

Andrew Graham-Dixon



VERMEER

A Life Lost and Found


[image: Penguin Random House]




To my kind and brave father, Anthony. You once said I was an advocate, like you. I hope this book proves you right.





Hatred is increased by being reciprocated, and can on the other hand be destroyed by love.

Baruch Spinoza, Ethics
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Note: This chart omits the children of Vermeer’s uncles and aunts.
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The Family of Pieter Claesz van Ruijven

[image: The family tree of Pieter Claesz van Ruijven, consisting of three generations of offspring.]
The Family of Adrian Paets
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The Paets van Santhorst cousins, and the Van Berkhouts
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Preface and Acknowledgements

The origins of this book lie in two conversations that took place a long time ago, and a decade apart. In early 1990 I had lunch with Lawrence Gowing, who was kind enough during his later years to show an interest in a young art critic with much to learn. On that particular day he was filled with enthusiasm for a new book that he had just read and reviewed: Vermeer and His Milieu: A Web of Social History, by the economist and art historian John Michael Montias. He told me that it contained a remarkable trove of newly discovered archival information about the enigmatic Johannes Vermeer, a painter close to his heart. Lawrence described Montias’s book as a kind of Pandora’s box, containing numerous revelations and promising yet more to anyone prepared to follow the lines of enquiry that it had opened up. ‘Vermeer has always been mysterious; one might like him to become a little less so.’ I sensed that his words were meant as a challenge.

Some ten years later I spent a day with John Michael Montias at his home in New Haven, Connecticut. I was making a documentary about Vermeer, for which he had generously agreed to be interviewed. Off camera, he said he was disappointed that so little use had been made of his work by art historians. He had hoped for more to have been discovered about Vermeer’s principal patrons, whose existence he had been the first to reveal. His own days of archival research were over, but, had they not been, that was where he would have focused his attention. I noted what he said but did not act upon it because I was busy with other projects. A few years later, when he passed away, I resolved to look into Vermeer more deeply as soon as I had time.

That did not happen until 2017, when I embarked on a systematic re-evaluation of the existing archival evidence on Vermeer and his circle. Montias’s Vermeer and His Milieu contains nearly all the important documents, most of which had been discovered by him, alongside a number found by his predecessors. A few other documents have turned up in the years since his death. I was not entirely sure what I was hoping to find in this mass of material, but after four or five years of sifting through it I realized that something startling had emerged from Pandora’s box: previously unseen connections linking much of what is already known about Vermeer. This quickly led to one breakthrough after another. The box seemed to be well and truly open. It was then that I decided I had enough to write this book.

The account of Vermeer that follows is largely and perhaps disconcertingly new. Because I have been fortunate enough to make a number of fresh discoveries about the painter and those close to him, it has been possible to reveal more about his life and work than was previously known. Much of this information may be unfamiliar, even to those well acquainted with the copious existing literature on the artist.

I hope the result is an enriched understanding of Vermeer’s personality, and of the beliefs and emotions that drove him to create his pictures. Seeing him in a new way has also entailed placing him in a fresh perspective. I have written at some length about the wars through which he lived and the fierce religious conflicts in which he may have participated, and for good reason. Once Vermeer’s place in history is properly understood, it becomes clear that he was one of a chosen few who built the values on which a tolerant and liberal civilization, our own even, might be based. This is a side of Vermeer that has been lost from view, although I believe that those who have truly loved his work have often sensed its presence.

Montias’s tip was a good one. Many of the new finds presented here concern Vermeer’s patrons. Information of this kind inevitably changes how we think about an artist’s work to some degree. But in the case of Vermeer its effect is both transformative and surprising. That is because it contains the key to a wide range of meanings long hidden within his paintings, yet clear as day once seen. When I started work on this book, I never anticipated the way in which my research would eventually lead me to challenge most if not all of my own preconceptions about his pictures, including even what kind of pictures they are. But that is what has happened. In almost no case does my account of a given picture match up with anything previously written about it. This does not reflect any vigorous striving for originality on my part. It is simply the consequence of having to reconceive Vermeer’s work on the basis of what I have stumbled upon. I hope the effect will be stimulating, at the least.

I have been helped to write this book by a great many people, but foremost I would like to thank my loyal editor and publisher, Stuart Proffitt. Stuart commissioned the book more than twenty years ago, at a time when neither of us had much idea of how it would turn out. His steadfast patience and support for this voyage of discovery, through thick and thin, have meant the world to me.

Eleo Gordon, brought in by Stuart to help edit the book even as it was being written, offered sound and welcome advice, as well as much encouragement when it was sorely needed. Richard Mason copyedited the final text with forbearance, good humour and a beady eye. Picture researcher Cecilia Mackay made many helpful suggestions, especially for the contextual illustrations. Thanks to her the book is more vivid and approachable than it might otherwise have been. Richard Duguid and Sandra Fuller oversaw the production process, more extended than expected, with exceptional care and sensitivity. Vartika Rastogi has coordinated the efforts of the various cooks in the kitchen with enthusiasm, energy and grace. My agent, Georgina Capel, has provided wise guidance throughout, as she has now for decades.

Numerous friends and colleagues in the Netherlands have generously given of their time. Where appropriate they are credited in the footnotes, but several must also be mentioned here. Taco Dibbits, director of the Rijksmuseum, has been talking Vermeer with me for more than thirty years, off camera and on. He and his team, including Elles Kamphuis and Hendrikje Crebolder, allowed me the extraordinary privilege of more or less unlimited access to the extensive exhibition of Vermeer’s work staged by the Rijksmuseum in 2023, just as I was concluding my research for this book. During more than twenty visits to that exhibition, I was able to refine my thinking about many of Vermeer’s most compelling pictures. I am deeply grateful to everyone involved for allowing me this rare opportunity to study the artist’s works at first hand, in depth, over such a protracted period of time. It was an unforgettable experience.

I am also grateful to Gregor Weber, former Head of the Department of Fine Arts at the Rijksmuseum and a lead curator of the Vermeer exhibition. In conversation he kindly shared some of the fruits of his own research into Vermeer, offering valuable insights in particular into the Catholic milieu of Vermeer’s mother-in-law. My own conclusions about the painter’s religious affiliations vary greatly from those of Gregor, but life would be dull indeed without space for difference. The cheerful toleration of opposing views has long been part of the fabric of Dutch intellectual life, and is one of the principal themes of this book.

