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I love a painting that hangs in the National Gallery in London. It has to me the atmosphere of a memory or a waking dream. It shows a man seated in deep shadow at the corner of two streets, thumb to chin and fingers crooked as if nursing the remains of a cigarette, eyes down and pensive; waiting.

Two musical instruments lie next to him on a table: a lute, shining like a new chestnut freed from the husk, and a viola that reaches invitingly towards you as if just asking for its strings to be plucked. For you are here too, somehow, hovering on exact eye level with the man and his table. The painting, so small and mysterious, is peculiarly alive to the nearness of your presence. It puts you on the spot on this quiet day when the leaves of the young elms are just beginning to turn and the man in black sits low at the crossroads. Before him, the cobbles rise up and over the gently swelling bridge into a brighter world of red-roofed houses and church spires and dappled light elsewhere. But he remains forever on the outskirts.

Arriving in London for the first time, in my early twenties, I found a strange counterpart in this painted figure. He too was on the brink of something, or perhaps nothing at all, a loner on the edge of events. But he stayed still, never changing, ever faithful in his time and place, while I tried to make my way in this unfamiliar city without knowing where I was going or what I was doing. The waiting man became a fixed point.

The picture in which he appears is nowadays known as A View of Delft, With a Musical Instrument Seller’s Stall. According to the writing so discreetly lettered on the wall behind the lute, it was painted by C. Fabritius in 1652. Titles are an oddly new invention, evidently unknown or unnecessary to artists of that time, and nobody knows what Fabritius might have called his painting, if anything at all. It is true that he presents a view of the little ringed city of Delft, canal-crossed and storeyed, with recognisable streets and spires. But his vision takes you so close to this man that if he relaxed into movement and dropped his arm down across the table, with its sonorous blue cloth and its musical instruments, he could almost touch you with the tips of his fingers. I do not know why the title ignores him in favour of the place, or the stall, as if where the scene is set matters more than he does. He is not even looking at this view of Delft, though in a sense we are all gathered before it. The picture, polarised between the shadows and the sunlit stage, takes off towards the bright side, the road sweeping over the canal and into the centre of town, beneath a blue sky that casts its reflection on the waters below. Delft holds its pleasures somewhere over that bridge. But my eyes keep returning to him.

In those early days, I didn’t care why the man was sitting by a table or about his instruments – the polished lute, the viola with its deep curlicues. Maybe he had made them, or was just trying to sell them, possibly both. I only cared about his darkly handsome presence, head tilted, absorbed, the timeless outsider. He looked as if he might be about to remove a fleck of tobacco with practised elegance from his lips; we smoked roll-ups back then. His preoccupation was magnetic, contemporary, the pose of thought so subtle and familiar as he waits for someone to come, for something to happen, for life to catch alight.

This painting became a kind of staging post for me on a specific journey across London. I used to walk down Charing Cross Road from the publishing house where I worked, slip through the side entrance of the National Gallery to see the art, and then catch the Tube to meet someone with whom I was having an almost comically doomed affair. The Dutchman gave me luck, or perhaps it was courage. For pictures can shore you up, remind you who you are and what you stand for. The relationship we have with them is so singular and unique that nobody can gainsay our experience. What you see is what you see, yours alone and always true to you, no matter what anyone else contends. Once, I remember repeating the route on my return and glimpsing the picture twice in one day, just to cancel out the in-between time of misunderstanding and impasse. Later on, in a new job in Soho, I would zigzag through Chinatown and into the back door of the museum to look at the art at lunchtime. I even saw A View of Delft late on a winter’s night, slipping in with a painter who had visiting rights after hours. How can it be that I did not know how he got them, did I never ask? Such mysteries we leave undisturbed like a perfect meniscus when young.

The more tortuous the relationship, the more I preferred the Dutchman. Sometimes I walked past quite fast, rapid sideways glance, just to check that he was still there among the seventeenth-century paintings. It always felt as if he might vanish if too clumsily approached. It seems to me now that this is in the nature of Fabritius’s image, which has the transient appearance of a mirage. And what if it was not there one day, what would that mean? It is possible to be superstitious about pictures; people have raised them like standards in battle, prayed to them, attacked them, carried them about like talismans. We make pilgrimages to see them and are disturbed to find that they are not where they are meant to be but hanging in some other museum, on loan abroad, or just inexplicably gone. Paintings are reliable; they are not supposed to let us down. They absorb all our looking and our feelings without ever changing, unlike living beings.

