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VERMEER AND THE MASTERS
OF GENRE PAINTING

THE MODERNITY

OF THE GOLDEN AGE

AT THE LOUVRE

Vermeer, the tutelary figure of Dutch genre painting, is being honored at the
Louvre, where viewers can see 12 of his paintings exhibited together. However,
the reason why viewers should see this exhibition goes well beyond this tour de
force: it lies in the assembling of works around these paintings by numerous
Dutch painters from the second half of the 17th century who, like Vermeer,

brought genre painting to its zenith, and in the reevaluation of Ver meer

(@)
(7]

contribution to the movement. This exposition, a collaborative effort between the
Musée du Louvre, the National Gallery of Ireland, and the National Gallery of Art
in Washington D.C., investigates within the a r t istadios by using the works both
as proof of and witnesses to the bonds and exchanges that connected them.
Interview with Blaise Ducos, Curator of the Department of Paintings of the Musée du Louvre,
curator of the exhibition. Interview by Laurence Caillaud

This exhibition attempts to retrace the
many relationships that formed among
the Dutch genre painters of the 17th
century, of which Vermeer was a
member. What does elegant genre
painting mean, exactly?

Genre painting was a very localized and
brief historical phenomenon. Between
around 1650 and 1680, at the economic
apex of the Dutch Republic, a very
sophisticated style of painting was
developed called the elegant genre scene,
the most well-known practitioners of which
were Gerrit Dou, Caspar Netscher, Frans
van Mieris, Gabriel Metsu, Gerard ter
Borch... and Johannes Vermeer, who was
not the dominant figure at the time.

In this very specific case, when we talk
about genre painting, it should not be
considered a representation of every-
day life. Quite the contrary. The scenes
are quite posed, thought-out, and
theatricalized with luxurious props. For
the elite of the young Dutch Republic, it
was a means for asserting themselves
in the face of a world dominated by
monarchies. This exhibition is based on
the intuition that the active artistic
networks that existed on a local scale in
Delft and that were studied in 2001"
also existed on a national scale. In
other words, in Deventer, Amsterdam,
Rotterdam, The Hague, and in Delft,
artists were working together and knew
what their counterparts were painting.

Vermeer was primarily a genre scene
painter, but the exhibition is not solely
dedicated to him, hence the absence of
famous works like Girl with a Pearl Earring
and View of Delft (both at Mauritshuis in
The Hague), which are not a part of this
category.

What elements have been used in
order to retrace the history of these
connections between artists and to
find out how their ideas circulated?

We do not have written records of the trips
that the painters took from one city to
another.
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Johannes Vermeer, Woman with a Pearl Necklace,
1663-64. Oil on canvas, 51.2 x 45.1 cm
Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
PreuRischer Kulturbesitz, Geméaldegalerie
© BPK, Berlin, dist. RMN i J. P. Anders




n Ve r merged through subtraction.

He removed, he stripped away,

he painted the essentials, bareness,s pac e 0

In reality, the documents that we have are
the paintings themselves, because certain
compositions are clearly echoes and
variations of each other. The exhibition
therefore functions through groupings of
two, three, or four works, and the result is
rather spectacular. A vivid example opens
the exhibition: V e r me Wontas Holding
a Balance (ca. 1664, Washington D.C.,
National Gallery of Art) and Pieter de
Ho o c Interior with a Woman weighing
Gold Coin (ca. 1664, Berlin,
Gemaldegalerie, see p.28). These two
works were painted by artists that were
not working in the same place. De Hooch
is generally considered a follower of
Vermeer who was active in Delft, but this
painting dates from his period in
Amsterdam. And yet, in both paintings, the
format, the composition, everything is laid
out in dialogue.

6 INTERVIEW WITH THE CURATOR

Given the similar chronologyd many of
these paintings are not datedd it would
seem that Vermeer was the one who
used De Ho o c hcdngosition. The
exhibition demonstrates that many
times Vermeer was not the great
initiator, the one who started it all, but
that rather he was an artist of
synthesis and sublimation. He looked
at his count er p@gects sadd
transformed them. This exhibition
seeks to understand the nature of this
transformation.  Vermeer is not
diminished in the process; the nature
of his art becomes more precise. We
are proposing a variety of relationships
between the the various artistsdworks:
plagiarism, citation, disguised

borrowing, homage, a commercial flair
being applied to a successful that
works, etc.

