
9
Woman in Elue Reading a Letter
c. 1663-1664

oil on canvas, 46.6 x 39.1 (i8n/32 x ij13/^)

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

P R O V K X A X C K

(?) Pictcr \ ran der Lip sale, Amsterdam, 14 fuñe 1712,

no. 22; Mo/es de Chaves, Amsterdam, 1759; Sale,

Amsterdam, 30 November 1772, no. 23 ( /4O to Fouquet);

V. Lyonet sale, Amsterdam, n April 1791, no. 181 (/"43

to Fouquet); Sale, Amsterdam, 14 August 1793, no. 73

(/'/o); Herman ten Kate, Amsterdam, !793(?)-i8oo;

Ten Kate sale, Amsterdam, 10 June 1801, no. 118 (/'no

toTaijs?); Sale [Lespinasse dc Langcac], Paris, 16

January 1809, no. 8y (Frf 200); Lapeyrière sale, Paris,

19 April 1827, no. 127 (Frf 2,060 to Bcrthaud); [John

Smith, London, after 1833-1839, sold for £70 to Van

der Hoop]; Adriaan van dcr Hoop, Amsterdam, 1839 —

185-4; Academy of Fine Arts, Amsterdam, 18^4-188^; to

the present owner in 1887 (on loan from the city of

Amsterdam)

E X H I B Í T i o x s

London 1929.^, 141, no. 298 and i l l . ; Amsterdam 1935%

30, no. 168; Rotterdam 1937, 37, no. 86 and i l l . 67

T K C H XI C A L D K S C R1 P T I () N

The support is a fine, plain-weave linen with a thread

count of 14.3 x 14.4 per cm: The support has been

wax-resin lined and the original tacking edges have

been removed.

The dark gray ground contains chalk, umber, and

lead white.1 The paint layers extend to the edge ot the

trimmed canvas on all sides. Some areas, such as the

chair and the woman's yellow skirt, have ocher under-

painting.

The surface is pitted, primarily in the white mix-

tures, but also in the blue parts of the background and

jacket. Some blanching is evident in the blue tablecloth.

The paint surface is slightly abraded, particularly in

the raised edges of the paint.

The compositional refinements in Vcrmccr's

paintings are so exquisite that it is difficult

to understand how he achieved them. His

mastery of perspective does not account

for the sensitive arrangement of his figures

or for the subtle proportions he established

between pictorial elements. Perhaps he

worked with a compass and ruler, as did

Pieter Saenredam (15-97-1665-), or perhaps

he developed a mathematical system for

determining the relationships of composi-

tional elements. Whatever the system, it

succeeded because of the artist's unique

sensitivity to structure as a vehicle for his

artistic aims.

In no other painting did Vermeer create

such an intricate counterpoint between the

structural framework of the setting and the

emotional content of the scene. A mere de-

scription of the subject — a young woman

dressed in a blue jacket reading a letter in

the privacy of her home — in no way pre-

pares the viewer for the poignancy of this

image, for while the woman betrays no out-

ward emotion, the intensity of her feelings

is conveyed by the context Vermeer creates

for her.

Vermeer situates the woman in the exact

center of his composition, her form almost

fully visible between the table and chair in

the immediate foreground. These struc-

tural elements, as well as the chair against

the wall behind the table, appear to lock

her in space. Likewise, the woman's hands

are held fast visually by the horizontal of

the black bar behind them. While Vermeer

uses this geometric framework to restrict
any sense of physical movement, he alludes

to her emotional intensity through the
meandering ocher patterns of the map

behind her.
Vermeer's design sensitivity, however,

is not limited to the placement of objects

in his composition, but also extends to the

patterns of shapes between objects. The

asymmetrical balance of the three broadly

rectangular areas of white wall is crucial

to establishing the sense of quiet perma-

nence. Vermeer's awareness of their com-

positional importance is evident from the

x-radiograph (fig. i), where it is clear that

he extended the map several centimeters

to the left. This adjustment reduced the

width of the wall to the left of the map so

that it would be equal to the width of the

wall to the right of the woman. The

x-radiograph also reveals that Vermeer al-

tered the shape of the woman's jacket. In

the original conception it flared out, just

as in Woman Holding a Balance (cat. 10).

Infrared reflectography also reveals that

the jacket originally had a fur trim (fig. 2).

The changes gave the woman a more statu-

esque profile and at the same time strength-

ened the rectangular shapes of the white

wall on either side of the woman.

Vermeer was equally sensitive to the

optical effects of light and color. The blue

tonalities of the woman's jacket, the chair,

and the table coverings are calming, restful

fig. i. Detail of x-radiograph, Woman in Blue Reading a

Letter
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fig. 2. Detail of infrared reflcctogram, Woman in Blue

Reading a Letter

colors, as are the ochers of the dress and

map. Light comes from two sources, creat-

ing both primary and softly diffused secon-

dary shadows on the wall next to the chair

behind the table. With his awareness of

light's optical qualities, Vermeer gives the

shadows a bluish cast. He infuses light into
the woman's form by diffusing the contour

at the back of her jacket. He also manipu-

lates the flow of light quite arbitrarily for

compositional reasons. For example, while
the chair and the map cast shadows, the

woman, who appears to stand quite close

to the wall, does not. Vermeer thus sepa-

rates her from the temporal framework

of the room, and in the process, enhances

the sense of permanence that so pervades

the scene.

This use of color, light, and perspective

to reinforce the emotional impact of a scene

is characteristic of his work throughout his

career. In Officer and Laughing Girl from the

late i6yos (page 35", fig. 6), for example,

Vermeer intensified the relationship be-

tween the two figures through the vivid

red and yellow of their clothing, the dra-

matic foreshortening of the window, and

the sparkling effects of light flickering off

the woman's striped sleeves and the map.

Indeed, it is interesting to compare the map

in these two paintings, for they are one and

the same: a map of Holland and West Fries-

land designed by Balthasar Florisz van

Berckenrode in 1620 and published by

Willem Jansz Blaeu a few years later.2 In

his earlier painting Vermeer used colors to

differentiate land and water and clearly

articulated topographical features, but in

Woman in Blue Reading a Letter the map is
o I

larger in scale, monochromatic, and has a

less defined topographical character. While

certain of these differences are related to

his own stylistic evolution, the willingness

to modify shape, size, and color of objects

for compositional reasons is a constant

phenomenon in his oeuvre.

The reflective mood of this work,

of course, is related to the subject: the

reading of a letter. In Dutch art depictions

of women reading letters almost always

have love associations, and artists found

various means to portray both the air of
expectation at the arrival of a letter and
the subsequent reaction to the written

word. Often, as with Gerard ter Borch's

(1617—1681) portrayal of a young peasant
girl reflecting on the contents of a letter

(fig. 3), the emotional consequences are

evident in the figure's posture and expres-

sion. Vermeer's Girl Reading a Letter at an

Open Window^ c. 1657 (Page 73î %• n)>
focuses on the woman's response to the let-

ter by painting her reflection in the leaded

glass window. Although the self-contained

character of Vermeer's woman in Woman in

Blue Reading a Letter provides no hint

about the letter's content, the bend of the

woman's neck, the parted lips, and the

drawn-up arms infuse her with a sense of

expectancy.

Although Vermeer provides little con-

text for the letter, it appears to have come

unexpectedly, since she has interrupted

her toilet to stop and read it. Her pearls

lie unattended on the table, with another

sheet of the letter partially covering them.3

Significant, undoubtedly, is the map, which

may allude to an absent loved one, as does

perhaps the empty chair in the foreground.

The woman's shape is also suggestive. It is

decidedly matronly, perhaps as a result of

fashion, but more likely, because she is

pregnant. Vermeer, however, remains

entirely circumspect about the circum-

stances of the woman's life, allowing each

fig. 3. Gerard ter Borch, Peasant Girl Reflecting on a Letter-,

c. i6yo, oil on panel, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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viewer to ponder the image anew in his or

her own way.

This painting was extravagantly praised

in eighteenth-century sale catalogues: in

1772 as "very handsome, meticulously and

naturally rendered"; in 1791, "its graceful

light and dark bestows a beautiful [sense

of] well-being"; and in 1793 as "extraordi-

narily handsome, meticulously and master-

fully painted."4 In every instance connois-

seurs knew this unsigned work to be a

creation of Vermeer (or Van der Meer),

whom they did not know by his surname,

Johannes, but as "the Delft [painter]" (de

Delfts[ch]e). Vermeer had already

acquired that sobriquet in collectors' cir-

cles of the early eighteenth century.

Herman ten Kate (1731—1800), the last

Dutch collector to own the painting in the

eighteenth century,0 was a wealthy Amster-

dam cloth merchant and member of parlia-

ment, who modeled himself after his great-

uncle, the famous art and book collector

Lambert ten Kate (165-9-1727) .6 After Her-

man ten Kate's ownership, the Woman in

Elm Reading a Letter came into the hands

of the English dealer John Smith by way of

two French collections (in 1809 and 1825-).7

In 1839 Smith traded it, as well as The Hermit

by Gerrit Dou (1613-1675-) and The Holy

Family by Garofalo (1481-15-5-9) (both in

Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum),8 for a painting

by Carel Dujardin (c. 1622-1678).

Adriaan van der Hoop (1778-185-4)

(fig. 4) of Amsterdam became the new

owner. He had been a partner of the famous

banking house Hope & Co. since 1811, after

the directors of this firm (the heirs of its
founder John Hope) had fled Holland dur-
ing the French occupation. Van der Hoop

made his fortune quickly, becoming a mil-

lionaire by about i84O.9 In September of

1839 he "made a trade in London with

J. Smith & Sons, having bought from him...

a good painting by the Delft van der Meer,

representing a reading woman dressed in

blue."10

The Van der Hoop Collection was the

most enviable Dutch collection of its

time.11 Van der Hoop did a lot of his buying

in the second quarter of the nineteenth

century Because he had no direct heirs, he

bequeathed his 225- paintings to the city of

Amsterdam in 1847. About a year later the

French critic Thoré-Bürger visited Van der

Hoop, and recalled him as "a very likeable

man and very simple in his habits despite

his immense fortune."12 When Van der

Hoop died, the city of Amsterdam was not

able to accept his bequest until the collec-

tors Carel Joseph Fodor and Jacob de Vos

pledged to pay the succession taxes, which

amounted to fifty thousand guilders; other-

wise the City Council of Amsterdam would

not have agreed to accept Van der Hoop's

three most important works: Woman in Blue

Reading a Letter^ by Vermeer, the Jewish

Bride^ by Rembrandt (1606—1669), and

The Mill at Wijk bij Duurstede, by Jacob van

Ruisdael (1628/1629-1682).13

fig. 4. Jan Adam Kruseman, Portrait of Adriaan van der

Hoop, 1835, canvas, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

The Van der Hoop Collection was sub-

sequently housed in the Old Men's Home,

which was also the location of the Academy

of Fine Arts.14 Thoré-Bürger described the

Woman in Blue Reading a Letter in 1860,

exclaiming: "Encore le sphinx!"Thoré-

Bürger described only six signed works by

the Delft master at the time, so that he

apparently had some difficulty accepting

this single unsigned work. But he was won

over by the incidence of light and by the

color ("this pale light, these tender blues"),

sighing in resignation: "This devil of an

artist must no doubt have had several

styles."lr) In 1860 Thoré-Bürger pleaded in

vain for the gathering together of the

Mauritshuis and Museum Van der Hoop

collections in one "Dutch Louvre."16 After

Van der Hoop's widow died in 1880, it was

decided to move the collection to the newly

constructed Rijksmuseum. In i88y a wing

of the building was cleared for the collec-

tion.17 The Woman in Elm Reading a Letter

was the first Vermeer painting in the Rijks-

museum, which today owns four (see cats.

4, y, 18).
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T E C H N I C A L D E S C R I P T I O N

The support is a fine, plain-weave linen with a thread

count of 20 x 16 per cm? The original tacking edges

are present. The canvas has been glue lined.

The ground is a warm buff color containing chalk,

lead white, black and an earth pigment.1

The layer structure of the paint is varied, creat-

ing different effects and textures, from thick impasto

to thin glazes and scumbles. The edges of forms are

rarely hard, but overlap only slightly or do not quite

touch, allowing the ground to show through. Almost

all areas were painted wet-in-wet. In selected areas of

the painting, especially in the bluejacket, a dark, red-

dish-brown undermodeling is visible, particularly in
the shaded folds. A gray-green underpaint is found in
many shadowed areas. The vanishing point of the
composition is visible as a small, white spot on the x-
radiograph, to the left of the hand holding the bal-
ance. The balance was enlarged, as can be seen in the
infrared reflectogram.

The ground and paint are in a good state of

preservation.

Contemporary scholars generally divide

Vermeer's oeuvre into categories — history

paintings, scenes of daily life, tronies,

cityscapes, and allegories — each relating

to distinctive stylistic and iconographie

traditions. Such an approach, however,

denies the consistent philosophical frame-

work underlying Vermeer's work. Whether

depicting a mythological goddess, a

woman in the privacy of her home, or an

allegory of painting, Vermeer examined

through his art the fundamental moral and

spiritual truths of the human experience.

