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n 1930, Henricus Hubertus Mertens 
(1905-1981), a young artist and art 

teacher, started work at the Rijks
museum as a paintings restorer:  
(figs. 1, 2).1 At that time, the restoration 
of paintings as a profession was still in 
its infancy in the museum.2 Restorers 
were skilled craftsmen at best; they 
worked with their hands and were 
employed as technical staff members. 
The person responsible for their work 
was the supervisor; in the nineteen-
thirties, this was director Frederik 
Schmidt-Degener (1881-1941). Later 
this role would be taken up by the 

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

I museum curators. Three years after 
Mertens had entered the museum, 
another young and enthusiastic staff 
member joined – the art historian 
Arthur François Emile van Schendel 
(1910-1979) (fig. 3).3 No one then had 
any idea that the combination of 
Mertens and Van Schendel would  
turn out to be such a successful one  
for the restoration department. 

The two men could not have been 
more different. Mertens was an intro
vert and a skilled technician, who loved 
working with his hands in the quiet of 
the studio; Van Schendel was outgoing, 

Fig. 1
Henricus Mertens 
removing varnish 
from The Night 
Watch , 1946 or 1947.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
rma-ssa-f-06616-1.

Head and Hands:  
Arthur van Schendel and Henricus 

Mertens, and Their Unique Role in the 
Development of the Rijksmuseum’s 

Paintings Restoration Studio (1930-70)
•  e s t h e r  v a n  d u i j n *  •
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Fig. 2
Portrait of Henricus 
Hubertus Mertens, 
year unknown.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
ha-0023504.

Fig. 3
Portrait of  
Arthur François  
Emile van Schendel, 
year unknown. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
ha-0023496-00.

<	

<	
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paintings, as he lacked an artist’s 
training, which Mertens had had. For 
these aspects of treatment, Mertens 
may actually have been instructed by 
the director himself. Schmidt-Degener 
supervised the studio, and in that 
capacity maintained close contact  
with its restorers.7 

Mertens had been chosen from  
a number of candidates and after a 
probation period, the director wrote  
to the Minister of Education, Art and 
Science: ‘I repeatedly admired his 
taste, insight and diligence in carrying 
out the restorations assigned to him 
[Mertens], so I would see his presence 
in the Rijksmuseum as an asset.’8 He 
referred to Mertens’s art degrees, but 
did not mention any prior experience 
in restoration. He also stated that both 
Jenner and Mertens were fit and strong 
– an important consideration, given the 

energetic, enthusiastic and a skilful 
diplomat. They had in common their 
love of the field of restoration and 
technical research into paintings  
– a perfect combination of hands 
(Mertens’s craftsmanship) and head 
(Van Schendel’s academic skills).  
Their relationship was described  
by the American restorer Louis 
Pomerantz (1919-1988), who had 
worked as a student in the restoration 
studio in 1950 and 1951: ‘[Mertens]  
was a man who was very shy; he didn’t 
like the publicity so he always stepped 
back, and Van Schendel was the one 
who did all the writing and talking …  
about the work that was done in the 
conservation lab. He was the ‘scholar’ 
you might say. Mr Mertens never 
appreciated the importance of using  
tv and publicity.’4 This article will 
describe the course and mutual 
influence of their respective careers  
and their roles in the development of  
the paintings restoration department  
of the Rijksmuseum.

Formative Years
Mertens started work at the museum 
on 15 September 1930.5 He was a young 
artist, who had come to Amsterdam in 
1927 from Roermond in the south of 
the Netherlands. In 1930, he had just 
finished his studies at the Rijksinstituut 
tot Opleiding van Teekenleeraren 
(State School for Drawing Teachers), 
which was actually situated in the 
Rijksmuseum, when he applied for  
the position of restorer. However,  
we do not know when or where he 
received his training in restoration.  
He may have had previous experience, 
but he could also have been taught on 
the job, most notably by his colleague, 
the liner Christiaan Hendrik Jenner 
(1896-1977).6 As a liner, Jenner was 
responsible for the structural treat
ment of paintings, such as lining or 
relining paintings on canvas or cradling 
panel paintings. It is important to bear 
in mind that Jenner was not allowed  
to remove varnish layers or retouch 

