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The Rijksmuseum makes history with the most ambitious Vermeer exhibition 

The Amsterdam museum has brought together 28 works by the painter, 6 more than the 

previous big retrospective 

 

Amsterdam is taken over by Vermeermania: the historical exhibition that Amsterdam's 

Rijksmuseum is dedicating to the painter as of this Friday, has managed to turn a Baroque 

master into a pop icon, on the same level as Salvador Dalí or Frida Kahlo. This is an 

unrepeatable exhibition that brings together more works by the painter than ever before, 28 of 

the 37 attributed to Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675). They include iconic works such as View 

of Delft, The Milkmaid, Girl with a Pearl Earring and The Lacemaker. It is not surprising that 

the sale of tickets, which are limited, has been frantic: before it has opened, more than 200,000 

have already been sold. Until the exhibition closes its doors on June 4, the general admission 

price for the museum will rise from 22.50 euros to 30 euros. 

 

To prevent finding itself overwhelmed, the museum will open its doors until ten at night on 

Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays throughout the exhibition, and they haven't ruled out further 

extending these hours. As for international journalists, there were about 150 of them 

accredited on Wednesday. With this level of expectation, the Rijksmuseum didn't have to do 

much advertising and you hardly see any posters of the exhibition on the streets. The 

exhibition's design is also austere: characterized by the sobriety of the colors on the walls and 

the maroon velvet curtains that evoke the ones found in the paintings. 

 

From success to debt 

Johannes Vermeer came from a Protestant family. Like his father, he was engaged in the art 

trade, and converted to Catholicism when he married Catharina Bolnes. He was a successful 

painter: he managed to sell works for more than 100 Dutch guilders, when the annual salary of 

a schoolteacher was around 200 guilders. But the economic crisis caused by a disastrous 1672, 

as a result of Holland being invaded by troops from France, England and some German states, 

undermined his health, as he couldn't make a living as a tradesman or as an artist, leading to 

his death from an unknown illness in the second week of December 1675. 

 

“His wife remembered how he went from being a healthy man to a dead man in a day and a 

half”, says Pieter Roelofs, museum curator and one of the curators of the exhibition. Eleven 

pallbearers carried his coffin at the funeral. But then his wife discovered that the family's 

financial situation was disastrous, and she had to take on heavy debt. In order for her and the 

eleven surviving children, of the fourteen they had had, to survive, she paid a bill in excess of 

600 guilders to the baker with these paintings The Guitar Player and Lady Writing a Letter 

with her Maid. 



The influence of the patrons 

Another novelty in this exhibition is the realization of the role played in Vermeer's career by 

the marriage of patrons formed by Pieter van Ruijven and Maria de Knuijt. In particular she, 

who bought at least twenty works, influenced Vermeer's decision to abandon religious, 

mythological and gender themes -which can be seen in the second room of the exhibition, 

where there are works like Diana and her Nymphs, Saint Praxedis and Christ in the House of 

Martha and Mary- and concentrate on painting everyday interior scenes. The subject already 

had a tradition, but Vermeer took it to a new dimension thanks to his “innovative and 

experimental” character, as mentioned by the director of the museum, Taco Dibbits. “I see this 

circumstance as a tennis match between Vermeer and his main patrons, and when you think of 

Vermeer's work as contemporary art, because it was contemporary art, this couple saw what he 

was capable of and they urged him to make these works”, says Roelofs. 

 

Some of the objects that appear in the interiors were owned by Vermeer himself or by his 

mother-in-law, and others, such as a floor with black and white tiles, were made up. Although 

there is room to let the imagination fly when interpreting the works, there are motifs that have 

specific meanings, like the maps, indicating that the man of the house was away or regarding 

the growing role of cartography. “These interiors are also a sign of local pride, because they go 

back to the early days when the Netherlands became independent from Spain, and art was a 

very important tool in expressing that”, points out Roelofs. 

 

As a result of the exhibition, the museum undertook the scientific study of some paintings, 

which led to discoveries such as a Cupid found at the back of Girl Reading a Letter at an 

Open Window and several hidden objects in The Milkmaid. Another revelation is the 

confirmation that Vermeer used a camera obscura to paint his characteristic interiors, bathed in 

a pearly and at the same time delicate light. His discovery of this optical artifact was the result 

of his relationship with the Jesuits of Delft, as Gregor J.M. Weber, curator of the museum and 

the exhibition's other curator, has revealed in a new Vermeer biography. With the camera 

obscura a painter could project a three-dimensional scene onto a wall or two-dimensional 

surface. It has also been possible to see the influence that Catholicism had on Vermeer, his 

family and his work, as can be seen in works such as Woman Holding a Balance and The 

Allegory of Catholic Faith. 

 

A two-paintings-per-year painter 

The works are divided into eleven themed sections dedicated to themes such as views of Delft, 

early interiors and the relationship between interior spaces and the outside world. Dividing the 

works into eight rooms and having very few works in each area, is really a very good idea. 

One could spend hours diving into the details of each of the works. Vermeer's paintings are 

like a photograph, a snapshot of a scene whose beginning and end are unknown. This also 

gives the audience the chance to imagine who these wealthy women who appear in the 

paintings are. What catches the attention of these women when they look out the window. 

What do the letters they are writing or receiving say, and what music are they playing. 

Johannes Vermeer was an exceptional painter. Experts estimate that he painted about 45 



paintings, at an average rate of two paintings a year. He was not a prolific painter, but experts 

point out he can't be said to have been slow either. 

 

The exhibition is simply titled Vermeer and is the first major retrospective of the artist in some 

thirty years: the retrospective organized in 1995 and 1996 by the National Gallery in 

Washington and the Mauritshuis in The Hague included 22 works. The Rijksmuseum has four 

Vermeers, which it has moved from the Gallery of Honor to temporary exhibition rooms. The 

others come from museums around the world, such as the Frick Collection in New York, 

which is under refurbishment and has already lent its three Vermeers; the Metropolitan 

Museum, also in New York; the Louvre, the National Gallery in Washington and the National 

Museum of Western Art in Tokyo. The debate over the authorship of Girl with a Flute, owned 

by the National Gallery in Washington, D.C., still remains alive today. According to the 

American museum, he was not the author. According to the Rijksmuseum, he was. So, it is 

marked as “attributed to Johannes Vermeer”. A Young Woman Seated at the Virginals, 

currently owned by the Leiden Collection in New York, was also in question. It had previously 

been part of Baron Rolin’s collection and was sold in 2004 at an auction at Sotheby's London 

for around 30 million euros. 

 

The works that are not in the exhibition 

As for the works that are not in Amsterdam, one of the great absences is The Astronomer, 

because the owner, the Louvre Museum, has loaned it to the Abu Dhabi Louvre until June. 

The Metropolitan of New York has not lent A Girl Asleep nor Woman with a Water Jug 

because the terms of the legacy thanks to which they are the owners, prevent the works leaving 

the museum. The British Royal Collection has not lent Lady at the Virginals with a Gentleman 

citing the fabric's fragility. The Concert, one of the painter's most complex compositions, is 

not there for a darker reason: it was stolen from the Isabella Gardner Museum in Boston in 

1990 and its whereabouts are currently unknown, and the Kunsthistorisches Museum in 

Vienna has not lent The Art of Painting, which was one of Adolf Hitler's favorite paintings. 

The owner had to sell it to protect his wife, who was of Jewish descent, and he filed suit 

against the museum in Vienna. 

 