The artificiality of imposing separate

categories upon Vermeer's oeuvre becomes

particularly evident when considering Wo-

man Holding a Balance^ a painting stylisti-

cally similar to three other works from the

mid-i66os: Woman in Elue Reading a Letter
o

(cat. 9), Woman with a Pearl Necklace (cat. 12),

and Toung Woman with a Water Pitcher (cat.

n). Although each painting depicts a stand-

ing woman preoccupied with her thoughts

in a domestic setting, the latter three are

generally characterized as genre scenes,

while Woman Holding a Balance has been al-

legorically interpreted. Indeed, some argue

that The Last Judgment scene behind the

woman provides a theological context for

the scales she holds: to judge is to weigh.2

In fact, the difference between Woman

Holding a Balance and these three paintings

is merely one of degree. In each work

Vermeer infuses a specific image of domes-

ticity with broad implications about emo-

tions and ideals central to human exis-

tence—the expectancy of love, the
radiance of spiritual purity, and the
importance of moderation. Just as the bal-
ance provides a thematic focus for broader

philosophical concerns, so the letter, water

pitcher, and pearl necklace serve similar

functions.

While generally accepted as an allegory,

Woman Holding a Balance has been inter-

preted in many ways over the years. Most

early authors assumed that the pans of the

woman's balance contained precious

objects, generally identified as gold or

pearls. Consequently, the painting was

described until recently as either the Gold-

weivher or the Girl We'whin? Pearls. In addi-o e> e>

tion, some contemporary authors specu-

late that the woman is pregnant while

others conclude that her costume reflects a

style of dress current in the early to mid-

i66os.3 Others interpret the painting theo-

logically, viewing the woman as a secular-

ized image of the Virgin Mary, who,

standing before the Last Judgment,

assumes the role of intercessor and com-

passionate mother.4 One scholar argues

that the image of a pregnant Virgin Mary

contemplating balanced scales would have

been understood by a Catholic viewer as

an anticipation of Christ's life, his sacri-

fice, and the eventual foundation of the

Church.5

While such an array of interpretations

calls for caution, microscopic examination

has resolved at least one dispute: the wo-

man is not weighing gold. Vermeer did not

paint the highlights in the scale pans with

lead-tin yellow, the pigment he uses else-

where in this painting to represent gold.

Although the pale, creamy color of these

accents is similar to that of pearls, he

applies the paint here differently. Vermeer

represents pearls in the mid i66os with

two layers of paint — a thin grayish one

beneath a white highlight — a technique

that permits him to depict both their
specular highlights and their translucence.
In the band of pearls draped over the box,
for example, the size of the pearl (the

thin, diffused layer) remains relatively

constant while the highlights on the pearls

(the thick, top layer) vary considerably in

size according to the amount of light hit-

ting them. Vermeer paints the highlights
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on the scales with only one layer, thereby

indicating diffused reflections of light from

the window. Further reinforcing the con-

clusion that the scales are empty are the

bound strands of pearls on the jewelry

boxes and table. No single pearl lies sepa-

rately, waiting to be weighed or measured

against another.

Although the scales of the balance are

empty, the jewelry boxes, strands of pearls,

and gold chain on the table belong to, and

are valued within, the temporal world.

They represent, in a sense, temptations of

a material splendor.6 Nevertheless, pearls

take on many symbolic meanings, ranging

from the purity of the Virgin Mary to the

vices of pride and arrogance. As the woman

concentrates on the balance in her hand,

she exudes inner peace and serenity, as

opposed to the psychological tension that

would suggest a conflict between her ac-

tion and the implications of the Last Judg-

ment. While Christ's judgments are eternal

and the woman's are temporal, her pensive

gaze toward the balance suggests that her

act of judgment, although different in con-

sequence, is as conscientiously considered.

The essential message appears to be

that one should conduct one's life with tem-

perance and balanced judgment. Indeed

this message, with or without its explicit

religious context, appears in paintings

from all phases of Vermeer's career and

must, therefore, represent one of his fun-

damental beliefs. The balance, an emblem

of Justice, and eventually of the final judg-

ment, denotes the woman's responsibility

to weigh and balance her own actions.7

Correspondingly, the mirror on the wall
directly opposite the woman represents
self-knowledge.8 As Otto van Veen (1576-
1629) wrote in an emblem book Vermeer

knew, "a perfect glasse doth represent the

face, lust as it is in deed, not flattring it at

all."9 In her search for self-knowledge and

in her commitment to maintenance of

equilibrium in her life, she seems to be

aware, although not in fear, of the final

judgment that awaits her. Vermeer's paint-

ing thus expresses the essential tranquility

of one who understands the implications

of the Last Judgment and who searches to

moderate her life in order to warrant sal-

vation.

The character of the scene conforms

closely to Saint Ignatius of Loyola's recom-

mendations for meditation in his Spiritual

Exercises,, a devotional service with which

Vermeer was undoubtedly familiar through

his contacts with the Jesuits. As Cunnar

has emphasized, before meditating Saint

Ignatius urged the meditator first to exam-

ine his conscience and weigh his sins as

though he were at Judgment Day standing

before his Judge. Ignatius then urged that

he "weigh" his choices and choose a path

of life that will allow him to be judged

favorably in a "balanced" manner.10

I must rather be like the equalized

scales of a balance ready to follow

the course which I feel is more for

the glory and praise of God, our

Lord, and the salvation of my soul.11

This painting exemplifies Vermeer's

exquisite sense of harmony from the early

to mid-i66os. The woman holds the scale

gently in her right hand, extending her

small finger to give a horizontal accent to

the gesture. Her left arm, gracefully poised

on the edge of the table, closes the space

around the balance and echoes the gentle

arc of sunlight sweeping down from the
window. Vermeer suspends the scales, per-

fectly balanced but not symmetrical,
against the wall in a small niche of space
reserved for them. Indeed, the bottom
edge of the picture frame before the

woman is higher than it is behind her,

thus allowing sufficient space for the bal-

ance. Throughout, the interplay of verti-

cals and horizontals, of mass against void,

and of light against dark, creates a subtly

balanced but never static composition.

The 1994 restoration of the painting,

moreover, provided new insight into Ver-

meer's extraordinary sensitivity to light

and color, particularly in the subtle model-

ing of the blue robe on the table. Most

startling is the discovery of extensive over-

paint covering the black frame of The Last

Judgment. The gold trim now revealed cre-

ates an accent in the upper right that vis-

ually links with the yellow curtain and the

yellow and red accents on the woman's cos-

tume, thereby restoring Vermeer's original,

and more dynamic, compositional intent.

Vermeer's achievement has often been

compared to Pieter de Hooch's (1629—1684)

A Woman Weighing Gold^ c. 1664 (fig. i), a

painting so similar in concept that it is dif-

ficult to imagine that the two images were

painted independently even though De

Hooch was at that time living in Amster-

dam.12 While De Hooch's painting lacks

Vermeer's compositional refinement, theo-

logical implication, and subtlety of mood,13

fig. i. Pieter de Hooch, A Woman Weighing Gold, c. 1664,
oil on canvas, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Gemaldegalerie
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fig. 3. Advertisement from Amsterdamsche Courant, 1767

fig. 2. Detail of x-radiograph, Pieter de Hooch, A Woman Weighing Gold

Vermeer probably based his composition

on De Hooch's. X-radiography indicates

that De Hooch originally included the

figure of a man seated at the far side of

the table (fig. 2). It seems unlikely that De

Hooch would have introduced the figure of

the man, and then removed it, had he

derived his composition from Woman

Holding a Balance, as has been generally

assumed. De Hooch had probably painted

out the second figure before Vermeer saw

the painting. This evidence suggests that

Vermeer remained indebted to De Hooch

after the latter artist had moved to

Amsterdam.14

Vermeer's painting has a distinguished

provenance traceable in a virtually un-

broken line to the seventeenth century.

Enthusiastic descriptions of the work in
sale catalogues and critics5 assessments
attest to its extraordinary appeal to each

generation. The first and perhaps most fas-

cinating reference is in the Dissius sale

catalogue published in Amsterdam in 1696.

The first painting listed in a sale that in-

cluded twenty-one paintings by Vermeer,

it is described as: "A young lady weighing

gold, in a box by J. van der Meer of Delft,

extraordinarily artful and vigorously

painted."10 We know nothing more of the

box in which it was kept, but it may have

been a protective device designed to keep

light and dust away from its delicate sur-

face. Whether Vermeer conceived the com-

position to be seen within the box and

whether the box was itself painted are

questions that cannot be answered.16

The buyer at the Dissius sale was Isaac

Rooleeuw (c. 165*0-1710), who was also the

owner of The Milkmaid (cat. y).17 Isaac

Rooleeuw, a Mennonite merchant, was an

artist and a pupil of Arnoud ten Himpel

(1634—1686).18 Rooleeuw went bankrupt

five years after the Dissius sale, and his

paintings were sold by foreclosure. After

an inventory was taken by the appraiser
Jan Zómer, the paintings were tied back-
to-back and sealed with the city coat-of-

arms. One of the works was described as
"A gold weigher, by Van der Neer of

Delft" (page y4, fig. 8)."
One of the two Rooleeuw Vermeers

was acquired by the Amsterdam amateur

and merchant Paulo van Uchelen (c. 1641—

1702), the most renowned bibliophile of

his time and a collector of prints and at-

lases. After his death, an estate division

was drawn up on August 1703 on behalf of

his sons Pieter and Paulo and his son-in-

law. "A gold weigher by Van der Neer"

(page 5-4, fig. 9) went to his namesake

Paulo (1673—175"4).20

In 1767 the painting passed under the

gavel for a second time in Amsterdam in

what has up to now been known as an

anonymous sale. However, the name of the

deceased owner could be retrieved from an

advertisement (dated 28 February 1767) in

the Amsterdamsche Courant (fig. }).21 She

was Anna Gertruida van Uchelen (i7oy—

1766), Paolo's daughter. After divorcing,

she had joined her father in the house

"Zurich" on the Keizersgracht (no. 173).

She died without issue or heirs, so that in
1767 her property had to be sold off to the
highest bidder.22 For more than sixty

years, three generations of Amsterdam

Van Uchelens had treasured the Vermeer
picture. The sale catalogue called it "pow-

erfully detailed and Sunnily painted on

Canvas"23
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Ten years later the scene was described

as "very lushly and thickly painted, and

also in the best period, of this master.""4

The owner at the time was "the art-loving

Mister NICOLAAS NIEUHOFF" (1733-1776),

also an Amsterdam merchant.1"" The Woman

Holding a Balance remained in Holland

until 1801. At that time the owner was a

certain P. P., and the sale catalogue com-

mended the work for showing "everything

corresponding to the truth, and attrac-

tively painted."26 The painting surfaced

twenty-five years later in the collection of

the deceased king of Bavaria, Maximilian I

(175-6-1825-), who had resided at Nymphen-

burg castle near Munich since 1799. In the

sale catalogue the attribution had been

changed to Gabriel Metsu, apparently

confirmed by a monogram reading "G M."

The reliability of this signature was not

absolutely accepted, as the catalogue

reported in fairness: "van der Meer

according to others."27

The buyer at this auction, the Duke of

Caraman (1762-1839), thought the latter

ascription more likely. He had been the

French ambassador in Vienna since 1816.

The day he was elevated to the dukedom

on ii May 1830, he put his paintings up for

sale in Paris.28 Rembrandt's Saul and David

(Mauritshuis, The Hague), which only

later became famous, raised only 2^0

French francs,29 while the Metsu/Vermeer

turned out to be worth ten times that

(2410 francs). One could read in the cata-

logue that the improved attribution to the

Delft painter was owing to the connois-
seurship of the Duke of Caraman. The
text closed with a remarkable recommen-
dation: "The productions of Vander Meer

of Delft arc so rare that we cannot exempt
ourselves from pointing him out and com-

mending him to amateurs."30 The revalua-

tion of Vermeer was, so to speak, in the

air (see page 5-7).

Casimir Pierre Périer (1777-1832) be-

came the new owner of the painting. Périer

was a famous minister of the July Monarchy,

who supported the Belgians in their strug-

gle against the Dutch.31 After his death his

various private possessions were auctioned

in two stages: 1838 for paintings and

curios, and 1848 for the (primarily) Dutch

paintings. Lord Hertford bought the Ver-

meer.32 The Périer family was apparently

attached to the painting, since the minis-

ter's son, Auguste Casimir Périer (i8n-

1876), bought the painting back from

Hertford. This is apparent from a commu-

nication from Thoré-Bürger, who saw the

painting in 1866 in the home of its owner:

"how much pleasure it gave us to see it

with M. Casimir Périer."33

This last communication must have put

Hofstede de Groot on the trail of the mas-

terpiece, which had not been exhibited in

public since the Périer sale. The enquiries

he made in 1910 established that it was

still in the possession of the family. The

grandson of the ex-Minister, Jean Paul

Casimir Périer (1842—1907), gained promi-

nence as President of France for six

months in i894.34 In December of 1910,

Hofstede de Groot published a reproduc-

tion of the painting in The Burlington

Magazine: "I .. .succeeded the summer of

the present year in identifying the picture

in the collection of the Comtesse de

Segur, sister of the late President Casimir

Périer."30 The Dutch press reported that

the newly discovered painting had in the

meantime been offered for sale at the deal-
ers P. and D. Colnaghi in London, adding:
"The work will probably soon leave for
America."36

In 1911 the American collector Peter
A. B. Widener (1834—1915-) did in fact buy

the Woman Holding a Balance by Vermeer.

