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Detail, cat. 10

Foreword

The reputation of Johannes Vermeer rests upon a relatively small number of paint-
ings, two-thirds of which are presented in the current exhibition, the first ever
devoted exclusively to the art of this remarkable seventeenth-century Dutch master.
Many of the themes that Vermeer chose to depict are those he encountered in daily life:
a young woman absorbed in reading a letter in the corner of a sunlit room; a girl in a
feathery red hat turned toward the viewer, her lips parted and her eyes lit with expec-
tancy; a view of Delft, Vermeer’s birthplace and home, with its tiled roofs, church spires,
and turreted gates, under an immense sky. In such images, Vermeer found and conveyed
values and emotions of lasting concern, transforming reality and reflecting upon the time-
less aspects of the human condition. Some of his paintings also have symbolic elements
with explicit allegorical connotations. Carefully constructed and rich in meaning, his pic-
tures have intrigued and fascinated viewers over the centuries. We hope that those who
have scen the pictures before, individually, will find their pleasure magnified by seeing
them brought together, and that newcomers to Vermeer’s art will find that the exhibition
immeasurably enriches their understanding of Dutch painting.

While a great deal is known about the cultural, social, and political situation in
seventeenth-century Delft, relatively little is known of the artist from written records.
Neither the facts of his apprenticeship or training, nor the details of any of the commis-
sions that he may have received, is recorded. Yet, the art historical, archival, and conser-
vation studies stimulated by our project have resulted in a far greater understanding of
Vermeer’s genius and even of the execution and physical structure of his paintings.
Visitors to the exhibition will discover anew Vermeer’s remarkable mastery of light and
texture, and his delicate nuances of color, restored by recent conservation treatments.

The exhibition and accompanying catalogue are the result of a very close and intense
collaboration between the National Gallery of Art and the Royal Cabinet of Paintings
Mauritshuis. The staffs of both institutions, who will continue to work together long after
the exhibition, collectively contributed decades of study to the project. Arthur K.
Wheelock, Jr., curator of northern baroque paintings at the Gallery, has brought more
than twenty years of accumulated expertise to bear upon his role as a curator of the exhi-
bition and as a priﬁcipal author and the scholarly editor of the catalogue. Ben Broos,
research curator at the Mauritshuis and an expert on the history of collecting, has added
an important dimension to the catalogue with his research on Vermeer’s changing critical
reputation. In an essay by noted Vermeer scholar Albert Blankert, on the nature of Ver-
meer’s ‘modern’ themes, new insights and interpretations are published. Jorgen Wadum,
chief paintings conservator at the Mauritshuis, has provided a study on the artist’s use of
perspective in which he reveals new evidence of Vermeer’s working methods, the direct
result of his examination of the paintings exhibited.

In Washington, the exhibition is made possible by United Technologies Corporation,
whose continuing contributions to the Gallery’s exhibition programs are greatly appreci-
ated. The exhibition in Washington is supported by an indemnity from the Federal Council
on the Arts and the Humanities. The Mauritshuis is very grateful that the State of the
Netherlands has granted an important governmental guarantee within the framework of
the indemnity settlement. In The Hague, Rabobank generously supported the exhibition,
and provided funds for the restoration of the Mauritshuis’ Vermeer paintings, carried out
in full view of visitors to the museum during the summer of 1994. We extend particular



thanks to United Technologies president and chief executive officer, George David, and
Dr. Herman Wijffels, chairman of the exccutive board of Rabobank Nederland.

Above all clse, we are deeply indebted to our lenders for their generosity, cooperation,
and good will. We are especially grateful to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II for agrecing
to lend her rarely exhibited but much-loved Vermeer, A Lady at the Virginal with a
Gentleman (The Music Lesson), and to Herbert Beck, Henning Bock, Timothy Clifford,

Jan Piet Filedt Kok, Barbara Piasecka Johnson, Raymond Keaveney, Christopher Lloyd,
Jochen Luckhardt, Neil MacGregor, Philippe de Montebello, Henk van Os, and Pierre
Rosenberg. Each has aided and encouraged this international collaboration and made this
long-awaited exhibition a reality.

Frederik . Duparc Earl A. Powell 111
DIRECTOR DIRECTOR
ROYAL CABINET OF PAINTINGS NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART

MAURITSHUIS
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Vermeer of Delft: His Life and His Avrtistry

ARTHUR K. WHEELOCK, JR.

Vermeer and Delft
BY THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY DELFT was already a venerable city with a long
and distinguished past. The walls and medieval gates of Vermeer’s native city, visible
in his remarkable View of Delft (cat. 7), had controlled traffic over land and water and pro-
vided defense for more than three centuries. It was because of these fortifications that
Willem de Zwijger (William the Silent), Prince of Orange, chose Delft as his residence
during the Dutch revolt against Spanish control." Although the court and the seat of gov-
ernment moved to The Hague at the end of the sixteenth century, Delft continued to
enjoy a special status within the province of Holland. While politically allied with the
policies of the States General, the city’s ties to the House of Orange, through its histori-
cal link to William the Silent, remained strong.

The city, with its thriving Delftware factories, tapestry weaving ateliers, and brew-
eries, attracted travelers because of its prosperity and its charm. One Englishman wrote,
“Delft has as many bridges as there are days in the year and a like number of canals and
streets with boats passing up and down.”* Most visitors, however, focused upon the
imposing tomb of William the Silent, in the choir of the Nicuwe Kerk (New Church).

In 1667 the local historian Dirck van Bleyswijck wrote that this tomb, designed and built
by Hendrick de Keyser (1565—1628) in 1622, had gained recognition throughout Europe.
Not only was it the most magnificent tomb in the Dutch Republic, it also held enormous
symbolic importance (see page 19 and note 27).

It was in the Nieuwe Kerk that Reynier Jansz and Digna Baltens christened Johannes
(“Joannis”), their second child, and first son, on 31 October 1632. Reynier, a weaver who
produced a fine satin fabric called “caffa,” had also registered in 1631 in the Delft Saint
Luke’s Guild as an art dealer, a profession he probably conducted in an inn he had leased
on the Voldersgracht.* By 1641 Vermeer’s father was sufficiently prosperous to purchase a
large house containing an inn, the “Mechelen,” on the market square in Delft. From this
inn Reynier Jansz apparently continued to buy and sell paintings, a business Johannes
inherited upon his father’s death in 1652. By that time Johannes must have already decided
on a career as a painter since only a year later, on 29 December 1653, he registered as a
master painter in the Saint Luke’s Guild.”

Unfortunately, nothing is known about Vermeer’s decision to become an artist. The
name of his master(s), the nature of his training, the period of his apprenticeship (which
must already have begun in the late 1640s), and even the city or cities in which he
apprenticed remain mysteries. No written sources indicate whether he was versed in art
theory or interested in broad philosophical ideas. Did he ever travel outside of the
Netherlands, to Italy, France, or Flanders, to learn about different artistic traditions?
Perhaps, but documentation here, as elsewhere, is lacking.

The records also remain tantalizingly vague about Vermeer’s relationships with other
painters. We know that Leonard Bramer (1596—1674.) served as a witness prior to Vermeer’s
marriage with Catharina Bolnes in April 1653, and that the artist co-signed a document
with Gerard ter Borch (1617—1681) two days after his marriage® However, no subsequent
contact with either Bramer or Ter Borch can be verified. While Arnold Bon touted Vermeer
as the successor to Carel Fabritius’ (1622—1654,) approach to painting in a poem published
in 1667 where he stated that Vermeer, “masterlike, trod his [Fabritius’] path,” we know of
no specific contact between these two artists. Nor do we have any documents connecting
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WHEELOCK

Vermeer with Jan Steen (c. 162§—1679) and Pieter de Hooch (1629—1684), both active in
Delft in the 1650s. Finally, no documents indicate that Vermeer ever met with painters
from other centers, such as Nicolaes Maes (1634—1693) from Dordrecht, or Frans van
Mieris the Elder (1635—1681) and Gabri€l Metsu (1629—1667) from Leiden and Amsterdam.

Although no sources reveal how Vermeer’s paintings were received in the 1650s, by the
1660s he had established a reputation as a serious and innovative artist.” Indeed, he was
selected to serve as one of the heads of the Saint Luke’s Guild in 1662—1663. In 1663 the
French traveler and diarist Balthasar de Monconys visited Vermeer, but noted only that
his paintings were overpriced? Pieter Teding van Berckhout (1643—1713), a wealthy young
amateur, also visited the “excellent” and “famous” Vermeer twice in 1669, the first time
secing “a few curiosities” and the second time “some examples of his art, the most extra-
ordinary and most curious aspect of which consists in the perspective.”” Further, the 1664
inventory of the Hague sculptor Johan Larson lists a “tronie” by Vermeer, an important
indication that by the mid-1660s interest in his works had moved beyond Delft."” In 1671
1672 Vermeer was elected once again a headman of the Delft Saint Luke’s Guild. In May
1672 he was summoned to The Hague as an expert in Italian paintings — perhaps the most
remarkable and suggestive fact as yet discovered.

Despite his respected position within the Delft artistic community, Vermeer fell victim
to the disastrous economic climate that followed the 1672 invasion of Holland by Louis x1v
of France. Vermeer died three years later, leaving behind a wife, ten minor children, and
enormous debts. In a petition of 1677 his widow recounted the difficulties of their last
years: “during the ruinous and protracted war [Vermeer] not only was unable to sell any of
his art but also, to his great detriment, was left sitting with the paintings of other masters
that he was dealing in.”'? In the same year, Catharina Bolnes and her mother, Maria Thins,
undertook a heartrending struggle to prevent the sale of the Ar of Painting (page 68, fig.
2) at a public auction at the Saint Luke’s Guild."” Given Vermeer’s fascination with perspec-
tive and optics, it seems relevant that the executor of his estate was the famed Delft micro-
scopist Anthony van Leeuwenhoek, born in Delft in the same year as Vermeer, 1632."

Most of the documents that mention Vermeer pertain to his family. While John
Michael Montias admirably analyzed many of them," the importance of Vermeer’s
mother-in-law, Maria Thins, deserves further mention. The traditional view that Maria
Thins resisted Vermeer’s marriage to Catharina Bolnes in December 1653 seems some-
what misleading; indeed, all evidence indicates that she and Vermeer had a close and
supportive relationship.'® Before the marriage Vermeer converted to Catholicism, almost
certainly in deference to the wishes of his future mother-in-law."” By 1656 Maria Thins
had loaned the couple 300 guilders, and her 1657 testament treated her daughter very
generously,™ perhaps because Johannes and Catharina had honored her by naming their
first child Maria. The young couple eventually lived with Maria Thins, moving into her
home on the Oude Langendijk by 1660.

Maria Thins almost certainly had some knowledge of paintings. Through her cousin
Jan Geensz Thins, who owned the house in which she lived, Maria was distantly related
by marriage to the Utrecht painter Abraham Bloemaert (1564-1651)." Morcover, she had
a modest collection of paintings from the Utrecht school, which she, together with her
brother, and her sister, had inherited from her parents.” Vermeer certainly knew those

paintings, which were in her home in Delft. At least two appear in the backgrounds of his



fig. 1. Johannes Vermeer, The Concert, . 1665—1666, oil on
canvas, Isabella Stewart Gardner Muscum, Boston
(whereabouts unknown)

own works: The Procuress, by Dirck van Baburen (1590/1595—1624), which he included in
both The Concert (fig. 1) and A Lady Seated at the Virginal (cat. 22, fig. 1), and Roman Charity,
which hangs on the rear wall of the Music Lesson (cat. 8).

Vermeer and Delft Stylistic Traditions
Maria Thins’ collection of Utrecht paintings may help explain the character of Vermeer’s
carly works, which do not draw heavily upon Delft stylistic traditions. It is understand-
able that he found little inspiration in Delft, for during his formative years the city’s artis-
tic community was not particularly dynamic. Aside from Bramer, its major artists include
the history painter Christiacn van Couwenbergh (1604—1667), the genre and portrait
painter Anthonie Palamedesz (1600/1601-1673/1680), the landscape painter Pieter van
Asch (1602—1678), and the aged still life painter Balthasar van der Ast (before 1590—after
1660). The arrival of Paulus Potter (1625—1654) in 1646, and his membership in the guild
until 1649, must have been a welcome event. Yet, it seems unlikely that any of these paint-
ers inspired the young Vermeer or helped determine the direction that his art would take.
While Bramer knew Vermeer well and had numerous contacts with his family in the
early 1650s,”' the precise nature of the older artist’s impact remains unclear. Stylistically,
the exotic figures in Bramer’s small paintings on panel and copper are quite different from
those in Vermeer’s carly religious and mythological scenes. However, Bramer also painted
murals, most importantly for the Prince of Orange at the palaces of Honselaarsdijk and
Rijswijk. While the murals have almost all disappeared, related drawings suggest that the
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WHEELOCK

figures were large in scale and classically conceived.” These lost works may have been
the key to the stylistic relationship between the two artists.

An artist who traveled widely and who was familiar with Italian art, Bramer would
surely have recommended that the young Vermeer expand his horizons with travel as
well, perhaps to France and Italy, but certainly to Utrecht and Amsterdam. In Utrecht
Vermeer could have met Abraham Bloemaert, Maria Thins’ distant relative, who in the
late 1640s painted in a broad, classicizing style; in Amsterdam he would certainly have
learned something about Rembrandt’s manner of painting?

While Vermeer’s early style suggests that he reccived some training outside of Delft,
this could only have occurred prior to his father’s death in October 1652. It would seem
that after that date he would have had to be present to attend to family affairs. He was,
in fact, living in the family home “Mechelen” on the Marketplace at the time of his mar-
riage to Catharina Bolnes the following April.** By the end of December 1653 he had
become a master in the guild.”

The close proximity of Delft to The Hague meant that a number of Delft artists active
in the 1640s enjoyed the patronage of members of the court. While this source for com-
missions created a certain degree of economic stability, it also fostered a conservative

LEFT: fig. 2. Gerard Houckgeest, The Tomb of Willem of
Orange, 1651, oil on panel, Mauritshuis, The Hague

RIGHT: fig. 3. Emanucl de Witte, Interior of Oude Kerk in
Delft, c. 1650 — 1651, oil on oak, National Gallery of
Canada, Ottawa, Purchased in 1983 with the assistance of
a grant from the Government of Canada under the terms
of the Cultural Property Export and Import Act

18



fig. 4. Carel Fabritius, Se/f-Portrait, c. 1648, oil on panel,
Muscum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam

fig. 5. Carel Fabritius, The Sentry, 1654, oil on canvas,

Staatliches Museum Schwerin

VERMEER OF DELFT: HIS LIFE AND HIS ARTISTRY

atmosphere, in which established forms of expression were preferred to the stylistic inno-
vations of artists in Haarlem, Amsterdam, and Leiden. Even after the death of Prince
Willem 11 on 6 November 1650, many artists must have continued to believe that large-
scale history painting would remain an important artistic current. Indeed, until 1652 a
number of classicizing painters were at work on an enormous decorative ensemble for the
Oranjezaal in the Huis ten Bosch. Among them were Caesar van Everdingen (c. 1616/1617
—1678), Pieter de Grebber (c. 1600—1652/1653), Salomon de Bray (1597—1664), and Gerard
van Honthorst (1590—1656), all from Utrecht and Haarlem, as well as the Delft artist
Christiaen van Couwenbergh. Several Flemish painters, including Jacob Jordaens (1593—
1678), Theodoor van Thulden (1606—1669), and Thomas Willeboirts Bosschaert (1613/1614—
1654.), added an international flavor to this endeavor. Van Couwenbergh and another (less
talented) Delft artist, Willem Verschoor (c. 1630—1678), had also painted classicizing his-
tory scenes for public and private patrons.*

In 1650, however, a dynamic new style of architectural painting evolved in Delft,
which offered an alternative to the conservative artistic traditions that had heretofore
dominated the city. Paintings from the early 1650s by Gerard Houckgeest (c. 1600—1661),
Emanuel de Witte (c. 1617-1692), and Hendrick van Vliet (1611/1612—1675) depicted the
interiors of Delft’s two primary churches, the Nieuwe Kerk and the Oude Kerk (Old
Church) in ways that emotionally involved the viewer in the scene. They achieved this
effect not only through their use of unusual vantage points, diagonal perspective, and
strong chiaroscuro, but also by integrating figures in the interior space.

While the reasons for this sudden stylistic development are not entirely understood,
they may be related to a change in the country’s political fortunes. The unexpected death
of the Prince of Orange in November 1650 left the Dutch Republic, for the first time in its
history, without the leadership of a Prince of Orange, for Willem II’s son, born just eight
days after his father’s death, was too young to rule.”” Houckgeest’s first architectural
paintings in the new style, indeed, depict the tomb of William the Silent (fig. 2), the final
resting place of the Princes of Orange. The figures at the tomb pay homage to them, in
the process contemplating the inevitability of death. A painting by Emanuel de Witte
similarly focuses on figures who listen intently to a sermon (fig. 3), their very presence
enhancing the emotional intensity of the scene.

By 1653, Houckgeest and De Witte had both left the city, but the presence of Carel
Fabritius both enriched and expanded the artistic legacy accessible to the young Vermeer.
To judge from his self-portraits (fig. 4), Fabritius must have been a dynamic individual
when he arrived in Delft in 1650, an artist counting among his talents “perspectives” and
mural paintings.”® In the few existing works from his Delft period, among them A View in
Delft with a Musical Instrument Seller’s Stall, 1652 (National Gallery, London), and The Sentry,
1654 (fig. 5), Fabritius used perspective to extend the limits of genre painting. In the lat-
ter painting, for example, in part through expressive spatial and architectural constructs, he
expanded beyond the specific depiction of the sentry’s failure to uphold his responsibility for
ensuring the city’s security, communicating a broad message about human behavior. #

The few small-scale paintings remaining from this period of Fabritius’ career provide
an insufficient basis for assessing his influence on Vermeer, whose early religious and
mythological works demonstrate neither an interest in naturalistic settings nor in the laws

of perspective. While the brooding melancholia of Vermeer’s Diana and Her Companions
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(cat. 3) and A Woman Asleep, c. 1657 (fig. 6) recalls the mood of Fabritius’ A View in Delft
and The Sentry, Vermeer’s full appreciation of Fabritius’ expressive ideas developed only

later in his career. Whatever its character — personal, stylistic, or thematic — some connec-
tion must have existed between the two artists.”

Just as Vermeer embarked upon his career in the early 1650s, the artistic character of
Delft was undergoing enormous changes. It seems that the importance of history painting
in Delft and The Hague around 1650 inspired the young artist to work in this manner,
particularly since art theorists placed the depiction of biblical and mythological scenes at
the highest echelon in the hierarchy of painting’' Vermeer’s early paintings Saint Praxedis,
Christ in the House of Mary and Martha, and Diana and Her Companions (cats. 1, 2, 3), how-
ever, have no clear stylistic ties to Delft’s indigenous traditions. He appears to have drawn
upon the work of artists from other centers, primarily Amsterdam and Utrecht in Holland,
but also Italy and Flanders. Vermeer may have become acquainted with the work of these
artists through travels during his apprentice years, through his father, who bought and
sold paintings, or through his mother-in-law’s collection of Utrecht paintings.

The reasons for Vermeer’s shift from biblical and mythological scenes to genre and
cityscapes in the latter part of the 1650s are not known. Perhaps he was not entirely com-
fortable with large-scale figures, or perhaps such works denied him the opportunity to
represent naturalistic light and perspective, an interest for which he seems to have had
a natural predilection. The arrival in Delft of Pieter de Hooch in 1654, and Jan Steen the
following year, may also have led Vermeer in this direction since each artist, in his own
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way, demonstrated how effectively architectural and figural elements, drawn from daily
life, could be fused to create a new vision of reality. Or perhaps all three of these painters
responded to an artistic climate in Delft where artists sought to enlarge upon the concep-
tual and stylistic innovations of the early 1650s.

The change in style evident in both the work of De Hooch and Steen once they arrived
in Delft lends some credence to the latter theory. Steen, who had previously worked in
Haarlem, Leiden, and The Hague, had established himself as an innovative genre painter
before his brief stay in Delft in 1655. The one painting that clearly belongs to his Delft
period, the Burgher of Delft and His Daughter (fig. 7), has a restrained compositional struc-
ture unlike that of any of his previous works. The burgher’s home, and the steps on which
he sits, quietly frame his encounter with the beggar woman. De Hooch’s response to the
artistic climate in Delft, where he resided until about 1660, proves even more essential to
Vermeer. De Hooch painted primarily low-life genre and guard room scenes when he first
arrived from Rotterdam (fig. 8). His interest lay in the figures and their interrelation-
ships, not in the architectural setting, which he usually indicated in a cursory fashion.
Almost immediately after joining the Delft guild, however, De Hooch began to depict
middle-class interiors and courtyards in which sunlight played an important role in
defining spatial relationships among the figures (fig. 9). Perspective became a primary
concern, as did the depiction of texture.
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Despite lack of documentation linking Vermeer and De Hooch, the parallels between
their works from the late 1650s make it highly probable that the two artists knew one
another. Whether one artist inspired the other to alter his subject matter, to sharpen his
skills in perspective, and to depict the realistic effects of light and texture, or whether
they arrived at their styles simultaneously, are questions that cannot be answered because
none of Vermeer’s paintings from this period is dated. Vermeer, to modern sensibilities,
seems the greater and more innovative artist. Nevertheless, throughout his career, he drew
inspiration from the work of others. His genius lay in his ability to transcend his sources
with unfailing compositional sensitivity and his gift for conveying an underlying moral
tenor to both his history paintings and scenes of daily life. Indeed, after De Hooch left
Delft to go to Amsterdam in the early 1660s, Vermeer apparently followed his lead in
painting at least two works.”

A Patron for Vermeer?

As Vermeer and De Hooch forged, in collaboration or independence, a new style of genre
painting in Delft, comparable approaches to genre painting developed in other artistic
centers. A widespread preference for delicately executed middle- and upper-class genre
scenes emerged in the late 1650s in Dordrecht, with Nicolaes Maes and Samuel van
Hoogstraeten (1627—1678); in Leiden with Gerrit Dou (1613—1675), Gabriél Metsu, and
Frans van Mieris the Elder; in Deventer with Gerard ter Borch; and in Amsterdam with
Jacob van Loo (c. 1615—1670).

The identification of the patrons for whom these artists painted, and the impact of
the patrons’ wishes on the thematic and stylistic characteristics of their work, proves
vexing, particularly for Vermeer. Montias, for example, has proposed that artists such as
Vermeer would only have invested the time necessary to paint refined, meticulously ren-
dered genre scenes for specific patrons rather than for the open market. Indeed, the Leiden
fijnschilders Gerrit Dou and Frans van Mieris the Elder received yearly stipends from
patrons in exchange for their highly finished paintings or the right of first refusal for them.
Many have speculated about whether comparable arrangements existed for Vermeer and
De Hooch. After careful study of Vermeer’s relationship to his contemporaries in Delft,
Montias has proposed that in 1657, at about the time that Vermeer began to paint genre
scenes and cityscapes, he began working for one primary patron, Pieter Claesz van Ruijven
(1624—1674), a wealthy patrician collector. Montias argues that Van Ruijven began his
arrangement with Vermeer in 1657 as part of a loan agreement and that Vermeer’s change
from history to genre and cityscape painter resulted from this relationship.” According
to Montias, the Vermeer paintings in Van Ruijven’s collection were bequeathed to his
daughter, Magdalena, who married Jacob Dissius in 1680. Indeed, according to an inven-
tory made in 1683 shortly after Magdalena’s death, the couple owned, among other works,
twenty paintings by Vermeer, none of which is specifically identified.**

The hypothesis that Van Ruijven was Vermeer’s patron, although appealing, should
be cautiously approached, for no document specifies that Vermeer ever painted for Van
Ruijven. Moreover, no source confirms that Van Ruijven himself had any Vermeer paint-
ings in his possession. In the agreement for the loan that he made to Vermeer in 1657,
which Montias interprets as “an advance toward the purchase of one or more paintings,”
no such arrangement is stipulated.”® On the contrary, Vermeer and Catharina Bolnes
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promised “to return the sum within a year...together with interest...until full repayment
shall have been cffected.” Should they fail to meet their obligation, the couple declared
themsclves “willing to...be condemned by the judges of this city.”* The agreement
never mentioned paintings as an alternative form of payment.

