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 Vol. 1: Hoaxes

 Han van Meegeren's Vermeers

 The Forger Who Fooled the Nazis

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"It is a wonderful moment in the life of a lover of art when he finds himself suddenly confronted with a hitherto unknown painting by a great master, untouched, on the original canvas, and without any restoration, just as it left the painter's studio. And what a picture!"

 — Abraham Bredius, The Burlington Magazine, November 1937
authenticating a painting made by Han van Meegeren



Chapter One
 The Wound

 The review appeared in the morning papers on a Tuesday in 1922, and Han van Meegeren read it at his kitchen table with a cigarette burning between his fingers. He had been waiting for it. The exhibition had run for three weeks at a reputable gallery in The Hague. The paintings — portraits and interiors executed with meticulous technical skill, in the manner of the old Dutch masters he had studied all his life — had attracted modest crowds and sold moderately well. He had allowed himself to hope.


The critic's verdict was brief and final. Van Meegeren, the reviewer observed, was a gifted technician who had produced "a sort of composite facsimile of the Renaissance school." He had "every virtue," the piece concluded, "except originality."


Van Meegeren put down the paper. He poured himself a glass of genever. It was not yet nine in the morning.


Henricus Antonius van Meegeren was born on 10 October 1889 in Deventer, a dignified provincial city in the eastern Netherlands, the third of five children of a French and history teacher who had no patience for art. From early childhood, Han drew obsessively — on the margins of schoolbooks, on the backs of receipts, on any flat surface his pencil could reach. His father's response was systematic discouragement. The elder van Meegeren's preferred punishment was to make his son write one hundred times: I know nothing, I am nothing, I am capable of nothing. Han copied the phrase until his hand cramped. He never forgot it.


The one adult who saw differently was Bartus Korteling, his drawing teacher at the Higher Burger School, a working painter in his sixties who had devoted his career to the techniques of the seventeenth-century Dutch masters. Korteling did not merely teach theory. He taught Han how to grind his own pigments, how to hold a badger-hair brush, how to observe the fall of light on a woman's face in the way that Vermeer had observed it — not as a fact but as an event, a moment of transformation. Under Korteling's influence, Han van Meegeren came to believe that the painters of the Dutch Golden Age had achieved something that the modern world could not surpass, and that the critics who praised abstraction and expressionism were not sophisticates but frauds.


He studied architecture at Delft under family pressure, excelled in the technical examinations, and won the university's Gold Medal in 1913 for a meticulous rendering of the interior of the Laurenskerk in Rotterdam. He never sat his final engineering exams. He moved to The Hague, married his fellow art student Anna de Voogt, had two children, and spent the next decade building a career as a portraitist and genre painter.


The career was not a failure, precisely. He attracted commission work, sold paintings, and was admitted to respected exhibiting societies. But success and recognition are different things, and what van Meegeren craved — with a ferocity that only deepened as the years passed — was recognition. He wanted the critics, those men who praised incompetent modern daubs as "revolutionary" while dismissing his immaculate panels as "derivative," to acknowledge that they had been wrong.


Instead, they kept calling him technically capable.


By the late 1920s, the marriage had collapsed. He was drinking from morning onward. He had launched and killed a monthly art journal, De Kemphaan, whose pages combined genuine technical criticism with the increasingly bitter anti-Semitic and anti-modernist rants of a man who felt the world had conspired against him. He had married again — an actress named Johanna Oerlemans, who would prove far more durable than her predecessor — and moved restlessly between The Hague and the south of France.


In 1932, van Meegeren packed his paints, his brushes, and his accumulated grievances, and moved with Johanna to a rented mansion in Roquebrune-Cap-Martin on the French Riviera. He had conceived a plan. It would take four years to execute.


The plan was simple in outline and extraordinary in its audacity: he would paint a Vermeer so perfect that the greatest living authority on Dutch Golden Age painting would authenticate it in print, in the most prestigious art journal in the world, and the painting would enter a national museum. At that point — and only at that point — van Meegeren would reveal what he had done.


He would do this not for money, though money would follow. He would do it for revenge.

 [image: Han van Meegeren in his Hague studio, 1928]Han van Meegeren at work in his Hague studio in 1928 — nine years before the Emmaus forgery. Critics called him technically brilliant but derivative. He was already planning his revenge.
 

Chapter Two
 The Kitchen Laboratory

 The mansion in Roquebrune was called Primavera. It had a walled garden, a sea view, and a large ground-floor room that van Meegeren converted into a studio. He kept fresh lilacs in a vase by the door. The smell of the flowers was important. Visitors needed to associate the chemical odors that sometimes drifted through the house with the flowers rather than with what van Meegeren was actually doing in the studio, which was conducting systematic scientific experiments in the fabrication of a three-hundred-year-old painting.