While lecturing at the Mauritshuis in 2019, I came to know Jane Choy-Thurlow, who was kind enough to take an interest in my work on Vermeer and helped to unearth a number of letters that shed light on the life of his one important patron in Rotterdam. Those letters were a thread I needed when I was in the heart of the labyrinth. I am very glad to have met Jane when I did.

Another important encounter at the Mauritshuis took place many years earlier, in the late 1990s, when I visited the museum with my friend and colleague Roger Parsons. We were making a television documentary about Vermeer and were lucky enough to be granted an interview with the conservator Jørgen Wadum about Girl with a Pearl Earring and the View of Delft. He had just cleaned both pictures and shared innumerable insights about the way in which they had been painted, which greatly deepened my understanding of Vermeer’s methods. I am also grateful to the conservator Ari Wallaerts, who shared the results of his research into the composition of St Praxedis, concerning pigment analysis in particular, confirming that it is indeed an autograph painting by Vermeer.

My long-time researcher Eugénie Aperghis-van Nispen tot Sevenaer investigated the family trees of numerous individuals in Vermeer’s circle of friends and patrons, as well as finding out a great deal about the treatment of the mentally ill in seventeenth-century Delft, among other things. It was Eugénie who called my attention to the presence of Hendrik Doedijns in the household of Vermeer’s last patron, Postmaster Van Swoll: a small but important detail. She also organized two extremely helpful trips, to the Netherlands and Germany, arranging for me to meet numerous people with knowledge of the subjects that interested me. I have been exceptionally lucky to have had Eugénie as an ally for so many years.

Friso Lammertse and Pieter Roelofs were kind enough to meet me, at the Boymans van Beuningen Museum and Rijksmuseum respectively, and share their own ideas about aspects of Vermeer’s practice. In Dresden, I was given the warmest welcome by curator Uta Neidhardt and conservator Christoph Schölzel, who shared with me their remarkable discovery of the painting-within-a-painting that had lurked for so many years beneath the surface of Vermeer’s Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window. Their find and its implications gave a tremendous impetus to my own work, encouraging me to continue in a direction that would eventually lead to a great many other discoveries.

I have also benefited immeasurably from conversations with a great many experts on Dutch religion. In Amsterdam, Henk Leegte, pastor of the Mennonite Church of Amsterdam, and Piet Visser, religious historian, taught me a great deal about Dutch nonconformist Christianity in general and the Mennonites in particular. In Rotterdam, I had the remarkable good fortune to meet Tjaard Barnard, preacher at the Remonstrant church there. During the course of a few hours and many coffees, Tjaard shed much light on the Remonstrant movement and the place of Jacobus Arminius within it. Shortly afterwards the unfailingly helpful chief administrator of the Remonstrant Church, Kitty Havinga, persuaded a member of her own Rotterdam congregation to help me track down a particular group of documents concerning Vermeer and his friends in the Delft archive. Not only did my new Remonstrant assistant, Titus van Hille, give me many days and hours of his time entirely gratis, but he did so while welcoming a family of refugees into his home in Rotterdam: Remonstrants are clearly as generous now as they were in Vermeer’s time. Titus went on to do tremendous detective work on my behalf, uncovering the previously unknown and extremely significant location of the house in Delft where Vermeer’s main patrons lived: a golden piece of data which confirmed my strong suspicions about the painter’s religious milieu. I cannot thank Titus enough.

Bas van der Wulp, who knows the Delft archives as well as anyone, has patiently fielded my queries about Vermeer off and on for a great many years. He was kind enough to meet me and share his thoughts about his own most recent discovery, namely a burial record describing the painter’s funeral arrangements, which dispelled the myth that Vermeer died in poverty. He had also helped me, many years previously, to understand the temperament of Vermeer’s troubled and probably deranged brother-in-law Willem. The distinguished archival researcher Jaap van der Veen was also kind enough to meet me and share his expertise on the vanished world of the seventeenth century. We talked about the wealth of Vermeer’s mother-in-law, Maria Thins, which I had rather underestimated up to that point. We also discussed Pieter Claesz van Ruijven’s closeness to Vermeer, confirmed by Jaap’s discovery of their signatures side by side on a document of 1672, and he helpfully impressed upon me the importance of understanding seventeenth-century Dutch naming traditions.

Albert Vossepoel, an expert on Spinoza, met me at the Spinozahuis in Rijnsburg, where we explored the philosopher’s views on love and his close links to the Collegiants. Adam Boreel’s biographer Francesco Quatrini kindly gave me a tutorial on the Collegiant movement and the role played within it by Adrian Paets.

Bettiena Drukker volunteered to decipher Johannes Taurinus’s Reflections on the Parable of the Samaritan Woman, a text which only survives in its first edition: no easy task given the devilishly difficult Gothic font in which it is set. Having rendered it into readable Dutch, Bettiena also helped to translate a number of key passages, and all at a time when she was extremely busy with her own projects.

Paul Abels, who is immensely knowledgeable about the religious life of Delft (and Gouda) in the seventeenth century, kindly agreed to cast a critical eye over the entire book in manuscript. His comments, observations and objections made for numerous improvements to the original text, and I am deeply grateful to him for his help.

In New York, Peter Carey has been a constant inspiration. More or less as soon as I had completed my previous book, on Caravaggio, Peter insisted that I prioritize Vermeer forthwith, even drafting a mock agreement on the napkin of a New York restaurant and then insisting that I sign it. Obligations incurred under such circumstances have to be honoured.

Closer to home, in Sussex, my sister Elizabeth kindly read a number of passages in manuscript and gave her valuable opinions on matters of theology, in particular. My friends Neil Rodrigues and Christian Birmingham have each in their different ways given me hope and encouragement. Nick Gosset has set me straight many times. Carol Reed, as ever, has done what she can.

