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Jan Vermeer. Girl Reading a Letter at an 

Open Window,  c. 1657, oil on canvas  

 

An innkeeper and art dealer who painted 

only for local patrons, Jan (Johannes) 

Vermeer (1632-1675) entered the Delft 

artists’ guild in 1653. “Of the fewer than 

forty canvases securely attributed to 

Vermeer, most are of a similar type- quiet, 

low-key in color, and asymmetrical but 

strongly geometric in organization.  

Vermeer achieved his effects through a 

consistent architectonic construction of 

space in which every object adds to the 

clarity and balance of the composition.  An 

even light from a window often gives 

solidity to the figures and objects in a 

room.  All emotion is subdued, as Vermeer 

evokes the stillness of meditation.  Even 

the brushwork is so controlled that it 

becomes invisible, except when he paints 

reflected light as tiny droplets of color. 



Jan Vermeer. The Milkmaid. 

c. 1657-1658, oil on canvas 

 

Despite its traditional title, 

the picture clearly shows a 

kitchen or housemaid, a low-

ranking indoor servant, 

rather than a milkmaid who 

actually milks the cow, in a 

plain room carefully pouring 

milk into a squat 

earthenware container (now 

commonly known as a "Dutch 

oven") on a table. For at least 

two centuries before the 

painting was created, 

milkmaids and kitchen 

maids had a reputation as 

being predisposed to love or 

sex, and this was frequently 

reflected in Dutch paintings 

of kitchen and market 

scenes. 



In Dutch literature and paintings 

of Vermeer's time, maids were 

often depicted as subjects of male 

desire—dangerous women 

threatening the honor and security 

of the home, the center of Dutch 

life—although some Vermeer 

contemporaries had started to 

represent them in a more neutral 

way.  

 

Vermeer's painting is one of the 

rare examples of a maid treated in 

an empathetic and dignified way, 

although amorous symbols in this 

work still exemplify the tradition. 

One of the Delft tiles at the foot of 

the wall behind the maid, near the 

foot warmer, depicts Cupid – 

which can imply arousal of a 

woman or simply that while she is 

working she is daydreaming about 

a man. 



The coals enclosed inside the foot 

warmer could symbolize either the 

heat of lust in tavern or brothel 

scenes, or the hidden but true 

burning passion of a woman for her 

husband, according to Serena Cant, 

a British art historian and lecturer.  

 

Yet the whitewashed wall and 

presence of milk seem to indicate 

that the room was a "cool kitchen" 

used for cooking with dairy 

products, such as milk and butter, 

so the foot warmer would have a 

pragmatic purpose there. Since 

other Dutch paintings of the period 

indicate that foot warmers were 

used when seated, its presence in 

the picture may symbolize the 

standing woman's "hardworking 

nature", according to Cant. 



Jan Vermeer. The Glass of Wine, c. 1658-60, oil on canvas 



In this painting, a man is offering wine to a woman – as an aphrodisiac, to lower her 

resistance. The man is appraising the young woman with his gaze, and he has already 

raised the shimmering glass to her mouth; it half covers her face, almost like a mask. 

 

The scene has evidently been preceded by a musical diversion to get them into the right 

mood.  This is suggested by the lute which has been placed on the chair, and the sheet 

music lying on the Persian carpet on the table. 



The partly opened window has a particular moral meaning which acts as a commentary on 

the scene, as it were.  A personification of Temperance, one of the cardinal virtues, together 

with its attributes, the Level (symbolizing good deeds) and the Bridle (symbolizing 

emotional control) can be seen in the stained glass design.  The window is directly in the 

woman’s line of vision, and is her opposite, its purpose being to serve as a warning. 

  

The young woman has brought her glass to her lips as though she wishes to escape the 

waiting eye of her elegant cavalier.  He, with no glass of his own, is preparing to pour her 

more.  The impression is that he is trying to make her drunk and thus weak-willed.  



Jan Vermeer. The Letter, c. 1666, 

oil on canvas 

 

 In The Letter, Vermeer ushers 

viewers into a room of a well-

appointed Dutch house.  The focus 

on women in a household scene is 

entirely appropriate; 17th –century 

Dutch culture consigned primary 

responsibility for the tranquility 

and order of the domestic realm to 

women.   

 

Here, however, the woman of the 

house is not involved in cleaning or 

child-rearing activities.  Rather, 

her lute playing has been 

interrupted by a maid, who has 

delivered a love letter. 

