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Many people instantly recognize The Scream, a harrowing painting 
of a person in pain. It appears on countless posters, T-shirts, and 
coffee mugs. The main character in the Scream horror movies wears 
a Halloween mask modeled on the painting. The painting made 
headlines around the world when it was stolen twice—in 1994 and 
again in 2004.

 Yet not many people are familiar with the artist, Norwegian 
painter Edvard Munch. When he was a child, he lost his mother 
and his sister to tuberculosis. With another sister on the verge of 
an emotional breakdown, Munch became familiar with death and 
mental anguish at a young age. These feelings are reflected in The 
Scream and much of his other masterpieces.

 From his troubles, Munch sparked a new type of art called 
expressionism—and produced over 20,000 pieces. Read how this 
man became one of just a handful of artists to have an entire museum 
devoted exclusively to his works. 
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Stolen—and Stolen Again!

Chapter

one
1

In the predawn darkness on February 12, 1994, nervous athletes began 
awakening in the town of Lillehammer, Norway. That evening, thousands of 
them would march into the Lysgardsbakken Ski Jumping Arena for the 
opening ceremonies of the Winter Olympics. Countless numbers of 
television viewers would watch their entrance. The Norwegians were eager 
to showcase their country to the world.

About 100 miles to the south in Oslo, Norway’s capital, two men were 
about to make their own appearance on television. No one—including the 
one person who was being paid to watch—would see their entrance until it 
was too late.

The two men were parked next to the National Gallery, the city’s leading 
art museum. They ran across the snow to some bushes at the front of the 
museum, pulled out a ladder they had hidden there, and leaned it against the 
building. One man began climbing. He nearly made it to the top before losing 
his grip and falling. He brushed himself off and went up again. When he 
reached the top, he smashed a window with a hammer. 

A television camera caught his performance. So did the museum’s alarm 
system, which blared when the glass was broken. The one guard on duty 
was in the basement. He had been working at the museum for less than two 
months and thought the alarm was false. His shift was nearly over and he 
still had paperwork to fill out. The harsh noise interrupted his concentration, 
so he hurried over to the control panel, flipped the alarm off, and returned to 
his desk. He didn’t bother looking at the TV monitors.
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CHAPTER 1

The man who had broken the window bounded through the opening in 
the shattered glass and into the museum’s main gallery. It featured an 
exhibition by Norway’s most famous painter, Edvard Munch (pronounced 
MOOHNK). Fifty-six of the artist’s works were on display, but the intruder 
was interested in only one: The Scream.

The Scream was by far Munch’s most famous painting, on the same level 
as Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa or Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night in 
terms of popularity and recognizability. In addition to countless numbers of 
prints, the famous work had appeared on advertisements, coffee mugs, T-
shirts, and Halloween masks; a parody of it was even featured on an episode 
of the cartoon The Simpsons. The painting was valued at $72 million.

Organizers of the exhibit had made the two thieves’ task considerably 
easier. They moved the exhibit down one floor to make access easier for 
visitors. They hung The Scream next to a window. There were no protective 
bars on the windows, which were made of ordinary, rather than reinforced, 
glass. They used a single wire to suspend the painting instead of securely 
bolting it to the wall.

The intruder snipped the wire and the painting fell into his arms. He slid 
it down the ladder to his accomplice, then quickly climbed back to the 
ground. The two men ran to their car, tossed the painting inside, and roared 
away. The robbery had taken less than three minutes.

The two men had timed their exploit to coincide with the opening of the 
Olympics. Norway, which had expected to bask in the glory of the Games, 
now faced not only worldwide ridicule but also embarrassment at the ease 
with which its most famous work of art had vanished. 

“In this beautiful scenery, it is hard to imagine that such evil things could 
take place,”1 complained the country’s minister of culture. 

There was another concern. The Scream was painted on cardboard, 
rather than canvas, and a few portions had been chalked in. It was extremely 
fragile. 

The police had no leads. In desperation, the National Gallery turned to 
Charley Hill, a British detective who had been very successful in retrieving 
stolen art. 
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stolen-and stolen again!

Hill was all too aware that art theft is highly profitable. With many other 
crimes to investigate, police can devote just a limited amount of time and 
effort to stolen art. Only about three percent of art thieves are captured; less 
than ten percent of the irreplaceable works are recovered.

Unlike banks, which keep their money carefully guarded in secure vaults, 
art museums have to keep their treasures out in public view. In addition, 
many museums are seriously underfunded and reluctant to commit much 
money to security. One American security company reportedly paid its 
employees fifty cents less per hour than McDonald’s. As a result, according 
to security specialist Steven Keller, “The people protecting our art are the 
ones who couldn’t get jobs flipping burgers.”2

The thieves, who had posed as museum visitors on several occasions, 
were aware of the gallery’s shortcomings. They scribbled, “Thanks for the 
poor security”3 on a postcard they left behind. 

With little to go on, Hill undertook the assignment of recovering The 
Scream. In normal police work, apprehending felons is the primary goal, but 
that isn’t necessarily the case with art theft. As author Edward Dolnick 
explains, “Kicking down a door and shouting ‘Police!’ was all very well, but 
where was the painting?”4

The Scream was far too famous to be sold openly, so Hill believed the 
thieves would hold it for ransom. Since the Norwegian parliament would 
never pay public money to get the painting back, that left private money as 
the only option—and the best source of private money was more than 5,000 
miles away. 