The central technical problem was hardness. Oil paint hardens through a process of polymerization that takes place over decades and centuries; a painting made in the 1630s has had three hundred years to cure into a surface as hard as stone. A painting made in 1936 has not. Experts who suspected a forgery routinely applied a cotton swab dampened with alcohol to the painted surface: genuine seventeenth-century paint resisted the alcohol completely; fresh oil paint, however old it appeared on the surface, would smear and dissolve. It was an elementary test, and it had defeated almost every forger who had ever tried to produce old master paintings.


Van Meegeren's solution came from chemistry. He replaced linseed oil — the traditional paint binder — with a synthetic phenol-formaldehyde resin called Bakelite, which had been commercially available since 1909. Dissolved in lilac oil (which also served to mask its chemical smell), Bakelite produced a paint medium that, when baked at approximately one hundred degrees Celsius for several hours, cured into a surface of irreversible hardness. It would survive the alcohol test. It would survive a knife blade. It would survive almost anything a suspicious dealer or museum conservator might subject it to.


The baking process created another problem. When a painted canvas is heated, it contracts; when it cools, it expands. These movements cause the paint surface to crack — a network of fine lines called craquelure that accumulates over centuries and is one of the most reliable visual markers of a genuine old painting. A forger who painted on a fresh canvas and baked it would produce an artificial crack network whose geometry would look wrong to a trained eye: too regular, too shallow, lacking the depth and variability of centuries of thermal stress.


Van Meegeren's solution was elegant. He did not use fresh canvases. He visited auction rooms and antique dealers and purchased obscure seventeenth-century Dutch paintings — minor genre scenes and portraits with no particular market value — and carefully removed their paint layers with pumice stone and water. The process required patience and a delicate touch: he was stripping away the painting on the surface while leaving intact the craquelure embedded in the ground layer underneath, and the canvas itself, which bore all the physical characteristics of genuine seventeenth-century linen.


When he painted his forgery onto this prepared canvas and baked it in his oven, the new paint was forced down into the existing cracks, which then opened as the canvas cooled, producing a surface whose crack structure matched the genuine, centuries-old pattern underneath. It was not a reproduction of aging: it was aging, preserved in the bones of the original canvas and transferred to the new surface.


His pigment selection was equally methodical. He ground his own colors from historical materials — genuine lapis lazuli (the only source of the vivid blue that characterized Vermeer's palette) sourced from a London supplier, white lead, cinnabar for vermilion, natural earth colors. He avoided every pigment that had been invented after 1700: no cobalt blue, no cadmium yellow, no zinc white. A chemical analysis of his paints would reveal a composition indistinguishable from the seventeenth century — or so he calculated.


After baking, he applied India ink to the craquelure, then carefully removed most of it, leaving deposits only in the deepest fissures exactly where centuries of accumulated grime and old varnish would naturally settle. He varnished the finished surface with compounds prepared from historical recipes. He aged the varnish. He examined the results under raking light, under ultraviolet, with a magnifying glass, trying to see what a suspicious expert would see.


He practiced for four years. A series of trial pieces — a Frans Hals, a Pieter de Hooch, a Gabriel Metsu — tested his techniques and allowed him to correct errors. His wife Johanna helped, grinding pigments and preparing solutions, serving as the practical intelligence that van Meegeren's increasingly impaired judgment sometimes lacked. By 1936, he was satisfied. The chemistry worked. The surfaces were hard. The craquelure was convincing. The pigments were authentic.


Now he needed a subject.


Van Meegeren's most consequential decision was not technical but intellectual. He did not copy an existing Vermeer. Copying a known work was the amateur's approach, always vulnerable to comparison with the original. Instead, he chose to supply a work that Vermeer might have painted — that experts, in fact, had been theorizing Vermeer must have painted — but for which no candidate had ever been found.


The art historical consensus of the 1930s held that Johannes Vermeer had begun his career under the influence of the Utrecht Caravaggists — Dutch painters who had studied under Caravaggio and brought his dramatic lighting and religious subjects back to the Netherlands. Most of Vermeer's known works were intimate domestic scenes: women reading letters, playing instruments, pouring milk. But scholars argued that there must have been an early religious period, perhaps inspired by a journey to Italy, of which no examples had survived. They had theorized about these lost paintings for decades. Van Meegeren decided to paint them.


He studied Caravaggio's compositions. He modeled his fake Vermeers on Caravaggio's spatial arrangements and dramatic chiaroscuro, then filtered them through a Dutch palette and Vermeer's characteristic diffuse, north-facing window light. He chose subjects from the New Testament: the disciples at Emmaus, the washing of feet, the blessing of Jacob. Large canvases. Religious figures. Caravaggio-inflected but unmistakably Dutch.


He was not, he had decided, going to give the experts what they had seen. He was going to give them what they had been hoping to find.

 [image: Han van Meegeren photographed in 1945]Van Meegeren photographed in 1945, the year of his arrest. Decades of heavy drinking, morphine dependency, and heavy smoking had left him visibly deteriorated — but the technical intelligence that had created the forgeries remained intact.
 