I myself was faithless, volatile and confused. I was not in love, no matter how much I wanted to be. But I could not understand why, nor explain myself to the man I was seeing. But this painted figure, who could hear nothing, was not looking my way and clearly didn’t even exist, appeared to understand everything, with the magical power of images; I suppose he was literally the man of my dreams.

Of course, I did not go to the National Gallery just to see A View of Delft. There were other paintings, other people, other lives. But there is an analogy between art and music. You listen obsessively to a single track, torn-hearted, and then perhaps much later to the song before and the one after and eventually return to the wild blue universe of other artists altogether. But that first song still has its irreducible significance, its time-stopping potency; and so does this painting for me.

It speaks of solitude in the city, of hoping for life to begin, of waiting on the dark side of the street. Despite its exquisite depiction of Delft – the invitation to the eye to slip through the streets, past the church, over the bridge and into the twinkling town – it is the most internal of paintings to me. The man sunk in thought, and silence, beneath the ghostly swan on its swinging sign, exists outside time in his head.




We see pictures in time and place. We cannot see them otherwise. They are fragments of our lives, moments of existence that may be as unremarkable as rain or as startling as a clap of thunder. Whatever we are that day, whatever is going on behind our eyes, or in the forest of our lives, is present in what we see. We see with everything that we are.

There is no work of art so transcendent that it is not susceptible to our individuality, either, or our human frailty. In the last weeks before she gave birth to my brother, my mother couldn’t look at any paintings standing up. A constant visitor to the National Gallery in Edinburgh, where we lived, she became powerfully acquainted with the Dutch art in one particular room because it had seats of exactly the right height. Her passion for those paintings turned them into landmarks, and so they would become for us too. A pair of Dutch pictures was a Sunday destination, up from the Firth of Forth to the Mound on the number 23 bus, its window steamed to silver pages for drawing, its seats a dark-red vinyl that sucked at the back of your thighs. The seats in the gallery were the same colour, but in superior polished leather. I cannot separate that colour from our love of Dutch art.

One of these paintings was a big, dark landscape by Jacob van Ruisdael planted with all sorts of charms like a Christmas pudding: running dogs, busy fishermen, twin spires, horses clattering down a bank to the massive river that runs through it all. At one point there is a gleaming white hollow in this bank, a patch of chalk ignited by a sudden ray of sunshine. This is what the Scots call a glisk, where you get a glimpse of something fleetingly bright, except that Ruisdael holds it there before you forever. The other painting was Rembrandt’s self-portrait in the gloaming, mysterious and withdrawn. My father’s friend, the poet George Bruce, rightly wrote of the eyes as like two lit windows in a dark house, ‘An in that hoose muckle business.’

Rembrandt paints himself on the verge of bankruptcy, widowed, pensive, painfully self-knowing. He is not yet fifty years old but seemed a frightening Methuselah to me as a child. Looking at the painting now I do not think of age so much as Rembrandt’s staggering proximity, the nearness of his face, his looking and thinking so close to the edge in every respect, as if he was right up against the bars of a cell. The painting has not changed, of course, but I have.

At home, my father had a book of Rembrandt’s drawings that he looked at so often the binding had split. He replaced it with black gaffer tape that my memory naturally tries to make dark red. Among those pages was an ink sketch of an infant learning to walk, its wrists gently supported by two doting women as it wavers and sways. I was not so old that I couldn’t remember exactly what that felt like.

Visiting children, told that my father was an artist, would challenge him to draw a circle in one go to see if it was true; and he would oblige with a single flawless line. But then he might turn that circle into a peach, a planet or a diamond ring, whatever they wished, in a few agile marks. To see the world transformed into two-dimensional images, materialising on the page with a 2B Staedtler, or on canvas with a brush, is to witness a form of magic.

