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3/ Vermeer’s Training, Technical Background and Artistic Ambitions
Rules are not the fetters of genius, they are the fetters of men with no genius.

Sir Joshua Reynolds, 1767

How did Vermeer paint? To an​swer this question it will be helpful to first address a single question: how did Vermeer himself learn the art of painting? The most obvious answer is that he learned very differently than art students do today.
In Vermeer’s time, an aspiring young painter, usually still in his early ado​lescence, served a fixed term of apprenticeship with a recognized master painter who be​longed to the local Guild of St. Luke,
 the corporation of artists and artisans. He often lived and slept within his master’s quarters and had the opportunity to observe him at work each and every day. Once he had received sufficient instruc​tion, he was given the chance to work on the master’s own can​vases. These ordinary seventeenth-century studio practices would be considered slightly outrageous by any painter of today even though it is undeniable that the hardships of disciplined training and collaboration gave birth to many of the world’s great masterworks. They suggest just how distant the mental set of the seventeenth-century artist is from that of his twentieth-century colleague. It is virtually impossible to overestimate the gap between artistic edu​cation of seventeenth-century painter and that of today’s painter and its impact on artistic production.
THEN

“Centuries ago, learning took place in an entirely different setting than it does today. Students of an activity or craft very often learned by cultural ex​perience; they served as apprentices from a very early age to learn by watching, doing, imitating, working. This historical model of teaching is very effective: the master-craftsman, acting as role model, teaches and explains his art in a ‘do as I do’ fashion to his apprentices.

In an age of manual skills where men united to make and sell things, the guilds were the nurseries of crafts and commerce. They were the educational system of the period.”
 The period spent in a recognized master-painter's work​shop insured the young painter a thorough familiarization with the com​plexi​ties of his craft and exposed him to a highly stimulating but, at the same time, commercially practical environment.
In the Netherlands, boys customarily began their apprenticeships at the age of ten or twelve through the signing of a detailed contract by the father of the appren​tice, who paid specified fees and the master to whose studio the boy was to be attached. Although some female Dutch painters are known, they received their training through their fathers. Clearly, the apprentice was expected to be industrious, loyal and work on the behalf of his master. He was required to run errands and ac​complish scores of menial chores. In addition, he learned how to prepare me​diums, stretch canvases and make panels to be painted on because in Ver​meer's time, a good part of the artist's material still had to be produced by the painter himself making the task of the average painter more time con​suming than it is today. For exam​ple, in time immediately before Vermeer, paint was not sold in ready-to-use tubes as it now is. Each morning, the artist had to hand grind paints necessary for the day’s work. This tedious task was often left to the apprentice or an ac​com​plished journeyman
 employed specifically for that purpose. But even though the initial years of training taxed the creative energies of the young appren​tice, he acquired intimate first-hand knowledge of his materials and craft which no modern painter can conceive of.

Training with a recognized master, necessary to brighten one’s hopes of economic returns, was expensive. On the average, in the Netherlands, the family of a young apprentice who lived with his parents paid between twenty and fifty guilders
 per year. Without board and lodging, up to one hundred guilders were needed to study with more famous artists such as Rem​brandt and Gerrit Dou (1613-1675). If we con​sider that school education generally cost two to six guilders a year and that appren​ticeship generally lasted between four and six years, the financial bur​den of educating a young artist was considerable. Moreover, during this period, the appren​tice’s par​ents had to do without their son's potential earnings since he could neither sign nor sell his own paintings. All the works he produced be​came automati​cally property of his master. Evidently, the allure of future earnings must have been significant to face such sacrifices.

Painters’ studios were often lively places frequented by fellow artists, cli​ents, patrons and men of culture. Collecting and investing in art were something of an obsession for a broad spectrum of the upper elite who deco​rated their homes with a staggering number of pictures. Animated debates on all forms of the arts as well as straightforward exchanges about art-market information were the norm. The apprentice would have inevitably heard the historic dispute concerning the supposed superiority of painting or sculpture. And no doubt, he learned trade-secrets or at least helpful tips from visiting artists. 
Many young Dutch painters were on the move. A number of particularly adventurous types traveled to Italy, considered the cradle of the art of painting.
 In Rome, Florence and Ven​ice, they had the opportunity not only to study first-hand the immortal works of the great past Italian Masters, but the revolutionary works of Michelan​gelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610) and his followers. Once home, they adapted their findings to consolidated North​ern models and produced highly original works which were eagerly snapped up. The vivid accounts of their trav​els and startling new mode of painting attracted public attention and numerous followers. It is possible that Vermeer studied with one of these masters. Thus, within the space of a few years, the apprentice was ex​posed to an incessant stream of information and opinions frequently from all over the world.

