into the case, he begins to recognize a pattern in the
stolen artworks: they are primarily lesser-known but highly valuable works from the
late Renaissance. This indicates that the perpetrators are not typical thieves looking to
sell high-profile pieces for quick cash. Instead, they seem to have a refined
understanding of art and a penchant for choosing specific items with particular value,
not just financial but also cultural. The couple, Von der Muhll deduces, has likely
targeted these lesser-known works for their uniqueness and the relative ease with
which they can be stolen and sold. As he analyzes their actions, Von der Muhll
surmises that the motivation behind the thefts may be rooted in a more sophisticated
understanding of art’s value. These criminals may view their actions as an exploitation
of an art market that has seen an unprecedented boom in recent years, with art

fetching increasingly higher prices at auctions worldwide. This growing financial value



in the art market is making it a prime target for organized criminals, further

complicating the efforts of law enforcement.

The chapter also highlights the alarming global prevalence of art theft. Statistics reveal
that there are at least fifty thousand art thefts each year worldwide, contributing to a
criminal economy worth billions. These numbers illustrate the magnitude of the issue
and underline how art theft has become a significant problem for law enforcement
agencies across the globe. The thefts also involve some of the most famous artists in
history, such as Pablo-Picasso. Picasso, despite being a renowned artist, was also
wrongfully implicated in the infamous theft of the'Mana,Lisa in the early 20th century,
despite his prior involvementin art misappropriation. This situation sheds light on the
complexity of art crime, where even prominent artists and their works can become the
subject of criminal activity. In addition to Picasso, artists like Salvador Dali and Andy
Warhol have also been targeted due to their iconic works, which are highly sought
after in both the art world and the criminal underground. While these artists are not as
widely known for being involved in art thefts as Picasso, their works continue to be

prime targets for criminals looking to profit from high-value pieces.

The chapter continues by recounting a major success in the fight against art crime. In
1976, a significant recovery operation led to the return of 118 stolen works by Picasso,
demonstrating the potential success of specialized law enforcement units that focus
specifically on art theft. This recovery marks an important moment for art crime law
enforcement, showing that with the right tools and collaboration, even large-scale
thefts can be undone. Countries like Italy and France have long been at the forefront of
these efforts, developing specialized art-crime units to address the growing problem.
These units are dedicated to combating art theft and recovering stolen pieces, and
their success has contributed to the global effort to preserve artistic heritage. While
Switzerland’s art-crime force is smaller compared to other nations, it still reflects the
increasing international awareness of the need to fight art theft. The chapter closes by
emphasizing the importance of these efforts, highlighting how the fight against art
theft is becoming a global priority. With more coordinated international cooperation,

the chances of apprehending art criminals and recovering stolen pieces continue to



rise, but the challenge remains immense.
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Chapter 16

Chapter 16 of The Art Thief continues to unravel the intense investigation led by
Bernard Darties, who is determined to solve the string of art thefts that have plagued
museums in France and Switzerland. In his detailed memo, Darties focuses on the
theft of an ivory figurine from.a museum in Brittany in August 1996. A witness recalls
seeing a couple lingering near the displayssharntlysbeforesthe theft, prompting Darties
to believe that they were the culprits. This marks just one of many incidents, with a
similar duo suspected of stealing a silk-embroidered tapestry in another town. Darties,
who has spent a decade in antiterrorism before taking on the task of investigating art
crimes, begins to perceive a pattern forming. He believes the thieves are not typical
criminals, but rather individuals with a cultured background, possibly academics or art
professionals, who possess a refined understanding of art and its value. Their expertise

and knowledge make their crimes more intricate and their arrest far more challenging.

A significant case in Darties’s investigation is the theft of a portrait by Corneille de
Lyon, a well-known artist who worked under King Francois |. The portrait, painted in
the early 1500s, depicted the king’'s daughter, Madeleine de France. Known for her
delicate health, Madeleine tragically passed away at the age of sixteen, just one year
after her portrait was completed. The painting had been on display in the Museum of
Fine Arts in Blois, a town where Madeleine had been sent for treatment. When the
theft occurred, the museum had been busy with visitors, and staff were stationed
nearby. However, the painting vanished without a trace, leaving only its empty frame
behind. This bizarre and seemingly impossible theft caught Darties’s attention, as the

boldness of the crime suggested a level of sophistication that could not be overlooked.