While Van Ruijven may have acquired paintings from Vermeer, it seems unlikely that
he assumed as important a role in the artist’s life as Montias suggests. Should Van Ruijven
have been Vermeer’s patron, one would expect that De Monconys would have visited Van
Ruijven in 1663 rather than a baker, presumably Hendrick van Buyten, upon hearing that
Vermeer had no paintings at home. Similarly, the Vermeer enthusiast Pieter Teding van
Berckhout would also have made an effort to see Van Ruijven’s collection in 1669 on his
two visits to Delft.

While it is probable that some of the twenty Vermeer paintings listed in the inventory
of 1683 came from Van Ruijven, others may have been acquired by Magdalena van Ruijven,
Jacob Dissius, or his father, Abraham Jacobsz Dissius, at a sale of twenty-six paintings
from Vermeer’s cstate held at the Saint Luke’s Guild Hall on 15 May 1677. No catalogue
was made of the sale, hence information about its contents, and the buyers who attended,
is lacking.” However, as a result of cfforts by Vermeer’s widow and mother-in-law to pre-
vent the Arz of Painting from being included in the sale, it is known at least that this one
painting by Vermeer was scheduled to be sold at that time.” It is probable that other
Vermeer paintings were also part of the sale.”

An inventory of 1683 lists the mutual holdings of Jacob and Magdalena, which raises
the possibility that not all of the paintings in their possession necessarily derived from her
side of the family.* Indeed, substantial contributions from both sides of the family seem
likely given the unusual stipulation in Magdalena’s will that Dissius’ father, a printer who
lived on the Marketplace not far from Vermeer, would share equally in the estate.*!

After his father’s death in 1694, the entire collection became Jacob’s property. At some
point, one other Vermeer painting must have been added to the Dissius collection, for it
contained twenty-one paintings by Vermeer when it was put up for auction after Jacob’s

“2The identifiable paintings in this sale, which was held in Amsterdam on

death in 1695.
16 May 1696, date from c. 1657 to c. 1673, spanning Vermeer’s career from the time he
began to paint genre scenes and cityscapes. Whether one patron collected most of these
works over time, or supplemented his collection with purchases after the artist’s death, is

a fascinating but presently unresolvable question.

Vermeer’s Artistry

The historical and artistic context in which Vermeer developed as a painter is important
for understanding his development as an artist. Indeed, throughout his career Vermeer
was remarkably receptive to the stylistic and thematic ideas of others. As discussed by
Albert Blankert (see page 31), Vermeer derived most of his genre subjects from well-estab-
lished iconographic traditions, as for example, in Girl Interrupted ar Her Music (fig. 10),
where he included a wine jug in the context of a musical theme. Similarly, pictorial
sources cxist for his cityscapes and allegorical paintings. What distinguishes him as an
artist, however, are not the connections but the innovative transformations he brought to
these traditions.

Because no writings by Vermeer about art have survived, we have no certain under-
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fig. 10. Johannes Vermecr, Girl Interrupted at Her Music,
¢. 1660—1661, oil on canvas, © The Frick Collection, New
York

standing of his attitudes about pictorial representation.* Nevertheless, somewhere in the

course of his training, whether through a teacher or through his own study of literary
and pictorial sources, he learned the fundamental principles of painting. He became
remarkably adept at layering his paints, not only to create textural and optical effects to
simulate reality, but also to enhance a given mood. He also developed a sophisticated
awareness of the importance of perspective to create the illusion of a three-dimensional
space, and to affect the viewer’s perception. Finally, he had an extraordinary awareness of
the psychological impact of color.

From the very beginning of his career, explicitly in Christ in the House of Mary and
Martha and implicitly in Saint Praxedis and Diana and Her Companions, Vermeer preferred
representing quiet, brooding moments that emphasize the meditative side of life. These
paintings, in many respects hard to reconcile with Vermecer’s later works, indicate a
broadness of vision and execution possessed by no “genre” painter of the period.
Vermeer’s initial impulse to paint large-scale history scenes indicates an early concern
with the overall impact of his image rather than with careful rendering of textures and
materials. His technique in the early works is relatively free and bold, appropriate to
their large compass. While it became more refined and complex in later genre scenes
and cityscapes, he always maintained the capacity to suggest rather than describe form
and texture.

Once Vermeer began to depict scenes of contemporary life, he used perspective as a
major compositional tool, both to create a realistic setting and for its expressive potential.
In A Woman Asleep of c. 1657 (fig. 6), for example, Vermeer’s perspective creates the illu-
sion of a receding space, but, at the same time, the horizon line is placed quite high, so
that the viewer looks down on the woman, reinforcing the pervasive sense of melan-
choly™ Vermeer’s perspective in this painting, however, is rather intuitive, and not totally
accurate. He quickly developed a more scientific approach, perhaps in response to paint-
ings by Pieter de Hooch, Carel Fabritius, and the Delft architectural painters of the carly
1650s (see page 19). In Officer and Laughing Girl (page 35, fig. 6), for example, orthogonals
recede to a single vanishing point midway between the two figures. The placement of the
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fig. 11. Detail of bluc dress, Young Woman with a Water
Pitcher (cat. 11)

fig. 12. Detail of rooftops, ¥iew of Delft (cat. 7)
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vanishing point here also plays an important psychological function in the composition,
for it activates the space between the soldier and girl, intensifying the nature of their
relationship. Throught his carcer Vermeer carefully placed his horizon lines and vanishing
points to help establish the particular character and mood he sought for his images.

Vermeer used other, equally important means for creating a semblance of three-
dimensional reality. For example, he often placed a chair or table in the foreground of his
paintings to establish a barrier between his figures and the viewer. In Woman with a Lute
(fig. 13), this compositional device not only creates a feeling of depth, it also reinforces
the sense of privacy that pervades the scene. Vermeer successfully captured the sense of
light filtering through leaded glass windows, and the interaction of light with objects in a
room. He paid particular attention to contours, occasionally dissolving them with a
diffused stroke of paint, as in the front of the young woman’s blue dress in Toung Woman
with a Water Pitcher (fig. 11). Vermeer also had the ability to suggest a vast range of tex-
tures, from the translucence of a pearl to the rough-hewn textures of rooftops in the View
of Delft (fig. 12). He achieved these effects through extraordinary control of his paints and
medium, working effectively with both dense impastos and thin glazes. His sensitivity
toward color was equally remarkable. Not only did he use the best pigments available,
particularly natural ultramarine and lead-tin yellow, which ensured luminosity, but he
also understood the optical characteristics of color. For example, in #oman Holding a
Balance (cat. 10), he painted a thinly applied blue layer over a reddish brown layer,
thereby infusing the ordinarily cool blue tones with an inner warmth.

Vermeer was not primarily a realist, though. He frequently modified the scale and even
the shape of objects for compositional reasons. The enormous painting of the Finding of
Moses that hangs on the rear wall of Lady Writing a Letter with Her Maid (cat. 19), for
example, appears at a much smaller scale in The Astronomer (page 52, fig. 6). He also dis-
torted objects to achieve compositional balance. The bottom edge of the frame of the
Last Judgment in Woman Holding a Balance is higher before the woman than it is behind
her. Indeed, Vermeer often made such adjustments to strengthen patterns of shapes exist-
ing around and between his figures, altering, for example, the size of the wall maps in
Woman in Blue Reading a Letter (cat. 9) and Young Woman with a Water Pitcher. He even
manipulated light to extend the moment by minimizing the transient effects of shadows.
In The Music Lesson (cat. 8) and the Woman in Blue Reading a Letter, he bathed in light walls
that in reality should have been in partial shadow.

Vermeer and the Camera Obscura

"The camera obscura functions according to the principle that focused rays of light,
whether direct or reflected, will project an image of the source from which they derive.
Many camera obscuras were literally darkened rooms into which only a point of light was
admitted. The image created would then be focused, perhaps with the aid of a convex
lens, on a surface opposite the light source. By the mid-seventeenth century, portable
camera obscuras contained lenses and focusing tubes to allow sharp images of objects
from various distances.” The camera obscura opened a new range of expressive possibili-
ties to many artists at this time by providing a literal frame for their vision and by intro-
ducing optical effects not normally visible, such as the halation of highlights, caused by
bright lights reflecting off shiny surfaces. Indeed, many found the image of a camera
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fig. 13. Johannes Vermeer, Woman with a Lute, c. 1664, oil
on canvas, "T'he Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
Bequest of Collis P. Huntington, 1900

obscura superior to the painted image. As Constantijn Huygens (1596—1687),
secretary to the Princes of Orange and an art enthusiast, wrote in 1622:

It is impossible to express the beauty [of the image] in words. All painting is dead
by comparison, for this is life itself, or something more clevated, if one could articu-
late it.*

In a period that witnessed the discovery of the telescope and microscope, both optical
instruments used to great advantage by Vermeer’s Delft compatriot Anthony van
Lecuwenhock (1632—1723),* the camera obscura had become “familiar to everyone.”*

It provided both a beautiful image and a means for understanding the underlying laws of
nature. Samuel van Hoogstraceten, for example, who erected cameras obscura on at least
two occasions, commented:

I am certain that vision from these reflections in the dark can give no small light to
the sight of the young artists; because besides gaining knowledge of nature, so one
sees here what main or general [characteristics] should belong to truly natural
painting.*

Vermeer’s interest in the camera obscura and its role in his working process is an
extremely complex topic.” Since it leaves no physical trace of its use, the only means for
establishing Vermeer’s use of it is the appearance of comparable optical characteristics in
his works, most evidently found in View of Delft, Girl with the Red Hat, Art of Painting, and
Lacemaker (cats. 7, 14, page 68, fig. 2, and cat. 17). Vermeer probably used the camera
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obscura as a compositional aid in other paintings as well. While the consistency with
which Vermeer modified optical effects in his images indicates that he did not trace the
camera obscura image, scveral intriguing questions related to his use of this device
remain unanswered. For example, did the optical characteristics of the camera obscura’s
image reinforce the artist’s own stylistic tendencies, or did they encourage him in new
directions? Did Vermeer respond to the camera obscura in different ways at various stages
of his carcer? It 1s important to understand, however, that Vermeer’s interest in the cam-
era obscura seems to have been for its philosophical as well as for its artistic application.
While it was a vehicle for revealing optical effects of light and color, in a manner comple-
mentary to the science of perspective, it also provided Vermeer with one means for
expressing the fundamental concepts essential to his art.

Vermeer’s Classicism

Evidence gathered from Vermeer’s paintings (see pages 23—27) confirms how carefully
Vermeer crafted his compositions. Much as a classicist, he purified and idealized what he
saw of the visual world, creating images containing timeless truths of human needs and
emotions. Although neither his guiding principles nor his working method are fully
understood, the viewer has a keen sense that a profoundly philosophical approach to life
underlics Vermeer’s work. In its purest form his classicism is revealed in the timeless
beauty and elegance of Girl with a Pearl Earring (cat. 15). It also occurs in those few paint-
ings that have a portrait-like character, as, for example, Portrait of a Young Woman (page
75, fig. 13), whose softly diffused features are comparably executed, and A Lady Writing
(cat. 13).

Vermeer’s philosophy is likely to have had a number of components. Almost certainly
its character was aftected by religious convictions, evident from his carly history paint-
ings to his late work Allegory of Faith (cat. 20). To judge from his magnificent Arz of
Painting, it would have included an awareness of the theoretical foundations of pictorial
representation. The number of emblematic references in his work indicates that he felt
that nature and natural forms can lead to a decper meaning of human experience. Finally,
it would appear that Vermeer had an interest in cartography, music, geography, astron-
omy, and optics, the study of which inevitably introduced him to Neo-platonic concepts
of measure and harmony found in contemporary philosophical thought.” Indeed,
Vermeer’s efforts to achieve these very effects through perspective, proportion, and subtle
compositional adjustments indicate that such idecals underlic his depictions of reality.”

Vermeer, who began as a painter of large-scale history paintings and accommodated a
change of subject matter with a change of style, was unique among Dutch artists in his
ability to incorporate the fundamental, moral seriousness of history painting into his rep-
resentations of domestic life. His genre scenes are likewise concerned with issues funda-
mental to human cxistence. Whether conveying the timeless bond between two individu-
als, the bounty of God’s creations, the need for moderation and restraint, the vanity of
worldly possessions, the transience of life, or the lasting power of artistic creation,
Vermeer’s works transmit important reminders of the nature of existence and provide
moral guidance for human endeavors.
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Detail, cat. 12

Vermeer’s Modern Themes and Their Tradition

ALBERT BLANKERT

“Der liebe Gott steckt im Detail” [God dwells in the detail]
(Aby Warburg)'

Antique and Modern
GERARD DE LAIRESSE (1640-1711), WHO WAS only eight years younger
than Vermeer, was the most celebrated painter in Amsterdam until he turned blind

in 1690. Even after this he remained active in his field, publishing his influential Grooz
Schilderboek (Great Book on Painting) in 1707. His treatisc was the first that fully elabo-
rated the concepts now known as “classicistic.”

For De Lairesse the subject of the true artist had to be human figures in action. Here
he perceived two modes, “the Antique,” which he preferred, and “the Modern.” “The
Antique,” he wrote, “persists through all periods, and the Modern constantly changes

»r

with fashion.” The painters of the modern mode depicted their figures in the dress and
setting of their own time. Therefore, according to De Lairesse, “Modern painting is not
free,” but very limited, for it can “depict no more than the contemporary” and thus

“it never lasts, but continually changes and becomes estranged.”?

De Lairesse’s distinction between antique and modern painting is of interest for an
understanding of Vermeer since the Delft artist began his career in the antique mode with
a biblical and a mythological subject (cats. 2, 3), before becoming a specialist of modern
figures. In the important 1740 edition of De Lairessc’s treatise, Vermeer himself is cited in
one breath with other modern painters, “the old Mieris, Metzu, van der Meer.”?

Since “Modern paintings vary from period to period,” De Lairesse thought it “undeni-
able [that] their worth will gradually decrease and perish.”* Such has not turned out to
be the historic judgment about Vermeer’s work. Nevertheless, the time-bound, “modern”
character of most of his paintings presents the viewer with extra problems.

Interpreting the contemporary costumes in Vermeer’s modern pictures, for example, is
complicated. In our cra it has often been claimed that the women in #oman in Blue Reading
a Letter and the Woman Holding a Balance, with their voluminous clothing and bulging bel-
lies, are pregnant (cats. 9, 10). Based on this presumed pregnancy, daring speculations
were proposed on the “meaning” of the Woman Holding a Balance. If she is not pregnant,
these speculations are meaningless.

Another problem regarding the outfit of a woman in a Vermeer arose centuries earlier.
His Guitar Player was so expertly copied that the copy long passed as the original (figs.

1, 2).° The copy is most accurate, except that the woman’s long, swinging corkscrew curls
were left out. Thus the copy displays a short hairdo, resembling the fashion of the years
c. 1690—1700. This indicates that the copy dates from that period, when Vermeer’s most
fashionable curls of some twenty years before had become unpresentably outmoded. At
the time the copy was made, De Lairesse, criticizing “modern painting” for its transitory
nature, argued that “the dress of our ancestors [appears] ridiculous and inappropriate in
our eyes,” so that even their portraits, “though well painted...are viewed with little
respect by us.”” The existence of the copy, with its disrespectfully eliminated curls, seems
to underscore his point, yet his criticism also proved to be transitory. With the passing of
more time nobody knows or cares anymore whether the model’s outfit on an old painting
is “inappropriate.”
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Dandies and Damsels ( Jonkers and Fuffers)
These are but two of the many instances that demonstrate the difficulty in grasping how
Vermeer’s contemporaries viewed his work. To understand his own intentions is even
harder. ‘I'o better appreciate his modern scenes it is necessary to compare them to similar
subjects depicted by other seventeenth-century Dutch artists. Further, it seems useful to
consider carefully the only preserved contemporary characterization of Vermeer’s themes,
which has been overlooked. It appears in the list of “present-day” painters and their sub-
jects compiled between 1669 and 1678 by Jan Sysmus, city surgeon of Amsterdam: “Van
der Meer. Little dandies [jonkertjes]...Delft.”®

What Sysmus meant by “little dandies” becomes clear when we see that he employed
the same word to describe the subjects painted by Caspar Netscher (1639-1684) and
Eglon van der Neer (1634—1703). Concerning Christoffel van der Laemen (1606—1652) he
wrote: “painted foolish little dandies [pinxiz malle jonkertjes].” The subject matter of
Hieronymus Janssen de Danser (1624—1693) he calls “little salons filled with little dandies
and damsels [zaletjes vol jonkertjes en joffertjes].” Sysmus indicates the themes of Metsu, Ter
Borch, and Michiel van Musscher (1645—1705) with just the word jufferzjes.” The subject
matter of all these artists is now known as “conversation pieces.” “Little” [-jes] undoubt-
edly refers to their much smaller than life-size dimensions. Sysmus’ terms jonkertjes and
juffertjes then are equivalent in meaning to De Lairesse’s more theoretically elevated desig-
nation modern. Vermeer is unique, but nonetheless fully fits and belongs to this category.
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fig. 2. Copy after Vermeer’s The Guitar Player, oil on
canvas, Philadelphia Museum of Art, John G. Johnson
Collection

fig. 1. Johannes Vermeer, The Guitar Player, oil on canvas,
The Iveagh Bequest, Kenwood, London



VERMEER’S MODERN THEMES AND THEIR TRADITION

Vermeer’s jonkers and juffers'’ are the young people who appear in most of his works
after 1656. Depictions of “dandies and damsels” in inner rooms were a novelty introduced
in the 16205 by Dutch artists like Dirck Hals (1591—1656), Willem Duyster (1599—-1635),
and Picter Codde (1599—-1678). In their work the figures are dressed according to the lat-
est and costliest fashion. They amuse themselves with drinking, eating, music-making,
and flirting. The owner and observer of such a painting could delight in the joys of youth.

Cornelis de Bic, in his 1661 book on The Noble Liberal Art of Painting, characterized the
paintings of Van der Laemen, as did Jan Sysmus after him, as “foolish little dandies.” Van
der Lacmen specialized, says De Bie, in “the very nice depiction” of “courtship, dances,
and other pleasurable ways of passing time by foolish little Dandies and Damsels. ..who
are rendered most pleasantly and charmingly.” De Bie elaborates in a poem that Van der
Lacmen’s young people are engaged in “foolishness and riotousness,” “gorging and a great
deal of other craziness,” including “teasing and prancing,” bass and viol playing, gam-
bling, courting, dancing, “guzzling, swim[ming] in evil, liv[ing] above station,” and this
“without rule, without moderation [sonder reghel, sonder maet].”"'

Van der Laemen’s subjects closely resemble those of Vermeer and other “modern”
painters, be it on a more pedestrian artistic level.'? In one typical Van der Laemen six lav-
ishly dressed young people sit at a table covered with a precious oriental carpet in a room
hung with paintings (fig. 3). They are engaged in drinking, smoking, backgammon playing,
and music-making. That such activities could be negatively interpreted is apparent from
De Bic’s poem, but also from various other seventeenth-century texts."” These paintings,
not unlike films today, offered the spectator deceptively true-to-life images of unattain-
able things and dubious deeds. He can fully partake in these in his imagination and yet
frown on them, always safe in the knowledge that the events before his eyes are not real.

fig. 3. Christoffel van der Laemen, Merry Company, 1638, oil

on pancl, Collection A. Schloss, Paris, before 1940
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A Small Episode

The early examples of this genre, from the 1620s, usually depict crowded groups engaged
in lighthearted behavior. After c. 1630, a subtler, more reserved conception came to the
fore in paintings by Duyster and Codde. They also tended to reduce sharply the number
of figures, often to a few or only one. Gerard ter Borch (1617—1681) was the first to perfect
this process of refinement and reduction in the 1650s. The Suitor’s Visit of about 1658 shows
a precisely described small episode out of elegant life (fig. 4)."* A gentleman enters a
chamber with hat in hand and makes a submissive gesture to an equally dignified lady.
She appears to be sizing him up with some detachment. The event is too minor to attract
the attention of the damsel at the table, who is absorbed in trying out on her lute the
notes in her music book. The gentleman behind her, who is warming his hands by the
hearth, does look back at the new arrival.

Another Ter Borch was known as The Parental Admonition, based upon its description
by Goethe, until, in our century, its aristocratic “father” was perceived as a customer
offering money to a deluxe prostitute (his “daughter”) under the scrutiny of a procuress
(the “mother™)."” Since then, an “iconological” approach has come in vogue that avoids
such mistakes. It uses seventeenth-century texts to interpret specific objects and configu-
rations in Dutch genre paintings as symbols, which thereby reveal the deeper “meaning”
of the depicted scene. The anecdotal remains taboo in that approach, as much as it had
become with the previously predominant admirers of belle peinture. So it is now almost for-
gotten that Ter Borch and Vermeer painted people engaged in particular actions.' In the
following pages I will attempt to analyze and define thosc actions, taking the full risk that
I will look as “inappropriate” as when wearing long, corkscrew curls.

Painter of Fuffers, Not of the Old, Nor of Gamblers and Dogs
Vermeer’s figures play out their actions in the same zone of tension, between dignified
and dubious behavior, as those by Van der Laemen and Ter Borch. In fact juffers, more
than Sysmus’ jonkers, constitute Vermeer’s modern subject matter. Nine of the twenty-one
Vermeers in the 1696 auction of his works were listed as a juffrouw, another word for
juffer.” Among the thirty-odd Vermeers that survive, sixteen have a damsel, with or with-
out a servant, as their subject. In seven other Vermeers, a damsel in the company of one
or more dandies is the central motif. Young women also dominate Vermeer’s history paint-
ings of Diana and Her Companions and Christ in the House of Mary and Martha, and his alle-
gories on Art of Painting and Faith (cats. 3, 2, and page 68, fig. 2, and cat. 20). A young
woman is again the subject of his two bust figures and of The Milkmaid (cat. 15, and page
75, fig. 13, and cat. §). Women are the majority even among the tiny figures on both his
View of Delft and The Little Street (cats. 7, 4.). Only The Astronomer (page 52, fig. 6) and The
Geographer (cat. 16), and a lost Gentleman Washing His Hands (see page 40), feature male pro-
tagonists. Thus Vermeer resembles the painter mocked in De Lairesse’s Schilderboek who,
“trapped by his desire clings to damsels, painting nothing else all his life.”"®

Other Dutch painters of conversation pieces often added old wrinkled people to the
young dandies and damsels, thus further emphasizing the beauty of youth (fig. 13). In
Vermeer’s entire oeuvre an elderly figure appears in only one painting, his early Procuress
(page 60, fig. 16). Vermeer also differs in that other modern painters used to enliven their
scenes with children (fig. 10) or dogs (figs. 3, 4, 9, 10, 12). Vermeer included children only

34

fig. 4. Gerard ter Borch, The Suitor’s Visit, oil on canvas,
National Gallery of Art, Washington, Andrew W. Mellon
Collection



fig. 6. Johannes Vermeer, Officer and a Laughing Girl,
oil on canvas, © The Frick Collection

fig. 5. Gabriél Metsu (or copy after?), Sleeping Girl,

oil on pancl, Collection A. Schloss, Paris, before 1940

in The Little Streer, and his only dog, in Diana and Her Companions, is an attribute in a his-

tory painting,'"” Vermeer also banned the pipe-smoking and backgammon and card-playing
that his colleagues frequently included (fig. 3). In Vermeer’s time both activities were
often described as most reprehensible. De Bie observed young people gambling in paint-
ings by Van der Laemen, “although this be offending to the Lord God.”* Was this why
Vermeer kept his dandies and damsels from participating? It all fits with De Lairesse’s

much later “classicist” theories on the need of maintaining “decorum” in painting,

Drinking Wine
Vermeer’s carliest modern scene, 4 Woman Asleep, at first sight does not seem to lack
“decorum”(page 20, fig. 6). Even so, it has never been doubted that she is the ‘A
Drunken Sleeping Maid at a Table” mentioned in the 1696 sale catalogue. The title itself
is proof that this beautiful dreamer is a direct descendent of the undecorously sleeping
woman in a dingy inn in earlier paintings by Jacob Duck (c. 1600—1667).>' Around the
same time as Vermeer, Gabriél Metsu (1629—1667) also endowed this theme with a more
civilized appearance (fig. §).*> Metsu’s sleeper, like Vermeer’s, sits at a table covered with
an oriental carpet, on which we see a wine pitcher and glass. A sewing basket with a
“sewing cushion” on top rest neglected at the feet of Metsu’s figure. This motif recurs in
Vermeer’s The Love Letter (cat. 18).

