4/ A Brief Overview of Vermeer's Technical and Stylistic Evolution

nunc et purpuris in parietes migrantibus et India conferente fluminum suorum limum, draconum elephantorumque saniem nulla nobilis pictura est.  omnia ergo meliora tunc fuere, cum minor copia. ita est, quoniam, ut supra diximus, rerum, non animi pretiis excubatur.


(Now that even purple clothes our walls, and India contributes the ooze of her rivers and the blood of dragons and of elephants, no famous picture is painted.  We must believe that when the painter's equipment was less complete, the results were in every respect better, for as I have already said, we are alive only to the worth of the material and not to the genius of the artist.)
  Pliny the Elder (23-79 AC).

  





   Naturalis Historia XXXV.50.
In the early days, each artist was a link in a chain of tradition. Knowledge and ability grew from generation to generation, each master adding something of his own.
 Vermeer was an integral part of the chain that would be broken only in the mid-nineteenth century. Today, instead, representational painters tend to work isolated from each other and are rarely inclined to share technical discov​eries won with so much fatigue. For this reason, recovering the methods of the past is slow.

By the time Vermeer began to paint in the early 1650s it may be safe to say oil painting method had reached a state of near technical perfection given the available materials. Dutch painters in particular, many of whom ironically considered themselves little more than specialized craftsmen, brought pictorial illusionism to outstanding heights. Only a few decades later, French and English painters had already begun questioning themselves just how Dutch painters had been able to achieve their results. Even today, it is hard to imagine a more convincing depiction of the lus​ter of satin than those by Ter Borch, a more breath-taking expanse of cloudy sky than those in Van Ruisdael’s landscapes or a human fig​ure that breathes more life than a portrait by Rembrandt. Vermeer’s small compositions are full of passages of magic realism; the broken bread and whicker basket of still-life of Vermeer’s Milkmaid seems to be painted with liquid light.

 Vermeer, like all great painters, assimilated the funda​mental notions of craft and art through a period of apprenticeship in the stu​dio of a recognized guild master. He later adapted his acquired knowledge to his own personal needs. Even though he was not an extremely versa​tile artist, Vermeer possessed one of the most refined techniques of Western easel painting but never lapsed into unthinking repetition of a technique, however successful, but continuously experimented throughout his brief twenty-year career.

VERMEER’S TECHNIQUE: BRIEFLY

The materials used for painting enable and dictate at the same time. By the time Vermeer began to paint, all the painter's materials were fully understood in both their qualities and drawbacks. The range of materials that Vermeer em​ployed involved no arcane knowledge and no secret formulae. His paint​ings seem so unique because the intimate knowledge of those few common mate​rials permitted him to combine them in unexpected ways and create elaborate paint struc​tures and an impressing range of visual effects.

The most prominent fact that surfaces from an overview of existing knowl​edge regarding Vermeer’s technique is that the great Delft master worked se​curely within the technical boundaries of his contemporaries. For all practical purposes his mate​rials were identical to those of his colleagues. This should not come as a surprise. The materials available to artists in the seventeenth century were severely limited when compared to those that can be found in any discreetly furnished art supplies store of today. Perhaps the only noteworthy divergence was Vermeer’s lavish use of the costly natural ultrama​rine blue instead of common azurite. His celebrated lemon-yellow is nothing more than lead-tin yellow found even on the palette of the most modest Dutch painter. In any case, it is likely that whatever their shortcomings, the paints that are largely available today would have most likely caused envy to the seventeenth-century painter. By the seventeenth century, Northern painting studio practices had become fairly standardized. They were for the great part based on procedures pioneered in the Renaissance with the introduction and perfection of the oil painting technique.

One of the most pronounced differences between traditional and modern painting methods is that artists of Vermeer’s time seldom practiced what may be today called “direct painting” or then, alla prima (i.e., all at once),  where the final color, form and lighting of the work are registered from the very first touches. The direct method, although practiced with success by some Dutch painters to speed the painting proc​ess, was just the same deprecated by Gerard de Lairesse
 (1640-1711), one of the most influential art theorists of the time, hence the expressions “smudging” and “rummaging.” According to De Lairesse, it took “someone with a steady hand and a quick brush to com​plete his concept at one go…” but still, he described them as “clever charac​ters who to get some recognition by novelties.”

