
 

July 11th 2011 

Questions and Grey Answers on the Tate 
Gallery’s recovered Turners 

In a doomed attempt to persuade us that, if 
properly looked at, black can be white at the Tate 
Gallery, Sandy Nairne has performed a 
considerable public service. His forthcoming book 
“Art Theft and the Case of the Stolen 
Turners” (which we review in the 
September/October Jackdaw magazine) will prove 
an important, landmark work. Ironically, had the 
Tate’s long-serving director, Nicholas Serota, not 
passed over his loyal deputy, Nairne, when 
appointing the first head of Tate Modern, the book 
would not have been written and we would not 
have gained so electrifying a glimpse into the 
workings of the Tate’s controversial management 
culture. In Nairne’s remarkably frank and 
informative account of his own central, eight 
years-long role in the recovery of the Tate Turner 
paintings which had been stolen in 1994 from a 
German museum (on the day when they had been 
dispatched without a Tate courier – see Figs. 2 & 
5), we learn, for example, of “Nick” [Serota's] 
confession that most of the Tate’s “positive” press 
stories are not real news but what he himself 
admits to be “merely promotional material”. On 
their recovery, the theft of the Turners was seen 
as an ill wind that might serve some institutional 
good – and not just because Tate had managed to 
possess both the works themselves and most of 
their insurance money. 

We see how, in hope of achieving for once a 
Genuinely-Real-Good-News-Story on the 
recovered Turners, attempt was made to thwart 
journalists who might spoil the party by pressing 
questions about the “recovery operation” which 
had already generated open scepticism and 
suspicion. It was felt that the museum’s 
press/public relations offices might need 
reinforcement to cope with a forthcoming barrage 
of criticisms and, “On Nick’s advice”, a formidable 
press consultant, Erica Bolton, was hired. She and 
the Tate’s press team groomed the gallery’s 
executive top brass (see Fig. 5) on how to answer 
or deflect journalistic probing by providing 
specimen questions and optimal, easily 

 

Above, Fig. 1: Sandy Nairne, now director of the National 
Portrait Gallery, surveys the Tate’s recovered Turners in 
the Sunday Times magazine’s photo-portrait (detail) by 
Manuel Vazquez.
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remembered answers. 

We learn that the requisite answer to the first of 
eight dangerous questions (“How much has this 
operation cost Tate?”) was thought to be: 

“The combined costs over eight and a half years 
including insurance, travel, legal fees and 
investigative expensive expenses [sic] accounts 
amounts to just over three and a half million 
pounds. Tate took on the additional costs for the 
investigation when it acquired the title of the two 
works in 1998. ” 

This cost breakdown has already met with fresh 
expressions of journalistic incredulity in recent 
interviews Mr Nairne has given in connection with 
his pending book. On June 26th in the Sunday 
Times’ Magazine (“Curator of the Lost Art”), the 
paper’s art critic, Waldermar Januszczak, 
published the following exchange with Nairne on 
the large sums of Tate insurance monies that had 
been demanded by the criminals holding the 
stolen Turners and which had been given to their 
German lawyer by the Tate, expressly, to hand 
over to them in full (- the lawyer being 
remunerated separately by the Tate for his go-
between services): 

“This money was not a ransom, insists Sandy. It 
was ‘a fee for information leading to the recovery 
of the picture’. Sandy is extra careful to spell this 
out to me. Did you get that Waldemar? ‘A fee for 
information.’ Not a ransom. Well yes, I get it. But I 
don’t buy it. It’s legal. But it’s a grey area, right? 
‘No. It’s grey as you go into it, but you have to find 
a way out of it that becomes clear’.”  

Januszczak’s account failed to convince Dr Selby 
Whittingham of The Independent Turner Society. In 
a letter to the Sunday Times (“Recovery of stolen 
Turners was mishandled”, July 3rd) he wrote: 

“In his account of the theft and recovery of two 
Turners, Waldemar Januszczak misses the key 
issues, dodged no doubt by Sandy Nairne, the 
author of a book about them. The pictures should 
never have been lent to Frankfurt in the first place 
in contravention of Turner’s wish for them to be 
part of a permanent display in London. When lent, 
more consideration should have been given by the 
Tate to the security issues, and the insurance 
money paid out for them to the Tate should have 
been used for Turneresque purposes, as the 
Charity Commission originally opined, 
subsequently changing its mind after confidential 
exchanges between itself and the Tate. These 
remain secret in disregard of the requirement that 
justice should be seen to be done, and the fact 
that the Turner bequest is the property of the 
public and not the Tate or the National Gallery.”  