That Vermeer’s slecper was called a “maid” [meyd] in the 1696 sale catalogue indicates
that a major difference in class was discerned between this woman and the many damsels
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in the other Vermeers mentioned. The “Sleeping Maid” does, however, wear precious ear-
rings. This suggests that she is living above her station — a sin that De Bie noted among
the types of reprehensible behavior in Van der Laemen’s conversation picces.”

Drink also plays an important role in Vermeer’s paintings of elegant damsels. When
music is being made, a wine jug and glass are within arm’s reach (fig. 7) as in many paint-
ings of dandies and damsels by other artists (fig. 3). But Vermeer’s juffers never imbibe to
excess the way the “drunk sleeping maid” did.

Drinking wine is the main motif in the Officer and Laughing Girl, in which Vermeer
reduced the merry company to one flirting couple (fig. 6). We see the man from behind,
and the light directs our attention first to the girl’s broad smile and only then to the wine
glass she holds.

Vermeer provided another dandy and a damsel holding a wine glass with a much more
expansive setting in The Glass of Wine (fig. 7). The couple have set their zither and music
books aside on a chair and table. Have they been playing and singing, or do they intend to?
Now the lady empties her glass while the gentleman watches her. Holding his hand on the
pitcher, he appears ready to top her glass up once more. Vermeer thus transformed the old
repertoire of the genre painters into a small episode, in the manner of Ter Borch, who may
well have directly influenced Vermeer. Its motif of a gentleman watching a drinking lady
while keeping his hand on a bottle occurs in the same way in a Ter Borch (fig. 8). In the
latter’s version, the gentleman puts his arm around the damsel, leaving but little to guess
about his intention. Compared to the almost dreamlike stillness of this “episode” in the
Vermeer, the version by the generally distinguished Ter Borch seems banal.?*

Vermeer’s Girl with the Wineglass (cat. 6) is a variant of his highly restrained The Glass
of Wine. In the former, Vermeer’s dandy, too, is obtrusive. He bows deeply to the damsel,
handing her a glass of wine. He concludes his action by touching her hand with his
fingertips. She turns her head away from him, allowing only the spectator of the painting
to see that the dandy brings a smile to her face. A second dandy at the table in the back-
ground has been interpreted as inebriated, or otherwise a rejected lover. Whatever, his
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fig. 7. Johannes Vermeer, The Glass of Wine, oil on canvas,
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemildegalerie

fig. 8. Gerard ter Borch, A Gentleman Letting a Lady Drink,
oil on panel, The Royal Collection © 1995, Her Majesty
Queen Llizabeth 11



fig. 9. Frans van Micris the Elder, Teasing the Pet, 1660, oil
on panel, Mauritshuis, The Hague

VERMEER’S MODERN THEMES AND THEIR TRADITION

action is played out in the margin of the event, much like the zither and music books in
The Glass of Wine (fig. 7).

It has been observed that the Girl with the Wineglass is so reminiscent of slightly earlier
works by the Leiden fijuschilder Frans van Mieris (1635—1681) that these must have been a
source of inspiration to Vermeer.” In Van Micris” small painting of 1660 a damsel sitting
in the foreground is similarly courted by a grinning dandy standing behind her (fig. 9).

A lute has been put aside for the moment, like the zither in Vermeer’s Glass of Wine.

Van Mieris” damsel fends off the man with one hand, but observes with interest how he
caresses the ear of her lapdog between his fingers. With this artful “episode,” Van Mieris
was the first to give form to an archetype. At least four films contain a scene in which the
suitor approaches his darling by caressing her pet.”” Van Mieris’ small dog serves the
same function as Vermeer’s wine glass in his Girl with the Wineglass: the physical connect-
ing link between dandy and damsel.

Whether the drinking and courtship of Vermeer’s Glass of Wine and Girl with the
Wineglass will turn into debauchery is not to be inferred from these paintings. A window
with a family coat-of-arms is prominent in both. Above both escutcheons, a figure holds a
set of reins with bit attached in hand. The bridle, intended to restrain the wild and irra-
tional power of a horsc into useful service, had long been the attribute of “Temperantia”
or “Moderation.”* Vermeer must have intended to alert his more attentive spectators, be
it inside or outside the painting, to this virtue. This reminds us of De Bie, who character-
ized the behavior of the “foolish little dandies and damsels” in comparable paintings by
Van der Laemen, as being “without rule, without moderation.”

Music-making

In other depictions of “little dandies and damsels” Vermeer turned music-making into the
central theme. His masterpiece in this genre, The Music Lesson, was called “A playing
Damsel at a clavecin in a Room, with a listening Monsieur” in the 1696 sale catalogue
(cat. 8). A “Monsicur” can be a dignified gentleman of more mature age than a jonker, but
also a teacher.” Vermeer leaves in doubt whether the damsel is receiving instruction or
whether the viola da gamba on the floor is meant for the playing of two equal musicians.
The gentleman looks at the lady, but nothing tells whether he has more of an eye for her
than an car for her playing. However, the vaguely discernible face of the damsel in the
mirror is turned further in the direction of the “Monsieur” than we notice when observ-
ing her only from behind.

It seems that Vermeer deliberately left the situation undefined to make it more involy-
ing. He thus took a step beyond what Van Micris had achieved in his Duez, an early mas-
terpiece of 1658 that was in many ways Vermeer’s precursor (fig, 10).* In the Van Mieris
a damsel and dandy make music together while a page brings a drink and an extra music
book; that is all.’' The action in Vermeer’s Music Lesson is even further reduced but, at the
same time, more ambiguous and thus more intriguing. The picture’s sophisticated
restraint is a far cry from the musical instruction displayed in the openly erotic Fluze
Lesson by the much older Dirck Hals (fig. 11).

Closcly related to the The Music Lesson is Vermeer’s The Concert, depicting three musi-
cians (page 17, fig. 1). On the wall hangs The Procuress, a brothel scene by Dirck Van
Baburen (1590/1595—1624) (page 200, fig. 1). This convinced one author that The Concerz
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itself also depicts a brothel.”* Others demurred that the musicians’ temperate behavior is
rather the opposite of Van Baburen’s lascivious scene.® Painters of contemporary jonkers
and juffers were obliged also to include the usual paintings on their salon walls. This
offered the artist the opportunity to connect his own theme with that of the painting-
within-the-painting. He sometimes even made the latter the clavis interpretandi [interpre-
tive key| of his picture. Nothing indicates, however, that artists were systematic in link-
ing the paintings they depicted on walls to their main themes. Not in any artist’s oeuvre
can the consistent use of such a procedure be found.™ In Vermeer’s The Concert a landscape
is the Procuress’ equivalent pendant on the wall. Why would it “mean” less to the scene
than the Procuress, both being just paintings?

The situation is quite different in Vermeer’s Lady Standing at the Virginal (cat. 21). She
looks at us penetratingly, while Cupid in the huge painting right behind her does exactly
the same. This can hardly be accidental. Cupid holds up a rectangular picce of paper,
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which all old descriptions call a letter.” Today it is seen as a playing card, and related to
an emblem in a book.” The most noticcable feature of this paper is, I believe, that it is
entirely blank. Thus the young god of love holds out a message to the (male!) viewer,
but is it actually intended for him? Still more uncertain is the nature of the message. The
expression on the face of the damsel is quite consistent with this uncertainty. Who would
dare ascertain if her look is coolly mocking the viewer or inviting him to sit down? Only
the empty chair separates him from her.

A variation on this theme is A Lady Seated at the Virginal (cat. 22). Her smile scems
kinder. The viola da gamba, standing upright, complete with its bow, in the full light of
the entryway of the painting, scems an invitation for the viewer to play with the damsel.
To the left is the only window in a Vermeer that has its curtain entirely closed, so that
any pecking from the outside is ruled out. On the wall Van Baburen’s brothel scene
Procuress is hanging again, this time most prominently. These are but insinuations. Once

again Vermeer keeps the viewer guessing as to the intent of the musician’s glance.”

Lerters

Vermeer made six paintings that have as their principal motif a damsel reading, writing or
receiving a letter (cats. 9, 13, 18, 19, and page 73, fig. 11, and page 58, fig. 14). Again, it was
Ter Borch who first gave a Woman with a Letter a most dignified form (page 156, fig. 1).
Vermeer’s as well as Ter Borch’s letters are usually interpreted as love letters, though hard
evidence is lacking.“8 In theory, the damsels’ letters might concern correspondence with
parents or girlfriends. Here again, Vermeer avoids being explicit. X-radiographs have
shown, however, that his earliest treatment of this theme, Girl/ Reading a Letter at an Open
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fig. 10. Frans van Micris the Elder, The Duet, 1658, oil on
panel, Staatliches Museum Schwerin

fig. 11. Dirck Hals, The Flute Lesson, 1646, oil on panel,
Niedersichsisches Landesmuseum, Landesgalerie,
Hannover



fig. 12. Gerard ter Borch, Lady Sealing a Letter with a

aiting Servant, oil on canvas, private collection

VERMEER’S MODERN THEMES AND THEIR TRADITION

Window (page 73, fig. 11), displayed in its first design the same painting of Cupid that is so
prominent in A4 Lady Standing at the Virginal (cat. 21).” Initially, then, Vermeer did intend
an explicit association between the Girl Reading a Letter and the young god of love, but in
the end he subdued this conspicuous hint and made the white back wall empty.

His later Woman in Blue Reading a Letter (cat. 9) was for the first time described in full
as “an attractive little lady, standing, reading a letter before her toilet.” This “toilet” must
be implied by her pearl necklace, which lies before her on the table. The above mentioned
idea that this “attractive little lady...before her toilet” is pregnant seems to have origi-
nated no earlier than in Vincent van Gogh’s 1888 letter to Emile Bernard, from which the
notion migrated to Philip Hale’s Vermeer monograph of 1913, and has since reemerged
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repeatedly.* No mention of pregnancy occurs in any of the seven extensive descriptions
of the Woman in Blue Reading a Letter written before 1809.*' The belly of the virgin god-
dess Diana, too, looks thoroughly bulbous to twentieth-century eyes (cat. 3).

Vermeer turned the motif of the letter into an “episode” in three paintings. Ter Borch
had also paved the way here (fig. 12). In Vermeer’s The Love Letter a sewing basket and
cushion* are placed on the floor next to the lady (cat. 18; compare fig. 5). Instead of get-
ting on with this work, she takes a zither to hand. Thinking of her loved one, the damsel
is unable to concentrate on her needlework.* On the wall behind her hangs a seascape.
Iconologists have observed that in the seventeenth century love was sometimes compared
to sailing the seas, which can, with equal unpredictability, lead either to shipwreck or safe
haven. It is presumably not by accident that a seascape also hangs on the wall in other
depictions of damsels with letters.**

The central scene of The Love Letter focuses on the relationship between the servant,
who brings a sealed letter, which has been delivered to the house, to the lady. She takes it
in hand and turns her head to the maid, who smiles. We can make what we want of that
cpisode, but to certain limits. The maid may be amused by the lady’s embarrassment.

The action of the Mistress and Maid in the Frick collection is most similar, but now
without any surroundings (page 58, fig. 14). We see the moment at which the letter is
handed over. The servant comments with open mouth on the delivery. The lady appears to
be impressed. She puts down her pen, suspending her own letter-writing, and looks at the
maid. She raises her hand to her chin, perhaps in confusion or, possibly, to indicate merely
that she is pondering. We are in any case witness to an abrupt change in the situation.

The opposite is the case in Lady Writing a Letter with Her Maid (cat. 19). The damsel
writes undisturbed, as the servant whiles away the time looking out the window. The
unequalled student of Dutch genre Sturla Gudlaugsson commented on this painting:
“The tranquillity of the inner room emanates a peace that humankind cannot find within
himself.”* I wonder whether he paid attention to the floor in front of the table, where we
find a seal and rod of wax next to a book with a crumpled cover. In my opinion Vermeer’s
piece is based on Ter Borch’s Lady Sealing a Letter of about 1659, in which we see just such
a waiting servant (fig. 12).* In the Ter Borch a book lies neatly on the table, next to the
lady’s seal stamp. What can it be other than a volume of model love letters? These were
much in use at the time.*’ If so, in the Vermeer such a book has been tossed on the floor
as useless. The lady has commenced (once more?) writing on a clean sheet. The maid will
need patience before she can deliver the final version of the letter. The “tranquillity” is

thus disturbed and the scene seems quite human after all.*
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The Toilet

Another recurrent motif with painters of damsels is their primping before a mirror. The
existence of someone for whom her endeavor is intended is again tacitly implied. A pic-
ture by Gabrié¢l Metsu, done shortly after 1655, shows a young lady in a luxurious room,
making much of her prettification (fig. 13).* The mirror into which she gazes, with its
opened wings, resembles a devotional triptych. Vermeer’s Woman with a Pearl Necklace is a
marvel of simplicity within this tradition (cat. 12). It depicts the moment at which the
damsel inspects herself in the mirror to decide whether to tie the ribbons of the pearl
necklace. Similar simplicity had earlier been practiced by Ter Borch around 1650 in a
picture of a girl who looks in a mirror while fastening a jewel to the top of her bodice
(fig. 14).”" A young servant brings the girl a pitcher on a basin for washing, They are pre-
cious pieces of silver.

A similar sct of a silver pitcher and basin appears in Vermeer’s masterly Toung Woman
with a Water Pitcher (cat. 11). Although it would seem that this woman too is at her toilet,
various authors have noticed that her action is, or appears to be, inexplicable. Why does
this woman stand still with one hand on the pitcher and the other on the window, which
she could be opening or closing?®! With its lack of clarity of action the picture is unique
within Vermeer’s oeuvre.

A lost work, “Where a Lord washes his hands, in a see-through Room, with figures,
artful and rare,” is known only through the 1696 sale catalogue, where it was the fourth
most expensive of the twenty-one Vermeers listed.>* No other Dutch genre painting has a
gentleman washing his hands as its theme. We know, however, pictures by Ter Borch and
Eglon van der Neer in which the central figure is a lady washing her hands in water
poured from a costly pitcher into a basin (see page 146, fig. 1). They provide some impres-
sion of what the Vermeer must have looked like.

Useful Pursuits: Winding Lace, Pouring Milk, and Studying

Vermeer had an unmistakable predilection for the depiction of actions that tend to the
frivolous. That is what distinguishes his young Lacemaker who diligently performs useful
work (cat. 17). I traced the theme of a single Lacemaker back to Pieter Codde’s picture of
c. 1635 (fig. 15). In Vermeer’s day the subject was quite common. Yet Vermeer drastically
changed Codde’s formula by minimizing space and fully zooming in upon the girl’s absorp-
tion in her quiet activity. His low viewpoint brings her busy hands right to her head and
eves. To the left a “sewing cushion” lies on a table. Lacemaking and sewing were both
considered most befitting a young lady. Vermeer added a small, thick book, tied up with
ribbons. Among the few books that appear in other pictures of ladies engaged in lacemak-
ing or sewing are a Bible, a patternbook, and a songbook.” Once again Vermeer depicted a
most natural, sclf-cvident situation, which nonetheless leaves the viewer quite some scope
for his own reading,

The Milkmaid also does useful work (cat. §). She is not a juffer, but of lower status even
than the “drunken sleeping maid” and the housemaids in their gray “uniforms”, who are
on a familiar footing with their mistresses in the letter-writing scenes (cats. 18, 19, and
page 58, fig. 14). The milkmaid wears a coarse, broadly stitched yellow jacket made of
cheap chamois-leather.” She belongs only in the kitchen and represents Vermeer’s sole

excursion into the depiction of “the common folk.”?

40

fig. 13. Gabricl Metsu, A Lady at Her Toilet Combed by an
0ld Servant, oil on panel, Norton Simon Art Collection,
Pasadena

fig. 14. Gerard ter Borch, A Girl ar Her Toiler with a Young
Servant Bringing Water, oil on pancl, The Metropolitan

Museum of Art, New York, Gift of J. Pierpont
Morgan, 1917



fig. 16. Lieve Verschuier, The Comet of December 1680 as Seen
in Rotterdam, oil on panel, Historisch Muscum, Rotterdam

fig. 15. Pieter Codde, A Lacemaker, oil on panel, Dealer M.
Wolff, Amsterdam, before 1983 [photo: RKD]

Useful work, but on a much more sophisticated level, is carried out by the scholars who

are known as The Astronomer and The Geographer (page 52, fig. 6, and cat. 16).” They are
two variations on the same theme and the only two paintings in his oeuvre of a solitary
man. The theme of the scholar in his study, surrounded by books and instruments, can be
traced back to depictions of the Latin church father Saint Jerome (such as that by Jan van
Eyck, Detroit Institute of Arts). It was a favorite motif with Gerrit Dou (1613—1675) and
his school.”” Vermeer pursued a more “natural” effect than his predecessors, as evident in
the accuracy with which he rendered actual globes and instruments. In addition, both
scholars wear the type of dressing gown then fashionable among dignified gentlemen, when
they had their portraits made.

In our time, the “contemporary” aspect of the two gentlemen has elicited associations
with two great scholars of Vermeer’s generation, Anthony van Leeuwenhoek and Spinoza.
It is, I believe, permissible to propose that Vermeer’s young scholars are modern in a
broader sense than De Lairesse attached to the word. They belong to the new breed of
natural scientists that also appears in a painting by Lieve Verschuier (c. 1630—1686) (fig.
16). In that work such modern scholars, equipped with Jacob-staffs, study the appearance
of a comet in December 1680. Dignified gentlemen keep them company. A common
woman who “weeps and cries out” with averted eyes contrasts sharply with their com-
posed behavior. She and her clergymen still interpreted that comet of 1680 as a sign of
“severe plagues, punishments and bloody wars to come.”*®

It has to be added that the new scientists themselves were not at all anti-religious.
Van Leeuwenhoek, for instance, saw the micro-organisms he discovered as a mark of the
“providence, perfection and order of the Lord Maker of the Universe.”*

A Woman Holding a Balance

Vermeer does not make it clear if his #Woman Holding a Balance is usefully engaged or not
(cat. 10). Nor can we determine if he intended the piece as an allegory, like his much
larger Art of Painting and Allegory of Faith (page 68, fig. 2, cat. 20), or as a depiction of just
an “episode.” It might be an entirely successful synthesis of the two. The damsel stands
at a table with a carpet pushed over to the left, enabling her to use the polished wooden
edge as a working surface. It is the same situation as in the Woman with a Pearl Necklace,
where the lady’s toiletries appear at the table’s edge (cat. 12). On the table of the #oman
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Holding a Balance are a gold chain and strings of pearls, with gold and silver coins in front.
The box behind these may well be a case for the scales and, possibly, the weights.
A figure counting or weighing coins was a traditional motif, but in Dutch art such

figures werc depicted as clderly.””

An excessive concern for riches was thought to be a
characteristic of the aged. Thus Avarice was represented as an old man or woman
absorbed in treasures, often equipped with a small balance for weighing coins (for exam-
ple, sce Rembrandt’s painting of this theme, in Berlin). We observed that Vermeer
avoided depicting old people. The classicist Caesar van Everdingen (c. 1617—1678) had
done likewise in his Allegory of Winter, where he substituted the aged physique, usual for
personifying this scason, with a blooming young woman.®' In similar fashion Metsu was

the first Dutchman to make a young female Goldweigher the subject of a genre painting
(fig. 17).2

A “Second Bible”

However, Vermeer’s weigher seems completely detached from her treasures. She is caught
in an instant of intense concentration as the pans of the scales come to rest. Even more
compellingly than in the two London paintings of a lady at the virginal (cats. 21, 22), the
painting on the wall behind the weigher attracts attention. Above her head Christ floats

in full majesty at the Last Judgment. Referring to this stern picture-within-the-picture,
Herbert Rudolph started a trend in 1938 by interpreting Vermeer’s Woman Holding a Balance
as an example of reprehensible mundane vanity.* Ever since, iconologists have explained
ever more Dutch “realistic” paintings as containing allusions to sinful worldly vanity.

It was forgotten that Hollanders of the seventeenth century viewed the world around
them as the creation of God and, even, as a “second Bible,” in which God’s presence
revealed itself as much as in the scriptures. Only recently has the idea emerged that this
might help explain why the artists of the time depicted the world in such loving detail
and so faithfully.**

The notion that “realistic” Dutch art, including the perfect depiction of perfect bal-
ance, would primarily consist of moralizing admonishment, becomes arbitrary. Against
this widely disseminated opinion, I may submit my own conviction. It seems evident to
me that Vermeer saw the beauty and wealth of earthly reality as transcendent and that he
aimed to proclaim this even in the smallest detail of his paintings.

Dead at an early age, by 1675, he remained a man of the seventeenth century. He
belonged to a different world than the younger De Lairesse, who lived until 1711. The
latter fully adhered to the rationalism that won the day in the last quarter of the century.
De Lairesse and his “classicist” companions formulated “rules” with which they sincerely
believed nature could and should be “improved” upon in art. This differed fundamentally
from Vermeer’s complete devotion to this same nature.

Vermecer borrowed his themes from his predecessors and contemporaries. He, like
no other, succeeded in touching the core of these themes. While doing so he managed to
depict the truth he saw, through his own eyes, with unrivalled perfection.
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fig. 17. Gabri€l Metsu, The Goldweigher, oil on panel,

private collection



VERMEER’S MODERN THEMES AND THEIR TRADITION

A more claborate version of this essay will be published
later.

"The able help of my assistant Yvonne Stuveborg proved
indispensable to the research for this essay. Ideas and
findings originated in part with students in my most
inspiring seminar of 1994 at the University of Utrecht:
Marleen Blokhuis, Jeanet Conrad, Linda Kuiper, Hetty van
Lanschot, Marijke Lucas, Mien Niermeyer, and Yvonne
Stuveborg. I thank Mary Yakush for her expert and
patient editing of this text.

1. See Gombrich 1970, 13—14 n. 1, who quoted this
“motto” of Warburg, adding: “The question of its origin
is still open.” It probably was Warburg’s own variation of
the German expression: “Der Teufel steckt im Detail”
[The devil is in the detail]. I thank Professor Gombrich,
London, and Sabine Rieger, Amsterdam, for this
clarification.

2. “Want het Antiek gaat in alle tyden door; en het
Modern verandert Celkens van Mode...” Modern paint-
ing “is niet vry...,” and can: “Nict meer als het tegen-
woordige verbeelden...op een wys die nimmer stand
houd, maar gestadig veranderd en vervreemd word.”

De Lairessc 1707, 1: 167, 172, 175.

3. De Lairesse 1740, 2: 28. This passage was never noticed.
"The carlier editions of the Schilderboek state *Van der
Neer” instead of “Van der Meer,” that is, Eglon van der
Neer, a painter of similar refined conversation pieces. The
text deals with the depiction of a figure in a niche or
painted frame. Metsu and Mieris painted these; as far as T
know Van der Necr and Vermeer did not. De Lairesse was
concerned with a convincing suggestion of depth in such
a niche. Possibly the editor (or typesetter) of the 1740
edition had a notion of Vermeer’s extraordinary effects of
depth. It should be noted that in the cighteenth century
the Lacemaker (cat. 17) was copied within such a niche,
which probably was an addition of the copyist (sce
Blankert 1988, 191, under “copics™).

