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Johannes Vermeer: Magician with color, light and perspective 

Paintings by Johannes Vermeer are scarce, and they were already so during his lifetime. Now 

museum visitors from all over the world are flocking to his pieces. Such as in the coming 

months at the artist from Delft’s retrospective exhibition at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. 

But are all of the paintings his own work? 

With as many as 28 paintings, it is the largest-ever Vermeer retrospective. More than the artist 

himself has probably ever seen put together. And also more than the twenty paintings that 

collector and patron Pieter Claesz. van Ruijven and his wife Maria de Knuijt acquired during 

Vermeer's lifetime. The collection, at the time grown to 21 Vermeers, left Delft in 1696 when 

the collection from the estate of their son-in-law Jacob Dissius was auctioned in Amsterdam. 

Subsequently, the paintings spread throughout the world, the first centuries within Europe and, 

since American collectors discovered Vermeer in the early 20th century, also beyond. Very 

wealthy American industrialists turned Vermeer into the superstar of Dutch 17th-century 

painting, as a result of which his pieces quickly became unaffordable. “The greatest treasure 

for an American collector is a painting by Vermeer from Delft,” German art historian Wilhelm 

von Bode wrote in The New York Times in 1911. Ten of the 28 paintings in the Rijksmuseum 

exhibition come from collections in the United States. 

 

Simple Origin 

How could Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675), son of a weaver, art dealer, and innkeeper, grow 

into a world renowned artist? 

During his lifetime, he was a local master in every way. Vermeer was born in Delft and lived 

there until his death. There is no evidence that he, like many other painters, received his 

artistic training in Italy or other countries. However, he may have spent some years as an 

apprentice with a painter in Amsterdam or Utrecht. Be that as it may: from the moment 

Vermeer was registered as a master painter in the Delft Guild of Saint Luke at the end of 1653, 

he remained there for the rest of his life. 

How he lived there can be seen in the large exhibition Vermeer’s Delft at Museum Prinsenhof 

Delft. It extensively discusses the cultural-historical context in which Vermeer’s paintings 

were created, his network, family, friends, colleagues, and sources of inspiration. Both 

exhibitions narrate what is currently known about Vermeer. 

After all, since he was characterized as “the sphinx of Delft” by art critic Théophile Thoré in 

1866, knowledge about Vermeer’s life and paintings has increased a great deal. And it is still 

increasing. Through recent research using advanced scanning techniques, the Rijksmuseum 

made the underpainting of The Milkmaid visible, allowing us to know more about Vermeer's 

working methods and artistic decisions. The Mauritshuis did the same for Girl with a Pearl 

Earring and will present the results in June. And it was recently revealed that Vermeer learned 

about the camera obscura through Jesuits. 



Star 

Through his father’s art dealership, Vermeer came into contact with artists working in Delft at 

an early age. He is undoubtedly familiar with the church interiors of Gerard Houckgeest, 

Hendrick van Vliet, and Emanuel de Witte.  

Their innovative use of color and perspective created spaces full of illusion and light. Halfway 

through the 17th century, artists ebbed and flowed in Delft. Former Rembrandt student Carel 

Fabritius lived there, and Paulus Potter, Jan Steen, and Pieter de Hooch also settled there for 

shorter or longer periods of time. 

In the second half of the 1750s, both Vermeer and De Hooch began to paint domestic interiors, 

and a fruitful artistic interaction developed. When De Hooch left for Amsterdam around 1660, 

Vermeer further developed this genre. Through his cityscapes and tronies, but especially his 

hushed, intimate paintings of interiors with young women he reached the absolute top. 

Johannes Vermeer is considered one of the most talented painters of the Dutch 17th century. 

Throughout his life, he was fascinated by ways to represent reality. He had phenomenal 

powers of observation and a great knowledge of lighting effects and perspective. Vermeer 

thought endlessly about the structure of his compositions and the relationships between objects 

but also had an eye for the smallest details. In the process, he possessed a fabulous painting 

technique. He was a magician with pigments, light, and perspective, a master of depicting 

illusion, stillness, harmony, and intimacy. Although his subjects and representations are 

related to those of contemporaries such as Gerard ter Borch, Pieter de Hooch, Gabriël Metsu, 

and Frans van Mieris de Oude, Vermeer’s unique qualities are always immediately recognized. 

 

Careless Perfectionist 

Looking at Vermeer’s paintings is an extraordinary experience. He created great beauty while 

staying within the beaten path. “Vermeer was not an innovator,” wrote the recently deceased 

Vermeer connoisseur Albert Blankert. “Not in the sense that he created a new style or 

introduced groundbreaking views. He derived his style and themes from masters in his Dutch 

surroundings. 

His quality was that he fully understood all the consequences of a new approach, which others 

had only indicated or explored, and that he worked with great seriousness to achieve the 

utmost possible with the new approach.” 

Vermeer was a perfectionist, but in such a way that it seemed effortless. His paintings are a 

feast for the eyes. While some admire, above all, the almost mystical atmosphere of peace and 

contemplation, others fall more for his realism taken to the extreme. Yet that realism is largely 

just pretense. Because anyone who thinks that Vermeer literally depicted reality is wrong. His 

paintings seem merely realistic. Gregor Weber, head of visual arts at the Rijksmuseum: “To 

depict his interiors, Vermeer manipulates his surroundings, devising motifs and adapting them 

at will. 

