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Johannes Vermeer
[1632-1675]

Johannes Vermeer, Officer and Laughing 
Girl, c.1657

Today there are 34 extant paintings by 
Vermeer.



Johannes Vermeer, The Milk Maid, 1658





foot warmer with tiles 
of Cupid and a man with a 

walking stick



Johannes Vermeer, The Music Lesson or A Lady at the Virginals with a Gentleman, c. 1662–65 Camera Obscura



CAMERA OBSCURA
“dark room” or “veiled chamber”

Bending or refracting light rays to create an image



What are the repercussions of hypothesizing and 
then potentially discovering Vermeer used the 
camera obscura?

How does connecting Vermeer to the technology 
of the camera obscura diminish or enhance his 
status as a singular artist? 



Dutch Golden Age 17th Century

The Golden Age in the 
Netherlands was an era of 

trade development, 
economic growth and 

cultural diversity, 
flourishing science and 

high-quality art. 
Seventeenth-century 
Dutch society was a 

“laboratory of the world.”

• Trade
• Science
• Military
• Art

Johannes Lingelbach: The Dam Square in Amsterdam with the New Town Hall under Construction, 1656









Over the course of the seventeenth century, the Dutch nation became one of the wealthiest and most powerful in the world, employing its naval prowess to dominate international trade and 
create a vast colonial empire. But this period began in turmoil. The 1568 revolt of the Seventeen Provinces (modern-day Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and sections of northern France and 
western Germany) against Philip II of Spain, the sovereign of the Habsburg Netherlands, led to the Eighty Years’ War, or Dutch War of Independence. Under William of Orange, the northern 
provinces overthrew the Habsburg armies and established the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands, which in 1648 was recognized as an independent country. The Southern Netherlands 
remained under Catholic Spain’s control, prompting countless Flemish craftsmen to flee north, where their innovative techniques and pioneering subjects were disseminated throughout the 
Republic.





Dutch West India Company, offshoot of Dutch 
East India Company

Above: A senior merchant of the Dutch East India Company, presumably Jacob 
Mathieusen, and his wife; in the background the fleet in the roads of Batavia [capital city 
of the Dutch East Indies, today Jakarta] by Aelbert Cuyp, c. 1640-1660

Right: Board of Dutch East India Company



Dutch East Indies

Top Left: Dutch West Indies
Dutch Caribbean – Aruba, 
Curacao, and Sint Maarten

Bottom Left: Map of the 
main West India Company 
settlements in the Atlantic 

Ocean (1640s.1650s.)



Golden Carriage (1898) carrying Dutch Royals







Right: Major slave trading 
regions of Africa, 15th-19th

centuries
Left: Dutch Slave Coast; The 

work of the Dutch West India 
Company on the coast of Africa, 

which is located in 
contemporary Ghana, Benin, 

Togo, and Nigeria. The primary 
purpose of the trading post was 

to supply slaves for the 
plantation colonies in the 

Americas. 





The Dutch West India Company [WIC], a chartered company of 
Dutch merchants, was established in 1621 as a monopoly over the 
African slave trade to Brazil, the Caribbean and North America.

The WIC had offices in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Hoorn, Middelburg 
and Groningen, but one-fourth of Africans transported across the 
Atlantic by the company were moved in slave ships from 
Amsterdam. Almost all of the money that financed slave 
plantations in Suriname and the Antilles came from bankers in 
Amsterdam, just as many of the ships used to transport slaves were 
built there.

Many of the raw materials that were turned into finished goods in 
Amsterdam, such as sugar and coffee, were grown in the colonies 
using slave labor and then refined in factories in the Jordaan
neighborhood.

Revenue from the goods produced with slave labor funded much of 
The Netherlands’ golden age in the 17th century, a period 
renowned for its artistic, literary, scientific, and philosophical 
achievements.

Slave labor created vast sources of wealth for the Dutch in the form 
of precious metals, sugar, tobacco, cocoa, coffee and cotton and 
other goods, and helped to fund the creation of Amsterdam’s 
beautiful and famous canals and city center.



On August 15, 1664, the slave 
ship Gideon arrived in the New Amsterdam 
harbor with 290 slaves—153 men and 137 

women. The entry of so many slaves at once 
was quite unusual for the colony, and it 

caused the colony’s enslaved population to 
increase drastically. Although the arrival of a 
large slave ship was rare for the colonial port 

town, the slave trade itself had been an 
integral part of colonial society.

Most of New Netherland’s enslaved people 
were brought to the colony either through 

the inter-colonial or transatlantic slave trade. 
The first enslaved laborers arrived in New 
Netherland as early as 1625 or 1626, soon 

after European families began to settle in the 
colony. Most often slaves were imported in 

small groups. Many of them were brought to 
the colony by Dutch or French privateers who 
had taken these enslaved men, women, and 

children from the Portuguese or Spanish 
ships that they had captured in the Western 

hemisphere.