Fig. 4
A museum room 
during the reorgan- 
ization of the Rijks
museum’s Marine 
History Department,  
February 1931.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
rma-ssa-f-00474-1.
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number of paintings that needed to be 
rehung. This was a reference to the 
large-scale reorganization Schmidt-
Degener had initiated when he took up 
his post as director in 1922; most paint
ings were rehung, revealing the need 
for many treatments.9 Between 1930 
and 1937 the last phase of the reorgan-
ization focused on the Museum for 
Dutch History; the Marine History 
Department was finished in 1931 and 
the ‘Land History’ was finished in 1937 
(fig. 4).10 From the Rijksmuseum annual 
reports over this period, it is clear  
that restoration work by Mertens and 
Jenner included the treatment of very 
large paintings for these departments.11 

One restoration undertaken in this 
period merits particular attention, 
because it brought the normally highly 
secluded work of a restorer temporarily 
into the spotlight. On 17 February 1931 
a visitor to the Rijksmuseum slashed 
Rembrandt’s Anatomy Lesson of  
Dr Deyman with an axe.12 The painting, 
already a fragment of the original due 
to a fire in 1723, was seriously damaged 
by the axe blows, five of which tore 

through the canvas support (fig. 5). 
The attack attracted considerable press 
attention. As the painting was owned 
by the City of Amsterdam, the Com
mittee of Supervision and Advice for 
the Paintings of the City of Amsterdam 
(hereafter referred to as the Commit
tee of Supervision), was involved in 
the subsequent treatment. Although 
there was some debate in the Commit
tee as to whether Jenner was skilled 
enough to carry out such a complex 
lining, he nonetheless got the assign
ment.13 Mertens’s involvement in the 
treatment of the painting was never a 
subject of discussion, even though he 
had only been working at the museum 
for six months. In the annual report of 
the Committee of Supervision, both 
Jenner and Mertens were praised for 
their work: ‘The lining of the Anatomy 
Lesson of Dr Deyman by Rembrandt, 
after the damage, has been carried out 
in an excellent manner by Mr Jenner, 
the Rijksmuseum’s restorer. The in
painting done by the Rijksmuseum’s 
new restorer, Mr Mertens, was also 
excellent’ (fig. 6).14 

Fig. 5
The Anatomy Lesson 
of Dr Deyman by 
Rembrandt after  
the axe attack on  
17 February 1931.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.
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exhibition as a member of the organ- 
izing and press committees.19 On  
1 January 1936, he became a perman-
ent employee as a wetenschappelijk 
assistent, the equivalent of assistant 
curator, in the paintings department.20 

We do not know exactly when or how 
Van Schendel’s interest in restoration 
and technical research was kindled,  
but it may have predated the war.21 In 
his new role as assistant curator, Van 
Schendel was undoubtedly in contact 
with the restoration department.  
The war may have further developed 
Van Schendel’s gravitation towards 
this field.22 If he had not already been  
in close contact with the restoration 
department before, he definitely would 
have been after August 1939. The frenzy 
of activity that followed the pre-mobili
zation on 24 August 1939 brought the 
Rijksmuseum staff together for a 
single purpose: to pack and transport 
as many art objects as possible to pre-

Arthur van Schendel started work at 
the museum on 17 June 1933.15 Between 
1920 and 1930 he lived in Italy because  
of his mother’s health, attending an 
Italian gymnasium. Between 1930  
and 1933 he studied art history at the 
Sorbonne in Paris.16 These inter
national sojourns strengthened his 
language skills, which would benefit 
him throughout his career. In 1932  
he started a Ph.D. on Lombardian 
drawings, which he finished in 1938.17 
By then he had already been working 
at the Rijksmuseum for five years. Be
tween 1933 and 1935 he worked as a 
volunteer in the paintings department, 
where he contributed to the reorgan- 
ization of the so-called kunsthistorisch 
apparaat, the large collection of repro
ductions necessary for art historical 
research.18 He soon became involved  
in other curatorial tasks. In 1935, for 
example, he assisted Schmidt-Degener 
with the international Rembrandt 

Fig. 6
The Anatomy Lesson 
of Dr Deyman 
exhibited after 
restoration, 1931.
Amsterdam, 
Amsterdam City 
Archives, image no. 
010003016373.
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determined temporary locations in the 
province of Noord-Holland (fig. 7).23 
Van Schendel and Mertens, both part 
of the paintings department, worked 
together for the two months it took to 
evacuate the 3,500 paintings from the 
museum. Over the following six years, 
the paintings collection was transported 
between and stored in various shelters, 
first in several bunkers in the dunes, 
then, from 1942 onwards, the collec
tion was divided between bunkers in 
Maastricht and Paasloo. 