Instead, “serious” painters were trained to employ a tried-and-proven multi-step method. Then, it took time for an oil painting to levitate. Paint was applied in layers which varied in consis​tency, density and transparency. The final optical result depended on the com​bined effect of these layers. In the case of the Great Masters, we should al​ways remember that we are dealing with a preconceived, clearly thought-out picto​rial project, where every phase of the painting is executed according to a schedule. The rationale behind this system was that, unlike today, the prob​lems of composition, form and color were addressed separately. Far from stifling artistic inspiration, This step-by-step system allowed the most talented painters to “program” masterworks of exceptional artistic level in consider​able numbers and vast dimensions while less-talented artists fash​ioned digni​fied, well-crafted paintings. As Van de Wetering pointed out, the work of art of a Great Master may be likened to a game of chess, in which many moves have to be considered in advance and which a remarkable com​bination of calculation and creativity is required if the final outcome is to be a success.
 No doubt, Vermeer was one of the most remarkable chess play​ers of all.

Incidentally, the majority of period portrayals of artists in their studios show that they worked seated. By examining carefully the low perspective in Vermeer’s mature composi​tions it can be deduced that Vermeer sat too while working.

Perhaps one of the least understood issues of the great Masters’ painting is that observation, manual dexterity and mere patience are insufficient to realize the works we admire today. An artist of Vermeer’s time could not have crafted these extraordinary illusionist images had he not been thoroughly versed in the limitations and possibilities of his materials and had he not possessed what might be termed a “repertoire of painterly conventions,” or as Ernst van der Wetering calls them, “painterly tricks…” accumulated through centuries of practice and passed on from one generation to another through the apprentice/master relationship.

He possessed a sort recipe book of everything the artist could be expected to encounter while exercising his profession. It is usually not understood that 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 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 the quality of their contours according to the objects they painted and make their scenes more natural than any other school of painting had done before.

There existed a technical tradition for any aspect of reality including the human face. The painter approached each sitter with palette for the basic types of faces which was modified during the painting process to match more accurately the particular characteristics of the artist’s sitter. For example, the Dutch painter of Vermeer’s age knew quite well that to render the pearlescent flesh tone of young woman who sat before him the best combinations of colors was a white and a little vermillion and that to capture her delicate features he must avoid cast shadows on her face produced by lateral lighting.  This is why in the good part of husband and wife pendants, the light inevitably comes from behind the painter and shines directly into the woman’s face while light strikes the man’s face angled from the side in order confer a sculptural countenance. 

Although there are few reports that artists attempted to keep findings their secret, they were generally 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.

This vast, truly encyclopedic body knowledge, most of which never found its way into writing, was indispensible to remain on equal footing with competitors.

THE THREE-STEP METHOD

Generally, not more than three layers were needed to work up the image from the ground, or imprimatura. Research into painter's terminology has re​vealed that seventeenth-century paintings were constructed in three principle stages: "inventing", the "dead-coloring", and the "working-up", followed (ac​cording to De Lairesse) by "retouching." Direct observation of Vermeer’s canvases combined with modern sci​en​tific research confirms that he followed this working method faithfully.

The stage of “inventing” corresponds fairly closely to the process of fixing the basic outlines of the artist’s composition onto the monochrome surface of the canvas. Some painters, like Rembrandt, literally “invented” or sketched, as we say today, without the aid of preparatory drawings directly onto the canvas working from imagination and/or a model. However, Rembrandt was probably an exception to the rule. Other painters, like Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665) who produced carefully staged compositions with rigorous perspective con​structions, took a longer and apparently round-about route. First, each prop and figure of the composition was sketched separately from life. Afterwards, all the parts of the compositional puzzle were arranged together in a harmonious and detailed layout. The final drawing was trans​ferred directly to the artist’s canvas only after having resolved the composi​tional complexities. This practice was recommended infi​nite times by Classi​cist art theorists who regarded disegno, or drawing and composition, as the foundation of any serious work of art. 

Once the outlines had been fixed on the canvas by one of various means available, the artist “dead-colored” his painting with monochrome paint. In this transitional stage, a clear sense of form and light were established before moving on to the “working-up” stage in which color, form and detail were brought to near completion. “Finishing” most likely included highlights, final glazes and any number of nuances that are needed to ac​centuate the key passages and unify the painting as a whole.

The rationale behind this division of labor, which will be explored step by step in the following chapters, was based on both technical and economical grounds. It must be kept in mind that paintings of the seventeenth century were generally far more intricate in composition and far richer in detail than the majority of today’s realist paintings. With no clear method, even the most talented painter would be swamped by the problems of determining form, light, color, texture and composition all at the same time. The unity of Baroque painting depends largely on this multi-step routine. It is enough to ex​amine the bewildering intricacies of Ver​meer’s Art of Painting and its extraordinary pictorial unity to understand the validity of this system.