He stipulated in his testament that his

son and heir, Joseph E. Widener (1872 —

1943), was to bequeath his imposing art
collection to a museum.37 Since 1942 the

painting has been one of the prized pos-

sessions of the National Gallery of Art.

1. Personal communication from Melanie Gifford, who
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Washington 1995-, 37T~376 n. j.
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child. Since then, many authors have accepted as fact her
pregnant state, including Walsh 1973, 79, and Grimme
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II
Toung Woman with a Water Pitcher
c. 1664—1665"

oil on canvas, 4^.7 x 40.6 (18 x 16)
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T E C H N I C A L I > E S C R I P T IO N

The support is a plain-weave linen with a thread count

of 14 x 14 per cm: The canvas has been lined and the

original tacking edges have been removed.

The ground is pale gray and contains lead white,

chalk, and umber.1

In the brightly lit areas of the wall is a thin gray

layer, slightly paler than the ground, containing some

ultramarine. Yellow ocher was added to this layer in

the shadows and half-shadows. The left, shaded side of

the basin has a red underpaint that extends under the

adjacent part of her skirt. It is visible as a red outline

describing the top edge.

The composition has been altered. There once

was a chair with lion's head finíais in the lower left

foreground and the map on the back wall was placed

further to the left in line with the left edge of the

woman's headgear.

The red velvet l ining of the jewelry box lid has

faded, though the color is still intense where it has

been shaded by the frame. Abrasion along all edges

and in thin-glazed shadows, as well as scattered flake

losses, are present.

Much as a poet who searches for the essence

of reality, Vermeer created his images by

distilling his visual impressions of the phys-

ical world. In a Neo-platonic fashion, the

artist found that beneath the accidents

of nature there exists a realm infused with

harmony and order. His genius rests in

giving visual form to that realm, and in

revealing moments of human existence.

Vermeer sought, and found, that inner

harmony in everyday life, primarily in the

confines of a private chamber. Within the

world of his interiors, individual objects —

chairs, tables, walls, maps, or window

frames — become vehicles for creating a

sense of nature's underlying order. His care-

fully chosen objects are never randomly

placed; their positions, proportions, colors,

and textures work in concert with his fig-

ures. Light plays across the image, further

binding these elements together. The vari-

ous means by which Vermeer constructs his

images reflect the extraordinary awareness

he had for formal compositional relation-

ships; less understood, however, is how

these same concerns enhance the mood and

thematic focus of his paintings.
The poetry of Vermecr's vision is no-

where better seen than in Toung Woman with

a Water Pitcher. As though transfixed in a

moment of time, a young woman stares

absently toward the window, resting her

right hand on the frame and holding a

water pitcher in the other. While her

embracing pose welcomes the cool light

filtering through the leaded panes of the

open window, her expression imparts a
sense of repose and inner peace. Vermeer

reinforces this mood through the quiet,
restrained framework of geometric shapes

surrounding her.
The serenity of this work is so all-

encompassing that it is hard to identify

any recognizable narrative. Unlike the

understandable, physical activity in Woman

Washing Her Rands (fig. i) by Eglon van der

Neer (1634—1703), the central presence of

the water pitcher in Vermeer's painting is

not easily explained. If the woman prepares

her morning toilet, why is there an open

jewelry box with pearls, but no mirror,

comb, or powderbrush, objects generally

associated with such an activity? Why has

Vermeer depicted her with a wide, white

linen collar covering her shoulders, an

accessory probably related to the toilet but

not otherwise found in his paintings?2

Finally, does the wall map of The Seventeen

Provinces that Vermeer included so promi-

nently behind the woman relate to a nar-

rative, particularly since he depicts only

the portion representing the southern

provinces?3

Such questions, while appropriate to ask

when considering some of Vermeer's works

and most genre paintings by his contempo-

raries, seem irrelevant in the presence of a

painting such as this. While Vermeer con-

ceived Toung Woman with a Water Pitcher

within an accepted iconographie frame-

work, he differed from other artists in that

fig. i. Eglon van der Neer, Woman Washing Her Hands, 1

oil on panel, Mauritshuis, The Hague
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he avoided narrative as a means for com-

municating meaning. For example, Van der

Neer used the motif of hand-washing both

for its narrative potential and for its sym-

bolic meaning. In Dutch emblematic tradi-

tions, cleansing symbolizes purity and

innocence, as Dejongh has noted.4 The

gesture of hand-washing in Van der Neer's

painting thus symbolically differentiates

one woman's moral character from that of

another who emerges from the bed in the

background. While the ideals of cleanliness

and purity are also at the core of Vermeer's

image, the artist expresses them in an en-

tirely different way. As the woman stands

poised between the window and the water

pitcher, her actions seem suspended in

time. Hers is a lasting, rather than fleeting,

moment, one given further significance by

Vermeer's pristine harmonies of light, color,

and shape.

Vermeer's subtle compositional adjust-

ments reveal the care with which he con-

ceived his image. One of these adjustments,

clearly visible with the naked eye, is a chair

with lion-head finíais that once occupied the

left foreground. An infrared reflectogram

demonstrates that Vermeer also altered the

position of the wall map that originally

hung directly behind the woman (fig. 2).

In both instances Vermeer blocked in these

initial compositional ideas with gray paints.

With these changes, Vermeer created a

dynamic tension within the painting. The

energy encompassed by the woman's body

and gaze is now skillfully counterbalanced

by the concentration of objects on the

right. Moreover, by removing the chair and
changing the position of the map, Vermeer

preserved the purity of the white wall be-
tween the woman and the window, thus

allowing light to flow directly onto her,
uninterrupted by any visual interference.

As the entering light follows the grace-

ful arc of the woman's arm, it reveals the

smooth planes of the white linen cowl

draped gracefully around her head, and

the sheen of her yellow jacket. The light,

however, does not merely illuminate the

woman, it infuses her with an inner radi-

ance. Vermeer captures this radiance most

vividly along the contour of the woman's

blue skirt, an edge he has subtly diffused to

suggest the interaction of light and form.

The artist further captures this quality in

the softly modulated half-tones of her

lowered face.

From the nuances of ocher and blue in

the leaded glass of the window that make

up the woman's reflection, to the glistening

highlights on the pitcher and basin, Ver-

meer's sensitivity to the interaction of

light and color is remarkable. To help

create the reflective surface of the basin

Vermeer painted its form over a reddish

tone applied over the ground. This

selective ground layer, visible along the

upper left rim of the basin, also extends

under the woman's blue skirt, where it

fig. 2. Infrared reflectogram, Toung Woman with a Iftiter

Pitcher

warms that otherwise cool color. As is

often the case with Vermeer, this blue pas-

sage consists of small particles of natural

ultramarine mixed with bone black. High

concentrations of natural ultramarine exist

only along the ridges of the folds. Indeed,

Vermeer's restraint with bright pigments

includes his exclusive use of lead-tin yellow

for the highlights of the woman's jacket,

allowing a more subtle underlayer of ocher

to define the shaded yellows of the costume.

Remarkably, the Toung Woman with a

Water Pitcher was long taken for a work by

Gabriel Metsu (1629—1667). Under that

name the picture was shown in the 1838

exhibition in the British Institution in

London.0 Robert Vernon (1774—1849), one

of the most remarkable British collectors

of the nineteenth century, owned it at the

time. Since 1820 he had collected paint-

ings, primarily contemporary masters, of

which he gave a part to the British nation in

i847.6 In ^7/5 'ong after his death, a rem-
nant of the Vernon Collection, comprising

historical portraits and old masters, was

auctioned in London where this interior

scene with a woman at an open window

was exhibited and sold under the name

"Metzu."7An anonymous commentator on

the auction noted: "those acquainted with

the works of Van der Meer at once recog-

nized the master's hand."8

The dealer Martin Colnaghi bought

the "Metzu" in 1877 and sold it to Lord

Powerscourt, who became convinced of

Vermeer's authorship. He parted with his

acquisition for the 1878 exposition in the

Royal Academy, where it was shown as
"Jan van der Meer, of Delft."9 Mervyn

Wingfield (1836—1904), seventh Viscount

Powerscourt (fig. 3), was transformed into

a precocious Vermeer admirer. In 1864 he

had become a board member of the

National Gallery of Ireland, for which he

made acquisitions during his continental

i48





fig. 3. Portrait of Mervyn Wingfield, Lord Powerscourt,
/th Viscount, from Powerscourt ¡90$

art tours.10 His son, the eighth Viscount of

Powerscourt (1880—1947), distinctly remem-

bered his father's preference for the rare

Delft painter. In 1881 he had already given

a lecture in Dublin in which he sounded

the praise of Vermeer, paying special atten-

tion to the View of Delft ^ which he had seen

in The Hague (cat. 7).11 He further lauded

the "beautifull effects in his works, espe-

cially his way of depicting the effect of

light through bluish window-glass, which

seems to be the principal aim in many of

his pictures, and which I do not remember

to have seen so succesfully rendered by

any other painter."12

In 1887, tnc Young Woman with a Water
Pitcher was bought by Henry G. Marquand
(1819—1902) (fig. 4), who was a successful

banker in his native city of New York.

After retiring, he dedicated himself to the

public welfare and to charity and became
one of the moving forces behind the new

Metropolitan Museum of Art, becoming

its treasurer in 1882. His own home also

resembled a museum, as "He bought like

an Italian Prince of the Renaissance."13

In 1888 Marquand lent his Vermeer to

an exhibition of his collection at the Metro-

politan Museum of Art. The spontaneous

enthusiasm of the public was so great that

Marquand decided to donate all thirty-five

of the paintings exhibited at that time to

the museum.14 His magnanimity earned

him great praise as a benefactor. A Dutch

commentator wrote: "Honor be to the lib-

eral and patriotic donor; may his noble deed

evoke the emulation of all right-thinking

men!"ln Finally, in 1889 he was elected the

second President of the Metropolitan.

In 1909 Vermeer became the revelation

of the Hudson-Fulton Commemorative

Exhibition in the Metropolitan Museum of

Art. With J. Pierpont Morgan's A Lady

Writing (cat. 13), the Toung Woman with a

Water Pitcher was one of the gems of the

exhibition.16 For example, a certain William

Howe Downes opined in the Boston Evening

Transcript of 18 September 1909: "The rare

and incomparable artist Vermeer.. .might

be called the revelation and the bright,

particular star of this grand collection."

According to him, the Toung Woman with a

Water Pitcher was "one of the immortal

productions of the art of Holland, a gem of

purest ray serene."17

1. Kiihn 1968, 186.
2. The one possible exception is the original shape of the
collar seen in the Officer and Laughing Girl in The Frick
Collection (page 3y, fig. 6). See Wheelock 1995-, fig. 40.
3. Welu i97y, y34~ 5-35-, has identified the map as one pub-
lished by Huyck Allart (active c. i6yo—i67y). South in this
map is oriented to the left. A version of the map, dated
1671, is located in the University Library, Leiden (Bodel
Nijenhuis Collection, No. P i N 69). Welu noted that Allart
acquired the plates from an early sevententh-century source
and reprinted the map with added decorative elements.
4. De Jongh in Amsterdam 1976, 195-, cat. 48. The emblem
Dejongh cites, and illustrates, is found in B[artholomeus]
H[ulsius], Emblematia sacra, dat is, eenighe geestelicke sinnebe-
elden, no location, 1631, 100-104. The tradition relating to
cleansing and purity, of course, goes back to the Bible. A
pitcher and basin, similar to those in Vermeer's painting,
are represented in Jan Lievens' Pilate Washing His Hands
(Stedelijk Museum De Lakenhal, Leiden). For an illustra-
tion of Lievens' painting, see Sumowski 1983, 3: 1180.
y. London 1838, 9, no. 29: "A female at a window. Metzu";
Graves 1913-191^, 2: 773 (1838, no. 29).
6. DNB, y8: 281-282; in 1876 his collection was housed in
the National Gallery in London and later in the Tate
Gallery; according to Hamlyn 1993, 193, Vernon inherited
most of the old masters in his collection from his father, a
London stable keeper, who died in 1801.
7. Sale catalogue, London, 21 April 1877, 12, no. 97 (Lugt
no. 37364).
8. H. W. 1877, 616.
9. London 1878, yo, no. 267.
10. Burke's 1963, i98y.
n. Hale 1937,109-110 (letters from the eighth Viscount
Powerscourt to Hale, dated 18 January and 24 February
1936).
12. Hale 1937, 109.
13. DAB, 12: 292-293.
14. LofTelt 1889, 61 (quoting from a letter from Marquand
to the museum), and Tomkins 1970, 74. Valentiner 1910, n,
mistakenly believed that Marquand had bought the paint-
ing as a De Hooch, an opinion still believed by Walter
Liedtke in The Hague 1990, 17.
ly. Loffelt 1889, 62: "Eere den onbekrompen en vaderland-
slievenden schcnker, wiens cdele daad den naijver van allé
weldenkenden moge opwekken!"
16. New York 1909, 137 no. 136, and 138, no. 137.
17. Clipping in the Mauritshuis documentation archives.

fig. 4. Henry G. Marquand, photograph
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Woman with a Pearl Necklace
c. 1664

inscribed on the tabletop: IVMeer (IVM in ligature)

oil on canvas, 5-1.2 x 45-.i (2o5/32 x i/3/4)

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemaldegaleric

P R O V E N A N C E

(?) Pieter Claesx van Ruijven, Delft, before 1674;

(?) Maria de K n u i j t , Widow Van Ruijven, Delft, 1674-

1681; (?) Magdelena van Ruijven and Jacob Dissius,

1681-1682; Jacob Dissius (with his father Abraham

Dissius, i685--i694), Delft, 1682-169^; Dissius sale,

Amsterdam, 16 May 1696, no. 36 (/¿o); Johannes

Caudri, Amsterdam, before 1809; Caudri sale,

Amsterdam, 6 September 1809, no. 42 (/^ to Ths.

