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Introduction: Oost West, Thuis Best – “There’s no place like home”

This thesis asks why the highly-ordered domestic interior might have emerged as a
distinct and independent genre in Dutch painting in the second half of the seventeenth
century. My hypothesis is that this genre offers a creative response to numerous factors
within the contemporary religious, political, cultural, and socio-economic climate in which
these works were produced and initially received. I argue that paintings of the Dutch
interior speak to the concerns of a young state that is beginning to develop and articulate a
collective proto-national identity, and suggest that this identity is tied to the collective
experience of trauma and chaos of the recent Eighty Years’ War against a common enemy,
Spain (1568-1648).1 Indeed, I believe that these works may be understood to suggest that
it was this “trauma” itself that precipitated the coalescing of many semi-distinct groups
into a political union, and that the works indicate that the formation of the nation itself is
inextricably tied to this series of events.2
The term “genre” generally refers to paintings that depict scenes from daily life; by
extension, “domestic genre” paintings are genre works set within or focusing on the
domestic sphere.3 In the second half of the seventeenth century in the United Republic of
the Netherlands, there was an extraordinary and discernable rise in the representation of the
home, producing those works we now call domestic genre painting. The representation of
the domestic sphere was not entirely novel, but an increasing sense and valuation of
domesticity led to a notable and unprecedented profusion of paintings in which daily life in
Dutch (burgher, burgerlijke) homes was the primary focus.4 What we now,
retrospectively, call “domestic genre” encompasses all works of this type. During the time
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of their production, however, these paintings were not called “domestic genre,” but rather
classified by their specific content: for example, gezelschap (a scene in which people are
enjoying themselves), and conversatie (a more serious conversation).5
My specific concern is a group of works that may not have been grouped under a
specific title during the years in which they were initially produced and received. Painted
between 1650 and 1672, these paintings feature the orderly and idyllic home, centering on
and perhaps celebrating prosaic domestic life. They represent a significant departure from
the domestic scenes that preceded them: in their utilization of scientific perspective to
portray and order space, these works might rightly be called “domestic perspectives.”
Furthermore, unlike earlier domestic painting traditions, the works of these decades
highlight the private home life of the wealthy middle classes in the Dutch Republic, the
bourgeoisie.6 During these years, the home also began to function as a setting for other
genres of painting, especially portraiture, history, “guardroom,” and musical concert
scenes, thoroughly permeating much of Dutch visual production.
A fairly simple explanation has been proposed for how the home itself became such
a significant focus of Dutch visual culture in the seventeenth century: the highly ordered
domestic interior arose as one of innumerable genres that developed in the active market
for paintings that emerged and flourished during this cultural “Golden Age,” and which
encouraged artistic specialization. Many of the painters who almost exclusively
specialized in this type of domestic works have come to dominate our memory of the art
history of the seventeenth century: Johannes Vermeer, Pieter de Hooch, Nicolaes Maes,
and Gerard ter Borch, a few whose works feature in this study. Their prominence testifies
to the importance of the home to both the seventeenth century and to our memory of it.
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The purpose of this study is to argue for an enriched understanding of why this type of
painting initially rose to prominence after 1650.
Among the numerous domestic genres produced, I argue that the genesis of the
highly ordered domestic idyll is more than mere coincidence, and this paper serves to
introduce, situate, and explore the factors that may have contributed to its emergence. My
initial hypothesis is that the creation of both highly ordered domestic interiors and highly
ordered depictions of the domestic sphere may have been a response to the trauma and
chaos of recent history, especially the Eighty Years’ War with Spain – an attempt to assert
some measure of control during and after a time of disorder. Through this process, I
propose, a collective “Dutch” identity began to take shape.
