
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



Wyborcza February 10, 2023 Anna S. Debowska 

His paintings are magnetic. The largest exhibition of paintings by Vermeer opens today. 

The “Johannes Vermeer” grand exhibition opens at the Rijksmuseum today. It is the largest ever 

presentation of the famous mid seventeenth century Dutch painter’s works. Which of his masterpieces 

were brought to Amsterdam? 

Johannes Vermeer was called “The Sphinx of Delft” – a small town south of Amsterdam. The Sphinx – 

because little is known about his life. There are no portraits of him and only a few of his paintings 

remain, most of which are surprisingly small in size. At first glance there is not much going on in his 

paintings, however they draw a spectator in like a magnet (it is really difficult to look away from “The 

Girl with a Pearl Earring”). 

For the last few hundred years, art theorists have been trying to crack the mystery of Johannes 

Vermeer. They’ve been analyzing his style, the freshness of color (ever present ultramarine), and the 

way he worked with light, which clearly fascinated him. Every now and again they question the 

authenticity of some of his paintings and also believe other works might have been painted by him. 

New facts regarding his life are uncovered. X-ray images of his paintings are taken to discover details 

that had been painted over. However, Vermeer still remains elusive. Many questions will likely remain 

unanswered. 

Johannes Vermeer. Paintings from three continents 

On Friday, February 10, at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, the grand “Johannes Vermeer” exhibition 

opens, having taken four years to prepare. Twenty eight paintings by the Flemish master, borrowed 

from museums in Washington, New York, London, Paris, Berlin, Dresden, Dublin, Tokyo and the 

Hague, will be presented there. It is the main event among this year’s European art exhibitions. 

Certainly, it is the all-time largest presentation of the works by the famous painter, who worked in the 

mid-seventeenth century in the Netherlands, which were already independent at the time. 

Previous retrospective exhibitions of Vermeer, which took place at the National Gallery of Arts in 

Washington (1995) and at the Mauritshuis in the Hague (1996), showed little over twenty paintings, 

but they drew a couple hundred thousand visitors. 

The scale of the reception surprised the hosts themselves. The curators and directors at Rijksmuseum 

did not assume that the exhibitor would be able to gather twenty eight paintings – even in late 2021.  

Taco Dibbits spoke of the exhibition of “only” twenty four paintings. 

“Vermeer’s legacy is rather small, but the influence of his work is tremendous. In today’s chaotic and 

uncertain world we all need the peace and intimacy that his works evoke, as time froze in them,” says 

Taco Dibbits, General Director at the Rijksmuseum. 

The exhibition has been in the center of attention since September last year. More than two thousand 

tickets were sold in the pre-sale. The first two weeks of the exhibition, which lasts only until June 4, 

have already been sold out. 

Vermeer’s fans flock there also because the most beautiful of his paintings – “Girl with a Pearl 

Earring” – will be shown in Amsterdam only until March 30, and will then be returned to the Hague (it 

belongs to the Mauritshuis museum there). 

What does it look like? 



Over three quarters of the Flemish master’s legacy that survived until today have been gathered in the 

ten exhibition halls of the Amsterdam museum. It was organized according to the characteristic motif 

used for each painting. Thus we have landscapes (just two of them: “The Little Street” and “View of 

Delft”), interiors, musical inspirations, religious paintings, women staring at windows, women reading 

letters or looking directly at the spectator. 

The first hall surprises us with contrast – Vermeer’s early works are mostly religious. In his day only 

the best were allowed to paint such paintings, they required a steady hand and varied forms of 

expression – which Vermeer had. However, he was quick to abandon religious topics – at the age of 24 

he painted “The Procuress” – the scene of contemporary life showing an image of negotiations for 

mercenary love. One of the four people in the picture was believed to be a self-portrait of the artist 

himself, however this is no longer the case. We do not know why Vermeer decided to abandon 

religious topics (Christian themes do appear in some of his later works) and turned to everyday life, 

especially women focused on their work, conversation or flirting. 

Some of his works have not been presented in Europe for over a century, for example three paintings 

from New York Frick collection: “Mistress and Maid”, “Officer and Laughing Girl”, and “Girl 

Interrupted at Her Music”. Interestingly, in Amsterdam, famous mostly for its Rembrandt van Rijn 

collection, such a number of Vermeer paintings has never been shown before. 

Is it a Vermeer, or isn’t it? 

There is only one catch – two of the paintings shown there are not Vermeer’s. It is not a scam nor 

a mistake, but the result of the ongoing identity crisis of some of his works, resulting from the fact that 

the painter himself rarely signed his own work. 

Last year, after years of study, American scientists announced, that the “Girl with a Flute” from the 

collection of the National Gallery of Art in Washington, is not a painting by Vermeer, but perhaps by 

one of his students or imitators, who may have known the master in person. In Rijksmuseum you can 

find the information regarding the authorship of this painting being put in question. An entirely 

different matter is with the “A Young Woman Seated at the Virginals” (yellow scarf over her 

shoulders, she’s looking directly at the spectator). 

For many years this painting was not acknowledged as the work of Vermeer, finally in 2004 it was 

included in the list of his works. Currently it belongs to the American millionaire Kaplan family 

(Leiden Collection). However there are still some doubts regarding the painting’s authorship. 

 