Furthermore, even in Vermeer’s days when works of art were no longer ex​pressly commissioned by the church or aristocracy, the great majority of paintings were made to satisfy the expectations of probable clients rather than the artist’s thirst for self-expression. In order to survive in the viciously competitive Dutch art market, most painters were required to furnish numer​ous paintings on demand. Thus, ingenious yet eminently practical pictorial tactics had to be devised to insure a steady high-quality output which pro​spective clients had come to expect. In seventeenth-century Netherlands, competition was particularly fierce and only the most popular painters were able to sur​vive from the sales of their art. A successful painter was often con​strained to employ one or more apprentices providing further stimulus for the ration​alization of studio practices. At one time or another, Rubens had em​ployed Masters in their own rights such as Frans Synders (1579-1657) and Anthony van Dyck (1599-1641) as studio assistants.

Other than developing the basic three-step procedure mentioned above, European painters had learned not only to compensate for the shortcomings of their materials but to take advantage of them by means of a variety of special techniques such as glazing or by using different paint consistencies according to the passage being painted.

For example, the illuminated areas of a composition were executed in heavy, opaque impasto conferring a particular brilliance while shad​ows were done in semi-transparent layers of dull, colored paint making them appear even more obscure than the shadows being represented. The works of modern realist painters, which ignore this simple precept, lack the depth and tonal range of the paintings of the Masters. Brushwork too, rather than being methodical as it is today, was often highly varied within a single painting lending each area a character consonant with the motif being painted. Long sinuous brushstrokes mime the elongated natural forms of the human body while the fluttering leaves of wind-blown trees were ren​dered with nervous staccato dabs of deep green paint laid over the dry back​ground sky. Paint could be laid on with the greatest delicacy along​side a roughed-in background.

Many of the standard technical procedures which were invented and per​fected now pass unobserved. For example, Dutch painters of Vermeer’s time had excelled in the depiction of edges which, until then, had been either uniformly sharp or soft. This gave their paintings a sense of natu​ralness which made the works by other schools appear either uniformly brit​tle or soft. It is also believed that painters worked-up their paintings from back to front, beginning with the background and gradually painting one by one those objects which were placed nearer to the foreground.

EVIDENCE OF VERMEER’S TECHNIQUE
No question has ever been advanced that Vermeer adopted any sort of se​cret materials or particularly novel techniques. Perhaps the only un​solved technical question which remains regards the exact extent to which he employed the camera obscura as an aid to his painting.
 The question, however, may not be so much to what extent Vermeer used of the camera obscura (many painters were aware of this tool) but rather, the expressive weight that he attached to the uniqueness of camera ob​scura vision.

As Vermeer critic and painter Lawrence Gowing wrote, Vermeer painted nothing that was technically outside the knowledge of his most com​petent contemporar​ies. This does not mean that Vermeer was not a master of paint​ing technique. He was. His mastery appears less visible than that of some of his fellow genre painters because his was comparatively essential, func​tional and devoid of trademark, stylistic flourishes. But it was all the more force​ful, or “vigorous,” as it was described by his contemporaries. An ob​server once wrote that in the View of Delft, paint seemed to have been ap​plied “with a trowel.” Such a description will no doubt surprise the modern viewer but in order to under​stand their attitude, Vermeer’s works competed directly with those of Dou, Van Mieris or Johannes Verkolje (1650-1693) who, at the time, were consid​ered modern rivals of the great Italian mas​ters of easel painting. In only a few cases Vermeer reached the level of mi​croscopic detail characteristic of the Leiden fijnschilders, most probably be​cause it was simply not a part of his pictorial agenda.

Comparisons between Vermeer's early and late interiors demonstrate the artist's ability to adapt his technique to the character of his subject, a trait which distinguished him from his closest colleagues. In The Milkmaid, for example, Vermeer stressed strength and vi​tality of the figure by defining the working-class figure and the still-life with bold, direct brushwork and textured paint. In the more sophisticated upper-class scene of The Girl with a Wineglass, brushstrokes are imperceptibly blended to depict the soft sheen of satin and the smooth glint of a silver tray. The ability to adapt painting techniques to the subject‘s character is one of the most remarkable aspects of Vermeer's mastery.

In general, Vermeer’s works are fully painted. That is, the whole canvas is covered, more or less homogeneously, with even layers of paint at least when they are com​pared to some of his most successful Dutch colleagues. As said before, some allowance was given to various thickness of paint but from normal viewing distance, these differences cannot be discerned. Van Goyen and Rembrandt, who both produced an enor​mous number of canvases developed new tech​niques to shorten the paint​ing procedure and at the same time achieve highly original results. In the work of both painters, extensive areas of the composi​tion are only summarily painted abound while a few select areas were brought to great detail. His paint​ing may be said to be detailed and broadly painted at the same time. In comparison to the majority of Dutch painters, he paid great attention to de​tail but when compared to his fellow interior painters, his works possess an unexpected broadness of execution. 