An idea integral to my hypothesis is that collectively experienced trauma, and a
great degree of it in a relatively short period of time, necessitated a political unification that
may have helped to coalesce a Dutch “national” identity during the years of occupation in
the Eighty Years’ War, and especially during the subsequent years of freedom, after the
formal establishment of the Dutch Republic in 1648.7 This is based on two primary
concepts. First, the common enemy of Catholic Spain may have been a unifying force
among a diverse population of “Dutch” subgroups with potentially strong local identities.8
Second, the ability to triumph over adversity, a necessity in the centuries-old battle against
the sea, was newly championed as a particularly “Dutch” characteristic,9 though the extent
to which the provinces of the Netherlands experienced such adversity, or “trauma,” may
have varied greatly.
It is highly likely, furthermore, that this experience of trauma was a major
contributing factor in the valuation of domesticity that may have prompted the production
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of these works. A “nesting impulse,” a desire to retreat to the home, and an “ordering
impulse” are direct (both visceral and rationalizing) responses to chaos and disorder.
Through their realization and imposition, the home is established as an arena for the
management of anxiety, in familiar and relatively unthreatening vocabularies, during the
early years of Dutch nationhood. Indirectly, within this setting, the home is pitted against
its “Other” – any number of opposing or enemy identities – and emphasized as the most
perfect arena for the articulation of characteristics that are integral to a nascent Dutch
“national” character.
These works represent, therefore, one way in which a proto-national Dutch identity
(and “community”) may have been imagined.10 A perceived sense of commonality, it
seems, is found more often in the collective experience of trauma and anxiety than in the
coalescing or sharing of characteristics and value systems. The one dominant
commonality among the residents of the young Dutch Republic is the concept and
valuation of domesticity, and this seemingly pervasive sense that as a microcosm of the
new state, the home was a stage where both personal and, by extension, national concerns
might be worked out.
My argument builds upon parallel assertions about the “unique and tangible
relationship” between Dutch landscape and Dutch identity that is articulated in Dutch
paintings recently made by Ann Jensen Adams and Simon Schama. Schama recounts a
long-held belief that “God created the world, but the Dutch created Holland,” neatly
capturing that, as communicated in contemporary landscape paintings, Dutch identity, like
all group identities, is very much a construction rather than a naturally occurring
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phenomenon.11 I would like to explore a parallel bond between identity and the Dutch
interior.
The emergence of the highly-ordered domestic interior in the second half of the
seventeenth century also corresponds with and may be related to the “True Freedom” of
1650-1672, the period in which the Dutch Republic was finally free from the rule of both
Habsburg Spain and the local stadhouders. These paintings, as a group, may provide some
sort of portrait of the consumers of these works, the Dutch bourgeoisie, thus functioning as
an image and an extension of their psychological space, and both reflecting and presenting
an arena for the crafting and articulation of a collective identity. In this way, these works
present an image of an effectively “proto-national” identity, given that the nation’s
bourgeois class functioned as its representative sample.
On this final point, I borrow heavily (conceptually) from Simon Schama, who
acknowledges the bourgeois selectivity or bias of his hypotheses about a “national”
identity. What I mean, therefore, is that this “portrait” speaks to the bourgeois conception
of this evolving nation, rather than presenting a comprehensive portrait of the nation and
whatever overarching sense of collective identity can be said to have developed. I
acknowledge that despite its reputation for tolerance, equality, and social mobility, great
internal divisions still existed in the Dutch Republic of the seventeenth century. My
hypothesis, therefore, does not offer a holistic discussion of “Dutch” identity, but a
conception of a collective identity in which “bourgeois” and “Dutch” were largely
conflated.
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Art historical analysis, by its nature, is often speculative and open-ended, offering
sets of interpretive possibilities rather than definitive or conclusive interpretations. The
study of seventeenth-century Dutch art, my approach included, belongs to a larger
scholarly interpretive venture that is necessarily open to multiple readings and re-readings.