I must also thank Dr Kees Kaldenbach, with whom I have sporadically corresponded about Vermeer over many years. I also owe a debt of gratitude to Jonathan Janson, whom I have never met, but whose website, ‘Essential Vermeer’, has been a mine of helpful information since its inception more than twenty years ago.
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Prologue




The Sphinx of Delft

The painter Johannes Vermeer died in December 1675 at the age of forty-three. Most of his works were dispersed some twenty years later, and within a generation his name had been forgotten. People lucky enough to own his pictures would continue to cherish them, but with little or no knowledge about their creator. When those pictures changed hands they would often be passed off by unscrupulous dealers as the work of more well-known Dutch masters, such as Pieter de Hooch, Frans van Mieris and even Rembrandt. Fake signatures were added. Vermeer was being written out of history with each transaction, becoming more and more of a nobody.

But in the mid-nineteenth century that changed. Vermeer was rediscovered, his name rightfully reattached to the pictures he had made. Since then his popularity has increased, to the extent that he has become one of the best-loved painters in the world. But while his work has grown ever more popular with the passing of time, it has also proved stubbornly resistant to interpretation. Despite the vast amount of writing on Vermeer, the most important questions about him remain unanswered. Why did he create his paintings? What did they mean to their creator, and to those for whom they were painted? This book provides answers to those questions, partly on the basis of documentary evidence, much of which has escaped notice until now.

Anyone wishing to uncover the truth about Vermeer needs to bear in mind how unusual he was. Unlike the Dutch genre painters of his time, with whom he has been routinely compared, he made pictures that are uniquely introverted and conspicuously lacking in any overt ambition to amuse or entertain. While his paintings radiate a deep sense of ethical conviction, they cannot be boiled down to a series of moral platitudes. The people we see in them are invariably thoughtful, though that is really an understatement: truer to say that they are rapt, caught up in a profoundly inward state of meditation, lost in thought. They are mostly women: shown reading or writing, playing music, pouring milk, making lace, or simply looking out at us. They are framed with such solemnity that we are left in no doubt about the importance, to them, of whatever it is that they are contemplating.

Vermeer had a rare gift for painting light, and the play of light. He was one of the first purely tonal painters in the history of Western art: that is to say, one of the first to describe forms purely through gradations of light and shade, without recourse to line. A number of writers have argued that he created his paintings with the aid of a camera obscura, namely a darkened box or room, pierced by a small aperture, through which an image of the outside world is projected onto a surface within. While Vermeer’s understanding of light was probably enhanced by seeing the images produced by such a device, there is no evidence that he used one in his studio practice. In any event, to draw analogies between Vermeer’s art and this precursor of photography is misleading. His pictures may give the illusion of depicting fragments of the real world, but they are premeditated and artfully composed. If they consistently represent anything, it is an idealized version of reality. And, while the light in them might resemble the light of nature, what they are showing us is really another kind of light, not easily caught in a camera: the indwelling light of the soul, the light of hope and love.

Théophile Thoré, the French art critic and connoisseur who rediscovered Vermeer in the mid-nineteenth century, was fascinated and mystified by him in equal measure. Having encountered a number of the painter’s works during his travels in Holland, in particular the View of Delft and The Milkmaid, Thoré found that nothing could erase their ‘indelible memory’ from his mind. He wondered why their creator was so little known: ‘Jan Van der Meer of Delft! The astounding painter! But, after Rembrandt and Frans Hals, is this van der Meer, then, one of the foremost masters of the entire Dutch School? How was it that one knew nothing of an artist who equals, if he does not surpass, Pieter de Hooch and [Gabriel] Metsu?’1

Thoré also noted Vermeer’s absence from the existing literature on Dutch painting, and the surprisingly small number of his works on public display: ‘his name was missing from the biographies and histories of painting; his works were missing from the museums and private collections.’ But he could no more explain these puzzles than he could fathom what he felt to be the mysteries of the paintings themselves. His sense of baffled wonder was implicit in the nickname he gave to Vermeer: ‘The Sphinx of Delft’.

Like many subsequent students of Vermeer, Thoré regarded the painter as an enigma. The artist was unusual in many respects, not least in being singularly unproductive. He was active as a painter for less than two decades, during which time he created surprisingly few pictures. Only some thirty-six or so survive in total, but even if we account for a few that have gone missing it seems there were never many more. By contrast Rembrandt painted well over 300 oil paintings, as most likely did Frans Hals, allowing for some losses. Even a fijnschilder (‘fine painter’) with an extremely slow and exacting method, such as Gerrit Dou, painted well over 200 pictures during the course of his life. Vermeer died young, but even so the meagreness of his output is striking. Whereas the pictures of Hals, Rembrandt and Dou were known all over Holland during their own lifetimes, his were virtually unknown outside Delft.

He seems to have been driven neither by fame nor money. But he was driven by something, by some deep feeling or belief, or he could not have painted in the way that he did. His pictures are haunting and extraordinary and in many respects quite unlike any other pictures painted before or since. They depict the world, but seem as though they are not entirely of this world. They are representations, but have the power of revelation. Many people have fallen under their spell, and have wondered what secrets they might hold.

Johannes Vermeer’s internal life is uncharted territory. What kind of a man was he? What did he believe? What were his political opinions? What was his religious outlook? How might his personality and attitudes have been shaped by the many wars and struggles – the Thirty Years War, the Eighty Years War, the Dutch fight for independence, the French invasion of the Netherlands in the ‘Year of Disaster’, 1672 – that took place during his lifetime? Solving some of those mysteries might help us to answer the questions about his work and its meanings with which we began.

That said, the case of Vermeer presents significant challenges. There is, for example, no extant transcript of anything that he actually said: not a single recorded statement. This paucity of information reflects the fact that he probably led a largely peaceable and law-abiding life. The most revealing evidence about the behaviour of seventeenth-century people preserved in archives tends to take the form of criminal proceedings, church discipline or reports of disturbances. Nothing of that kind has been discovered in relation to Vermeer. But that is not to say that we have nothing to go on.

Over the past half-century a mass of highly revealing new information has been uncovered concerning Vermeer’s extended family, and that of his wife, Catharina Bolnes. Documents have also been found touching on his contacts with other artists and, crucially, his contacts with his patrons. Few of these documents shed light on Vermeer’s personality, but they reveal a great deal about the networks within which he moved and therefore give us clues to his probable allegiances and values. Seventeenth-century Holland was fought over by highly vocal, contesting factions that tended to be polarized in their positions. So to know where a man stood on one issue – war versus peace, for example, or religious tolerance versus intolerance – was often to know much else about him besides.

