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Greetings 

You will all be aware that the Spring Church Exhibition (albeit late Spring) 
planned for June has been cancelled. And our workshop planned for March was 
another casualty of these troubled times. 

Disappointing as it is, especially with the knowledge that deliverance is just 
around the corner, it would be foolish of me to embark on an undertaking that would 
risk the health of anyone, and I have no intention of pandering to the traditionally 
held observance of April 1st. 

The same cannot be said, however, of the individuals 
associated with Vermeer’s masterpiece “Woman 
reading Music”: A depiction of a 17th century interior 
where a young girl reads a sheet of music. 

The artist takes particular care over the highlights in 
her pearl earing and necklace. A work by no other than 
the unmistakable 17th century master from Delph, 
Johannes Vermeer. 

Wrong…… April fool! 

The picture is by one of the most celebrated hoaxers of 
the 20th century, Henricus Antonius ‘Han’ van 
Meegeren. 

Meegeren was born in 1889 to middle class parents in the Dutch provincial city of 
Deventer. From an early age he felt derided by his father, who showed him no 
encouragement, and often forced him to write 100 times – “I know nothing, I am 
nothing, I am capable of nothing”. He also forbade his son’s artistic development, 
insisting instead that he study architecture. 

However, whilst at high school, Meegeren met teacher and artist Bartus 
Korteling, who became his mentor. Korteling had been inspired by Vermeer, and 
showed Meegeren how Vermeer had manufactured his colours. 

Meegeren progressed to study architecture, drawing and painting at technical 
college in Delph, the home town of Vermeer. 

By 1913 he has given up architectural studies, in favour of his artistic 
inclinations at the art school in The Hague, where he received the prestigious Gold 
Medal awarded to the student who created the best work. Having completed the 
diploma examination at the Royal Academy of Art in The Hague, he was qualified to 
teach. 

In order to supplement his income, he painted posters and pictures for the 
commercial art trade, including Holland’s best-selling Christmas card – “The Deer”. 



His first legitimate copies were painted in 1923. The similarities to those of the 
Old Masters began to attract much criticism from the Dutch art critics. It was said 
that his gift was limited to copying other artist’s work. One critic commented – “a 
gifted technician who has every virtue except originality”. 

Meegeren felt that his genius had not been recognised, and raged against the 
art community, at which point he lost any sympathy he may have received from the 
critics. He set out to prove them all wrong and determined to produce work which 
would rival any of the Dutch Masters. 

He began preparations for the ultimate forgery, in order to deceive his critics. 
Between 1932 and 1937 he defined the chemical processes that would be required 
to create the perfect fake Vermeer. 

He bought authentic 17th century canvasses and mixed his own paint from raw 
materials, (lapis lazuli, white lead and indigo), using old formulas. 

He even made his own badger hair paintbrushes similar to those that Vermeer 
was known to have used. 

He also applied Bakelite, causing the paint to harden prematurely, and after 
completion of the works, artificially aged them by 300 years in an oven for several 
hours. 

It took Meegeren 6 years to perfect these techniques, but eventually he was 
satisfied with the result on both an artistic and deceptive level. 

One of his trial paintings was the selected fake 
Vermeer “Woman Reading Music” after Vermeer’s 
“Woman in Blue Reading a Letter” – shown here. He 
did not sell this painting. 

Vermeer was not particularly well known until the 
beginning of the 20th century, although his work was 
valuable and scare as only 35 pieces had survived. 

Producing a “lost” Vermeer would be relatively easy for 
Meegeren, as comparisons would be difficult to achieve 
for authentication purposes. 

Also, ingeniously, he invented a “new kind of Vermeer”. 

His first target was the renowned Vermeer scholar  
Abraham Bredius. To fool Bredius, he created “The Supper at Emmaus”, which was 
to be acclaimed not only as a great “lost” Vermeer, but shed new light on the 
Master’s career, a cunning divergence by Meegeren, from the genre scenes for 
which Vermeer was known. 

Bredius found in the new painting “a new depth of feeling, such as found in no other 
work of his (Vermeer)”. 

The deceit had worked – spectacularly. There were dissenting voices but 
Bredius was held in such high regard that his view prevailed. The painting was 
purchased by the Rembrandt Society for around £4 million at today’s prices. 

Meegeren created more than half a dozen fake Vermeers in the 1930’s and 
1940’s, successfully passing them off as the real thing, having uncovered a series of 
“lost” masterpieces. 



He became very rich in the process and owned 52 houses and 15 country 
mansions, amassing a fortune that would amount to £30 million today, by duping the 
Dutch art establishment and Government. 

The deception was only uncovered when Meegeren was put on trial after the 
war for the treasonable offence of selling his nation’s cultural treasures to the Nazis. 

In 1942 Hermann Goering was so keen to acquire one of these “lost” 
paintings, that in exchange for it he gave Meegeren 137 looted paintings that Hitler’s 
troops had pillaged from the museums of Northern Europe. 

After the war the painting was discovered when the allied forces found it along 
with 6,750 other pieces of artwork in Goering’s collection hidden in an Austrian salt 
mine, and was traced back to Meegeren. 

He was arrested and charged with aiding and abetting the enemy.  His 
defence took the form of a confession. 

Goering’s picture was not, he told his stunned inquisitors at his trial, a jewel in 
the crown of Dutch Heritage: It was a forgery. He had painted it himself, as he had 
painted all the “lost Vermeers” that had been through his hands. To prove it, he 
knocked one up in the courtroom! 

The collaboration charges were dropped, and he was found guilty of the lesser 
charge of forgery and fraud, and was sentenced to a minimal one year in prison. 

Meegeren became a national hero, who successfully fooled the art world and 
Goering himself. 

He didn’t survive long enough to reap the rewards of his popularity, and died 
of a heart attack on 30th Decenber 1947 aged 58, before serving a single day of his 
sentence. He even fooled them out of that. 

Posthumously, Meegeren’s forgeries have been exhibited around the world 
and his forgeries have also been forged! 

“Woman Reading Music” is currently on display at the Rijksmuseum. 

Another Meegeren fake, “The Procuress” is exhibited at the Courtauld Institute 
in London. 

 

Membership – Currently 56 

A recruitment drive is underway by resuming contact with past members whose 
affiliation with the society is sorely missed: not least because of their artistic input, 
and, also to the wider community via the advert I have submitted to Retford Life and 
their associated publications, as you will find in this month’s issues. We can but try, 
although I am fully aware that joining may only be an attractive proposition during 
the second half of the year. 

 

Sketching Group 

A sketching group has been arranged to meet up at 10am in the Market Square 
Retford on 15th April. The rule of 6 will apply, although face coverings will not be 
obligatory. There is no fee and is open to everyone. 



Please register your interest with Margaret Harrod 07773956313 or Retford art 
Society website. 

 

Sad farewell 

Lovely lady, ex committee and long term member, Ann Blagg, passed away 9th 
March 2021. 

 

Stay safe 

 

Mick 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


