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Introduction

A Liar’s Biography

AT THE END OF WORLD WAR II, shortly after the liberation of Amsterdam, the Dutch government threw wealthy artist Han van Meegeren into jail as a Nazi collaborator, charging that he had sold a priceless Vermeer to Hermann Goering during the German occupation. In a spectacular turn of events, Van Meegeren soon broke down and confessed that he himself had painted Goering’s Vermeer. The great masterpiece was a phony.

While he was at it, Van Meegeren also admitted to forging several other pictures, including Vermeer’s famed Supper at Emmaus, the pride of Rotterdam’s Boijmans Museum, a painting once hailed by the prominent art historian Abraham Bredius not merely as a masterpiece, but indeed “the masterpiece of Johannes Vermeer of Delft.” When the news got out, it made headlines around the world, and the forger became an instant folk hero. In widely reported interviews at the time, Van Meegeren claimed to be a misunderstood genius who had turned to forgery only late in life, seeking revenge on the critics who had scorned him early in his artistic career.

An ancient grievance redeemed; a wrong put right. It was a wildly appealing tale back in 1945, and indeed it remains quite 
seductive today. In the Netherlands, where Van Meegeren is still a household name, the story of the wily Dutchman who swindled Hermann Goering continues to raise a smile.

But the forger had one more trick up his sleeve: his version of events turns out to have been extravagantly untrue.

 

LIKE MANY OTHERS, I was originally drawn to Han van Meegeren by the sheer cleverness of what the man had accomplished. Yet, in pondering his story over the years, I found that much of it simply didn’t add up. How could anyone’s first attempt at art forgery have yielded so large, complex, and distinctive a composition as The Supper at Emmaus? As I delved deeper into the subject, I gradually came to understand that Van Meegeren had not been a meek and downtrodden artist on a quest for personal vindication, but rather a truly fascinating crook who had plied the forger’s trade far longer than he ever admitted—his entire adult life, in fact—and with astonishing success. Through interviews with the descendants of Van Meegeren’s partners in crime and three years of archival research in the Netherlands, the United States, Great Britain, and Germany, I learned that Van Meegeren worked for decades with a ring of shady art dealers promoting fake old masters, some of which ended up in the possession of such prominent collectors as Andrew Mellon and Baron Heinrich Thyssen. All the while, Van Meegeren cultivated a fascination with Hitler and Nazism that, when the occupation came, would provide him entrée to the highest level of Dutch collaborators.

Art fraud, like other fields of artistic endeavor, has its own traditions, masters, and lineages. When Van Meegeren entered the world of forgery, he joined a preexisting culture of illicit commerce that had thrived in Europe and America for years and would continue to thrive throughout the first half of the twentieth century, a time when the market for old masters was booming thanks to a growing number of buyers ready to dedicate their newly made 
industrial fortunes to the collecting of fine pictures. Not only was Van Meegeren an important player in an elaborate game of international deception in the 1920s and 1930s, but some of his disreputable associates later put their expertise to work laundering stolen Holocaust assets in the same way they had laundered fake pictures—through the art trade. Although Van Meegeren himself stuck mostly to the sale and promotion of forgeries, he and his circle offer a case study in opportunism: for during the war, they operated at various points along the gray scale of collaboration—from gray, to grayer, to truly dark—as they cashed in on the Nazi takeover.

Just how big an operation was the early, unknown phase of Van Meegeren’s career? About as big as art fraud gets. The picture swindles with which Van Meegeren was involved during the 1920s were remarkable both for their financial scale and for the numbers and types of people involved. The following incident, never before disclosed, offers a glimpse of Van Meegeren’s unlikely team of accomplices.

In the spring of 1928, Van Meegeren, then thirty-nine years old and just coming into his own as a forger, paid a discreet two-week visit to London, where he stayed with a friend by the name of Theodore Ward. An industrial chemist who specialized in the technology of paint, Ward was also an avid collector of old masters, particularly still lifes by Dutch Golden Age artists like Willem Kalf and Abraham van Beyeren. He bought, sold, and traded such pictures; he haunted the salesrooms at Christie’s and Sotheby’s; and hardly a single item of quality ever came through the galleries of Bond Street without attracting his inquisitive eyes. Ward later donated his still lifes to the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford in memory of his wife, Daisy. Today, the Ward collection is generally recognized as one of the most comprehensive of its type in the world.

Inspired by his boundless zeal for Holland and its artistic achievements, Ward had even created an ersatz seventeenth-century Dutch interior in the parlor of his Finchley Road townhouse. With 
the distinctive black and white stone floors, rustic ceiling beams, and sturdy oak furniture typically found in pictures by De Hooch, Vermeer, and Metsu, the Ward residence looked almost like a stage set awaiting costumed performers to enact familiar scenes from the history of art—a woman reading a letter, a sleeping servant, the mistress and her maid. Such an artificial atmosphere can only have delighted the visiting Van Meegeren, whose line of work entailed a very similar type of historical fakery.
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The interior of Ward’s Finchley Road residence
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Portrait of Theodore W.H. Ward, 1928



 

While in this strange fantasy environment, Van Meegeren painted Ward’s portrait. Shown wearing a red velvet smoking jacket, cigar duly in hand, Ward looks, in the finished image, much the way members of his family often described him: sophisticated, self-assured, even a tad superior. In 1997, Ward’s son gave the portrait to the Ashmolean, sending with it a note in which he recalled, across a distance of seventy years, Van Meegeren’s frequent visits, throughout the 1920s, to the old house in the Finchley Road. “Van Meegeren was very amusing,” he remembered fondly, “because my father was aware of his tendency to paint under another name—and quite successfully! It was then an open joke between him and my father and mother.”

