
 9 

News and Reviews 
Museum Security - Stay Safe, Be Prepared 
 
Earlier this year the Museum of East Asian Art in Bath had an experience staff and 

volunteers will never forget.  This article by Museum Curator and Manager Michel Lee, 

serves as a reminder of how important security and safety is. 

 

“Knock, knock, knock” – an unexpected caller at the door.  I look at the Administrator, who 

cautiously approaches the door separating the offices from the corridor leading to the 

galleries.  She looks through the spy hole in the door, and her face contorts into an 

expression of concern.  I immediately hang up the phone.  “They covered up the spy hole”, 

said the Administrator.  “Bam, bam, bam!” The hair on my back stands up.  Someone is 

now pounding on the door. I immediately tell everyone to go into the inner office and then 

lock the door.  “Pow!”  The outer office door is kicked open.  The panic button is pushed. 

 

On Tuesday 24 April 2012, at 

approximately 11:30 am, the 

Museum of East Asian Art was 

raided by three men wearing work 

overalls and high visibility vests.  

Thankfully, no one was injured in 

the incident, and no objects were 

taken in the end.  There was only 

minimal property damage when 

one of the men broke through the 

office door.  Thankfully, we had 

been prepared after hearing about 

the thefts at the Oriental Museum 

in Durham two weeks before and 

the Fitzwilliam Museum in 

Cambridge one week before.  

Chinese art was being targeted. 

 

As the Curator and manager of the Museum, one of the important lessons of this incident 

for me was the safety of visitors and staff.  Thankfully, there were no visitors at the Museum 

during the raid.  Although we are all taught that, in such an incident, the safety of visitors 

and members of staff is of the utmost importance, my mind tended to drift more towards the 

collection – not to say that human safety is not important, but I just did not imagine the 

different scenarios in which the safety of people could be at risk.  After all, weren’t the 

potential robbers here for the objects and not people?  But what could have happened if 

they managed to round up all the members of staff? 
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My second lesson was to be 

prepared for the worst case 

scenario.  After the spate of 

rhinoceros horn thefts in 2011, 

we took all of our examples off 

display and stored them in a 

secure location.  Then upon 

learning about the theft at the 

Oriental Museum in early April, I 

contacted our local Crime 

Prevention Officer and asked 

her to look for any weaknesses 

in the Museum’s security, which 

we do anyway on a regular 

basis. Once we learned the Fitzwilliam Museum was robbed the following week, I 

immediately contacted the Met Police and Arts Council to find out what more we can do in 

terms of security.   

 

I also contacted our security company to ask them to come to make sure all our security 

equipment was working and up to standard and our trustees to inform them of the recent 

thefts.  We reviewed our training and security procedures the following Monday.  Then the 

incident happened on Tuesday.  Although we would never wish for something like this to 

occur, it could not have happened at a better time. 

 

Although I refer to the above two points as “lessons”, they are things that everyone working 

in Museums, theoretically, should already know.  Rather, it would be more fitting to call 

them “realisations”.  People can know things all their lives, but lessons are sometimes not 

realised until an incident occurs that forces you to face certain situations.  In this situation, 

I’ve realised the value of safety and preparedness.  If robberies have happened at other 

museums, it can happen in your museum.  Stay safe, and be prepared. 

 

Michel Lee 

Curator and Manager, the Museum of East Asian Art 

E: curator@meaa.org.uk 
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