The theft of the portrait marks a significant turning point in Darties’s investigation.
With little to go on, Darties refrains from making the details public, fearing that it could

give the thieves a heads-up and allow them to hide the stolen artwork. Meanwhile,



unbeknownst to Darties, another detective, Alexandre Von der Muhll, is also working
on similar cases, leading to a collaboration between the two. The thieves’ methods are
too calculated and well-organized for Darties to dismiss them as opportunistic
criminals. He begins to realize that these individuals view their heists as an extension
of their passion for art, rather than just mere theft. Their meticulous planning and
execution suggest that they possess not just a criminal mind, but a deep appreciation
for the objects they are taking. Darties becomes more determined to catch them,
knowing that it’s not only their skill as criminals but also their disregard for the
historical and cultural significance of the pieces,they steal that makes them even more

dangerous.

As the investigation grows, more reports of thefts from various museums across
France and Switzerland surface, reinforcing Darties’s suspicion that the same couple is
behind these heists. These crimes are no longer isolated incidents, and Darties
believes that the perpetrators are operating on a much larger scale. This realization
pushes law enforcement agencies in both countries to cooperate, exchanging
information and piecing together evidence. Darties’s primary challenge now is to track
down the couple before they commit any more thefts. He knows that the longer they
remain free, the more valuable and irreplaceable works of art will be lost. Darties
remains relentless in his pursuit, carefully analyzing every lead and every potential
suspect. Despite the complexities of the case, he holds on to the belief that the thieves
will eventually make a mistake that will lead to their capture. As the investigation
intensifies, Darties’s focus sharpens, and the stakes grow higher for both the criminals

and the law enforcement officers trying to catch them.



Chapter 17

Chapter 17 of The Art Thief takes the reader deeper into the psyche of Breitwieser, as
he embarks on another audacious heist. This time, the target is the iconic painting of
Madeleine, housed in the Royal Chateau of Blois. Initially, he and Anne-Catherine had
dismissed the idea of stealing.it, given the heavy security and constant stream of
visitors. However, as time passed, the lure-of thisymasterpiece proved too powerful,
and they found themselves drawn back. Their journey across France, marked by
reckless speeds and heightened tension, reflected their desperation and
determination. Breitwieser, driving at high speeds, was intent on completing the heist,
while Anne-Catherine, who did not drive, experienced the anxiety of the journey,
adding to the complexity of their mission. The risks involved were greater, but so was

their resolve to succeed, despite the immense obstacles they faced.

Upon arrival at the chateau, the atmosphere was chaotic, with guards moving about
and tourists taking in the sights. Breitwieser, however, saw an opportunity amidst the
noise and bustle, as the guards engaged in their own discussions. The display,
showcasing the famous painting, was surrounded by security, yet Breitwieser noticed a
brief window of distraction. It was in this moment that he realized he had to act
quickly, with no time to meticulously plan his every move. His sharp instincts, honed
over years of committing similar crimes, kicked in. He decided to take the chance,
understanding that the adrenaline of the moment would give him the speed and
stealth necessary to succeed. With the clock ticking, he prepared himself for the heist,

fully aware that any wrong move could lead to their capture.

The painting, framed in an intricate double frame, was surprisingly easy to detach,
secured only by a few strips of Velcro. Breitwieser swiftly removed the frame, blending
the noise of his actions into the general commotion around him. Without hesitation, he

tucked the precious painting under his clothing, hiding it awkwardly in his pants. As he



turned his back to the guards, Breitwieser knew this was a critical moment—if the
guards noticed, it could spell disaster. Yet, he carried on, walking towards the exit with
a rush of exhilaration. For him, the theft of the Madeleine was not just about the art; it
was about the challenge, the danger, and the skill it took to pull it off. He likened the
act to threading a needle, an analogy reflecting the precision and skill required, a task
he had perfected over time. The adrenaline rush, heightened by the weight of his

nearly 100th theft, was undeniable.