But Ward’s son left out the best part. For, at approximately the same moment that Van Meegeren was immortalizing Theodore Ward on canvas during that 1928 visit, an employee of Ward’s—a confidence man by the name of Harold Wright—was negotiating to sell a fake Frans Hals in the London offices of the world’s most powerful art dealer, Sir Joseph Duveen. And the intrepid Mr. Wright had every reason to think that he would succeed: just a few months earlier, he had sold Duveen a fake Vermeer, The Lace Maker, at a price equivalent to millions of dollars in today’s money. Of course, both the “Hals” and the “Vermeer” were works by Han van Meegeren.
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The Lace Maker, forgery in the style of Vermeer, ca. 1926



 

Although criminal, Van Meegeren’s career during the Roaring Twenties had an undeniable charm: the haut monde atmosphere, the conspiratorial strategizing, the blithe spirit of prosperous times. And Van Meegeren himself, at this point, was not unpleasant to know. With his small, birdlike frame constantly aflutter 
and his irreverent sense of humor on full display, the surreptitious forger made for lively company: he was outgoing, outspoken, and ostentatiously playful about leading a secret life. His alcoholism was still under control: the truly destructive binges, the incoherent, gin-fueled tirades that would eventually frighten off many of his friends, had not yet begun. Indeed, the young Van Meegeren socialized easily with both the upper crust of Dutch society, who provided him with portrait commissions, and the denizens of the shadow world where he made his real money. He was a man of parts back then, and many of them were genuinely appealing.

It was also during these years that Van Meegeren, still very much an apprentice in the business of forgery, began to learn his trade—and not only the technical bits, but the intellectual demands as well. He was to discover, first and foremost, that a fake doesn’t necessarily succeed or fail according to the fidelity with which it replicates the distant past but on the basis of its power to sway the contemporary mind. Although the best forgeries may mimic the style of a long-dead artist, they tend to reflect the tastes and attitudes of their own period. Most people can’t perceive this: they respond intuitively to that which seems familiar and comprehensible in an artwork, even one presumed to be centuries old. It’s part of what makes forgeries so seductive.

Van Meegeren put this principle to work early and did so with notable style and grace, although, at the time, even he was probably unaware of his anachronisms. Van Meegeren’s lovely Vermeer-esque girls from the 1920s resemble, on the one hand, the genuine article, but on the other, the highly fashionable portraits that the forger was doing under his own name at roughly the same moment. To the eyes and expectations of the day, what could possibly have been more appealing, on a subliminal level, than an art deco version of Vermeer’s delicate aesthetic? Indeed, Van Meegeren’s Lace Maker looks as though she would gladly cast aside her labors and fox-trot the night away if only someone would ask her.

Yet, Van Meegeren never owned up to these delightful early fakes. Was it a lingering sense of loyalty that stayed the forger’s tongue about schemes involving multiple partners and associates in the art market’s underworld? To some extent, that’s probably the case. All of the forgeries to which Van Meegeren did ultimately confess were made during the final phase of his career, when he was working without a net—orchestrating the swindles by himself; finding his own middlemen; secretly directing negotiations; and pocketing the bulk of the money. But it would be naive to think that honor, even in the dubious form of honor among thieves, was an overriding concern for Van Meegeren. The primary reason he kept quiet about the length and extent of his career in forgery was that after getting arrested at the end of the brutal German occupation, he wanted to be perceived as something other than a seasoned professional criminal who had exploited the circumstances of war simply to make money. He reinvented himself as the bane of cultural snobs and Nazi tyrants alike. And in the Zeitgeist of the immediate postwar era, that was a very good thing to be.

Clever though this myth making was, Van Meegeren did himself an enduring biographical injustice with his bogus revenge-fantasy explanation for his life and career. His motivations were, in reality, considerably more subtle and complex. And the true story of his metamorphosis from painter to forger turns out to offer a poignant evocation of his inner conflicts: for it was not the cruelty of the critics that doomed Van Meegeren’s legitimate artistic aspirations, but rather Van Meegeren himself. Seduced by the easy money and thrilling gamesmanship of his initial forays into forgery during the 1920s, the young Van Meegeren, slowly but surely, lost his sense of calling. Rather than soldier on, throwing his full energy into painting his own pictures in his own name, he allowed an essential part of who he was, the genuine artist, to wither on the vine. It was a Faustian bargain, one whose consequences included a chronic drinking problem, a failed first marriage, and a series of 
tawdry affairs. Moreover, as the chip on Van Meegeren’s shoulder grew, so too did his taste for fascist politics.

This, of course, was the biggest thing that the forger was covering up in 1945. Strange though it might seem in view of the Goering episode, Han van Meegeren really was a collaborator. His interest in Nazism went back to the very toddler stage of the movement: as early as 1928, five years before Hitler assumed power as chancellor of Germany, Van Meegeren could be found parroting selections from Mein Kampf. Fleecing Hermann Goering was just an ordinary business transaction, not a political statement. Van Meegeren truly believed in the fascist dream. After the war, that was a big problem.

