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L
ebanese people impatiently await
snow every year to kick-start winter
tourism nationwide, only to secure

considerable earnings amid the long-last-
ing economic crisis experienced by the

country. Lebanon’s mountains are now
snow-covered as a several-day-long cold
storm has hit this Arab country, sending
snow 600 meters above sea level, accord-
ing to forecasters. Lebanese people happi-

ly welcomed the “white general, just as
being described in Lebanon, as a heavenly
gift to ease out the reflections of the stran-
gling living crisis in the country. — KUNA

T
he Dutch master Johannes Vermeer
himself never got the chance to see
so many of his paintings in the same

place. Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum has
brought together 28 of Vermeer’s luminous
masterpieces from around the world, in the
largest-ever exhibition of the 17th century
artist’s works. Curators hope the block-
buster show, featuring some three-quarters
of his modest output of around 35 paint-
ings, will also shed light on the enigmatic
creator of “Girl with a Pearl Earring” and
“The Milkmaid”.

“Never in history have 28 paintings by
Vermeer been gathered,” Rijksmuseum
General Director Taco Dibbits told AFP at a
preview. “He didn’t even see that many
together himself.” Famed for their use of
light and color and their tranquil yet haunt-
ing indoor scenes, Vermeer’s paintings
practically shine from the walls of the
dimmed galleries at the Rijksmuseum.

The works have been brought from
museums and collections around the
world, including Washington, New York,
Tokyo, London, Paris, Dublin. “It’s a very
happy reunion,” said Dibbits. Interest is so
intense that the Rijksmuseum has already
sold 200,000 tickets for the exhibition,
which opens on Friday until June 4, the
most ever for one of its shows.

‘Wonderful’ 
Part of the appeal is the mystery sur-

rounding the man often called the  “Sphinx
of Delft”. Vermeer (1632-1675) was born
into a family of Calvinist traders but con-
verted to Catholicism after marrying a
wealthy woman with whom he had 11 chil-
dren. But there are very few records of his
life, and compared to Dutch “Golden Age”
artists such as Rembrandt his work lan-
guished in obscurity, until a reappraisal in
the 19th century.

Vermeer rose to megastar status with
the publication of the novel “Girl with a
Pearl Earring” by US author Tracy
Chevalier, based on the painting that has
been loaned for the exhibition by the
Mauritshuis in The Hague. The book also
spawned a 2003 Hollywood movie starring
Scarlett Johansson and Colin Firth.

“Wonderful, it’s wonderful,” Chevalier
told AFP after viewing the exhibition. “I’m
so glad people are going to see these

paintings together and build a picture for
themselves of what Vermeer was,” said the
author. Most of Vermeer’s works focus on
women, often caught in the midst of acts
like writing a letter or playing a musical
instrument, and Chevalier said he was “just
presenting women in the best possible
light, literally and figuratively”. Her favorite
in the exhibition-apart from “Girl with a
Pearl Earring”, of course-was “The
Lacemaker”, a tiny work of exquisite beau-
ty loaned by The Louvre in Paris, she said.

‘Time stands still’ 
Highlights also include three works from

the Frick Collection in New York, the newly
restored “Girl Reading a Letter at the
Window” from Dresden, and “Woman
Holding a Balance” from the National
Gallery in Washington DC. For the cura-
tors, who say it is a “once in history” exhibi-
tion, Vermeer’s appeal is also about his
creation of quiet worlds so realistic that the
viewer feels they could lose themself
inside. “We live in a world today where it’s
so hectic,” said Dibbits.

“He had more than 10 children, there
was a war going on outside in Europe, yet
still he creates these ideal spaces where
time stands still.” The exhibition has how-
ever felt the pressures of the real, modern
world, with the authenticity of one of its
works-”Girl with a Flute”-being called into
question by the gallery that loaned it. The
National Gallery of Art in Washington said
last year it was likely painted by a “studio
associate of Vermeer” but the
Rijksmuseum says it thinks it’s authentic.

“It’s very important to have these dis-
cussions,” said Dibbits. The magic of the
master is still bewitching for staff at the
Rijksmuseum. “For me personally Vermeer
is one of the greatest artists in the world,”
said Gregor Weber, the Rijksmuseum’s
fine arts department head and author of a
recent book showing Vermeer was influ-
enced by a pinhole camera that was first
introduced to him by Jesuit priests. “To
have three quarters of his oeuvre together
here in Amsterdam under one roof is the
crown of my work.”— AFP

Five things 
to know 
about Vermeer

L
ong considered a minor figure in art
history with only around 35 works to
his name, Johannes Vermeer is

today one of the world’s most revered
painters. Here are five things to know
about the Dutch Baroque artist who will
be the subject of a major retrospective at
the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam opening
on Friday:

The Sphinx 
Nicknamed the “Sphinx of Delft”,

Vermeer is one of art’s great enigmas,
with only a few known facts about his 43-
year existence. Born into a middle-class
family of Calvinist traders in 1632, his
eccentric father was also an art dealer on
the side. For reasons unknown the artist
shortened his surname “Van der Meer” to
“Vermeer”. He converted to Catholicism,
marrying a wealthy woman with whom
he had 11 children, but on his death left a
mountain of debt from his own art trad-
ing. To pay it back, his widow sold two of
his paintings to a local baker for the
equivalent of two to three years worth of
bread supplies.