The theft of the Madeleine was just another day in the life of Breitwieser and Anne-
Catherine, who had now made a habit of stealing'multiple times a month. Earlier in the
day, they had successfully stolen from the Chateau de Chambord, using the same
meticulous methods that had become their trademark. Breitwieser had used his trusty
Swiss Army knife to bypass a locked display case, making off with several valuable
items, including a rare folding fan and tobacco boxes. Each successful heist added to
their growing sense of confidence, making what once seemed like risky endeavors feel
almost routine. Their growing audacity in committing thefts from some of the most
prestigious locations was only increasing. As they continued their spree across France,
Breitwieser’s expertise in executing these thefts was becoming more refined. This
confidence led them to the Madeleine, and the success of this heist only fueled their
desire for more. For Breitwieser, it was no longer about the artwork itself; it was about
the thrill and the skill of stealing, something that had now become an obsession. The
increasing frequency of these crimes reflected not just their skill but their deepening

immersion in a life of crime, one that seemed impossible to escape.



Chapter 18

Chapter 18 of The Art Thief continues to build the tension surrounding the criminal
exploits of Breitwieser and Anne-Catherine. As their string of thefts grows longer, their
actions begin to draw the attention of the local press. Though the authorities still lack
the hard evidence needed-to-arrest them, the media begins to openly connect the
couple to the recent art crimes. This growing mediafrenzy raises their stress levels,
particularly as the press misrepresents Breitwieser, describing him as much older than
he is, which causes him a strange mix of amusement and anxiety. Despite this
mounting pressure, he continues with his thefts, using the media's obsession with him
as fuel to carry out more daring heists. In a further display of his audacity, Breitwieser
deliberately leaves behind empty frames as a signature move, turning his thefts into
personal challenges rather than just illicit acts, creating a game-like atmosphere with

the authorities.

As the pressure from the media intensifies, the couple begins to think through the
possible methods that law enforcement might use to track stolen art. One common
tactic used by authorities is the sale of stolen art through dishonest dealers at prices
much lower than the pieces’ actual worth, enabling the thieves to quickly convert the
items into cash while avoiding immediate detection. Another method involves a
practice known as “art-napping,” where stolen works are held for ransom and returned
to their owners or museums after a ransom is paid, often facilitated by intermediaries
or criminal brokers. These ransom schemes are deeply embedded in the history of art
crime and offer a practical, albeit illegal, means of obtaining a significant payout while
threatening to ruin the reputations of art collectors or museums. Additionally, some
stolen works enter the underground market, where they are traded as valuable
commodities among criminals, making their recovery even more difficult for law

enforcement. These criminal practices reflect the multifaceted nature of art theft and



demonstrate the serious challenges faced by authorities who aim to recover stolen

treasures while navigating the complexities of international crime networks.

The chapter also brings attention to the infamous theft of Edvard Munch’s The Scream
in 1994, during the Winter Olympics, highlighting the vulnerabilities in art security.
This case emphasizes the lengths to which art thieves will go to target valuable works
of art, as well as the difficulties faced by investigators in tracking down these priceless
pieces. Charley Hill, a renowned art detective, shares his insights into the undercover
operations involved in-recovering-The Scream, providing an insider’s look at the often
high-stakes, dangerous nature of art crimelinvestigations. Hill's recounting paints a
picture of the dramatic and theatrical elements involved in undercover art crime
recovery, offering a stark contrast to the portrayals of art thieves in mainstream
media. The real-life world of art theft is far from the glamorous, risk-free heists often
depicted in films. In fact, the operations are fraught with danger, secrecy, and constant
risks that demand a level of professionalism and bravery that few in the public eye are

truly aware of.