It is often inevitable, furthermore, that we interpret the past from within the context of our
own time and experiences.12 In a self-conscious examination of my hypotheses and my
approach to an understanding of these works, I recognize that I am interested in seeking
out trauma in Dutch works because of my own “traumatized,” or trauma-conscious
environment. I live in an age technologically-enabled to view and experience traumatic
events with a nearly unprecedented degree of immediacy, and acknowledge that the
fascination of the media with trauma and chaos (“if it bleeds, it leads”) may have both
desensitized me to the viewing of traumatic events and conditioned me to read for the
traumatic. Historians of seventeenth-century Dutch art have similarly acknowledged that
scholarly interests in these works fluctuate, and notably increase when our situation seems
to echo that of the seventeenth-century Dutch. Nevertheless, scholars have also
acknowledged that vestiges of the traumatic are present within these works, and especially
resonate within the domestic genre, a trend that I will thoroughly investigate.
To properly situate my interpretive endeavors, Chapter 1 presents a survey of
methodological approaches to the study of seventeenth-century Dutch art and determines
where my methods fall within this spectrum. In Chapter 2, I acknowledge that the
emergence of the new genre reflects an increasing valuation of domesticity, and question
why and how this was reflected in visual production. I recognize, as I have already
acknowledged, that these images of the home are idealized, and Chapter 3 explores why
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they appear this way, and introduce the role that Pieter de Hooch and Johannes Vermeer in
particular can play in our interpretation of domestic genre paintings. The “domestic
pastoral” we observe in their works is attributable in a large part to the imposition of order
upon the domestic interiors depicted in these works and the canvases upon which they are
pictured, which I address in Chapter 4. Lastly, Chapter 5 questions how a domestic Dutch
identity is refined through its “mapping” and its juxtaposition with other identities, and
asks what role the artist plays in this process.
This paper hypothesizes that the home pictured in this group of paintings plays two
primary roles, and that these roles do not always remain distinct. As an extension or
portrait of its owner and a microcosm of the state, the home (and its representation) serves
as an arena for the picturing, articulation and negotiation of the characteristics constituting
a collective identity. As a psychological workspace that has been purged of evident cares,
highly ordered and controlled, it functions as a forum for the response to, the regrouping
from, and the mediation of the trauma which necessitated this unification, this coalescing
of identities. My thesis is, to a large extent, an essay in interpretive possibilities that
explores my hypothesis as one possible reading of these works, and will be composed of
close visual analysis supplemented by readings in Dutch political, religious, and cultural
history to help situate these works within, and present a holistic understanding of, the
context in which they were made and initially received.
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Chapter 1: Methodological Foundations
I aim first to discuss and question the ways in which seventeenth-century Dutch
genre painting, and the unique interpretive challenges associated with it, have historically
been addressed, providing a methodological framework for a discussion of this particular
group of works. The extraordinary scope of literature on Dutch painting demands
selectivity and categorization, and I acknowledge the limitations in attempting a
comprehensive survey of methodologies in this broad field. Therefore, I do not claim or
aspire to be comprehensive, but rather to present a constructive foundation on which to
base my novel essay in interpretation.
The main problem we face in approaching seventeenth-century Dutch artworks, as
with all non-contemporary works, is fundamental: how do we, or how can we, understand
paintings produced in a distant age, and how do we find meaning within them?13 It is
important to ask how these paintings were initially received, and what purpose they might
have initially served; yet as I discussed earlier, our understanding of meaning within these
works is very likely colored by our own experience. Though it may not have been a
fundamental concern during the seventeenth century, for example, one scholar notes that
“the historiography of seventeenth-century Dutch art was dominated for a long time by
ideas, expressed or implicit, on what was supposed to be characteristically Dutch and what
was not…,” approaches that were likely influenced by decades of modern nation building
and identity definition.14 Additionally, I identify three interpretive concerns specific to
seventeenth-century Dutch domestic genre paintings: first, their “seemingly faithful
rendition of the surrounding world,”15 a remarkable naturalism that many scholars find
intriguing; second, the highly constructed and polished appearance of a domestic idyll
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created within; and finally, the extraordinary dominance of women, both visually and with
respect to narrative, in these scenes.