The frequent transports under diffi
cult circumstances and their stays in 
various shelters were hard on the paint
ings, especially during the first two 
years. The annual reports of 1940 and 
1941 indicate that much of Mertens’s 
and Jenner’s time was spent treating 
the evacuated panels that had suffered 
from the poor climate conditions in 
some of the initial temporary shelters: 
‘… numerous joints had to be re-
attached, blisters fixed and more flaking 
of paint prevented.’24 And although the 

paintings on canvas were described as 
being in remarkably good condition in 
1940, by 1941 it was clear that they too 
were suffering: ‘Some canvases showed 
signs of mould and had to be treated 
immediately.’25 The various bunkers in 
the dunes, as well as those in Maastricht 
and Paaslo were built specifically as art 
shelters with state-of-the-art climate 
control. After their arrival there, al
though the paintings collection still 
needed regular monitoring and care,  
the condition problems of the first two 
years consequently did not repeat them
selves.26 

Reaching a Tipping Point
After the war, two occurrences seem  
to have been especially influential in 
Van Schendel’s interest in the field of 
restoration and technical research: the 
treatment of Rembrandt’s Night Watch 
by Jenner and Mertens and the use of 
technical research in the Van Meegeren 
trial. The Belgian chemist and so-called 
Monuments Man, Paul Coremans 

Fig. 7
Mertens (on chair, 
left) supervising  
the evacuation of 
paintings from  
the museum, 
September 1939.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
rma-ssa-f-05157-1.
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(1908-1965), played a crucial role in 
both instances.27 Coremans and Van 
Schendel may already have been in 
contact with each other in preparation 
for Coremans’s publication on climate 
control in various European art shelters 
during the war, in which the Dutch 
bunkers were specifically praised for 
their effective systems.28 The first known 
correspondence between them is about 
two exhibitions: an overview of Belgian 
art in Amsterdam and one on Dutch 
art in Brussels, the latter having been 
curated by Van Schendel.29 Coremans 
organized the process of taking detail 
photos – referred to as macro photos –  
of the Dutch paintings in Brussels.30  
Six months later, in June 1946, 
Coremans was appointed as one of  
the three technical experts in the  
Van Meegeren trial, together with 
chemist and restorer Martin de Wild 
(1899-1969) and forensic expert  

Wiebo Froentjes (1909-2006).31 The 
artist Han van Meegeren (1889-1947) 
had been arrested shortly after the 
liberation of the country in May 1945, 
because the provenance of a painting 
allegedly by Vermeer, owned by 
Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring 
(1893-1946), led to Van Meegeren.  
He was charged with high treason  
for collaborating with the Nazis.  
In self-defence, he stated that he  
had actually forged the painting by 
Vermeer, as well as several others.32 
Since some of his other Vermeer 
forgeries had become part of Dutch 
collections, his confessions shook the 
art world.33 In the summer of 1946, 
Coremans, together with his assistant 
Louis Loose (1908-1986), visited the 
Rijksmuseum, where a temporary 
studio had been set up to study the  
Van Meegeren forgeries (fig. 8). It  
was Van Schendel’s friendship with 

Fig. 8
Paul Coremans  
(sitting on the chair) 
and Louis Loose 
(standing behind  
the table on the  
right, just outside  
the photograph) 
examining the 
Vermeer forgeries by 
Han van Meegeren, 
summer of 1946. 
Photo: © kik-irpa, 
Brussels.
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Coremans that probably cemented 
Van Schendel’s interest in the field of 
restoration and technical research.34 