Spaan); D. Teengs sale, Amsterdam, 24 April 1811, no.

71 ( / 36 t() Gruijtcr); Sale, Amsterdam, 26 March i80,

no. 93 ( fui to Philip); Henri Grevedon, Paris, before

1860; Thoré-Bürger, Paris, c. 1860-1868; Burger et al.

sale, Brussels, 22 April 1868, no. 49 (Bf 3,^00 to

Sedelmeyer for Suermondt); Barthold Suermondt,

Aachen, 1868—1874; acquired as part of Suermondt

collection in 1874

E X H I B I T I O N S

Paris 1866 (not in cat.); Paris 1914, 5-2, no. 24, and ill.;

Amsterdam 195-0, y6, no. 112, and ill. 107

T E C H N I C A L D E S C R I P T I O N

The support is a fine, plain-weave, linen with a thread

count of 21.6 x 15- per cm2. The original tacking edges

are still present. The top tacking edge is wider than the

others and appears to have been folded double. Marks

from the original strainer bars are evident along the

top and right edges. The support has been lined and

placed on a stretcher larger than the original strainer.

Over an off-white ground, black underpainting

indicates the shadow on the woman's back. An ocher

layer on top of the ground may cover the entire paint-

ing. It is not covered by other paint layers in parts of

the figure and in the stained glass window. The wo-

man's yellow jacket is underpainted with white, fol-

lowed by lead tin yellow in the light parts and two

layers of a black and yellow ocher mixture in the sha-

dows. In the flesh colors are various mixtures of white,

ocher, and black, well blended into one another. The

pearl necklace was painted wet-in-wet in white over a

2¡rav/ocher laver.

A young woman stands transfixed, gazing

into a mirror and holding the ribbons of

her pearl necklace tautly in her hands.

Elegantly dressed in an ermine-trimmed

yellow satin jacket, her hair decorated with

an orange-red star-shaped bow, she seems

to be giving the finishing touches to her

toilet, for before her on the table, partially

hidden behind a dark cloth, are a basin

and a powder brush. Light floods into the

room through the leaded-glass windows.

The scene is a familiar one, yet it tran-

scends the common occurences of daily

life. All movement has stopped, as though

the young woman has just seen herself in

the mirror for the first time.

This focus on a solitary woman stand-

ing in the corner of a room resembles

three other of Vermeer's paintings from

the m id-1660 s, Woman in Elue Reading a

Letter, Woman Holding a Balance, and Young

Woman with a Water Pitcher (cats. 9, 10, n).

Nevertheless, Vermeer has infused the taut,

sparse composition of Woman with a Pearl

Necklace with a different level of emotional

energy. The blank expanse of the white

wall and the yellows of the curtain and

woman's jacket provide an intensity of

color not seen in the other paintings, where

blues and ochers predominate. The most

important difference lies in the forcefulness

of the woman's gaze. Instead of being qui-

etly reflective, she is actively engaged. In-

deed, as the woman stares across the room

at the mirror, her gaze activates the entire

void of space in the center of the compo-

sition.

While representations of women at
their toilet became a favorite subject for a
number of Dutch artists during the i6yos
and i66os, in particular Gerard ter Borch

(1617—1681) and Gabriel Metsu (1629—1667),
the closest prototype for Vermeer's compo-

sition is a small panel painting by Frans van

Mieris (16^—1681), Toung Woman before a

Mirror (fig. i). Although apparently simi-

lar in general concept, the differences in

the thematic content of these two works

are striking. In Van Mieris' painting the

darkness of the setting and the woman's

languid pose, low decolletage, and wistful

gaze are replete with sensuality, whereas

Vermeer's woman appears modest and self-

contained. She stands alone, caught in a

pose that betrays no movement, while Van

Mieris' woman is accompanied by an

expectant black servant girl who, with

upturned eyes, holds the jewelry box up
to her.

The folded letter on the table in Van

Mieris' painting reaffirms that the subject

is related to love. The mirror would thus

seem to relate metaphorically to love's

transience, a common theme in Dutch em-

blematic traditions.1 Metaphorical associa-

tions with mirrors, however, are numerous

and frequently contradictory, ranging from

the sense of sight to indications of pride

and vanity. Indeed, in Vermeer's painting

the woman's act of gazing into the mirror

while adorning herself with a pearl neck-

fig, i. Frans van Mieris, Toung Woman before a Mirror,

c. 1662, oil on panel, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,

Gemaldegalerie
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lace has been interpreted by scholars as a

vanitas theme.2 Yet, no other composi-

tional elements reinforce such a negative

message.3 More in keeping with this serene

image are those positive metaphorical

associations traditionally connected with

the mirror: self-knowledge and truth.

According to Cesare Ripa in his Iconología^

a mirror is one of the attributes of Pru-

dence, for with it she achieves self-knowl-

edge. It is also an attribute of Truth. Just

as a mirror accurately reflects reality, so

does man achieve understanding when he

comprehends the true character of the

physical world.4 Otto van Veen related the

elements of truth and love to a mirror's

reflection in his emblem "Cleer and pure."0

The woman's relationship to the mirror,

however, cannot be separated iconographi-

cally from the pearls, which, like mirror

reflections, had numerous metaphorical

associations, both positive and negative.6

As highly prized, worldly possessions they

were linked symbolically with human van-

ity; even guileful "Vrouw Wereld" ["Lady

World"] was said to be bedecked with

pearls.7 The white, flawless luster of the

pearl, however, was equally associated

with faith, purity, and virginity.8

One of the most remarkable aspects of

Vermeer's genius is the elusiveness of his

meaning, especially in the genre paintings,

which are so carefully conceived. Vermeer

avoided making overtly didactic statements.

Rather than use explicit gestures or objects

with unambiguous iconographie meaning,
he conveyed meaning through mood. The
calm serenity of the woman as she stands
in bright daylight, poised almost as a priest
holding the Host during the Eucharist,

dismisses any possibility that Vermeer had

conceived this image in a negative light.

The gesture, mirror, and pearls together

form a positive sense of wholeness, truth-

fulness, and purity.

fig. 2. Neutron autoradiograph, Woman with a Pearl
Necklace

Technical examination of the painting

reveals significant pentimenti, indicating

many careful refinements to the composi-

tion. Neutron autoradiography shows that

Vermeer originally included a musical

instrument, probably a lute, on the chair

in the foreground (fig. 2). An even more

startling discovery, however, is that Ver-

meer originally planned to include a wall

map, similar to that in The Art of Painting

(page 68, fig. 2), behind the woman on the

rear wall. Finally, this examination tech-

nique revealed that the dark cloth on the

table covered less of the tile floor under

the table.

The change in the shape of the cloth

eliminated much of the light area beneath

the table, leaving only the shape of one

table leg to orient the viewer. As a result
of this alteration the viewer's attention is
focused more exclusively on the light-filled
space above. While the elimination of the
map and lute also simplifies the composi-
tion, it may also be related to thematic

reasons. The map, representing the physi-

cal world, and the musical instrument,

referring to sensual love, would have given

a context for interpreting the mirror and

the pearls negatively rather than posi-

tively. Indeed, the sensual, earthy connota-

tions are similar to those associated with

images of "Vrouw Wereld".9 By removing

the map and lute he transformed the char-

acter of the image into a poetic one evok-

ing the ideals of a life lived with purity

and truth.

Although Woman with a Pearl Necklace

has elicited great admiration throughout

its history, none was more enamored of it

than Thoré-Bürger, who described the

painting as "delicious," after he acquired it

around i86o.10 Later, he proudly recalled

that while the work was in his possession

it had drawn the admiration of Ludwig

Knaus (1829-1910), a celebrated painter of

genre scenes, who looked to Holland's

Golden Age for his inspiration. Knaus, who

was well acquainted with the industrialist

and collector Barthold Suermondt (1818-

1887), whom he joined in visits to art deal-

ers and museums,11 probably convinced his

friend to buy this painting when Thoré-

Bürger sold it in 1868. The picture became

fig. 3. Ludwig Knaus, Portrait of Barthold Suermondt,
oil on canvas, Suermondt Ludwig Museum, Aachen
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W O M A N W I T H A PEARL N E C K L A C E

the sensation of the Suermondt Gallery,

which was particularly popular with

artists from all over Germany.

The son of a Utrecht mint master,

Suermondt had amassed a fortune in

Belgium before settling in Aachen, where

he assembled an extensive art collection.

His friend and connoisseur Carel Vosmaer

had this to say of Suermondt's aggressive

manner of collecting: "His fortune allowed

him to indulge his passion, and once he

wanted something, he never let go."12 The

Berlin museum director Gustav Waagen

wrote a catalogue for the "Galerie

Suermondt" that appeared in 1860 with a

foreword by Thoré-Bürger.13 In 1874 this

collection — the largest private one of the

time — was sold to the royal museum in

Berlin.

The early history of the painting can

be traced back to Amsterdam in the

seventeenth and early nineteenth cen-

turies. There it had first been auctioned in

1696 as part of the Jacob Dissius collection

(see page 5*3). The winning bid on "A

Grooming ditto [young lady], very hand-

some by ditto [J vander Meer van Delft]"

was only thirty guilders.14

In 1809 a description of the picture read:

"In a furnished Room stands a graceful

young Lady at a table.. .who seems to be

Grooming herself.. .this charming scene is

one of the most naturally and meticu-

lously painted [works] by this famous mas-

ter."10 The collection in question had been

"assembled with skill over many years" by

the Amsterdam collector Johannes Caudri

(172^-1809), "In his lifetime [the] Oldest
Paymaster of the former East-Indies Com-
pany." He died without issue, so that his
collection went to public auction.16

After being described in laudatory

terms in sale catalogues of 1811 and i8y6,

the painting appeared in France, where

thanks to Thoré-Bürger, interest in the

"forgotten" painter from Delft had been

revived. Thoré himself acquired the

Woman with a Pearl Necklace out of the col-

lection of the lithographer Henri Grevedon

(1776-1860).17 Thoré presumably bought

the painting at Grevedon's death in 1860,

and, as mentioned above, sold it in

Brussels in 1868.18 Later, when Suermondt

sold it, it became one of the proud posses-

sions of the Staatliche Museen.

1. Van Veen 1608, 126-127. In an emblem entitled uOut of

sight out of myndc" Cupid gazes at his own reflection in

a mirror. The accompanying text provides the moral: "The

glasse doth shew the face whyle thereon one doth look,

/But gon, it doth another in lyke manner shew, / Once

beeing turn'd away forgotten is the view, / So absence

hath bin cause the louer loue forsook."

2. Walsh 1975, unpaginated, and Slatkes 1981, y 3, associated

the painting with the theme of vanitas. Kelch 1988,

identified the mirror as an attribute of "Superbia" [Pride],

and associated the woman with this vice. I would like to

thank Jan Kelch for providing me with a typescript of his

lecture.

3. This opinion was also expressed by De Jongh i975"/i976,

84.
4. Ripa 1644, 622 ("Prudenza. Wijsheyt. . . uHct spiegelen

bcdiet de kennisse zijns selven, konnende niemand zijne

eygene saecken rechten, soo hy zijne eygene gebreken niet

kent."); 5-90 (Verita. Waerheyt... En de Spiegel bediet,

dat de Waerheyt, als nu, in haere Volkomenthcyt is, als

wanneer, gelijck geseyt is, het verstand sich vast maeckte

mette verstandelijcke dingen: gelijck de Spiegel goed is,

wanneer zy de waerachtige gestaltenisse van de saecke

vertoont, die aldaer uytblinckt.. .) .

5-. Van Veen 1608, 6. "Euen as the perfect glasse doth

rightly shew the face, / The louer must appear right as

hee is in deed, / For in the law of loue hath loyaltie

decreed, / That falshood with true loue must haue no

byding place.'1

6. For an excellent discussion of the multiple associations

given to the pearl in Dutch literary and pictorial tradi-

tions, see De Jongh 197^/1976.

7. De Jongh 1975-71976, 82. Both G. A. Bredero and Joost

van den Vondel described uVrouw Wcreld" as wearing

pearls.