The relationship between Vermeer and his
colleagues is a part of this variety. There
are so many echoes that we needed
five years to prepare this exhibition to
select the paintings and secure the loans,
including those of the 12 Vermeers, which
is a third of all of his work.

What is the best example of Ver meer 6 s

sublimation in the exhibition?

The best example is The Milkmaid from
the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam (see
p. 10), which has been loaned only for the
Paris portion of the exhibition. The Louvre
has the source painting, The Cook by
Gerrit Dou. It depicts a young girl in a
kitchen pouring water into a bowl. The
Milkmaid, like other paintings in the
exhibition, shows the debt that Vermeer
owed to the Leiden Fijnschilders?, a debt
that operated on their method of rejection.
| would imagine Vermeer being very
irritated by Dou, who worked through
saturation, disliked negative space, and
endlessly worked on det ai Daué
accumulates and, in my opinion, has
trouble prioritizing: the plumage of the bird
hung next to the window is as important
as the ¢ o o kahds. Vermeer loathed this
lack or prioritization. He, on the other
hand, worked through subtraction, and the
exhibition makes it very apparent. He
removed, he stripped away, he painted
the essentials, bareness, space. What is
the real subject? It is a milkmaid? Or, in
another painting, a lacemaker? Yes, but
i tafss space, the qualification of a moral
atmosphere through light. These elements
are contrary to the art of Dou, whose
paintings have a crude, bawdy, and subtly
mocking tone. Vermeer preferred majesty,
silence, contemplation, and time. These
Vermeerian characteristics were not the
result of an artist in isolation.

Gerrit Dou, The Cook,

1640s or the beginning of the 1650s
Oil on panel, 36 x 27.4 cm

Paris, Musée du Louvre.

Press Photo Service
© RMN (musée du Louvre) T T. Querrec



He painted by eliminating certain things
and keeping others: silence and
detachment, which seem to be the
quintessence of his art, could already be
found in Gerard ter Bo r © Wwdak. Ter
Borch, who was active in Deventer,
invented many compositions and ideas that
were then adopted by Vermeer and others.

Vermeer was therefore part of a vast
network of artists who were connected
through a unique style of painting. What
clues have you found in their paintings?
The paintings are grouped around a theme
or a composition that was used by several
painters. Certain compositions work like a
fade-in fade-out: in one painting, we see
what is almost the continuation of the
action painted in another, by a different
painter. We have put images from the
same scene one after another, like one
would do with a kinetoscope. Other times,
you can see how motifs or characters are
reused, like the page in French clothes.

This little boy

is strolling through
paintings by Van Mieris, Steen, and
others, even though they were painted
in different cities. Other relationships
are less obvious. In a painting from The

Leiden Collection, Young Woman
Feeding a Parrot by Van Mieris, a
young seated woman is feeding a
parrot. She has just interrupted her
work, either needlework or lacemaking.
On her knees, we see a green needle
cushion that is nearly the same, down
to the color, as the one in The
Lacemaker by Vermeer (Paris, Musée
du Louvre, see p.22), with the same
colored threads coming out of it. In fact,
Van Mieris was painting a lacemaker, or
perhaps a young upper-class woman
who was practicing making lace. It is
not just a woman with a parrot, it is also
a variation referencing Vermeer.

It is also important to go beyond purely
thematic aspects. For example, with the
motif of the young seen from behind,

Frans Van Mieris, Young Woman Feeding a
Parrot, 1663. Oil on panel, 22,5 x 17.5cm.
Detail. New York, The Leiden Collection

© The Leiden Gallery, New York

she is a drinker in one painting, a musician
in another, or a young woman welcoming a
visitor in another. | t fhes same young
woman, painted by different artists who
were referencing each other, a figure in
silhouette that evokes in the viewer the
desire for her to turn around. By showing
the networks at work among the painters,
which has never been done before, the
exhibition allows us to reconsider each of
their places. Ter Borch appears as the
genius without whom none of this would
have occurred, Van Mieris reveals himself
to be an extraordinary master, and Van der
Neer and Ochtervelt, whose names are not
well-known but whose works were in all of
the collections, are rediscovered.