In January 1947 Coremans helped 
Van Schendel and Mertens by sending 
Loose to the Rijksmuseum to take infra
red photographs and X-radiography 
details of The Night Watch.35 This 
painting had been one of the first to 
come back to the museum in June 1945. 
It was part of the exhibition Return of 
the Old Masters held until October 
1945. As had already been anticipated 
during the war, treatment began after 
this exhibition closed.36 The first three 
months, from October to December 
1945, were devoted to the application of 
a new wax-resin lining. This was done 
by Jenner, assisted by his son (fig. 9).37 
From January 1946 to the summer of 
1947, Mertens carried out the rest of 
the treatment, focusing on removing 
most of the numerous old varnish lay
ers (fig. 1).38 The treatment was overseen 
by Van Schendel and a sub-committee 

of the Amsterdam Committee of Super
vision.39 This restoration was a turning 
point in Mertens’s career, bringing him 
into the spotlight. At several points, 
journalists were invited to the museum 
to witness the progress of the treatment 
(fig. 10). Equally significant was the 
article that Van Schendel wrote with 
Mertens on three aspects of The Night 
Watch: its restoration history, its  
post-war treatment and the painting 
technique Rembrandt had used.40 Al
though Van Schendel may have writ-
ten the article, the fact that a restorer  
was acknowledged as co-author was 
ground-breaking, not only for the 
museum itself, but for the Netherlands 
in general.

In the last section of the article  
by Van Schendel and Mertens, the 
X-radiograph and infrared images 
made by Loose with his own equip
ment in January 1947 and discussed 
with Coremans in March, formed a 
significant part of the discussion.41  

Fig. 9
Christiaan Jenner 
removing the old 
wax-resin mixture 
during his relining  
of The Night Watch , 
1945.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
rma-ssa-f-06615-1.
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The value of technical research both 
during the Van Meegeren trial and  
the treatment of The Night Watch 
prompted Van Schendel and Mertens 
to get their own ‘small laboratory’: an 
X-radiograph tube, infrared equipment 
and a microscope.42 It was probably 
Van Schendel who initiated this: in the 
summer of 1947 he had visited London 
and Brussels to learn about the X-radio
graphy technique.43 According to the 
notes kept on each X-radiograph taken 
in the studio, the first one using the 
museum’s newly-acquired tube was 
made on 14 October 1947; it was a 
panel painting of a forest landscape  
by Jacob van Geel (figs. 11-13).44 It is 
important to note that in this field the 
Rijksmuseum lagged behind other 
major European museums, many of 

which had already set up a museum 
laboratory for technical research 
before the war.45 The only piece of 
technical equipment the Rijksmuseum 
had in the nineteen-thirties was a 
quartz or uv lamp.46 There was a lot  
of catching-up to do.

The Post-War Studio
And catch up they did: looking at the 
notes they made, X-radiographs were 
taken on a weekly basis. In the first year, 
for example, from 14 October 1947  
to 15 October 1948, one hundred and 
forty-four X-radiographs of eighty- 
five paintings were made. Mertens and 
Van Schendel were both capable of 
operating the tube.47 Although most 
paintings were from the Rijksmuseum 
collection, X-radiographs were also 

Fig. 10
Mertens working on 
The Night Watch , 
while being filmed  
for the documentary 
Rembrandt in  
de schuilkelder  
by filmmaker  
Gerard Rutten, 1946. 
© The Hague, 
National Archives  
of the Netherlands, 
nl-hana_2.24.14.02_ 
0_254-2353.
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Fig. 11
jacob van geel , 
Wooded Landscape ,  
c. 1633.  
Oil on panel,  
49 x 73.9 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-a-3968.
The red box indicates 
the area of the 
painting that was 
X-rayed (fig. 12).

Fig. 12
The first X-radiograpy 
that was made with 
the Rijksmuseum’s 
own tube, of  
Wooded Landscape ,  
14 October 1947 (fig. 11).
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.