Like all documents, those concerning Vermeer and the people around him need to be placed in the broader context of history. In this case that means above all the history of those wars and religious conflicts that arose as a consequence of the Reformation, that great divide within Western Christianity opened up by Martin Luther in 1517 with his ‘Ninety-Five Theses’, in which he protested against the authority of the Pope and the Church of Rome, and corruption within it, and in so doing founded an alternative ‘Protestant’ form of Christianity. The resulting schism between Catholic and Protestant produced many smaller splits, as the Protestants themselves divided into Calvinists, Lutherans, Mennonites and others. As a result of all this, for a century and more, Europe would be torn apart by religious warfare, often waged on the battlefield of the Low Countries.

The shadow of war loomed large in the collective memory of Vermeer’s generation, as it had in that of his parents and grandparents. If we reckon properly with this hard legacy it becomes possible to see the painter more precisely than before in the Dutch society of his time, at a period of great political, intellectual and religious ferment. That in turn can lead to a richer sense of what his paintings might be about, of the beliefs they might enshrine and the hopes they might embody.

THE GOLDEN ABC

Not every story begins at the beginning. This one begins six years after the death of Johannes Vermeer, with the death of someone else: a woman who had known him called Magdalena.

Magdalena Pieters van Ruijven died on 16 June 1682 in the house that she had shared with her husband, a printer and publisher named Jacob Dissius, on the Great Market Square (Grote Markt) in Delft. She was young at the time of her death, only twenty-seven. She had married just two years earlier and had probably intended to start a family. Magdalena’s strong feelings for Jacob are indicated by an effusive phrase in her last will and testament, in which she refers to ‘her beloved husband Jacob Abrahamsz Dissius’.2

Magdalena was better off than Jacob, which made them an unusual couple in Delft at that time. Unusual, but not exceptional: it was not unheard of for a lady to marry for love rather than money in seventeenth-century Holland, where women enjoyed considerably more independence than elsewhere in Europe. Magdalena was the only surviving child of Pieter Claesz van Ruijven, who was heir to a fortune made in the brewing business, and Maria de Knuijt, who was from a solidly wealthy family in Delft and had considerable assets of her own.3 Magdalena’s father had died in 1674, her mother in 1681, so Magdalena had inherited their money and property by the time of her own death. Part of their legacy to her was a collection of paintings, mostly acquired during Magdalena’s own childhood and adolescence. She still had them when she died.

Jacob, by contrast, had little in the way of worldly goods. His savings amounted to a life annuity yielding 100 guilders a year, which was not enough to support a single person, let alone a married couple. His only tangible asset was the home in which he and Magdalena lived, which was also a small publishing house, originally set up by his father Abraham (and most likely given to Jacob to tip the scales of the new husband and wife’s fortunes back slightly in his favour). Its name, indicated by a sign on the front of their home, was The Golden ABC (Het Gulden ABC). It is a mark of just how little money Jacob was able to lay his hands on, in the immediate aftermath of Magdalena’s death, that he had to borrow 400 guilders from his father to pay her funeral expenses.4 That he was forced to do so suggests that his wife’s death may have been sudden and unforeseen. That he borrowed so much indicates that the funeral must have been a grand affair, with numerous pallbearers and (as was sometimes the custom) the donation of a sizeable sum to the local charity chamber.

The Delft City Archives still preserve a notarial inventory of all the goods, movable and unmovable, bequeathed to her husband by Magdalena Pieters van Ruijven.5 The list of unmovable assets shows that Jacob Dissius would have had no difficulty repaying debts incurred as a result of her funeral. His late wife’s legacy included numerous interest-bearing obligations as well as the annual rental income from a sizeable house in the Voorstraet, a street in the heart of Delft. It also included ‘the domain of Spalant’, namely twenty-one and a half morgen of land near the village of Kethel, close to Schiedam. The morgen was an old northern European measure derived from the German word for morning, which denoted the amount of land a single ox under plough could till between dawn and noon on any given day; so this was a sizeable holding, and well placed, lying about eight miles to the south of Delft in a fertile triangle of meadowland between The Hague, Rotterdam and the Hook of Holland. The domain carried a title with it, allowing Jacob Dissius, son of a printer, to style himself henceforth ‘Lord of Spalant’ (whether he did so or not is unknown). Its value was 16,000 guilders: a large amount of money.

All this would be of merely passing interest to anyone concerned with Johannes Vermeer were it not for the other list included in the inventory of Magdalena’s assets: that of her movable goods, compiled by a notary’s clerk during a visit to the home of the deceased one spring day in 1683. What did he find as he passed under the sign of The Golden ABC and crossed the threshold into the house? He listed an unsurprising miscellany of Magdalena’s personal possessions, including various items of clothing, a chest of drawers containing musical instruments, and ‘a little coffer containing three diamond rings’. Greater treasures by far were all around him, hanging on the walls. Whether he knew it or not, the notary’s clerk had stumbled on one of the wonders of the seventeenth-century world: an art collection the like of which had never been seen before and would never be seen again.

Here is his inventory:


In the front room


	8 paintings by Vermeer

	3 ditto by the same, in boxes

	a seascape by Porcellis

	a landscape



In the back room


	4 paintings by Vermeer

	2 paintings of churches

	2 tronien [a tronie was a kind of portrait in which the person shown was depicted in character or displaying a particular emotion]

	2 night scenes

	1 landscape

	1 with houses



In the kitchen


	a painting by Vermeer

	2 tronien

	a night scene

	2 landscapes

	a little church

	a painter (presumably a self-portrait by an artist)



In the basement room


	2 paintings by Vermeer

	a landscape

	a church



Besides the above items there still follow


	2 paintings by Vermeer

	2 landscapes





This list, which was discovered and published by John Michael Montias over thirty years ago, has provoked little response from Vermeer scholars: there are few mentions of it in the existing literature on the artist. Yet it is one of the most extraordinary documents concerning the painter, indeed in the whole history of art.