Today, Van Meegeren’s affection for the Nazis is the biographical roadblock that makes it virtually impossible to conceive of the forger as a hero in any conventional sense. But putting moral questions temporarily aside, what is truly intriguing about Van Meegeren’s turn toward Hitlerism is that it dovetails so neatly with his growing success as a forger. Although an inner anger may initially have pointed Van Meegeren down the road toward the politics of resentment—and this factor cannot be discounted—for a forger, the appeal of fascism, in its full Nietzschean mode, ultimately goes far deeper than mere soreheadedness. What is a forger if not a closeted Übermensch, an artist who secretly takes history itself for his canvas, who alters the past to suit his present needs?

Oddly enough, it makes perfect sense, viewed in that light, that the three greatest European art forgers alive during the Second World War—Van Meegeren with his false Vermeers; Jef van der Veken, the Belgian forger of Van Eyck; and Icilio Joni, the master of the fake Italian Primitives—were all avowed fascist sympathizers. They were, to be sure, archopportunists. But on a more profound level, the logic of might makes right and the dream of the will to power captured the imaginations of these cunning men who reveled in their ability to rewrite the textbooks of art.

Indeed, Van Meegeren’s later Vermeer forgeries push this mentality to its logical extreme. Beginning with his Supper at Emmaus of 1937, Van Meegeren created a fictitious biblical phase of Vermeer’s career, flattering the intellectual vanity of art historians who had theorized that the great seventeenth-century master, known to have painted one biblical scene in his youth, might well have produced more. Yet, the mischief didn’t end there. Looking closely at The Supper at Emmaus, does it come as any surprise that it was conceived in the afterglow of Van Meegeren’s visit to the 1936 Berlin Olympics? The magniloquent solemnity of this picture has little precedent in the work of Vermeer, but it certainly does echo the volkisch Aryan propaganda imagery of the era, which presented an idealized vision of life in Germany’s rural heartland. Fitting in all too well with Van Meegeren’s chosen world view, The Supper at Emmaus may actually have captured, in its very falseness, a certain middlebrow reactionary strain of prewar culture better than any “real” artwork ever could.
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The Supper at Emmaus, forgery in the style of Vermeer, 1936–1937



 


As a forgery, The Supper at Emmaus is now a defanged cobra: nobody visiting it today at the Boijmans Museum, in Rotterdam, where it is still a source of popular curiosity, could ever be fooled by the tendentious conceit that made it seem so timeless, yet so hauntingly up to date, back in 1937. But when seen for what it really is, Emmaus remains captivating. Part dream, part lie, this elaborate fake is a subterranean landmark in European intellectual history—an artifact uniquely evocative of a period in which the power of major leaders was often based on malicious fabrications. As such, it makes a relatively straightforward fraud like Van Meegeren’s 1920s vintage Lace Maker look like child’s play.

Indeed, the aesthetic and intellectual distance between these two works neatly describes the path Van Meegeren travelled during the course of his career. In a sweet confection like The Lace Maker, Van Meegeren amiably portrayed a seventeenth-century maiden in the guise of a coquettish flapper, as he casually messed about with the chronology of taste. But it was this very aspect of art forgery that Van Meegeren would seize upon, refine, and build into something truly dark and potent in his later life. For although Van Meegeren was certainly an accomplished forger in the technical sense, the greatest deceptions he pulled off actually had less to do with his prowess as a visual artist than with his use and misuse of history. This was the case when he reached back into the past to insert a modern, reactionary “Vermeer” into the canon of Western art; and, after the war, when he projected his self-exculpatory myth forward into the future. In both instances, he knew precisely how to seize on the Zeitgeist and turn it to his own ends; to match what people wanted to hear with what he wanted them to believe.

What follows, then, is a liar’s biography, the story of a man whose deceptions, fueled as they were by the spirit of his times, shine a light back on that distant era today.


Chapter One

The Collaborator

THEY CAME FOR HIM on May 29, 1945. Shortly after 9:00 in the evening, Lt. Joseph Piller walked over to Keizersgracht 321 from his nearby headquarters on the Herengracht. An armed soldier was by his side. They had a car at their disposal—one of the few working vehicles in the city—but tonight they had no intention of using it. They planned to conduct Han van Meegeren to Weteringschans Prison on foot, marching him through the streets at the point of a gun.

It was cool and damp in Amsterdam; it had rained on and off all day. Complete darkness had settled upon the city: there were no street lamps, no house lights, no bright points of illumination shining down from apartment windows. The electricity and gas had been shut off throughout the Dutch capital for months. Having promised to lead occupied Holland into a glorious new era under his rule, Hitler had instead plunged it back into the age of the candle and the kerosene lantern. Even with the Germans now defeated, the power grid wouldn’t be up and running again for weeks; gas service wouldn’t return to normal until the winter. 
And of course there had been other, more serious indignities visited upon the Dutch people that could never be set right at all.
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Keizersgracht 321, Amsterdam, residence of Han van Meegeren



 

Knocking on the front door of Van Meegeren’s home, an elegant, centuries-old burgher’s residence, Lieutenant Piller announced himself as an officer of the provisional military government, or Militair Gezag. Once the introductions were dispensed with, matters took their natural course. The silver-haired Van Meegeren, a small man with a theatrically large presence, expressed complete bewilderment at Piller’s inquiries into Hermann Goering’s seemingly looted Vermeer. And with regard to the five other biblical Vermeers that Lieutenant Piller had traced back to him, Van Meegeren was likewise unable to provide further particulars. Piller then asked how, exactly, Van Meegeren had gotten so rich amid the widespread deprivations of the war. “He said that he had sold a group of Flemish Primitives prior to the outbreak of hostilities,” Piller noted in his statement for the case file, “and that it was in this way that he had come by his money.” Having already interviewed enough people to know better, Lieutenant Piller wasted no time informing Van Meegeren that the game was over.