8. De Jongh 197^/1976, 88, has noted that the great Dutch

poet and playwright Joost van den Vondel used the pearl

as a token of the guileful "Dame World," a symbol of

faith, and then of chastity.

9. For a discussion of Jan Míense Molenaer's Prourv Wereld,

see Eddy de Jongh in Amsterdam 1976, 176-179, cat. 43.

10. Thoré-Bürger 1869, 171: "Cette jeune fille en caraco cit-

ron, sur le fond de lambris pâle, d'un ton gris-perle, est

délicieuse."

IL Thieme/Becker, 20: 570-^74.

1.2. Vosmaer 1887, 97—98: "Zijn vermogen vergunde hem

aan zijn hartstocht te voldoen en hij liet niet los als hij

iets hebben wilde." See also Amsterdam 1989, 61-62.

13. Thoré-Bürger/Waagen 1860.

14. Hoet 175-2-1770, i: 36, no. 36: "Een Paleerende dito

[Juffrouw], seer fraey van dito Q vander Meer van Delft],

ly. Sale catalogue, Amsterdam, 6 September 1809,14, no.

42: "In een gemeubileerde Kamer staat eene bevallige

jongc Dame voor een tafel...en schijnt zich te Paleeren...

dit bevallig tafreel is een der natuurlijkste en alleruitvo-

erigst gepenceelden van deze beroemde Meester" (Lugt

no. 7632).

16. Sale catalogue, Amsterdam, 6 September 1809, title

page: "in vele jaren met kunde bijecn verzameld" and "In

leeven Oudste Soldy-Boekhouder der voormalige Oost-

Indische Compagnie." The dates have been taken from an

undated manuscript (Centraal Bureau voor Généalogie,

The Hague).

17. Thoré-Bürger 1866, ^9, no. 33. Thieme/Becker, iy: 15-;

Henri Grevedon (not Grevedon or Crevedon) literally

grew up in the Louvre, where his father lived in an

official residence.

18. Sale catalogue, Brussels, 22 April 1868, 2^-26, no. 49

(Lugt no. 3045-2) (bought by Sedelmeyer for BF35-QO,

according to the Le Roy index cards, RKD, The Hague,

no. iy;).
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T E C H N I C A L D E S C R I P T I O N

The support is a fine, plain-weave linen with a thread
count of 12 x 14 per cm: Remnants of the original tack-
ing edges survive, and the canvas has been glue-lined.

The ground appears to be a single layer of a warm,
light ocher color, containing chalk, (plant?) black, red,
and yellow iron oxide (perhaps burnt sienna and yel-
low ocher), and lead white.1

The brushwork of the final paint layers is very
thin, except in the lighter tones. Thicker paint has
been used only in the form of rounded dots for the
highlights. Two preparations of lead-tin yellow were
used in the yellow jacket: one coarsely ground, and
the other more finely ground and paler, used for the
highlights on the shoulder pleats. X-radiography and
infrared rcflectography indicate that Vermeer made an
alteration to the angle of the quill and to some of the
fingers holding it.

In a dimly lit interior, a young woman

looks up from her letter and stares out

at the viewer. Holding the sheet of paper

with one hand and a quill pen with the

other, it appears that she has just been

interrupted, yet neither her pose nor her

expression indicates a recent disturbance.

At once direct and yet suggestive, this

painting represents a subject frequently

found in Dutch painting, and one that

occurs in two other works by Vermeer,

including Mistress and Maid^ c. 1667—1668

(page 5*8, fig. 14), and Lady Writing a Letter

with Her Maid (cat. 19). Within the the-

matic traditions of Dutch art, the subject

of a woman writing a letter almost always

relates to love, an association conveyed in

many ways. Gerard ter Borch (1617—1681),

for example, placed his letter-writer before

a bed, an allusion to the letter's romantic

content (fig. i). Vermeer, in his two other

depictions of letter-writers, included a

maid, who either delivers the letter or

awaits a reply The narrative content of A

Lady Writing, however, is negligible. The

fig. i. Gerard ter Borch, Letter-writer, c. i t fyy , oil on panel,
Mauritshuis, The Hague

only indication that its theme has a

romantic connotation is the dark and

barely distinguishable painting hanging on

the back wall. It appears to be a still life

with musical instruments, including a

bass-viola.2 As musical instruments often

carry implications of love, it may be

understood that the letter she writes is

directed to an absent lover.3

Vermeer organized his compositional

elements so as to enhance the tranquility

of the scene. The woman rests her arms

gently on the writing table and turns eas-

ily toward the viewer, her chair angled

toward the picture plane. Other than the

chair and a fold in the blue drapery that

parallels the woman's arm, few diagonals

exist. Vermeer provided a horizontal and

vertical framework for the woman's form

by means of the foreground table and the

painting on the rear wall. Not only does

the dark form of the painting provide a

chiaroscuro contrast for the woman's head,

its size, which extends two-thirds of the

way across the background wall, relates

proportionally to the width of the compo-

sition. Other proportional relationships

further indicate the care with which

Vermeer conceived his composition. The

width of the wall to the right of the pic-

ture, for example, is equal to the height of

the table, which is half the distance

between the bottom of the picture on the

back wall and the base of the painting.

Although A Lady. Writing is not dated,

its composition and technique, as well as

the woman's costume and hairstyle, relate
to other of Vermeer's paintings from the
mid-i66os. The woman's elegant yellow
jacket, for example, is found in Woman with

a Lute, c. 1664 (page 26, fig. 13), Woman

with a Pearl Necklace, c. 1664 (cat. 12), and
Mistress and Maid in the Frick Collection.

The ink wells and the decorated casket on

the table are similar to those in the Frick
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painting. The hairstyle, with a braided

chignon and the ribbons tied in bows

formed like stars, was popular in the third

quarter of the seventeenth century, partic-

ularly after the early i66os.4

Vermeer's other depictions of single fig-

ures in interiors during the i66os portray

women engaged in some activity, whether

it be reading a letter, holding a water jug,

or playing a musical instrument. None of

these women seems remotely aware of the

presence of a viewer peering into their

private worlds. A Lady Writing differs pro-

foundly in that the woman not only looks

directly at the viewer, but has also inter-

rupted her activity, the writing of a letter.

Just why Vermeer chose to break from

the successful compositional formula he

had already established is not known. One

would expect the artist, like Ter Borch be-

fore him, to depict the woman con-

centrating upon the letter she was writing.

Perhaps Vermeer felt that such a composi-

tion would have conformed too closely to

established iconographie traditions.

By depicting the woman looking out at

the viewer Vermeer introduced an added

component to the letter writing theme:

the arrival of an unseen visitor to this

quiet and ordered private chamber. The

woman's calm demeanor as she looks up

and pauses in the midst of her letter, how-

ever, does not indicate surprise or agitation.

On the contrary, the only acknowledgment

of the viewer's presence is the hint of a

smile crossing her face. Indeed, even with

his innovative adaptation of the letter-

writing theme, which lends itself to a nar-
rative encounter, Vermeer subordinated all
physical action to focus upon the woman's
reflective state of being.

One other possible explanation for the

woman's striking pose is that this may be

a portrait. By means of the letter-writing

theme he achieved a convincing sense

of naturalism that formal portraits often

lacked. Although no documentary evidence

confirms that Vermeer painted portraits,

certain compositional characteristics in

this work seem to reinforce this hypothe-

sis. Vermeer has posed the woman in the

foreground of the painting, thereby enhanc-

ing her physical and psychological pres-

ence. Her distinctive features — a large

forehead and long, narrow nose — are por-

trait-like characteristics that resemble

those of Portrait of a Toung Woman (page

75-, fig. 13), and are not as idealized as

those of women in his other genre scenes

of the same period. Finally, her form is

modeled with delicate brushstrokes that

articulate her features. The subtle modula-

tions in the colors of her flesh are particu-

larly evident since the recent restoratation

of the painting.

The problem of identifying the sitter,

however, seems insurmountable. The most

likely possibility is that she is his wife, Ca-

tharina Bolnes, who, having been born in

1631, would have been in her early-to-mid

thirties when Vermeer painted this work.

While it is difficult to judge the age of

models in paintings, such an age does seem

appropriate for this figure. Little else, how-

ever, confirms this hypothesis. Although

the yellow satin jacket with white ermine

trim is almost certainly the same jacket

mentioned in the inventory of household

effects made after Vermeer's death,0 it is

worn by a different model in Mistress and

Maid.

The earliest certain reference to A Lady

Writing is the 1696 Dissius sale in Amster-
dam, where the painting was described as
"a writing young lady, very good, by the
same [J. vander Meer]."6 It is not known
who bought the painting at the sale. More

than a hundred years later A Lady Writing

was part of the collection of J. van Burén,

who was Bailiff of Noordwijkerhout, an

area between between Leiden and Haar-

lem. In 1808 his substantial collection of

books, miniatures, prints, drawings and

paintings was auctioned in The Hague.

The catalogue lavished praise on Ver-

meer's painting: "A fetching young woman

dressed in yellow satin [trimmed] with

fur.. .exceedingly lovely, meticulously and

masterfully painted by the Delft van der

Meer.. .very rare."7

The painting was bought by (or for)

Cornelis Jan Luchtmans (1777—1860), a

physician in Rotterdam, where, in 1816, he

sold a number of his paintings.8 The

Vermeer was presumably bought by R

Kamermans, an aged Rotterdam ship-

builder. In 1819 the painting was seen at

Kamerman's home by Sir John Murray

during his journey through Holland, who

described it as being "remarkable for its

softness."9

One of the owners after Kamermans

was François-Xavier, Count De Robiano

(1778-1836), who in 1816 became chamber-

lain to King William I in Brussels. In 1830,

shortly after he acquired this Vermeer

painting, he sided with the Belgian patri-

ots and fell out of royal favor.10 When the

collection of the Belgian count was auc-

tioned in 1837, his eldest son, Ludovic,

bought back the painting. After his death

in 1887, the painting passed to his sister

(d. 1900) and her husband, Gustave, Baron

de Senzeille, who kept the painting until

his death in 1906.n

The work disappeared from public view,

but in 1907 it turned up in New York,

where it was soon acquired by J. Pierpont
Morgan, Sr. (1837-1913) (fig. 2).12 Morgan's
acquisition of the painting has provided

posterity with a fascinating anecdote about
his collecting acumen. The antique dealer

G. S. Hellman, who brought the canvas

to the collector's attention, noticed to his

amazement that Morgan had never heard
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Vermcer's name. While Morgan gazed at

the picture, Hellman informed him about

the painter, his place in the history of art,

and the amounts that were then paid for

one of his paintings. Morgan then asked

the price. "One hundred thousand dol-

lars," said the dealer and the deal was con-

cluded.13 After Morgan acquired the

painting he generously lent it to the

Metropolitan Museum of Art, where it

was on view until his death in 1913.14

After Morgan's death the canvas came

into the possession of his son, who once

more put it on the market. The painting

was eventually sold in 1940 to Sir Harry

Oakes (1874—1943) in Nassau in the Baha-

mas, who, however, died shortly there-

after. ln In 1946 his widow, Lady Eunice

Oakes, sold the painting to Horace

Havemeyer (1886—19^6), son of renowned

collectors Louisine and Horace Have-

meyer.16 In 1962 his two sons, Horace, Jr.

and Waldron donated the painting to the

National Gallery of Art. It was one of the

last authentic paintings by Vermeer to

move from private ownership into the

public domain.17
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The Girl with the Red Hat

inscribed upper left-center: IVM in ligature

oil on panel, 22.8 x 18 (9 x /Vio)

National Gallery of Art, Washington, Andrew W. Mellon Collection
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Baron Atthalin, Colmar, 1823 —18$"6; Gaston, Baron
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The support is probably oak, with a vertical grain.
A slightly larger cradle 24.3 x 19.2 (99/i6 x 79/i<>) and
wooden collar protect the edges of the panel. X-radi-
ography shows, over the white chalk ground, a por-
trait of a man with a large hat. The Girl with the Red
Hut was painted directly over this earlier image (see
below). The painting is in remarkably good condition,
with only slight abrasion to the thin glaxes of the face
and a few scattered minor losses.

The Girl with the Red Hat, widely admired

for both its intimacy and its immediacy, is

small even by Vermeer's standards. The

girl appears large in scale, however, because

of her close proximity to the picture plane.

As she turns and rests her arm on the back

of a chair, she communicates directly with

the viewer, her mouth half opened, her

eyes lit with expectancy.

The artist's use of color is exquisite, in

both its compositional and psychological

aspects. Setting the figure against the

muted tones of a tapestry backdrop,1 Ver-

meer concentrates his major color accents,

red and blue, in two distinct areas, the hat

and the robe. The intensely warm flame-

red bordering the girl's broad, feathered

hat dominates, advances, and psychologi-

cally activates the image. It heightens the

immediacy of the girl's gaze, an effect Ver-

meer accentuates by subtly casting its

orange-red reflection across her face.

The blue of the robe is cool and recessive,

counter-balancing the red.

Vermeer's sensitivity to the effects of

reflected light is seen in the deep purple

hue of the underside of the hat, and in the

greenish glaze that shades the girl's face.