Chapter Three
 Every Inch a Vermeer

 Abraham Bredius was eighty-two years old when the painting arrived at his door in Monaco, and he had spent more than half a century as the world's foremost authority on Dutch Golden Age painting. He had been director of the Mauritshuis in The Hague for twenty years, acquiring masterpieces that still define that collection, including — with particular pride — Vermeer's Girl with a Pearl Earring. His 1935 catalogue of Rembrandt's paintings, listing 614 attributed works, was considered definitive. He had authenticated hundreds of disputed attributions. His word, on a question of Dutch seventeenth-century painting, carried the weight of a final verdict.


The painting had been brought to Bredius in September 1937 by an Amsterdam lawyer named Gerard Boon, who presented himself as the representative of a Dutch family living in Italy. The family, Boon explained, had owned the work for generations; they were now in financial difficulty under the Fascist government and urgently needed to sell. They wished to keep the matter quiet. Boon unrolled the canvas and set it before the old man in his Monaco study.


Bredius stood. He sat down again. He brought his magnifying glass. He came close and went back. He looked at it for a long time in silence.


What he saw was a large canvas — approximately one meter by one and a quarter — depicting the supper at Emmaus, the biblical episode from Luke in which the risen Christ appears to two disciples and is recognized at the moment of breaking bread. The composition was Caravaggio-esque in its dramatic lighting and spatial depth, but the palette was unmistakably Dutch, the light falling with Vermeer's characteristic diffuse radiance. The faces were strange, almost archaic — the disciples heavy-featured, the Christ figure otherworldly and serene. The paint surface was hard, the craquelure deep and authentic, the canvas aged.


He had been waiting for a painting like this his entire career. The religious early Vermeer — the work from the hypothetical Italian journey — had been missing from the catalogue for decades, theorized but unconfirmed. And here, before him, in his study in Monaco, was a large biblical Vermeer on a genuine seventeenth-century canvas with genuine seventeenth-century pigments, untouched and unrestored.


Bredius published his authentication in the November 1937 issue of The Burlington Magazine, the most prestigious English-language art journal in the world, in an article titled "A New Vermeer." His prose was rapturous, his certainty absolute:


"It is a wonderful moment in the life of a lover of art when he finds himself suddenly confronted with a hitherto unknown painting by a great master, untouched, on the original canvas, and without any restoration, just as it left the painter's studio! And what a picture!"


He singled out the loaf of bread on the table — the highlight on its crust reminded him, he wrote, of the bread in Vermeer's Milkmaid. This specialist observation, drawn from decades of intimate familiarity with the corpus, seemed to him to confirm what his eye had already told him. A forger would not get that detail right. Only Vermeer could have painted it.


The phrase most quoted afterward: every inch a Vermeer.


The Rembrandt Society — a Dutch association dedicated to acquiring masterpieces for Dutch national collections — convened in urgency. The Burlington Magazine authentication by Bredius made the work impossible to ignore. A fundraising effort was organized. The Rotterdam shipowner Willem van der Vorm contributed substantially. The painting was purchased for 520,000 to 550,000 Dutch guilders — approximately three hundred thousand American dollars at 1938 exchange rates — and donated to Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam, where the director Dirk Hannema, a passionate champion of Vermeer who had overseen the museum's move into its new building in 1935, received it with barely contained excitement.


The Supper at Emmaus went on public display in the museum's principal gallery. Thousands came to see it. Scholars wrote papers about it. It was discussed as one of the most significant art discoveries of the century.


In his villa in Roquebrune, Han van Meegeren received his share of the purchase price and waited. The confession — the revelation that would expose the critics, humiliate the experts, and vindicate his life's work — hovered just out of reach. He kept waiting. The guilders arrived. He bought a larger villa. He ordered fine wine and Delft porcelain and eighteenth-century furniture.


He kept waiting.


And then the world changed.


On 10 May 1940, German forces crossed the Dutch border. The Netherlands fell in five days. The occupation began. Bredius's Monaco study was far away. The Rotterdam museum was under German administration. The art market, which had operated under a kind of gentlemen's agreement, was now operating under the Reichsmarschall's representatives. The confession that van Meegeren had imagined making — the triumphant press conference, the academic papers overturned, the critics humiliated — suddenly seemed both impossible and irrelevant.


Instead, van Meegeren began to paint again. He had not finished what he had started. He had found something more compelling than revenge.


He had found that he could not stop.

 [image: The Supper at Emmaus, van Meegeren's first major forgery (1936–37)]The Supper at Emmaus, painted by Han van Meegeren between 1936 and 1937. Abraham Bredius called it "every inch a Vermeer" in The Burlington Magazine in November 1937. It sold for 520,000 guilders and hung in Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen for years as a national treasure.
 

Chapter Four
 The Wartime Vermeers

 The occupation transformed the Dutch art market with brutal efficiency. German officials and Nazi-connected buyers flooded the Netherlands, eager to acquire cultural property at coerced prices or simply by confiscation. Jewish collections were seized. Galleries were pressured. Dealers who wanted to remain in business found themselves navigating a market whose rules had been entirely rewritten.