As Van Meegeren later described it, he remained stoic and inscrutable throughout the mile-long journey to the Weteringschans. If true, this was no mean feat: collaborators on their way to jail were often jeered at or accosted by angry bystanders, even 
at night, now that curfews had been abandoned. In the three weeks since the end of the war in Europe, the public humiliation of quislings had become victory’s sideshow. Thousands of German-friendly Dutchmen were being led off to prison all across the country, sometimes one by one and sometimes in large groups, 
stumbling along with their hands clasped behind their necks, their faces frozen with fear.
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Han van Meegeren, 1945



 

During the war, the Germans had used Weteringschans Prison as a way station for Amsterdam Jews picked up in night raids, or Tafias. Anne Frank’s family had been kept there before being sent on to the death camps. Located just a stone’s throw from the Rijksmuseum, in the center of the city, it was a convenient place for the Gestapo to take care of the record keeping so important to their far-flung apparatus of murder. Resistance leaders had also been held at the Weteringschans; some had been tortured there; some had been put to death. That this hulking, high-walled, nineteenth-century jail was now filling up with the Nazis’ friends and helpers was a kind of poetic justice—inadequate, to be sure, but gratifying nonetheless.

When they finally arrived at the prison, Lieutenant Piller gave Van Meegeren one last chance to tell the truth, instructing him to write down the names of the people who had provided him with the Vermeers.

“They tried to get me to talk,” Van Meegeren later recalled, “but they did not succeed.”

His stubbornness earned him a stay in solitary confinement. The guards shut him away sometime after 11:00 that night—and Lieutenant Piller, for his part, would have been content to let Van Meegeren rot in the Weteringschans forever.

 

JOSEPH PILLER WAS neither a professional soldier nor an expert in the history of art. He didn’t understand the full details of Van Meegeren’s case, and many of his assumptions about what had occurred would later turn out to be wrong. But Piller approached this matter, like everything else he was working on in those chaotic days just after the Liberation, with a sense of passion and purpose. “It was clear that I didn’t like collaborators,” he later remarked. “Too much had happened in my life to be kind to people like that. 
I was more extreme then. I was young and had witnessed many deaths, and I hated anyone who had worked with the Germans.”
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Joseph Piller and his wife with the British agent Dick Kragt (standing), ca. 1944



 

A self-described “simple Jewish boy,” Joseph Piller had been living happily in Amsterdam until May 1940, when the Germans invaded the Netherlands. He soon found it expedient to take refuge in the countryside with his wife and infant daughter. A skinny twenty-six year old, a garment worker by trade, Piller had no prior experience with rural life, but he made the most of his time among the farms and fields of the tiny village of Emst. He joined the local Resistance and set to work finding hiding places for Jewish children from the cities: locating reliable farmers who could take on young “guests”; procuring false identity papers and ration cards through clandestine channels; raiding German storerooms for supplies; and keeping a constant eye out for the unwelcome attention of informants. 
This network was fully established and running smoothly when the admirable Piller suddenly found himself with additional responsibilities one day in 1942, when a British secret agent named Dick Kragt fell from the sky bearing special orders from London. Kragt had parachuted into the Netherlands on a mission to rescue Allied airmen shot down over occupied territory—to hide them, protect them, and then spirit them across the front lines to safety. And, together, Kragt and Piller proceeded to do just that, time and again, over the next two and half years, expanding the Underground’s existing operation to accommodate the new assignment.

By the time he came face to face with Van Meegeren, Piller had been awarded an officer’s commission in the newly reconstituted Dutch army. Indeed, he had assumed a leading role in investigating the goings-on at Amsterdam’s famed Goudstikker gallery. A Jewish-owned business, the gallery had been taken over shortly after the invasion by one of Hermann Goering’s henchmen, a Bavarian banker named Alois Miedl. Known throughout the war years as the go-to man for German opportunists visiting the conquered Dutch capital, the chubby Miedl whiled away his evenings with the fast set of young Nazi officials who congregated at the bar of the sumptuous Amstel Hotel; he threw dinner parties for the likes of Ferdinand Hugo Aus der Fünten, the SS Hauptsturmführer in charge of transporting Dutch Jews to the death camps of Eastern Europe; and when VIPs came to town from Berlin, Miedl proudly led them on tours of the storerooms of looted Jewish valuables—silverware, furniture, porcelain, watches, wedding rings, children’s toys. Lieutenant Piller, as he informed Allied investigators at the time, was convinced that Miedl had turned the Goudstikker gallery into a front where looted art got laundered into cash to finance the Nazis’ Abwehr espionage ring. Given Miedl’s well-timed escape to the safety of Falangist Spain toward the end of the war, such a theory seemed more than credible. Piller was after big game: spies, informers, the hidden financial workings of the Third 
Reich. It was in the course of looking into these matters that he happened upon the Van Meegeren case.