That was the Getty Museum in Los Angeles. It had been established by 
oil billionaire J. Paul Getty, at one point the world’s richest man. He left the 
bulk of his fortune to the museum, which opened in 1997. Charley Hill 
decided to go undercover by posing as Christopher Roberts, a representative 
of the Getty Museum, and get the word out that he was willing to pay big 
bucks for The Scream. 

The plan was risky. Hill was British, but he had to be able to speak like an 
American. If he made contact with the thieves and they broke his cover, they 
might kill him. 
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CHAPTER 1

About two and a half months after the theft, a newspaper reporter 
followed a tip and found a piece of the frame. Soon afterward, the thieves 
contacted a Norwegian art dealer. In turn, the art dealer contacted “Roberts” 
and suggested that he come to Oslo—with cash. About half a million dollars 
in cash. 

Hill arrived in Oslo around noon on May 5 and met with the art dealer 
and a man who, it seemed certain, was one of the thieves. Events moved 
rapidly after that. Just over forty-eight hours later, Hill held what he was told 
was The Scream. It was covered with a blue bedsheet. He removed the 
covering, only to see a crude charcoal drawing that vaguely resembled the 
famous painting. For a moment, he was afraid that the crooks had misled him. 
Then he turned it over. 

It was The Scream. 
“Hill held the painting up and scanned it, savoring the kind of opportunity 

that he knew only came along a few times in a lifetime,” notes Dolnick. “No 
frame, no glass, no hovering guards, no crowds, nothing between you and a 
few square feet of sublime achievement.”5 

Two men were arrested for their involvement, and two more were taken 
into custody soon afterward. One was Pål Enger, a former soccer player for 
one of Norway’s top professional teams. He had developed a taste for 
publicity and cultivated it when he turned his talents to crime. “I was not one 
of the best [at soccer] but I was one of the best in the criminal world, and I 
thought it would be more fun to play on the team where I was best,”6 he 
boasted.

Enger already had a history of stealing Munch paintings. Six years earlier, 
he had stolen Munch’s The Vampire. Though he denied being involved with 
the Scream theft, because of his reputation, he posed for pictures in the 
space where the painting had hung. While it clearly wasn’t an admission of 
guilt, he inserted an announcement in a local paper when his wife gave birth 
two months after the theft: The baby had come into the world “with a 
Scream!”7 When police scanned security video taken five days before the 
theft, Enger was clearly visible. 

He and three other men were convicted of the crime and sentenced to 
prison. A Norwegian appeals court freed all but Enger, who stoutly maintained 
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his innocence but almost certainly was one of the two men who had broken 
into the National Gallery. The court ruled that Hill’s testimony couldn’t be 
used because he had come into the country under a false name.

Just over a decade later, newspaper headlines again announced, “The 
Scream Is Stolen.” It wasn’t the same painting: Munch, as was his habit, had 
actually made several versions. This new theft involved one in the Munch 
Museum in Oslo. 

stolen-and stolen again!

Painted in 1893–1894, Munch’s The Vampire shows a woman with her teeth in a 
man’s neck. Her red hair falls over his head and helps maintain her grip on him. 
Many of Munch’s paintings reflect this theme, that love between a man and 
woman can be destructive.
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There were no early-morning escapades this time. Two men brandishing 
guns stormed their way into the gallery at midday. Terrified patrons could 
only watch as one man grabbed The Scream and his accomplice took down 
Madonna, another Munch masterpiece. They ran outside, hurled the paintings 
into a car driven by a third man, and sped off. The rough handling alarmed 
museum officials, who were afraid the paintings would be damaged.

Their fears were justified. Unlike the men who stole the other Scream, 
these thieves had no interest in making money from their crime. Rather, they 
were trying to draw attention away from a notorious armed robbery that had 
taken place several months earlier. Because a detective had been shot to 
death—highly unusual in Norway, which has one of the world’s lowest rates 
of gun violence—virtually all of the slain man’s colleagues were working the 
case. Taking The Scream was an effort to divert attention and resources from 
the investigation. 

The effort didn’t succeed. In the spring of 2006, three men were arrested, 
but there was no sign of either painting. 

Finally, in August of that year, police escorted Ingeborg Ydstie, director of 
the Munch Museum, to a parked van. “There were 20 to 30 policemen 
standing in a row; it was quite emotional,” Ydstie said. “Then they opened 
the back of the van and there the paintings were. Tears filled my eyes.”8 

In addition to the recovery of the paintings, Ydstie had another reason for 
being emotional: Both works had sustained considerable damage. Numerous 
holes were punched in Madonna. The Scream had been wrapped in a damp 
blanket for months, and a huge stain covered much of the painting. Some of 
the original pigment had disappeared.

In spite of the damage, officials at the Munch Museum decided to display 
the two works in a special exhibition in 2008. “The works will be conservated 
before the exhibition, but some of the damages on The Scream will show,” 
explained museum curator Petra Pettersen. “This does not interfere with the 
painting’s unique artistic quality.”9

CHAPTER 1
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