4. That “de Modeschilderyen van tyd tot tyd veranderen”
[makes it] onwedersprekelijk” [that] “hunne waardigheid
allengskens vermindert en vergaat.” De Lairesse 1707, 1: 195.
5. See cat. 10, Woman Holding a Balance. Peter Sutton
accepted the notion of the pregnancy of the women in
both paintings, in Philadelphia 19844, 343, cat. n8.

6. Copy in Philadelphia Muscum of Art. See Blankert
1988, 192, ill. 123. Described as Vermeer’s original in
Hofstede de Groot 1907 1928, 1: 5§93, no. 26, and Plietzsch
1911, 62, 119.

7. And someone wearing such clothes today would be con-
sidered crazy. De Lairesse 1707, 1: 195: “hoe belagchelyk en
ongerymd de dracht onzer voorouderen zich in onze oogen
vertoont.” Their paintings, “hoewel fraay geschilderd [are]
met kleine ecrbiedigheid van ons aangezien.”

8. List of “huidendacgse schilders ... Van der Meer.
Jonkertjes en casteeltjes. Delft.” Published by Bredius
1890—1895, 12: 163, and linked to our Vermeer, yet it was
never mentioned in the literature on the artist until
Blankert 1988, 156, 205. The passage may have escaped
notice because Sysmus gave Vermeer’s Christian name at
the end wrongly: “hict Otto” (called Otto). He repeat-
cdly erred in his first names. The “casteeltjes” (small cas-

tles) scem to indicate that Sysmus or his informant had a
notion of the Ziew of Delft. The word “kasteel” was also
used for a citadel attached to a city (sce Woordenboek, 7:
col. 1757, sub 5). The gates and wall on the picture may
have made this impression.

9. Sce Bredius 1890—1895, 8: 5 (Van der Lacmen), 8
(Metsu), 9 (‘Ter Borch), 13 (Jansen); 302 (Netscher), 303
(*Mutsert” = Van Musscher); 12: 167 (Van der Neer).

10. On these words Woordenbocek, 7: cols. 395—402,
480—492. Originally jonkers referred to young nobles, yet
in Vermeer’s time jonkers and juffers were also in use for
voung upper-class burghers. See also De Pauw-De Veen
1969, 171—=172.

1. De Bie 1661, 159: “het scer aerdich uytbeelden™ of “vri-
jagien, balletten, andere ghenuchtelijcke tijdt-verdrijven
van malle Jonckers ende Joufvrouwen ... die seer
aenghenaem en lieffelijk geschildert staen.” The poem is
on: “mallen en rallen,... schransen en veel ander sot-
terny,” including “loncken en proncken,” “droncken
suypen, tuysen, swemmen in veel quact, leven boven
staet.”

12. On Van der Lacmen, Legrand 1963, 82—84.

13. See De Jongh 1967, 6—7: a print after Dirck Hals depict-
ing merry young people. In the caption they are called
“Lichtvaerdich en bedurven” (rash and daring), engaged
in “ydelheyt onkuys” (unchaste vanity) and “vuyle
Smoock inslurven” (inhaling filthy smoke). De Jongh in
Amsterdam 1976, 55—57 (on smoking); 109—111 (on
backgammon); 272—275 (on banquets and other luxuries).
14. My dates of works by Ter Borch follow Gudlaugsson
1959-

i15. Versions in Berlin and Amsterdam. See Gudlaugsson
1959, 1: 96. Recently Kettering argued that Ter Borch’s
contemporarics: “could have interpreted The Parental
Admonition as a courtship narrative in domestic surround-
ings” (Kettering 1993, 107, 116).

16. Already noticed by De Mirimonde 1961, 32, and Brown
1984, 134.

17. Sce Woordenbock, 7: cols. 495—503.

18. “D’een laat zich blindelings door zyn begeerte van-
gen,/ En blijft aan ’t Jufferschap en zulk gezelschap
hangen;/En schildert vorders al zyn leevens dagen niet/
Dan Jufferschap; het is al Juffers wat men ziet.” Poem by
W. V. Groot, printed in De Lairesse 1740, 1: 165.

19. In A Woman Asleep Vermeer depicted a dog that he
later painted over (page 20, fig. 6).

20. ““I'c tuysen en te ruysen/Schoon dat Godt den Heer
mishaegt,” De Bie 1661, 159.

21. See Slive 1968, 457, ill. For slecping women by Metsu,
"Ter Borch, and Dou, sce Gudlaugsson 19684, 25.

22. Robinson 1974, ill. 119. Hofstede de Groot 1907-1928,

1: 272, no. 65. Compare also Metsu’s Two Men and a Sleeping
Woman in the National Gallery in London, which
Gudlaugsson 19684, 25, dated to the late 1650s.

23. De Bie 1661, 159. The church and civil authorities both
took offense at people dressing above their station (sce
Van Deursen 1978—-1980, 3: 51).

24. The correspondence between the two paintings was
noticed by Gudlaugsson 1959, 2: 170, who believed that
“I'er Borch was influenced by Vermeer. He dated the paint-
ing ¢. 1660, which is also about the time the Vermeer orig-
inated. It seems improbable that Ter Borch would coarsen
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Vermeer’s example. ‘Ter Borch himself had introduced the
motif around 1648, in an even more primitive and
emphatic form (Gudlaugsson 1959, 1: ill. 68, 2: 89, cat. 68,
private collection).

25. Observed by Klessman in Brunswick 1978, cat. 395 sce
also Naumann 1981, 1: 61 and 64. In addition to fig, 9, both
authors convincingly cite its presumed pendant, Van
Micris” The Oyster Meal, as another model for Vermeer
(Naumann 1981, 2: cat. 36).

26. Franits convincingly relates the motif to poems
describing a suitor who is jealous of the dog of his sweet-
heart (Franits 1993, §5—56). The caressing, however,
remains Van Mieris® invention.

27. An illustration is missing here, as obtaining a photo-
graph of a specific moment even from important films
appears impossible. Caressing the dog: the beginning of
Buster Keaton’s Seven Chances and of Billy Wilder’s Irma la
Douce. The stroking of her cat: in the hospital scene in
Mario Monicelli’s Piaggio con Anita. In the episode con-
cerning “moon sickness” in Kaos by the Taviani brothers,
the roles are reversed, with a girl approaching a man by
touching a cat in his lap. It scems unlikely that these film-
makers copied the motif from each other and still more
improbable that one of them borrowed it from Van Mieris.
Comparable in literature is Chekhov’s The Lady with the
Dog, in which a gentleman succeeds in establishing his
first contact with an unknown lady by signaling to her dog,
28. The figure was “read” by W. |. Miiller of Kicl and pub-
lished as his discovery by Klessman in Brunswick 1978, 166.
29. Woordenboek, 9: col. 1082.

30. Naumann 1981, I: 24, no. 22, mentions previous authors
who noticed the relationship between Van Mieris” Duer
and Vermeer. Even carlier, in 1926, Hofstede de Groot
obscrved on Van Mieris® Duet: “Schones Bild, dem Delfter
Vermeer verwandt” [Beautiful picture, related to Vermeer
of Delft] (Hofstede de Groot 1907-1928; 10: 48, no. 18).
31. See Iecht in Amsterdam 1989, cat. 12.

32. De Mirimonde 1961, 42.

33. Moreno 1982.

34. The idea of the clavis interpretandi was already pre-
sented by Thoré-Biirger 1866, 460, later elaborated by
Keyszelitz 1956. G. J. M. Weber recently maintained that
paintings within paintings that do not display a direct
connection to the main subject may well be intended as
an indirect commentary, comparable to the practice in
rhetorics (Weber 1994, esp. 307).

35. All carly descriptions of Vermeers referred to in this
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essay are printed in full, with English translations, in
Blankert 1988.

36. Tentatively suggested by De Mirimonde 1961, 39, 40,
and notes 23, 24. Presented as new facts by De Jongh 1967,
49—505 sce also De Jongh 1993, 25.

37. The motif of the spectator of the painting as possible
participant in the scene was first recognized by Brown
1984, 137. The idea was subsequently developed by
Sluijter 1988, 156—159 and Sluijter 1991, §4, 9—60, includ-
ing (63 n. §8) a comparable interpretation of cats. 21

and 22.

38. See Frankfurt 1993, 144, cats. 8, 35, with references.

39. See Mayer-Meintschel 1978—1979, ills. 1, 3, 4;
Wheelock 1981, ill. 295 Blankert 1988, 173 (with ilL.).

40. Letter by Van Gogh of c. 23 July 1888: “Do you know
Vermeer, who, amongst other things, painted a very beau-
tiful, pregnant Dutch lady?” Hale 1913, 282 related this to
the Woman in Blue Reading a Letter. Van Gogh may have
scen this painting on his 1885 visit of the then newly
opened Rijksmuseum. But in his letters of that year con-
cerning that visit he writes in detail about other paint-
ings, but nothing about the Vermeer (compare De Vrics
1993).

41. The carly descriptions reprinted in Blankert 1988,

cat. 14.

42. Hale 1913, 156—157, identified the cushion as the one
also depicted in the Lacemaker (cat. 17).

43. This observation carlier in Franits 1993, 48.

44. Observed by De Mirimonde 1961, 41, 52 n. 28, with ref-
crence to an emblem of 1608 by Vaenius, which compares
love to sailing. See in greater detail (without reference to
De Mirimondc), De Jongh 1967, 49—5; also Frankfurt
1993, 204—205.

45. Gudlaugsson 19688, 661: “Dic Stille des Innenraumes
atmet einen Frieden, den der Mensch in seinem Innern
nicht kennt.”

46. On that work Gudlaugsson 1959, 2: cat. 144.

47. On such books with model love letters, see De Jongh
in Brusscels 1971, 178—179, and Frankfurt 1993, 144—146.
48. Even iconologists have felt uncertain in suggesting a
connection between the picture’s main scene and the con-
spicuous Finding of Moses on the back wall. Vermeer “sup-
pressed” a clear clue here, comparable to his removal of
Cupid from his earlier Girl Reading a Letter at an Open
Window.

49. This dating for the Metsu proposed by Gudlaugsson
19684, 24, 40.
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50. On this picture Gudlaugsson 1959, 2: cat. 8o.

51. Bloch 1963, 21: “What is [the womanj really doing?”.
Descargues 1966, 129: “I'invraisemblance du geste de

la femme ...”; Slatkes 1981, 5o0: “Her movements ... arc
never clearly explained” and the objects suggest no
“unified action.” Also Blankert 1988, 109.

52. “Daer cen Seigneur zyn handen wast, in cen door-
stende Kamer, met beelden, konstig en raer.” The painting
fetched 95 guilders. Only the View of Delft (f 200), The
Milkmaid (f 175) and Woman Holding a Balance (f 155) went
for more.

53. Sce Blankert 1995.

54. The fabric identified by S. Honig of the
Openluchtmuseum, Arnhem, orally to Y. Stuveborg.

§5. Presumably inspired by Dow’s and Van Mieris” most
successful depictions of kitchen servants. Compare espe-
cially Naumann 1981, 2: cat. 7.

56. In the oldest references of 1720 and 1729, both are
called “Astrologisten,” which meant astrologers as well as
astronomists, their activities not yet being strictly
differentiated (sce Woordenbock 1, suppl. 1956, col. i910).
57. Compare Martin 1913, ills. 23, 62, 64, 65, 67, 69, 148—
150.

§8. T'his information from Meyerman 1976.

59. Rooseboom 1968, 21. Sce also Bots 1972, 1—15, on the
new scientists” “fyso-theological ™ ideas.

60. On scales, their weights, the boxes in which they
were kept and their being depicted in use by old people,
sce Huiskamp 1994, 29, ills. 2, 78—83 and color pls. 49, 50,
§5. Compare Blankert 1988, ill. 91.

61. Rijksmuscum, Amsterdam, c. 1645; sce Blankert 1991B.
62. This picture: Hofstede de Groot 19071928, 1: 271, no.
55, dated by Gudlaugsson 19684, 26, 40: “probably before
1660.”

63. Rudolph 1938, 409, 431.

64. Suggestions on nature as a “second Bible” as a source
of inspiration for scventeenth-century Dutch artists were
formulated independently from each other by: Blankert
19914, 24, Brenninkmever-De Rootj 1992, 38, and Bakker
1993, 108. Compare the much earlier remarks by De Jongh
in Brussels 1971, 150.
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Detail, cat. 21

“Un celebre Peijntre nommé Vermele]r’ ?

BEN BROOS

ON 24 FEBRUARY 1676 VERMEER’S WIDOW, Catharina Bolnes, assigned to her
mother, Maria Thins, “a piece of painting [by] her Late husband in which was de-
picted the Art of Painting” (page 68, fig. 2).' Bolnes’ intention was to keep the work out
of the hands of her creditors. Nonetheless, a year later the executor of Vermeer’s estate
auctioned off this personal manifesto of the painter. It has proved impossible to find out
what happened to the masterpicce until it resurfaced in Austria in the nineteenth century.
In 1813 Johann Rudolph, Count Czernin, bought the painting for a nominal sum from a
saddlemaker in Vienna, unaware that he was acquiring the most famous work by the great
Delft master. Count Czernin assumed that he had become the owner of a Pieter de Hooch,
whose work was more marketable at the time. In the fall of 1860, the Berlin museum
director Gustav Waagen recognized the Art of Painting as an authentic Vermeer.’

"The history of the Arz of Painting mirrors Vermeer’s own reputation: after enjoying a
brief period as a minor celebrity in the seventeenth century, he languished in obscurity in
the cighteenth, and was rediscovered in the nineteenth. In the twentieth century Vermeer
acquired the exalted status of a star. Nevertheless, it is superficial to label the painter
a prototype of the “misunderstood genius.” His work has consistently been appreciated,
although the evidence for that appreciation needs to be assembled bit by bit.

L. Vermeer in Delft

VERMEER’S CLIENTS

The identification of Pieter Claesz van Ruijven (1624—1674) as the principal patron for
Vermeer was the most important result of John Michael Montias’ recent research, as will
be explained below (see page §3). This Van Ruijven was a burgher who rarely held office
but who had become very rich through inheritance and investments. His presumed near-
monopoly of Vermeer’s paintings has been greeted with suspicion. Although Montias may
have created the impression that Van Ruijven was just about Vermeer’s sole buyer,’ the
reality is that Vermeer would undoubtedly have had other clients and, moreover, was a
respected burgher and even a widely esteemed painter.*

After Vermeer’s death, the master baker Hendrick van Buyten (1632—1701) accepted two
pictures from the painter’s widow as security for a debt of more than six hundred guilders.
This demonstrates not only that Vermeer had encountered financial difficulties toward the
end of his life, but also that his paintings commanded steep prices. The first picture was
described in a deed as “two personages of which the one sits and writes a letter,” so that
it may reasonably be assumed that this was the Lady Writing a Letter with Her Maid (cat.
19). The second was “a personage playing on a zither,” presumably The Guitar Player in
The Iveagh Bequest, London (page 32, fig. 1).> After the baker’s death in 1701, the former
work was encountered “in the vestibule” as “a large painting by Vermeer.” In an adjacent
room hung another “two little pieces by Vermeer,” which cannot be identified. Before 1701
The Guitar Player must have been traded with, or sold to, the Van Ruijven heirs, since it was
auctioned in 1696 as part of their collection.® Van Buyten must have appreciated Vermeer’s
skill, considering the fact that he owned at least four of his works.

The earliest mention of a painting by Vermeer concerns a youthful work along the
lines of Christ in the House of Mary and Martha (cat. 2). A 1657 inventory of the Amsterdam
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art dealer Johannes de Renialme mentioned “A Grave visitation by van der Mcer.” Its
value was assessed at twenty guilders, which is not unreasonable for a work by a beginner.
De Renialme maintained close contacts in Delft, where he bought paintings regularly. In
1761 another—also lost—history painting from the beginning of Vermeer’s carcer was called
“Jupiter, Venus and Mercury, by J. ver Meer.”® It was being auctioned from the estate of
the Delft patrician Gerard van Berckel (c. 1620—1686), “Commissioner of the Finances of
Holland.” His art collection was inherited by his son Willem van Berckel (1679—1759), a
one-time burgomaster of the city of Delft.” This mythological scene, presumably in the
possession of the distinguished Delft family for a long time, may be considered evidence
of an interest in Vermeer’s work in the upper echelons of Delft society."

In addition to De Renialme and Gerard van Berckel, a third incidental buyer of Ver-
meer’s paintings can be identified. This was Nicolaes van Assendelft (1630—1692), a Delft
regent who over the course of his lifetime assembled a remarkable collection that included
numerous major masters of the Golden Age. In the 1711 inventory of his widow’s property
“A damsel playing on the Clavichord by Vermeer” was appraised at forty guilders (fig. 1)."
This was most likely the Lady Standing at the Virginal (cat. 21). Of course we can’t prove
that he bought the painting directly from the artist, but this is not out of the question
either.

Therefore, not only a baker but also a few Delft luminaries and, above all, one man of
independent means — Van Ruijven — bought works by Vermeer. Perhaps Vermeer liked
having a limited circle of buyers. On the one hand he did not want to work for the mass
market, but neither did he seck out the munificent favor of one exclusive, powerful patron.

fig. 1. Nicolaes van Assendelft inventory, 1711,
Gemeentearchief, Delft, oNA 300311, deed 375, fol. 181

DE MONCONYS

Vermeer’s talent did not remain unobserved in prominent circles. The secretary of Stad-
holder Frederik Hendrik, Constantijn Huygens (1596—1687), and his Hague friends must
have been aware of the miraculously gifted artist in the nearby city of Delft. Only that
would explain how it occurred to a French connoisseur and learned diplomat, Balthasar
de Monconys (1611—1665), to visit Vermeer. On 3 August 1663 he had been in Delft bricfly
and admired the city and the grave of William the Silent (Willem de Zwijger) in the
New Church (Nieuwe Kerk). Surprisingly, he returned eight days later with but a single
purpose, to meet Vermeer. He wrote on 11 August 1663, “In Delft I saw the Painter
Verme[e|r.”'?

De Monconys noted in his journal that Vermeer had been unable to show him a single
painting. The Frenchman did, however, see a painting in the home of a baker, but thought
the price, six hundred /ivres, unjustified, as it featured only one figure, perhaps a jufferzje
(see page 32)." Unfortunately, De Monconys made no mention of the style and quality of
such works—it appears that he judged them exclusively on the basis of the number of
hours invested in them."
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fig. 2. Jacob van Campen, Portrait of Constantijn Huygens
and Suzanna van Baerle, ¢. 1635, oil on canvas, Mauritshuis,
The Hague

fig. 3. Caspar Netscher, Portrait of Pieter Teding van

Berckhout, oil on copper, Teding van Berkhout
Foundation, Amersfoort

“UN CELEBRE PEIJNTRE NOMME VERME[E|R”

Strangely, De Monconys’ journal has never been exhaustively analyzed, even though it
does serve to place Vermeer clearly in the context of his times."” The price of six hundred
livres that the baker — presumably Van Buyten — thought reasonable for his painting corre-
sponds to the six hundred /ivres that Gerrit Dou (1613—1675) asked from De Monconys two
days later for a Woman in a Window, clearly also a painting with only one figure. Back then
a Vermeer had the same market value as an authentic work by Dou, whom King Charles 11
of England had invited to become his court painter in 1660. De Monconys fell upon one
amazement after another. Frans van Mieris the Elder (1635—1681) wanted no fewer than
twelve hundred /ivres for a more elaborate figure picce of a sick lady being visited by a
quack doctor. The same day, according to De Monconys, the painter Pieter van Slingelandt
(1640—1691) demanded all of four hundred /ivres for a tiny work. That was too much, the
Frenchman thought.'®

One may well ask why De Monconys went to this Delft baker and not to the home of
Van Ruijven, who, according to Montias, had already acquired several Vermeers by 1663."
After his somewhat disappointing negotiations with Van Mieris and Van Slingelandt,

De Monconys visited, in Leiden, “a Mr. Beyau [Johan de Bye], who has a great quantity
of the paintings of Dan.”'® For whatever reason, Van Ruijven was not prepared to receive
De Monconys in his home on the Oude Delft, and little is known about his collection, as
we will sec.

CONSTANTIJN HUYGENS

De Monconys’ visit to Holland in August 1663 has definite significance because of his ex-
ploration, albeit somewhat superficial, of the art market. His travel account is also impor-
tant for an additional, scarcely noticed, reason. Before the Frenchman visited Vermeer in
Delft, he went to pay his respects to the Huygens family in The Hague, where he admired
the art collection in their house on Het Plein, which he described in detail.” In June 1663
De Monconys had attended the proceedings of the Royal Society in London together with
Constantijn Huygens the Elder (fig. 2).** One can imagine how amazed Huygens must have
been to hear that the Frenchman had been in Delft, without visiting Vermeer. We know
that De Monconys rectified this oversight on 11 August. Having rounded out his visit to
Delft, De Monconys dropped by to see the Huygens family two days later, at six a.m., to
say his farewells. Father Huygens (“M. de Zulcon” [Lord of Zuylichem]) had to leave for
Zeeland, so that he was unable to accompany De Monconys on his intended visit to the
Leiden painters, as the Frenchman had apparently hoped he would do.?! One gains the
strong impression that it was thanks to his contacts in The Hague that the French diplo-
mat had been able to take note of the most famous Dutch artists of that era, such as Van
Mieris and Dou in Leiden, and Johannes Vermeer in Delft.

Constantijn Huygens must therefore have performed a minor but vital rdle in the
theater of Vermeer’s life.” Huygens was, of course, one of the greatest authorities of his
age where art was concerned. He maintained lively contacts with the Flemish painters
Rubens (1§77—1640) and Van Dyck (1599—1641), and his visit to the shared workshop of Jan
Lievens (1607—1674) and Rembrandt (1606—1669) in Leiden is legendary.” Why should
Huygens himself have had no contact with Vermeer, when he urged others to visit the
artist’s studio? One document gives reason to believe that he did, in fact, visit the artist.
Pieter Teding van Berckhout (1643—1713) (fig. 3), a member of the Hague regents’ class,
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whose sister eventually married Constantijn’s son Lodewijk,* kept a diary. In it he
recounted that he went to visit the famous painter Vermeer in Delft on 14 May 1669. He
had arrived there that day by towing barge and presumably disembarked at the Rotterdam
or Schiedam Gate (cat. 7) “where were Monsieurs de Zuylichem [Huygens], van der Horst
and Nieuwport.” That is, he joined the company of Constantijn Huygens and his friends,
member of parliament Ewout van der Horst (c. 1631—before 1672), and ambassador Willem
Nieupoort (1607—1678).%

“Having arrived, I saw an excellent painter named Vermeer” (estant arrivé ie [je] vis
un excellent Peijntre nommé Vermeer), wrote Van Berckhout, who was also shown several
“curiosities,” according to his account (fig. 4).%” Although it does not say explicitly that
all four men visited Vermeer, we may assume that Huygens and his friends did not linger
at the city gate. On 21 June an apparently enthusiastic Van Berckhout repeated his visit:

“I went to see a celebrated painter named Vermeer” ([Je] fus voijr un celebre Petjntre
nommé¢ Verme[e]r.) During this second studio visit he was again shown curious and
exceptional works, which he described as “perspectives.”® At the very lcast he must have
seen the Art of Painting, the cherished showpiece of the Vermeer family.

That Pieter Teding van Berckhout twice visited Vermeer and twice praised him some-
what contradicts romantic notions about Vermeer’s social isolation. No wonder Montias
was somewhat perplexed by Van Berckhout’s comments: “But it would not have occurred to
me that he would be called ‘célebre’.