In an interview Nairne gave to Martin Bailey (“My 

 

Above, Fig. 2: An examination of Nicholas Serota’s 
regime at the Tate. In November 2000, the Tate’s 
director (pictured above, right) issued the following 
statement: 

“Turner Paintings 

There has been much speculation over the years about 
the whereabouts of the two paintings by J. M. W. Turner, 
stolen in Frankfurt in 1994. And like the authorities in 
Germany, Tate has always been interested in any serious 
information which might lead to their recovery. But 
currently there is no new information, nor are there any 
current discussions being conducted. Of course I remain 
hopeful that one day the paintings might return to the 
the Tate. 

Nicholas Serota, Tate Director.”

As described, left, this statement served to kill off an 
imminent newspaper story that would have disclosed the 
recovery of the first stolen Turner.

When asked by the director of the Schirn Kunsthalle in 
Frankfurt for the loan of the two Turner paintings, “Shade 
and Darkness – the Evening of the Deluge” and “Light and 
Colour (Goethe’s Theory) – the Morning after the Deluge 
– Moses Writing the Book of Genesis” for an exhibition 
“Goethe and the Visual Arts”, Nicholas Serota replied in a 
letter of 13 December 1993:

“…I am delighted to confirm that we will be able to lend 
both works…We will not send a courier, but as the works 
have high values we would like a member of your staff to 
supervise the arrival/de-palletisation of the cases at the 
airport in Frankfurt and their transit to the Schirn 
Kunsthalle. We will arrange for the delivery of the cases 
to the airport in London to be supervised. All overland 
transport must be in vehicles with air-ride suspension and 
temperature control…”

On 26 April 1994, a registrar at the Tate arranging “all 
risks” and “nail to nail” insurance cover, at £12 million for 
each of the two paintings being loaned to Franfurt, wrote 
“Courier: works will be escorted to the airport, and 
thence by a British Museum courier. Agents will provide 
personal supervision throughout.” When we asked the 
British Museum’s courier of works (on paper) to the 
Frankfurt exhibition, if he had accompanied the Tate 
paintings from the airport in Frankfurt, he replied that he 
could not recall having done so but, he added, that did 
not mean that he “might not have done”.
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life as an undercover negotiator”, The Art 
Newspaper, July/August, 2011), the reporter 
proved more outspoken than the Sunday Times’ 
art critic, saying, of a Tate press release carrying 
the Tate director’s outright denial that one of the 
two pictures had been recovered (when it had 
been recovered and was being concealed not only 
from the public and the press but even from most 
of the Tate’s trustees – see Fig. 2), that “This was 
simply untrue”. The untruth was, as it was 
intended to be, highly effective and it killed off a 
threatened Sunday newspaper article – which the 
Tate thought likely to have been informed by a 
senior Scotland Yard officer. With this throttling of 
a story, Nairne’s “fears about further investigative 
pieces, with imputations about ‘Serbian criminals’, 
receded”. 

To the anticipated question 2 (“Did you pay a 
ransom or a reward?”) a flat one-word denial – 
“No” – was advised. This, too, was untrue. Nairne 
(fairly) acknowledges that: 

“Following the recovery of the Turner paintings, 
Michael Daley of ArtWatch, and some members of 
the Turner Society, felt that questions went 
unanswered when the two paintings were put back 
on display on 7 January 2003. In the background 
was a potential lack of trust in the governance and 
management of the Tate, although the specific 
question was whether it had pursued the paintings 
in the right way. Was active pursuit even the right 
course of action? This writer and the Tate, 
contends that there was an institutional as well as 
a moral duty to use all means available to get the 
paintings back – but questions about methods and 
means were inevitable.”  

Well, questions do indeed become inevitable in 
museum cultures where officers feel morally 
licenced to use “all means available”. Nairne, 
again fairly, acknowledges the anxieties of others 
such as Vernon Rapley, the Head of the Art and 
Antiques Squad until 2010, who explained: 

“As a police officer I have a very clear view – if you 
offer a reward for the return with no questions 
asked, effectively you are available for a buy-back 
of the commodity, and you will fuel further crime.” 