The importance of drawing, considered by the Dutch art writer Karel van Mander (1548-1606)
 “the Father of Painting,” in the aspiring artist’s training cannot be overestimated. Long, tedious hours were spent drawing from plas​ter casts of Classical sculpture. Examples of these casts can be seen in depic​tions of artists' studios; one, of a face, can be seen on the table in The Art of Painting by Vermeer. The apprentice also made copies of his master’s drawings. This part of training must have lasted a long time and it must have been tiresome. The master followed his pupil's progress closely and corrected him when needed. He then drew from copied fragments of antique sculpture. Once the apprentice’s hand and eye were sufficiently edu​cated, he came to grips with the subtleties of representing the live model. Only afterwards did he take up brush and paint. As soon as his talent permit​ted he was allowed to work on the less important sections of the master's own paintings, like drapery or background foliage. It was standard practice that in the studios of well-known portraitists, apprentices filled in the back​ground, drapery and the sitter’s hands while the master was artistically and commer​cially responsible for the face and dress of the sitter if it was particularly elaborate. 
In the mean time, the apprentice might be required to execute copies of the Great Mas​ters or works of his own master. Profits from these sales were pocketed entirely by the master. This kind of supplementary income was one of the principle reasons for which a qualified painter might take on an apprentice. At the end of his tenure, the apprentice was required to submit a so-called “masterpiece” to the commission of the local Guild of St. Luke. If ap​proved, he was admitted to the guild and began to pay his entrance fee and thereafter the obligatory guilders every year. Finally, he could paint, sign and sell his works and take on apprentices of his own. The Guild of St. Luke would con​tinue to play a central role in the painter’s life since it was its function to regulate commerce of all fine artists and artisans and provide them with economic security in their old age.

Some apprentices established independent studios soon after they had re​ceived required training and some became journeymen offering their assis​tance in the workshops of productive painters who were unable to fulfill the commissions they received.
 Some moved on to another master who may have been more relevant to the fledging artist’s expectations. Rembrandt progressed so rapidly that he already had pupils of his own at the age of twenty-one. At one point, he is known to have had more than twenty students in his studio, a fact which caused friction with the Amsterdam Guild of St. Luke.

Vermeer was elected two times headman to the guild in Delft (1662-63 and 1670-71) and was deemed ex​pert enough to head a commission charged to determine the au​then​ticity of a collection of disputed Italian masters in the nearby Hague. It is al​most unthinkable that in such a small city like Delft Vermeer was not in every-day contact with his fellow painters. His work reflects a continuous exchange of pictorial ideas with Pieter de Hoogh (1629-1684) and a debt to Carel Fabritius (1622-1654) both who had been members of the Guild of St. Luke in Delft.

Even though every master-painter was a mem​ber of the local Guild of St. Luke, there was no obligatory system of in​struc​tion and to some degree, training varied from master to master. In any case, every apprentice received thorough technical training independently from his artistic.
Every apprentice learned that paintings were crafted according to a schematic system in which each of the primary elements of painting, drawing, form and color were treated separately according to a fixed sequence. This highly structured, but extremely efficient way of painting, remained fundamentally the same for centuries even though each generation adapted it to its own ar​tistic requirements. Discipline was unanimously considered to be an indis​pensable tool for realizing work of any merit. Very likely, the discipline im​posed on the young apprentice would not have been easily tolerated by to​day’s aspiring painter who believes freedom to be the prerequisite for creation.
Emulation, or aemulatio, played a key role in the train​ing of painters as it did in all other forms of art. Emulation
 however, must not be confused with copying or servile imitation. It was for centuries the pilaster of pictorial progress because it was believed impossible to rival and surpass the Masters of the past until one had acquired the same technical tools to suc​cessfully compete. Thus, emulation and innovation went hand in hand. In Vermeer’s age people were far more opened to modeling themselves on great predecessors, who they took for their yardsticks. No budding artist, however talented, feared to be compared to a Master.
By the time Vermeer began to paint picto​rial illusionism had progressed to a point where it could not be significantly improved. Most painters were content to work in the manner of their master, and artistic freedom was hardly as relevant as it is today. Some painters, such as Dou and Frans van Mieris (1635-1681), became rich and famous by merit of their technical competence. Artistic talent was expected to mature, if ever, only once the painter had acquired thorough knowledge of materials and craft in the years following his training.  