Gen​erally speaking, from a technical point of view, Dutch painting can be roughly divided into two camps. On one hand, there were painters who followed traditional oil painting methods of their predecessors. These painters include history painters and the second generation of interior painters including Gerrit Dou, Frans van Mieris, Gabriel Metsu, Gerrit Ter Borch and Vermeer. Many flower painters remained solidly linked to traditional methods as well. On the other hand, a host of painters, perhaps the great majority, lost no chance to exploit new technical expedients that would abbreviate the painting process in order to increase production as well as present some stylistic element of novelty. Painters like Frans Hals, Jan van Goyen and even, to some extent, the great Rembrandt belong to the second category. Landscapes painted in the space of a day can be found in Dutch art collections all over the world.

In any case, even though the first stages of inventing and dead-coloring in Vermeer’s painting are rarely visible to the naked eye, enough scientific evi​dence exists to confirm that he did indeed structure his pictures along the lines of other masters.

Vermeer’s palette is restrained when compared to those of his fellow genre interior painters. He employed only the three primary colors blue, red and yellow as strong colors. His coloring is sober, essential and positive rather than seductive. The brazen greenish-yellow and deep saturated green of Jan Steen (c. 1625-1679), the luxurious aquamarine blue of Van Mieris or the mysterious purple of Dou are absent in his work. Nor did he ever em​ploy the popular Cassel brown and used verdigris with extreme caution. The great part of the sur​face of Vermeer’s compositions is characterized by subtle har​monies of cool grays and warm earth colors that set the stage for a few notes of pure color, usually reserved for the sitter’s clothing.

Vermeer employed conventional glazing techniques and perhaps, compared to many other artists of the time, he adopted them in a more limited fashion. For example, we never encounter in his works the standard glaze of red mad​der over a light monochrome underpainting which produces a light pink tone much favored for the depiction of drapery. Even though Ver​meer used glazes with great finesse, the great part of his painting is exe​cuted with straightfor​ward opaque and semi-opaque paint.

When Vermeer’s work is carefully compared to analogous works of con​temporary genre interior painters we find that the wealth of anecdotal detail, so beloved by his contemporaries, is only rarely present. Vermeer pur​sued a simpler form of painting. As many critics point out, form, texture and color are suggested rather than described.
 This simplification, or abstraction as it may be called, confers the works of Vermeer a poetic rather than narra​tive content which may not have been fully appreciated by his contemporar​ies. The structural simplicity of his compositions instills a sense of quite grandeur that is powerful today as it was centuries ago.

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF VERMEER'S STYLISTIC EVOLUTION

Vermeer’s development from the last days of 1652, when he became a master in the painters’ guild of Delft, to about 1660, when he arrived at his mature style, is an extraordinary example of a great artist teaching him​self.
 As a gifted painter, Vermeer rapidly became independent from his master’s influ​ence, whoever he may have been. He proceeded slowly and deliberately: few artists were ever so careful.
 One of his principle gifts was that of will​fully learning from his fellow artists and learning at the same time from di​rect ob​servation. For each new understanding, he developed new technical strategies and ways to make use of the few crude materials available to artists of the pe​riod. His ductile mind allowed him to experiment sporadically with novel tools, techniques and materials in order to heighten the illusion of reality although he always worked in the same highly structured painting. A small patch of gold leaf was applied to the paint surface to imitate the brass chair-knob in A Maid Asleep, a compass served to define the drawing of the outline of the wine-jug in The Procuress and sand was added to the paint in the View of Delft to imitate the grainy effect of roof tiles. And with almost certainty, he routinely employed a camera obscura to observe light and compose his interiors.

 Vermeer's oeuvre can be divided into three relatively distinct stylistic and technical phases.

Early Works: History Paintings. In all honesty, if Vermeer’s reputation were based only on his few surviving early works, it is difficult to imagine that it would not be confused with those history painters whose names are unknown outside the narrow circle of Dutch art experts. In works of the early phase from about 1654 to 1656, we find evidence of con​tinual experimentation accompanied by inevitable technical and stylistic un​certainties. His first attempts to produce great works of art point in different directions, some executed with less conviction than others. While some pas​sages display budding talent, it would be hard, if not impossi​ble to anticipate any of the future technical or stylistic developments for which his art is univer​sally renowned. Something that we are not aware of must have occurred to project the artist in the new direction
.