There are, very broadly, three general schools of interpretation in the study of
seventeenth-century Dutch painting: one, a “Realist” approach, following Hegel and
nineteenth-century French scholarship; two, iconological methods, following Erwin
Panofsky and championed by the Utrecht school of Eddy de Jongh; and, three, sociological
approaches, or social and contextual analysis, a category under which a majority of recent
scholarship falls. My study of methodologies is organized both categorically and in part
chronologically, and follows the dialogue between these different schools and especially
the interpretive debates in Dutch art history that have taken place since the second half of
the twentieth century.
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), who discussed Dutch painting in his
Aesthetics (1820-1826), viewed the realistic appearance of these paintings as both
documentary and celebratory. He acknowledged that while paintings provided a
reasonable, that is, seemingly honest, depiction of what the world may have looked like to
Dutch painters, their works are also carefully constructed, in order to present an image that
highlighted and relished in the political, military, and economic achievements of the
Dutch.16 In this, Hegel was also the first to try to identify the specific social conditions
that might have influenced specific stylistic and thematic developments, prompting
Michael North to declare him “the father of the two most important approaches to Dutch
painting: the Realist and the sociological.”17 What North identifies as “sociological
considerations” in Hegel’s work constitute one of many approaches that may now broadly
be considered “social art history.” Broadly, following T.J. Clark, a “social” approach to art
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history attends to “a range of relevant social relations between artists, networks, and
institutions, as well as to political arguments and economic conflicts without giving
explanatory priority to any one of them.”18
Following Hegel, scholarship was largely split between writers who continued to
celebrate “Dutch Realism” and another group who began to adapt Panofsky’s iconological
method to the study of Dutch art.19 Many French scholars in the nineteenth century
championed the “illusionistic representation of nature”20 by seventeenth-century Dutch
painters, considering the works they created to be essentially a type of painted history, a
portrait of a people in a specific time.21 For many years, the common image of
seventeenth-century Dutch art was largely influenced by these scholars, of whom Eugène
Fromentin (1820-1876) is perhaps the best example. In his Masters of Past Time of 1876
he wrote that because of its “Realism,” “Dutch painting was not and could not be anything
but the portrait of Holland, its external image, faithful, exact, complete, life-like, without
any adornment.”22
In the early twentieth century, led by Erwin Panofsky, iconologists pursued the
“hidden meaning” behind the “virtuosic simulation of reality”23 in these paintings through
an extensive analysis of the system of symbols and literary references purportedly
disguised behind a realistic façade.24 The interpretive debates that take up the bulk of my
methodological survey began, essentially, with the adaptation of Panofsky’s three-step
iconological method by Dutch scholars in the 1960s. At the forefront of this group is Eddy
de Jongh, a professor at the University of Utrecht in the Netherlands.25 De Jongh proposed
that there are many levels of hidden meaning and disguised symbolism in seventeenthcentury Dutch works, and that these paintings can only be understood and “decoded” using
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contemporary texts and emblematic literature26 – hence the name emblematic iconology
that is commonly used to distinguish the unique Utrecht School method.27 De Jongh
introduced the term realisme-schijnrealisme, which translates as approximately “surface
realism” or “seeming realism,” to distinguish between the realistic imitation of form and
the superficially realistic content of these paintings, which convey a “realized
abstraction.”28 In this, de Jongh suggests that rather than depicting scenes which might
feasibly have occurred in daily life, these paintings present a realistic approximation of the
mentality of the time in which they were produced. He has proposed that the purpose of
genre works was “tot lering en vermaak,” “to delight and instruct” seventeenth-century
viewers and to help them understand the moral lessons encoded in hidden meaning after
entrancing the viewers with their beautiful and realistic appearance, a process which he
associated with a mentality that both tended to moralize and delighted in “disguising,
veiling, allegory, ambiguity, in short…all that is enigmatic.”29
Initially, Eddy de Jongh exemplified both an orthodox approach to emblematic
iconological interpretation and many of the problems with it: a tendency to over-analyze,
to project, and to generally go too far both in its interpretation of objects and details in its