All painters achieved their results with fundamentally the same crude materials. But each painter carried with him a baggage of technical knowledge and pictorial devices which we might call tricks of the trade. The news of every technical discovery, large or small, quickly spread and became part of every artist’s repertoire of pain​terly artifices. However, progress in the portrayal of the most convincing il​lusion of reality was seldom based upon the discovery of new materials. While the early Italian painters attempted naively to imitate the effect of gold by attaching gold leaf to their canvases, Northern painters discovered that the shine of gold could be perfectly rendered with three simple pigments available to any art​ist, raw umber, ochre and lead-tin yellow. A fleck of pure white pigment placed properly on an eye made it appear at the same time tenderly humid and spherical. The sheen of satin could be captured by first blocking in the basic forms in a medium and dark tone and then once dry painting the high​lights with a clear bright tone instead of mixing it wet-in-wet with the other two. The great Flemish Master, Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) recom​mended that white should never be introduced in the dark tones which be​came mat and lifeless. The Dutch learned to vary their contours according to the objects they painted to make their scenes more natural than any other school of painting.
Although there are few reports that artists attempted to keep secret their findings, they would have been easy prey for their colleagues who were trained to decipher visual phenomena into the painted medium. If one studio excelled any particular technical detail it was not long before their results could be adequately duplicated.
The rest depended simply on each painter’s pictorial intelligence and his ability to put what he had learned to practice. Some pictorial devices were easy to replicate while other require great manual dexterity.
Gradually, earlier studio traditions were abandoned and by the middle of the eighteenth century, the average artist had changed from a craftsman to a gentleman who had little or no concern with the details of the craft, relying on the shops for materials and, as a rule, modeled his creative output to whatever single method of painting in vogue in his particular circles. The general level of craftsmanship in painting may have reached a low mark during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but a few careful painters continued to study their craft and use rational methods of painting.
In the mid-1800s large color manufacturers began to emerge. Artists no longer had an understanding of their materials, and lacked the opportunity to be involved in the manufacturing process. They began to rely on specialized colormen or manufacturers. This juncture in history radi​cally changed the character of oil painting forever.
NOW

To both artists and art-goers of this century, the concept of artistic original​ity is perhaps paramount to all other considerations in a work of art. The first and foremost desire of every aspiring artist is to establish a recognizable style of his own, distinct from that of another painter. It goes without thinking that style is inexorably related to the painter’s psyche and that in some circles the painter’s psyche, in effect, is the principle subject of the work of art. From the onset of his career he will be urged to explore new expressive solutions instead of emulating or perfecting any existing artistic style or technique. The academic training of the modern painter is therefore fundamentally theoreti​cal in na​ture. Craft is perceived as a secondary question that must be resolved largely by the artist himself. It is often dealt with hastily and on oc​casion with barely veiled hostility.

In most mainstream art institutions, today’s young painter acquires mini​mum notions of materials and technique, and instructors remain carefully on guard to stem the threat of technical proficiency. Too much technique, too soon, it is believed, will adulterate the artist’s search for a valid artistic state​ment. With this guiding concept in mind, the student draws little, and copies nothing. Discipline is a word that is rarely pronounced and method is admit​ted begrudgingly. Often, he is aware of the works of Great Masters in a round-about way and has a superficial acquaintance with the art movements which took place prior to the twentieth century. If questioned, even competent painters often do not know why canvas has been the preferred support for almost five centuries or why the humble, nondescript yellow ochre has been one of the cardinal pigments of the painter’s palettes since the in​vention of painting. And it is doubtful that more than a handful of them suspect that the Masters achieved their results through a pre-conceived, clearly thought-out pictorial project, where every phase of the painting was executed according to a schedule.