In the first canvases, the treatment of light is conventional, the three-dimensional spaces betray serious incoherencies and the bi-dimensional or​ganization of the painting’s surface shows little, if none, of the sophistication of his later works. Nonetheless, these few years of artistic incubation were not without significance for his pictorial evolution.

"Vermeer's early history paintings, which in many respects are hard to rec​oncile with his later works provided him with broadness of vision and of execution that no other genre painter of the period possessed."
 In these works, thickly applied impasto paint is characteristic. The build-up of paint creates areas of dense, uneven surface accentuating the material pres​ence of the subjects although repeated overpainting may at times be consid​ered evidence of technical uncertainty. Vermeer’s earlier history paintings are of far greater dimensions than the great part of the later interiors. The flu​ency and technical proficiency of Christ in the House of Martha and Mary strikes an odd note among these works which, on the contrary, appear some​what labored. Perspective incoherencies are conspicuous.

The Procuress is generally considered an intermediate work that falls somewhere between the historical subjects and genre interiors. Here, for the first time, we begin to observe the characteristic colors of Vermeer’s mature works even though the large scale fig​ures of this work still occupy a great part of the composition in the manner of the Utrecht Caravaggists.
 When Vermeer arrived at the bordeeltje subject, it had been fully exploited
.

Although its "modern" subject differs from the first history works, its scale, uncertain spatial organization, and broadness of execution is clearly reminiscent of his first history works. Recently re​stored, this painting now displays a chromatic intensity that links it with the brilliant color schemes of the two interior genre scenes which follow, The Milkmaid and the Officer and Laughing Girl. He moved ahead with extreme caution but remarkable deliberation, advancing techni​cally one step at a time. His color schemes become more intense, a consequence of the artist’s sudden and unpredictable obsession with the play of light.

Recent technical investigation
 of the early Girl Reading a Letter by an Open Window proves that the young Vermeer labored considerably to find what would become his established imagery and technical procedure. The fact that the orthogonals of the window frame do not converge exactly in the vanishing point beyond the girl's head in the right half of the picture indicates that the perspective was probably resolved manually through direct observation without any mechanical aid. He would only later employ the common pin-and-string method to create and/or verify orthogonals. 

The mirroring of the girl's face in the window points to a change in the girl's initial posture, with her back turned towards the viewer (a probable allusion to Ter Borch's young satin-dressed ladies depicted in rear view). After Vermeer had changed her posture to assume a full profile he did not retouch the reflection in the mirror except a slight correction in the upper left window pane.

Before the green curtain was added, which does not belong to part of the picture’s illusionary scene, Vermeer experimented with at least two other repoussoir motives to enhance the illusion of spatial depth. One of them was a large roemer glass decorated with raspberry prunts and surrounded by a tendril of wine leaves placed on the right-hand side of the carpeted table. The other was an object previously assumed to be a Venetian winged glass. Recent infrared reflectography shows this rounded form next to the fruit lying right on the table with remarkable clarity and suggests a lion head finial of a second chair in the foreground placed close to the table, serving as an ulterior repoussoir motif. The form of the left-side lion head was once left out in the respective pattern of the tablecloth and was already defined with a precise light edge. Lastly, the green curtain had already been executed when Vermeer began to overpaint the large painting of the Cupid, perhaps the most dramatic variation in the work. 

Early Genre Interiors. In the late 1650s, Vermeer’s art takes a decisive and well-focused thematic direction. The transformation from a history painter to a genre painter seems not to have been an easy one. Nothing in his early works would have prepared him for the complex undertaking of orienting a figure within a realistic architectural space or depicting naturalistic light effects.
 In these revolutionary works we can feel both natural solidity of the objects and the space, but not yet air, that divides them. Although his rooms are filled with light and space, the world he depicts is essentially a tactile one. Tactile too, is the application of paint.

The changes that occur during the painting process, however, are not just in subject matter and mood, but also in Vermeer's painting techniques. Aside from the somber Maid Asleep, Vermeer's first genre interiors are un​expectedly small and brightly lit. There may be two reasons for this. First, Vermeer’s interiors (termed “cabinet paintings” in their days) were as a rule far smaller than history paintings since the time spent assuring an almost mi​croscopic attention to detail is inconceivable in large-scale works. The sec​ond, more intriguing, was advanced by the London architect and camera ob​scura expert Philip Steadman. According to Stead​man, evidence points to the fact that precisely when Vermeer inaugu​rated his first interiors, unquestion​able signs of camera obscura vision also appeared in his pictures. And moreover, to be effectual, the camera obscura re​quires strongly lit subjects.