 



The lute was a traditional symbol of 

the music of love, and the calm 

seascape on the back wall served as a 

symbol of love requited.  In the book 

Love Emblems, published in 

Amsterdam in 1634, the author wrote, 

“Love may rightly be compared to the 

sea, considering its changeableness.” 

 

To achieve his effects with light, 

Vermeer used mirrors and the camera 

obscura, an ancestor of the modern 

camera which was also used by 

Leonardo da Vinci.  The camera 

obscura, a dark box which projects an 

image through a tiny hole on to a flat 

surface, allowed Vermeer literally to 

“stage” his painted settings, and also 

to render precisely the small reflective 

details that are characteristic of his 

style. 

 



To achieve his effects with light, Vermeer 

used mirrors and the camera obscura, an 

ancestor of the modern camera which 

was also used by Leonardo da Vinci.   

 

The camera obscura, a dark box which 

projects an image through a tiny hole on 

to a flat surface, allowed Vermeer 

literally to “stage” his painted settings, 

and also to render precisely the small 

reflective details that are characteristic 

of his style. 



Jan Vermeer. Allegory of Painting (The 

Artist’s Studio), c. 1665, oil on canvas 

 

Far from being a naturalistic depiction 

of a painter at work, this is a 

complicated allegory on the nature of 

painting.  An artist in rather antiquated 

costume and seen from the back, is in 

the act of portraying a model posing as 

Clio, the Muse of History.  Crowned 

with a laurel wreath, she carries the 

trumpet of fame and a book. 

 

On the table are a treatise on painting, 

a mask and a sketchbook, while on the 

back wall is a map of the seventeen 

provinces of the Netherlands before they 

were divided in 1581.  The precise 

meaning of the picture will always be 

elusive, but it may be that Vermeer 

intended it to show the Muse of History 

inspiring the painter or to stand as an 

allegory of the art of history-painting in 

the Low Countries.  



Vermeer had ten children, which 

placed a considerable financial 

burden on him.  In 1672, Holland 

was invaded by the army of Louis 

XIV, which precipitated a serious 

economic crisis.  Vermeer sold very 

few paintings, and his activities as a 

dealer brought in very little money.  

He died at age forty-three, 

exhausted by financial anxieties.  

After his death, his wife was obliged 

to cede two of his canvases to 

creditors to settle outstanding debts. 

 

The Art of Painting, however, was 

one of the few pictures that 

remained in Vermeer’s possession at 

the time of his death, suggesting 

that it was particularly precious.  



18th Century Artist using a camera obscura to outline his subject 



Jan Vermeer. Woman Holding a 

Balance, c. 1664, oil on canvas 

 

In this work, a young woman 

delicately holds an empty pair of 

scales in her right hand. She seems 

to be waiting for them to balance out 

before she weighs something, 

probably the gold coins at the edge of 

the table. 

 

Also on the table are some jewels, 

pearl necklaces and a gold chain. On 

the far wall hangs a painting of the 

Last Judgment while: on the left 

wall facing the woman is a mirror. 

The contrast between the valuable 

objects on the table, the Last 

Judgment and the scales, symbols of 

the Judgment itself, are intended to 

remind the viewer of the importance 

of resisting the temptation of 

earthily riches and living moderately 

in order to obtain salvation. 



The calmness of the young woman's 

feature's indicates that she is 

capable of living according to these 

principles. The work thus functions 

as many Dutch still lifes did (one of 

which seen above), as a vanitas 

painting, reminding one of the 

ephemeral nature of life and the 

futility of accumulating wealth 

during our brief existence on earth.  



The scales the woman holds are 

empty – in perfect balance, the 

way Ignatius of Loyola advised 

Catholics (Vermeer was a 

Catholic convert in the 

Protestant Dutch Republic) to 

lead a temperate, self-aware life 

and to balance one’s sins with 

virtuous behavior. 

 

The mirror on the wall may refer 

to self-knowledge, but it may 

also symbolize, as do the pearls 

and gold, the sin of vanity.  

 

The woman holds in the scales in 

balance and contemplates the 

kind of life she must lead in 

order to be judged favorably on 

judgment day. 



Jan Steen. Topsy-Turvy World, 1663, oil on canvas 



Daily life was Jan Steen's main pictorial theme. Many of the genre scenes he portrayed 

are lively to the point of chaos and lustfulness, even so much that a “Jan Steen 

household,” meaning a messy scene, became a Dutch proverb (een huishouden van Jan 

Steen).  

 

In this boisterous scene, even the dog is misbehaving, having gotten up on the table and 

eating a pie. A pig and monkey, unlikely to live in a normal house, are in residence. The 

young woman in the center is a prostitute, judging by her dress and pose. The old couple 

in the corner try to restore order by reading the Bible—it is futile. The inscription on the 

small blackboard at the bottom right is “in weelde siet toe” or beware of luxury.  