For van Meegeren, the occupation created a paradox: the market conditions that made continued forgery more dangerous also made it far more lucrative. The wartime buyers — Dutch collectors desperate to convert cash into hard assets, German officials who lacked the expertise to authenticate what they were purchasing — were less rigorous than the peacetime art establishment. The absence of the major international auction houses and the disruption of scholarly networks meant that provenance could not be verified and independent expert opinion was difficult to obtain.


Van Meegeren, by 1940, was a different man from the one who had moved to Roquebrune in 1932. The careful, patient chemist who had spent four years preparing a single painting had given way to someone more desperate and more reckless. He was drinking heavily — genever from morning until late in the night. He had developed an addiction to a morphine-based sleeping preparation, and his days were organized around the management of these competing dependencies. He smoked constantly: cigarettes, cigars, and reportedly pipes of opium. His physical condition was deteriorating.


But his hand had not failed him, and the Bakelite process still worked.


Between 1940 and 1943, van Meegeren produced a series of wartime forgeries that dwarfed the Emmaus in financial scale. The paintings came faster now — less preparation, less agonizing over details, less attention to the subtleties that had made the Emmaus genuinely convincing. They were sold through a network of dealers and intermediaries, moving through the wartime art market at prices that seemed improbable even at the time.


The Head of Christ, painted in 1940 and 1941, sold to the Rotterdam industrialist D. G. van Beuningen for between 400,000 and 475,000 guilders. The Last Supper II, completed the following year, sold to van Beuningen for 1,600,000 guilders — more than three times the price of the Emmaus. The Blessing of Jacob went to the collector Willem van der Vorm for 1,270,000 guilders. The Washing of the Feet — a large canvas that van Meegeren himself considered among his better wartime work — was purchased by the Dutch state for between 1,250,000 and 1,300,000 guilders and eventually placed in the Rijksmuseum.


These were staggering sums. Total receipts from his wartime forgeries exceeded seven million guilders — tens of millions of dollars in today's value. Van Meegeren spent the money as fast as it arrived: on properties across the Netherlands, on antiques, on paintings (genuine ones, this time), on food, on drink, on the maintenance of a lifestyle that several properties and a household staff required.


And then came Göring.


Christ with the Woman Taken in Adultery was painted between 1941 and 1942 — a large biblical canvas depicting the moment from the Gospel of John in which the scribes and Pharisees bring before Christ a woman accused of adultery and ask whether she should be stoned according to Mosaic law. Christ bends toward the ground. The accusing figures loom. Light falls from an unseen window. The composition is Caravaggio's, the palette is seventeenth-century Dutch, and the Bakelite binder has made the surface hard as rock.


The painting was sold through Alois Miedl, a German banker and art dealer connected to the Nazi acquisition networks, to Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring — commander of the Luftwaffe, president of the Reichstag, and the man designated as Hitler's successor. The price was 1,650,000 guilders. The payment took a form that would later complicate van Meegeren's legal defense considerably: Göring did not pay in cash. He exchanged approximately 137 Dutch paintings — most of them looted from Jewish collectors and Dutch institutions — for the supposed Vermeer.


Göring, who maintained meticulous records of his art transactions, was delighted with his acquisition. He genuinely believed he had obtained a Dutch national masterpiece — a Vermeer, one of the rarest and most desirable paintings in the world — for his personal collection at Carinhall, his vast estate north of Berlin. He hung it with pride. In August 1943, as Allied bombing intensified over Germany, he transferred the collection to an Austrian salt mine at Alt Aussee for safekeeping, alongside thousands of other pieces of looted artwork.


In his diary, Göring noted the acquisition with satisfaction.


In his house in Amsterdam, van Meegeren was running short of Nemiroff. He sent a servant to the pharmacist and poured another glass of genever, and the 137 paintings that had belonged to Jewish families who had been taken east by the Reich were somewhere in a warehouse, and the kitchen oven stood cold in the corner, and outside the canals of Amsterdam reflected an occupied sky.

 [image: Hermann Göring, frontal portrait, 1946]Hermann Göring, Reichsmarschall and second in the Nazi hierarchy, photographed in 1946 during the Nuremberg trials. He exchanged approximately 137 looted paintings for van Meegeren's fake Vermeer, Christ with the Woman Taken in Adultery. He believed it was one of the finest paintings in the world.
 

Chapter Five
 The Arrest

 The Allied forces entered the Alt Aussee salt mine in the Austrian mountains in May 1945 and found approximately 6,750 works of art stored in the tunnels: Michelangelo's Bruges Madonna, Jan van Eyck's Ghent Altarpiece, Vermeer's The Astronomer — and, catalogued in Göring's meticulous inventory, a Vermeer called Christ with the Woman Taken in Adultery, acquired in 1942 from a Dutch source through an intermediary named Alois Miedl.