Nairne cites our own letter to the Daily Telegraph 
on 12 November 2005, which read: 

“You reported (November 5th) that, in the BBC 
programme Underworld Art Deal, the man who 
supervised the Tate’s recovery of its two stolen 
Turners, Sandy Nairne (now director of the 
National Portrait Gallery), admits: ‘We knew in all 
the different stages of the investigation that a 
reward would be necessary, that a reward would 
be involved, that a reward initially offered by the 
insurers might need to be enhanced. I think that 
was clear from very early on.’ Not clear to the 

 

 

 

Above, Fig. 3: The Evening Standard Magazine of 23 
March 2009 reported that: “Lady Myners threw a Gothic 
extravaganza for the Contemporary Art Society, of which 
she is chairman. Lord Myners’ inamorata led her victims, 
sorry, guests down to the Shunt Vaults by London Bridge 
for a banquet of lamb and a goblet of Perrier-Jouët…and 
Lord Myners, himself smooth in plum velvet and black 
satin, enjoyed the auction, raising £180,000 despite the 
no-show of Fred the Shred who clearly has other things 
to spend his pension on…” 

Above, Fig. 4: a report in the Daily Telegraph of 27 
February 2009. In ArtWatch UK Journal 26 we reported 
that the former Tate chairman, Lord Myners, who had 
given close to £10,000 to Gordon Brown’s campaign to 
become Prime Minister, was one of two businessman 
ennobled by the late Labour Government and dropped 
into office – in Myner’s case as City Minister. (See also 
“Lord Myners Watch”, ArtWatch UK Journal 25.) When the 
much-mocked Myners was chairman at the Tate, 23% of 
the gallery’s total investment fund of £27m was placed in 
hedge funds. As the Evening Standard reported (“Tate 
invites trouble by putting all its nest-eggs in one hedge”, 
14 January 2010), experts in charity fund management 
advise clients to hold no more 8% in hedge funds and 
most charities have no holdings in such risky ventures. 
The outcome of the Tate’s hedge fund dabbling was a 
£1m loss – plus a £1.5m loss in the charity’s share 
portfolio. 
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Tate’s Board of trustees, it would seem. In January 
we asked the present chairman, Paul Myners, to 
say ‘by what means, if any,’ Tate trustees had 
been assured that ‘no part of the £3.5 million 
payments might fall into the pockets of the 
thieves’. In reply, he wrote: ‘You will appreciate 
that details around the recovery operation have to 
remain confidential. However I can confirm that 
the Tate did not pay a ransom or a reward.’ The 
leap from the £180,000 for ‘intelligence’ originally 
offered by the insurers to the now reported £3.3 
million reward to underworld figures is indeed a 
worthy subject for investigation. How shaming it is 
to the arts that such an investigation is carried out 
by a television company.” 

When we had put directly to the Tate’s chairman 
Paul (now Lord) Myners (see Figs. 3 & 4) the 
discrepancy between his own and Nairne’s 
comments on the very large reward paid to 
criminals holding the Turners, he responded 
through the Tate’s “Head of Legal”, Jacqueline Hill, 
in a letter of 10 May 2006 which comprised yet 
another set of questions and answers, the 
questions being repetitions of mine to Myners. 
Thus, in answer to my question to the Tate’s 
chairman:  

“You have continued to insist – even after Sandy 
Nairne’s disclosure that a reward had been paid – 
that no reward had been paid. You say that you do 
so on your own ‘reading of the [Tate’s Court] file.’ 
Perhaps you and I have been reading different 
files. I cannot, on the material I have read, imagine 
what might have caused you to draw such a 
conclusion. On what grounds do you discount the 
testimony of Mr Nairne, who headed Tate’s 
recovery operations from start to finish?” 

there came dissembling pedantry, evasion and 
repetitious assertion from the Tate’s Head of 
Legal: 

“Mr Nairne gave an interview for a television 
programme, he did not give a ‘testimony’. We 
consider that his words have been taken out of 
context. As stated above, the DM10m payment 
was neither a ransom nor a reward.” 

To my question to the chairman: 

“Are you not aware that the Court File makes clear 
that all parties privy to the payments, understood 
that a special dedicated account was set up into 
which DM10m was to be deposited by the Tate, 
precisely in advance payment for the (hoped for) 
‘hand over’ of the paintings?” 

the Tate’s Head of Legal countered: 

 

 

Above, Fig. 5: Tate players, Sandy Nairne, left, Nicholas 
Serota, centre, and Stephen Deuchar, right, announcing 
the recovery of the stolen Turners at a press conference 
in December 2002. 