INTERVIEW WITH THE CURATOR 7



i T hredinement of the collectors

and their needs were symbiotic with

the refinement of what was beingma d e 0

Nicolaes Maes, A Young Woman Sewing,
1655. Oil on panel, 55.6 x 46.1 cm. London,

Mansion House, The Harold Samuel
Collection Press Photo Service © Guildhall
Art Gallery, City of London / Harold Samuel
Collection / Bridgeman Images

This kind of painting was meant for
the elite, for collectors for whom the
double meanings that the painting
had were not lost. Were these
collections also places where the
works could be seen?

The exhibition attempts to be a sort of
recreation of a collectors conversation
during the 17th century. These works
quickly wound up in collections that were
visited by aristocrats, foreigners,
important bourgeois, artists, etc. They
allowed for the works to be accessed,
more so than the studios did. In 1663, a
French traveler named Balthasar de
Monconys went to Delft to Vvisit

8 INTERVIEW WITH THE CURATOR

Ver me estudios When he arrived,
there was not a painting in sight. He was
told to go see the baker, who was a rich
man. He found a Vermeer there that was
worth a fortune even though it only
depicted a single figure, which the
traveler found preposterous. And vyet,
there was a collection nearby that had
21 Vermeers, but the traveler was not
told to go there. Genre painting was a
bubble, a very valuable market that was
subject to much attention and invest-
ment. The Dutch were creating scarcity.
They wanted to inspire dreams. The
exhibition does not take this aspect into
account, but it suggests that the
paintings were at the core of a
sociability, of conversations between
members of the elite. The refinement of
the collectors and their needs were
symbiotic with the refinement of what
was being made. Evidently, such a thing

can only ever be a window in the history
of art. The economic conditions, social
class, and talent pool to create these
paintings had to exist to correspond to
the expectations of the era, and then the
bubble burst. It burst with the war
against France and the invasion of
Louis X | Vtioaps. However, for me, the
genre scene was revived during the
1680s to 1690s by other painters by
becoming an expression of French
tastes produced in Holland.

How did Vermeer close this elegant
genre scene window in Dutch
painting?

The exhibition ends with a Vermeer that
has been loaned only to the Louvre, the
Allegory of Faith (New York, Metro-
politan Museum), a highly abstract
history painting placed within a genre
scene. A great technician was needed to
attempt this juxtaposition and to use the
genre scene for something other than
strictly elegant, sophisticated repre-
sentation of a social class that wanted to
assert itself. This painting is fascinating
because it explores the boundaries of
the style. This kind of painting was not
just a wonderful pastime practiced by a
few, it was intended to be modern,
especially compared to the court art that
was being made in other countries.
Moreover, this word is used in the 17th
century, particularly by Ter Borch: he
wrote that he wanted to create a
i mo d epaimtinly. By reinserting history
painting into this style, Vermeer turned
the page on this attempt at modernity
and remained in a more traditional form.

1.Inthef Ve r naadghe DelftSc hool o
exhibition, which was held at the Metropolitan
Museum in New York and at the National
Gallery in London.

2. The Leiden fijnschilder style was
characterized by the overlaying of very thin

glazes that remove any traces ofthep ai nt er 0 s
intervention on the materials (the i f i nand h 0 )

by the precision of its details and the
meticulousness with which rearranged
scenes of daily life were painted.