Fig. 13
Handwritten note of 
the first X-radiograph 
(fig. 12).
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.
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made upon request. As the Rijksmuseum 
annual reports record, in the first few 
years, between 1948 to 1952, many 
paintings from the Mauritshuis were 
examined using X-radiography.48 
Interestingly, X-radiography was also 
carried out on loans in temporary 
exhibitions, including the exhibitions 
Masterpieces from the Alte Pinakothek 
in Munich in 1948, 120 Famous Paintings 
from the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum  
in Berlin in 1950 and Rembrandt in 
1956.49 It is less clear how often infra
red photography or the microscope 
were used in the museum after 1948. 
No notes were kept on microscopy 
and, apart from one early reference,  
we have no way of knowing if Mertens 
used it.50 Later sources suggest that it 
was not commonly used in the studio 
in the nineteen-fifties and sixties.51 Infra
red photographs frequently turn up 
among the so-called ‘technical photo
graphs’ taken by the photographic 
department; these are overviews or 
details of paintings, made before, 
during or, very rarely, after treatment.52 

These technical photographs can be 
viewed as the first restoration documen

tation that we have from Mertens and 
his studio. They not only include the 
infrared photos and X-radiographs, 
but also treatment photography. They 
were a clear result of the profuse photo
graphy that had been carried out for 
The Night Watch.53 Even though there 
was no formal procedure for photo
graphic documentation in place, it was 
better than the total lack of documen
tation before the war. Mertens would 
take prints of these photos and mount 
them on cardboard sheets, adding a 
few words underneath about the treat
ment or condition of the painting  
(fig. 14). At the same time, a system of 
written treatment documentation was 
developed, possibly influenced by what 
Van Schendel had witnessed in other 
institutions: two pre-printed pages that 
could be filled out by hand. They were 
used a few times (fig. 15), but were later 
abandoned for unknown reasons. For 
the rest of Mertens’s career, the techni
cal photographs with a few handwritten 
words at the bottom remained the only 
form of documentation that he kept.

Mertens was awarded a knighthood 
in the Order of Orange-Nassau for  

Fig. 14
Example of a 
treatment photo – of 
Rembrandts Portrait 
of Oopjen Coppit –  
on a cardboard sheet 
with handwritten  
text underneath. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.

Fig. 15
The two pages of  
the new form for 
treatment documen
tation filled in for 
Manet’s Mlle Isabelle 
Lemonnier of the Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptotek 
in Copenhagen,  
June 1949.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.

<	

<	
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Fig. 16
édouard manet,  
Mlle Isabelle 
Lemonnier, 1879-82.  
Oil on canvas,  
86.5 x 63.5 cm.  
Copenhagen, Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptotek, 
inv. no. min 1912. 

Fig. 17
One of the seven 
‘technical photo
graphs’ or treatment 
photographs of  
Mlle Isabelle 
Lemonnier (fig. 16), 
showing a detail  
of her face. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.

<	

<	
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Paris had apparently dared take on the 
commission. Mertens successfully 
brought the edges of the tears together 
and carried out a wax-resin lining and 
further treatment of the painting, 
although it cost him ‘headaches, a lot 
of patience and much manual dexterity’ 
(fig. 17).58 

The post-war studio grew in size. In 
1948 a third restorer started. Hendrik 
Plagge (1905-1998) was a trained artist, 
so was allowed, like Mertens himself, 
to work on the varnish and paint layers 
(fig. 18). Jenner remained responsible 
for structural treatments. It is uncertain 
what exactly transpired between 
Mertens and Jenner, but it is clear that 
over time their relationship soured; 
Jenner was forced to leave the museum 
in 1950.59 He was succeeded by other 
liners: Albertus Jacobus Hermanus 
Vorrink (1931-2004), from 1950 to  
an unknown date, Dirk Middelhoek 
(1926-2006) from 1955 to 1964 and 

Fig. 18
Plagge (on the right) 
working in the studio, 
1950.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
rma-ssa-f-05114-1.