The narrative makes an important distinction between the fictional representations of
art thieves and the reality of their actions. Many real-life art thieves, like Breitwieser,
are not sophisticated art collectors with deep knowledge of the works they steal;
instead, they view their criminal activities more as a compulsion or a challenge, rather
than a means to appreciate art. The contrast is particularly evident with characters like
Alexandre Von der Muhll, who injects a bit of humor into the otherwise serious world of
art crime investigations by pointing out the absurdities of the fictional portrayals.
Thieves like Breitwieser, driven more by the thrill of the theft than any interest in the
artwork itself, are more concerned with the act of stealing and the rush it provides. He
continues to believe that his cunning and ability to avoid capture will keep him free,
even as he commits further crimes in countries like France and Germany. Despite their
growing criminal network, law enforcement struggles to connect the dots, giving
Breitwieser a false sense of security. This sense of invincibility pushes him further into
a dangerous cycle of crime, where each successful heist only increases his drive to

continue his illegal activities. The chapter thus portrays not only the excitement of the



thefts but also the dark and compulsive nature of Breitwieser’s obsession with art and

his increasing detachment from the consequences of his actions.



Chapter 19

Chapter 19 explores Breitwieser's deepening obsession with art as he continues his
spree of thefts, now focused on specific types of artwork that captivate him beyond
the mere thrill of the crime. Initially, his interest spanned a wide array of objects, from
medieval weaponry to bronze pieces, as he sought out treasures that caught his eye in
the moment. However,as time passed andyhisyexperiences grew, he found himself
more drawn to particular genres of art. Anne-Catherine and Breitwieser frequently
spent time together in their attic, contemplating the reasons behind their attraction to
certain pieces. They engaged in thoughtful discussions with Meichler at the frame
shop, refining their understanding of what made a piece worthy of their attention. Over
time, Breitwieser realized his inclination toward northern European works from the
16th and 17th centuries, signaling a more refined and intentional approach to his
criminal actions. His preference for these specific pieces represents not only a
deepening of his art thefts but also a shift in his understanding of what art means to

him.

The question of why Breitwieser developed such a specific affinity for certain types of
art is a complex one, as it defies easy explanation. Unlike the essential survival needs
addressed by Darwinian principles, art plays a role in human culture that transcends
basic existence. It demands resources and attention but does not serve immediate
survival purposes, challenging traditional survival instincts. Across cultures, however,
art has persisted, suggesting that it holds significance beyond the tangible. Some
theorize that art emerged as a form of social or sexual signaling, especially as humans
evolved beyond the immediate struggle for survival. This creative outlet, once survival
pressures were alleviated, allowed humans to explore and express themselves in ways
that connected them to their environment and to one another. The birth of art, thus,

could be viewed as a byproduct of human evolution, representing an escape and a



reflection of the human need to express ideas, emotions, and ideals.

Art, in its varied forms, remains deeply subjective, influenced not only by personal
preferences but also by broader cultural contexts. Sociological research has shown
that there are patterns in the kinds of art that people are drawn to, including
landscapes with trees and water. This aligns with the universal human connection to
nature, as blue, the color of the sky and water, is the most universally preferred.
Furthermore, studies in neuroscience have revealed that the medial orbital-frontal
cortex plays a significant role in-our perception of beauty, helping to explain why
certain images and pieces of art resonate more with\us,than others. This scientific
insight into how the brain processes beauty helps to ground Breitwieser's emotional
responses to the artworks he steals, demonstrating that the appreciation of art is far
from random. It is deeply rooted in the way our brains are wired, creating a connection

between the visual stimuli of art and the emotional responses they provoke.

Breitwieser’s love for specific art forms, particularly oil paintings, reveals his
attachment to certain techniques and historical periods. He is drawn to the luminosity
and vibrancy created by the use of flaxseed oil, a key material in Renaissance
painting. The quality of the materials used during the Renaissance era is something
that Breitwieser finds particularly significant. It is a contrast to the more muted and
less dynamic styles found in southern European works. His preference for works by
lesser-known artists speaks to a desire for art that isn’t influenced by the commercial
pressures placed on the big names of the art world, such as Titian or Leonardo da
Vinci. Breitwieser values what he perceives as the authenticity and purity of smaller

works, produced without the constraints of patronage or mainstream acceptance.