The art recovery officers began the work of tracing provenance. Miedl, when questioned, pointed to Amsterdam. The trail led to a minor art dealer named Rienstra van Strijvesande, who led investigators to the man who had brought him the painting — Han van Meegeren, a Dutch painter who lived in an exceptionally large and well-furnished house in the Keizersgracht district of Amsterdam.


On the morning of 29 May 1945, three weeks after the German surrender, a detachment of the Dutch Field Security Service knocked on van Meegeren's door. He opened it in his dressing gown. He was fifty-five years old, overweight, and visibly unwell — the morphine and the alcohol and the decades of heavy smoking had done their quiet work. He did not seem surprised to see them.


The charges were severe. The investigators believed — the entire art world believed — that van Meegeren had sold a Dutch national treasure to Hermann Göring. The painting was attributed to Vermeer by the greatest living authority on Dutch painting, authenticated in The Burlington Magazine, acquired by a legal chain of dealers and intermediaries who had accepted its Vermeer attribution without question. Selling it to the enemy — to the man who had commanded the Luftwaffe bombers that had leveled Rotterdam — could be construed as an act of cultural treason. In the immediate postwar Netherlands, such charges could carry the death penalty.


Van Meegeren was taken to the Weteringschans prison. He was permitted his cigarettes. He sat in his cell and thought.


For six weeks, he said nothing. The investigation proceeded without him, building a case around the paper trail of the sale — the intermediaries, the letters, the receipts. The case was becoming solid. The collaboration charge, if it proceeded to court, would be very difficult to refute: the documents showed that van Meegeren had sold a Vermeer to Göring, and he had accepted looted paintings as payment.


On 12 July 1945, van Meegeren asked to speak to his interrogators. He was brought from his cell to an interview room. He sat down, lit a cigarette, and told them that they had made a fundamental error.


The painting he had sold to Göring, he said, was not a Vermeer. It was a painting he had made himself, in his studio, using synthetic resin and historical pigments, baked in an oven. So was the Supper at Emmaus, currently hanging with great reverence in Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. So were The Washing of the Feet, The Last Supper, The Blessing of Jacob, and every other Vermeer that had passed through his hands in the previous eight years.


He had not betrayed his country. He had swindled a Nazi.


The response was disbelief — and not the fleeting disbelief of surprise, but the settled disbelief of professional certainty. The investigating officers convened a committee of art experts. The committee examined the paintings. Their verdict: the works were genuine Vermeers. Whatever van Meegeren claimed, whatever his motives for claiming it, the paintings themselves were not forgeries.


It was the most absurd position in which any criminal defendant had ever found himself: the man in the dock, desperately trying to convince the court that he was guilty of a lesser crime, and the court refusing to believe him.


Van Meegeren had one remaining option. He had to prove it.

 [image: Van Meegeren's Emmaus on display, examined by experts]Han van Meegeren's Supper at Emmaus being examined. When van Meegeren confessed that every Vermeer he had sold — including this canvas — was his own work, the art experts refused to believe him. They were convinced by Bredius's authentication that the paintings were genuine.
 

Chapter Six
 Painting for His Life

 The permission came in late July 1945. Van Meegeren would be provided with a suitable canvas, his own painting materials, and a private room under the continuous supervision of court-appointed witnesses. He would paint a new Vermeer, from start to finish, in front of witnesses. If the result was convincing — convincing to the experts who had declared the existing paintings authentic — his confession would be accepted.


He chose the subject himself: Jesus Among the Doctors, depicting the young Christ in the temple, disputing with the scribes and teachers who had failed to understand him. It was a subject Vermeer had never painted. It required no copying, no careful study of an existing composition. It required van Meegeren to be himself — or rather, to be the version of Vermeer that he had spent four years becoming.


He worked in a guarded room in his house on the Keizersgracht — the same house bought with the proceeds of the forgeries, whose antiques and paintings and chandeliers were evidence of the money he had made. Court-appointed witnesses sat in the room and watched. Journalists were permitted to photograph the sessions. The whole thing had the quality of a public exhibition, which in some sense it was.


Van Meegeren prepared his canvases and his Bakelite-bound paints as he had prepared them in Roquebrune a decade earlier. He set up his oven. He ground his pigments. His hands shook — the morphine, the alcohol, the general deterioration of his health — but when he placed brush to canvas, the tremor seemed to stop. The painting proceeded.


He worked for several months. The witnesses observed, made notes, were occasionally photographed. Experts who visited the studio and examined the work in progress found themselves in a dilemma that became more acute as the painting advanced: the thing on the easel looked unmistakably like a Vermeer.


The court also called upon the Belgian chemist Paul Coremans, director of the Chemical Laboratory of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, to conduct a systematic scientific analysis of the forgeries. Coremans was thorough and methodical. He took samples from the paint layers of the existing wartime Vermeers and analyzed their chemical composition. His principal finding was simple and decisive: the paint binder in the forgeries contained phenol-formaldehyde resin — specifically, Bakelite. Bakelite was not patented until 1909. Its presence in a painting attributed to the 1630s was chemically impossible.