Left: Depiction of the importation of eleven black slaves 
to New Netherland/New Amsterdam (now NEW YORK ) 
by the Dutch West India Company in 1625. Many of them 
were put to work for the construction of a wall to protect 
"settlers " from the indigenous population on the very site 
of the famed Wall Street, Manhattan.

Above: Selling humans. After the territory fell to the 
English by 1664 an inhumane chattel law was used as the 
measure and thus even children of slaves were born 
Slaves. By 1790 the population of slaves grew to 21,324 
making new York the leading state dealing in this 
"gentleman's trade".



Dutch Golden Age 17th Century

The Golden Age in the 
Netherlands was an era of 

trade development, 
economic growth and 

cultural diversity, 
flourishing science and 

high-quality art. 
Seventeenth-century 
Dutch society was a 

“laboratory of the world.”

• Trade
• Science
• Military
• Art

Johannes Lingelbach: The Dam Square in Amsterdam with the New Town Hall under Construction, 1656



Abraham Storck, The 
Roads of Enkhuizen, 
c. 1680



Jan van Goyen, Village at the River, 1636



Arent Arentsz, Polderlandscape with Fishermen and Farmers,  c. 1611; A polder is a piece of low-lying land reclaimed from the 
sea or a river and protected by dikes, especially in the Netherlands.



Above: Rembrandt, The Windmill, 1641, 
etching

Left: Rembrandt, The Mill, 1645-48, oil on 
canvas



Hendrick Avercamp, 
Winter Landscape with a 
Windmill, 1620



Johannes Vermeer, View of Delft, 1660-61

Johannes Vermeer, The Little Street, 1657-58



Vermeer, The Art of Painting, 1665-68 Vermeer, The Geographer, 1669 



Close-up map detail from The Art of Painting shows a united Burgundy region before the split between The Netherlands. The map, shows the seventeen 
provinces of the Netherlands, flanked by 20 views of prominent Dutch cities. The woman in the painting is an allegorical figure of a muse. What is a muse?



A muse is a person or personified force who is the source of inspiration for a creative artist.  This figure of the muse is based on nine goddesses, the daughters of 
Zeus and Mnemosyne, who preside over the arts and sciences. The figure in Vermeer’s painting is likely Clio, the muse of history.  This is evidenced by her wearing 

a laurel wreath, that she is holding a trumpet, and possibly carrying a book by Herodotus or Thucydides, both ancient Greek historians.



Jan de Bray, The 
Haarlem Painter’s 

Guild, 1675

It is estimated that around 
the mid-1600s there were 
some 700 active painters 

working in the Netherlands. 
This would roughly mean 
one artist for each 2,500 

inhabitants. If only 
considering the leading 

cities of the era, like Leiden 
and Utrecht this ratio would 

be even higher. In fact, it 
was even higher than what 
the Florentine Renaissance 
mastered a good century 

earlier. With such a 
competitive market, it 

comes as no surprise that 
the quality of the paintings 

became the best of the time 
in Europe. Soon it would 
also be among the most 

sought-after items also for 
foreign collectors.



Above: Pieter Janssens Elinga, Interior with Painter, Woman Reading and Maid 
Sweeping, c. 1655
Above Left: Pieter de Hooch, Dutch Interior, 1655
Below Left: A Family Group in an Interior, attributed to Quiringh van Breckelenkam, 
ca.1658-70



Rembrandt, The Sampling Officials, also called Syndics of the Drapers' Guild, 1662

Rembrandt van 
Rijn

[1606-1669]



Rembrandt, Anatomy 
Lesson of Dr. Tulp, 1632 



Dr. Tulp, the doctor who is 
shown displaying the flexors of 

the cadaver’s left arm , is 
delivering a yearly public lecture 

on some aspect of human 
anatomy. The lecture in 1632 
occurred on 16 January. The 

cadaver is a recently executed 
thief named Adriaen

Adriaenszoon.





The anatomical theatre at 
Leiden University in the early 
17th century, The Netherlands 

Memento mori

"Remember, you will die.”





Olaus Rudbeck, Gustavianum’s Anatomical Theater under the cupola,  
Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden 1663





CONVERGENCES!

Art

Science

Technology



Science and the Dutch Golden Age: 
Did Leeuwenhoek [1632-1723] know Vermeer [1632-1675]?

Jan Verkolje, Antoni van Leeuwenhoek, 1686 Vermeer, The Geographer, 1669 Vermeer, The Astronomer, 1668 



Cornelis de Man, The 
Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 

Gravezande, 1681



• Van Leeuwenhoek and Vermeer lived within walking distance of each other 
just off Delft’s central Market Square.