But I always knew not to ask for too much. My father was a painter, not a conjuror; art was no trick. I hoped that he would one day draw my brother or me, if only in the margins of The Scotsman, or somewhere in a sketchbook. I wanted to see how he saw us, what he would make of us children. But it never happened. When I left for university, which seemed to me about my last chance of a thumbnail likeness, he gave me something else, something he prized, and which had been handed down through his family – a dictionary; words instead of images.

It was an ideal gift to wing me on my way, at least to my parents. For I was off to study literature, and here was the whole world of words in one volume. But alas I was only able to think in images, first, and so it has remained, my sense of life coming through streams of pictures before anything forms into sentences, let alone dictionary-definition language. This is only the first of the reasons why I treasure Dutch art – so democratic, so all-embracing, so infinite in its reach through everything seen, experienced, imagined, remarked upon, remembered, from the gusting ship to the herring to the girl spellbound by a letter, from the bee in the dropsical blossom to the bright canal, the energetic burgher and every single terracotta brick in a fine Dutch wall. It feels to me like the direct speech of life, the words we utter, the stories we tell. Something like a dictionary of the world in itself.

Dutch art is the first I ever knew in any degree, apart from the paintings of my Scottish father. Not just the cobbled streets and gable houses, or the skaters in the frozen waterland of Christmas cards, nor even the ruffed burghers in the black and white portraits in the Scottish National Gallery. That was not – is not – what this art means to me, so much as a mysterious kind of beauty, a strangeness to arouse and disturb, an infinite and fathomless world. For me it is the music man on the edge of existence, the glisk in the riverbank, the lit windows in Rembrandt’s house of darkness.

This is the exact opposite of what I was taught at school, which was that Golden Age Dutch art was all about things, and the way those things look. My father laughed when I told him what my teacher said, which was that the Dutch just loved stuff, and commissioned paintings of that stuff so they could look at it forever. Here is a Dutch tulip, red-and-white-striped, and here is a painting of it meticulously preserved for the day the real flower dies. Paintings are not substitutes, he said, they are something else altogether. A likeness is never the only reason an artist paints a picture.

Why did he paint the way he did, what was in his head? His pictures held other versions of peaches and planets than anything he might draw for a child; his art was closer to abstraction. There is a painting called Studio and Dutch Tin from the late 1960s where a tabletop, upended, appears flat as a flag on the canvas, the ghostly shapes hovering upon it almost unreadable as the jars of brushes and plates of coagulated paint I know they must be. The Dutch tin is pure geometry: a shining orange lozenge, national colour of the Netherlands. And almost hidden in the surface is another abstract emblem, a small X-shaped mark in palest grey, criss-crossing like the blades of a windmill.

The only trip we ever took abroad during my father’s lifetime was to the Netherlands. Our one family holiday was Dutch. The nation binds us together. I can look at Dutch paintings now and know that my father saw them too, in Amsterdam as well as Edinburgh; that his eyes took them in as mine do today. They are part of his story and of mine.

I hear him through the door of the upstairs bedroom he used as a studio, absently whistling a piano piece learned as a boy in the small city of Dunfermline in Fife as he paints. I picture the old green radio he had from the fifties, poorly transmitting through a polythene bag to save it from spatters; it plays Bach, pronounced Back in my father’s Fife accent. I remember the sound he made with his hands, rubbing them enthusiastically when the work was going well, just as I do now for the same unconscious reason. What can he have seen as a boy on that windy east coast, in a house with no art books, in a city with no galleries? How did he come to painting? I have a watercolour he made as a child of the tenement wall opposite his family’s council flat, every stone so beautifully depicted as if each was a sight in itself, and a drawing of a neighbour’s parrot for which he won a national prize.

He believed that all children could draw. Drawing was universal. We draw on walls, on the backs of our hands, on bus windows. We draw to pass the time, to catch the moment, to remind ourselves what we saw, felt or thought. We draw to see how life appears in two dimensions. We draw to show something to somebody else – here, this is what it looked like. We draw to make a map, send a message, show the police what we witnessed; to give each other something particular, something special, to say something that cannot otherwise be said. We all do it. And we do it from the first.