Furthermore, Vermeer’s compositions became far more meditated and the initial prob​lems of perspective and drawing disappear as if by magic. Steadman hy​pothesized that Vermeer could have traced the image produced by the camera obscura directly onto his canvas thereby shortcutting all the complicated pre​liminary work entailed in working out coherent perspective systems. This theory would also explain the curious exaggeration in scale between the two seated figures in the Officer and Laughing Girl. It cannot be ruled out that Vermeer arrived at these pictorial solutions by other routes as other authors suggest.

However, even if the camera obscura may explain some aspects of Vermeer’s daring technical jump ahead, no satisfying reason has been provided to ac​count for the drastic change of subject. Did his history paintings fail to attract the attention of the nearby princely court of The Hague whose tastes for his​tory painting remained so staunchly conservative? Or did he suddenly grasp the expressive potential of genre painting themes so popular and so close at hand in his native Delft?

According to many experts, Vermeer was a late-comer to the field of genre painting. The most significant genre
 themes he was to exploit time and time again had been pioneered by other painters of lesser talent such as Nicolas Maes (1634-1693), Gabriel Metsu (1629-1667) and in par​ticular, Pieter de Hoogh (1629-1684), one of the most beloved painters of the Neth​erlands. Historians have shown that Vermeer derived his compo​sitions from those in circula​tion. After all, ar​tistic originality did not have the same priority that it has today. Con​noisseurs were capable of discerning nuance and craftsmanship which distinguished his works from the endearing, yet unsettlingly clumsiness of genre figures by De Hoogh. However, even if Vermeer depended on his colleagues for his themes, he brought an intellectual and moral depth to genre painting which seemed for​eign to the humane light-heartedness and friendly warmth prized by Dutch art lovers. 

As Arthur Wheelock has pointed out, "the challenge he seems to have set for himself in the late 1650s was to translate the classiciz​ing tendencies of his early religious and mythological paintings into a con​temporary idiom..." Thus, Vermeer’s foray into history painting was to serve him well to the end of his career. One of his most unusual talents consisted in his ability to perceive great poten​tial in minor works of art. 

In order to create illusionistic, three-dimensional spaces Vermeer made use of laws of perspective which artists were urged to learn. Without doubt, the left-hand-corner-of-the-room scheme of his interiors was derived verbatim from the compositions of his colleague Pieter de Hoogh and a few other Dutch painters from the south of Holland. De Hoogh was also responsible for Vermeer’s new-found interest in geometrically coherent light-filled rooms.
 He was the first Dutch painter to fully appreciate that the illusion of space is not merely a matter of orthogo​nals, or lines of sight, converging in a vanishing point, but also a product of light, color and at​mosphere.

From a technical point of view, the complicated admixtures of pigments found in Vermeer’s history paintings become less frequent and im​pasto is employed more selectively. The brilliant colors necessary to suggest the intensity of incom​ing daylight, which had suddenly become one of his artistic preoccupations in this period, are generally composed of only one, two or three pigments. Contours tend to be uniformly hard to the point of brittleness lending the works a faintly austere character. However, with lightening speed, he mas​tered the lessons in chiaroscuro. His lighting schemes display a boldness of execution and expressive power unseen in the works of his fellow genre painters.

The famous pointillès, or globular dots of thick light-colored paint which represent natural highlights, make their debut. Along with other visual peculiarities, pointillès indicate that Vermeer had indeed begun to make use of the camera obscura. In itself, the camera obscura was no novelty for practicing artists. Far from being a secret, knowledge of this “miraculous device” circulated among men of science and painters of the time. This simple instrument is ideal for studying the natural play of light, and in the hand of an accom​plished painter it can be a formidable aid for composition as well. 

From the outset of his career, Vermeer was deeply interested in the expres​sive impact of composition. He made numerous changes during the painting process as he sought a more satisfactory image. In his obsessive pursuit for balance he eliminated figures, altered costumes and contours, adjusted the shapes of buildings in his cityscapes and reconsidered the placement and scale of ob​jects no matter how small.

In this period Vermeer produced two of his most colorful and highly con​trasted compositions, The Milkmaid and the Officer and Laughing Girl. After The Milkmaid, Vermeer never again painted working-class motifs.

Although we generally credit the development of stylistic concerns to the artist’s personal evolution, we must always keep in mind that the were frequently effected by market expectations. In his Lofe der Schilder-konst Philp Angel “made it perfectly clear understood painting’s principle function as being to please the art lover’s eye. …Moreover, he added – repeatedly – in doing so  the painter would be able better to sell his paintings.”