his work on The Night Watch.54 The 
treatment secured his reputation at  
an international level, making him  
the specialist restorer of Rembrandt 
paintings. By the end of his career  
he had treated all the Rembrandt 
paintings in the museum, some of 
them twice.55 He also treated several 
Rembrandt paintings from other  
collections: for example Portrait  
of a Family from the Herzog Anton 
Ulrich-Museum in Brunswick in 1949 
and the Portraits of Marten Soolmans 
and Oopjen Coppit owned by the 
Rothschild family in 1956.56 Paintings 
by other artists also found their way  
to the studio; one notable example  
is Édouard Manet’s Mlle Isabelle 
Lemonnier from the Ny Carlsberg 
Glyptotek in Copenhagen (fig. 16).57  
Water damage to Manet’s painting had 
caused tears and other deformations  
in the canvas, and neither the National 
Gallery in London, nor the Louvre in 
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H.M. Koene (1904-?), from 1964  
until his retirement in 1969.60 Cornelis 
Bloemraad (1890-?), a restorer of 
wooden and metal objects from the 
department of Dutch History, also 
seems to have stepped in as a liner  
in those years.61 He retired in 1955.  
We do not know how often he actually 
worked for Mertens; he may have acted 
as second or assistant liner, possibly 
under Jenner.62 It is clear that the div- 
ision between structural treatment and 
the work of artist-restorers like Mertens 
and Plagge remained prevalent until 
Mertens’s retirement in 1970. It would 
only change under his successor Luitsen 
Kuiper (1936-1989).63 

From 1950 onwards the studio  
attracted national and international 
students.64 Helped by Mertens’s out
standing reputation and Van Schendel’s 
international contacts, the restoration 

studio became a highly sought-after 
place to study.65 One of these students, 
the American Louis Pomerantz, pre
viously mentioned in the introduction, 
stands out. Not only was he praised  
for his amiable character, diligence and 
skills, but he also kept copious notes 
that provide us, more than any other 
source, with key information about  
the materials and methods used in the 
studio in 1950 and 1951 (fig. 19).66 After 
1951, Pomerantz and his Dutch wife 
often visited the Netherlands and kept 
in touch with Mertens, his wife and 
Van Schendel.67 

Later Decades
The expansion of the studio was match
ed by Van Schendel’s own develop
ments in the field of restoration and 
technical research. His successes are 
described in Filedt Kok’s article about 

Fig. 19
Two pages from the 
Pomerantz notebook, 
describing and 
illustrating a wax- 
resin lining, 2 and  
4 October 1950. 
Washington, dc, 
Smithsonian Institu
tion, Archives of 
American Art,  
© Louis Pomerantz 
Papers, 1937-88. 



266

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

his friendship with Coremans, even 
though the Belgian chemist was not the 
only influencing factor on his career.68 
Van Schendel and Coremans were part 
of a core group of people that was very 
active internationally. Van Schendel 
was involved in the founding and the 
early decades of the International 
Institute for Conservation of Historic 
and Artistic Works (iic), the icom 
Commission on the Care of Paintings 
(and its successor icom-cc), and the 
International Conservation Centre 
Rome (iccrom). He attended his first 
two international meetings in this field 
in 1948: a preparatory meeting for the 
iic in September and the first meeting 
of the icom Commission on the Care 
of Paintings in December, when he 
was appointed secretary (fig. 20).69  
The Rijksmuseum’s annual reports 
between 1948 and his retirement in 
1975 show that Van Schendel never 
missed a meeting of the Care of Paint
ings Commission, which was held 
annually between 1948 and 1952, and 
bi-annually after 1952; from 1955 on
wards it was held in combination with 
the icom Committee for Museum 
Laboratories.70 These gave Van Schendel 
the opportunity to expand his network 
and to travel; he often combined 
meetings with visits to international 
studios and laboratories.71 In 1950 he 
was asked to join the international 
advisory board for the treatment of  
the Ghent Altarpiece in Brussels, an 
honour that demonstrated how much 
his expertise was valued (fig. 21).72  
In 1979 Van Schendel posthumously 
received the iccrom award for his 
activities for the Institute, which was 
founded in 1959.73 One of his fellow 
members, Paul Philipot (1925-2016), 
remembered his Dutch colleague:  
‘Van Schendel was an extremely use-
ful person at the beginning of the 
Council, especially due to his capacity  
to mediate and his juridical spirit. 
Smoking his pipe, he solved all the 
problems with great calm, and with-
out ever being agitated.’74 