“I discovered that a painting had passed through Miedl’s hands depicting Christ and the Adulteress, attributed to Johannes Vermeer,” Piller stated in a later deposition. “Miedl bought it for 1.65 million guilders and then sold it to Hermann Goering. By interviewing various middlemen I realized that this work must have come from the artist Han van Meegeren . . . Speaking to various other people, I soon discovered that a total of six paintings by Johannes Vermeer had appeared on the market since 1937 and that these also had come from the aforementioned Van Meegeren. I then went to Van Meegeren for an explanation.”

But Van Meegeren was clearly not the type to explain. The man was a collaborator—Piller was quite sure of it—and like all collaborators, Van Meegeren had covered his tracks. Although Piller could link him to the Vermeers through various dealers and straw men, the trail went cold from there. The experts whom Piller consulted said that these particular Vermeers were part of a special cycle of paintings, unusual for their biblical subject matter. It was thought that Vermeer might have painted them to decorate a schuilkerk, a hidden Catholic church, during the Reformation. If these pictures had originally belonged together, then it stood to reason that Van Meegeren and his accomplices might have looted all of them from a single collection. But which one, where—and who else was involved?

On June 11, 1945, Piller transferred Van Meegeren from the Weteringschans to a nearby interrogation facility on the Apollolaan. There, Piller and his men questioned Van Meegeren for an entire day, around the clock, without pause. Van Meegeren admitted to nothing: when asked a question, he would either turn away and face the wall or else answer with an elaborate non sequitur.

Piller then decided to try a more aggressive tactic. He told Van Meegeren that the Allies had tracked down Miedl in Spain—which, 
in fact, was true. Piller then suggested that Miedl was prepared to testify under oath that Van Meegeren had come to the Goudstikker gallery with the sole intention of doing business with highly placed Germans, a threat that Piller invented out of thin air. If Van Meegeren refused to divulge the names of his accomplices, Piller could still get him for trading with the enemy—even without an admission of guilt—on the basis of Miedl’s supposed testimony.

Piller asked Van Meegeren one last time where Hermann Goering’s Vermeer had come from.

“He turned to me,” Piller recalled, “and he said: ‘I did it. I painted it.’”

For perhaps the first time in his life, Han van Meegeren was being entirely honest. And to Joseph Piller’s everlasting astonishment, he found himself believing Van Meegeren’s confession almost immediately. “I was sure of it,” Piller later observed. “Van Meegeren had done it. It was completely in keeping with human nature. He was someone who felt misunderstood by everyone involved with art. He wanted to show the world what he could really do . . . After twenty-four hours of questioning, once you came to understand his psychology, it made perfect sense.”

Indeed it did. And suddenly, Joseph Piller, who had just come through his own five-year David-and-Goliath struggle, saw something in Han van Meegeren that he rather liked.

 

LIEUTENANT PILLER HAD no doubts at all about Van Meegeren’s claims, but some of the art experts involved with the case remained skeptical. In particular, the notion that Vermeer’s Supper at Emmaus was actually a modern fake struck them as distinctly difficult to believe. Consequently, Piller’s remarkable discovery remained a closely guarded secret while an investigation was conducted to determine if Van Meegeren was telling the truth. During this waiting period, Piller got to know his peculiar prisoner somewhat better and grew to admire him immensely. The young lieutenant was 
charmed by Van Meegeren’s track record of outsmarting the powerful and the learned. And he was quite sure that his faith in the forger’s story would, in due course, be vindicated.
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British soldier amid the ruins of Hitler’s Reichschancellery in Berlin, July 1945



 

But then, on July 11, 1945, the newly legal Dutch Resistance paper De Waarheid—The Truth—ran a front-page story that cast Piller’s entire theory of the Van Meegeren case into doubt. In Berlin, a young correspondent named Jan Spierdijk had toured the ruins of the Reichschancellery, the once-majestic headquarters of the Nazi government, where sprawling heaps of debris now sullied the marble floors. Walking through Hitler’s abandoned personal library, just off the Reichschancellery’s central offices, Spierdijk had come across an enormous book of Han van Meegeren’s drawings, with a handwritten inscription on the inside cover. The inscription said, in German, “To my beloved Führer in grateful tribute, from H. van Meegeren, Laren, North Holland, 1942.” 
Called Teekeningen 1, the book contained reproductions of Van Meegeren’s art paired with verses by the Nazi poet Martien Beversluis. “If any doubts may have persisted about the political sympathies of Mr. Van Meegeren,” the hard-line editors of De Waarheid intoned in a boldfaced sidebar to Spierdijk’s article, “this report has expunged them.”
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“To my beloved Führer in grateful tribute, from H. van Meegeren, Laren, North Holland, 1942”



 

Reading this article, in his bustling office on the Herengracht, Lt. Joseph Piller can only have shaken his head in disbelief. In light of the evidence, Piller had to ask himself afresh a question whose answer he had thought he already knew. Who is this Han van Meegeren?