Drawing comes before writing – infants do it – and quite often after script has departed (my mother could scarcely write, in her nineties, yet still she would draw). Holding a stub of crayon or chalk comes early and late. Our brains are able to read two dots and a dash as a face from the earliest age, just as it is, for most of us, the configuration of our first portrait.

But though we all draw, the belief persists that we cannot draw, that there is a way to do it beyond our talent or ken. My father rebelled against such orthodoxy but I believed in it, certainly in my own case. I cannot draw well enough to account for anything that is going on in my head, or the world, and so I put words to those images instead. It is what I have done, pen in hand, in front of A View of Delft and so many other Dutch paintings through my life, and what I still do before my father’s art.

These are the letters I cannot send them – or perhaps they are more like postcards – words about what these painters made of the mysteries of life and art, how and what they taught me to see.




Museums are cities to roam, streets of art in which visitors chance upon pictures as if they were people, or just miss them by some dumb turn of fate. You were in a hurry, the view was blocked, the museum closed early. A painting of which you had high hopes from some cherished reproduction turned out to be smaller, dimmer, duller, less fascinating in person. Or maybe you loved a painting at first sight, the luckiest of strikes in art as in life; you were open to it, coincided at just the right moment. This was A View of Delft for me. So much is to do with chance and experiment, like the whole adventure of life.

Hanging in the next room of the National Gallery in London is a much bigger painting by Carel Fabritius. It is a self-portrait painted two years later. The artist is himself another darkly handsome man, dressed in a fur hat and metal breastplate, standing alone beneath a smoky sky. For some reason, or perhaps it was a kind of resistance that I now cannot fathom, I did not in my twenties make much of a connection between the large self-portrait and the little view of Delft; nor did the strange associations between the two figures occur to me. The man in the self-portrait, for all his upright appearance and ostentatious dress, is peculiarly locked away behind his eyes, his pose marked by a kind of backwards–forwards diffidence, inward and oblique, as if he too is on the wrong side of life.

But at first these two paintings seemed so unalike, to my eyes, that they might have been by completely different artists; and, sure enough, his pictures have been attributed to many other painters. And this striking disparity would turn out to be the case with every new work I came across, always surprised to discover from the label that they were by Carel Fabritius.

I used to look at Fabritius’s A View of Delft in my twenties, for instance, with the open eyes of unmitigated ignorance. I knew the painting by heart, like a song, but about the painter I knew practically nothing. Evidently Fabritius was a seventeenth-century artist of the Dutch Golden Age because he was in the same galleries as Vermeer and Rembrandt. His dates were given: Middenbeemster 1622–Delft 1654. He could only have lived for thirty-two years at most, according to the existential arithmetic, and I casually assumed that he was carried off by some nameless illness. The picture bears the year, depicted in his eloquent hand as if it just happened to be painted on that wall. 1652. He has only two years left. The label told me nothing else.

I am glad of this restraint because my younger self would have struggled to see the picture differently if instructed to do so by some didactic wall text. Any emphasis would have thrown me. I would have tried to see what I was urged to look for in the painting; tried to see it through someone else’s eyes.

For it never occurred to me, I freely confess, that the bridge or the road that sweeps over it involved any serious degree of distortion. I grew up in the twentieth century when painters all around us had no use for accuracy, precision, old-fashioned perspective and could make whatever they wanted of the world. One of my earliest memories is of seeing the Austrian painter Oskar Kokoschka’s huge self-portrait in Inverleith House, in the Botanical Gardens in Edinburgh. It wasn’t just that this painter seemed to be wearing a T-shirt, which was unusual enough (and seems to me still, given that the picture is dated 1937). The head was as big as a boulder, the jaw a colossal slab and the artist’s arms were folded across his overscale chest as if sizing up for an opponent.

I was small, Kokoschka was vast: his painted torso bigger than the whole of me. Our seeing of the world never stands still, never stops moving between one thing and another, between this sight and that sight and the source of sight itself. Everything we look at is seen in relation to ourselves.