Nevertheless, he manages to achieve a stunning illusion of reality in each painting. His 

illusionistic visual world arises from an interplay of precisely matched components: the 

stillness of his figures, the perfect control of perspective, and the precise observation of optical 

effects, such as the sharpness and blurriness in the representation. He knows how to render 



light with his colored reflections amazingly well. Not only does he master all these aspects to 

perfection, but he also has a great sense of composition, the arrangement and distribution of 

motifs on the image plane, with their play of lines and the brightness of their colors.” 

 

Already Scarce in Life 

Since the large auction of the 21 Vermeers from the collection of Jacob Dissius in 1696, 

Vermeer's work has disappeared out of sight. In the following century, occasional paintings by 

him appeared on the market, but usually under the names of the then more famous 17th-

century colleagues, such as Pieter de Hooch, Gabriël Metsu, Frans van Mieris de Oude, or 

Rembrandt. This change only occurred when prints of a few paintings and the first 

publications appeared at the end of the 18th century. 

The fact that Vermeer’s oeuvre is rather small did not help with his initial fame. He was much 

less productive compared to the other two giants of the Dutch 17th century, Frans Hals and 

Rembrandt. It is believed that Vermeer produced only between 45 and 50 pieces in total, 

averaging about two per year. Even during his lifetime, his paintings were scarce. Despite 

being considered a famous master in Delft and the surrounding area, he had little stock. Or 

maybe that was precisely because of that fame? In August 1663, Vermeer received a visit from 

French diplomat Balthasar de Monconys. Since the artist could not show anything at the time, 

he had to redirect him to a baker who owned a painting by him. 

At present, 37 paintings - only seven are still in the Netherlands - have been recognized by art 

historians as genuine Vermeers. Of these, 24 are signed, and five are also dated. 

The exhibition at the Rijksmuseum features 28 paintings from that group of 37, five more than 

the Mauritshuis presented alongside the National Gallery of Art in Washington in 1995-1996. 

There were 23 hanging in The Hague at the time. When the 28 paintings were announced, 

director Taco Dibbits spoke of a “great and emotional moment” to be able to see all those 

pieces by Vermeer together, thanks to the generosity of a large number of lenders. An 

outstanding achievement, but are the 28 paintings really all painted by Vermeer himself? 

There is no doubt that most of the paintings are attributed to Vermeer. The provenance of quite 

a few can even be traced back to the auction of the Dissius’ collection in 1696. This applies, 

for example, to The Milkmaid and Woman Holding a Balance. For paintings whose 

provenance history goes back less far, the high quality and technical stylistic features 

convince. Among art historians, this has long been agreed upon. 

 

Quality Differences 

There are doubts about the authenticity of some pieces. A few decades ago, the history 

painting Saint Pradexis appeared, which was attributed to Vermeer because it bears his 

signature, and the style of painting was reminiscent of his early history paintings. After the 

canvas was shown at the great Vermeer exhibition in 1995-1996 in The Hague and 

Washington, and art historians had a chance to study it closely, the piece was again written off 

as an authentic Vermeer. 

Another doubtful case for a long time was the painting Girl with a Flute in the National 

Gallery of Art in Washington. Like the Girl with the Red Hat from the same collection, it is, 



quite exceptionally, painted on wood. That is why the two panels have long been seen as 

pendants. But art historians continued to struggle with the quality differences between them. 

After extensive art-historical and material-technical research, the museum revealed in October 

2022 that Girl with a Flute was not painted by Vermeer but by an unknown artist from his 

studio. In fact, scans showed that the layers of paint were applied very differently from other 

paintings by Vermeer. Moreover, the assumption that this concerns a studio piece is new. Until 

now, it was assumed that Vermeer worked alone and that he had no apprentices or assistants. 

 

Somewhat Awkward 

The authenticity of the late painting Young Woman Seated at a Virginal from The Leiden 

Collection has been doubted for a long time. Extensive research has strengthened the 

attribution to Vermeer. But the performance still looks somewhat awkward compared to other 

Vermeers. The large, yellow shawl that the woman is wearing makes it seem as if her upper 

body’s anatomy is not correct. The rough way in which the folds of the canvas are painted has 

led one to doubt of its authenticity. Today, the conclusion is that although it is a Vermeer, 

another artist, perhaps after Vermeer’s death, added the yellow shawl. 

Remarkably enough, the experts at the Rijksmuseum have no doubt whatsoever about the 

authenticity of these three paintings. Therefore, they are featured in the exhibition as genuine 

Vermeers. When announcing the list of 28 pieces in November 2022, just a month after the 

National Gallery of Art in Washington had written off Girl with a Flute on scientific grounds, 

the museum claimed it is convinced they are genuine Vermeers. Why? Based on which 

research results, assumptions, and arguments does the Rijksmuseum reach this conclusion? 

Before writing this article, I posed these questions to the scientific staff. Even after repeated 

requests, the museum would not answer. 

 