Maturity: Works of the 1660s. In the early 1660s, the rugged surface of the early genre scenes gives way to a sheen typical of works of the fijnschilders Van Mieris. Rather than the hollow, box-like spaces of the earlier interiors, Vermeer seems to concentrate on creating en​velopes of vibrant space. The most characteristic compositions of this period portray single female figures absorbed in some silent activity, each one set in a sub​tly different lighting condition. Attention is focused on their inti​mate thoughts and emotions rather than on their social role. In these so-called “pearl pictures” the figures and ground are more tightly bound to the two-di​mensional framework of the canvas than in the earlier box-like constructions.

Perspective no longer plays the same dramatic role in defining space that it did in the first interiors. As one Vermeer writer pointed out, rather than the illusion of tactile nearness, Vermeer pursues the illusion of distance defining the psychological space which divides the protagonist’s thoughts and emotions from those of the observer.

Through the distillation and purification of formal elements, unique in Dutch painting, Vermeer obtains the legendary effect of timelessness for which this particular group of works has long been noted. Every object as​sumes its place within a carefully balanced composition and the viewer feels that nothing could be added or subtracted without disturbing the painting’s stillness.

In this period, paint is applied more sparingly utilizing translucent and semi-translucent layers. The weave of the canvas is barely perceptible. Strong colors are confined to limited areas of the compositions. Contours are more varied than before but in general they are more suffused, especially in the shadows where at times they even appear to be obliterated. Although the de​scription of light had become increasingly important, the objects in Vermeer's paintings are suggested by subtle shifts in tonal values rather than by forceful chiaroscuro. The structural solidity and economy of de​scription in his mature works are startling even today when we have become ac​customed to abstract painting.

Although Vermeer's thematic and compositional debt to the fijnschilders is obvious in this period, his rendering never reaches such extreme level of mi​croscopic detail for which their painting had become renowned throughout Europe. Perhaps only when their works are compared side-by-side, can this difference be fully appreciated.

In this period Vermeer may have also made use of the badger brush which was commonly employed to smooth brush marks, glaze and blend adjacent areas of color imperceptibly.

Late Works. By the 1670s, Vermeer had mastered every facet of painting technique and the excellent state of many of these works testifies to the fact. Overpainting is less frequent than before. Not a single compositional change has been discovered, either through microscopic analysis, infrared photography, or x-radiography, in Art of Painting, one of Vermeer’s most complicated pictorial constructions.. 

Contours had become again sharp and paint is applied with the utmost economy. In some areas paint has been applied so thinly that the underlying ground can be clearly observed. This fact has lead some scholars to believe a few of the paintings, such as The Geographer and the Lady Writing a Letter with her Maid, were left unfinished. Vermeer’s brushwork increasingly frees itself from descriptive function and is so calligraphic that flirts with the virtuoso. Here and there a sense of brittleness becomes apparent especially appreciable in the modeling of the human forms.

The abstraction of form take on the utmost importance, so much that some parts of the paintings acquire an independent existence even though  the stylistic idiosyncrasies which are characteristic of this period can no longer be ex​plained by camera obscura vision or optical considerations. "The accents of color Vermeer used to indicate the folds of the woman's dress or the exquisite decorative rose of the guitar in The Guitar Player, for example, are seen first and foremost as paint, and then only secondarily as descriptive of material texture." The Love Letter has the air of fine, exotic inlay.

The faces of some of the figures, such as that of The Guitar Player, appear conventionally rendered even though they remain agreeable. One has the sensation that the psychological introspection of the Girl with a Pearl Ear​ring or Study of a Young Woman is either no longer of interest to the mature artist or simply no longer requested by the market that favored the new, if somewhat artificial French style. Nevertheless, pictorial constructions of great subtlety and originality like The Lacemaker and the Lady Writing a Letter with her Maid dispel notions of an artistic decline.

A FEW NOTES ON THE TECHNIQUES OF THE GREAT MASTERS

 The search for lost Great Masters methods and materials had already begun shortly after the end of the glorious Golden Age of Dutch painting. Many Dutch painters had achieved such extraordinary levels of technical proficiency that succes​sive generations of artists were at a loss as how to reproduce. Speculation continued into the twentieth century, especially among painters who opposed modernist currents and attempted to unearth painting styles of the past. 