Today, students often work together side-by-side in a single environment which is overseen by one or more instructors. The in​structors rarely, if ever, work in front of their students and no one would dare touch his instructors work. Thus, in a certain sense, the only examples of actual painting from which they can learn during the painting sessions are those of their fellow students. Perhaps later on, the student is afforded his own studio where he may work in solitude.
Once academic instruction is completed, painters tend to work isolated from one another. “The painter working as an individual has neither the need nor the opportunity to instruct people in his methods. Much casual information is no doubt exchanged among painters or handed on to pupils in a studio or art school; but the systematic and rigid drill called for in an organized workshop can no longer exist, and the modern painter interested in his craft has to rely mainly on his own experiments and investigations.”

However, the disappearance of the workshop tradition can in no way be at​tributed to some kind of obscure modernist plot as it is sometimes begrudg​ingly held by the realist painter community of today. It is essentially a trade-off: craft and discipline in exchange for total artistic freedom. It is the result of a slow yet inexorable change in the way art and the social status of the artist himself were conceived. Both of these changes were originally fostered by Romantic Movement of the early part of the nineteenth century which main​tained that art was primarily a means of self-expression rather than some​thing made to serve a particular purpose or to meet the needs of a pa​tron.
 To​day, it is highly improbable that even the most staunch advocate of traditional painting methods and materials would forsake his ar​tistic freedom subordinating himself to the whims and tastes of a patronage in the way Titian Vecellio (c. 1485-1576), Diego Rodriguez de Silva Velasquez (1599-1660), Vermeer or Rembrandt had done.
VERMEER’S CULTURAL MILIEU AND ARTISTIC AMBITIONS

In Vermeer’s age, for the first time in history, paintings had become a ware to be sold on an open and voraciously competitive market. In the prosperous United Dutch Republic, the Catholic Church and aristocracy had lost a con​siderable amount of their influence and were no longer willing or able to commission significant numbers of works of art as they had done in the past. Instead, the majority of Dutch seventeenth-century painters catered to a variegated spectrum of middle and upper class clients. The robust Dutch economy and variegated citizenry provided an extremely fa​vorable environment in which artists could experiment. Each buyer had a specific economical potential and cultural background which he was free to satisfy as he deemed fit. Still-life (Dutch: stilleven), landscape,
 and genre,
 which had previously been only single components of a painting, had begun to be practiced independently. Painters specialized in a host of sepa​rate new subject categories in dazzling new styles. Each category was broken down into a myriad of sub-categories. There were winter landscapes, Italianate land​scapes, fantasy landscapes, night landscapes, townscapes, seascapes and even bird’s-eye views of important Dutch cities. Some still-life painters depicted only flowers whereas others concentrated on “breakfast” pieces. Still-lives had become im​mensely popular within a few decades adorning the walls of Dutch houses including those of lowly artisans and tradesmen. During the time of the so-called "tulpomania" (c. 1630-37) still-lives with tulips as well as paintings or drawings of single tulips were in such demand that even foreign painters, like the German Jacob Marell (1613/14-1681), came to Amsterdam and Utrecht, the center for still-life painting in that time, to specialize exclu​sively in tulip painting. Competition was so fierce that painters were gener​ally not able to support themselves with their artistic production. Many, including Vermeer, traded in works of their colleagues.

Some categories of painting, like flower painting and seascape, were so popular that painters were forced to work only in that area in order to achieve the competency which would enable them to compete successfully. Seascapes with ships, one of the most popular forms of painting, were par​ticularly expensive since enormous skill and time were required to render the complicated riggings. Painters who worked for the low end of the thriving market had to develop innovative techniques in order to shorten production time and keep up with demand. Jan van Goyen (1596-1656), one of the most popular landscape painters of the time, is said to have left anywhere from two to three thousand works. How many of his minor works have disappeared can only be guessed at.

Seventeenth-century Dutch society viewed the painter as someone who had learned to draw and paint so that he could earn his living and not, necessarily, as someone who was naturally gifted.
 Many Dutch painters considered themselves little more than artisans
 and nurtured scarce enthusiasm for art theory debates. For the most part, Dutch painters were more than content to fulfill expectations of the market repeating popular themes and pictorial modes with minimum variations. Particularly successful com​positions were copied and recopied by the artist who invented them and by imitators alike. The market deeply conditioned Dutch artists even of the highest stature like Rembrandt. Franciscus Janus (1589-1677), for example, pointed out in his De schilderkonst der oude that “Whoever dares to promise himself the good favor of coming centuries, the same must paint well and fit​tingly not only according to his own judgment but also to that of the art savvy connoisseurs.” Philips Angels (c. 1618-after 1664) in his Lof der schilderkonst exhorted painters to impart a “decorative richness” to make their works more marketable.