Imagine stepping from the bustle of the Great Market Square in Delft, away from the rumbling of carriages, the din of workshops, the cries of quacks and pedlars and merchants hawking every kind of merchandise – ‘Fine brandy!’ ‘Fresh herrings, sweet as sugar!’ ‘Bread rolls, cakes, rye and barley!’ – and suddenly entering Vermeer’s painted world of stilled and silent contemplation.

Magdalena’s collection, now become Jacob’s, contained not only pictures by Vermeer: besides the twenty by his hand, twenty-one others are listed. But the notary’s clerk did not trouble to name the artists responsible for them, other than in one instance, that of the marine painting by Jan Porcellis, which was hung together with an anonymous landscape beside those eleven Vermeers in the front room. No doubt the clerk took his lead from Magdalena’s widower, who must have been his guide through the house.

All this was not just out of the ordinary. It was unique. Many remarkable private art collections were formed in the Dutch Republic during the seventeenth century, but such collections were invariably larger and more eclectic than that housed within The Golden ABC. None was built around the work of a single painter. Magdalena’s parents had moreover owned most of Vermeer’s paintings. The twenty pictures in her death inventory amount to nearly two-thirds of his known production.

The collection was not only unique in its nature but unique in the way it was cherished and preserved. As long as it remained within the family of its original owners, it was never broken up or diminished by part sales. For reasons that remain unclear, following Magdalena’s death Jacob was obliged to share her estate with his father, Abraham: a ruling to that effect was made by the commissioners of the High Court of Holland on 18 July 1684. As a result six of Vermeer’s paintings became the property of Dissius the elder.6 It is not known whether Abraham Dissius ever took physical possession of those six pictures, or was merely content with nominal ownership of them. But Jacob got them back from his father, either by purchase or inheritance, and kept them at The Golden ABC, together with the others, for the rest of his life. At the time of his death in 1695 he had ensured that the collection was still intact. Only then was it dispersed.

Documentary evidence shows that Vermeer began working for the Van Ruijven family in about 1657, when he was in his mid-twenties. For the next thirteen years he painted almost all his pictures for that family, and afterwards more or less gave up painting altogether. His relationship to his patrons was like none other that we know of in his time, just as his paintings are unlike any other Dutch pictures of the period. It is reasonable to assume that this is not a coincidence.

There is another aspect to the mystery of Vermeer: namely his place in art history, or rather his lack of one until the mid-nineteenth century. No other Old Master as highly regarded as he is today was ever forgotten for as long. This would surely never have been the case had he not painted nearly all of his pictures for one family, and had that family not kept them so close. For some forty years, unless a person happened to know Pieter Claesz van Ruijven or Maria de Knuijt, Magdalena Pieters van Ruijven or Jacob Dissius, it would have been difficult to know much about the work of Johannes Vermeer. So no wonder he was never as famous as Rembrandt, Hals, Gerard Dou, Frans van Mieris or Albert Cuyp; no wonder that his name was left out of the biographies of Dutch artists compiled in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; and no wonder that Théophile Thoré, who rescued Vermeer from obscurity, described him as a man risen without trace. The pattern had been set early: for most of his life, and for two decades afterwards, his art had been kept out of public view, apparently with his willing cooperation.

Yet Vermeer was not entirely unknown to his contemporaries. His work was praised in a poem, written and published in Delft in his lifetime. He was twice elected headman of the Guild of St Luke, the painter’s guild in Delft, so he must have played an active role in its administration. He was clearly respected by his fellow painters in the town where he lived. For all the hiddenness of his work, it is plain that some people held his pictures in high regard. All this is confirmed by an event that took place in 1696, some twenty-one years after his death.

A few months after Jacob Dissius died, in 1695, his paintings were sold at auction. The sale took place not in Delft but in Amsterdam, the hub of the seventeenth-century Dutch art market. The auctioneer must have known that there were at least a few collectors with enough interest in the elusive Vermeer to bid at such a sale. He must have hoped that competition for the paintings would be all the keener because none of them had been offered to the market before. He was probably not disappointed. The bids achieved were good if not spectacular: more than 200 guilders for the top lot, and even the cheapest Vermeer fetched a respectable 30 guilders or so.

The original wording of the auction advertisement, a handbill distributed in Amsterdam in April 1696, alerted potential bidders to the forthcoming sale of ‘excellent artful paintings, among them 21 pieces extraordinarily vigorously and delightfully painted by the late J. Vermeer of Delft, representing several compositions, being the best he ever made’.7 This shows that the Dissius collection was put on the market as the collection of paintings by Vermeer, in which his finest works were to be found.

The notary’s clerk who had visited The Golden ABC back in 1683 merely enumerated the paintings by Vermeer on the walls of the house without describing them in any way. (He also listed one fewer than the twenty-one that subsequently appeared at auction.) The catalogue of the Amsterdam sale, which took place on 16 May 1696, is invaluable because it identifies each and every one of the late Jacob Dissius’s pictures by Vermeer. The titles given to the pictures by the auctioneer were in most cases not the same as those in use today (nor do they reflect Vermeer’s own titles: if such ever existed, they are unknown now, with one exception). But the lot descriptions are sufficiently precise to be matched, quite exactly, to known paintings by the artist. Remarkably, nearly all of the works sold more than three centuries ago in Amsterdam have survived to the present. So not only can the collection be reconstructed with a high degree of certainty: most of the pictures once in it can still be seen.

So what were they, and where are they now?


