
 MYSTERIOUS MASTERPIECE 
C o l d   C a s e  T o r r e n t i u s 

 
The documentary film Mysterious Masterpiece (Cold Case Torrentius), made by 
Dutch director Maarten de Kroon in cooperation with Jeanne Van der Horst, 
investigates the incredible life of the 17th century Dutch master Johannes Torrentius 
and his enigmatic Still life with a bridle – the only painting that has survived.  

Johannes Torrentius (born in Amsterdam in 1588 as Jan Simonsz. van der Beeck) was 
rich, famous and notorious. He was known as the best Dutch still life painter in his 
time. He was a libertine, possibly a Rosicrucian, dressed like a dandy, produced 
forbidden erotic prints and ridiculed religion. He was jailed in 1627, seriously tortured 
and finally condemned to 20 years imprisonment for heresy and blasphemy. Most of 
his works were confiscated. After spending two years in jail, he was permitted to 
leave the country by the Dutch Royal Family as a gesture to the English king Charles 
I, a great art-collector in his time. After moving to London, Johannes Torrentius 
seems to vanish into thin air. 

Only one of his works survived; a mysterious still life calling for temperance 
(collection Rijksmuseum). It was found in 1914 in a small provincial town in the 
Netherlands, where it had served as a lid of a raisin barrel for years in a grocery shop. 
How it was made remains a mystery. Traces of oilpaint were never found, nor any 
trace of a brushstroke. According to the painter himself, he never used brushes. He lay 
his panels flat on the floor, mixed his pigments and when it was finished, he declared, 
one could hear the sweet humming of bees right above the panel.  

The filmmaker re-examines the case and follows the new scientific research of the 
painting at the Rijksmuseum, in the hope to unravel the secret binding medium 
Torrentius must have used. Mysterious Masterpiece is a film about one painting, a 
secret method, and a reckless genius, balancing on the boundaries of freedom of 
speech, religion, tolerance and temperance.	



 

	

Maarten de Kroon	

Maarten	de	Kroon	(1959)	is	a	Dutch	filmmaker	and	writer.	He	started	as	
researcher	and	scriptwriter	in	the	80’s,	working	with	Dutch	director	Olivier	
Koning	on	several	award-winning	documentaries.	Together	with	his	brother	
Pieter-Rim	de	Kroon	he	made	the	documentary	film	Dutch	Light	(2003),	on	the	
myth	of	Dutch	light	in	painting	and	reality,	winning	awards	at	several	
international	filmfestivals,	and	F.I.S.H.I.N.G	(documentary,	90’,	2012).	The	short	
documentary	Landlocked	(40’,	2014)	he	produced	and	directed,	a	poetic	film	
about	Moldova	and	the	Black	Sea,	won	the	Audience	Award	at	the	Cronograf	Film	
Festival	2015.		



 

Background 

The fascination for the Dutch painter Johannes Torrentius and his unique Still life with 
a Bridle started for Dutch filmmaker Maarten de Kroon in 2010, when his friend and 
artist Jan Andriesse asked him to help make a short artist film about the work. They 
visited the Rijksmuseum, together with the legendary cameraman DOP Robby Müller 
who was supposed to participate on the project, but unfortunately got seriously ill and 
was unable to continu working. The short film (a 10 minutes zoom-out) finally was 
made in 2013 and has been shown in several galleries and festivals. 

Flabbergasted by the incredible story of the painting and the painter’s life, Mr. De 
Kroon decided to make a long documentary about it. Mysterious Masterpiece starts 
where the short film ends, now zooming in on the painting. Specially for the film, the 
Rijksmuseum scientific researcher Mr. Arie Wallert decided to investigate the 
painting again, in depth, using new techniques in order to unravel the mystery of the 
binding medium, looking again for brushstrokes that were never found before, trying 
to interpret the meaning of the underdrawing – possibly used to work on the painting 
using a camera obscura (in 1614). 

Even before the film was financed, Maarten de Kroon interviewed one of the great 
specialists on Johannes Vermeer and 17th century Dutch painting, Mr. Walter 
Liedtke, then curator 17th century Dutch and Flemish paintings at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. Mr. Liedtke died in a tragic traincrash early 2015 in the state of New 
York. The Mysterious Masterpiece is dedicated to Mr. Liedtke.  

In order to get as close as possible to the painter’s life and work, Mr. De Kroon 
interviewed other experts in the UK (London and Oxford) and the Netherlands, 
filming in Amsterdam, Haarlem, The Hague, Oxford, London and Windsor Castle. As 
he gets closer to the painter’s life and and work, the enigma only seems to grow. 
Sometimes reality is stronger than fiction.  

 

 



 

 

Credits 

Mysterious Masterpiece (aka Cold Case Torrentius, 68 minutes) premiered at the 
Netherlands Film Festival in september 2016 and is produced by Get Organizized 
Film & Docs for Foundation Picture Ahead.  

Research, script & interviews  Maarten de Kroon 
Camera & sound   Jeanne van der Horst 
Second camera    Maarten Roos, Joris Jan Bos 
Edit     Jeanne van der Horst 
Soundmix    Rimmert van Lummel, Erik Langhout 
Grading    Alexander Fijlstra 
Music Machinefabriek & Peter Broderick, Mort aux 

Vaches;  Susanne Herre (theorbe) & Mariana 
Pimenta (soprano) 

Director Maarten de Kroon 
Produced by Get Organizized Film & Docs 
Sales Get Organizized Film & Docs  
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