Brilliant painters like Gerrit ter Borch (1617-1681) and Vermeer re-elaborated the same theme time and time again. A few of their compositions are al​most identical to one another and it was, naturally, the younger Ver​meer who followed the respected colleague’s lead.
Painters who had received qualified instruc​tion from an accredited master sold their works in the studios, through middlemen, at town-fairs and even at lot​teries unleashing a real lottery mania which had no comparison outside the Netherlands. Some of the better middlemen sported illustrated catalogues and “name buying” was already a widespread phenomenon. 

There also existed anonymous “gallery slaves” who worked from dawn till dusk, supplying middlemen with any type of work that was re​quired. In this variegated and unpredictable market, Rembrandt became rich but Jacob van Ruisdael’s (1628/29-1682) landscapes were lost in the clamor and sold at similar prices as those of his undistinguished colleagues.

On the other hand, the traditional form of painting, called history painting
 had continued to be produced and collected by a select clientele. History painting, which represents Biblical, mythological or historical subjects, usu​ally on grand scale, originated in Italy and had become the dominant form of painting throughout Europe. The goal of history painting was to instruct the mind and elevate the human spirit. History painters believed themselves to be participants of the liberal arts associated with philosophy and poetry and not merely artisans.
 Most history paintings were commissioned by patrons who furnished the artist with a subject derived from textual mate​rial. Thus, the aim of the history painter was to represent to the best of his ability the cultural aspirations of the patron and not his own. Portraiture was held to be inher​ently inferior to history painting since it occupied itself with a single individ​ual. A select few European history painters such as Titian and Raphael da Sanzio (1483-1520), had achieved a level of social status which allowed them to be on almost equal footing of their patrons.

A number of Dutch history painters prospered in Vermeer’s time, including the great Rembrandt. Like his fellow history painters Rembrandt also worked in other areas as well but perhaps only he and Vermeer were the only Dutch painters of the Golden Age who were able to produce masterworks in dif​ferent categories.

Vermeer began his career as a history painter and not as a painter of genre interiors for which he is renowned. His first known works were Christ in the House of Martha and Mary taken from a Biblical narrative and Diana and her Companions drawn from Classical Greek my​thology. Two other history paintings by Vermeer have not survived. Al​though it is not known where or with whom he studied, it is certain that he received his training from a master well versed in history painting. There are no signs that he completed his apprenticeship in his native Delft, instead he probably studied in Amsterdam or nearby Utrecht. The accom​plished, but elderly Abraham Bloemaert (1566-1651) is frequently cited as a possible candidate. After a few years he finished his apprenticeship Vermeer abruptly changed artistic direction.

Art historians have repeatedly speculated about Vermeer’s switch from his​tory painting to genre painting. Did the young painter, who had just married upwards into a well-placed Catholic family, dramatically shift artistic orien​tation for economic motives or for artistic ones? No one knows, but three facts reveal that the young Vermeer entertained an ambitious agenda.

First, as said above, Vermeer trained as a history painter. History painting was still considered to be the highest level of artistic expression in the visual arts among the cultural elite and it was possible for a talented his​tory painter to achieve economic prosperity if he was able to establish proper connections, connections which Vermeer seems to have made in later years. The princely court of The Hague, which distances a little more than a half-hour walk from Delft, was a magnet for all ambitious Dutch history and por​trait paint​ers. A few of them, such as Michiel Jansz. van Mierevelt (1567-1641), had attained enormous financial success turning out hundreds upon hundreds of portraits and allegorical subjects to suit the largely conservative, aristocratic vision of the world. 
It is now believed that Vermeer did not spend the obligatory term of ap​prenticeship in his native Delft but rather in Amsterdam or more probably in nearby Utrecht. Many critics see the influence of the elder Dutch painters outside of Delft who specialized in history painting such as Jacob Van Loo (1614-1670) or Erasmus Quellinus (1607-1678). After Vermeer turned away from history painting, he did not renounce elevated ambitions.
 By choosing to work within thematic and technical framework of the so-called fijnschilder (fine-painter) school which had its base in the nearby Leiden, he demonstrated his desire to associate with the cutting-edge developments in art.