Mertens played little part in these inter
national travels. We know of only one 
trip Mertens took: in September 1954 
he spent six weeks in Italy visiting 
various restoration studios in a cultural 
exchange programme between Italy and 
the Netherlands.75  Three years later he 
attended the joint meeting of the two 
icom Commissions (Care of Paintings 
and Museum Laboratories) from 19 to 
25 September 1957, because it took place 
in the Rijksmuseum itself. One of the 
main themes of the conference was the 
restoration of paintings on canvas.76 
Mertens gave demonstrations in the 
treatment of canvas – undoubtedly 
discussing the ‘Dutch method’, or  
wax-resin linings – and helped set up  
a small, informative exhibition on this 
theme.77 After this, no annual reports 

Fig. 20 
Van Schendel  
(back row, second 
from the right)  
and Coremans 
(centre) at the 
preparatory meeting 
of iic in Brussels,  
September 1948.
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refer to travels on his part outside of 
those taken for restoration treatments. 
However, that does not necessarily 
mean that these activities did not take 
place; in 1957 Pomerantz wrote to  
Van Schendel about an upcoming work-
related trip by Mertens to London, 
which is not mentioned in the annual 
report for that year.78 

While Van Schendel’s career was 
thriving – he was promoted director  
of the paintings department in 1950 
and became general director in 1959 –  
Mertens had his own promotions. 
‘Restorer’ was not a recognised job title 
in the Dutch civil service; restorers were 
generally grouped under the heading of 
‘technical staff’ with the accompanying 
low salary. In 1950 Mertens was promo- 
ted from Technical Assistant A to Paint
ings Restorer A, a position that was 
especially created in 1948.79 However, 
Mertens’s salary was still not commen
surate with his responsibilities and 
reputation. In 1957 the director, David 
Roëll (1894-1961), wrote to the minister 
to ask for another raise; Mertens’s 
work was praised extensively and he 
was called ‘one of the best six restorers 
in the world’.80 Roëll expressed his 

concern that Mertens would leave  
the museum to pursue a much more 
profitable career as a private restorer. 
Ten months later the minister pro
moted Mertens to head restorer, with 
an accompanying increase in salary.81 
Remarkably, this was not specifically 
noted in the annual report for that year. 
In fact, Mertens had already been called 
‘chief’ in the annual report for 1954.82 

These actions may not have been 
enough for Mertens, however. Increas
ing discontent seems to have been part 
of the reason behind the stagnation in 
the development of the studio after the 
golden years between 1945 and 1957.83 
As a result of Van Schendel’s growing 
responsibilities, his relationship with 
Mertens became more distant. Bob 
Haak (1926-2005) was appointed assist
ant curator to take Van Schendel’s 
place in the daily supervision of the 
studio between 1954 and 1963.84 But 
Haak was at the start of his career and 
still lacked Van Schendel’s expertise, 
international network, and possibly 
also his diplomatic skills. In 1963 a 
long-cherished dream of Van Schendel 
was finally realized: the founding of 
the Central Research Laboratory of 

Fig. 21
Van Schendel and 
Philip Hendy, director 
of the National 
Gallery in London, 
during one of the 
meetings of the 
international advisory 
board for the Ghent 
Altarpiece , 1950.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
ha-0023607.
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Objects for Art and Science.85 As far  
as we know, Mertens had no part in it. 
In a letter to Pomerantz he wrote on  
4 December 1969: ‘Next June I am  
65 years and so I leave the museum. They 
asked me to stay some months longer, 
but I have refused. The last years on [sic] 
the Rijksmuseum were horrible: no 
assistants and rebuilding after rebuild
ing! I think it will not be ready over  
10 years. It is a great rotzooi! So I am 
very glad to go away’ (fig. 22).86 Allegedly 
when Mertens retired, he took with him 
the notebooks in which he had kept 
treatment details, and burnt them out 
of dissatisfaction with the museum. 
This story has neither been confirmed 
nor denied by sources, but is indicative 
of his state of mind when he left.87 

Conclusion
Looking at the developments that the 
paintings department restoration studio 
underwent during the near parallel car
eers of the restorer Henricus Hubertus 
Mertens and the curator, and later direct
or, Arthur van Schendel, it is clear that 
post-war changes were driven by the en- 
thusiasm and energy that Van Schendel 
had for the field and the synergy he and 

Mertens had together. The Rijksmuseum 
restoration studio lagged behind other 
major museums in Europe during the 
nineteen-thirties, but their first decade 
together was formative in the careers 
of both Mertens and Van Schendel as 
they gained experience as restorer and 
art historian, respectively. The war 
years were hard, not only on the staff, 
but also on the paintings collection, 
which was frequently relocated under 
less than ideal circumstances. The tem
porary shelters of the first two years, 
in particular, created a great deal of 
extra restoration work.