Jan Steen. The Dissolute Household,  c. 1668, oil on canvas 

 

Steen owned a brewery for several years, and from 1670 until his death he kept 

a tavern in Leiden; he probably found inspiration and models all about him.   



Gerard Ter Borch. The Suitor’s 

Visit, c. 1658, oil on canvas 

 

From a prosperous social class 

himself, Gerard Ter Borch (1617-

81) traveled more extensively than 

any other seventeenth-century 

Dutch artist, visiting England, 

Italy, Spain, Flanders, Germany, 

and probably France.  

 

Here, Ter Borch’s “suitor” is a client 

at a high-class brothel, and the 

“lady” answering the door is pricing 

her favors. Among the hidden clues 

is the other man who, warmed by 

the fireplace, recalls the heat of 

love. The seated woman idly strums 

a stringed instrument as a prelude 

to passion.  



Willem Claesz Heda. Still Life with Oysters, Rum Glass, and Silver Cup, 1634, oil on 

panel 

 

Still life paintings such as this one were popular among the Dutch who were both proud 

of their material possessions but also cautious of their allure due to their Calvinist faith. 

These paintings are often known as vanitas paintings because their refer to the 

transience of life and its sensory pleasures.  Some of these objects have also been related 

to illicit relationships between the sexes and their consequences.  



In the favors of the Dutch art-buying public, scenes of everyday indoor life vied with 

landscape and still life. Such genre pictures (as they came to be called in the late 

eighteenth century), small in size, sharply detailed and representing a familiar world, 

were perfectly adapted for the living-rooms of middle-class houses and accurately 

mirrored the outlook of their owners. They have often been seen, in fact, as prime 

examples of an art called into being by its patrons, in this instance hard-headed 

merchants who distrusted the imagination and idealization.  



Rachel Ruysch. Fruit and Insects. 1711, oil on wood 

 

The Dutch painter Rachel Ruysch (1666-1750), daughter of a professor of 

anatomy and botany, probably studied rare examples of beautiful flowers even in 

her childhood. Her clientele was composed of members of the rich merchant 

classes, who often tended flourishing gardens in the narrow lots behind their 

houses.  



Because  of her preeminent reputation for flawlessly painted, complex masses of 

flowers brought close to the picture plane, Ruysch commanded unusually high prices 

for her paintings, earning twice what Rembrandt did for larger pictures. Although 

married and the mother of ten, she was able to attend to her career.  



Rachel Ruysch. Nosegay on a Marble 

Plinth, c. 1695, oil on canvas 

 

This small yet voluptuous bouquet of 

cultivated and wild flowers sits, artfully 

poised, atop a stone ledge. Several 

delicately painted insects are drawn to 

the rich cluster of petals.  

 

Ruysch has oriented her floral 

composition along a strong diagonal: 

rough, thorny stems on the lower left lead 

to abundant, full-flowering blooms on the 

right. This sort of depiction of opulence 

and plenty became the very point of 

flower painting in the 18th century.  

 

Ruysch’s close study of the light, and her 

arrangement of large, open flowers at the 

center, surrounded by smaller ones in 

varying degrees of shadow, impart the full 

spatial presence of the nosegay (a small 

bunch of flower).  



 

Ruysch was one of Holland’s 

outstanding flower painters and the 

first female Dutch artist to achieve 

international recognition.  

 

From youth, she participated in a rich 

social and cultural network, thanks to 

the achievements and professional 

standing of her family. Frederik 

Ruysch, her father, was  

a distinguished professor of anatomy 

and botany whose wunderkammer 

(room of wonders) was an attraction for 

dignitaries visiting Amsterdam.  

 

These scientific and botanical resources 

undoubtedly played a role in her 

exemplary accomplishments as a 

professional artist, crowned by her 

appointment as court painter to Johann 

Wilhelm, the Elector Palatine of 

Bavaria, in Düsseldorf in 1708.  



 

Left: Willem van Aelst. Still Life with Flowers, 1665, oil on canvas 

Right: Otto Marseus van Schrieck. A Sottobosco with an Aspic Viper, Sand Lizard, 

Tree Frog, Moths and Fungi, 1660, oil on canvas 

 

A pupil of Willem van Aelst, she was also intrigued by Otto Marseus van Schrieck's 

paintings with reptiles. Ruysch continued to use the dark backgrounds characteristic 

of van Aelst and the older generation long after van Huysum and other contemporaries 

had gone over to light backgrounds.  