To me the exaggeration of Fabritius’s curved street, or even the viola lying on the table, were hardly marked. Certainly not by comparison with the staggering appearance of an anamorphic skull, tilted like a ring of Saturn in Holbein’s The Ambassadors only rooms away in the National Gallery, an act of pure creative freedom as far back as 1533. Yet scholars tell us that the Delft scene is carefully contrived to fit inside a perspective box. Seventeenth-century viewers would have looked into this wooden box through a single eyehole, whereupon all those supposed distortions would miraculously resolve.

I hated all talk of optical devices, the peepshow and the camera obscura, instruments of seventeenth-century Holland, even though I knew that Fabritius lived in that world. It was exactly the way that Vermeer’s genius was so glibly explained away, as if he worked it all up by tracing the outlines of reality projected inside a dark tent. Only a dust-dry lecture attended later on, with exacting research into focal distances in relation to the novel invention of the Dutch perspective box, could convince me that Fabritius’s scene might have been made for such an object, of the sort always described as ingenious, and therefore dead to me. All of this seemed and still seems another excuse to overlook, or underlook, A View of Delft – one of the smallest paintings in the National Gallery yet one of the greatest. Bypass it with arguments about whether the box was triangular or square, and never see the wonder of the picture itself.

Years passed and my journeys through the National Gallery became part of my writing profession. One summer’s day in the 1990s, I noticed that A View of Delft had reappeared after a long absence. Three hundred years and more of accumulated grime and pollution and discoloured varnish had been painstakingly cleaned from its surface. The signature of Carel Fabritius was now more clearly apparent in all its filigree elegance, depicted as if actually painted on the variegated plaster of the city wall. The darkness seemed even deeper against the opposing sunlight, the man’s eyes now just possibly hazelnut-brown. A pinprick of yellow stood for a door, another of red marked out a distant figure. How could he know, I wondered, exactly how and where to place them in this mysterious scene.

I imagined that I would see more paintings by him in my future as a writer on art. But although there were many Dutch shows to write about for my newspaper, some of them in this very museum, Carel Fabritius never seemed to be among them. He did not appear in exhibitions of Dutch portraits, landscapes or still lifes of lemons and tulips. He left no prints or drawings, so was never included in shows of graphic art. For a long time I could not have said what else he painted, other than the one picture which was not just famous in the Netherlands, where it hung, but all over the world: The Goldfinch, chained to its perch, so startling and poignant. I had a postcard of it from childhood, but I did not see the real painting until much later: another solitary being, a third Fabritius alone in this world.

There seemed to be some profound connection between the artist and his subjects (or perhaps I knew this from home); between Fabritius’s art and the pattern or shape of his life.

The more I saw of them, gradually over the years, the more experimental each of the paintings appeared. Art historians, if they mentioned Fabritius at all, tended to explain him away as some kind of missing link between Rembrandt, with whom he studied, and Vermeer, his close neighbour in Delft. Yet he appears entirely singular, independent of both, each new work an astonishing departure. Not that there were many more. His life was short, his surviving paintings few, barely a dozen, yet every one of them a masterpiece.

Of Fabritius himself, almost every trace is said to have disappeared. In his own time he was scarcely mentioned, and one contemporary description praises him as a ‘perspectivist’, as if getting the illusion of a scene very accurately painted was his greatest accomplishment. It is that old strain of art praise, which puts the emphasis on making things look just as they do in real life. And it is exactly how people, even today, like to play down Golden Age Dutch art, as if it were just a transcription of the visible world, proficient, but nonetheless documentary. The wildness and strangeness and utter originality, the vision and imagination: all of it seems to go unnoticed. It happens even to Vermeer, for all his transcendent fictions. The one and only mention of a visit to Vermeer’s studio, by the wealthy young diarist Pieter Teding van Berkhout in 1669, comes up with exactly the same crass comment. ‘Went out and visited a famous painter named Vermeer, who showed me some examples of his art, the most extraordinary and the most curious aspect of which consists in the perspective!’

Vermeer owned three paintings by Carel Fabritius. They were hanging on the walls of his house in Delft, four streets and one bridge from the crossroads where the music man sits. Three paintings out of the surviving handful: but which ones?