David Verey, Lord Myners’ predecessor (until March 26 
2004) as Tate Chairman, also had a bumpy transition into 
a post-Tate afterlife. On immediately becoming the 
Chairman of the Art Fund, Verey authorised a large 
payment (£75,000) that breached the Fund’s own rules, to 
the Tate. It served to reduce the Tate’s own proportion 
of its embarrassing purchase cost of a (discounted 
£600,000) work by a sitting Tate Trustee, Chris Ofili – 
which very action Verey had commended to Serota while 
he was still the chairman of trustees at the Tate. The 
£75,000 payment, which should not have been made 
because the Ofili work had already been bought under 
Verey’s Tate chairmanship, was imprecisely described in 
Art Fund accounts as a “Discounted Museum Purchase”. 
The Tate connections with the Art Fund have continued 
to grow: David Barrie, the Fund’s highly regarded director 
of 17 years, resigned over differences with his new 
chairman Verey in 2009. He was replaced by Tate Britain’s 
departing director Stephen Deuchar (above right) who 
promptly declared “I have ideas for taking the Art Fund 
[previously known as the National Art Collections Fund] in 
new directions” – one being “investing in people [e.g. 
museum curators], alongside objects”. This last, 
depressingly recalls the performance of the Arts Council 
which discovered some years ago that it could give its 
grants to salaried and superannuated arts administrators 
as easily as to freelance artists and performers. At 
Deuchar’s leaving party at the Tate, Nicholas Serota 
(whose offer to return the improperly obtained £75,000 
to the Art Fund had been declined by the Art Fund under 
Verey’s chairmanship but at a meeting which he had not 
attended) said to Deuchar: “We feel that our friendship to 
you will be amply repaid.” In January 2010, the Guardian’s 
Charlotte Higgins noted: “ the gallery has just announced 
that it has been able to buy eight beautiful (if disturbing) 
William Blake works on paper… with the help of a 
£141,000 grant from the Art Fund, now run by Stephen 
Deuchar [who] stepped down as director of Tate Britain in 
December, with Nicholas Serota, overall director of Tate, 
quipping that they expected to be the happy recipients 
of the charity’s largesse. And so, reader it has come to 
pass – just a little bit quicker than expected.” 

http://artwatchuk.wordpress.com/2011/07/09/july-11th-2011/ Page 4 / 5

https://picasaweb.google.com/104390180505553859074/Jul82011?authkey=Gv1sRgCK38vpmA9YnmxwE#5627037450132528866
https://picasaweb.google.com/104390180505553859074/Jul82011?authkey=Gv1sRgCK38vpmA9YnmxwE#5627037703230720514


Comments are closed. 

  

“The Court File makes clear that Tate’s actions 
were sanction [sic] by the relevant British and 
German authorities and the Tate acted as it was 
entitled to do.”  

To our question: 

“Are you not aware that Mr Liebrucks [the lawyer 
acting for the criminals holding the paintings] was 
expressly given to understand that he was to be 
playing no part in a law enforcement operation – 
that, to the contrary: 1) he had been given 
immunity from prosecution by the German police 
authorities; 2) that he need make and did make no 
disclosure of the thieves’ identity, and, 3) that as 
Mr Nairne disclosed in his April 2000 affidavit to 
the High Court, the police authorities themselves 
were endeavouring along with the Tate’s officers 
to ‘establish a degree of trust’ with Liebrucks and 
his (claimed) clients?” 

the Tate’s Head of Legal replied: 

“Mr Myners is aware of this. The information is in 
the Court files.” 

The criminals were never caught despite their 
eminently traceable links to the lawyer who 
received their money. If this might seem like 
negligence of the part of the Frankfurt police, it 
should be said that Nairne reveals that the 
Frankfurt police had been kept in the dark about 
the money/paintings transfers by the German 
prosecutors with the knowledge and support of 
the British police authorities: 

“Keeping the final stage confidential remained 
paramount. The Prosecutor’s Office was prepared 
to keep the Frankfurt police away from the 
detailed arrangements, while Scotland Yard 
officers remained involved as advisers.” 

Michael Daley 

Printable PDF version of this article: 
   
Comments may be left at: artwatch.uk@gmail.com 

 

Above, Fig. 6: Tate staff shown hanging the recovered 
Turners (Guardian photograph) in December 2002. A Tate 
press release announced: “Tate’s stolen Turners are 
recovered. Tate is pleased to announce that two 
paintings by J. M. W. Turner, stolen from an exhibition in 
Frankfurt, Germany, on 28 July 1994, have both been 
recovered and will go on show at Tate britain from 8 
January…’Shade and Darkness’ was recovered on 19 July 
but no announcement was made for fear it might 
jeopardise the recovery of the second painting . ‘Light 
and Colour’ was recovered on 16 december 2002 and 
returned to this country on 18 December 2002…”

Above, Fig. 7: Sandy Nairne explains to The Art 
Newspaper’s Martin Bailey, how, when asked by Tate 
director Nicholas Serota to head the gallery’s attempt to 
recover two stolen Turners, he had been “thrown into a 
situation I knew nothing about. But it was an extreme 
example of what we do as curators. We need to be 
incredibly discreet about those who offer us loans. The 
mix of working with artists, dealers and collectors can 
sometimes be pretty complex…” 

Click on the images above for larger versions. NOTE: 
zooming requires the Adobe Flash Plug-in.
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