Willem van Aelst. Still-Life 

with Fruit and Crystal Vase, 

1652, oil on canvas 

 

Van Aelst had served as court 

painter to Ferdinando II de 

Medici, and specialized in the 

genre of flower painting and 

still-life. On the "hierarchy of 

genres", flowers were 

considered to be of lower value 

than other genres. Indeed all 

still lifes were ranked last in 

importance after history 

painting, portrait art, genre-

works, and landscapes.  

 

In Holland, however, still lifes 

and genre painting of the Dutch 

Realist school proved highly 

popular with the rising 

professional, merchant and 

middle classes. 



In 1693, Ruysch married the portrait painter, 

Juriaen Pool (1666-1745), with whom she had ten 

children. In 1701 Ruysch was inducted into the 

painters' guild in The Hague. Several years later 

Ruysch was invited to Düsseldorf, along with the 

painters Jan Weenix (1640 – 1719) and Adriaen 

van der Werff (1659 – 1722), to serve as court 

painter to Johann Wilhelm, Elector Palatine 

(1658 – 1716).  

 

She remained there from 1708 until the prince's 

death, after which she returned to Holland where 

she continued painting for prominent clients. Of 

her works from this period is the still-life, Fruits 

and Insects, now in the Uffizi Gallery. 

 

Ruysch was also noted for her paintings of 

detailed and realistic crystal vases. Ruysch lived 

eighty-five years and her dated works establish 

that she painted from the time she was a young 

woman until she was an octogenarian (in her 

80s). She is known to have created about a 

hundred paintings, usually marked by a use of 

dark backgrounds. 



Another reason for Rachel’s love of plants and 

flowers was that she and her family lived in a 

district of Amsterdam called Bloemgracht, which 

means “flower canal”. 

 

Rachel Ruysch had to overcome two problems 

which were common in the artistic world of 

northern Europe at the time.  Firstly she had to 

overcome the fact that she was a woman and 

artistic painting was considered a male 

province.  Secondly, during this period, art was 

divided into two categories – “greater” and 

“lesser”.  Into the “greater” category one found 

paintings of religious and historical themes and 

compartmentalized in the “lesser” category were 

portraits, landscapes and still-lifes.  It was this 

“lesser” category which was deemed fit for female 

artists.  Women artists who painted were 

considered to be just painting as a hobby and 

were completely incapable of artistic genius. 

However Rachel Ruysch triumphed and became a 

highly regarded artist who made her mark in the 

male world of the Dutch Old Masters, becoming 

one of the greatest flower painters in either 

gender. 

Rachel Ruysch. Still Life with 

Flower and Fruit, 1703, oil on 

canvas 



The objects in Maria van Oosterwyck’s realistic 

Still Life of 1668, a skull, insects (the moth 

and the fly), a tiny mouse nibbling at some 

grain- make cloaked reference to the 

transience of earthly existence.  Van 

Oosterwyck’s Still Life belongs to a category of 

European vanitas paintings, the contents of 

which suggest the corruptibility of worldly 

goods, the futility of riches, and the 

inevitability of death.  Such paintings look 

back upon a long tradition perpetuated by such 

Netherlanders as Jan van Eyck, whose 

realistically depicted imagery carried 

secondary, symbolic intent.   

 

Van Oosterwyck brings the naturalist’s 

passion for detail to every object: the radiant 

flowers (including a magnificent Dutch tulip), 

the microscopically precise fly, the worn book, 

the rotting skull, the meticulously detailed 

globe, and the minute self-portrait (reflected in 

the carafe on the left).  The still life thus 

serves a double function: it is decorative, yet it 

moralizes on the realities it depicts.  



Maria van Oosterwyck, the daughter of a Dutch 

Reformed minister and one of a growing number of 

women painters who were not the daughters of 

artists, was sent to study with the prominent flower 

painter Davidsz de Heem in Antwerp in 1658.  She 

later worked at Delft, where she was the only female 

professional painter of the century (but does not seem 

to have been a member of the guild), Amsterdam, and 

The Hague.  

 

Oosterwyck included a great range of objects, all 

lovingly painted, including pen and ink as symbols of 

the professional life, account book and coins pointing 

to worldly wealth and possessions, and musical 

instruments and a glass of liqueur as signs of worldly 

pleasures soon to pass away.  The accompanying 

flowers, animals, and insects reinforce the theme of 

transience of life and the constant presence of sorrow 

and death.  Oosterwyck worked slowly, building up 

tight, complex compositions with marvelous surfaces. 

