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A stolen artwork is obvious. A missing record is not. If a painting disappears from a
gallery wall, everyone notices. Insurance claims are filed. Investigations begin. Headlines
follow. Yet some of the greatest risks facing art collections are far less visible: an
uncertain location, an incomplete provenance record, a missing condition report, or a
collection whose institutional knowledge resides in the memory of a single individual. These
vulnerabilities affect museums, private collectors, corporate collections, foundations,
estates and archives around the world. For centuries, art security focused on protecting
physical objects. Locks, alarms, secure storage, guards and environmental controls were
designed to safeguard collections from theft, damage and loss. Those responsibilities remain
as important as ever. Recent thefts from museums, galleries and heritage sites remind us
that physical security is not a historical concern. It remains a present one. Alongside
these familiar risks sits another challenge. Can we prove what we own, where it is, what
condition it is in, and what has happened to it over time? That question is becoming just as
important as the physical protection of the object itself. The hidden vulnerability in every
collection When people think about art collections, they tend to think about objects:
paintings, sculptures, photographs and artefacts. In truth, every artwork is accompanied by
an expanding body of information that contributes to a collection’s memory. Without that
memory, stewardship becomes significantly more difficult. I once worked with a gallery that
suffered a fire. Among the losses was a large and valuable painting. Yet the greatest
challenge emerged afterwards. Neither the gallery nor the artist could adequately
demonstrate that the work had been in storage at the time of the incident. The painting had
been lost in the fire, but the absence of records created a second problem: establishing the
evidence required to support the claim. An artwork may be physically secure, but uncertainty
about provenance can affect its value and legitimacy. Conservation decisions become harder
when condition records are incomplete. Loans become more complex when documentation is
fragmented. As collections grow, so does the challenge. What is manageable for a collection
of one hundred objects becomes far more demanding when that collection expands to thousands
of works spread across multiple locations. Security increasingly depends upon visibility.
Building a chain of evidence Technology is helping collections achieve that visibility. Much
of the conversation around art and technology focuses on artificial intelligence, digital
art and authentication. Less attention is given to the systems transforming how collections
are managed behind the scenes. Digital inventories have replaced paper records and
disconnected spreadsheets. Provenance systems help collectors and institutions demonstrate
due diligence. Environmental monitoring technologies track the conditions that influence
long-term preservation. Movement-tracking technologies, including BLE, RFID and IoT systems,
provide greater visibility over artworks in storage, transit and exhibition. What connects
all of these technologies is their ability to create evidence. I recall an artist who loaned
an artwork for a travelling exhibition in Asia through an academic institution. When the
exhibition concluded, the work was not returned. Efforts were made to establish
responsibility and recover it, but the paperwork surrounding the loan was incomplete.
Questions that should have had clear answers proved surprisingly difficult to resolve.
Records that appear routine in the moment often become invaluable years later. Over time,
they create a detailed history of stewardship, providing confidence not only in the object
itself but also in the decisions made around it. Better evidence, better security It would
be a mistake to interpret this shift as a replacement for traditional security. A digital



system cannot secure a building. Physical security remains fundamental. What technology
offers is a stronger connection between prevention, detection and response. A tracking
system can flag an unauthorised artwork movement immediately. Environmental monitoring can
identify risks before damage occurs. Automated alerts can reveal inventory discrepancies
while there is still time to investigate. The objective is not simply to understand what
happened after an incident. It is to recognise vulnerabilities early enough to act. The
strongest security strategies bring together physical protection, operational procedures and
digital intelligence. The rise of intelligent collections Artificial intelligence is
beginning to expand these capabilities further. Within the cultural sector, some of its most
valuable applications may emerge far from public view. Collection systems are becoming more
effective at identifying anomalies, inconsistencies and emerging risks that might otherwise
go unnoticed. Authentication technologies are introducing new forms of evidence into
discussions about attribution and authenticity through advanced imaging, forensic analysis
and machine learning. These tools do not replace scholarship, connoisseurship or
professional judgement, they strengthen them. Collection professionals already work
alongside growing volumes of information. The value of AI lies in helping them navigate that
information more effectively and identify questions that deserve closer attention.
Collections and governance As these systems become more integrated, collection management is
intersecting more closely with governance. Museums, corporate collections, private
collectors, archives and foundations face many of the same questions. How are assets
managed? How are risks identified? How is accountability maintained? How is knowledge
preserved over time? Protecting art collections increasingly involves more than safeguarding
physical objects. It also means maintaining the information, context and oversight that
allow those collections to be understood, managed and cared for across generations. Seen
through this lens, provenance records, environmental monitoring, movement tracking,
conservation documentation, authentication and security become part of the same
conversation. Together, they create a fuller picture of an artwork and its journey through
time. The most significant change may not be any single technology, but the growing ability
to connect information that was once scattered across departments, systems and people. The
collections that will thrive Art collections are defined not only by the quality of the
artworks they contain, but also by the quality of the systems that support them. Physical
security will remain essential. Strong buildings, effective procedures, trained personnel
and modern security technologies continue to play a critical role in protecting cultural
heritage. At the same time, collections depend on information, documentation and
accountability. The organisations best positioned to care for collections over the long term
are those that successfully combine both. They know where artworks are, how they arrived
there, what condition they are in, who has cared for them and what risks they face.
Technology helps make this possible by strengthening the systems that support expertise. Art
security is no longer only about locks, and it is not only about evidence. It is about
bringing physical protection, institutional knowledge and responsible stewardship together
to ensure that art collections survive, remain understood and continue to be entrusted to
future generations.