	A Maid Asleep (Metropolitan Museum, New York)

	Officer with a Laughing Girl (Frick Collection, New York)

	The Milkmaid (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

	Woman with a Balance (National Gallery of Art, Washington)

	The Little Street (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

	The Concert (formerly in the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston: stolen in 1990, still unrecovered)

	The Music Lesson (The Royal Collection, throughout Great Britain)

	Possibly A Young Woman Interrupted at Music (Frick Collection, New York)

	View of Delft (Mauritshuis, The Hague)

	Woman with a Pearl Necklace (Gemäldegalerie, Berlin)

	A Lady Writing (National Gallery of Art, Washington)

	Girl with a Pearl Earring (Mauritshuis, The Hague)

	Probably Study of a Young Woman (Metropolitan Museum, New York)

	Another similar portrait of a young woman (whereabouts unknown since 1696, presumed lost; see pp. 267–8)

	Mistress and Maid (Frick Collection, New York)

	The Lacemaker (Louvre, Paris)

	The Guitar Player (Kenwood House, London)

	A Young Woman Standing at a Virginal (National Gallery, London)



In addition to these eighteen pictures, the auction contained three others, referred to in the 1696 sale catalogue as follows:


	‘A picture in which a gentleman is washing his hands in a see-through room with sculptures, artful and rare’

	‘A view of a house standing in Delft’

	‘The portrait of Vermeer in a room with various accessories uncommonly beautifully painted by him’



The first of these has never been heard of since and is presumed lost. The second is also lost. The third can plausibly be identified with Vermeer’s only extant self-portrait, The Art of Painting, in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. If the ‘portrait of Vermeer in a room’ was indeed that painting then it was the odd one out in the Van Ruijven’s family collection, in that unlike all the others it would have been purchased after the artist’s death. We know that Vermeer kept The Art of Painting until the end of his life, when it was inherited by his widow, Catharina, then sold against her wishes by the administrator of Vermeer’s estate. If it was bought at that time by a member of the Van Ruijven family, that person would have to have been either Magdalena or her mother, Maria de Knuijt, since the father of the family, Pieter Claesz van Ruijven, was by then no longer alive. But it is also possible that the ‘portrait of Vermeer in a room’ listed in the Dissius sale has simply disappeared, in which case it may have been a secondary version of The Art of Painting, done in addition to the one he kept for himself, or a different painting altogether. Unless another self-portrait by Vermeer turns up, we will never know which of these three hypotheses is the truth.

However that may be, the Dissius collection that went to auction in 1696 contained twenty-one paintings by Vermeer, compared to the twenty such paintings listed by the notary’s clerk in the collection bequeathed to Jacob by Magdalena in 1683. There are two possible explanations for this small discrepancy: either Jacob Dissius bought another Vermeer between 1683 and 1695, the year of his death, or the notary’s clerk who visited The Golden ABC in 1683 failed to identify one or other of the pictures in the house as a Vermeer. The latter seems more probable: looking through the list of unattributed pictures in the inventory, either the picture ‘with houses’ or one of the two tronien (all in the back room) could actually have been a Vermeer.

Not only did the collection amount to roughly two-thirds of Vermeer’s total production as an artist, it contained almost all of the pictures on which his modern reputation rests: the pictures in which Vermeer seems most distinctively and uniquely himself, the heart and soul of his work. The auctioneer’s claim to be selling ‘the best’ of Vermeer was no exaggeration.

Another way to grasp the status of the Van Ruijven family’s collection is to consider the known pictures by Vermeer that were not once part of it. There are seventeen such pictures, remarkably few of which might be described as classic Vermeers.

Four of them are early works, painted on themes drawn from mythology or the Bible: Diana and Her Companions (Mauritshuis, The Hague), St Praxedis (Private collection, Japan), Christ in the House of Martha and Mary (National Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh), and The Procuress (Gemäldegalerie, Dresden), which despite its modern title may actually illustrate the parable of the Prodigal Son.

Then there is a pair of uncharacteristically obvious genre paintings in which women are drinking wine while being courted, namely Young Woman with a Wine Glass (Herzog Anton Ulrich Museum, Braunschweig) and The Glass of Wine (Gemäldegalerie, Berlin). Both were seemingly commissioned by the same family, to judge by the identical coat of arms that appears in a stained-glass window in each picture. To these may be added The Love Letter (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam), another rare example of a picture by Vermeer that follows the storytelling conventions of Dutch genre painting in a straightforward way. It is not known for whom Vermeer painted it.

The Astronomer (Louvre, Paris) and The Geographer (Städel Museum, Frankfurt), which were commissioned from Vermeer by a director of the Dutch East India Company, are characterizations of the spirit of scientific enquiry with no counterparts elsewhere in Vermeer’s work. Allegory of the Catholic Faith (Metropolitan Museum, New York) was commissioned by a wealthy burgher of Amsterdam, and is plainly an unusual painting in the context of the rest of Vermeer’s work.

So most of the pictures by Vermeer that were not in the Dissius sale share one characteristic: they seem untypical. They are certainly not the pictures that would be at the top of the loan list for any museum seeking to organize an exhibition of the painter’s work.

This leaves a handful of what we might call the most Vermeer-like Vermeers not painted for the Van Ruijven family. Those pictures are:


	Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window (Gemäldegalerie, Dresden)

	Woman in Blue Reading a Letter (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

	Young Woman with a Water Pitcher (Metropolitan Museum, New York)

	Woman with a Lute (Metropolitan Museum, New York)

	Lady Writing a Letter with Her Maid (National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin)

	Girl with a Red Hat (National Gallery of Art, Washington)

	Young Woman Seated at a Virginal (National Gallery, London)



To these some might add the Girl with a Flute (National Gallery of Art, Washington), but the attribution of this picture to Vermeer is not entirely secure.

It is hard to identify the people for whom these variously becalmed and contemplative pictures were created, because their early ownership is undocumented. One of them, the Young Woman with a Water Pitcher, was almost certainly acquired from Vermeer by a baker named Hendrick van Buyten. Others, perhaps most of them, were probably painted by Vermeer either for himself or for his wife, Catharina. We know that he kept a number of his own pictures, because Catharina owned several at the time of his death, including the Lady Writing a Letter with Her Maid and (probably) the Woman with a Lute.

What can be concluded from all this? With few exceptions, Vermeer created his most distinctive and memorable pictures for the Van Ruijven family. Anybody investigating the mysteries of the painter must therefore take a keen interest in that family. Who were they? What drew Vermeer to them, and them to him? What was the nature of their relationship, and how might it have affected his work? One more question should be added. Why were three of those paintings in ‘the front room’ of The Golden ABC said to be ‘in boxes’? Was the notary’s clerk merely referring to rectangular crates for storage, or did he mean something else?

None of these questions can be answered without a proper understanding of the patterns of thought and belief that animated Vermeer and those for whom he painted his pictures. Context is everything. The painter’s story, together with the long-lost meanings and messages embedded in his work, are inextricably linked with the story of the Dutch Republic itself: its birth, rise and fall.