As in Woman Holding a Balance (cat. 10),

Vermeer adds an inner warmth by paint-

ing the blue robe over a reddish-brown

ground. He then accents folds with yellow

highlights. Finally, Vermeer animates ma-

terials by depicting light reflecting from

the hat, the blue robe, and the lion-head

finíais. At the center of the composition,

the vivid white of the girl's cravat cradles

her face and focuses attention on her ex-
pression.

Vermeer's technique in The Girl with the
Red Hat generally parallels that in his other
paintings from the mid-to-latc i66os, par-
ticularly A Lady Writing (cat. 13). In both

examples Vermeer lays thin, semi-trans-

parent glazes over thin paint layers. The

rich, feathered effect of the girl's hat, for

example, is the result of a succession of

semi-transparent strokes of light red and

orange over an opaque layer of deeper

orange-red paint. Similarly, many of the

diffused yellow, white, and light blue high-

lights on the girl's blue robe are thin, allow-

ing the underlying blue to show through.2

Vermeer's technique for painting the

light reflections on the lion-head finials is

parallel to that in the pearls of A Lady

Writing, where opaque white highlights

are applied over a thinly painted white un-

derlayer. Their smooth transition into the

underlying paint suggests that Vermeer

may have painted them wet-in-wet. In The

Girl with the Red Hat Vermeer extensively

used the underlying layer to help model
the form.

The surety of Vermeer's modeling is

particularly evident in the white cravat,

which he achieves by stroking away parts

of the thick impasto with a blunt tool. To

lend animation and vitality to the figure,

Vermeer paints colored highlights in the

mouth and left eye. He accents the shaded

lower lip with a small pink highlight, and

enlivens the pupil of her left eye with a

light green highlight. He used this tech-

nique in the keys of the musical instrument

lying on the table in The Concert (page 17,

fig. i), and in the colored yarn of The Lace-

maker (cat. 17).

Despite similarities in approach be-

tween this painting and other works from

the m id-to-late i66os, The Girl with the Red

Hat is undeniably different. With the pos-

sible exception of Toung Girl with a Flute

(cat. 23), Vermeer painted no other works

on panel.3 It would be quite understand-
able, however, for Vermeer to paint such a
small bust, or tronie, on panel. Indeed, doc-
uments confirm that Vermeer painted tron-

ien.4 The descriptions of these tronien — in

"Turkish fashion" in the inventory of his

160
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effects, and in "antique dress" in the

Dissius sale — could also apply to the

exotic costume worn by this young girl.3

Another major difference is the

remarkable spontaneity and informality of

The Girl with the Red Hat. Even Girl with a

Pearl Earring (cat. iy) seems studied and

cerebral in comparison. To a certain

degree the fluid execution seems related to

Vermeer's use of a camera obscura. The

idea that Vermeer might have used this

device while painting The Girl with the Red

Hat was convincingly argued by Charles

Seymour, who demonstrated the affinities

between Vermeer5s fluid, painterly treat-

ment of the lion-head finial and the unfo-

cused appearances of an image seen in a

camera obscura (figs, i, 2).6 Seymour fur-

ther argued that Vermeer exploited this

effect both to animate his surface and to

distinguish different depths of field.7

Seymour, along with others, assumed

that Vermeer faithfully recorded models,

rooms, and furnishings he saw before him.8

To the contrary, however, Vermeer's com-

positions are the products of intense con-

trol and refinement. Figures and their

environments are subtly interlocked

through perspective, proportion, and color.

The paintings themselves are evidence that

Vermeer's approach must have been the

same whether he observed his subject

directly or through a camera obscura.

Thus, it is most unlikely that he traced its

image directly on the panel.9

For example, even though Vermeer

painted the diffused, specular highlights

on the finials in emulation of effects seen

in a camera obscura, he creatively embell-

ished other parts of his composition where

he seems to have used a similar technique.

The diffuse yellow highlights on the girl's

blue robes, for example, would not be seen

with a camera obscura; rather, unfocused

areas of cloth illuminated by intense light

would have appeared blurred.

fig. i. Detail, lion head finial, of The Girl with the Red Hat fig. 2. Photograph of lion head finial seen through camera
obscura

The most remarkable adjustment Ver-

meer made in this painting occurs with the

lion-head finials. The left finial is much

larger than the right one and is angled to

the right. The top of the chair, if extended

to the left finial, would intersect it above

the bottom of the ring that loops through

the lion's mouth. The finials, moreover,

face the viewer, whereas if they belonged

to the girl's chair, they should face her.10

While some scholars have argued that the

position of the finials creates reason to

doubt the attribution of the painting, these

modifications of reality are consistent with

those found in Vermeer's other paintings.11

The finials, as they are painted, effectively

define the foreground plane of the compo-

sition, while, by being slightly out of align-

ment, they allow sufficient space for the

girl's arm to rest on the chair's back.

The unusual support may relate to Ver-

meer's experimental use of the camera

obscura. Vermeer's attempt to exploit

optical phenomena visible in a camera

obscura — intense colors, accentuated con-

trasts of light and dark, and circles of con-

fusion — suggests that the artist sought to

recreate the impression of such an image.

He may have decided to paint on a hard,

smooth surface to achieve the sheen of an

image seen in a camera obscura, tradition-

ally projected onto a ground glass or

tautly stretched oiled paper.

The panel Vermeer chose had already

been used. An underlying image of a bust-

length portrait of a man, upside-down rel-

ative to the girl's position, is visible in an

x-radiograph (fig. 3). His wide-brimmed
hat, and the great flourish of strokes to
the right of his face — representing his

long, curly hair — are visible with infrared
reflectography (fig. 4).12 The style in

which the face is painted is very different

from Vermeer's. The face is modeled with

a number of rapid, unblended strokes.
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fig. 3. The Girl with the Red Hat, x-radiograph

Although one cannot attribute a paint-

ing solely on the basis of an x-radiograph,

the brushstrokes and impasto of the under-

lying head are similar in style to those

found in figure studies by Carel Fabritius

(1622—165"4) from the late 16408, such as the

Man with a Helmet (fig. y).13 At his death

Vermeer owned two tronien by Fabritius.14

Vermeer could have owned other works by

Fabritius, under whom he may have studied.

When Thoré-Bürger made notes in

1866 on a number of Vermeer paintings

unknown to him, "To be researched, to be

verified, to be studied,"10 he only knew The

Girl with the Red Hat from an 1822 sale cata-

logue. He inaccurately transcribed the text,

fig. y. Carel Fabritius, Man with a Helmet, c. 1648-1649, oil

on panel, Groninger Museum, Groningen

fig. 4. The Girl with the Red Hat, infrared reflectogram

"Young woman portrayed in a little more

than bust length" as "Young man por-

trayed in a little more than bust length."

He failed to quote the justifiably laudatory

words dedicated to the depiction: "There

is in this charming painting everything by

which one knows the true painter; the ex-

ecution is flowing, the color strong, the

effect well felt."16

Between 10 and 12 December 1822 the

Parisian art dealer La Fontaine sold his

stock, consisting primarily of paintings of

the Dutch and Flemish schools.17 Despite

warm praise, his Vermeer fetched only 200

Francs. Baron Atthalin bought the paint-

ing a year after the sale: a clipping with

the relevant text from the auction cata-

logue is still glued to the back of the

panel.18 Louis Marie, Baron Atthalin

(1784—18^6), a French general and land-

scape painter, treasured the charming

head of a girl hanging in the study of his

"hôtel" in Colmar. Baron Gaston Laurent-

Atthalin (1848-1911), an adopted son of

Louis Marie's sister, inherited the panel

which, after his death, came into the pos-

session of his widow. In her Paris apart-

ment Pierre Lavallée, curator at the Ecole
Nationale des Beaux-Arts, encountered
the painting, which he published in 1925-.
An unknown Vermeer suddenly became

world news.19

The periodical The Connoisseur at once

made itself clear. "It would make a most

desirable addition to the [London] National

Gallery, where Vermeer is hardly as

strongly represented as he might be."20

Virtually all the press notices and articles

in art periodicals spoke enthusiastically of

the quality of the rendering.21 The dealer

Knoedler & Co. sold the painting in No-

vember 1925" for $290,000 to Andrew W.

Mellon (iSyy—1937),22 banker and Secre-

tary of the Treasury under three Ameri-

can presidents, who conceived and

endowed the National Gallery of Art.

Mellon (fig. 6), like his friend Henry

Clay Frick (1849-1919), was a collector of

old masters. Frick had already bought his

first Vermeer, Girl Interrupted at Her Music

(page 24, fig. 10), in i9Oi.23 Mellon's main

criteria for acquiring a painting were that

it had to be in good condition and not too

dark.24 He loved "the very human faces of

the Dutch Masters."20 At first Mellon col-

lected for his own pleasure but in 1927 he

decided to found a national museum that

would have his collection as its core. In

1937, f°ur years after his death, the

fig. 6. Gari Melchers, Andrew Wi Mellon, 1950, canvas,

National Gallery of Art, Washington, Gift of Donald D.

Shepard
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National Gallery of Art opened.26 The Girl

with the Red Hat, which he had kept atop

the piano in his sumptuous apartment on

Massachusetts Avenue in Washington, was

the first Vermeer in the new museum.

1. Although only a portion of the tapestry in The Girl with
the Red Rat is visible, it appears that two rather large-
scale figures arc depicted behind the girl. The patterned
vertical strip on the right is probably the outer border.
A. M. Louise E. Muler-Erkelens, Keeper of Textiles, Rijks-
museum, Amsterdam, relates this format to late sixteenth-
century tapestries of the southern Netherlands. She also
notes that other tapestries in Vermeer's paintings belong
to the same period (letter, National Gallery of Art, cura-
torial files).
2. Under microscopic examination, small pits, or craters,
are visible in the yellow paint of these highlights, sug-
gesting that Vermeer may have used an emulsion medium
in his paint. Similar pitting occurs in the opaque yellow
highlights of Woman Holding a Balance (cat. 10) and A
Lady Writing (cat. 13), although in those two paintings the
pits are smaller and less extensive.
3. A number of scholars cite the unusual panel support as
one reason for doubting the attribution of these two
paintings. The attribution of The Girl with the Red Hat to
Vermeer has been doubted by Van Thienen 1949, 23. The
painting was rejected by Swillens 1950, 6y; Blankert 1975,
167; Blankert 1978, 172; Brentjens 1985, 54—58; and Aillaud
1986, 200-201.
4. The term tronie (jronij, tronye, tronike) derived from the
old French, trogne^ meaning a character head, in contradis-
tinction to a portrait head. On tronie see De Pauw-de Veen
1969, 190-199; Bruyn 1983, 209-210; Paris 1986, 290 n. 21;
Ford 1990; and Stuckenbrock 1993, 36-37.
y. Montias 1989, 340, doc. 364; 364, doc. 439. The exotic
style of the red hat is quite remarkable, and no exact
prototypes are known. A similar hat, however, is worn by
Saskia in Rembrandt's portrait from the mid-i63os in the
Gemaldegaleric, Cassel (Br. 101). See also the engravings
of bust-length men and women Michael Sweerts pub-

lished in 1656, ill. in Bolton 1985, 96.
6. See Seymour 1964. For another point of view, see page
72 in the present catalogue.
7. Vermeer may also have recognized that the peculiarly
soft quality of these unfocused highlights would beauti-
fully express the luminosity of pearls. Thus even in paint-
ings like the Woman Holding a Balance, whose genesis
probably has little to do with the camera obscura, these
optical effects are apparent.
8. This misconception lies at the basis of the interpreta-
tion of Vermeer's use of the camera obscura advanced by
Fink 1971.
9. As suggested by Seymour 1964.
10. The first art historian to note this discrepancy was
Wilenski 1929, 284-285. He hypothesized that the peculiar
arrangement of the finíais arose as a result of Vermeer's
use of a mirror. His reconstruction of Vermeer's painting
procedure, however, is untenable.
n. See, for example, the shift in the position of the lower
edge of the frame of the Last Judgment in Woman Holding
a Balance.
12. The infrared reflectogram of The Girl with the Red Hat
shows only a partial view of the underlying image
because of the different transparencies of pigments to
infrared radiation. The natural ultramarine of the girl's
cloak, for example, is transparent in the near infrared
range, whereas the green of the tapestry is not.
13. Groninger Museum, panel, 38.5- x 31 cm.
14. Montias 1989, 339, doc. 364.
15". Thoré-Bürger 1866, 567, no. 47: "A rechercher, à
vérifier, à étudier."
16. Sale catalogue, Paris, 10 December 1822, 12, no. 28:
"Jeune femme représentée un peu plus qu'en buste"
became "Jeune homme représenté un peu plus que'en
buste." Also, "II y a dans ce joli tableau tout ce qui fait
connaître le véritable peintre; l'exécution est coulante, la
couleur forte, l'effet bien senti" (Lugt no. 1035:2).
17. Sale catalogue, Paris, 10 December 1822, unpaginated:
"Avertissement."
18. New York 1925, unpaginated; thé date 1823 is taken
from a letter, 8 July 1952 from C. R. Henschel (Knoedler
& Co.) to John Walker, then chief curator (National
Gallery of Art, curatorial files).
19. Lavallée 1925, 323-324 and ill.; biographical data was

taken from DBF, 3: cols. 1430-1431 and IBF, 3: 1283; see
also a letter from Baron Laurent-Atthalin, 9 April 1974
(National Gallery of Art, curatorial files).
20. Grundy 1925, 119.
21. See the literature for the year 1925".
22. Hale 1937, 133; the Louvre had wanted to buy the
painting as well (according to the letter mentioned in n.
18).
23. Inv. no. 01.1.125; Blankert 1992, 204, no. B2 and ill.
24. Mellon 1949, v.
25. Gregory 1993, 144.
26. Mellon 1949, vi and xiii; see also Finley 1973.
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Girl with a Pearl Earring
c. i66y-i666

inscribed top left corner: WMeer (IVM in ligature)

oil on canvas, 44.5" x 39 (17 ¥2 x

Royal Cabinet of Paintings Mauritshuis, The Hague

P R O V E N A N C E

(?) Pieter Claesz van Ruijven, Delft, before 1674;
(?) Maria de Knuijt, Widow Van Ruijven, Delft, 1674-
1681; (?) Magdalena van Ruijven and Jacob Dissius,
Delft, 1681-1682; (?) Jacob Dissius (with his father,
Abraham Dissius, 1685-1694), Delft, 1682-1695;
(?) Dissius sale, Amsterdam, 16 May 1696, no. 38 (/}6)
or no. 39 (fij) or no. 40 (/i7); Braams sale, The Hague,
1881 (day and month unknown), for /2.^o to Des
Tombe; A. A. des Tombe, The Hague, 1881-1902 (on
temporary loan to the Mauritshuis in 1881); Royal
Cabinet of Paintings Mauritshuis, The Hague, 1902
(bequest of Des Tombe)