A second finding came from X-ray radiography. When investigators X-rayed van Meegeren's Last Supper, they found beneath the painted surface a hunting scene attributed to a minor Dutch painter named A. Hondius — the original work on the scraped canvas that van Meegeren had used as his base. The genuine seventeenth-century canvas was there; the genuine seventeenth-century craquelure was there; but the painting on top of it had been made in the twentieth century by a man with a kitchen oven and a supplier of lapis lazuli in London.


Expert opinion began, slowly and with great reluctance, to shift.


Dirk Hannema, the director of Museum Boijmans who had acquired the Emmaus and exhibited it for years, refused to accept the conclusions. He examined the evidence, listened to the expert testimony, considered the chemical findings, and maintained his conviction that the Emmaus was genuine. It was not willful blindness exactly — it was something more complicated and more human: the refusal to accept that the object around which a significant portion of his professional life had been organized was something other than what he had believed it to be.


Abraham Bredius, who had written every inch a Vermeer in The Burlington Magazine eight years earlier, was not able to maintain any conviction of any kind. He had died in March 1946, in his Monaco study, never knowing that the discovery he had called the greatest moment of a lover of art's life had been made in a kitchen in Roquebrune by a bitter man with a bottle of Bakelite and a grudge against the critics.


He died, as far as anyone knows, still believing it.

 [image: Han van Meegeren at work under police supervision, 1945]Van Meegeren at work under court supervision in 1945, demonstrating his forgery techniques to prove his confession. He painted Jesus Among the Doctors using the same Bakelite-bound paints and oven-baking method that had produced the Emmaus eight years earlier.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Trial

 The trial of Han van Meegeren opened on 29 October 1947 in Room 4 of the Regional Court in Amsterdam, and the city was paying attention in a way that Amsterdam rarely pays attention to criminal proceedings. The occupation had ended two years earlier. The Netherlands was rebuilding — physically, economically, psychologically — and the question of collaboration with the German occupiers remained raw and unresolved. Thousands of Dutch citizens faced prosecution; some had already been executed. The moral accounting of the occupation years was underway, and it was painful.


Into this atmosphere, van Meegeren's case arrived with the peculiar force of a story that seemed to answer a need. Here was a Dutchman who had — according to the version being carefully shaped by his lawyers and his own considerable gift for self-presentation — not collaborated with the German occupiers but swindled them. He had taken from Hermann Göring the looted property of Dutch Jews and given him, in return, worthless canvas. The Reichsmarschall, connoisseur of stolen masterpieces, had been tricked by a Dutch painter into parting with his loot in exchange for a painting made of Bakelite and baked in an oven.


The public found this narrative intoxicating.


A Dutch opinion poll conducted during the trial placed van Meegeren second in national popularity — behind only the prime minister and slightly ahead of Prince Bernhard, husband of the heir to the throne. Outside the courthouse on the days when van Meegeren appeared, crowds gathered. When he emerged — small, pale, visibly ill, wearing a good suit — he was greeted with something approaching cheers.


The collaboration charges had already been dropped by the time the trial began, following the scientific findings of Paul Coremans and the successful completion of Jesus Among the Doctors. The paintings were forgeries; selling forgeries to Germans was fraud, not cultural treason. The prosecution now proceeded on two counts: forgery and fraud.


Van Meegeren presented himself at trial with the assistance of his lawyer, Hendrick Klein, as a misunderstood artist driven to desperate measures by the systematic cruelty of the critical establishment. He described the years of study, the experiments with Bakelite, the long preparation of the Emmaus. He was specific, knowledgeable, and convincing. When asked why he had continued forging after the initial success, he gave answers that ranged from financial necessity to the intoxication of the game to a vague allusion to personal compulsion that the audience found sympathetic.


What he did not discuss at trial — and what his lawyers took considerable care to keep out of the proceedings — was the substance of his wartime conduct. The 137 paintings that Göring had traded for the fake Vermeer were not abstractions: they were works seized from Jewish collections, taken from families who had been deported and murdered, stripped from Dutch museums under occupation law. Van Meegeren had accepted this payment knowingly. He had continued to sell forgeries through wartime networks that were connected to the occupation apparatus. His villa in Amsterdam had been stocked with antiques and paintings while the city starved.


The public did not wish to hear this. The story of the man who swindled Göring was better.


Public prosecutor H. A. Wassenbergh demanded two years' imprisonment. On 12 November 1947, the Fourth Chamber of the Amsterdam Regional Court found Han van Meegeren guilty on both counts. The sentence was one year — the minimum.


The crowd outside cheered.


Van Meegeren shook his lawyer's hand. He looked, by all accounts, exhausted and somehow relieved. The verdict was manageable. The public loved him. His legitimate paintings — the ones he had spent decades failing to sell — were now in demand at prices he could never have imagined. Americans wanted to meet the man who had swindled Göring. The story had resolved itself, more or less, in his favor.


