
 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



   

 

 



 

 

 



NRC February 8, 2023 Lucette ter Borg 

Why the general public rightly loves Johannes Vermeer 

Exhibition Starting Friday, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam will host the largest collection of Vermeer’s 

work ever put together. From around the world, 28 paintings from the 37 we are aware of done by 

Vermeer have been brought together. 

Every viewer standing before a Vermeer painting sees details that only they seem to notice. 

For the main character in Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time is the yellow piece of a wall 

in the View of Delft - never found by anyone else afterward. For another, it is the anticipation 

of something to come, nestled in the curtain moving gently in the wind, in the light streaming 

through the window, the gleaming red roof tiles in the distance, and also in the glow of the 

cheekbones. 

The talent of the painter Johannes Vermeer is unparalleled. That is on display at the great 

exhibition of Vermeer’s work that opens Friday at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. Vermeer 

was a master of light and therefore of color, of perspective, of paint treatment and 

composition. But even with those words you are selling his talent short. Vermeer’s virtuosity 

speaks above all from the fact that three and a half centuries after his death, he could still, with 

something as simple as a piece of canvas, paint and a brush, make spectators personally 

sympathize with what he depicted. 

Spectators of Vermeer cherish the predominantly small pieces, are refreshed by the light that 

flows through the depicted rooms and relate to the main characters in the paintings. What 

moves them? What do they want? Each viewer invents their own story – over and over again. 

On loan 

This story is about the expectation that Vermeer creates – big and modest. But before we talk 

about that expectation and how it is expressed, let us start with the run-up to it. That is the 

Vermeer exhibition – one of the largest operations the Rijksmuseum has ever undertaken in 

conjunction with the Mauritshuis in The Hague. Years of research have been put into the artist 

by the Rijksmuseum, with newly unearthed underpaintings, a very, possibly new attribution of 

Girl with the Flute from the National Gallery of Art in Washington, and much historical 

archive material that has been analyzed. 

It took years of preparation to pry out loans from museums all over the world. Loans that are 

usually reluctant to be given because those very paintings are public favorites: the Lacemaker 

from the Louvre, the Woman with Pearl Necklace from the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin, the Lute 

Player from the New York Metropolitan. 

But now The Frick Collection in New York is closed for renovations. All three Vermeers from 

that collection were available for loan. That was the beginning, and together with the four 

Vermeers from the collection of the Rijksmuseum and the three Vermeers from the 

Mauritshuis, you have already come a long way. Ultimately, there are 28 paintings on display 

in Amsterdam: six more than on the last exhibition by Vermeer, almost thirty years ago in the 

Mauritshuis in The Hague. Eight pieces still hanging in museums or private collections are no 



longer available for loan due to their fragility. The ninth, The Concert, was stolen from Boston 

thirty years ago and has since disappeared. 

That number of 28 is only interesting when you consider that Vermeer did not produce a 

drawing, an etching, or a letter in the last quarter of the seventeenth century that revealed 

anything about the meaning or method of his work. Nothing. His total production is estimated 

at 45–50 paintings, of which 37 are known. That is not much: Rembrandt produced 350 

paintings and Frans Hals 200. Vermeer worked slowly. On average, it took him two years to 

complete a painting. 

What is striking is this: after the early and not particularly interesting initial pieces - 

mythological and biblical representations – there is a huge turn. All the symbolism that is so 

emphatic in the early pieces is abandoned. The glance leads out twice in the Rijksmuseum, 

with the two magnificent pieces, The View of Delft (1660-1661) and The Little Street (1658-

1659). But for the rest, we go inside: through the front door, the hallway, the room, the 

kitchen. Furthermore, his figures sit at a table, stand in front of a window, tune their lute, pour 

milk into a bowl, write a letter. The walls are decorated with tapestries, paintings. On the floor, 

tiles in black and white form a chessboard. And there are always curtains. 

Vermeer never paints the bustle of the streets in Delft, no market vendors, no fishermen, 

hardly any children and animals, not the stench and noise, not even that of the “Delft 

thunderclap” of October 12, 1654. And that is remarkable. This “thunderclap” is one of the 

greatest early modern disasters. A depot containing some 85,000 kilograms of gunpowder, 

saltpeter (potassium nitrate) and sulfur explodes in the northeastern part of the city. The 

explosion kills a hundred people, including Vermeer’s colleague Carel Fabritius. The blast can 

be heard as far as the Wadden. But with Vermeer, then 21 years old, things remain quiet. 

Waiting for the maid 

What does Vermeer paint? Young women. Never old. Never have wrinkles or a wart. Never 

gray hair or a mouth without teeth. Never a woman with children at her skirts. Of all the 

paintings known by Vermeer, sixteen feature a woman. Sometimes this woman is 

accompanied by a maid. In seven other paintings the woman is flanked by a man. And women 

are in the majority even on the two cityscapes hanging in the Rijksmuseum - View of Delft and 

The Little Street. 

Men play supporting roles in a few paintings. They pour wine for a woman, listen to a woman 

play an instrument, and sometimes they are just compositional. Then they direct the viewer’s 

attention through the back of their backs, frontally in view, to the woman in the light behind 

them, as in The Soldier and the Laughing Girl (1657-1658). 

It would be easy if Vermeer only sought beauty, and that would be the end of it. But that is not 

the whole story. For that, some of his women have too much of a ‘tronie’ (faces) - with a 

hairline receding far back and slightly bulging eyes. Vermeer’s women are partly from the 

upper middle class – they wear jewelry, their silk dresses gleam like precious metal, and three 

of them are even trimmed with pouty soft ermine fur, painted so delicately you would want to 

touch the fur. The actions of the women are repetitive: they make music, write letters, read 

letters, and very occasionally, yes, they drink a glass. But what they mostly do is: wait. No 

music piece is inspiring enough to play out. No craft is urgent enough. Anything can be a 

distraction to raise your head and look at, yes – at what? 



The maids are also waiting with their employers. This is best depicted in Lady Writing a Letter 

with her Maid  (1670-1672), from the National Gallery of Ireland in Dublin. Vermeer paints 

this canvas in the two years before he dies. The lady of the house diligently tries her best at 

writing a letter at the table, but it does not really work, judging by the wads on the floor. The 

maid is standing diagonally behind her in the corner of the room. She puts her arms together. 

She has averted her gaze from the woman at the table. She does not stare; she looks focused to 

the right, out the window. Her thoughts are not here at all in that room. They are there in the 

light that shudders and caresses, bright and enticing. The maid feels her blood tingle, the hairs 

on the back of her neck tickle. She’s waiting. She holds her breath. Just a little longer, then she 

goes. 

 