, ca. 1670-72. Oil on canvas,114.3 x 88.9 cm
Service © The Metropolitan Museum of Art RMN/ image

INTERVIEW WITH THE CURATOR 9




THE MILKMAID

Nothing in the painting moves except
the thin trickle of flowing milk. In theory,
there is nothing more plainly prosaic,
nothing more tightly sealed off from
anecdote or reverie. And yet, we find
ourselves before one of the most
admired creations of Dutch art, or even
of art as a whole. What could possibly
be said to explain the fascination that
this painting creates that has not
already been beaten to death by a
promotional release that is as trivial as
it is silly? The subject of the painting is
hardly captivating. It does not even
have the merit of being novel. Rather
similar domestic scenes have been
found in northern Dutch paintings since
the Renaissance. Perhaps Vermeer, as
it so happens, had been reminded of a
composition of his famous counterpart
from Leiden, Gerrit Dou (1613-1675),
the incredibly remarkable Cook (Paris,

10

AN ICON

Museée du Louvre, see p. 6), painted
during the 1640s. This painting from the
Rijksmuseum is analogous in several
ways (the positioning of the figure, the
general composition, even the placement
of the window) to the painting from the
Louvre. However, these two works may
be distinguished by two essential
elements. The painting by Dou is as
crowded as V e r me gaintingis bare (x-
rays revealed that Vermeer had the fine
idea of eliminating a map that originally
decorated the wall in the background,
leaving only a nail and several holes).
Furthermore, while the pretty young
woman is looking at the viewer in a
somewhat alluring way in D o u [@amting,
the woman painted by Vermeer is less
attractive and ignores the viewer. The
joining of these two elements surely
contributes to the perfect visual success
that The Milkmaid has.

Johannes Vermeer, ca. 1657-58

Oil on canvas, 45.5 x 41 cm Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum. Press Photo Service

© Amsterdam, The Rijksmuseum

After making three or four genre
paintings, hardly more, the Delft painter
manages to find the unique niche that
will distinguish him from the many
(excellent) painters of everyday scenes
in the Netherlands. The woman,
absorbed in a simple task that Vermeer
imbues with almost sacred solemnity,
seems as though she has retreated
inside herself, unaffected by time. At the
same time, the painter manipulates the
perspective and the light, using the
considerable resources of his artistry to
suggest the immediate and tangible
presence of this woman, as well as the
carefully selected objects and food that
surround her. It is precisely in this
extreme tension between the semi-
photorealistic recreation of a transitory
reality and an atemporality that is typical
of the artist, between the banality of the
scene and the quasi-heroic dignity of the
figure (some evoke her moral authority),
that V e r me @enius sesides. It is likely
that the reading of the scene by his
contemporaries would have been
different from ours. The foot warmer on
the floor that is next to the ceramic tiles
decorated with little Cupids lends itself
to several guesses: is the virtuous,
modest milkmaid dreaming of romance,
unless she is turning away from it
precisely in order to accomplish her role
of preparing food? These debates, which
delight iconologist who propose that
Dutch genre paintings essentially never
entirely coincide with their explicit
subjects, are not devoid of interest. Far
from it. They are, however, far less
weighty faced with the place that his
veritable icon, which transcends the
social and historical circumstances that
allowed for this painting to be made,
takes in our imagination.

Alexis Merle du Bourg






THE GOLDEN AGE
IN THE NETHERLANDS

1576 The seven Calvinist provinces in the
north of the Netherlands unify under the
Union of Utrecht and proclaim the
creation of the Dutch Republic against
Spain.

1581 The Dutch Republic officially
renounces King Philip 1l of Spain.

1621 War between the Dutch Republic
and Spain. Dutch settlers found New
Amsterdam, later New York. Creation of
the Dutch East West Company, which
contributes to the expansion of the Dutch
colonial empire along with the Dutch East
India Company, founded in 1602.

12

1613 Birth of Gerrit Dou in Leiden.
1617 Birth of Ter Borch in Zwolle.
1626 Birth of Jan Steen in Leiden.

1629 Birth of Gabriel Metsu in Leiden
and Pieter de Hooch in Rotterdam.

1632 Birth of Vermeer, who is
baptized on October 31.

1635 Birth of van Mieris in Leiden.

1637 Publication of the Discourse on
the Method by Descartes, who has
been living in the Netherlands since
1629.

1642 The Night Watch by Rembrandt.

1648 The signing of the Peace of Munster
ending the Eighty Y e a Wsar@gainst
Spain and proclaiming the independence
of the Dutch Republic.

1652-1654 First Anglo-Dutch War.