The composition of Rembrandt's painting medium, which had been the source of almost endless speculation, has been revealed to have been com​posed of nothing more than common linseed or walnut oil. The presence of egg was detected only occasionally in pure white mixtures. Vermeer seems to have used a similar simple medium composed of drying oils. Fortunately, modern scientific investigations conducted by the principle museums in the later part of the twentieth century have slowly come to a common position in regards. It would now seem that the almost irreproducible technical results seen in Dutch masters were, in fact, not due to any particular use of material, rather, they were in great part the consequence of a rational, sequential manner of constructing a painting and imaginative powers.

� DOERNER, Max. The Materials of the Artists and Their Use in Painting with Notes on the Techniques of the Old Masters. rev. ed. London et al., 1979. 315.


� Although it would appear logical that a close cooperation between practicing artists and scientists might be productive, many scientists are not interested in what artists can contribute. Some deny the value of reconstructions at all, even when performed very accurate and only few can transform all retrieved information into accessible articles, books and manuals. (From personal communications with Hayo de Boer.)


� After De Lairesse went blind in 1690, he gave lectures on the “infallible” rules of Art which were later collected in two influential books, one on drawing (Grondlegginge der Teekenkunst, 1701) and one on painting (Het Groot Schilderboek, 1707). He wrote that a painter should not only trust his observations and experience following his inspiration blindly. His instinct must be checked by respectful study of the tradition of the ancient and modern masters.


� Van de WETERING, Ernst.  Rembrandt: The Painter at Work. Berkley, Los Angeles and London. 2000. 222.


� Vermeer’s interest in the camera obscura was probably strongly related to the general interest in optical instruments in seventeenth-century Netherlands.


� Constantijn Huygens wrote in 1622 that the camera obscura was “now-a-days familiar to everyone.”


� Even though we are not able to fully grasp the meanings of Vermeer's paintings, this should not be taken as evidence that he adhered to purist formula of pictorial value such as the twentieth century "art-for-art's -sake" dictum. People living in Vermeer's time attached great importance to the value of images. “To disparage subject matter or images was entirely foreign to seventeenth-century mindset.” From: de JONGH, Eddy. "Frans van Mieris: Questions of Understanding." Frans Van Mieris 1635 – 1681. Ed. Quentin BUVELOT. Zwolle 2006. 44.


� LIEDTKE, Walter. “Vermeer Teaching Himself.” The Cambridge Companion to Vermeer. Ed. Wayne Franits. Cambridge. 2002. 27


� ibid. 27


� Some art historians believe that the relationship between Vermeer and his patron, Pieter van Ruijven, went beyond the typical client/artist relation opening the door to an eventual collaboration, at least, regarding the choice of theme.


� WHEELOCK, Arthur. Vermeer and the Art of Painting. New Haven and London. 1995. 163.


� A group of Catholic artists from Utrecht who traveled to Rome as students in the first years of the seventeenth century and were profoundly influenced by the work of Caravaggio. On their return to the north this school had a short-lived but influential flowering in the 1620s, among them painters like Hendrick ter Brugghen, Gerrit van Honthorst and Dirck van Baburen.


� Laymen often are puzzled how painter of such refined sentiments and spiritual light could have depicted scene of base position as in the Procuress. It should be remembered that the artist’s father was an innkeeper and that inns were often the theatre of illicit contacts between prostitutes and their clients.


� based on: SCHOLZEL, Christoph. "Zur Entstehung des Gemäldes Brieflesendes Mädchen am offenen Fenster," Eds. Uta NEIDHARDT . Der frühe Vermeer. Berlin, München 2010, 83-97 (exh.-cat. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister).


� WHEELOCK, Arthur. 1995. 39.


� Unlike history painting, a genre picture does not generally refer to a written text. Rather, it relates to a very different area, to the popular, often crude and simplistic, metaphorical interpretations of the world. The genre scene always presents a situation which gains moral meaning through the introduction of key symbols. Many of the symbols were drawn from popular literature, proverbs or  Dutch emblem books which were immensely popular at the time.


� Although modern scholarship devotes much attention to the narrative aspect of De Hoogh’s oeuvre, the artist must have been equally concerned with imposing geometric precision on his compositions. Pentimenti show that in many cases he first sketched and painted the architectural features and after that added the figures over them as if they were staffage. This was common practice may have been borrowed from Delft architectural painters. From: HOLLANDER, Martha. “Public and Private Life in the Art of Pieter de Hoogh.” Nederlands


Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek / Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art 2000, vol. 51.  273-293.


� SUTTON, Peter. Love Letters, Dutch Genre Paintings in the Age of Vermeer. Greenwich and Dublin. 2004. 22.


� SLUIJTER, Eric Jan. Seductress of Sight: Studies in Dutch Art of the Golden Age. Zwolle. 1999. 8.