Part One



THE INHERITANCE, 1560–1632




Republic of Refugees

Owen Feltham, a patriotic Englishman with a gift for comic prose, spent three weeks touring the Low Countries in 1648. He enjoyed poking fun at the Dutch and their homeland, describing the Netherlands as ‘The great Bog of Europe … the buttock of the World, full of veines and bloud, but no bones in’t.’ Inhospitably damp, perpetually sodden, it was to his mind the wettest of wet places: ‘There is not such another marsh in the world that’s flat. They are a universal quagmire: epitomiz’d, A green cheese in a pickle. There is in them an aequilibrium of mud and water … They are the ingredients of a black-pudding … Even their dwelling is a miracle: They live lower than the fishes, in the very lap of the floods, and encircled in their watery arms.’1

Why would anyone choose such a place as home? Feltham, who was no fool, knew the answer. The Dutch had no choice but to live where they did. Their land, hemmed in by river and sea, was their safe haven. It enabled them to trade with the world while remaining protected from their enemies, in particular the mighty Spanish, against whom they had rebelled to form their breakaway state. Feltham, who was writing for an audience of Englishmen keen to discover how the Dutch had come from nowhere to dominate world trade, summed all this up in a single paragraph. The keys to their success were: ‘their strength in shipping, the open sea, their many fortified Towns and the country, by reason of its lowness and irrigation, becoming unpassable for an army when the Winter approaches. Otherwise it is hardly possible that so small a parcel of Mankind should brave the most potent Monarch in Christendom, who … hath now a command so wide that out of his Dominions the Sun can neither rise nor set.’2

The Dutch Republic was the unplanned result of a bitter and bloody war, marked by numerous atrocities, most of which were motivated by religious intolerance or outright sectarian hatred. The trouble had begun in the 1550s, when the Spanish Habsburg monarchy ruled the entire Low Countries, from Brussels in the south to Groningen in the north. During that decade King Philip II of Spain imposed swingeing new taxes on his subjects in the Netherlands, while attempting to turn back the tide of the Reformation by persecuting Lutherans, Calvinists and any other Protestants daring to dissent from the Church of Rome. A staunch Catholic, he regarded such people as heretics, polluting his realm with their presence. He also took steps to centralize the local institutions of power, threatening to diminish the fiercely guarded liberties granted to towns such as Antwerp by their earlier rulers the Dukes of Burgundy.

The result of his actions was increasingly open rebellion against Spanish rule. In 1566 several hundred members of the lesser nobility solicited Philip II’s appointed regent, his half-sister Margaret of Parma, to repeal the existing laws against heresy. She acceded to the request without asking Philip for his approval, unleashing a wave of Protestant enthusiasm. People long used to worshipping in private suddenly revealed their true beliefs. Militant Calvinist ‘hedge-preachers’ spoke to large congregations in the open air, provoking popular demonstrations that culminated in orgiastic episodes of iconoclasm: sackings of church, chapel or monastery collectively remembered as the Beeldenstorm, or Iconoclastic Fury.

Such spectacular outbreaks of violence against shrines and stained glass, statues and paintings, confirmed something that Philip already knew. The Catholic Church had become fatally weak in the Low Countries, making it all but impossible to stem the tide of those leaving it to find other ways to God. Just a few years earlier he had said as much to the Pope, when pleading with him to increase to fourteen the pathetically small number of four bishoprics offering Catholic pastoral care to one of the most densely populated regions of Europe: ‘I cannot see how our religion can be maintained in these states.’3

Philip set out to maintain it nonetheless. Stung into action by the Beeldenstorm, which amounted to open defiance of his government, he retracted his half-sister’s repeal of the heresy laws and unleashed a Fury of his own. In 1567 he sent an army of 10,000 Spanish and Neapolitan troops marching northwards across Europe to crush his opponents in the Netherlands. At the head of this Army of Flanders he placed the Duke of Alva, a battle-hardened veteran who had fought in the military campaigns of Philip’s father, Charles V. Alva was a short-tempered hardliner determined to root out heresy wherever he found it. On his arrival in the Low Countries, having promised his king a flood of gold from ‘this northern Indies’, he imposed a number of new taxes, which would be universally resisted, and set up a body that he called the Council of Troubles – and which the people of the Netherlands soon christened ‘the Council of Blood’. Staffed by 170 inquisitors, its function was to seek out anyone suspected of heretical beliefs. Nearly 10,000 people would be investigated, of whom almost 1,000 were executed. Death sentences were passed ‘without regard to sex, age or condition’; in other words, no exceptions were made for women, children or the elderly.

The Duke of Alva also ordered the construction of citadels directly above a number of larger towns, to cow them into submission. These heavily fortified garrisons were built at Valenciennes, Flushing and Groningen, but the most impressive was the citadel at Antwerp, erected by the military architect Francesco Paciotto of Urbino, in just four months, on the east bank of the River Scheldt and immediately above the city. To ensure that its purpose was lost on nobody, Alva erected at its centre a monumental statue of himself trampling Dutch rebels underfoot, cast from the bronze of cannon captured in his defeat of rebel forces at the Battle of Jemmingen (July 1568). This had been no glorious victory but a grim massacre, with 7,000 rebels left dead at the cost of around only 50 Spanish casualties. The city of Antwerp was even obliged to pay for the casting of the statue, which was dedicated ‘To the Duke of Alva … who extirpated sedition, reduced rebellion, restored religion, secured justice and established peace.’4

The duke’s shock tactics cost thousands of people their lives and displaced many thousands more from their homes. Most Netherlandish nobles were forced into exile, including their eventual leader William I, Prince of Orange, who at first planned rebellion from his family castle in Dillenburg in the German state of Hesse.5 Altogether some 60,000 men and women fled the country during the early years of the Duke of Alva’s tyranny, most settling in England or Germany. But ultimately his arrogance and cruelty only strengthened the resolve of those determined to resist Spanish rule, creating a mood of simmering fury that finally boiled over in 1572. A ragtag army of recent converts to Calvinism, led by a small number of refugee nobles, captured the fortified seaport of Brielle, west of Rotterdam, and committed an atrocity of their own, rounding up and executing nineteen Catholic priests. Emboldened by their actions the rebel leader William of Orange appealed for more widespread resistance, rousing most of the northern Netherlands to open revolt. William was no Protestant radical, but he was fiercely opposed to Spanish tyranny and appalled by the actions of the Army of Flanders.

