
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
   

 
 

The Man Who Made Vermeers 
by Jonathan Lopez 
 

This fascinating historical account of the 20th century’s most 

successful art forger is aptly subtitled “Unvarnishing the 

Legend of Master Forger Han van Meegeren”. Lopez 

immediately labels van Meegeren a liar, a criminal, and a pro-

Nazi Facist. While choosing to include artworks that both 

demonstrate van Meegeren’s obvious talent in his original 

art and his hit-or-miss-art forgeries, Lopez chronicles the rise 

of the Third Reich in Europe. We discover that Han van 

Meegeren has often been historically revered in Holland and 

in mid-century art history books as an anti-Nazi figure, as the 

embodiment of the Dutch Resistance. The truth however, is much darker and convoluted.  

Han van Meegeren unequivocally gave monies to the Third Reich, courted Nazi patrons, and dedicated a 

book of his art to Adolf Hitler. He spent most of his life as an alcoholic and died from syphillis-induced 

heart failure. He fooled the Duveen Brothers, along with countless other galleries, connoisseurs, and art 

dealers, into thinking they were purchasing genuine paintings by Johannes Vermeer, Franz Hals, and 

Pieter de Hooch. Van Meegeren’s success isn’t just owed to his talent and charm; becoming a master 

forger requires a large network of nefarious, secretive, and willing collaborators. He was aided (sometimes 

mistakenly) by authenticators, ambiguous third party sellers, Dutch politicians, even the Allied military 

forces. The endgame, as Lopez would say, is that we’ve finally uncovered this shifty artist’s true personal 

history. With this perspective, we can see clearly how Han van Meegeren manipulated multiple criminal 

networks, the powers of Europe, and indeed, altered the history of art to suit his personal ambitions and 

Fascist life philosophy.  

“The Girl with the Blue Hat”, Han van Meegeren, 1931. Photo courtesy of www.meegeren.net.   
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Discussion 

1. The Chicago Tribune reviewed two current books on Han van Meegeren, The Man Who 
Made Vermeers by Jonathan Lopez and The Forger’s Spell by Edward Dolnick. The review 
found Lopez’s book to spare no detail and to be a sobering account of the dark dealings of 
the forger. Dolnick’s book was found to be more lighthearted and forgiving. Based on the 
subject matter, how do you feel this subject should be treated? Did you find yourself 
agreeing with Lopez’s serious tone? 
 

2. Even with impressive advances in chemistry and technology, not all forgeries can be 
detected with modern tools. Example: The Getty Kouros (a Greek statue) was offered, 
along with seven other pieces, to The J. Paul Getty Museum in California in the spring of 
1983. For the next twelve years, art historians, conservators, and archeologists studied 
the statue, scientific tests were performed and showed that the surface could not have 
been created artificially. However, when several of the other pieces offered with the 
Kouros were shown to be forgeries, its authenticity was again questioned. To this day, the 
Getty Kouros' authenticity remains a mystery and the statue is displayed with the date: 
"Greek, 530 B.C. or modern forgery". If a connoisseurs’ eye and modern technology fails, is it 
still a forgery? 
 

3. The New York Times poses this conundrum: “Forgers remind us that great art depends on 
the ideas of artists, not necessarily on their actual hands. Many wonderful works of art by 
figures such as Titian, Rembrandt and Rubens were executed partly or even mostly by their 
studio assistants, which doesn’t make them any less expressive of Titian or Rembrandt’s 
innovations”. How do we assimilate this idea with that of forgery? 
 

4. Consider that “Andy Warhol was famously freewheeling when it came to notions of 
authenticity: You could never tell, and weren’t supposed to know, how much if any of a Warhol 
painting had actually been made by him versus by some acolyte in his art Factory. (In 
interviews, Warhol would sometimes attribute his works to others even when he’d executed 
them himself.)” (NY Times, November 2, 2013). Discuss! 

 
5. Han van Meegeren was moderately talented, by all accounts. However, his Vermeers are 

now mostly considered sub-standard as imitations. As Lopez points out, they “reflected the 
tastes and attitudes of the period” (L.A Times, 2008), the Volksgeist (German for ‘folk spirit’). 
Can you see a series of paintings being successfully forged today, by applying the 
psychology of contemporary culture? 
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