• The tavern Vermeer owned, the Mechelen Inn, was on the square, its front 
visible from the Stadhuis, Delft’s City Hall, where van Leeuwenhoek worked 
as a city official.

• Van Leeuwenhoek and Vermeer also shared an interest in optics and lenses. 
• Van Leeuwenhoek made the lenses he used in his microscopes, carefully 

guarding his secrets. 
• Vermeer likely used lenses to achieve the photographic quality observed in 

his paintings.
• After Vermeer’s death in 1675, van Leeuwenhoek was appointed executor of 

Vermeer’s estate. 
• This might indicate they were friends, but the circumstances around van 

Leeuweenhoek’s appointment are unclear.



Similar in cut and fabric to the 
Japonsche roks worn by 

Vermeer's geographer and 
astronomer—one pale blue with 
fancy orange cuffs and the other 

marine green—Van 
Leeuwenhoek had donned on a 
plush yellow rok of his own for 

his formal portrait. Roks, a highly 
desired garment imported from 

Japan, were essentially a kimono 
tailored into a kind of house 

robe. They were especially worn 
by scholars in their studios who 

wished to distinguish themselves 
from mere dabblers. They appear 
in a great many Dutch paintings 

of doctors, geographers and 
astronomers. By the mid-17th 
century, roks were made from 

imported Indian and Chinese silk.

Jan Verkolje, Antoni van Leeuwenhoek, 1686 Vermeer, The Astronomer, 1668 
`



Leeuwenhoek’s microscope

Optics: For both the artist and scientist, only a tiny fraction of the 
world and a state-of-the-art optical device were needed to 
uncover worlds much larger. 

Camera Obscura

The camera obscura opens up a new view of things for the 
painter; like the microscope and telescope it is an instrument 
of enquiring sight.



Johannes Vermeer, The Music Lesson or A Lady at the Virginals with a Gentleman, c. 1662–65



Royal Academy 
Art Hierarchy





PORTAITURE VS. TRONIE PAINTING



Portrait: Frans Hals, Portrait of Pieter van den Broecke, 1633 Tronie: Jan van de Venne, Head of an old man, c. 1630



Portrait: Jan Verkolje, Johan de la Faille, 1674

Tronie: Adriaen Brouwer, Youth Making a Face, 1632 



Portrait: Caspar Netscher, Woman Feeding a Parrot, with a Page, 1666 Tronie: Frans Hals, Malle Babbe, 1633-35



Johannes Vermeer, The Girl with a Pearl Earring, c. 1665

Tronie painting

Typological Paintings

“face” or “head” painting



Left: Govert
Flinck ,Portrait of 
African Male, c. 
1645

Right: Govert
Flinck, A Young 
Archer, 1639-40

Tronie painting

Typological 
Paintings

“face” or “head” 
painting



Leonardo da 
Vinci, Studies 
of grotesque 
heads, c.1494



Left: Joos van 
Craesbeeck, 
The Smoker, 
1635 

Right: Frans
Hals, The 
Gypsy Girl, 
1628



Left: Frans Hals, 
Malle Babbe, 
1633-35

Right: Adriaen
Brouwer, Youth 
Making a Face, 
1632 



hierarchy and curated lives in portraiture



Golden Age 
Portraiture 

Jan Verkolje, Johan de la Faille, 1674

Johan de la Faille was a member of the city council of 
Delft, here painted with a black steward

How are symbols of hierarchy and power present in this 
painting?



Jan Mijtens, Willem van 
den Kerckhoven and His 
Family, 1652-55

Willem van den 
Kerckhoven was a 
successful army captain 
and administrator in 
Gouda, NL

How are symbols of 
hierarchy and power 
present in this painting?





Jan Steen, Dutch, Fantasy Interior 
with Jan Steen and the Family of 
Gerrit Schouten, ca. 1659-1660

How are symbols of hierarchy and 
power present in this painting?



hierarchy and curated lives in portraiture



Jan Steen, Dutch, Fantasy Interior 
with Jan Steen and the Family of 
Gerrit Schouten, ca. 1659-1660







Jan Steen, Dutch, Fantasy Interior 
with Jan Steen and the Family of 
Gerrit Schouten, ca. 1659-1660

• Steen is known for his scenes of 
bawdy revelry, often with moral 
overtone

• Steen is dressed as a gentleman
• He gestures towards a seated man 

Gerrit Schouten, a brewer from the 
Dutch town of Haarlem

• Schouten owned a brewery called 
the Elephant

• Steen creates a witty allusion to this 
fact by placing a painting of an 
elephant over the fireplace

• Centered on the mantelpiece is a 
skeletal bust of Death, inscribed 
with Discite Mori (Learn to Die). 