He had fourteen days to file an appeal. Fourteen days to decide whether to accept one year in prison or to fight the conviction and risk a harsher sentence.


On the fourteenth day — 26 November 1947 — Han van Meegeren suffered a massive heart attack and was taken to the Valeriuskliniek hospital in Amsterdam. He never left it. He suffered a second heart attack on 29 December and died the following day, 30 December 1947, at the age of fifty-eight. He had not served a single day of his sentence.


The morning papers ran his picture on the front page. In the photograph, taken a few weeks before his death, he is sitting in his kitchen, painting. He looks focused. He looks, under the circumstances, almost happy.

 [image: Han van Meegeren during his trial proceedings, October 1945]Han van Meegeren photographed during the legal proceedings that would eventually lead to his trial in October 1947. The collaboration charges were dropped after his forgery was confirmed scientifically; he was tried instead for fraud.
 

Chapter Eight
 What Makes a Vermeer

 Twenty years after van Meegeren's death, scientists at Carnegie Mellon University applied a new technique to several of the suspected forgeries. The technique was called lead-210 dating. It worked by measuring the radioactive decay of polonium-210 — a decay product of lead-210, which itself decays from radium-226 naturally present in lead ore. When lead is smelted for paint pigment, most of the radium is removed. From that moment, the lead-210 present in the fresh white lead begins to decay with a half-life of approximately twenty-two years.


In a genuine seventeenth-century painting, three hundred years of decay would have reduced the lead-210 to essentially nothing — a barely measurable radioactive signal. In a painting made in the 1930s, the lead-210 would still be substantially present. The technique could date the manufacture of white lead pigment to within a few decades.


Applied to van Meegeren's forgeries, the lead-210 analysis was unambiguous. The white lead in his paints had been manufactured in the twentieth century. The paintings could not be from the seventeenth century. They were modern works that had been made to look ancient, and the bones of the old canvases that had fooled the physical inspection had not fooled the physics.


This settled, definitively and scientifically, what had already been settled legally and by Paul Coremans's Bakelite analysis. Van Meegeren's forgeries were forgeries. The case was closed.


And yet the questions it raised have not been closed, and may not be closeable.


Abraham Bredius had spent five decades developing the capacity to recognize a Vermeer. He had held more Dutch Golden Age paintings in his hands than perhaps any other human being. He had acquired Girl with a Pearl Earring for the Mauritshuis. He had catalogued Rembrandt. When he stood before the Emmaus in his Monaco study, every tool of expertise he possessed — the trained eye, the accumulated memory, the professional judgment refined over a career — told him he was looking at a Vermeer. He was wrong. What does this mean for expertise?


One answer is that expertise is vulnerable to what it most desires. Bredius had spent his career hoping to find the religious early Vermeer that the scholarly community had theorized must exist. When van Meegeren offered him one, Bredius found what he was looking for — because he had been looking for it. His expertise, which should have made him more rigorous, made him more susceptible. He knew too much about what a religious early Vermeer should look like; and what van Meegeren had made looked exactly like it should look.


A second answer is that connoisseurship — the trained eye's subjective assessment of brushwork and style and palette — has no objective anchor. Van Meegeren had spent four years studying Vermeer's technique with a chemist's precision and a forger's obsessiveness. He understood, at a practical level, what made Vermeer's surfaces look the way they looked. When he reproduced those surfaces, the connoisseur's eye had nothing to disagree with. The forgery was not a copy of a Vermeer; it was the application of Vermeer's methods, producing results that met the criteria by which Vermeers were recognized.


Dirk Hannema died in 1984, still refusing to accept that the Emmaus was a forgery. It is tempting to call this mere stubbornness. But Hannema had staked his professional identity on the painting's authenticity. He had organized the acquisition, defended it in print, and built part of his reputation around it. To accept that it was fake was to accept a version of his own past in which he had been comprehensively deceived by a Dutchman with a kitchen oven. This is not a thing that everyone can do.


The philosopher Nelson Goodman used the van Meegeren case to argue that the history of production of an artwork is constitutive of its identity — that the Emmaus is not a Vermeer not because it looks different from a Vermeer, but because Vermeer did not paint it. A perfect copy, on this view, is not the same thing as an original, not because it looks different but because it is different: a different object, with a different history, a different set of relationships with the world. Authenticity is not a property of surfaces. It is a property of origins.


Others have argued the opposite: that aesthetic experience is what matters, and that a painting which produces the same experience as a Vermeer — which moves the viewer, which embodies the craft, which rewards attention — is in some meaningful sense equivalent to a Vermeer. If no one could tell the difference, what is the difference?


Van Meegeren himself had a simpler answer. He had painted the paintings. He knew they were his. The fact that Bredius had called them Vermeers and museums had hung them in their galleries of national treasures was not evidence of Vermeer's greatness; it was evidence of van Meegeren's skill. And his skill, which had been dismissed as mere technical facility by critics who could not recognize it when they saw it attributed to someone else — that skill had proven itself in the most demanding test imaginable.


