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gripping mystery of the season. Which is a good thing, because something strange is going on with
Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring. The Dutch master’s 1665-66 canvas is one of the most famous in

the world, but it hasn’t always been. In fact, as part of National Portrait Gallery director Keith
Christiansen’s multimedia show “All the Vermeer, All the Time,” it has been covered in a thin layer of

black paint for at least 100 years, and possibly all but a few. What caused the burn? And does it
change the way we see and understand the art? Maybe. Maybe not. At the show, the answers are

largely speculative. Christiansen and his team of specialists can’t be certain, but there are some real-
life possibilities. Over the past couple of years, an international group of experts has been dissecting
the Vermeer, examining the brushwork and paint chemistry of the layer of black, as well as the paint

and canvas. And while they’re asking questions, they’re answering them. For example, it seems
likely that the black wasn’t applied in a vacuum. There must have been lots of air to create an inert
layer that would never react with the paint. Plus, the process must have been handled carefully. “It

must have been applied only by the key maker,” says Christian Hulsbergen, who, with his
colleagues, has been studying the black layer. Hulsbergen, a specialist in the chemistry of paint,

studies the makeup of all the colors and layers of Vermeer’s painting and has been able to
determine the the paint used. The black layer, he believes, is a mixture of oxidized iron and

manganese oxides, a common chemical compound that preserves paint layers. “You’d need a good
working knowledge of paint chemistry, to know what to do. You’d have to work a lot, and a lot

carefully, to achieve a result like this.” And if you can do it, the resulting skin is virtually impervious
to damage. The result: a very thin layer of color. A thin layer
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