One of Breitwieser’s most intriguing interests lies in cabinet paintings, small-scale
works that were often created for private enjoyment rather than public display. These
artworks, which were easily concealable, represent a moment in history when
craftsmanship and personal expression were at their peak before the industrial
revolution. Breitwieser is also drawn to objects such as tobacco boxes and wine

goblets, admiring the meticulous craftsmanship that went into their creation before



mass production took over. For him, these items symbolize the pinnacle of human
creativity, made during a time when artistry was painstakingly handcrafted rather than
automated. His attic, filled with these stolen artworks and antiques, serves as a
personal tribute to a lost era, an era of unparalleled beauty and craftsmanship. It is
here, among these relics, that Breitwieser finds a sense of fulfillment, as each item
tells a story of artistic achievement and human ingenuity. The objects in his collection
are more than just stolen goods—they are a reflection of Breitwieser’s complex
relationship with art and his.desire to possess not just the artwork, but the history and

the emotional connection that it represents.



Chapter 20

Chapter 20 of The Art Thief offers a deeper exploration of the tension between Anne-
Catherine and Breitwieser as they continue their art-stealing spree across Europe. By
early 1997, the couple has been involved in art theft for nearly two years, consistently
stealing pieces from museums over the weekends. While Breitwieser still sees their
criminal relationship as-a shared passion; AnnesCatherine becomes increasingly weary
and begins longing for @ break from their illicit lifestyle. She feels conflicted, trapped in
a cycle of criminality that has consumed much of her life, yet her commitment to
Breitwieser keeps her from abandoning him. The situation grows more intense when
Anne-Catherine reads a chilling headline in the newspaper about a police raid on
museums in Normandy. The raid shakes her, and she becomes overwhelmed by the
consequences of their actions, prompting the couple to retreat back home in fear of

getting caught.

For Breitwieser, Anne-Catherine’s winter vacation becomes a strategic opportunity to
continue their criminal operations undetected. Instead of halting their art thefts, he
believes they can outsmart the authorities by moving their activities to different
countries. His reasoning is that European law enforcement faces obstacles like
language barriers and lack of information-sharing between nations, making it more
difficult for them to track down criminals operating in multiple countries. With this in
mind, the two decide to travel to Belgium for a weekend heist, as Breitwieser has
never stolen art in that country. Their plan is to evaluate security measures and
potentially expand their thefts further when Anne-Catherine has more free time in the
future. This tactic, while dangerous, appears to offer a way for them to continue their

lifestyle without facing immediate consequences.

Breitwieser’s obsession with collecting stolen art becomes increasingly apparent as the

attic in their home fills up with hundreds of priceless items. The stolen artworks have



come to define him, and his sense of self is tied directly to the pieces he has stolen
over the years. Drawing on insights from psychoanalyst Werner Muensterberger, it
becomes clear that Breitwieser’s behavior reflects a broader psychological condition
common among collectors. Collectors like him often feel disconnected from the world
around them, and stealing becomes a way to establish a sense of control and identity.
Art theft allows Breitwieser to escape his personal struggles, and in a way, the stolen
pieces give him a sense of ownership and power that he lacks in other areas of his life.
Expert Erin Thompson expands on this idea, noting that many art thieves become
more attached to the stolen items than their legitimate,owners, creating a justification
for their illegal actions. As the collection grows, so does Breitwieser’s obsession,

reinforcing the destructive nature of his compulsive behavior.

Though Breitwieser has never been caught, he knows that his criminal success cannot
last forever. Every stolen piece, every heist, comes with the looming threat of being
discovered. The couple’s drive to Brussels is deliberate, as they avoid major highways
to reduce the risk of being detected. They journey through back roads, blending into
the surroundings as they make their way toward their next target. Once in Brussels,
they arrive at the Art & History Museum, which Breitwieser considers a smaller version
of the Louvre. He is determined to steal from the museum, seeing it as the perfect
opportunity to execute a theft without getting caught. With everything in place,
Breitwieser feels confid