Chapter Two

Beautiful Nonsense

LET’S RETURN TO BERLIN for a moment. Not the bombed-out disaster area that Jan Spierdijk visited in the summer of 1945, but the glittering and spectacularly corrupt Berlin of the mid-Weimar period. Having weathered the First World War, failed uprisings of the left and right, and a crushing bout of hyperinflation, the German capital was, by the late 1920s, booming again, thanks to a massive influx of funds from foreign investors. Real estate prices had shot through the roof, and enormous construction projects seemed to be popping up everywhere. A brand new underground train line rumbled between the Alexanderplatz and the northern suburbs, to the immense satisfaction of the many city officials who had bought property along the route. Tourists flocked to town for the nightlife. And why not—there was something for everyone, at least everyone who liked sex. With little access to the enormous sums bloating the high end of the economy, a surprising number of ordinary Berliners made a living selling the only desirable commodity they possessed. Provocatively dressed Kontroll girls worked the Friedrichstrasse all night long; the transvestite floor show at the Silhouette Cabaret couldn’t be beat; and even if you 
just wanted a bit of quiet recreation back in your hotel room, the weekly Nachtkultur magazines listed hundreds of possible companions, both male and female, categorized according to their talents and specialties. Some even worked in teams: husband and wife, mother-daughter, dominant and submissive.

Babylon on the river Spree—that’s what stunned foreigners called it—and it was in this cosmopolitan setting that young Englishman Harold R. Wright showed up in 1927 with a framed oil painting and dreams of untold wealth. A mystery man then as now, Wright is not the sort of figure one normally encounters in history books. There is only one known photograph of him: prematurely bald with a beaky nose and an anxious smile, he appears thin and rangy, like a scarecrow dressed up in a baggy suit. A bit player in the international art world, Wright makes his first appearance in the records of Christie’s London auction house in 1924, buying and selling paintings in partnership with Theodore Ward—he of the Dutch-style sitting room in the Finchley Road. Then just twenty-six years of age, a minor employee in Ward’s paint business, Wright seems to have tried his best to emulate his boss, adopting the lofty persona of a gentleman amateur, someone who dealt in pictures merely as an amusing pastime. He started calling himself “Captain Wright,” and while he had no legitimate claim to that title, it wasn’t an arbitrary pretension. The son of a Nottinghamshire iron worker, Wright had dutifully served in the trenches of World War I. He never rose above the rank of private, but during one particularly bloody week of 1916, he ended up in command of his unit, earning both a commendation and a temporary commission in the process. As a result, he seems to have passed himself off as a full-fledged officer for the rest of his life. Both his courage and his presumption would serve him well on his mission in Berlin.

It was toward the end of June that Wright brought Han van Meegeren’s Lace Maker to the Kaiser Friedrich Museum, a 
majestic building at the tip of Spree Island, so close to the water’s edge that, at a distance, the museum’s ornate dome seemed to rise dramatically out of the river itself. Claiming to have found the picture in an Amsterdam antique shop, Wright presented The Lace Maker for the expert consideration of Dr. Wilhelm von Bode, director-general of the Prussian state museum system. This was not unusual: Bode received a constant stream of visitors asking for his opinion with regard to the attribution of artworks, and for a fee, he was only too happy to render his judgment. Indeed, during the great inflation of 1921, Bode and his colleagues at the Kaiser Friedrich had been besieged by as many as a hundred people each week desperate to turn family heirlooms into hard currency on the international market—a sort of mirthless precursor to Antiques Roadshow. Moreover, Bode was already acquainted with Wright, who had brought other pictures to the Kaiser Friedrich. Yet, ordinary though the circumstances were, the outcome of the meeting was remarkable: on June 27, 1927, after careful reflection, Bode issued a written certificate declaring The Lace Maker to be a “genuine, perfect, and very characteristic work of Jan Vermeer of Delft.” Explaining his reasoning, Bode wrote, “Not only has it got the true Vermeer charm as to lighting and coloring, but at the same time there is extraordinary fascination in the expression of the face, still half that of a child.”

So impressed was Bode with this discovery that he asked Wright if The Lace Maker could be exhibited for a few months in the rotunda of the Kaiser Friedrich Museum. “Generally speaking, the Ministry is not desirous of such loan exhibits,” Bode explained in a letter to Wright, “but in honor of a Vermeer—especially one which, up to the present, has been completely unknown—we shall be glad to make an exception.”

Wright graciously consented to Bode’s request. After all, in Berlin, a town where a lot of pretty girls were up to no good, The 
Lace Maker would have no trouble hiding in plain sight. The picture would go on view at the end of August.

 

WHEN HE WASN’T BUSY hoodwinking Wilhelm von Bode at the Kaiser Friedrich Museum, Harold Wright could generally be found in The Hague, which, during the 1920s, was Han van Meegeren’s base of operations. On paper, at least, Wright worked as the manager of a subsidiary branch of Theodore Ward’s paint company located in suburban Leidschendam, just outside The Hague proper. The administrative duties involved in running the Titanine Verf en Lakfabriek would not appear to have been all that taxing: Wright evidently spent most of his time either playing golf—at which he excelled—or else hanging around with the artist and picture restorer Theo van Wijngaarden. Van Wijngaarden had a reputation for “finding” the signatures of great masters on old paintings that were previously unsigned as well as for other equally questionable business practices. It was in Theo van Wijngaarden’s atelier at Sumatrastraat 226, behind the offices and storerooms of a firm of house painters, that Han van Meegeren labored to churn out brand new old masters from approximately 1920 to 1932—first as Van Wijngaarden’s employee, then as his partner.