»r»

% What is most interesting about this visit is that
Vermeer’s studio (like those of Dou and Van Mieris) was evidently considered a place of
interest. Van Berckhout was an active member in The Hague society and of the most prom-
inent Delft circles, where, judging from all appearances, Vermeer was much admired.*

It is hardly surprising that Van Berckhout was also a close acquaintance of Dirck van
Bleyswijck,” whose Beschryvinge der Stadt Delft (Description of the City of Delft) had first
appeared in 1667. In this work Van Bleyswijck published the famous poem by Arnold Bon
containing a passage concerning the death of Carel Fabritius as the result of the explo-
sion of the Delft powder magazine in 1654 (see page 51). Bon concluded enthusiastically:

“luckily there arose from his fire VERMEER.”*?
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fig. 4. I'ragments of the diary of Picter Teding van
Berckhout, Koninklijke Bibliotheck, The Hague



fig. 5. Virginal built by Johannes Ruckers, 1640,
Gemeentemuscum, "I'he Hague

“UN CELEBRE PEIJNTRE NOMME VERME[E]R”

VERMEER’S VIRGINALS

Constantijn Huygens must have known and admired Vermeer’s work. Some additional
examples will help complete the picture. In 1660 Johan (or Jean) Larson (c. 1620—1664), a
London sculptor who had worked for the English and Dutch courts, and become a mem-
ber of the Hague guild, was on business in Delft.** As a portrait specialist, he was proba-
bly intrigued by what the “celebre Vermeer” could manage in that area. In any case, he
bought some kind of portrait from Vermeer. In 1664 his estate included “A character head
[zronie] by Vermeer,” a reference perhaps to the Girl with a Pearl Earring (cat. 15) or to The
Girl with the Red Hat (cat. 14).* Larson was yet another good acquaintance of the Huygens
family. In 1655 Constantijn senior had composed a poem on a portrait bust that the
Englishman had made for him.*® One wonders if Larson, too, might have visited Vermeer
at the recommendation of Huygens.

A last circumstance again concerns the involvement of the Huygens family in the mar-
keting of Vermeer’s art. It appears that Constantijn junior, or senior, gave Diego Duarte
(1610—1691) of Antwerp onc of Vermeer’s late works, possibly the Lady Seated at the
Virginal (cat. 22), or at least advised him to buy the work.” This was the first Vermeer to
leave Dutch hands. The younger Huygens regularly visited Duarte and admired his collec-
tion of paintings, while Duarte likewise periodically visited Holland. De Monconys also
visited Duarte in Antwerp and no doubt passed on his greetings to The Hague.”

It is particularly intriguing to note that experts believe that the virginals in Vermeer’s
paintings are so accurately portrayed that he must have observed them directly. The pro-
portions and inscription MVSICA LETITIAE CO[ME]S MEDICINA DOLOR[UM], on the lid of
the instrument in one painting (cat. 8), have been connected with the Antwerp Ruckers
workshop.™ Only a few of these instruments are still known, like the 1640 virginal that
was built by Johannes Ruckers (1578—1642) (fig. 5). We learn from the correspondence of
Constantijn Huygens senior that he ordered such a virginal in 1648, with the knowledge-
able Duarte acting as middleman. The maker of this particular instrument was Jean
Couchet (1615-1655), a nephew of Johannes Ruckers, who had worked in Ruckers’ shop
for sixteen years. Couchet had built only four such virginals to date. They were rare
instruments that might be expected to go for about three hundred guilders, Duarte wrote
to Huygens,” approximately half the cost of a painting by Dou, Van Mieris, or Vermeer.
Is it not possible that Vermeer saw the “Ruckers” in the Huygens residence?* His prefer-
ence for scenes with music-making ladies corresponds intriguingly with the well-known
musical gifts of the Huygens family.

I1. Vermeer in Amsterdam

“MASTERLIKE?”

Vermeer was a man obsessed with detail, who might even have edited dedications to him-
self. That was, in any casc, how Albert Blankert interpreted the subtle changes that Arnold
Bon’s poem underwent in Van Bleyswijck’s 1667 Beschryvinge der Stadt Delft. In the first ver-
sion of the poem lamenting the premature death of Carel Fabritius, Bon refers to Vermeer:
“who, masterlike trod his path.” The second version reads “who, masterlike, was able to
emulate him.”*' Blankert’s somewhat hesitantly expressed opinion, that it was Vermeer
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I'he artist
was hardly modest in his concepts. After all, the Arz of Painting expressed Vermeer’s high

himself who prevailed upon Bon to make this adjustment, is wholly credible.

ideals about his trade and calling. At the very least he must have been familiar with stories
about artists competing with each other. As far as he must have been concerned, Vermeer
versus Fabritius could be added to the list of Apelles versus Protogenes, Raphael versus
Michelangelo, Diirer versus Lucas van Leyden, and Rembrandt versus Rubens.*

While Vermeer may have polished his “masterlike” reputation a little in this way, his
name did not figure prominently in the main lexicon of Dutch seventeenth-century art,
Arnold Houbraken’s Groote Schouburgh, published in Amsterdam in 1718—1721. Houbraken
(1660—1719), who assembled his information from a variety of sources — personal experi-
ence, including his acquaintance with artists, their works, and their pupils; but also sec-
ondary sources, including city histories — depended heavily for his discussion of Delft
artists on Van Bleyswijck’s Beschryvinge der Stadt Delfz. It was in that publication that he
found the list of artists currently active in Delft in 1667* — including Vermeer — and it
was there that he derived his long discussion of the life and death of Carel Fabritius.*
Curiously, Houbraken edited Arnold Bon’s commemorative poem about Fabritius, elimi-
nating the last stanza citing Vermeer, though the reason remains unknown.

The deletion of these lines appears to have been fatal to Vermeer’s reputation. Through-

out the remainder of the eighteenth century, no biography of Vermeer was published — a
fact that occasioned the amazement of Henry Havard in 1883.* The first scholar to
attempt to placate this somewhat romanticized outrage was Albert Blankert, in 1975.
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fig. 6. Johannes Vermeer, The Astronomer, 1668, oil on
canvas, Musée du Louvre, Paris



fig. 7. Advertisement in Amsterdamsche Courant,
19 April 1696

“UN CELEBRE PEIJNTRE NOMME VERME[E]R”

Houbraken’s text was widely acknowledged in the eighteenth and nineteenth century as
authoritative, hence the omission was maintained. That Vermeer’s biography was a closed
book to Houbraken’s epigones Jacob Campo Weyerman (1677—1747) and Jan van Gool
(1685—1763) has nothing to do with deliberate underestimation, as people have assumed.*®

Considering that two-thirds of Vermeer’s works were in one private collection in Delft
until 1696, Houbraken’s oversight is hardly remarkable. The painter-writer passed the
major part of his life in Dordrecht, apparently having few contacts with the then some-
what somnolent Delft.* By the time he moved to Amsterdam around 1709, the small
ocuvre of Vermeer had been dispersed among a number of exquisite collections within
the old Amsterdam canal encirclement. For a long time only a few works could be seen
outside Amsterdam.

In Rotterdam, for instance, The Astronomer (fig. 6) and The Geographer (cat. 16) came
under the gavel five years before the publication of the first volume of Houbraken’s lexi-
con. They were part of the collection of the magistrate Adriaen Paets (1657—1712), the
Maecenas of the painter Adriaen van der Werff (1659 —1722). Houbraken, Weyerman, and
Van Gool were awestruck by the vast sums that were paid for Van der WerfP’s paintings at
the 1713 Paets auction, but they overlooked the Vermeers.”® A year before the appearance
of the third volume of Houbraken’s canonical work, both of Vermeer’s pictures were
sold in Amsterdam as “extra choice” (extra puyk) items that were part of the collection of
Hendrick Sorgh (1666~1720), a dealer in paintings who lived on the Keizersgracht.'

THE VAN RUIJVEN /DISSIUS COLLECTION

Houbraken somehow also neglected to mention a major event that occurred in Amsterdam,
where the Dissius collection from Delft came under the gavel on 16 May 1696. It was the
biggest group of Vermeer paintings to have ever been assembled. The Amsterdamsche Courant
printed an announcement that on that day, in the Old Men’s Lodging House (Oude Heeren
Logement), would be sold “several outstandingly artful paintings, including 21 works most
powerfully and splendidly painted by the late J. Vermeer of Delft; showing various Com-
positions, being the best he has ever made” (fig. 7).

Because of the size of this collection, the Delft printer Jacob Dissius (1653~1695) was
long believed to have been the patron of Vermeer.> Until recently authors still wrote:
“His most important customer was Jacob Dissius.”** In 1977 Wheelock had opened this
matter for discussion: “curiously, no evidence of their [Vermeer and Dissius] relationship
exists.”” In fact, the Delft archives reveal that Dissius was only twenty-two years old when
Vermeer passed on. He therefore could hardly have been one of Vermeer’s patrons.*

Montias established that not Dissius but his father-in-law Pieter Claesz van Ruijven
(1624~1674.), son of a wealthy Delft brewer, probably had claim to the esteemed title of
“Maecenas” of Vermeer. The complicated body of evidence has only come to light slowly
and laboriously. In 1885 Abraham Bredius published the appearance of twenty paintings
by Vermeer in a 1683 inventory of Dissius’ effects, without being able to identify these
works. That is why he wrote despairingly, “What a treasure! And where has all this
gone?”®” A century later, after research in the Delft archives, Montias argued that this
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treasure—probably two-thirds of the known ocuvre of Vermeer—had been in the posses-
sion of Pieter Claesz van Ruijven. Van Ruijven was virtually the same age as Vermeer, and
died in almost the same year as the painter. He first gave Vermeer financial support in
1657.”* Paintings produced between 1657 and 1660 were named by Montias as the property
of Van Ruijven, who had described these in 1665 “in a certain book...marked with the
letter A,” an appendix to his will.*” Had it survived, this document concerning Van
Ruijven’s collection could have given us closer insight into the scale on which Van Ruijven
collected Vermeers.

Van Ruijven’s widow, Maria de Knuijt, enjoyed usufruct of the estate, which, after her
death in 1681, came into the hands of her daughter, Magdalena van Ruijven. Magdalena
died a year later, and the 1683 document, which Bredius later published, was drawn up.
Finally, by way of her father-in-law, Abraham Dissius, the paintings came into the posses-
sion of her husband, Jacob Dissius, in 1694.”” At first, Abraham and Jacob had drawn lots
for the estate of Magdalena! In 1696, a year after his death, Jacob’s portion of the inheri-
tance was sold at public auction in Amsterdam. It had in the meantime been enriched, to

a total of twenty-one paintings by Johannes Vermeer, the “masterlike” painter of Delft.

AMSTERDAM AMATEURS

One buyer at the Dissius auction is well known. This was the Mennonite merchant Isaac
Roolecuw (1650—1710), who managed to acquire two excellent works. The first lot of the
auction was immediately hammered down to him for 155 guilders: “A Damsel who weighs
gold...painted with extraordinary art and power” (cat. 10). He also became the lucky
owner of number two in the catalogue: “A Maid who pours Milk, outstandingly good”
(cat. 5). Roolecuw was even prepared to pay 175 guilders. He then let paintings by Vermeer

M«

pass by, even though they were described as: “uncommonly handsome,” “very good,”

M«

“artful and rare,” “powerful and good” and “very handsome.”' The most important
painting, the Fiew of Delft (cat. 7), went for 200 guilders to a yet unidentified art lover.

Roolecuw did not enjoy his two Vermeers for long: in 1701 he went bankrupt. After
the assessor Jan Zoémer had completed the inventory of the collection, the paintings were
bound together in pairs and sealed with the Amsterdam city seal before being sold to the
highest bidder.”* Zémer noted, in his elegant handwriting: “A gold Weigher, by Van der
N[M]eer of Delft” and “A Milk Pourer by the same” (fig. 8)."* After the mention of
Duarte’s A Lady Seated at the Virginal, these are the oldest written references made
outside Delft to identifiable works by Vermeer.

Another Amsterdam art lover subsequently took possession of one of Van Rooleeuw’s
two Vermeers. He was a merchant named Paulo van Uchelen (c. 1641—1702), the most
renowned bibliophile of his time, and a collector of prints and atlases. After his death the
partition of his estate between his heirs was drawn up, including “A gold weigher by van

der Meer,” assessed at a value of 150 guilders (fig. 9).*

Paulo van Uchelen junior (1673—
1754) inherited the painting. A condition of the testament stipulated that the paintings
could not be sold within twenty-five years of the death of his father. Paulo was never pre-
pared to part with the work at all. After his daughter Anna Geertruida van Uchelen
(1705—1766) was divorced, she went to live with her father in the house “Zurich” on the
Keizersgracht. Only in 1767, after her death, did the Woman Holding a Balance again come
up for public auction (sce cat. 10). The painting had hung in the house “Zurich” for more
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fig. 10. Advertisement in .Amsterdamsche Conrant, 24

February 1699
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than sixty years, so that Houbraken, Weyerman, and Van Gool had ample opportunity to

study it.

The second painting that Roolecuw had bought at the Dissius auction moved into the
hands of another collector on the Keizersgracht, the merchant Jacob van Hoek (1671—1718).
It was effectively described at his auction in 1719 as “The famous Milkmaid, by Vermeer of
Delft, artful.”*® That Houbraken had never heard of this “famous” painting is to his dis-
credit. In his time, the name of “Vermeer of Delft” or “The Delft Vermeer” was certainly
fixed in the minds of art lovers in Amsterdam and its environs.

The Amsterdam city surgeon Jan Sysmus was the first person to mention Vermeer
after the earlier 1657 citation in the De Renialme collection (page 47). Between 1669 and
1678 Sysmus compiled a list of the artists known to him, with concise indications of their
specialties. He referred to Vermeer, painter of architectural pieces and fops (Fonkertjes)
(see page 32), as “Van der Meer [of] Delft.” In short, he was known for his figure paint-
ings (which De Monconys saw) and “perspectieven” (perspectives), which Teding van
Berckhout described.

But Amsterdam certainly had collectors who could have informed Houbraken about
the “masterlike” Vermeer. The Amsterdam postmaster of the Hamburg mail service, Her-
man van Swoll (1632—1698), had acquired the Allegory of Faith (cat. 20), possibly direct
from a (Delft?) commissioner or from his heirs. In 1699 Van Swoll’s descendants sold his
fine collection, which “had been assembled with great difficulty and effort over the pass-
ing of time,” out of the house of mourning on the Herengracht. The allegory merited
special mention and was noted as well in an announcement in the Amsterdamsche Courant:
“an artful piece by Vermeer of Delft” (fig. 10).””

Although it seems to have gone unnoticed every now and then, the name of Vermeer
appeared in this newspaper in announcements of auctions in Amsterdam. On 27 February
1708, for instance, it documented the auction of the estate of Pieter Tjammens, who had
lived in Groningen, on the Ossenmarkt. The advertisement included mention of a collec-
tion of “Curious Paintings by important Masters” such as “J. van der Meer” that had
been kept far away from the capital.®® On 12 May 1708 a sale was held in the Oudezijds
Heerenlogement of “outstandingly artful Paintings by these great Masters, such [as]. ..

J. Vermeer.”* It is likely, in this instance, that the works that passed under the gavel had
earlier been in the Dissius collection.

THE HAGUE
All the references summarized here indicate that the quality of Vermeer paintings appear-
ing at auction was instantly recognized. Because the name and fame of their creator had
been slowly forgotten, the paintings were more than once misattributed to the renowned
Frans van Mieris the Elder, Pieter de Hooch, or Gabriél Metsu. This was in fact an honor
rather than a sign of neglect.

A Lady at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (cat. 8) was acquired as a Van
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Mieris by King George 111, who in 1762 bought the collection of his consul in Venice,
Joseph Smith. Smith in turn had procured the work for a song in 1741 from Angela
Carriera, the widow of the painter Gianantonio Pellegrini (1675 —1741). We now also know
how she came across the painting, In 1696 it had been auctioned for eighty guilders out of
the Dissius collection as “A Young Lady playing on the Clavichord in a Room, with a lis-
tening Gentleman.”” On 31 May 1718 the Venetian artist had become a member of the
painters’ guild of The Hague, where he executed the decorations of the so-called Gouden
Zaal (Golden Room) of the Mauritshuis. He also carried out commissions in Amsterdam,
which is where he could have bought The Music Lesson. He no doubt had it in his baggage
in 1719 when he traveled via London and Paris to Venice, where his wife Angela usually
resided (see cat. 8).

One Vermeer was probably accessible in The Hague for a substantial period of time dur-
ing the eighteenth century. It hung in a house on the Korte Vijverberg 3, a short distance
from the Mauritshuis. This was the Lady Writing a Letter with Her Maid, also known as
“the Vermeer of Lord Beit” (cat. 19). This painting had a remarkable history. After the
death of Vermeer, the baker Van Buyten had accepted it from Vermeer’s widow as security
against a debt.”" At some unknown time it was sold (by Van Buyten himself?) to the regent
Josua van Belle, burgomaster of Rotterdam. Long after his death it continued to hang in
his home on the Hoogstraat, flanked by expensive Italian works. Between 1730 and 1734 it
was in the Delft collection of the magistrate Franco van Bleyswijck, a descendant of the
previously mentioned city historian (see cat. 19).

Van Bleyswijck’s work found a new, illustrious owner in the person of the Hague burgo-
master Hendrick van Slingelandt (1702—1759). He was assigned the work at the partition
of an inheritance in 1734, on which occasion it was described as “A Damsel who writes a
letter and a maid next to her by J. v. Meer” (fig. 11). At first the value of the work was
estimated at seventy-five guilders, but later it was raised to one hundred guilders.”” In
1750 Gerard Hoct compiled a description of the exquisite collection on the Korte
Vijverberg.” It turns out that for Hoet, . v.d. Meer van Delft” was not a forgotten
painter at all. His fellow townsmen Weyerman and Van Gool, the latter of whom knew
the burgomaster well,” remained unaware of the remarkable qualities of this masterpicce
by Johannes Vermeer. Altogether unintentionally, they contributed to the eclipsed fame of
the “masterlike” painter from Delft.

H1. Vermeer Abroad

IN THE MANNER OF REMBRANDT, DE HOOCH, AND METSU

Outside Holland, works by Johannes Vermeer of Delft drew appreciation under wrong
names. In 1742 the Elector of Saxony, August 111, acquired the Girl Reading a Letter at an
Open Window (page 73, fig. 11) as a Rembrandt. The attribution of the painting changed in
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LEFT: fig. 12. Abraham Delfos, “The Astronomer’ afier
Vermeer, 1794, watercolor, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

RIGHT: fig. 13. Louis Garreau, ‘The Astronomer’ after
Fermeer, engraving, from page 49 of Lebrun 1792
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the course of years. In a 1747 inventory it was described as in the “Maniera di
Rembran[d|t” (manner of Rembrandt) and in 1801 the name of Rembrandt’s pupil
Govaert Flinck was mentioned. From 1826 to 1860 it was attributed to Pieter de Hooch.
Only in 1862 was Vermeer’s signature published.”

King George 111 thought he was buying a painting by the universally admired Frans
van Mieris when he acquired Vermeer’s Music Lesson in 1762. Sir Oliver Millar described
it as “the most important picture that George 111, albeit unwittingly, added to his collec-
tion.””® In 1784 an art dealer, Joseph Paillet (1748—1814), tried to warm Louis Xv1 of
France to the purchase of Vermeer’s Aszronomer. His sales pitch, that paintings by the
Delft master were rare, seems to have been ill-conceived. After all, the work was neither a
De Hooch, nor a Metsu, lcave alone a Rembrandt. The hoped-for transaction fell through.

Vermeer’s Astronomer returned to the Netherlands and, together with The Geographer
(cat. 16), found its way to several renowned collections in Amsterdam. In that city paint-
ings by Vermeer had long been treasured collectors’ objects. Jan Danser Nijman, merchant
on the Keizersgracht, became the new owner of both paintings. In 1794 he asked Abraham
Delfos (1731—1820) to render The Astronomer in watercolor (fig. 12), which indicates his
appreciation.”” Danser Nijman had already acquired The Lacemaker (cat. 17) in 1778, and he
also managed to get hold of A Lady Standing at the Virginal (cat. 21).7® At the 1797 sale of
his collection, The Astronomer and The Geographer were together for the last time. A promi-
nent collector, Jan Gildemeester (1744—1799), acquired The Astronomer for 270 guilders,
while the print publisher Christiaan Josi (1768—1828) bought the “pendant” for half that
amount, 133 guilders.”

Josi was a connoisseur who, starting in 1800, had chronicled events in the art market.
His notes were published in 1821, and although rarely consulted, contain a number of acute
observations concerning Vermeer. He praised the simplicity of his subjects and the truth
of his expression. Reading the catalogue of the 1696 sale, Josi thought the prices paid for
works by Vermeer to be on the low side, in view of their quality.* Josi knew The Milkmaid
(which was with Creejans van Winter), The Astronomer (a self-portrait, thought Josi) and
The Geographer, and he commented that the connoisseurs of his time knew how to ap-
preciate the works of Vermeer. These individuals were, of course, all those collectors of
Amsterdam who had owned one or more paintings by the master: Pieter (later his daugh-
ter Creejans) van Winter, Jan Gildemeester, Pieter van Lennep, Jan Danser Nijman,
Hendrik Muilman, but also the dealers, such as Aarnoud de Lange, Picter Fouquet and
Jan Wubbels.®!
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VERMEER IN TRANSIT

In 1784 the French engraver Louis Garreau, temporarily in Amsterdam, made a print after
The Astronomer, which was at the time the showpiece of the collection of the widow
Fizeaux.* The engraving appeared only in 1792, in a supplement to the illustrated cata-
logue of masterpieces published by the art dealer Jean Baptiste Pierre Lebrun (1748—1813),
entitled: “Gallery of Flemish, Dutch, and German painters” (fig. 13).* There Lebrun
made his oft-quoted comment concerning historians’ neglect of Vermeer, who was appre-
ciated in Holland but nowhere else. As mentioned, the dealer Paillet and his Dutch col-
league Jean Fouquet (1729—1800) offered The Astronomer to the French king, with no suc-

84]

cess.” Lebrun attributed to Vermeer a preference for effects of sunlight and deceptive

realism. “He is a very great painter, in the fashion of Metsu.”"

After the French Revolution various Vermeers drifted away from the Amsterdam col-
lections. How exactly this transpired is unclear. When Miszress and Maid (fig. 14) appeared
at auction in Paris in 1802, the catalogue announced: “Here, for the first time, we have
occasion to mention this able painter in our catalogues and to offer amateurs one of his

striking works.”*"

I'he concept of a good unknown artist of the Golden Age was beginning
to sink in. .

In 1811 a group of paintings passed under the gavel in Paris, “Coming from Journeys as
much in Italy as in Flanders, in Holland, in Switzerland and in Geneva,” according to the

title page of the catalogue. Paillet bought A4 Woman Asleep (page 20, fig. 6)," which had
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fig. 14. Johannes Vermeer, Mistress and Maid, c. 1667, oil on
canvas, © The Frick Collection, New York



fig. 15. Photograph of Thoré-Biirger from the sale

catalogue of the Thoré-Biirger collection, 1892

“UN CELEBRE PEIJNTRE NOMME VERME[E]R”

been lost since 1737, when it was sold at an Amsterdam auction.® Lebrun wrote the cata-

logue description: “I'his master observer of the most pithy effects of nature has been able

to render them with great success.”®

Interest in the Delft master continued to gain momentum. In the catalogue that
John Smith published in 1833 of “the Most Eminent Dutch” and other painters, Vermeer
crops up as a pupil or follower of Mectsu, as well as of De Hooch. “This painter is so
little known, by reason of the scarcity of his works, that it is quite inexplicable how
he attained the excellence many of them exhibit.”* Like Lebrun, Smith was a well-
informed art dealer. He obscrved that, in addition to works resembling Metsus and
De Hoochs, Vermeer had also made paintings of other subjects: “for his talents were
cqually adapted to landscape painting, and views in towns.” Smith announced: “One
of his best performances in this branch, representing a view of the town of Delft, at
sunset, is now in the Hague Museum.” He referred to “this superb painting” as a remark-
able acquisition by King William 1.”!

VERMEER REDISCOVERED

'T'he View of Delft was the touchstone in Thoré-Biirger’s much-celebrated “rediscovery” of
Vermeer. William Biirger, pseudonym for Etienne-Joseph-Théophile Thoré (1807—1869)
(fig. 15), brought Vermeer to international attention in 1866 in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts.”?
His invention of the sobriquet “sphinx of Delft,” which is still whispered with a little
frisson, only disguised his lack of relevant information. In spite of his inability to distin-
guish the hand of the Delft Vermeer from that of a Haarlem landscape painter of almost
the same name, Thoré-Biirger overshadowed other efforts to rehabilitate the artist.