Instead of developing new techniques to shorten the length of the painting process, the fijnschilders took the opposite approach. Dou, Van Mieris and Ter Borch spared no pain or time perfecting each and every inch of their tiny canvases. They brought pictorial illusionism to a level of astonishing heights and their superbly balanced works contrasted markedly with the evenly lit, semichromatic products of their predecessors, which by comparison, looked old fashioned and crude. These painters introduced new techniques for ren​dering fine textures and stuffs and were able to evoke the sensation of light and shadow as had never been before possible. They shared common themes of discreet scenes of interior life of the middle-upper class. Music making, scientific study, letter writing, letter reading and courtship were among the most successful themes which were repeated time after time. Moreover, each theme was correlated with emblematic and symbolic meaning making the paintings satisfying not only to the eye but to the intellect as well.

In the period when the fijnschilders were active, the economic situation of the middle and lower classes began to deteriorate and to make matter worse for the mass of Dutch painters, paintings made during the first decades of the seventeenth century had again returned to the market after their origi​nal purchasers had begun to die. Nevertheless, the elite upper class was hardly affected by this economic trend, in fact, for many of them the situation had actu​ally im​proved.

Thus, within a surprisingly short number of years, the fijnschilders styled a new and enticing form of painting that appealed to the intellectual, cultural and moral standards of the social elite. Their paintings required extended time to produce making them commercially plausible for a select few for whom money was no object.
 Dou demanded higher prices than those of the great Rembrandt van Rijn. The prices of paintings by Van Mieris were de​termined by the hour. A  fijnschilder painting of good quality might fetch the price of a typical Dutch house, or one thousand guilders. Dou sold one painting for two thousand guilders, equal to the prices of venerated mas​ter​pieces of Italian art. A painting of Vermeer was once quoted at six hun​dred guilders.
And it is squarely within this elite cultural/artistic milieu that the ambitious young Vermeer aimed to carve out a place for himself. Early in his career, in an age when artistic knowledge was not yet dependent of public museums, the resourceful young painter evidently was able to gain access to private collections where the most innovative works of art could be studied and dis​cussions of current art theories could be heard. He had most likely introduced himself through the channels that existed between patrons and fellow painters although his mother-in-law Maria Thins had inviting connections with the Delft patricians and distant family relations with a famous Dutch Caravag​gist, Bloemaert. Maria possessed a discreet art collection and demonstrated repeatedly throughout Ver​meer’s career that she was willing to support the painter in his chosen activity. Some of her pictures appear in Vermeer’s paintings. Perhaps the surest testi​mony to Vermeer’s ambitions can be found in his mid-career masterwork, The Art of Painting. This ambitious allegorical composi​tion ad​dressed the most important issues of European art, issues which may have deeply concerned Vermeer: fame, glory, immortality of the artist and pride for his fatherland. 

More than any other artist, Vermeer embodies a natural fusion between the conflicting directions of Dutch painting. He took delight in exploring of natu​ral optical phenomena for its own sake but, as scholars now have come to believe, his observations were not divorced from current moral, scientific and philosophical thought. Although he portrayed “dandies and damsels” (as they were referred to by a contemporary art theorist) engaged in relatively frivo​lous activities, his pictorial constructions display an intellectual depth and moral seriousness that is lacking in the works of his fellow genre painters.

The extremely slim number of his works also testifies to Vermeer’s elevated artistic ambitions. Only thirty-six paintings by Vermeer have survived even though it is generally accepted that he may have painted from forty to sixty works in all. Each component of theme, pictorial language and technique are so meticulously calculated that he could paint no more. More than half of his entire artistic production had been absorbed by a single Delft patron, the rich Pieter van Ruijven (1624-1674). Only a patron could provide economic protection to an artist who worked so slowly. It seems plausible that Van Ruijven
 had styled himself as a patron of the arts along the lines of his dis​tant cousin Francois Spiering (c.1576-1630) who had first option on the works of Dou, the most sought-after painter of the late 1660s.