Ideal for a forger in training, The Hague in those days was a supremely stylish venue for mischief and artifice of all types. In a nation whose great wealth and enduring prosperity derived from a flinty tradition of toil and thrift, The Hague stood out for its atmosphere of leisure and unapologetic opulence. It was “the city of beautiful nonsense,” in the words of a then-popular guidebook for in-the-know visitors, “a place to linger, to walk, to gossip, to flirt, to dance, and to do nothing for most of the time.” Home to the royal family, the Dutch parliament, and a lively cultural scene, The Hague was not a commercial center in the mold of Amsterdam or Rotterdam but a playground for the elite—as well as for 
those with elitist pretensions. Men who could have stepped right out of a Jeeves-and-Wooster story strutted about town with monocles cocked under their eyebrows, spats strapped to their shoes, and walking sticks firmly in hand. Indeed, more sober-minded Dutchmen often rolled their eyes at the seemingly endless capacity of Hagenaars to posture and pose—a set of behaviors neatly summarized by the term Haagse Bluf. In time, a dessert by that name would become a popular treat for young children: made of raspberry meringue, it looks extremely rich, but it’s really just a puff of sweetly flavored air.
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Han van Meegeren ca. 1918
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Portrait drawing of Willem van Konijnenburg



 

Although Han van Meegeren was not from The Hague originally, he had adapted quite easily to the spirit of the place. Born in 1889, the third of five children in a middle-class Catholic family, Van Meegeren had grown up in provincial Deventer under the yoke of a stern schoolmaster father, who packed the budding artist 
off to study architecture at Delft Technical University in 1907. When the young Van Meegeren neglected his schoolwork to paint and draw, he heard the predictable paternal complaints, which grew much louder when, in 1911, twenty-two years old and still a student, Van Meegeren got his Protestant girlfriend, the shy Anna de Voogt, pregnant. Van Meegeren’s father, outraged, would not consent to the pair getting married until Anna, the daughter of a mixed marriage between a Dutch colonial administrator and a beauty from the East Indies, agreed to raise her progeny as good, church-going Catholics. Eking out a living as an assistant drawing instructor at Delft, Van Meegeren struggled to support Anna, their son Jacques, who was born in 1912, and daughter Pauline, born in 1915. But when Van Meegeren left his job—the only steady employment he would ever have—and moved with Anna and the children to The Hague to pursue an artistic career full time, he was like a caged bird suddenly set free.
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A photo of Anna van Meegeren, ca. 1919, by H. Berssenbrugge, who specialized in “artistic” photo portraits processed to look like paintings
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Costume party at the Haagse Kunstkring, ca. 1930



 


It was then 1917, and while war raged elsewhere in Europe, Van Meegeren was at liberty to focus on matters of art and pleasure, for neutral Holland—which profited by trading with both sides in the conflict—stood as a contented oasis unto itself. Once settled in The Hague, Van Meegeren started rubbing elbows. He applied and was accepted for membership in the Haagse Kunstkring, a social club for creative types, including painters, writers, musicians, and actors. In addition to sponsoring shows and performances by its members, the Kunstkring also hosted speaker’s evenings, costume parties, cabaret nights, talent competitions, and other light, entertaining get-togethers. At such events, Van Meegeren often showed off his skills by making photo-realistic charcoal sketches of important guests, particularly those whom he wished to impress—like Willem van Konijnenburg, The Hague’s most successful and best connected artist, who, in Van Meegeren’s portrait drawing, comes across as a singularly distinguished individual. With his knack for flattery, Van Meegeren would eventually become a sought-after portraitist for the well to do, not only in The Hague but throughout the Netherlands. And yet, while commissioned portraits and gallery sales of his figure studies and genre scenes provided a fair income—far more than most young artists ever made—it wasn’t enough for Van Meegeren, who quickly found himself in possession of expensive tastes and bad habits, among them a roving eye.

It was a problem born, to some extent, of matrimonial disillusionment. Initially, Van Meegeren had tried to include Anna in his explorations of the high life, but these outings had served mostly to underscore the couple’s increasingly divergent temperaments. An old photograph tells the story. In it, the demure Anna, preparing to attend a costume ball with her husband, wears a fanciful outfit that Van Meegeren designed for her in an Egyptian style by way of 
Cecil B. DeMille. Her sad eyes, downturned mouth, and faraway gaze are not those of a carefree party goer. Anna, in fact, generally preferred to be at home with the children, leaving Van Meegeren to cast about for a woman with a more adventurous attitude.
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Johanna de Boer, ca. 1920



 

It wasn’t long before he began to take an interest in the flirtatious actress wife of his good friend Carel Hendrik de Boer. An art critic, De Boer was one of Van Meegeren’s earliest supporters in the public sphere: he had devoted a full-length article to the up-and-comer back in 1916, declaring him “a painter destined to walk the path of acclaim” after seeing his work in a small group show. Oddly, the friendship between Van Meegeren and De Boer seems not to have suffered once the affair started. The two men even set up shop giving art lessons together to society girls—De Boer lecturing on theory and Van Meegeren teaching the rudiments of 
life drawing. Indeed, Van Meegeren was a fixture at the De Boer residence during this period, often sketching and photographing Johanna. According to the recollections of a playmate of one of the De Boers’ two children, Johanna looked “very pretty” posing in diaphanous garments, while De Boer—“a timid man”—busied himself with his work.

As an older member of Van Meegeren’s social circle recalled in an unpublished letter from the 1970s, Johanna de Boer was everything Van Meegeren could have wanted in a woman: “She conducted herself very provocatively. Nowadays if a girl were to lay down naked and drunk on a billiard table we might think nothing of it . . . but back then it was really scandalous.” Indeed it was: the affair went on for years and eventually wrecked the artist’s home life. While continuing to live with Anna and the children, Van Meegeren, who already maintained a separate art studio, proceeded to rent a pied-à-terre in the center of town for his assignations. Although the complaisant Carel does not appear to have raised any objections, long-suffering Anna ultimately sought the comforts of another man and divorced Van Meegeren, who then married Johanna—although not before fitting in a few other dalliances in between. It took him five years to get around to tying the knot.