It was King William 1 who insisted on having the View of Delft placed in “his” Maurits-
huis. His principal motivation may have been the realization that this scene depicted the
Orange city of Delft, where William of Orange, the “father of the fatherland,” had been
murdered and buried. Thoré-Biirger must have known John Smith’s 1833 description of
seeing the painting in the Mauritshuis in 1842: “At the museum of The Hague, a superb
and most unusual landscape arrests all visitors....”"?

Thus it was King William 1 (with his advisors) and John Smith, not Thoré-Biirger, who
were the true rediscoverers of Vermeer. Van Eijnden and Van der Willigen wrote in their
Geschiedenis der vaderlandsche schilderkunst, 1816: “It goes without saying that the Works of the
so-called Delft Van der Mcer deserve a place in the most prestigious art collections.” In
addition to The Milkmaid and the The Little Street (both then with Creejans van Winter
in Amsterdam) they also mentioned “A portrayal of the city of Delft ... which, being
marvelously [and] artfully rendered, is greatly praised.””*

After Josi, Van Eijnden and Van der Willigen, and Smith, compilers of lexicons and cat-
alogues also began to mention Vermeer’s name. In 1842 Immerzeel mentioned the View of
Delft together with a painting by Egbert van der Poel that for some time enjoyed fame
because it depicted the stairs in the Delft Prinsenhof where William of Orange had been
murdered.” In 1850 Nagler knew of four paintings by the master, in 1860 Kramm claimed
to know of six, and in 1862 Waagen came up with six actual titles for works.”® Thoré-
Biirger, meanwhile, did research in the collections in Berlin, Brunswick, Brussels, Dresden,
Vienna, and, naturally, The Hague. He not only urged his wealthy friends to buy a Vermeer,
but also advised newcomers to the art market, such as Casimir Périer, Isaac Pereire, Baron
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Cremer, Léopold Double, James de Rothschild, and Barthold Suermondt (cats. 10, 12, 16)
to do the same.

In 1860, Charles Blanc published an informative report identifying Thoré-Biirger as
the person who was responsible for the rehabilitation of the Delft painter.”” Blanc listed
among Thor¢-Biirger’s triumphs the identification of two Vermeers in German collections:
The Girl with the Wineglass (“La Coquette”) in Brunswick (cat. 6), which, back in 1849, had
passed as a work by “Jacob van der Meer,” and The Procuress in Dresden (fig. 16), which
also had a nametag stating “Jacob van der Meer.” In 1858 Thoré-Biirger ascribed both to
Johannes Vermeer of Delft.”® He admitted to having been swayed by a note from the Ber-
lin museum director Gustav Waagen (1794—1864.), who had been the first to recognize the
hand of Vermeer in the Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window, also in Dresden (page 73,
fig. 11).”” As previously stated, Waagen had also been the first connoisseur to recognize the
Art of Painting as a genuine Vermeer, much to the resentment of Thoré-Biirger.

Blanc’s article appeared with a title filled with questions: “Jean ver Meer or Van der
Meer, of Delft, Born around 1632¢—died in....” (fig. 17). He cited Lebrun (discussed
above) as the earliest “connoisseur” of the work of the Delft painter. ““I'his Van der Meer,
about whom the historians have not spoken, says Lcbrun, is a very great painter in the
manner of Metsu; his works are rare.”'" He accompanied this quotation with a reproduc-
tion of a picture ascribed to Vermeer, the Rustic Cortage (Staatliche Museen, Berlin). This
attribution disturbed no one at the time. After all, in addition to The Liztle Street (cat. 4)
and the View of Delft (cat. 7) yet a third cityscape had been offered for sale at the 1696 auc-

tion: “A View of some Houses by ditto []. vander Mcer van Delft].”'"!
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tig. 16. Johannes Vermeer, The Procuress, 1656, oil on
canvas, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden,
Gemiildegalerie Alte Meister
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The Rustic Cottage was in the collection of Barthold Suermondt in Aix-la-Chapelle, who
had bought it in 1856 out of a Liége collection. In 1860 Waagen himself compiled a cata-
logue of the Aix collection and believed he recognized the hand of Philips Koninck in this

“Cottage rustique.”'"

Thoré-Biirger, who had advised Suermondt on the sale, totally dis-
agreed with Waagen and wrote in his foreword to Waagen’s catalogue: “According to me,
this is certainly a work—a masterpiece—by Jan van der Mecer of Delft.”'”® A considerable
time after the Suermondt collection had been acquired by the Berlin museum, Abraham
Bredius (1855—1946) published an article on this cityscape, “A pseudo-Vermeer in the Ber-
lin Gallery.” Remarkably, he ascribed the picture to the Zwolle painter and Golden Age
emulator Dirk Jan van der Laan (1759—1829). Bredius was rather proud of his vision:
“What heresy, is it not, to declare a Vermeer [to be] a picture of the eighteenth or nine-
teenth century?”'™ In 1907, Hofstede de Groot assigned dozens of paintings that soul-
mates of Thoré-Biirger had identified as authentic Vermeers to such diverse masters as

Picter de Hooch, Jan Steen, Jacobus Vrel, Gabriél Metsu, and Cornelis de Man.'?®

BEST SELLER

The first Vermeer in the United States was Young Woman with a Water Pitcher (cat. 11), which
Henry G. Marquand donated in 1889 to the young Metropolitan Museum of Art in New
York. It was soon followed by The Concert (page 17, fig. 1). Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840—
1924.), who knew her way around Paris, had personally acquired the work there in 1892 at
the auction of Thoré-Biirger’s collection.'” This act immediately made her a formidable
competitor on the international art market.'””

Isabella’s collecting rival was J. Pierpont Morgan Sr. (1837—1913). He relished compar-
isons to Lorenzo de’ Medici, “the Magnificent.” In 1907 the antique dealer G. S. Hellman
showed Vermeer’s A4 Lady Writing (cat. 13) to Morgan, who, unlike Isabella Stewart Gardner,
had taken no notice of recent publications concerning this Delft miracle painter. “The
great Dutchman’s name was strange to the Morgan ear,” has become a famous pronounce-
ment. Even so, Pierpont Morgan must have recognized the absolute quality of this painting,
since he thought the asking price of $100,000 justified. “‘T’ll take it,” snapped Morgan,
and the deal was concluded.”'”

Vermeer had become a best seller. In 1928 the former director of the Mauritshuis,
Abraham Bredius, sold his Allegory of Faith (cat. 20) to an American collector for
$300,000. It had hung in the Mauritshuis, on loan, for almost twenty-five years, and in
the Museum Boymans in Rotterdam for another five. Bredius had acquired it in 1899 for
less than seven hundred guilders.

ETERNAL FAME

In 1935 Vermeer at last received what to many had long seemed his by right: eternal fame.
The Delft painter was honored in Rotterdam with his first solo exhibition under the
rubric: “Vermeer—origins and influence.” The catalogue set the tone for the time: “Next
to Rembrandt the figure of Permeer rises above all other artists of the great age of the sev-

[§
entcenth century”'"”

Jan Steen and Frans Hals were hereby relegated to Vermeer’s shadow.
"The author of the catalogue text, Dirk Hannema, no doubt wished to erect a kind of
monument to the Delft painter but, regrettably, his optimism knew no bounds. He claimed

to have assembled the largest number of Vermeers in human memory, but six of the fifteen
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works exhibited were not by the hand of the master.'"” The catalogue that A. B. de Vries

published four years later is a good reflection of the distorted image of Vermeer created by
the Rotterdam exhibition.'"!

De Vries’ book described and illustrated two works now in storage at the National Gal-
lery of Art in Washington: a Lacemaker and a Laughing Girl (figs. 18, 19)."? In 1937 the
American collector Andrew Mellon, who bought them with the assurances of the preemi-
nent authorities of the day, Wilhelm von Bode, director of the museum in Berlin (*con-
vincing”), and Willem Martin, director of the Mauritshuis (“whose authorship admits to
no doubt whatsoever™), bequeathed these paintings to the nation.'?

It astonishes us today that these works were not at once recognized as imitations based
on paintings in ‘The Hague (cat. 15) and Paris (cat. 17). It was almost incvitable in this
unstable context that someone like Han van Mecgeren dared paint his Supper at Emmaus
(Muscum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam) (fig. 20). With the benefit of hindsight, it
is incomprehensible that Bredius and Hannema pronounced this painting to be genuine.
In 1938 the Museum Boymans bought the painting for more than §oo,000 guilders, clearly
the price of a true Vermeer. Regrettably this deliberate forgery was unmasked too late, as
“An early Vermeer of 1937.”'*

Fortunately Vermeer was to remain the prey of hagiographers and forgers for only a
short while. The Van Meegeren affair had an unexpected cleansing effect. Though it did
violence to the reputation of connoisseurship, it did cure a lot of people of their illusions.
The post-Van Mecegeren period saw the publication of monographs by Pieter T. A. Swillens,
Sir Lawrence Gowing, Vitale Bloch, and Ludwig Goldscheider, but it was above all Albert
Blankert’s sober study of 1975 that acted as a kind of medicinal purge.' In addition to a
critical catalogue, the book contained an important chapter on “Vermeer and his public.”
For the first time it drew attention to the group of collectors and connoisseurs of the late
seventcenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries who viewed Vermeer not as a
“sphinx” but as a first-class painter.'"® This elitc group appeared to be much larger than
everyone assumed. More important, however, is the recent rediscovery of a number
of prominent connoisseurs in high circles, who described Vermeer in his lifetime as a

“celebre Peijntre.”
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FAR LEFT: fig. 18. Anonymous twenticth-century artist,
A Lacemaker, oil on canvas, National Gallery of Art,
Washington, Special Collection

LEFT: fig. 19. Anonymous twenticth-century artist, A
Laughing Girl, oil on canvas, National Gallery of Art,
Washington, Special Collection

fig. 20. Han van Meegeren, Supper at Emmaus, c. 1937, oil
on canvas, Museum Boymans-van Beuningcn, Rotterdam
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I owe several refinements in the nuances of this essay and
some new data to Albert Blankert and Jaap van der Veen,
to whom I am most grateful. T am also indebred to my
assistant Carola Vermceren, whose visits to the
Amsterdam and Hague archives resulted in a number of
new findings.

1. Gemeentearchief, The Hague (notary J. Vosch, no. 3561,
fol. 28): “een stuck schilderie geschildert bij...haeren man
Zal|iger| waer wert uijtgebeeld de Schilderconst....” See
Bredius 1885, 2205 Blankert 1992, 189 (wrongly as 24
January 1676) and Montias 1993, 383384, doc. 363.

2. Waagen 1862, 2: 110; Blankert 1992, 189.

3. Montias 1993, 268—276 (revised Dutch edition of
Montias 1989).

4. Sce especially Van der Veen 1992, 100, and Van der Waals
1992, 184.

5. Montias 1993, 381—383, doc. 361:

“Twee personagicn
waeraff d’eenc cen brieff sit en schrijft ende d’ander mede
een personagie spelende op cen cyter”

6. Montias 1993, 402—403; doc. 4425 Hoet 1752—1770, 1: 34,
no. 4.

7. “Een Graft besoeckende van der Meer,”
Gemeentearchief, Amsterdam (NA 1915, notary F. Uyt-
tenbogacrt, 27 June 1657, 676); Bredius 1915—1922, 1: 233.
This document was not mentioned in the Vermeer litera-
ture until Montias 1980, 47—48, no. 11.

8. Sale catalogue, Amsterdam, 24 March 1761, 3, no. 56:
“Jupiter, Venus en Mercurius, door J. ver Meer.” (Lugt no.
1150); sec Montias 1991, 46, 49, ill. 3 and Blankert 1992,
203, no. 38a.

9. “Commies van de Finanticn van Holland.” On the two
Van Berckels, see Wijsenbeek-Olthuis 1987, 268—269; the
biographical information came from the archives of the
Centraal Bureau voor Genealogic (The Hague).

10. This document was undervalued in Montias 1989, 140
n. 31, and Montias 1993, 304—305 n. 31.

1. “Een juff[e]r spelend op de Clavecimbacl door
Vermeer,” Gemeentearchief; Delft, ONA 300311, deed
375, 18r; see also Wijsenbeek-Olthuis 1987, 266 and 392

n. 16.

12. “A Delphes ie [je] vis le Peintre Vermer.”; De Monconys
1677, 2: 142—145. On the various cditions of the diary, see
De Marsy 1880, 13; for more on De Monconys and Vermeer,
Bredius 1880—1881, 412—413; Neurdenburg 1951, 35—38.

13. Since Bredius 1885, 219—220, this baker has been as-
sumed to be the baker Van Buyten.

14. De Marsy 1880, 30.

15. Thoré-Biirger was the first to quote from De Monconys’
journal (Thor¢-Biirger 1866, 323). De Marsy 1880 gave a
survey of the journal, focusing on art matters.

16. De Marsy 1880, 31—32.

17. Montias 1987, 69.

18. “Un M. Beyau, qui a grande quantité de tableaux

de Dan.”: De Marsy 1880, 32; E. J. Sluijter does mention
De Monconys’ visit to Leiden, but not the one paid to
De Bye (Leiden 1988, 35—-36); however, sce Martin 1911, 71
and 158—160.

19. De Monconys 1677, 2: 145 and 150; Amsterdam 1982, 36,
59—60, which mentions De Monconys’ visit but not the
one to Vermeer; “M. de Zulcon” (sce De Marsy 1880, 29

n. 6) is mistakenly identified as Constantijn Huygens Jr.
20. Meinsma 1896, 227.

21. De Monconys 1677, 2: 150; De Marsy 1880, 31, omitted
this sccond visit to Huygens from his text (Huygens Jr.
lived with his father on the square called “Het Plein”
until 1668, scc Amsterdam 1982, 15, 65).

22. The Huygens family features only marginally in
Blankert 1992, 124, 155 and 216.

23. Heesakkers 1987, 84—86; for a summary of Huygens’
role as art advisor, see Nieuwenhuis-van Berkum 1987,
1n6—u8.

24. Lodewijk Huygens (1631—1699) married Jacomina
“Teding van Berekhout in 1674 (see Van Gelder 19564, 5o,
and Schutte 1974, 29—30). Picter van Berckhout was
married to a daughter of Maria Paets (Schmidt 1986, 71):
later on the Pacts family may have owned Vermeer’s The
Astronomer (fig, 6).

25. Manuscript in Koninklijke Bibliotheek, The Hague,
inv. no. 129 1) 16, vol. 15 see Schmidt 1986, 211 n. 41,
Montias 1991, 48, and Montias 1993, 377—378, doc. 32§*bis.
Like De Monconys, ‘Teding van Berckhout also visited the
studio of Dou in Leiden (Rotterdam 1991, 219 n. 2).

26. Teding van Berckhout’s French reads: “ou estoit
Monsr de Zuylichem, van der Horst et Nieuwport.” A.
Leerintveld identified these travel companions (letter of 9
January 1995); on Van der Horst, see NNBW, 1: cols. 11§7—
1158; on Nieupoort, see Schutte 1976, 97—99.

27. Montias 1993, 377, doc. 32§*bis.

28. On the interpretation of “perspectives,” see the essays
by Blankert and Wadum in this catalogue.

29. Montias 1991, 48.

30. Teding van Berckhout even moved to Delft in 1670
and served on the city council there, see: Schmidt 1986,
70=77.

31. Schutte 1974, 26: in 1707, at an advanced age, Pieter
married for a second time, to Maria van Bleyswijck.

32. “Gelukkig rees’ er uyt zyn vier VERMEER.”: Van
Bleyswijck 1667, 854 (see also Blankert 1992, 154 and 211).
33. Montias 1989, 182 n. 49; on Larson, see Neurdenburg
1948, 116, 232 and 234.

34. “Een tronic van Vermeer™: Bredius 1915 —1922, 1: 325,
328 (Blankert 1992, 203, no. 32b).

35. Leerintveld 1990, 181.

36. Duarte’s name was already connected to Vermeer’s
“clavecingel” by Blankert 1975, 92, and Blankert 1978, 61;
on Duarte and Huygens sce also Mauritshuis 19934, 294—
296.

37. Bredius 1880~1881, 404.

38. The Haguc 1994, 44—45, and 338—339.

39. Huygens 19111917, 4: 465, no. 4772 (see also 477, no.
4812, 486, no. 4843, 488, no. 4849, 489, no. 4851, s10—511,
no. 4910).

40. According to Wijsenbeek-Olthuis 1987, 272, there used
to be a rare example of a “Ruckers” in Delft (but it was in
the collection of Diederik Durven (1676 —1740), see Van
Rhede van de Kloot 1891, 84—85). On Huygens and music,
sce I'he Hague 1994, 79 n. 10. For literature on Vermeer’s
virginals, see especially Blankert 1978, 77 n. 64.

41. “Die meesterlyck betrad zyn pade” and “die “t
meesterlyck hem na kost klaren.”: Blankert 1975, 90—o91,
and Blankert 1992, 154.
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42. Blankert 1975, n8 n. 1a.

43. Amsterdam 1985, 4—5; on ‘acmulatio’ and ‘imitato’ see
also De Jongh 1969, 56— 60.

44 Houbraken 1718=1721, 1: 236.

45. Houbraken 1718—1721, 3: 337—338: Houbraken was not
familiar with Fabritius’ perspectives named by Van Bleys-
wijck, but he did mention that he was a good portrait
painter.

46. Havard 18834, 391—392, mentioned Houbraken 1718—
1721, Weverman 1729—1769, and Van Gool 1750—1751 with
disdain.

47. Blankert 1975, 90—100.

48. De Vries 1939, 35 Blankert 1975, 92, first asked the
question: “Was Vermeer dus inderdaad in de 18e ceuw
‘volledig miskend™?”

49. Blankert 1975, 92.

50. See on the Pacts sale Houbraken 1718—1721, 3: 4005
Weverman 1729—1769, 2: $09—410, 3: 57, and Van Gool
1750—1751, 1: 238, 260.

s1. Sale Amsterdam, 28 March 1720 (Hoet 1752~1770, 18 242,
nos. 3—4).

52. “Eenige uytstekende konstige schilderyen, daer onder
zyn 21 stuks uyvtnemende krachtig and heerlyk geschildert
door wylen J. Vermeer van Delft; verbeeldende verscheyde
Ordonnantien, zynde de beste die hy oyt gemackt heeft”;
Dudok van Heel 1975, 159, no. 41. This text does not occur
in Montias 1989, 363, doc. 438, or Montias 1993, 401, doc.
438, but was reproduced for the first time by Blankert
1992, G4.

53. Blankert 1975, 95 sce especially Neurdenburg 1942, 72—
73, and Neurdenburg 1951, 37-38.

54. For example Blankert 1978, 615 Aillaud 1986, 156;
Blankert 1992, 155.

55. Wheelock 19778, 439.

56. Gemeentearchicet, Delft, D'I'B 57, fol. 35 (23 November
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fig. . Maerten van Heemskerck, Saint Luke Painting the

Virgin and Jesus, c. 1550, oil on pancel, Musée des Beaux-
Arts, Rennes

Detail, cat. 19

Vermeer in Pem])ective

JORGEN WADUM

“KNOWLEDGE BECOMES THE PAINTER,” Samuel van Hoogstracten wrote in his 1678

Inleyding tot de hooge schoole der schilderkonst (Introduction to the School of Painting).'
Clio, muse of History, is depicted at the beginning of the chapter on the image and
poctic inventions (Poetische verdichtselen). More than ten years carlier, Vermeer had used
Clio in his Art of Painting, in which he demonstrated not only his learning as a painter
and inventor of allegorics, but also, as we will sec, his knowledge of perspectival theory.

In this large painting a heavy curtain appears to be held aside by an invisible hand:
the viewer is invited to enter the painter’s studio. The artist is seated, with his back toward
us, and on his easel, on a grounded canvas, is an unfinished half-figure of Clio, sketched in
white. The size of the canvas would not allow for a larger figure, nor for the trumpet of
Fame, usually held by Clio.

The artist has started to paint at the top of the canvas. He seems to have finished
the flesh colors and has begun to lay in the leaves of the laurel wreath. It looks like the
painter—as pictured by Vermeer—is following tradition by finishing one area before set-
ting up a new palette for the next area.* A similar technique can be seen in Szins Luke
Painting the Virgin and Jesus (fig, 1) by Maerten van Heemskerck (1498~1574). In that work
Saint Luke, patron saint of painters, is applying the flesh color of the Child, while the
hair and flesh colors of the Virgin are already finished. The rest of the composition is still
only a rough sketch.

The general similarities between the two paintings by Van Heemskerck and Vermeer
seem to acknowledge sixteenth- and seventeenth-century traditions in painting methods.
Saint Luke applies the paint to a panel with a white ground, as was customary in the
sixteenth century. The painter in Vermeer’s At of Painting (fig. 2) used a colored ground,
just as Vermeer did in the majority of his works. Examination shows, however, that Ver-
meer himself worked areas up ‘side-by-side’ rather than ‘piece-by-piece.” Instead of docu-
menting his particular painting methods, Vermeer’s Arz of Painting was probably intended
to emphasize contemporary accomplishments and to pay tribute to his predecessors, and
hence to artistic tradition.

The Use of Central Perspective
A closed, bound book stands on end on the table in the middle ground of the Az of
Fainting, and an open book in folio appears at the right edge of the table, next to the
painter’s clbow. The inventory of Vermeer’s estate, made in February 1676, lists a number
of books in folio in a back room, and twenty-five other books of various kinds.? It is con-
ceivable that some of these were guides to perspective drawing, like the one by Hans
Vredeman de Vries (1526/1527-1606) or the books published by Samuel Marolois
(c. 1572—c. 1627), Hendrick Hondius (1573-1649), and Francois Desargues (1593—1662).
Vermeer was familiar with the principles of perspective described in these manuals, as
can be seen in his paintings. Remarkably, thirteen paintings still contain physical evidence
of Vermeer’s system, by which he inserted a pin, with a string attached to it, into the grounded
canvas at the vanishing point.” With this string he could reach any area of his canvas to cre-
ate correct orthogonals, the straight lines that meet in the central vanishing point (fig. 3).
The vanishing point of the central perspective in the Arz of Painting is still visible in the
paint layer just under the end of the lower map-rod, below Clios right hand.®
To transfer the orthogonal line described by the string, Vermeer would have applied
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chalk to it. While holding it taut between the pin in the vanishing point and the fingers of
one hand, his free hand would have drawn the string up a little and let it snap back onto
the surface, leaving a line of chalk. This could then have been traced with a pencil or brush.
Such a simple method of using a chalk line to make straight lines was probably used by
Vermeer’s Delft colleagues Leonard Bramer (1596—1674.) and Carel Fabritius (1622—1654)
to compose wall paintings, and is still used today by painters of #rompe oeil interiors.’

Little or no trace of Vermeer’s method — except the pinhole — remains. This is visible
to the naked eye on Vermeer’s Allegory of Faith (cat. 20). Since almost all of Vermeer’s
grounds contain lead white, the loss of ground where the pin was inserted usually appears
on the x-radiograph as a dark spot (fig. 4).* This method of placing a pin through the
canvas was not unique to Vermeer, but was in fact widely practiced among architecture
painters of his time. It was used not only by Gerard Houckgeest (c. 1600—1661) and
Emanuel de Witte (c. 1617—1692), but also by Vermeer’s slightly older colleague Pieter de
Hooch (1629—1684), a painter of interiors. Similarly, pictures by the genre painters Gerrit
Dou (1613—1675), Gabri¢l Metsu (1629—1667), and others, also have irregularities in the
paint surface where a pin was placed at the vanishing point.

Like most of his contemporary painters, Vermeer created the spatial illusion directly
on the canvas. The Haarlem painter Pieter Saenredam (1597-1665) practiced another
method. On the basis of a preparatory sketch, observed first-hand, Saenredam con-
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fig. 2. Johannes Vermeer, Art of Painting, c. 1666-1667,
canvas, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna



LEFT: fig. 3. The construction of receding lines, from Bosse
1684, no. 28, Koninklijke Bibliotheck, The Haguc. X-Z is
the horizon, C the central vanishing point. Note the loose
ends of the string used for the construction.