The Duke of Alva responded with brutal reprisals intended to extinguish the spirit of the rebels once and for all. Because of the intensely urbanized nature of society in the Low Countries, his campaign would be waged almost exclusively against people clustered together in towns and cities, during which the same dire pattern of events would be repeated: siege then surrender, followed by unspeakable atrocities carried out on a civilian population trapped within its own walls.

The terrors began at the southern city of Mechelen on 2 October 1572. The town had pledged allegiance to William of Orange a month before, opening its gates to his lieutenant Bernard van Merode, who had brought with him a garrison of 300 infantry and 5,000 cavalrymen. But when the Duke of Alva marched on Mechelen, Merode and his men made themselves scarce, leaving the town to fend for itself. A delegation of priests and citizens was sent out to placate the duke and his army, which they attempted to do by singing penitential psalms and promising unswerving fealty. They were ignored, as Alva decided instead to allow his men ‘a little refreshment’. Even before the psalm-singing had finished the soldiers were inside the city. They would spend the following three days and nights pillaging the town, abusing and murdering its inhabitants. According to one traumatized eyewitness, Jean Richardot, every memory of those events was itself like an open wound: ‘One could say much more about it if the horror of it did not make one’s hair stand on end – not at recounting it, but just at remembering it.’6 The duke’s report on the sack to his master Philip II consisted of a single phrase: ‘not a nail was left in the wall’.

After Mechelen, the Duke of Alva focused his attention on the northern Netherlands, where resistance to Spain was at its strongest. On 14 November 1572 his son Don Fadrique entered the town of Zutphen, in Gelderland. He was met with little resistance but nonetheless ordered the entire garrison there to be executed, then turned his soldiers loose on the townspeople. Count Nieuwenaar, a stalwart of the Dutch Revolt, recorded that the city experienced a ‘great wail of agony’. No further details are known because no other reports exist, a fact in itself ominous. It seems probable that more or less the entire population of Zutphen, amounting to some 7,500 men, women and children, were killed by the occupying troops.

From Zutphen, Don Fadrique continued on his murderous way to Naarden in Holland, just a few miles south-east of Amsterdam, arriving on 2 December. Within a day or two the townspeople were all dead, slaughtered by his soldiers. Some women and children briefly escaped the carnage by fleeing into the frozen fields beyond the city walls, but their tracks were visible in the snow and they were soon hunted down. Following the massacre, the Duke of Alva sent another of his terse reports to the King of Spain: ‘not a mother’s son escaped’.7

The massacres at Zutphen and Naarden changed the course of the Dutch Revolt, although not in the way that Alva and his Spanish overlords had envisaged. The campaigns were intended as exemplary acts of terror that would destroy the morale of the rebels and bring them to heel. The tactic had worked at Mechelen, but that was in the southern Netherlands, where support for the Revolt was by no means universal, and where the nature of the terrain stacked the odds against the rebel forces: the heartland provinces of Brabant and Flanders were open country, where the Spanish superiority in regular troops was almost impossible to overcome. In the Protestant northern Netherlands the situation was different. This was the place to which many of the most determined rebels had fled from the south, following their leader William of Orange, who proclaimed that he had decided ‘to make my grave there’.8 Spurred on by his example, most of the nobility and patriciate had already shown their commitment to the rebel cause by late 1572: they had purged their civic government of Spanish supporters, pillaged Catholic churches and taken over monastic buildings for secular use. The mass murder of the citizens of two small northern towns did not demoralize them. On the contrary, it galvanized them, sharpening their awareness that now there really could be no turning back. Alva had reminded them of just how high the stakes were – failure meant death – but they were already all in. Besides, they had a trump card: the watery geography of the lowest of the Low Countries.
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1. Massacre of citizens at Naarden, December 1572. According to the eyewitness account of a local schoolmaster, the men of the town were made to assemble in the parish church, where they were ambushed and murdered while their wives prepared food to greet the Spanish invaders. This was merely a grim prelude to the killing of the entire population.

Dutch nationhood has its origins in the rebels’ decision to retreat northwards and make their base in
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2. Following the siege of Haarlem, in July 1573, the entire garrison was put to death in a single day, many bodies left to swing from the gibbet for weeks afterwards. This spectacle of death and retribution was staged on a platform erected in the Great Market Square, with the town hall and the famous cathedral of Saint Bavo as backdrop.
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3. Mutinous soldiers of the Army of Flanders run amok in Antwerp as the town hall goes up in flames: one of many depictions of Spanish atrocities produced by the printmaker Frans Hogenberg (1535–90), who moved to London and eventually settled in Cologne after having been exiled from Antwerp in 1568 by the Duke of Alva for his rebel sympathies.
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4. Jacobus Arminius, founding father of the Remonstrant movement and an inspiration to the Collegiants.
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5. The beheading of Johan van Oldenbarnevelt (1547–1619), Grand Pensionary of Holland and the outstanding statesman of the Dutch Republic during its early years. Oldenbarnevelt was a pragmatic politician who preferred diplomacy to war and believed passionately in freedom of conscience and freedom of worship. His public execution, at the age of seventy-one, on the orders of Prince Maurice, raised fears that the Republic was at risk of becoming a tyranny.
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6. The opening of the Synod of Dordt, 13 November 1618. The synod was convened by the elders of the Dutch Reformed Church with the express purpose of expelling the Remonstrant followers of Jacobus Arminius. Some ‘Arminians’ merely pretended to toe the line, while staying inwardly true to their beliefs, one such being the only known Remonstrant preacher in Delft: Johannes Taurinus, family preacher to the Vermeer household.
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THE RELIGION OF CONSCIENCE
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7. Dirck Rafaelsz Camphuysen (1586–1627) wrote poems, hymns and theological polemics. Advocate for a Christianity without churches, based solely on the teachings of Jesus, he was revered in the freethinking circles to which Vermeer’s friends and patrons belonged. He is shown accompanied by Faith, Hope and Love.
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