Considering the nature and extent of these extramarital pursuits, Van Meegeren very likely turned to forgery, at least at first, as a way to underwrite his immoderate lifestyle. Johanna was not a cheaply purchased plaything. Although her acting career consisted mostly of supporting roles in drawing-room comedies, her materialistic ambitions were legendary among her friends, one of whom recalled her jesting, Mae-West style, that she preferred the kind of bank account “with a lot of zeroes in it.” And much like giving drawing lessons with Carel de Boer—or taking on occasional commercial illustration work, which Van Meegeren also did 
during this period—forgery was a well-travelled path to extra income for struggling artists in the Netherlands.

 

THE BEST INDICATIONS are that the forging of Dutch old master paintings began during the era of the masters themselves. Toward the end of his life, the artist and writer Arnold Houbraken (1660–1719) published a three-volume chronicle of the Dutch art world called De Groote Schouburgh—The Great Stage—where he noted that it was not unusual at that time for dealers in possession of valuable pictures to keep “various young painters at work copying these pieces.” True, before the advent of mechanical reproduction, there was a legitimate trade in faithful, handmade copies—marketed as such—but it seems that dealers sometimes increased their profits by selling copies as the real thing, carefully choosing buyers who were unlikely to be acquainted with whoever had bought the original. There are many instances of such pictorial mitosis in old provenance records, and to some extent, this disreputable practice even continues today. During the 1990s, the New York dealer Ely Sakhai secretly commissioned copies of his Gauguins and Renoirs, selling the genuine masterpieces in the United States and the duplicates in Asia for roughly equal prices. He was convicted of fraud in 2004.

Due to modern advances in disseminating news and information, selling doubles of valuable pictures is now a much more difficult proposition than it was during the seventeenth century, an issue Sakhai no doubt had ample time to ponder in the course of his three-and-a-half-year prison sentence. Purely duplicative forgery was, in fact, already quite problematic by Van Meegeren’s era. During the nineteenth century, with the growth of public museums, art history had come together as a rigorous academic discipline, and scholars had dedicated themselves to sorting out what was real and what was imitation—an error-prone process, but one that successfully rooted out thousands of old copies. As meticulous 
lists of authentic pictures by the major masters were compiled, it became easier for experts to keep close tabs on the whereabouts of important items. Under the circumstances, dealers whose Rembrandts had a tendency to develop twins earned bad reputations very quickly. By the beginning of the twentieth century, influential galleries with good names in the trade had far too much to lose to become involved with the chicanery of copying.

Not that this impulse toward honesty overwhelmed everyone in the art world. A new breed of unscrupulous dealer had begun to appear on the scene in the years just before the turn of the century, employing new methods to prey upon unwary customers at the priciest end of the market. Claiming not to be dealers at all, these so-called gentleman amateurs derived much of their cachet from appearing to be above commerce. They collected pictures for the love of art—or so they said—but they could always be persuaded to sell select items to people deemed worthy of owning fine things. Just like the handful of true aesthetes who really did offer pictures without an eye to profit, these dishonorable “gentlemen” might gain a client’s trust by selling a genuine masterpiece or two. But then they would begin palming off forgeries or fraudulently restored old pictures sporting false signatures. The Italian art historian Gianni Mazzoni, one of the leading authorities on turn-of-the-century forgery, has shown that some such dealers acted as impresarios, directing the efforts of modestly remunerated hired hands who made the fakes to order.

Aristocratic titles and impressive addresses seem to have been helpful in creating the illusion of leisure essential to the gentleman amateurs’ success. The “Baron” Michele Lazzaroni did quite well selling ersatz Italian masterpieces—in theory, works by early Renaissance painters like Crivelli, but, in reality, ruined old pictures repainted, completely or in part, by skilled artisans in Lazzaroni’s employ. The Belgian dealer/collector Emile Renders did much the same with the art of the Flemish Primitives. Teaming up with a 
talented Brussels-based picture restorer (and sometime forger) named Jef van der Veken, Renders purchased dozens of second-rate old pictures in terrible condition, which Van der Veken “repaired” imaginatively in the style of Van Eyck and Petrus Christus. Although Renders was thought to have some of the world’s finest Flemish paintings in private hands—and he did have several excellent pieces—for the most part, what he had was a chateau filled with Van der Vekens, any of which he would have been happy to sell at a good price. In addition to these so-called hyperrestorations, Van der Veken also produced outright forgeries for dealers even less scrupulous than Renders, but by inventing new compositions rather than reproducing existing ones, Van der Veken usually evaded the attention of experts intent on debunking copyists.

Jef van der Veken tended to limit his mischief to the works of fifteenth-century artists who had painted in egg tempera, and he had good reasons for doing so. It had become very risky, for technical reasons, to forge or “fake up” the art of later generations of painters, like the seventeenth-century Dutch masters, who had worked in the more versatile medium of oil paint. Legitimate art restorers had discovered, sometime in the mid-nineteenth century, that highly concentrated alcohol could be used to remove old, discolored varnish from paintings without damaging the
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