RIGHT: fig. 4. X-radiograph detail of cat. 5, showing the
pinprick by which Vermeer constructed the painting’s
perspective

VERMEER IN PERSPECTIVE

Ladders van het yvan wooren en wyckende '

il pitglle e oy

structed his perspective on a sheet of paper, later, in his studio. After having reached the
final composition he would apply charcoal on the back of the paper and transfer the
drawing with a sharp tool onto the surface of a prepared panel. After this the painting
process could start.” Saenredam always used a panel support, while Vermeer apparently
preferred to work on canvas.

Vermeer’s Methods

In the beginning of his carcer Vermeer had difficulty in rendering floor tiles. The distance
points, positioned at an equal distance on ecither side of the vanishing point on the hori-
zon, provided the basis for the diagonals. These lines form the pattern of the floor tiles.
When the horizon of his painting was relatively high and the distance points were close to
the vanishing point, Vermeer apparently was vexed by the distortion of the tiles at the
foreground corners. Examples of this occur in his carlicr paintings such as The Glass of
Wine (page 36, fig. 7; c. 1658—1660) and The Girl with the Wineglass (c. 16591660, cat. 6).
The last example in Vermeer’s oeuvre that shows a certain distortion of the floor tiles
owing to the short interval between the distance points is The Music Lesson (c. 1662—1664,
cat. 8). Here the view point, the center of projection, is situated about 77 centimeters
from the painted surface, the so-called picture plane. Viewed from this distance, the dis-
tortion is not noteworthy.

As Vermeer’s career progressed, he solved this problem by moving the distance points
farther away from the scene, thereby eliminating the distortion. This is important, par-
ticularly as he moved his vanishing point toward the edge of the painting at the same
time. In Officer and Laughing Girl (c. 1658), the viewing angle'" is about 53¢ (fig. 52) and in
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D.1

D.2

D.2

D.1

D.2

the Art of Painting (c. 1666—1667) the viewing angle has come down to around 30° (fig.
§b). In The Love Letter (c. 1669—1670, cat. 18) the angle declines to about 28°  and in the
last painting executed by his hand, A4 Lady Seated at the Virginal (c. 1675, cat. 22), Vermeer
reduces the viewing angle to only 22° (fig. 5¢). It is interesting to note that Vermeer
painted only diagonally placed floor tiles in his interiors, while De Hooch used diagonally
placed as well as parallel tiles—sometimes even both within one painting—at random
intervals.

Although Vermeer seems to have consistently used a string attached to a pin placed in
the central vanishing point, the placement of the distance points poscs a problem. At first
one might expect that Vermeer determined the position of the diagonals on the edge of
his canvas with the aid of a so-called “height wall” (hoogre muur), as some Dutch land-
scape painters did." This would imply doing calculations or constructing of auxiliary
lines in order to make space recede toward the back wall. Since no trace of marks on the
edges or elsewhere on his paintings has so far surfaced, it seems highly unlikely that
Vermeer used such methods.

Painters would want to create perfect central perspective without having to struggle
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ToP: fig. sa. Perspective diagram of Vermeer’s Officer and
Laughing Girl. This is the carliest painting where the van-
ishing point has been detected in the paint layer. Owing
to the short interval between the central vanishing point
and the distance points, the viewing angle is about §3¢

CENTER: fig. 5b. Perspective diagram of Vermeer’s Art of
Painting. The viewing angle has decreased to approxi-
mately 30° as the interval has lengthened between the
central vanishing point and distance points.

BOTTOM: fig. sc. Perspective diagram of A4 Lady Seated at
the Virginal. In this painting, probably the last one exe-
cuted by Vermeer, the viewing angle is only 222



fig. 6. The visual rays of sight, from Bosse 1684, no. 2,
Koninklijke Bibliotheek, The Hague

fig. 7. Detail, Barent Fabritius, Young Painter in His Studio,
¢. 1655, oil on canvas, Musée du Louvre, Paris

fig. 8. Hendrick Hondius, Drawing table, from Marolois
1628, no. 30, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, The Hague

VERMEER IN PERSPECTIVE

with complicated theories. One simple way was to use the already mentioned chalk line
to determine the orthogonals, a method that Vermeer could apply to the diagonals as well.
It can be assumed that Vermeer placed his canvas—usually small—against a board or a wall,
with a nail on either side of the painting. These nails would be placed at the same level as
the horizon in the picture. With strings attached to the nails Vermeer could again apply
the chalk line for the diagonals in his constructions. The use of this simple method can be
deduced from various manuals on perspective that Vermeer could have known. One such
manual shows strings, held taut to one eye, attached to a square lying on the ground (fig. 6).

Strings were also used in connection with drawing tables. In contrast to what we ex-
pect, it appears that constructors of perspective in the seventeenth century used drawing
tables almost as sophisticated as the ones in use today (fig. 8). With strings attached to
movable devices placed at the upper corners of the drawing table, the draftsman could
create any desired diagonals or orthogonals on paper. The horizon could be plotted using
a sliding ruler at a fixed 9o° angle to the horizontal bottom edge of the table. A horizon
would be chosen at the desired level on this ruler, and by sliding the ruler across the paper
a linc could be drawn.”

Just how painters exercised the perspective can be seen in a charming sketch drawn on
the wall behind the painter depicted at his easel by Barent Fabritius (1624—1673) (fig. 7).
In red chalk, among cartoons, the draftsman has made a spatial study with a distinct

vanishing point in the middle. The orthogonals and also some of the diagonals have been
drawn in.

Construction
In 1669 Picter Teding van Berckhout, a prominent citizen of The Hague, visited Vermeer’s
studio and described the paintings that he saw as extraordinary and curious “perspectives.”'

CXXT
CXVII

30 : A ¥ = g -

71



WADUM

Teding van Berckhout might have referred to Vermeer’s interior scenes, which were very
carefully constructed. This leads us to the conclusion that Vermeer should be considered
first and foremost as a practical and skilled master in creating his interiors just the way he
wanted them. Numerous authors have argued that the artist reproduced the scenes he
saw in front of him, cither by careful copying, using drawing frames, or by means of a

camera obscura.'®’

I'hat Vermeer traced an image with this device is unlikely; however, a
number of paintings are believed to have been created with the camera obscura as a com-
positional aid."” The way Vermeer occasionally applied the final paint layer or highlights
in a pointillistic manner may have been influenced by the vision one gets by looking
through a camera obscura (but sce page 25).

Vermeer was completely aware of the spatial illusion he wanted to create, which he
accomplished by combining his skill in constructing space with his talent for composition,
color, technique, and iconography. Without the use of a camera obscura as a drawing aid
he created images that looked “photographic,” which deccive the spectators into believing
that the scenes are real. With this illusionism Vermeer attained the highest level of artis-
tic ambition to which a seventeenth-century painter could aspire.™

Since Vermeer created his compositions very carefully, one must ask if the figures and
the many accessories in the paintings were also constructed. Close study of the foreshort-
ened furniture has revealed that it has been just as carefully built up as the overall per-
spective. Once again, the chalk lines attached to the distance points formed by the nail in
the wall next to the picture would have served as the basc for the receding lines of the
chairs and tables in Vermeer’s interiors (fig. 9).

The horizon in Vermeer’s earlier paintings in general (cat. 2 and page 20, fig. 6) is
observed to be relatively higher than in the later ones. Although high horizons also occur
in later works, the position of the horizon in combination with the viewpoint of the spec-
tator is significant."” In the majority of Vermeer’s works the viewpoint is indeed below the
eye level of the depicted figures. It has been argued that when using a camera obscura
placed on a table, the artist’s vantage point would naturally be low:* However, Vermeer
may have deliberately sought this effect, in order to keep the spectator at a distance. As

D.ch.1

fig. 9. Perspective diagram of cat. 8. The distance points
of the construction of the chair are marked D.ch.r and D.2.

Both points are carefully placed at an equal distance to
the left of the distance points (4.7 and d.2) of the overall
composition.




ToP: fig. 10. Reconstruction of fig. 11

RIGHT: fig. 11. Johannes Vermeer, Girl Reading a Letter at
an Open Window, ¢. 1657, oil on canvas, Staatliche
Kunstsammlungen Dresden, Gemildegalerie Alte Meister

we almost always have a frog’s eye view, from below, the figures automatically increase in
stature, even in a small painting such as The Milkmaid (cat. 5).

Vermeer also deliberately places the vanishing point behind a répoussoir or other bar-
rier between the viewer and the scene. This seems to have been a hallmark throughout his
oeuvre as seen in paintings from the Procuress (page 60, fig. 16) and Girl Reading a Letter at
an Open Window (fig. 11) to the Art of Painting (fig. 2) and The Love Letter (cat. 18).

In the early Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window the horizon is placed in such a way
that it divides the painting in half. The vanishing point is placed between the girl’s neck
and the green curtain to the right. The reason for the position of the vanishing point be-
hind the reading girl seems irrational, as it does not lead the eye of the spectator into the
composition. At an early stage in the development of this picture, however, a painting of
Cupid hung just above the vanishing point on the back wall.*! To stress the amorous con-
tent of the letter, the orthogonals to the vanishing point would lead the eye of the specta-
tor via the Cupid to the girl and back, which would be logical (fig. 10). But Vermeer has
obscured the meaning by overpainting the Cupid, and leaves us only with a very natural-
istic and sensual reflection of the girl in the leaded glass window. Despite the changes
that Vermeer made to the composition, he did not alter the perspective design.
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Acquiring Expertise

Where or with whom Vermeer trained in the usc of perspective is entirely unknown. In
the introduction of his book on perspective, Desargues writes that a painter who wants to
know more about the Meez-kons (art of measurement) should consult the Landmeeter (car-
tographer) in order to make use of his expertise.” According to Desargues this would lead
to a better understanding of Doorzicht-kunde (perspective). He further suggests that the
painter should look around him at other crafts and take advantage of the knowledge of,
for instance, carpenters, bricklayers, and cabinetmakers.”

A painter like Saenredam acquired his first instruction in the rules of perspective from
the local landmeeter (cartographer) Pieter Wils, when he was already established as an
artist.™ In Haarlem this profession was included in the painter’s guild of Saint Luke, and
also in Vermeer’s home town of Delft one could reccive cducation in this mézier. At the age
of thirty-six Anthony van Leeuwenhoek, who may have known Vermeer, obtained his
diploma in cartography in Delft—that is, when Vermeer had already made a number of
‘perspectives.”* The knowledge of perspective was essential to the succesful creation of a
correct spatial illusion, which was so popular with Delft painters after 1650. The impor-
tance of good training was stressed by Van Hoogstraeten, who explained that without this
lcarning, “so many ignorant painters are shipwrecked.”*

It was only after some years of practice that Vermeer became an expert in the use of
perspective. In his carly work, such as Christ in the House of Mary and Martha (cat. 2), the
interior does not have a correct and carefully constructed perspective. Nor do his follow-
ing paintings, including A4 Woman Asleep (page 20, fig. 6), which is an ambitious attempt
to create a literal “Through-view” (Doorzicht). Around 1658 Vermeer’s interest changed
into creating space in a carefully constructed way. This resulted in the Officer and Laughing
Girl (page 35, fig. 6), the first painting where Vermeer employed a string attached to a pin.
Throughout the rest of his career he continued to use this method.

Vermeer’s Studio

In order to visualize Vermeer’s studio we have to look at written sources and his paintings
other than the Art of Painting, from which little can be deduced. There the painter steadies
his right hand, resting it on a maulstick held in his left hand. No other painting materials

or accessories other than the maulstick, and the brush are present.

In addition to the already mentioned books the inventory of Vermeer’s studio also in-
cluded two Spanish chairs, a stick with an ivory knob, two casels, and three palettes.
‘Three bundles of various prints were found, probably on the reading desk also described
in the inventory. In another small room Vermeer kept five or six books, and in the attic,
the inventory reads, he had a stone table and a muller to grind his pigments.

Alas, no pigments, pots, or bottles of oils are listed. Nor are water basins, in which to
keep the paint from drying out, varnish bottles, or containers for turpentine. ‘I'he inven-
toried wooden box with drawers may have contained some of his painting materials. Such
boxes not only appear in many artists’ self portraits, holding small pots with various liquids,
brushes, and pigments, but also in depictions of painters’ studios (fig. 12).

Classical sculpture and casts were common in studio interiors from the seventeenth
century, but none is mentioned in the inventory. However, in the Arz of Painting a cast of
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tig. 12. Gonzales Coques, Painter in His Studio, oil on

canvas, Staatliches Museum Schwerin



tig. 13. Johannes Vermeer, Portrait ofa Toung Woman,

¢. 1666—1667, oil on canvas, The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Charles
Wrightsman, in memory of Theodore Rousseau, Jr., 1979

a male face lies face-up on the table. Vermeer’s maulstick is also missing in the inventory,

but maybe he used the stick with an ivory knob for this purpose.

The eighteenth-century Dutch artists’ biographer Arnold Houbraken (1660—1719)
noted that the painter Aert de Gelder (1645—1727) had different jackets, curtains, and fab-
rics such as silk and satin, in his studio, which he used to clothe his model from head to
foot in the way that suited his interest.”” Vermeer’s inventory includes many of the items
and jackets depicted in his paintings, such as the fur-trimmed, yellow satin jacket found
in six paintings. Whether Vermeer had a lay figure we do not know. However, looking at
the Portrait of a Young Woman (fig. 13) and the anatomy of her left hand, which does not
seem to fit with the foreshortening of her shoulder and arm, and the drapery over her
shoulder, one gets the impression that a lay figure may have been used.?®

The fact that Vermeer’s inventory includes no frames for stretching canvas, common
in many seventeenth-century studios, is very interesting. Contemporary depictions of
artists’ studios show them at work on canvases both strung in larger frames, often
identified as the Dutch method, and tacked onto strainers (fig. 14). The paint layer does
not extend over the tacking edges in any of Vermeer’s paintings so far examined,” indicat-
ing that Vermeer preferred his canvas stretched onto its strainer before starting painting,
This is corroborated by reading his inventory, in which are noted ten canvases as well as
six panels standing ready to be painted.

A fine craquelure pattern running parallel to the edges of Vermeer’s paintings reveals
q p gp g p g
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information on the size of the original strainers that he used: they were between two-and-
a-half and threc-and-a-half centimeters wide. The larger strainers, such as those used for
the View of Delft (cat. 7) and the Art of Painting, had central crossbars and corner braces
similar to thosc seen in an allegorical painting by Ferdinand van Kessel (1648—1696)

(figs. 152 and b).

When Vermeer started to work on a painting, we can assume that he went up to his at-
tic in order to prepare his pigments, which, as suggested by recent analysis, were mixed
with linseed 0il;" on the stone table. Back in his studio he would be able to work on one
of his two eascls, the size and construction of which we can surmise from his 4r¢ of
Painting. Vermeer probably used one of the palettes mentioned in the inventory for the
lighter colors and another for the darker. We do not learn anything from the inventory
about his stock of brushes, but his brushstrokes reveal that he used a number of larger
square-tipped and smaller round-tipped brushes. Many brush hairs became embedded in
the paint, particularly in scumbles: fine brown hairs in the half-tones in the face of the
Girl with a Pearl Earring (cat. 15) and in the gray-brown scumble rendering the reflection
of the town in the water in the View of Delft. In this painting also thick white hairs were
found in the white underpainting of the sky.”! The latter arc presumably hog’s hair and
the former could be squirrel or otter hair.*?

The Purchase of Materials™
For the purchase of his materials, such as (prepared) canvases and panels and current
kinds of paint, Vermeer could turn to an artists’ supplier. One or more of these could
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fig. 14. Vincent van der Vinne, Painter in His Studio,
engraving, Rijksprentenkabinet, Amsterdam
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LEFT: fig. 15a. Craquelure in the paint layer of the Piew of
Delft indicates an original strainer as depicted in fig. i5b.

RIGHT: fig. 15b. Detail, Ferdinand van Kessel, 4 Monkey
Painters’ Studio, oil on copper, Courtesy R. Valls, London.
The two canvases are stretched on strainers similar to the

o 1011 - , QL (o > sorle |- v a1 4 Q
ones originally used for Vermeer’s larger paintings.
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probably be found in Delft, and certainly in nearby Rotterdam.* In the seventeenth cen-

tury, Van Hoogstraeten and others advised artists not to bother trying to make pigments,
which could be bought easily in various places.” The precious natural ultramarine that
Vermeer used even in the underpainting of a number of pictures is, however, not encoun-
tered in surviving inventories of seventcenth-century artists’ suppliers. For small quanti-
ties of pigments such as this, one could turn to the apothecary, the forerunner of the
artists’ supplier.

The inventory of the Delft apothecary D. de Cock,” where Vermeer had a debt for
medicines,” lists substances that could be used for the preparation of paint and varnish.
Possibly Vermeer acquired these substances from De Cock, since the massicot or lead tin
yellow, listed in his inventory, was employed in many paintings, most evidently in the tex-
ture and light of the yellow satin jackets (cat. 13). Gold leaf, obtainable in small booklets,
was only once applied by Vermeer, to the studs of the chair in A Woman Asleep. All these
materials, as well as lead white, Venetian turpentine, and linseed oil, were mentioned in
De Cock’s inventory.

Already in the sixteenth century Delft apothecaries appear to have acquired a measure
of renown for their skill in preparing pigments. The learned French physician M. de
’Obel (1538—1616) first learned from the Delft apothecary M. D. Cluyt (active in the sec-
ond half of the sixteenth century) how one could make a serviceable red lacquer for the
painter.” Not just apothecaries but also specialists involved in the production of Delft
earthenware were adept in the manufacture of pigments.”

Vermeer’s preference for the relatively expensive blue pigments such as natural ultra-
marine might be related to the fact that his market consisted of a small group of amateurs
and connoisseurs who regularly bought work without directly commissioning it. A large
proportion of the surviving works points to a single purchaser (see pages 22 and §3). The
rarity of Vermeer’s work has been connected with his technique: up until now it was pre-
sumed that he was a slow painter. However, brushstrokes applied wet-in-wet indicate that
some parts at least were rapidly executed, although it appears that the artist may have
worked on a painting at intervals. He developed a composition very carefully, sometimes
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changing or deleting clements, such as the above-mentioned painting of a Cupid in Gir/
Reading a Letter at an Open Window.

A true understanding of Vermeer’s painting cannot be achieved without technical data.
"The most fascinating is that instead of using a camera obscura, he established perspec-
tively correct paintings, simply with the aid of a pin and strings. As previously stated,
this method was also used in Vermeer’s Arz of Painting, in which the pinhole has given us
a direct connection with Vermeer’s own studio. In his paintings Vermeer deceives us into
believing that the depicted scenes are real—according to Van Hoogstraeten this was the
highest level of artistic ambition the seventeenth-century painter could aim for,

a level that Vermeer surely achieved.®
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V = View point.

C = Central vanishing point.
D = Distance point.
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Diagram for note 11 v

C = Central vanishing point.
D = Distance point.

V = View point.

Va= Viewing angle.

I am indebted to Nicola Costaras and Koos Levy-van
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(Hultén 1949, 90-98).
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12. Ruurs 1983, 191.

13. Marolois 1628, chapters CXII-CLVII, engravings by H.
Hondius.

1.4. See Foucart 1994, 69—70.

15. Montias 1991, 48: “extraordinaijre...curicuse...per-
spective” (Montias 1993, 377, doc. 325%bis).

16. For a survey of the previously published literature on
this subject sce Wadum 1995.

17. Wheelock 1995.

18. Van Hoogstracten 1678, 275.

19. Arasse 1994.

20. Seymour 1964, 328.

21. Mayer-Mecintschel 1978—1979, 95—96 and ill.; sce also
Wheelock 1987, 410— 41t and ill.

22. Bosse/Desargues 1664, 9: ““l'urn to the surveyors, for
they can teach you the rudiments of geometry and math-
ematics and instruct you further, nothing more, but also
nothing less than that” (in translation).

23. In Bosse/Desargues 1664, 17, the following passage is
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found: “A large crowd of workers in various kinds of art
who use three-dimensional form, such as carpenters,
masons, joiners, and those who apply geometry in their
work, had fully mastered it |geometry] and used it
cffortlessly” (in translation).

24. Ruurs 1987, 87.

25. Wijbenga 1986, 206.

26. Van Hoogstracten 1678, 273:*z00 veel waenwijze
Schilders schipbreuk lijden.”

27. Houbraken 1718—1721, 3: 207.

28. One gets the same impression with Rembrandt’s etched
sclf-portrait from 1639, which shows the same pose as the
Portrait of a Woman (sce Berlin 1991, 2: 200—202, no. 13 and
ilL).

29. Original tacking edges, folded over the edge of the
strainer and fixed with wooden pegs or nails, are present
on seventeen of the canvases examined so far.

30. Sce Kiihn 1968; this was also confirmed by recent
scientific analysis at the National Gallery of Art,
Washington, and the Central Research Laboratory,
Amsterdam.

31. Wadum 1994, 13—15.
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other brushes, sce Welther 1991.
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the following important information.

34. Henny 1994.

35. Van Hoogstracten 1678, 222.

36. Gemeentearchief, Delft, records of Notary N.
Vrijenbergh, no. 2061.

37. Montias 1989, 318, doc. 297.

38. Bosman-Jelgersma 1979, 62.

39. Wijbenga 1986, 188—189.

40. Van Hoogstracten 1678, 275.
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Chronology

1591
Birth of Vermeer’s father, Reynier Jansz, the son of Jan Reijersz, a tailor whose family had
moved from Flanders to Delft by 1597.

161§
19 July, marriage of Reynier Jansz, a weaver (kaffawercker), and Digna Baltens, in
Amsterdam.

1620
15 March, baptism of Geertruijt, the couple’s first child, in Delft.

C. 1627—1630
Reynier Jansz, who since 1625 has called himself Vos, rents an inn on the Voldersgrache, in
Delft, called The Flying Fox (De Vliegende Vos).

1631
13 October, Revnier Jansz Vos joins the Guild of Saint Luke as “Master Art Dealer”
(Mr. Constvercoper).

1632
31 October, Johannes Vermeer is baptized as “Joannis” in the New Church (Niewe Kerk),
in Delft.

1640

6 September, Reynier signs himself Vermeer in a deposition.

1641
23 April, Reynier Jansz Vos buys the house and adjoining inn called “Mechelen” on the
Grote Markt, in Delft.

1652

12 October, Reynier Jansz Vos is buried in Delft.

1653

s April, Johannes Vermeer registers his intentions to marry Catharina Bolnes (born 1631),
youngest daughter of Maria Thins (born c. 1593) and Reynier Bolnes (died 1674; he and
Maria Thins had separated in 1641). Two witnesses, the painter Leonard Bramer (1596 —
1674) and a Captain Bartolomeus Melling, state that on the previous evening Maria Thins
had refused to sign a formal statement consenting to the marriage, but had declared that
she “would suffer the [marriage] banns be published and would tolerate it.”

20 April, Johannes Vermeer and Catharina Bolnes marry in Schipluiden, a village an
hour’s walk south of Delft.

22 April, Vermeer and the painter Gerard ter Borch (1617 —1681) jointly sign a document
in Delft.
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29 December, Vermeer is registered in the Guild of Saint Luke as a master painter.

1054
10 January, Vermeer serves as witness to a notarized obligation of debt and is described as
“master painter.”

1655

14 December, Vermeer and his wife Catharina declare themselves secondary sureties and
co-principals for a debt incurred by the now deceased Reynier Jansz Vos. The document is
signed “Johannes Reijnijersz Vermeer,” with “Vosch” crossed out.

Vermeer signs and dates Saint Praxedis.

1656
24 July, Vermeer pays the remaining portion of his master’s fee in the Guild of Saint Luke,
in Delft.

Vermeer signs and dates The Procuress.

1657

18 June, Maria Thins’ first testament is drafted, leaving her jewels to Vermeer’s daughter,
her namesake, and the sum of three hundred guilders to Vermeer and Catharina.