Almost more is known about the death than the life. Even Fabritius’s date of birth was only discovered within the last century. He was born in a hamlet in the flatlands to the north of Amsterdam and scarcely ever left, except for a spell in Rembrandt’s studio and a final four years in Delft. Or so it was always thought. What did he see, what did he look at, which pictures did he know as a child? I have wondered how he became a painter in all this rural isolation. Nothing comes of nothing, in art, and he must have seen something somewhere. What was the education of his eye?

Surely there must have been other paintings. A woman selling a house a few years after his death petitions to be allowed to detach the Fabritius mural from her wall so that she can take it with her. There is fleeting reference in a contemporary book to a painting on the ceiling of a doctor’s house in Delft, and a vanished group portrait, the only one he ever made that contains more than a solo figure. Which is exactly as Fabritius has sometimes seemed to me: a lone presence, registering only as the shadow of a foot beneath a door.

A View of Delft has the appearance of an apparition, too, shifting from bright to shade, the bridge rising towards the ringed city, shadows falling on the outskirts. It is like a vision in the mind’s eye given expression in paint. I cannot understand why people walk by without seeming to notice this secretive vision when it hangs there in full public view. But this has been Fabritius’s fate. He seems lost in art as he was in life; like the music man, elsewhere in his head.

Fabritius died by complete chance: the fatal coincidence of time and place. He got up one autumn morning to paint a portrait in his house in Delft, only a few streets from this crossroads, and was working in the same room as an assistant mixing colours, a churchman sitting before him for the portrait and his mother-in-law busying about in the background, the bells of the very church you see in this painting having just rung out the hour of ten, when some minutes later came a sudden explosion, deafening, devastating, rising like a mushroom cloud over the city, raising objects and glass and human bodies into the air, a devastation caused by human accident as well as invention. A sudden explosion of gunpowder: the Delft Thunderclap. The unthinkable flash was followed by a blast so loud it could be heard more than seventy miles away on the island of Texel. Momentary silence was followed by complete annihilation. Every-one in the house was crushed beneath the roof beams, which instantly collapsed. Only Fabritius survived. Many hours later he was found, still breathing, and carried across two bridges to a makeshift infirmary. But the rescue came too late. He died just before twilight that day.
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It is my first day at school, aged five, and we are in a new building with plate-glass doors opening on to a concrete terrace where pupils can play tig and plant spring bulbs in September. The walls are harled with chips of white stone that glitter in the chill Edinburgh sun. Some of us believe that these might be actual gems. By the end of the first term a large patch has vanished into the pockets of our gabardine coats, diamonds picked clean from the plaster.

On the classroom wall is a painting of people from the past moving about on ice. Some also seem to be playing, or possibly dancing; their faces are too small to tell, and are in any case mainly turned away. There are melting patches where the paint is a liquid blue and a grey spire fades out in the misty distance. The air has a strange pink tinge that makes it look even colder than Scotland. That the painting is ancient is obvious from the long dresses, but also from these colours that are so different from the lime-green and vermilion of the wooden rods with which we will be learning to count. Each number from one to ten has its own colour and length. Lime is three centimetres, magenta four, bright synthetic orange makes ten of the little white ones, which seem to have more in common with this old painting.

The teacher is going round the class asking our names and what our fathers do for a living. Mine is a painter. My mother is also an artist, but nobody ever asks about her. A house painter, asks Miss Rogan brightly? It does seem to me that he sometimes paints walls and doors, but not actual houses. No, Miss. So what kind of painter is he? The girl next to me fidgets; her name is Nara. It seems important to be precise. The only other jobs I know about need no further explanation: the grocer, the doctor, this teacher, our postman (I will become one, temporarily, each Christmas in Leith, making the earliest delivery to the tenements by moonlight). The ice picture is no help, being nothing like my father’s kind of painting at all. I am so full of pride in him, and so unable to utter. The teacher moves on to Nara.

At home, I am given a helpful phrase should this happen again. My father paints semi-figurative art. I don’t catch what semi means, but I do think I understand figurative. The people in the ice scene are figures; the picture is figurative; figures are also numbers, which have their special colours, and colours make paintings. Art is life, life is art.

My father paints people on the island of Lewis as if they were one with the landscape. He paints Hebridean kitchens in the morning before sunrise, lit by a guttering oil lamp; though you cannot make this out as an object standing on the
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