• It is a memento mori – a reminder 
that the pleasures of life are fleeting 
and that death will ultimately 
triumph is tempered by the 
inscription on the harpsichord: 
musica pellet curas, or music drives 
away care. 



Rembrandt, The Night Watch, 
aka The Shooting Company of 
Frans Banning Cocq and 
Willem van Ruytenburch, 1642 
– Military Group Portrait

• Massive scale: 11.91 ft 
× 14.34 ft

• Play of light and shadow or 
tenebrism

• Movement instead of static 
group portrait



Rembrandt, The Night Watch, 1642 

Frans Hals and Pieter Codde,
Militia Company of District XI under the Command of Captain Reynier

Reael, 1633-1637



ICONOGRAPHY

• mascot-like figure 
carrying symbols

• claws of a dead 
chicken on her belt 
represent 
the clauweniers
(arquebusiers –
named for the 
arquebus, or gun)

• Yellow represents 
victory



Genre painting: 
Paintings of everyday life



Judith Leyster, Self-Portrait, c. 1630

Judith Leyster, Carousing Couple, 1630

Judith Leyster [1609-
1660] was the eighth 
child of a brewer and 
cloth maker. Until the 

19th century, her 
paintings were 

attributed to Frans Hals 
or  her husband Jan 

Miense Molenaer, also a 
painter.

In 1648, when Leyster 
was not yet forty, the 
Dutch commentator 

Theodore Schrevel had 
noted, “There also have 
been many experienced 

women in the field of 
painting who are still 

renowned in our time, 
and who could compete 
with men. Among them, 
one excels exceptionally, 

Judith Leyster, called 
‘the true Leading star in 

art.’ ”Since leyster means 
“lodestar” in Dutch, 

Schrevel enjoyed a pun 
to underscore his point.



Judith Leyster, Self-Portrait, c. 1630 Vermeer, The Art of Painting, 1665-68



Johannes Vermeer, Young 
Woman with a Water Pitcher, 
1662



Left: Jacob Vrel, 
Street Scene with 
Bakery, c. 1655

Right: Johannes 
Vermeer, The Little 
Street, 1657-58



Genre Paintings and Moral Messages



Johannes Vermeer, The Procuress, 1656

Possible self-portrait of Johannes 
Vermeer [1632-1675], figure on left 
side of The Procuress, 1656



Dirck van Baburen, The Procuress, 1622 Gerard van Honthorst, The Procuress, 1625



Lucas Cranach the Elder, The Procuress, 1548 Jan Gerritsz van Bronckhorst, The Procuress, 1636-38 



Jan Steen, Return of the 
Prodigal Son, 1668

Parable of the 
prodigal son

Parable of 
redemption



Jan Steen,
Drunken Woman 
Asleep in a 
Wheelbarrow 
Outside an Inn, 
c. 1655 



Jan Steen, The Drunken 
Couple, 1655



Jan Steen, Peasants before an 
Inn, 1653



Jan Steen, Rhetoricians at a Window, 1658-1665



Jacob Ochtervelt, Street Musicians at 
the Doorway of a House, 1665 



Jacob Ochtervelt, Street Musicians at 
the Doorway of a House, 1665 

• The domestic life of affluent women, 
their children, servants. 

• The entrance hall motif
• Focuses on the open door of a well-

to-do home at which food vendors 
or begging musicians appear. 

• Three prominent distinctions: the 
differences between indoor and 
outdoor light and space; the 
separation of private and public 
spheres of life; the differentiation of 
social classes

• His vendors and beggars are well-
kempt and jolly; they seem to live in 
a world where the misery of poverty 
has never been experienced.



Jacob Ochtervelt, Street Musicians at 
the Doorway of a House, 1665 Rembrandt, Beggars Receiving Alms at the Door of a House, 1648

etching



Rembrandt, Beggar Seated on a Bank, 1630 
etching

Rembrandt, Ragged Peasant With His Hands 
Behind His Back, 1632 etching



Adriaen Brouwer,  The Smokers, c. 1636

Flemish painter Brouwer himself (center foreground) 
plays one of his usual tavern habitués, with the still-

life painter Jan de Heem (right) and more derelict 
companions serving as a chorus of smokers. 

Ephemeral effects, ranging from shifting highlights to 
funny faces, were prized as examples of artistic 

virtuosity. 



Jan Steen, Boy Holds a 
Club, 1665



Jan Steen, St. Nicholas Feast, 1663













Harmen Steenwyck, 
Allegory of the Vanities of 

Human Life', 1640

still life

vanitas

memento mori