In sum, we find plentiful signs that Vermeer nurtured elevated ambitions during his initial training and continued to pursue them throughout his brief career. He pursued the highest artistic and professional path available to a contemporary artist of the time and he competed with the most techni​cally pro​ficient and sought-after artists in a time when technique was strictly equated to artistic value.

However, Vermeer’s pictorial evolution took time and years of self-training. He made his first steps carefully, but once he found the proper di​rection, his art acquired unforeseen technical and expressive force. It is im​portant to re​member that Vermeer remained squarely within the narrow lim​its of his genre and was the least prolific and, in a certain sense, the least in​ventive artist of his school.
� The guild is named after the evangelist St. Luke (1st century AD), the patron saint of painters, of whom it is said that he was the first iconographer and painted the Virgin Mary with the Child. The system of the St. Luke's Guild was active first of all in the Low Countries and Italy (there rather as a confraternity of St. Luke, Compagnia di San Luca). The first Guild of St. Luke in the Low Countries was probably that of Antwerp, first mentioned in 1382. The date of the foundation of the guild in Delft is unknown, but according to Dirck van Bleyswijck, Beschrijving der Stadt Delft (1667) it had already existed in the 15th century. A rekeningboekje (the book wherein the members and their fees were noted) of the St. Luke's Guild for the years 1537-93 still exists in the Delft Municipal Archive; see John Michael Montias, 'The guild of St. Luke in 17th-century Delft and the economic status of artists and artisans', Simiolus  9, no. 2 (1977), pp. 93, notes 5 and 6.   In the Netherlands, as in many other countries, the guild system was abolished only during the French Revolution.


� Maryanne Basti. The English Guild Method of Learning�<http://www.yale.edu/ynhti/curriculum/units/1986/3/86.03.01.x.html>


� Artists could earn a great deal of money selling their paintings or copies with experienced pupils or journeymen in their workshops. Rembrandt's studio, teeming with talented pupils, was of course exceptional; his pupils' paintings and drawings brought in some 2,ooo guilders a year. And these were pupils who were themselves obliged to pay one hundred guilders in tuition fees - a demand only the greatest of masters could impose. As a rule, highly productive pupils were exempted from paying fees; some even received wages.


� A Delft cloth-worker in 1642 got eighteen stuivers a day; there were twenty stuivers to one guilder and a 6-pound loaf of rye bread cost about four and a half stuivers; many working people spent half of their income on bread. An average-sized house might cost 500 guilders. During Vermeer’s own lifetime, his paintings were sold anywhere from 20 up to, perhaps,  600 guilders.


� From the early twentieth century on these painters were called by art historians the 'Dutch Italianates' to distinguish their paintings of Italian landscapes, bathed in warm southern light, from those native Dutch landscape paintings of their compatriots, such as Jan van Goyen or Jacob van Ruisdael. The term is sometimes wrongly applied to Dutch painters who worked in this Italianate style but never had traveled to Italy, rather had been influenced by one of the Dutch Italianates, like it had been the case with Aelbert Cuyp, who clearly changed his style of painting the light after he got acquainted with Jan Both, one of the most influential and highly esteemed Dutch Italianates.  Curiously, none of the Great Masters responsible for the rise of Dutch painting felt the need to go to Italy. Esaias van de Velde, Jacob van Ruisdael, Frans Hals, Vermeer, Jan Steen and Rembrandt stayed close to their own culture in the Netherlands. 


� Van Mander's Schilderboek, which first appeared in 1604, contains about 175 biographies of Dutch, Flemish, and German painters of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and contains valuable original material about his Italian contemporaries. He was the first Western European author to mention Caravaggio's innovations and to write extensively about the recent genre of landscape painting.


� Following the lead of their Italian colleagues, Dutch painters began to emancipate themselves from the Medieval structure of the guilds and organized themselves into academies where they aimed to assert the artist’s intellectual status in respects to the artesinal identity of the guild. However, even allowing for this change, in Northern Europe it is rare to find an example for a seventeenth-century Dutch painter, however successful, whose career ran its course outside the influence of the guild structure. Vermeer remained involved in the guild throughout his entire career.


� See p. 17, note 3.