 

Louis XIV’s purchase of one of her flower paintings 

was followed by the patronage of other royalty. 

Maria van Oosterwyck. Still 

Life with Flowers in a 

Decorative Vase, c. 1670-

1675, oil on canvas 



Jan Steen. The Artist’s Family, c. 1663, oil on canvas 

 

The Dutch were charged by their rivals with undue commercialism, a fever of money-

making, and the coarseness of manners sometimes connected with absorption in 

economic life.  Dutch historians amiably admit these allegations.  



Jan Steen. The Christening Feast, 1664, oil on canvas 

 

The basis of freedom in the Netherlands was order, and the clarity of mind was 

mirrored in the neatness of the home.  Courage, industry, and obstinacy characterized 

the men; domestic assiduity and mastery marked the women; calm temper and a bluff 

good humor were in both sexes.  Hence, a disorderly home, such as the one seen here, 

would convey highly negative connotations. 



Jan Steen. The Drawing 

Lesson, 1665, oil on panel 

 

In this allegory of the status of 

the artist and the nature of 

his profession, a male artist 

instructs two pupils: a young 

boy and a fashionably dressed 

young woman. A plaster cast 

of a sculpture of a nude male 

seems to be the object of the 

day's exercise in how to draw, 

but the studio is filled with 

many other props and 

materials.  



Steen’s moralizing genre paintings 

are full of clues to the covert ways 

in which eroticism is expressed. The 

figure that the girl student is 

studying has been identified as a 

cast of a bozzetto (a small study for 

a larger sculpture) of St. Sebastian 

by Alessandro Vittoria. The girl’s 

fascination is observed by the 

master’s boy student; only the 

master appears unmoved, but then 

it is he who has set the subject for 

the young woman to draw. 

 

Objects related to the traditional 

theme of vanitas (vanity), a 

frequent subject of Dutch still lifes, 

are piled in the lower right corner. 

These items--a laurel wreath, a 

skull, wine, a fur muff, a book, a 

lute, and a pipe--remind viewers of 

the brevity of life and fame.  



Judith Leyster. Self-

Portrait, c. 1630, oil on 

canvas 

 

Judith Leyster (1609-1660) 

is a Netherlandish artist 

from the province of 

Utrecht, whose canvases 

until the twentieth century 

were usually attributed to 

her colleague, Frans Hals.  

Leyster established a 

workshop in Haarlem and 

was elected to the painters’ 

guild of that city.  Almost all 

her known paintings date 

from before her marriage at 

the age of twenty-six.  



Leyster’s Self-Portrait achieves 

a sense of informality through 

the casual manner in which the 

artist turns away from her 

canvas as if to greet the viewer.   

 

The laughing violinist that is 

the subject of the painting-

within-the-painting provides an 

exuberant counterpoint to 

Leyster’s robust visage, which 

conveys the self-confidence of a 

middle-class woman who held 

membership in the largely male 

artists’ guild, trained students, 

and turned her art to profit. 



DOMESTIC LIFE and SURROUNDINGS: 
DUTCH BAROQUE: 

(Art of Jan Vermeer and the Dutch Masters) 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your on these 

paintings by Vermeer, devise a 

question to present to and answer for 

the class. Create a five-point rubric 

in which a ten-minute response 

might be formally assessed. You may 

choose to address only one painting 

or both.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your on these 

paintings of Ruysch and Heda, devise 

a question to present to and answer 

for the class. Create a five-point 

rubric in which a ten-minute 

response might be formally assessed. 

You may choose to address only one 

painting or both.  



Compare and contrast the two self-portraits. One is by Judith Leyster and the other is 

by Rembrandt van Rijn. How do the two portraits allude to two very different artists 

with two very different careers? 



Attribute this painting 

to a Dutch artist of the 

17th century. Justify 

your attribution by 

using specific visual 

evidence. Also, refer to a 

painting you have 

studied to further justify 

your attribution. 



How do Vermeer’s paintings convey a sense of what life was like in 17th-century Delft? 

The movie Girl with a Pearl Earring attempts to convey a sense of place and time. 

 

Girl with a Pearl Earring- Trailer on YouTube 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46E3xUTR6A0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46E3xUTR6A0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46E3xUTR6A0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46E3xUTR6A0


Could anyone paint a 

Vermeer? - BBC 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20140103-could-anyone-paint-a-vermeer
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20140103-could-anyone-paint-a-vermeer
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http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20140103-could-anyone-paint-a-vermeer
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20140103-could-anyone-paint-a-vermeer

