
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



 

 

ArtsLife 4/14/2025 Nicoletta Biglietti 

A restoration reveals Vermeer’s (perhaps) last work  

 

During its recent restoration, a rare painting by Johannes Vermeer, Young Woman Seated at a 

Virginal, revealed new secrets, redefining its dating and the Dutch artist’s creative process 

The work, carefully restored by restorer David Bull, is now on display in the exhibition “From 

Rembrandt to Vermeer: Masterpieces from the Leiden Collection” at the H’ART Museum in 

Amsterdam, representing the highlight of the exhibition. The painting is part of the celebrated 

collection by American entrepreneur Thomas Kaplan and has a long history of auctions, 

acquisitions, and numerous restorations. 

One intriguing aspect that emerged from the restoration is the discovery of feldspar particles 

between the paint layers, suggesting that the work was completed around 1670-72, when the 

artist was likely working in his Delft studio. These deposits, resulting from the production of 

local ceramics, were left in the Delft air, contributing to the dating of the painting and providing 

tangible evidence of the air pollution of the era. 

Revision of the timeline 

Over the centuries, the dating of the painting has been discussed among art critics. Until recently, 

it was thought to have been completed between 1670 and 1672. But the restoration led to a 

review of the timeline, with expert Arthur Wheelock, former curator of Washington’s National 

Gallery of Art, now suggesting that the work may have been finished between 1670 and 1675, 

just before the artist’s death. 

 

The restoration also revealed a significant detail: the yellow shawl that appears above the young 

woman’s bodice, which was likely added by Vermeer in 1675. This change may have been 

influenced by changes in women’s fashion, which emerged after the French invasion of the 

Netherlands in 1672. The shawl gives the figure a timeless, more classic look, which fits the 

ideal depiction of the female figure in the art of the time. 

Delicacy and mastery 

The restoration also revealed the painter’s delicacy and mastery of detail. The shading, 

shadows, and tonal composition are now much more evident, restoring the original effect of 



 

 

Vermeer’s work. The folds of the white satin dress are now better formed, while the red paints 

that altered the woman’s lips and brows have been removed, restoring a more natural and 

welcoming expression to the figure. 

The Young Woman Seated at a Virginal is the only one the 37 authentic Vermeer paintings held 

in private collections and, after being part of a historic Sotheby’s auction in 2004, was purchased 

by Kaplan, who had made a first offer, but saw the price soar to £16 million. After the painting 

was sold to Steve Wynn, the owner of a Vegas casino, Kaplan and his wife, Daphne Recanati, 

managed to purchase it in 2008, along with another important painting, Rembrandt’s Self-

Portrait with Shaded Eyes. 

Elegance of composition 

Today, Vermeer’s painting is protected by a Dutch black ebony frame, which better highlights 

the elegance of the composition than the carved, gold-tone French frame that used to hold it. 

Although the identity of the woman in the portrait remains unknown, it is assumed that she was 

someone Vermeer knew personally, as she appears relaxed and confident - perhaps a family 

member, friend, or model. With her face turned to the viewer, she seems to engage us in the 

scene, conveying an intimate and personal connection. 

With the new dating and revelations that emerged during the restoration, Young Woman Seated 

at a Virginal is now considered one of Vermeer’s final masterpieces: it may even be his last 

painting before his death in 1675, now finally visible in its most authentic form. 
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