� In the course of the seventeenth century, art theorists began slowly restricting the practice of emulation, placing more emphasis on the artist’s originality and invention. Over-conspicuous borrowing was less tolerable: in the words of the painter and biographer Arnold Houbraken, “[If] the stolen elements are mixed and kneaded, stewed in the mind as in a pot, prepared with the sauce of genius and then dished up, they will be tasty.”  The increasing insistence on originality presaged the later Romantic ideal of the creative genius, which must be wholly independent.


� CONSTABLE, W. C.  The Painter's Workshop. Toronto, London. 1979. 21.


�  While the nature and extent of the patron's influence varied from commission to commission,  it was not unusual for the Medieval or Renaissance patron to specify the subject to be depicted and the amount of expensive materials to be used. In some cases, the patron took a more active part.


� Charles LeBrun , the influential French painter, art theorist and the dominant artist of Louis XIV's reign, held that it was foolish to copy a landscape onto canvas since this did not require the slightest intellectual effort. LeBrun believed that painting was a serious and fundamentally literary discipline, a liberal art whose rightful place was next to poetry, theatre and rhetoric.


� Genre painting, also called genre scene or petit genre, attempts to depict aspects of everyday life, via portraits of ordinary people engaged in common activities. Genre painting deals with neither identifiable individuals nor specific events. Their realism is the commonplace. These depictions can be realistic, imagined, or romanticized by the artist. Because of their familiar and sentimental subject matter, genre paintings have often proven popular with the bourgeoisie, or middle class.


� In Delft there were many clients with enough money to spend on painting. The burger who wanted pictures could obtain them at painters' shops, at the weekly estate auction, raffles or from art dealers. Many seized their chance at the weekly and annual sales - unrestricted from local guild rules - where artists and art dealers set up their stands. Vermeer presumably sold his works on the premises of his studio. It is estimated that in the mid-seventeenth century two thirds of Delft’s households had paintings with an average number of seven to eight.


� Van DEURSEN, A. Th.  Plain Lives in a Golden Age: Popular Culture, Religion and Society in Seventeenth-Century Holland. Cambridge. 1991. 70.


� Not all master painters specialized in producing paintings. Some decorated houses, signboards, coats of arms, and so on. Anyone who earned a living with paint and brush, who followed the proper training themselves would have had to rely primarily on making popular products for the masses or cutting their prices by stepping up their pace or using less material. Should these tactics fail to deliver results, much remained but to seek an additional source of income or go into art dealing.


� In 1453 the Florentine humanist Leon Battista Alberti published a book on painting which was soon widely circulated. One of the central issues in this treatise is the notion of historia. By this, Alberti meant a story that should be presented in the course of events. He advocated a narrative style in which the story was presented through the actions and reactions of the characters, who were not symbols (e.g., the figures in Medieval religious painting) on an imaginary stage. History painting dominated European painting until the seventeenth century.


� However, it is true that in seventeenth-century Netherlands the notion of the superiority of the artist’s creative gift over purely manual or mechanical crafts was not totally lacking. Recognition of the artist’s ingenium, or natural talent, had originated in the fourteenth century.


� It appears that Vermeer aspired to a more gentlemanly status. Contemporary notarial documents cite Vermeer as a “seigneur” or “Sr”, a title traditionally reserved for men of elevated social standing.


� Vermeer’s decision to turn away altogether from history painting must have been made to some degree for personal convictions. There existed no theoretical prejudice against a painter working in more than one mode of painting. The painter/art theorist Van Hoogstraten contemporarily furnished the market with trompe l’ oeil still lives,  genre interiors and traditional history paintings while himself recommending to his fellow artists the superiority of the history mode.


� Some patrons were members of the  middle class but most stemmed from the upper middle class and especially the social and cultural elite: the aristocracy, regents, patricians and wealthy merchants.


�  The research by John Michael Montias has shown that the overall net worth of Van Ruijven and his wife Maria de Knuijt's estate, 24,829 guilders, was one of the largest in all of Delft at that time. See: MONTIAS,  John Michael. Vermeer and His Milieu: A Web of Social History. Princeton. 1989. 246ff.  See also MONTIAS, 'Recent Archival Research on Vermeer'. Vermeer Studies. Ed. Ivan GASKELL and Michiel JONKER. New Haven, London. 1998. 93-99.