30 November, Vermeer borrows two hundred guilders from Pieter Claesz van Ruijven
(1624—1674.), a wealthy burgher.

1660

27 December, “a child of Johannes Vermeer [living] on the Oude Langedijck” is buried in
the Old Church (Oude Kerk), in Delft. This is the earliest evidence that Vermeer and his
family were residing in Maria Thins’ home in the Papists’ corner of the city.

1662

Johannes Vermeer is clected headman of the Guild of Saint Luke, for a term of two years.

1663

August 11, a French diplomat, Balthasar de Monconys (1611—165), visits Vermeer.

1663 or 1664

Vermeer’s first son, Johannes, is born.

1664

Johannes Vermeer is mentioned in a list of Delft militia men.
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1667

Vermeer is praised as the artistic successor to Carel Fabritius (1622—1654.) in a poem by
Arnold Bon published in Dirck van Bleyswijck’s Description of the City of Delft
(Beschryvinge der Stadt Delft).

10 July, an infant son of Vermeer and Catharina is buried in the New Church, in Delft.

1668

Vermeer signs and dates The Astronomer.

1669
14 May, Pieter Teding van Berckhout (1643 —1713), a prominent citizen of 'T'he Hague,
visits Vermeer’s studio in Delft.

21 June, Van Berckhout returns to Delft and again visits Vermeer.

16 July, a child of Vermeer 1s buried in the family grave in the Old Church, in Delft.
1670

13 February, Digna Baltens, Vermeer’s mother, is buried in the New Church, in Delft.

2 May, Vermeer’s sister Geertruijt is buried in the New Church, in Delft; Vermeer inher-

its 148 guilders and the family house known as “Mechelen.”

Vermeer is again clected headman of the Guild of Saint Luke, in Delft, for two years.

1672

Vermeer leases out “Mechelen.”

23 May, Vermeer and the Delft painter Johannes Jordaens (1616—1680) arc called as art
experts to The Hague to examine twelve paintings that have been described as outstand-
ing Italian works. They testify before a notary in The Hague that the works are “great
pieces of rubbish and bad paintings.”

1673
27 June, a child of Vermeer is buried in the family grave in the Old Church.

21 July, Vermeer sells two bonds totaling eight hundred guilders, one of which, worth 500
guilders, is in the name of Magdalena Pieters (1655 —1682), daughter of Picter Claesz van
Ruijven, from whom Vermeer had borrowed money in 1657.

1674

Reynier Bolnes, Vermeer’s father-in-law, dies. Vermeer travels to Gouda to settle the
estate.

1675

20 July, Vermeer borrows 1,000 guilders in Amsterdam.

16 December, Vermeer, age forty-three, is buried in the Old Church, in Delft. He is sur-
vived by his wife Catharina and eleven children, ten of them minors.
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CHRONOLOGY

1676
27 January, Catharina Bolnes sells two of her late husband’s paintings to the baker
Hendrick van Buyten (1632 —1701) to settle a debt of 617 guilders 6 stuivers.

10 February, the art dealer Jan Coelenbier, acting for Jannetje Stevens, one of Vermeer’s
creditors, buys twenty-six paintings from Catharina for five hundred guilders and trans-
ports them to Haarlem.

24 February, Catharina attempts to settle a debt with her mother by transferring to her
the Art of Painting

29 February, an inventory of the movable goods of Vermeer’s estate is compiled.

24 and 30 April, Catharina petitions the high court of Holland and Zeeland to issue letters
of cession to her creditors because of the disastrous conditions resulting from the war
with France and her husband’s death. Her request is granted.

30 September, the Lords Aldermen of Delft appoint Anthony van Leeuwenhoek (1632—
1723), inventor of the microscope, executor of Vermeer’s estate.

1677

2 and § February, Anthony van Lecuwenhoek appears before the Lords Aldermen of Delft
to settle Vermeer’s debt with Jannetje Stevens, who then transfers back to Vermeer’s
estate the twenty-six paintings in the possession of Jan Coelenbier. A public sale of
Vermeer’s paintings is planned.

12 March, in a notarized deed, Maria Thins formally notifies Anthony van Leeuwenhoek
that the Arz of Painting was transferred to her on 24 February 1676 by Catharina Bolnes,
and that the painting should therefore not be included in the planned sale of paintings
from Vermeer’s estate in the Guild Hall of Saint Luke.

13 March, Anthony van Leeuwenhoek denies the legality of the transfer and states that
should Maria Thins “pretend to have any rights thereto, she would have to enter a claim
as a preferred creditor.”

15 March, the sale of paintings from Vermeer’s estate, including the Arz of Painting, takes
place in the Guild Hall of Saint Luke.

1680
27 December, Maria Thins is buried; her daughter Catharina Bolnes inherits her
possessions.

1687
30 December, Catharina Bolnes is given the Last Sacraments and is buried three days
later.

This text is based primarily upon documents published in Montias 1989.
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Note to the Reader

Titles and dates published here are those
proposed by the authors.

- Dimensions are in centimeters,
followed by inches within parentheses,
with height preceding width. Measure-
ments were taken from painted edge to
painted edge.

The entries were jointly written by
Arthur K. Wheelock, Jr., who provided the
art historical interpretation, and Ben
Broos, who discussed the provenance and
compiled the chronological summaries of
the provenance, literature, and exhibition
history. Nicola Costaras wrote most of the
technical descriptions.

In the exhib‘itions, collection cata-

_logues, and literature sections of the
entries, and in the endnotes:
Abbreviations are explained in the bibliog-
raphy and listing of collection and exhibi-
tions catalogues, beginning on page 210;
numbers in parentheses following “Lugt
no.” refer to sale catalogues listed in Frits
Lugt, Répertoire des catalogues de ventes
publiques, 3 vols., The Hague, 1938 —1964;
vol. 4, Paris, 1987.
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PROVENANCE

Erna and Jacob Reder, New York, 1943—1969; [Spencer
Samuels & Co, New York, 1969—1987]; to the present
owner in 1987

EXHIBITIONS

New York 1969, 44— 45, no. 39 and ill. 22; New York
1984, no. 145 Warsaw 1990, 11, 272—277, no. 48 and ill.;
Cracow 1991, 8—28, and scveral ills.

TECHNICAL DESCRIPTION

"T'he plain-weave canvas support has a regular weft of
10 threads per centimeter. The painting has been
relined.

"The light brown ground consists primarily of lead
white, iron oxides, and calcium. A darker brown
imprimatura layer exists under the sky, which is
painted with natural ultramarine. The gown, lips, and
blood are painted in red lakes over lead white. The
pigments in the yellow paint on the rim of the urn
are lead white and vellow ocher. Many different tex-
tural effects have been created with the use of glaz-
ing, scumbling, impasto, and dry brushstrokes.

The painting is in excellent condition, with only a
few small losses along the right side and bottom.
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I
Saint Praxedis

165§

inscribed lower left: Meer 1655; lower right: Meer N R[..Jo[.]o

oil on canvas, 101.6 x 82.6 (40 x 32%2)

The Barbara Piasecka Johnson Collection Foundation

Until recently it had been difficult to com-
prehend fully the implications of Vermeer’s
conversion to Catholicism after his marriage
to Catharina Bolnes in 1653. The discovery
of Saint Praxedis some years ago, however,
has raised our appreciation of the serious-
ness of Vermeer’s commitment to his new
faith and its implications for his art.

Saint Praxedis was first publicly shown in
1969 in an exhibition on Florentine paint-
ing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,"'
where it was attributed to a Florentine
artist, Felice Ficherelli (1605—c. 1669).?
The signature and date “Meer 16557
inscribed on the painting were noted in the
catalogue.” Yet the subject matter was then
so unexpected for Vermeer that only one
reviewer of the exhibition seriously con-
sidered the possibility that the Delft artist
might have executed a copy of a well-known
composition by the Florentine painter.*
Other scholars demurred, and the painting
remained outside the accepted canon of Ver-
meer’s paintings for another fifteen years.?

The painting was not published as a Ver-
meer until 1986.° In the meantime the model
for the painting had been found in a private
collection in Ferrara (fig. 1). A second sig-
nature was also discovered along the lower
right edge of the painting, which could be
deciphered as: “[Ver]Meer N[aar] R[ip]o[s]o”
or “Vermeer After Riposo.” Riposo was the
Italian nickname of Ficherelli.”

In 1987 the painting was acquired by
Mrs. Barbara “Basia” Piasecka Johnson.
Mrs. Johnson, widow of ]. Seward Johnson
(1895—1983), has in recent years assembled
an outstanding collection of modern and
old master paintings, many of which have
religious subjects.”

Saint Praxedis (or Prassede), a Roman
Christian from the second century A.D., was
revered for having cared for the bodies of
those martyred for their faith.” She and her

sister, Saint Pudentiana, who may be seen

walking near the martyrium in the right
background, both followed their father
Pudens, a disciple of Saint Paul, in devo-
tion to the Christian faith during a time
of intense persecution. This striking paint-
ing depicts the kneeling saint collecting
the blood of a decapitated martyr. As she
squeezes the blood from a sponge into an
elegant ewer, her mood is one of reverence
and quiet contemplation.

Although some scholars still question
the attribution to Vermeer and speculate
that it was painted by Jan van der Meer of
Utrecht,'’ the arguments for the attribution
to the Delft master are many. To begin with,
the signatures and date are integral to the
paint surface. The paint and ground layers
have been analyzed, and have been shown
to be entirely consistent with those used by
seventeenth-century Dutch artists, includ-
ing Vermeer.'" Even the manner of laying
on the paint is similar. In the lighter areas
of the gown, for example, Vermeer painted
a thin layer of madder lake over a lead
white base to suggest the softly luminous

“rikpereyepe mn

fig. 1. Felice Ficherelli, Saint Praxedis, c. 1645, oil on
canvas, Collection Fergnani, Ferrara






material. He used a similar technique in
Mary’s blouse in Christ in the House of Mary
and Martha and in the red blouse of the
nymph scated next to Diana in Diana and
Her Companions (cats. 2, 3). Indeed, the
handling of the folds on the right arms of
Saint Praxedis and the nymph is quite sim-
ilar. The more flickering character of Saint
Praxedis’ left sleeve resembles in technique
and style the slecve of the nymph kneeling
before Diana. One other point of com-
parison between Saint Praxedis and the
Mauritshuis painting is the technique
used to paint the deep blue sky. Vermeer,
perhaps following the lead of Ficherelli,
exccuted both skies in an unusual manner
for a Dutch artist — natural ultramarine laid
over a dark imprimatura layer.

Subtle modifications in the modeling of
the figure, moreover, are consistent with
painting techniques seen in other of Ver-
meer’s carly works. The most personal and
sensitively rendered area of the painting is
the saint’s face. Vermeer subtly altered
Ficherelli’s work by elongating the head
and painting broader planes of light and
dark across the forehead. He softened the
edges of these planes and painted the facial
features with numerous small brushstrokes.
As a result, the image evokes a quiet, pen-
sive mood appropriate to the saint’s actions.
The physiognomy of Saint Praxedis, and
her reflective attitude with downcast eyes,
resembles that of other female figures in
Vermeer’s paintings. The most striking
comparison is in 4 Woman Asleep, c. 1657
(page 20, fig. 6). An almost mirror image
of Saint Praxedis, this woman has the
same long, straight nose and wide bridge
between the eyebrows.

"The most significant difference between
Ficherelli’s and Vermeer’s paintings, how-
ever, is not stylistic but iconographic, and,
as does his innovative handling of the story
of Christ in the house of Mary and Martha,
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speaks to Vermeer’s strong commitment to
the Catholic faith. Vermeer’s Saint Praxedis
holds a crucifix as she squeczes the
sponge. The crucifix in this context sym-
bolically suggests the co-mingling of
Christ’s blood with that of the martyred
Christian. Its presence thus accentuates the
sacramental character of Saint Praxedis’
actions and affirms the Catholic doctrine
of the Communion of Saints."

The rcasons why Vermeer painted this
profoundly Catholic painting are not known.
They may have been personal, although it
is also possible that the painting was com-
missioned by a Jesuit patron, perhaps one
of Maria Thins’ circle in Delft. The ideal of
dedication to one’s faith, so exemplified by
the legends attached to the saints’ lives,
paralleled closely the concept of sanctity
propagated at that time by the Jesuits. Saint
Praxedis was also celebrated because she,
as well as other early saints, reinforced the
primacy of the Catholic faith. One can also
imagine that the saint’s merciful care of the
dead and maimed would have struck a poi-
gnant chord in Delft in 1655, shortly after
a devastating gunpowder explosion of 12
October 1654 took the lives of hundreds of
citizens. Whether the image came about as
apersonal reflection or a commission, it may
have served as a spiritual balm in a time of
profound need for healing and comfort.

The close relationship between Saint
Praxedis and its Florentine prototype demon-
strates the international flavor of Vermeer’s
early history paintings (something only im-
plicitly evident in Christ in the House of Mary
and Martba). While it is not known where
Vermeer saw Ficherelli’s painting, whether
in the Netherlands, Flanders, or Italy, the
last possibility should not be excluded. In-
deed, it scems probable that Vermeer was
not present in Delft during the carly 1650s
since no documents locate him there before
April 1653. One could imagine that Leonard

Bramer (1596—1674), with whom Vermeer
had both personal and professional connec-
tions, would have recommended a study
trip to Italy similar to the one he himself
had taken.

Ficherelli’s painting could have been in
the Netherlands, but, if so, probably not
in Delft. Although Vermeer’s father was a
picture-dealer and his mother-in-law inher-
ited a substantial art collection, the num-
ber of Italian works in Delft collections was
quite limited. Montias’ scrupulous examina-
tion of Delft archival records only turned
up five paintings attributed to Italian mas-
ters from around mid-century. Montias
speculates that at least three of these works,
and perhaps all five, were copies. Neverthe-
less, the very presence in Delft of copies
after Italian paintings indicates the existence
of a market for such works.'

More Italian paintings were to be found
in Utrecht and Amsterdam than in Delft.
Given the probability that Vermeer vis-
ited, and perhaps studied in, both of these
centers, it is possible that he encountered
Ficherelli’s painting somewhere other than
in his native town. The Amsterdam art
dealer Johannes de Renialme, for example,
who listed a now-lost “Grave Visitation”
by Vermeer in his 1657 inventory, owned
ten Italian pictures.14 Since De Renialme
was registered as an art dealer in the Delft
guild, and was closely acquainted with Wil-
lem de Langue, the Vermeer family notary,
the probability is great that Vermeer knew
these paintings, and similar ones, in Delft.
In any event, Vermeer was certainly famil-
tar with Italian art, for otherwise he would
not have been summoned to The Hague
in 1672 as an expert in Italian paintings.”
Furthermore, as seen in the discussions of
The Milkmaid (cat. 5) and Allegory of Faith
(cat. 20), he was familiar with, and adapted
motifs from, other Italian seventeenth-

century paintings.



1. New York 1969, 44—45, no. 39. and ill. 22.

2. For Ficherelli’s life, sce Baldinuccei 1681—1728, 6:219—225;
and Cracow 1991, 7. Ficherelli was born in San Gimignano
in 1605. As a young boy he went to Florence where he began
his training in the studio of Jacopo Chimenti, called Jacopo
da Empoli (1554—1640). For a time he lived in the palace of
Alberto de’ Bardi, who worked closely with Cardinal Carlo
de’ Medici, another influential patron of the arts. The
artist received many commissions for the churches of
Florence and the surrounding area, including Sant’Egidio
and the Certosa. Despite his quict, modest nature, which
earncd him the nickname, “il Riposo,” his favorite sub-
jects were scenes of dramatic action, even violence, par-
ticularly martyrdoms and famous murders of the past. He
died c. 1669 in Florence and was buried in the church of
Santa Maria sopr’Arno.

3. Vermeer’s signature in the lower left was noted in the
catalogue (New York 1969, 44—45) after it had been exam-
ined by 'T'ed Rousseau and members of the conscrvation
department at the Metropolitan Muscum of Art (informa-
tion courtesy of Mr. Spencer Samuels).

4. Kitson 1969, 410. This consideration was followed by
Hannema 1974—1975, 22; and Hannema 1978, 95 and ill. 6.
5. Blankert 1975, 112 n. 5, deemed the calligraphy of the sig-
nature to be “irregular” and the exccution of the painting
as a whole to be “coarse”; Blankert 1978, 75 n. 13, later
called the painting “no more than a copy after the Floren-
tine painter Felice Ficherelli.” Wright 1976, 7 and fig; 3,
included the painting in the introduction to his book,
although not in the catalogue, as “attributed to Vermeer.”
6. Samuels bought the painting in 1969 from Mrs. Erna
Reder, who, with her husband Jacob had owned the paint-
ing since 1943. Its earlicr provenance is not known. See
Richard 1987, 18, and Wheelock 1986. Vermeer’s Saint
Praxedis and Ficherelli’s Saint Praxedis were subsequently
the subject of a focus exhibition; see Cracow 1991.

7. Egbert Haverkamp-Begemann first deciphered the sec-
ond signature. Wheelock 1986, 74—75 and ill. 4.

8. Sec, in particular, Warsaw 1990.

9. The carliest depiction of Saint Praxedis is probably a
mosaic in the Saint Zenone chapel in the Basilica di Santa
Prassede in Rome, in which she lies buried. Sce Henze
1962, 256; on the theme see Réau 1955—1959, 3:1119.

10. Weber 1993, 300—301, has argued that the painting by
Ficherelli never left Italy and that the artist who copied it
was not Johannes Vermeer of Delft, but Johan van der Meer
from Utrecht (c. 1630—1688), who is known to have been in
Rome in the mid-1650s, and who reportedly painted in the
manner of Guido Reni. In fact, however, nothing is known

about the location of Ficherelli’s painting at this time. The
stylistic and thematic connections of Saint Praxedis to Ver-
meer of Delft’s paintings, morcover, are far more compel-
ling than to those of Van der Meer from Utrecht. Indeed,
at one time or another, all of Vermeer’s carly history paint-
ings have been attributed to the latter artist (see cats. 2, 3),
whose mediocre talents would seem to preclude his
involvements with any of these works.

11. The most extensive analytical report, dated 27 June 1972,
was prepared by Dr. Hermann Kiihn from the Doerner
Institut, Munich. Although he indicated that technical
examination could not confirm the attribution to Vermeer,
he did write that: “Sowohl das Verteilungsmuster der Spur-
enclemente im Bleiweiss als auch der Fullstoff Kreide in
der Grundierung sprechen mit grosser Wahrscheinlichkeit
dafiir, daBB das untersuchte Bild in den Niederlanden ent-
standen ist...”; curatorial files, National Gallery of Art.
12. This belief unites the faithful on earth, the saints in
heaven, and those souls in purgatory in the active union of
shared sacramental grace known as the Mystical Body of
Christ. I would like to thank Karen N. Sinderson, a gradu-
ate student at the University of Maryland, for drawing my
attention to the significance of this union of a martyr’s
blood with that of Christ.

13. Montias 1982, 249—250. For further discussion of Italian
paintings in the Netherlands, sce Lugt 1936.

14. Montias 1982, 250 n. hh. Montias 1989, 141. D¢ Renialme
also owned a copy of an “Interment” by Titian made by the
Utrecht artist Cornelis van Poclenburgh (c. 1586-1667).
15. Montias 1989, 333—334, doc. 341. Vermeer and the other
expert, the Delft painter Johannes Jordacns, concluded
that the paintings in question were “not outstanding
Italian paintings, but, on the contrary, great picces of
rubbish and bad paintings....”
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PROVENANCE

(?) John Hugh Smyth Pigott, Brockley Hall, 1829;
Abbot Family, Bristol, c. 1880; Furniture and antique
dealer, Bristol, sold in 1884 to a private party for £io
and bought back for £13; Arthur Leslie Colley,
London (purchased for £140, along with two paintings,
by Racburn); [Forbes & Paterson, London, 1901, sold
to Coats|; William Allan Coats, Skelmorlie Castle,
Dalskairth (Dumfries and Galloway, Scotland), 1901—
1926; Thomas H. Coats and ]. A. Coats, 1926—1927; to
the present owner in 1927 (donation of the Coats
heirs)

EXHIBITIONS

London 19294, 147, no. 310; Amsterdam 1935, 26-27, no. 162
and ill. 162; Rotterdam 1935, 34, no. 79 and ill. 59; Utrecht
1952, §7-58, no. 92 and ill. 71; Edinburgh 1992, 150-151, no. 71
and ill.

TECHNICAL DESCRIPTION

The support is a fine, plain-weave linen with a thread
count of 12 x 17 per cm? A vertical seam is in linc with
Christ’s elbow. The canvas has been paste-lined and
the original tacking edges have been removed. The
double ground consists of a layer of white chalk bound
with a protein medium followed by a red earth layer.'

In the background and in the shadowed flesh
tones of Christ and Martha the red ground is only
partially covered by very thin brown glazes. What
appears to have been a glaze on Christ’s violet tunic is
preserved only in the texture of the brushwork. The
highlights on all the drapery are painted with
impasto; on Christ’s blue robe, which was painted
with indigo, smalt, and lead white, the brushstrokes
are about 1 cm wide and indicate a square-tipped
brush. Numerous wet-in-wet touches include the
details of Martha’s waistband, the modeling of the
headclothes, and the decoration on the carpet. The
speed of execution and the fluidity of the paint is also
signified by the splashy, broken edges of many of the
forms, such as the upper edge of the table and Mary’s
profile.

There are several alterations: Christ’s profile and
ear; the fingers of His left hand; and the edge of
Martha’s right sleeve. The edges of some of the forms
encroach significantly on adjacent arcas such as the
upper edge of Christ’s robe overlapping His tunic.
Mary’s left hand appears to have been painted over
Christ’s blue robe.
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Christ in the House of Mary and Martha

C. 165§

inscribed lower left, on the bench: . [¥Meer (IVM in ligature)

oil on canvas, 160 x 142 (63 x §6)

National Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh

This painting, when encountered for the
first time, comes as a shock. Chrisz in the
House of Mary and Martha is so large, and
so different in appearance from the images
generally associated with Vermeer, that
the viewer’s expectations must be adjusted
to a different set of criteria. Not only is
the scene drawn from the New Testament
instead of from daily life, but the figures
are life size, or even larger, and placed
within a vaguely defined, ocher interior,
rather than a light-filled room. The paint,
applied fluidly and in broad planes of
color, is unusual for Vermeer, particularly
the purple of the tunic worn by Christ
and the orange-yellow found in both
Martha’s bodice and the tablecovering.

Of course, to react in surprise at the
appearance of Christ in the House of Mary
and Martha is to react with a hindsight
gained from knowledge of Vermeer’s
mature style. However, one must be care-
ful about interpolating too much about
Vermeer’s artistic approach in the mid
1650s from this one work. It seems proba-
ble that Christ in the House of Mary and
Martha was a commissioned piece, since
the scale and subject matter make it quite
improbable that the painting would have
been sold on the open market. Thus, the
composition and/or iconography may have
been influenced by the desires of a patron,
whether an individual or a church body.

It is, of course, entirely possible that a
body of genre scenes and landscapes, or
other history paintings in a different style,
may have existed among Vermeer’s now-
lost juvenilia.

Given such qualifications, the style and
iconography of this work demonstrate not
only important artistic and theological cur-
rents with which Vermeer contended at
the beginning of his career, but also his
artistic prowess.” While the general stylis-
tic characteristics of this work, which

probably dates c. 1655, are comparable to
those seen in history paintings executed in
other Dutch artistic centers around mid-
century, Vermeer’s execution has virtually
nothing to do with Delft artistic traditions
from the late 1640s and early 1650s.> This
painting thus suggests that Vermeer not
only received his training but also contin-
ued to seek his artistic inspiration outside
Delft, even after he had joined the Saint
Luke’s Guild at the end of 1653.

The style of Christ in the House of Mary
and Martha relates to works found in
Utrecht, particularly paintings by Abra-
ham Bloemaert (1564—1651), a distant rela-
tive of Vermeer’s mother-in-law’s family,*
and Hendrick ter Brugghen (1588—1629).
Ter Brugghe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>