1653 Vermeer marries Catharina Bolnes
on April 20. Becomes a member of the
Guild of Saint Luke the same year.

1656 Vermeer paints The Procuress
and Christ in the House of Martha and
Mary.

1665-1667 The Second Anglo-Dutch War,
which ended with the Treaty of Breda.

1667 Death of Gabriel Metsu.
1668 Vermeer paints The Astronomer.

1669 Vermeer paints The Geographer.
Death of Rembrandt in Amsterdam.

1672 Louis XIV declares war against the
Dutch Republic. William of Orange raises
a coalition the next year with England,
Spain, and Denmark.

1675 Death of Vermeer in Delft. He is
buried December 16. Death of Gerrit Dou
in Leiden.

1678 The signature of the Treaties of
Nijmegen, which end the war with France.

1679 Death of Jan Steen in Leiden.

1681 Death of Frans van Mieris in Leiden
and Gerard ter Borch in Deventer.

1684 Death of Pieter de Hooch in
Haarlem.

1689 William of Orange, stadtholder of the
Dutch Republic, and Mary proclaimed
King and Queen of England.



Johannes Vermeer, The Geographer, 1669

Qil on canvas, 51.6 x 45.4 cm. Frankfurt,
Stadelsches Kunstinstitut. Press Photo Service
© Stadel Museum T Artothek

LEFT PAGE

Gerard ter Borch, Gentleman Pressing a Lady to
Drink, ca. 1658-59. Oil on canvas,

41.3 x 32.1 cm. London, Royal Collection Trust
© S.M. Elizabeth I, 2017 / Bridgeman Images




VERMEER,
OR THE TWO
SPHINXES
OF DELFT

What accounts for the success that makes Vermeer one
of the most famous and recognizable artists today? How
was this painter, well-known during his time, forgotten
only then to be rediscovered? How was his art, both
unigue and characteristic of his time, formed? To
answer these questions, it is not only necessary to
examine the elements of V e r m e earedy, dut also his

paintings, which he painted as if they were riddles.

By Jan Blanc, Professor of Art History of the Modern Period,
Université de Genéve

Johannes Vermeer was born twice. His first birth was at the
beginning of winter in 1632, several days before his baptism
in the Delft Nieuwe Kerk on October 31, to Reynier Jansz Vos
and Digna Baltens. But Vermeer was also born a second
time, in 1859, when the French art critic Etienne-Joseph-
Théophile Thoré, known as Thoré-Birger, expressed his
admiration for the Dutch painter in the catalogue that he
dedicated to him at the Galeried 6 Ar e nnlBeussgls: i He r e
is a great artist, an incomparable original, an unknown
genius, even more unknown than Nicolaes Maes and Philips
Koninck, and who, perhaps, has more genius than they do
and who, like them, may be linked back to Rembrandt. He is
the Jan van der Meerof De | f t . O

Johannes Vermeer, The Art of Painting, ca. 1666-68. Oil on canvas, 120 x 100 cm.
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum © Bridgeman Images

14 THE TWO SPHINXES OF DELFT






REDISCOVERY AND REINVENTION

Thoré-Burger is exaggerating. Vermeer was not entirely
unknown when he wrote these lines. After his death in
December 1675, the Dutch painter, who was well-known during
his lifetime, disappeared from the art history landscape. His
paintings, which were held primarily in small, private collections
in Delft and Amsterdam, were missing from bourgeois and royal
collections as well as the large sales catalogues from which the
collections of stories of the lives of Dutch painters were written
in the 18th century.

16 THE TWO SPHINXES OF DELFT

It is therefore hardly a coincidence that Ve r me @amé s
reappeared in the 1780s when The Astronomer and The
Geographer popped up on the Parisian art market. The art
dealer Jean-Baptiste Pierre Lebrun then had reason to talk

about this i V adar Meer that historians h a v etalkéda b ou t .

Vermeer became a painter that people talked about again. In
1794, Goethe admired The Procuress at the Gemaldegalerie
Alte Meister in Dresden.

Johannes Vermeer, The Procuress, 1656. Oil on canvas, 143 x 130 cm

Dresden, Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen
© BPK, Berlin, dist. RMN i E. Estel / H.-P. Klut

]



