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The Rijksmuseum Opens
Words and painting by John C. Richardson



Page 82 Page 83

Cycling through the Rijksmuseum
     The Rijksmuseum is one of the 
world’s great museums. Holland’s 
equivalent to the National Gallery 
or the Louvre in Paris. It’s their 
single greatest monument to 
their past. So much more than a 
mere museum, it is considered by 
many to be the egg that the nation 
crawled out of. 
     The Rijksmuseum is about the 
Dutchness of Dutchness. It’s the 
treasure house of the Netherlands. 
It’s their museum, their cultural 
mothership. There is nothing 
like it in the Netherlands.  This 
wonderful, neo gothic, romantic 
fantasy is Architect Pierre 
Cuypers’ temple to art.

Yet for the last 10 years Amsterdam has been 
a city with a gaping cultural hole where its 
heart should be. The Rijksmuseum has been 
closed undergoing a massive restoration. Very 
few countries have completely rethought and 
reinvented their national galleries. This is one 
of the most remarkable, most expensive, most 
ambitious remodelling of the world’s major 
museums.
Finally the waiting is over. So join me on 
a journey of rediscovery as I seek out the 
treasures of this great trading nation.
In the past, the Rijksmuseum organised 
exhibitions on rather traditional lines.

In fact, it was hated as a building. When it 
was first unveiled in 1885 it was regarded 
with horror.  “How Catholic with its stain 
glass windows…its resemblance to a 
cathedral.”  Many saw it as a fish bone lodged 
in the throat of the Dutch state. Which was 
mainly Protestant. The king at the time William 
111 refused to set foot in it.
If you look high up on the right side of the 
museumplein entrance you can see the 
architect Pierre Cuypers looking furtively 
around the corner. “I’m a Catholic in a 
Protestant world. Have I got away with it?”
Before the restoration the building 
was obscured by the artifacts. Now the 
building has got its voice back and is able to 
speak once more. Now it’s in harmony with the 
objects.
Today’s museum has a single overriding 
mission: to tell the story of the Dutch’s past, 
to bring Holland to life. 
They have introduced a new museum 
experience that is bold, daring and highly 
effective. What they have done is bring the 
arts together and involved them in a great 
chronological sweep through their history. 
There are 80 galleries showing 8,000 objects 
at any one time. Yet there are over one million 
objects waiting their turn to be displayed
The result is jaw-droppingly gorgeous, varied 
and rich…treasures from the far east, post 
impressionism masterpieces from artists like 
Monet, and self portraits by the master himself 
Van Gogh. Vermeer’s love letter looks like it 
was painted yesterday.
The restoration was supposed to take three 
years. But it took them 10 years, which gives 
you some idea of the obstacles they had to 
overcome.  It was scheduled for completion in 
2008. So what took it so long? Some historic 
aquatic problem, some logistical issue? 
No! The uniquely Dutch issue: The humble bike
When architect Antonio Ortiz Garcia suggested 

that they split the bike tunnel into two levels 
there was mass revolt. The all powerful cycle 
lobby fell over their handlebars in horror, and 
staged demonstrations and sit ins. Refusing to 
except his slightly rerouted cycle lane. At great 
cost and delay he had to completely redesign 
his plans. Adding millions of extra euros on to 
the final cost. Which eventually totalled 370 
million euros. 
This meant an extra fight with the 
water underneath the museum.  Almost 
as challenging on walking on water. Or as 
architect Antonio Ortiz Garcia puts it  “A sea of 
water.”

Despite his challenges and fresh hurdles, 
the transformation in truly mind boggling. 
Almost like it fell to the bottom of the 
ocean, the museum has been brought 
back to the surface and restored to its 
glittering self again. The sympathetic new 
design is as elegantly minimalistic as 
Cuypers original was extravagant.
So it was with some element of surprise that 
they are refusing to let me cycle through it 
until May 14. Why I don’t know. You can’t 
even walk your bike through it. Mind you 
with so many tourists staring at the ceiling 
it’s only a matter of time before a  tourist walks 

backwards into a cyclist. Before it was closed 
it was used by 13,000 cyclists a day.
The museum was constructed around one 
painting: The Night Watch.  A close inspection 
of its masterful use of  light reveals that 
indeed Rembrandt is the Shakespeare of 
painting. Like Shakespeare, he breaks all the 
rules and what breaks through the surface 
is the profound, unruly, raucous sense of 
humanity. He is the painter of human beings. 
Hanging like a high alter in Cuypers cathedral 
of art, the Night Watch does not show a king 
or queen (although Queen Beatrix chose to 
have her abdication dinner in front of it) or 
Christ on a cross.  No...it’s showing Burgess 
from Amsterdam: pharmacists and merchants 
and lawyers. Thus interweaving the national 
character into one painting. 
Van Gogh said of Rembrandt that he is so 
mysterious he seems to use paint to express 
things for which we have no words. At the 

heart of the painting is this very enigmatic 
detail— a painting of a small girl— lit by that 
shaft of Rembrandt light. But she has the face 
of his wife. Her name was Saskia who died in 
the same year this painting was delivered. But 
nobody really knows why he painted her in this 
way. Or, in my case, why she has a chicken 
hanging from her waist. 
In the end, I am amazed just how much 
the building has got its voice back. A voice 
expressed through light. But not just any 
light. It has captured and put on display those 
uniquely enigmatic shafts of Rembrandt light. 
It’s as if the light has come out of his paintings 
and into the gallery itself. 
Where the visitor can bask in its ethereal 
beauty. A sort of 21st century Rembrandt light. 
Its mysterious power lifts you slightly and 
takes the weight momentarily off the outside 
world, elevating and enriching your artistic 
soul. 

This wonderful, neo gothic, romantic fantasy 
is Architect Pierre Cuypers’ temple to art.“ ”

“Rembrandt is the Shakespeare of painting.”
   By John C. Richardson