E X H I B I T I O N S

The Hague 1890, 57, no. 117; Paris 1921,10, no. 106;
Rome 1928, loo, no. 125- and ill.; London 19293,145-, no.
306; The Hague 1945, no. 134; Antwerp 1946, no. 91
and ill.; Delft 1950, n, no. 27; Washington 1982,120-
I2i, no. 38 and ill.; Paris 1986, 358 — 362, no. 54 and ill.

T E C H N I C A L D E S C R I P T I O N

The fine, plain-weave linen support, which has been
lined, has a thread count of 14.7 x 14.3 per cm: Only
fragments of the original tacking edges survive.

The composition was laid in with light and dark
areas. The ground is a thick, yellowish-white layer
containing lead white, chalk, and possibly umber.1

The dark background and the deeper shadows of
the girl's face, turban, and bodice were established
with a mixture of black and earth pigments, and fur-
ther modeled with a paler, ocher color. The shadow
of her nose was underpainted with red lake while the
highlights on her nose, right cheek, and forehead have
a thick, cream-colored underpaint. The turban was
painted with varying shades of an ultramarine and
lead-white mixture, wet-in-wet, over which a blue
glaze was applied, except in the highlights. A thin,
off-white scumble of paint over the brown shadow
of the girl's neck defines the pearl, and is painted
more opaquely at the bottom where the pearl reflects
the white collar. Small hairs from Vermeer's brush are
found in the half-tones of the flesh areas.

As this young girl stares out at the viewer

with liquid eyes and parted mouth, she

radiates purity, captivating all that gaze

upon her. Her soft, smooth skin is as un-

blemished as the surface of her large,

teardrop-shaped pearl earring. Like a

vision emanating from the darkness, she

belongs to no specific time or place. Her

exotic turban, wrapping her head in crys-

talline blue, is surmounted by a striking

yellow fabric that falls dramatically behind

her shoulder, lending an air of mystery to

the image.

Dating this remarkable image has

proven difficult, not only because the cos-

tume has no parallel with contemporary

Dutch fashions, but also because the paint-

ing is so different in concept from Vermeer's

interior genre scenes of the late i6ps and

early i66os. An effort to date the painting

to the 16705 through an identification of

the model as Maria, the oldest of Vermeer's

children, is unconvincing.2 In none of his

paintings from the 16708 does Vermeer

achieve the softly diffused flesh tones

evident here, created by layering a thin

flesh-colored glaze over a transparent

undermodeling.

Vermeer developed this technique for

rendering flesh tones during the mid-i66os

in paintings such as Woman Holding a Bal-

ance and Toung Woman with a Water Pitcher

(cats. 10, n). In both works, moreover, Ver-

meer effectively suggested the shaded por-

tions of the woman's headdress by paint-

ing a thin glaze over a selectively applied

dark imprimatura layer. Vermeer exploited

these techniques in Girl with a Pearl Earring^
using them in an even bolder and more ex-
pressive manner. The soft contour of the

girl's face creates a warmth that permeates
the image. To enliven her face Vermeer
placed light accents in her eyes, and, as was

recently discovered in the 1994 restoration

of the painting, accentuated the extremi-

ties of her mouth with small dots of pink

paint.3 The free and strikingly bold appli-

cation of blue glazes in the turban contri-

butes further to the sense of immediacy.

The expressive character of Vermeer's

paint application is surprising given the

care with which he designed his works. It

also separates his style from that of a num-

ber of his contemporaries, including Frans

van Mieris (lójy-róSi), who painted com-

parable subjects (fig. i), but in a meticu-

lous manner that has its roots in an entirely

different tradition. Vermeer's broad man-

ner of painting, which allows him to gen-

eralize forms and to suggest the subtle nu-

ances of light falling across surfaces, is a

fundamental aspect of his classicism, the

origins of which are to be found in his

early history paintings.

Girl with a Pearl Earring exhibits another

aspect of the classicism that pervades Ver-

meer's work, from Diana and Her Com-

panion^ View of Delft', to Toung Woman with

a Water Pitcher — timelessness. Set against

a dark, undefined background, and dressed

in an exotic costume, this striking young

fig. i. Frans van Mieris, Portrait of the Artist's Wife, Cunera
van der Cock, c. 1657-1660, oil on panel, Reproduced by
courtesy of the Trustees, The National Gallery, London
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woman cannot be placed in any specific

context. She holds no attributes that

might, for example, identify her as an alle-

gorical figure, perhaps a muse or a sybil.4

Almost certainly, however, it is this very

absence of a historic or iconographie

framework that conveys such immediacy

to all who view her.

While this work shares fundamental

relationships with Vermeer's other paint-

ings, it is, nevertheless, different in many

respects. It is the first to focus on a single

figure against a dark background. The

scale of the head is larger and the image is

closer to the picture plane than in any of

his genre scenes. While it is entirely possi-

ble that Vermeer arrived at this composi-

tional solution on his own, stylistic connec-

tions with the paintings of Michael Sweerts

(1624-1664) arc so striking that the possi-

bility of contact between these two artists

should be raised, particularly as Sweerts

was living in Amsterdam in 1660—1661.°

Sweerts, who had been an assistant at the

Accademia di San Luca in Rome, and who

had established an "academy for drawings

from life" in Brussels after his return to

his native city in about 165-6, shared with

Vermeer the ideal of investing scenes of

daily life with classical dignity.6 During his

Amsterdam sojourn Sweerts painted a

number of busts of youths with similarly

pure profiles set against dark, undefined

backgrounds (fig. 2). They all stare out of

the picture plane with wet, lucid eyes, and

at least one wears an exotic turban.7 De-

spite the absence of documented contact
between the two artists, Vermeer could
have seen Sweerts' paintings in Amsterdam,

where he had contacts throughout much of

his life.8

It is remarkable that nothing is known

about the early history of Girl with a Pearl

Earring^ although, as with The Girl with the

Red Hat (cat. 14), it has been associated

with references to ironies in Vermeer's in-

ventory: "2 Tronies painted in Turkish

fashion."9 The first certain reference to the

work did not occur until 1881, when the col-

lector Arnoldus Andries des Tombe (1818—

1902) bought it in The Hague for next to

nothing. According to a newspaper notice,

Victor de Stuers (1843—1916) recognized the

work as a Delft Vermeer. It was offered by a

Hague auction house and Des Tombe came

to an understanding with De Stuers that

they would not bid against each other.10

That is how the latter managed to buy the

work for two guilders, with a thirty cent

premium.11 Des Tombe sent the badly

neglected canvas to Antwerp, where the

painter Van der Haeghen restored it.

Des Tombe's collection in The Hague

was accessible to the general public. Des

Tombe, who was of distinguished ancestry,

was married tojonkvrouwe Carolina Hester

de Witte van Citters. Abraham Bredius —

who occasionally advised Des Tombe -

was the first to sing the praises of the

girl's head: "VERMEER slays them all; the

fig. 2. Michael Sweerts, Portrait of a Boy, c. 16^9, oil on
canvas, Wadsworth Athcncum, Hartford, The Ella Gallup
Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner Collection Fund

head of a girl, which would almost have

one forget that one is looking at a canvas,

and that unique glow of light, takes sole

hold of your attention."12 In 1890 Des

Tombe lent the picture to an exhibition at

Pulchri, the artists' society in The Hague,

and in 1900 it was for some time on view

in the Mauritshuis, together with the

Allegory of Faith (cat. 20).13 Des Tombe

died on 16 December 1902. He bequeathed

twelve paintings, including Girl with a

Pearl Earring, to the Mauritshuis.14 The

media recalled how the work had been

acquired for only a couple of guilders,

reporting that its current value had been

assessed at more than forty thousand

guilders.1"0 The public quickly took the

"Dutch Mona Lisa" to its bosom. In 1908

Jan Veth articulated a widespread senti-

ment: "More than with any other VER-

MEER one could say that it looks as if it

were blended from the dust of crushed

pearls."16

1. Kiihn 1968, 191.
2. Malraux 195-2, 114. Maria's exact date of birth is not
known, although it was probably in 165-5- or 165-6. She is
mentioned in a document dated 18 June 18 165-7. See Mon-
tias 1989, 311, doc. 268.

3. Wadum 1994,23 and ill- 49-
4. Slatkes 1981, 69, first raised this possibility: "The unus-
ually direct contact between sitter and spectator, and the
slightly parted position of the lips, presents a sense of
immediacy so great as to imply strongly some specific act
or identity-such as a sybil uttering her prophecy or some
biblical personage."
5-. The stylistic associations between Vermeer's and
Sweerts' paintings have long been noted. See, for example,
The Hague 1966, no. 28, where Sweerts' Sense of Hearing
from Stuttgart was included in the exhibition because of
its association with Vermeer.
6. Sec, for example, his Interior of an Inn., c. 1660, Munich,
Alte Pinakothek, inv. no. 874, as discussed in Washington
1988,124, 125-, cat. 29, and ill.
7. Thyssen-Bornemisza 1989, 226-228, no. 49. Sweerts'
painting is titled: Boy in a turban holding a nosegay.
8. As Meredith Hale has kindly suggested, Sweerts' depic-
tion of A Painter's Studio (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, inv.
no. A 195-7) mav be one of the visual sources for Vermeer's
Art of Painting (page 68, fig. 2).
9. Montias 1993, 386, doc. 364: "2 Tronijen geschildert op
sijn Turx"; less probable is the association with "Ecn
Tronic in Antique Klederen, ongemeen kunstig" [A Tronic
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in Antique Dress, exceptionally artful] in the Dissius sale
of 16 May 1696; see Blankcrt 1975, iy2, no. 18 and i6y, no.

37-
10. llet Vaderland, 3 March 1903 (Mauritshuis clippings
book, 41).
11. Nieuwe Courant, 2 March 1903 (Mauritshuis clippings
book, 41); 1882 is always given (wrongly) as the year in
which the Braams (usually adduced as Braam) sale took
place; this on the authority of Mauritshuis 1914, 407, no.
670.
12. Bredius i88y, 222: "VERMEKR doodt ze alien; het meis-
jeskopje, dat men haast vergeet een dock voor zich te
hebben, en dat éénige licht uitstralende, behoudt geheel
alleen u we aandacht."
13. The Hague 1890, 57, no. 117; Geffroy 1900, 118 claimed
to have seen both Vermeers in the Mauritshuis.
14. Mauritshuis documentation archives (1903-1930; old
inventory book).
15. Frankfurter Zeitung, 23 March 1903 (Mauritshuis clip-
pings book, 40).
16. Vet h 1908, 10: "Mccr nog dan in één anderen VERMEER
zou men kunnen zeggen, dat het uit stof van gestampte
paarlen saamgesmoltcn lijkt."
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The Geographer
c. 1668—1669

inscribed on cupboard: Meer, and above map: J. Ver Meer MDCLXVllll

(neither inscription original)

oil on canvas, y2 x 4y.y (201/2 x 1715/io)

Stàdelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt am Main
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T E C H N I C A L D E S C R I P T I O N

The support is a closed, plain-weave linen with a

thread count of 14 x n per cm; the original tacking

edges of which are still present. The canvas was lined,

resulting in weave emphasis.
A gray ground containing chalk, umber, and lead

white extends to the tacking edges.1 The paint was
applied wet-in-wet in places. Many different textural

effects have been created with the use of glazing,

scumbling, impasto, and dry brushstrokes. The van-

ishing point of the composition is visible in the paint

layer on the wall between the chair and the cupboard.