The ‘golden years’ of the studio began 
with the treatment of The Night Watch. 
It became an exemplary treatment, in 
the way it was carried out by Mertens, 
the technical examinations conducted 
by Loose and Coremans, the open press 
policy during treatment and the publica
tions that followed shortly afterwards. 
The setup of the small laboratory in 
1948 was another key step in advance
ment. Helped by his friendship with 
Paul Coremans, Van Schendel quickly 
expanded his knowledge and inter- 
national network in the field of restor
ation and research. With the close 

Fig. 22
Letter from Mertens 
to Pomerantz dated  
4 December 1969. 
Washington, dc, 
Smithsonian 
Institution, Archives 
of American Art,  
© Louis Pomerantz 
Papers, 1937-88.
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collaboration between Van Schendel, 
acting as the head, and Mertens, acting 
as the hands, the studio thrived. They not 
only complemented, but strengthened 
each other on a professional level. A 
new documentation system was set up; 
the photographic documentation that 
had been so important for The Night 
Watch became more common, al
though it was not yet a standard part  
of treatment documentation. National 
and international students applied  
to train under Mertens as specialist 
restorer and problematic paintings 
from other collections were success
fully entrusted to his care.

When Van Schendel had increasingly 
less time for the studio, progress stop
ped. Head and hands grew apart. Some 
innovations were kept, X-raying was 
regularly carried out and photography 
remained important, but other im
provements, like the written treatment 

reports, were abandoned. What remain
ed was Van Schendel’s international 
work in the field, which he carried out 
until his retirement, as well as Mertens’s 
tremendous skill as a restorer. They  
left their legacies through the dissemi
nation of their knowledge – for Van 
Schendel by way of the icom-cc, iic 
and icrom, and for Mertens through 
the paintings he left behind and his 
students. Pomerantz put it like this: 
‘My one year of training with  
Mr Mertens in 1950 was not only one 
of my most influential experiences,  
but also one of the most enjoyable.’88 
And while Mertens’s legacy is more 
modest and perhaps more elusive than 
Van Schendel’s, it would be a mistake 
for us to disregard it.

The unique character of a present-day conservator lies in the rare combination of 
working at an academic level with your head and at a craftsman level with your hands. 
This has not always been the case. Historically the role of a restorer was that of a 
technician, craftsman and artist, while that of the museum curator was that of a 
thinker, writer and academic. This article focuses on the relationship between the 
curator and later director, Arthur François Emile van Schendel, and the paintings 
restorer Henricus Hubertus Mertens. Both started their careers in the museum in 
the early nineteen-thirties. Van Schendel’s interest in restoration and technical 
research may have been kindled at that time, but was fanned during the war, when 
he worked with the museum’s two paintings restorers – Mertens and his colleague 
Christiaan Jenner – to preserve the paintings collection under difficult circumstances. 
After the war, Van Schendel continued to develop in this field and quickly became 
an internationally recognised authority. He was closely involved in the treatment of 
Rembrandt’s Night Watch, carried out by Mertens in 1946 and 1947. It brought the 
museum international acclaim and Mertens became known as the specialist in the 
restoration of Rembrandt paintings. Although the relationship between Mertens and 
Van Schendel became more distant as the decades progressed, the post-war paintings 
restoration studio grew into a renowned department with three permanent restorers 
and many national and international students. While Van Schendel was a key figure 
in the international field of restoration and technical research, for example as one  
of the founders of iic, icom Care of Paintings and iccrom, Mertens played a more 
modest role. His legacy was the paintings he left behind. His expertise was dissem- 
inated at a national and international level through his students. And so both Van 
Schendel and Mertens played their own unique role in bringing the restoration 
department of the museum internationally into view.
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