The Supper at Emmaus hangs today in storage at Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, not on display. The Washing of the Feet is in the Rijksmuseum. Christ with the Woman Taken in Adultery — the painting that Göring acquired with 137 looted works — is in Museum de Fundatie in Zwolle, where Hannema's collection eventually came to rest. The forgeries that fooled a nation occupy the same buildings as the masterpieces they imitated, separated now by a knowledge that their surfaces never betrayed.


Van Meegeren set out to prove that the critics were wrong about him. He succeeded — but only under a pseudonym, and the pseudonym was a dead man who had been in the ground for two centuries, and the critics who had validated his work never knew whose work they were validating, and he died before he could explain it to them.


The plan had worked. It had also, in the way that plans usually work when driven by obsession rather than wisdom, achieved something entirely different from what its architect had intended.


He had wanted recognition. What he had gotten was a kind of fame — the fame of a man who had done something extraordinary and could only tell the world about it in the dock, on trial for fraud, with everything already spent and the oven cold and the lilacs long since wilted on the studio shelf.

 [image: Jesus Among the Doctors, painted by van Meegeren as proof of his forgery skills]Jesus Among the Doctors, painted by van Meegeren in 1945 under court supervision to prove that he could produce convincing Vermeers. The painting was executed using his own techniques: Bakelite binder, historically authentic pigments, seventeenth-century canvas, oven-baked to hardness.
 

Timeline

 10 October 1889 — Han van Meegeren born in Deventer, Netherlands.

 1907 — Enrolls at Delft University of Technology to study architecture under family pressure.

 8 January 1913 — Wins the Gold Medal from Delft for his detailed rendering of the interior of the Laurenskerk in Rotterdam.

 1913 — Abandons architecture; enrolls at the art school in The Hague.

 April 1928 – March 1930 — Publishes De Kemphaan, a monthly art journal mixing legitimate criticism with anti-modernist and anti-Semitic rhetoric.

 1932 — Moves with wife Johanna Oerlemans to Villa Primavera in Roquebrune-Cap-Martin, France. Begins four years of technical preparation for forgery, experimenting with Bakelite binder, historical pigments, and aged canvases.

 1936–37 — Paints The Supper at Emmaus on an authentic seventeenth-century canvas, using Bakelite-bound paints and an oven-baking technique to produce a convincingly aged surface.

 September 1937 — Amsterdam lawyer C. A. Boon presents the Emmaus to Abraham Bredius in Monaco. Bredius authenticates it as a masterpiece of Johannes Vermeer.

 November 1937 — Bredius publishes his authentication in The Burlington Magazine under the title "A New Vermeer," calling it "every inch a Vermeer."

 1938 — The Rembrandt Society purchases the Emmaus for 520,000–550,000 guilders. Donated to Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam, where it is exhibited as a national treasure.

 10 May 1940 — Germany invades the Netherlands. The occupation begins.

 1940–43 — Van Meegeren produces a series of wartime "Vermeers" sold through Dutch art dealers: The Head of Christ, The Last Supper II, The Blessing of Jacob, The Washing of the Feet. Total receipts exceed seven million guilders.

 1941–42 — Van Meegeren paints Christ with the Woman Taken in Adultery.

 1942–43 — The painting is sold through dealer Alois Miedl to Hermann Göring for 1,650,000 guilders. Göring trades approximately 137 looted Dutch paintings in exchange.

 25 August 1943 — Göring transfers his collection, including the fake Vermeer, to the Alt Aussee salt mine in Austria for wartime safekeeping.

 May 1945 — Allied forces recover Göring's collection from Alt Aussee. Provenance investigation traces the fake Vermeer back to van Meegeren in Amsterdam.

 29 May 1945 — Van Meegeren arrested in Amsterdam on charges of fraud and collaboration with the enemy.

 12 July 1945 — Van Meegeren confesses that every Vermeer he sold was his own forgery. Art experts refuse to believe him.

 July–December 1945 — Under court supervision, van Meegeren paints Jesus Among the Doctors using his own techniques, to prove his confession. Chemical analysis by Paul Coremans identifies Bakelite in the existing forgeries.

 13 March 1946 — Abraham Bredius dies in Monaco, never knowing he had been deceived.

 29 October 1947 — Trial opens in Amsterdam on charges of forgery and fraud. Collaboration charges have been dropped.

 12 November 1947 — Van Meegeren found guilty and sentenced to one year in prison. He is ranked second in a national popularity poll.

 26 November 1947 — Van Meegeren suffers a heart attack. Hospitalized.

 30 December 1947 — Han van Meegeren dies in Amsterdam, age 58, without serving a day of his sentence.

 1967 — Scientists at Carnegie Mellon University apply lead-210 dating to van Meegeren's forgeries, definitively confirming their twentieth-century origin.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Han van Meegeren's Vermeers is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; some scene detail and dialogue are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***
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 This book is part of Vol. 1: Hoaxes in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.
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