Some abrasion, particularly in the shadows in the

map, has resulted from past cleaning.

The seventeenth century was a time of

discovery, when the charting of new and

unexplored worlds was a dream realized

not only by adventurers and traders but

also by geographers and astronomers.

Although charts and maps had guided

explorers for centuries, new information

about land masses and coastlines, as well

as improved surveying techniques, helped

make the Netherlands the center for map

making. The Amsterdam publishing firms

Hondius, Blaeu, and Visscher, among oth-

ers, dominated the industry, and their

maps appear in numerous depictions of

middle-class interiors, including those by

Vermeer (see cats. 9, n).2 Among those

who collected elaborately decorated atlases

and wall maps, ranging from world views

to city vistas, were philosophers, scholars,

and "amateurs," who found great intellec-

tual satisfaction in pondering the physical

character of the earth and the underlying

laws of nature.3

Vermeer's geographer is, above all else,

someone excited by intellectual inquiry.

Surrounded by maps, charts, books and a

globe, he stares searchingly toward the

window as he rests one hand on a book

and holds dividers with the other.

Although Vermeer reveals neither the

questions the geographer asks nor the

answers he seeks, his active stance indi-

cates an alert, penetrating mind. His

scholarly mode of dress, blue robe with

red trim and long hair pulled behind his

ears, further confirm the seriousness of his

endeavor.

The energy in this painting is markedly
different from Vermeer's quiet, contempla-

tive images of women in interiors. It is

conveyed most notably through the fig-
ure's pose, the massing of objects on the
left side of the composition, and the

sequence of diagonal shadows on the wall

to the right.4 To reinforce this effect,

Vermeer subtly adjusted the composition.

The vague shape of the geographer's fore-

head can be seen to the left of the figure,

an indication that the artist originally por-

trayed his head at a different angle, pre-

sumably looking down at the chart lying

on the table.0 Vermeer also altered the

position of the dividers: they originally

pointed downward rather than across the

geographer's body. Finally, Vermeer elimi-

nated a sheet of paper that once lay on the

small stool at the right, probably to

darken the right foreground corner of the

composition.

Another means by which Vermeer con-

veyed the geographer's active nature was

through the crisp, angular folds of his blue

robe. Vermeer used these remarkably

abstract folds only to describe the sunlit

blue robe: the broad, rolling folds of the

floral table covering in the foreground are

closer to the carefully modulated folds of

the yellow jacket in A Lady Writing (cat.

13), painted a few years earlier. Thus, in

The Geographer Vermeer seems to have

selectively introduced this technique of

modeling drapery, which becomes an

important characteristic of his late style

(see cat. 19), to enhance the dynamic char-

acter of his image.

Vermeer not only captured the

scholar's energy, he surrounded him with

accurately rendered cartographic objects

appropriate for a geographer's study. The

decorative sea chart on the rear wall,

showing "all the Sea coasts of Europe," is

by Willem Jansz Blaeu,6 while the terres-

trial globe was published in Amsterdam in
1618 by Jodocus Hondius.7 As James Welu
notes, Vermeer treats the globe, in its

four-legged stand, as a scientific object by

turning its decorative cartouches to the
side to reveal the Indian Ocean — Orientalis

Oceanus* Other instruments include the

dividers, used to mark distances, a square
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lying on the stool in the foreground, and a

cross-staff, used to measure the angle of

the elevation of the sun and stars, hanging

from the center post of the window.

Among the various rolled charts in the

room, the large one on the table is of par-

ticular interest. Welu proposes that, given

its translucence, it is on vellum, and from

a few faint lines, that it is a nautical

chart.9

Vermeer must have been guided in his

depiction by a scholar familiar with geog-

raphy and navigation, as a comparably

sophisticated awareness of cartographic

instruments and books informs the pen-

dant to this painting, The Astronomer^

signed and dated 1668 (page 57, fig. 6).10

Since the same young man modeled as

both the geographer and the astronomer,

it is possible that he was the source of

Vermeer's scientific information.

This individual was most probably

Anthony van Leeuwenhoek (1632-1723),

the famed Delft microscopist, who in 1676

was named trustee for Vermeer's estate

(see page i6).n Although no documents

link Vermeer and Van Leeuwenhoek dur-

ing their lifetimes, it seems hardly possi-

ble that they did not know each other.

Both were born in Delft in the same year,

both families were involved in the textile

business, and each was fascinated with sci-

ence and optics.12 Indeed, as one author

wrote only six years after Van Leeuwen-

hoek's death, aside from his interest in

microscopy, he was so skilled in "naviga-

tion, astronomy, mathematics, philosophy,

and natural science.. .that one can cer-
tainly place him with the most distin-
guished masters in the art."13 In 1668 —
1669 Van Leeuwenhoek would have been

about thirty-six years old, the approximate
age of the sitter in The Geographer. More-

over, as far as one can judge from an image

of the scientist made in 1686 by the Delft

fig. i. Jan Vcrkolje, Portrait of Anthony van Leeuwenhoek,
1686, mezzotint, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

artist Jan Verkolje (i6yo—1693) (fig- 0'
Leeuwenhoek's broad face and straight,

angular nose resemble those of the sitter

in the painting.14

The sudden appearance in the late

i66os of paintings depicting an astronomer

and a geographer involved in scientific

inquiry is surprising given Vermeer's pre-

dominant thematic concern, women in a

domestic setting. Nothing we know about

Vermeer's life accounts for this new inter-

est. Van Leeuwenhoek's life, however, does

offer one explanation for Vermeer's interest

in these subjects: in 1668 and 1669 ne must

have been actively involved in scientific

studies since on 4 February 1669 he passed

his examination for surveyor.

Even if Van Leeuwenhoek inspired, or

commissioned, Vermeer to paint The

Astronomer and The Geographer^ these paint-

ings represent far more than mere por-

traits of scholars in their studies. Vermeer

has conveyed in these works the excite-

ment of scholarly inquiry and discovery. It

seems likely, moreover, that the pendant

relationship is more complex than the

mere depiction of related scientific disci-

plines. Studies of the heavens and the
earth represent two realms of human
thought that have quite different theologi-
cal implications, the former concerned
with the realm of the spirit and the latter
with God's plan for man's passage through
life.10 The charts and cartographic instru-

ments in these paintings, thus, may have

allegorical meaning as well as scientific

application. While the astronomer, reach-

ing for a celestial globe, allegorically

searches for spiritual guidance, the geogra-

pher looks forward into the light, dividers

in hand, with assurance that he has been

given the tools to chart the proper course

of his life.16

While it seems probable because of the

specific subject matter that The Geographer

and The Astronomer were commissioned

works, we have no information about their

whereabouts in the seventeenth century.

Neither work appears in the Dissius sale of

1696. The two were paired during most of

the eighteenth century.17 They were con-

sidered to be pendants even though the

measurements do not altogether corre-

spond and the compositions are not neces-

sarily interdependent. In 1713 they were

auctioned as pendants in Rotterdam for

the considerable sum of three hundred

guilders, as "A work depicting a Mathe-

matical Artist, by vander Meer" and "A

ditto by the same."18 This "Mathematical

Artist" must be the Frankfurt painting,

where the man holds a compass in his

hand. J. G. van Gelder believed that this

anonymous sale was the tail end of the

Pacts' sale of the previous day, 26 April

1713.19 Adriaen Pacts (165-7-1712) was

Receiver of the Admiralty and an influen-

tial city council member of Rotterdam. He

was the Maecenas of the young painter

Adriaen van der Werff (16^9—1722) and, it

follows, a lover of highly refined painting

(fijnschilderkunst). The sale of the Pacts'

collection was a major event that was

announced even in the Amsterdamsche

Courant.2^

The paintings then, or shortly there-
after, moved on to Amsterdam, where

they were auctioned in 1720 out of the col-
lection of the art broker Hendrick Sorgh

(1666—1720) who was the grandson of the

painter of the same name (1611—1670).
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Sorgh lived in Amsterdam all his life as a

bachelor.21 At the sale of his property the

two paintings went for 160 guilders, as "An

Astrologer" and "A repeat." The laudatory

commentary on the two depictions read

"extra choice" and "no less "22

A neighbor of Sorgh obtained the two

Vermeers. Govert Looten (1668—1727),

who, like Sorgh, lived on the Keizers-

gracht, became the next owner. He was a

grandson of the Amsterdam merchant

Marten Looten, who had been portrayed

by Rembrandt (Los Angeles County

Museum of Art).23 Unlike that portrait,

the two Vermeers were sold out of

Looten's estate in Amsterdam a year and a

half after his death. The price had come

down to 105" guilders for the two pictures,

though the commendation was no less

warm: "sublimely and artfully painted."24

Fifty years later these two paintings,

which had always been called "Astrolo-

gers," were instead believed to be a pair of

philosophers. They hung on the Prinsen-

gracht at that time, in the home of Jacob

Crammer Simonsz (1725--1778).2n Crammer

Simonsz was an amateur who had two

other Vermeers in his possession, The

Lacemaker (cat. 17) and a now unknown

genre piece of a lady pouring wine.26 After

the death of Crammer Simonsz, The

Astronomer and The Geographer appeared in

the collection of the Huguenot banker

Jean Etienne Fizeaux (1707-i78o),27 who

lived on the Kloveniersburgwal. At his

death he left a bankrupt estate and a

notable art cabinet specializing in works
by uicfijnscbilders. His widow governed
the cabinet, which was known to only a

few art lovers, until 1797, when the collec-
tion came under the gavel.

It appears that the Widow Fizeaux had

earlier attempted to sell several works,

including the two Vermeers, to Louis XVI

of France. To this end, she employed the

services of the painter and art buyer

Pieter Fouquet, Jr. (1729-1800), who regu-

larly acted for foreign clients.28 As has

recently become clear, Fouquet in turn

involved the French dealer Alexandre

Joseph Paillet (1748-1814).29 Paillet under-

took numerous foreign journeys between

1777 and 1786 to buy works of art for the

French king. In 1785" he described a num-

ber of paintings that he had taken into

consignment in Holland the year before,

including Vermeer's Geographer ("an archi-

tect") and Astronomer ("an astronomer

studying a terrestrial sphere"). He added:

"No one here knows of any work by this

master. They are so very rare "30 Per-

haps he would have done better to omit

this comment, because the transaction fell

through, so that the two paintings were

returned to Amsterdam. Fouquet was able

to find a buyer there.

In 1794 Abraham Delfos (1731-1820)

made a watercolor of The Astronomer (page

5-7, fig. 12). Together with The Geographer it

was then presumably in the collection of

Jan Danser Nijman, a true Vermeer lover.31

He had bought The Lacemaker in 1778,

which he may have sold to Jan Wubbels,

and also found an opportunity to acquire

A Lady Standing at the Virginal (cat. 21).32 It

was at the 1797 sale of his collection that

The Astronomer and The Geographer were

first separated. The connoisseur and print

publisher Christiaan Josi (1768—1828) pur-

chased The Geographer for 133 guilders,

while the famous collector Jan

Gildemeester (1744-1799) bought the

"pendant" for twice this amount.33 Josi
sold his painting, conjecturing years later:

"I believe they are both in England."34

The Astronomer was indeed in the
English art trade for a time, but The

Geographer remained in Dutch possession,

specifically, in two famous Amsterdam col-

lections. In 1803 the work was auctioned

fig. 2. Rembrandt, Faust, c. 165-2, etching and drypoint,
National Gallery of Art, Washington, Gift of R.
Horace Gallatin

out of the collection of the art broker and

collector Arnoud de Lange (1740—1803),

who had also laid claim to Cornelis Ploos

van Amstel's collection of Rembrandt

etchings. When De Lange died, Josi was

the executor of his testament.3r> Pieter

Hendrik Goll van Franckenstein (1787—

1832) became the next owner of The

Geographer. He represented the third gener-

ation of a dynasty of rich merchants, orig-

inally from Frankfurt am Main, who were

among the most renowned Dutch art col-

lectors of the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries.36

After Goll van Franckenstein's death,

The Geographer also went abroad. Lambert

Jan Nieuwenhuys (1777—1862) bought the

Vermeer for 19y guilders at the Goll van

Franckenstein sale and, via his firm in

Brussels, the work ended up with

Alexandre Dumont in Cambrai.37 Paul

Mantz "discovered" it there in 1860 and

announced proudly that Thore-Biirger did

not yet know the work.38 Not much later

Thoré-Burger was able to buy it from
Dumont for his friend Isaac Pereire (1806-
1880), a French banker and member of

parliament.39 Thoré-Burger alerted the lat-

ter to the truly striking resemblance of
The Geographer to Rembrandt's etching

Faust (fig. 2) of about 165-2.40 By way of the

dealer Sedelmeyer, the painting entered
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the collection of Prince Demidoff in San

Donato near Florence in 1875" and was

therefore briefly (after The Music Lesson

[cat. 8], which was for some time on view

in Venice) the only Vermeer south of

Vienna.41 Charles Blanc included it in his

description of the Demidoff collection in

1877.42 It made its last appearance at an

auction in i88y, when it was finally pur-

chased in Vienna for the Frankfurter

Kunstverein.43
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