Minor figure to megastar 
In his lifetime, during the “Golden

Age” of Dutch art that also produced
Rembrandt, Vermeer was a respected
artist with a number of wealthy patrons,
but apart from a few astute collectors, his
work went largely forgotten after his
death. It was only in the 19th century that
he was plucked from obscurity, notably
due to the interest shown by French jour-
nalist and art critic Theophile Thore-
Burger. Vermeer’s stratospheric rise to
being considered one of the great mas-
ters in art history led to a frenzy of inter-
est in his relatively small body of work.

It’s a fake! 
Celebrity brought a rash of fake

Vermeers onto the market as art forgers
sought to cash in. The Rijksmuseum
says his “remarkably small oeuvre” is
believed to consist of between 35 and 37
paintings, but only around 30 have been
indubitably certified as his, with debates
continuing about the authorship of sever-
al others. “Girl with Flute” is a case in
point. The painting is included in the
Rijksmuseum show but its owner,
Washington’s National Gallery of Art,
says it is was probably the work of one of
Vermeer’s students.

Vermeer’s ‘camera’ 
Vermeer’s canvases are recognizable

by their quasi-photographic quality, which
is the more remarkable in that the artist
apparently made no preparatory sketch-
es. His perfectly rendered interiors are
re-inventions of real places, with objects
moving or disappearing, and specific
details becoming central, such as a sin-
gle piece of thread or a sparkling earring.
Some biographers have raised the pos-
sibility that Vermeer, and other Dutch
masters, used a pinhole camera to trace
their compositions, rather than solely
depending on their draughtsmanship.

Art imitating art 
The Dutch master’s work was part of

the intrigue in the Agatha Christie mys-
tery “After the Funeral” and an episode in
the hit TV series “Sherlock”. Meanwhile,
“Girl with a Pearl Earring”, among
Vermeer’s most famous works, owes its
monumental fame in part to a 1999 best-
selling novel by US author Tracy
Chevalier. The book was adapted by
Hollywood in 2003 with Colin Firth as the
painter and Scarlett Johansson as his
muse, triggering a wave of Vermeer-
mania across the Atlantic. — AFP 

Vermeer in five
masterpieces

A
s the Rijksmuseum in
Amsterdam unveils the largest
ever retrospective of Dutch artist

Johannes Vermeer, we look at five high-
lights from the show.

‘The Milkmaid’ (1658-59) 
One of Vermeer’s most famous

works, this simple domestic scene
shows a woman in her kitchen
absorbed in her task of pouring milk
into a bowl, the light pouring in through
a window. Best known for his depic-
tions of middle-class life, this is the
artist’s only study of a working-class
woman. Vermeer “endows this domes-
tic worker with traits typically reserved
for higher-class women — virtue, dili-
gence and a rich interior life”, wrote the
New York Times in 2009. For years
after his death, Vermeer was largely
forgotten but “The Milkmaid”, owned by
the Rijksmuseum, was always herald-
ed in art circles as a masterpiece.

‘View of Delft’ (1660-61) 
French writer Marcel Proust

declared this luminous view of
Vermeer’s hometown, a rare exterior
painting in his oeuvre, the “most beau-
tiful painting in the world”. The painting
of a quay and surrounding houses,
which is owned by the Mauritshuis
museum in The Hague, is one of the
most famous cityscapes of the 17th
century. Near photographic in its preci-
sion, the artist composes a scene of
balance and calm, a few people min-
gling, the canal without a ripple and a
church rising in the distance.

‘Woman Holding 
a Balance’ (1662-64) 
A quiet moment of contemplation

dominates this painting of a woman
standing at a table scattered with jew-
elry, delicately holding a set of dainty
scales. At first glance, the work, loaned
for the exhibition by the National
Gallery of Art (NGA), Washington,
looks like another of Vermeer’s tranquil
domestic scenes. But a picture of the
Last Judgement hanging on the wall
gives it distinctly religious overtones.
The artist seems to be warning the
woman to weigh up the eternal conse-
quences of her actions.

‘Girl with a Pearl Earring’ (1664-67) 
Dubbed the “Mona Lisa of the North”

for the inscrutable expression of its sub-
ject, which recalls Leonardo Da Vinci’s
famous portrait, this painting attained
global fame after inspiring a best-selling
novel that was turned into a Hollywood
film. The small canvas shows a young
woman set on a dark background, her
head turned towards the viewer and a
pearl earring glinting from beneath her
blue and cream turban.

‘The Lacemaker’ (1666-68) 
Another of Vermeer’s  master-

pieces, this painting shows a woman
bending over a piece of lace, bathed in
light and deeply concentrated on her
meticulous work. At 24 by 21 centime-
ters (10 by eight inches), smaller than
an A4 page, this is the most diminutive
of Vermeer’s paintings. It usually hangs
in The Louvre in Paris. It is also among
his most beloved works, inspiring a
French film of the same title, starring
Isabelle Huppert.

General Director of the Rijksmuseum Taco Dibbits speaks to journalists as he stands in front of a
painting by the Dutch master Johannes Vermeer titled, ‘Girl with a pearl earing’ at the
Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.— AFP photos

A banner advertising a Vermeer show hangs outside the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.