claims of potentially concrete links between emblematic and other literature and genre
painting. For example, De Jongh’s methodology depends significantly on a passage from
Samuel Van Hoogstraten, a seventeenth-century painter and theoretician, which advises
that “of the many ways in which to ornament a solitary piece, the best is certainly to
embellish it with accessories that explain something covertly (“bywerk dat bedektlijk iets
verklaert”): an emblem formed from covert images,”30 upon which De Jongh almost
entirely bases his idea that the disguised symbols in genre painting must be decoded. De
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Jongh has been admonished for this by Eric Jan Sluijter, among others, as Van
Hoogstraten’s passage initially referred to history paintings with a single primary figure,
and it is debatable whether a painter of genre works may have read or internalized such
advice, or a viewer of genre (or, indeed, other genres of) paintings would have accessed
such an interpretive mode.31
The primary question asked of De Jongh and his followers, however, is whether
any seventeenth-century viewer might have understood any of the complicated references
that iconologists claim this art contained.32 First, Panofsky’s method was originally
developed for the study of Italian Renaissance art, which was often narrative and highly
textual, and many have questioned its applicability to seventeenth-century Dutch painting,
and especially secular genre works.33 Second, scholars who closely or exclusively utilize
an iconological method often fail to attribute significant agency to either painters or
viewers of these scenes, yet seemingly demand that viewers have enough specialized
knowledge to link specific emblems to an intended meaning, though seventeenth-century
emblem books themselves offered multiple interpretive possibilities.34 In this, such an
approach has a tendency to retroactively and erroneously assign or suggest a single “true”
meaning or set of artist’s intentions.35
In his “Didactic and Disguised Meanings…” of 1988, Eric Jan Sluijter proposed an
alternative suggestion: that painters may have encoded meaning in established,
recognizable motifs rather than specific emblematic references.36 Viewers, Sluijter offers,
could interpret these motifs differently according to their own individual social and
intellectual backgrounds,37 participating in the creation of meaning rather than depending
on extensive familiarity with particular emblems.38 Furthermore, Sluijter suggests that
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many of the problems with iconologists’ endeavors to determine the initial motivations of
painters and the attitudes of their viewers stems from the scarcity of contemporary
literature on art and artistic theory.39 He undertakes a thorough study of works by
seventeenth-century art theorists Philips Angel, Karel Van Mander, and Samuel Van
Hoogstraten, as well as some authors commonly referenced by iconologists, like the poet
Adriaen Van de Venne and the emblematist Jacob Cats. Their texts offer a surprising
paucity of passages that specifically refer to painting, and Sluijter criticizes and reevaluates
the rare and oft-quoted phrases like Van Hoogstraten’s “accessories that explain something
covertly,”40 concluding that contemporaries may not have considered signification terribly
important; rather, they valued paintings primarily for their visual or aesthetic appeal.41
Another major criticism of the iconological method is that in its rush to interpret
symbols, it often tends to divorce the form or style of paintings from their content; and in
fact these interpretive debates might be very reductively summarized as the taking up of
the issue of appearance versus content. The primary opponent of an orthodox emblematic
iconological approach, Svetlana Alpers, whose seminal text The Art of Describing was
published in 1983, prioritizes the issue of style and appearance, and proposes that painters
in the seventeenth century were participants in a multidisciplinary visual culture that
included the arts, science, cartography, and optics.42 Alpers postulates that painting was an
exercise in “describing” the world as the painters saw it, based on their experience of this
visual culture, and that value and meaning in these works were largely contingent on a
painter’s ability to visually communicate or transfer this experience to a viewer. She
means, essentially, that paintings do not try to capture reality itself, or to conceal moral
instruction in layers of hidden symbolism, but rather to “offer a perceptual model of
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knowledge of the world” and the manner in which reality was perceived.43 Alpers views
paintings, therefore, as a sort of physical evidence for the Dutch “age of observation.”44
She does, however, acknowledge that there were symbols and literary references in the
paintings, but she believes that they should be decipherable through the act of viewing the
painting, not through intellectual preparation and active or intentional process.45 To de
Jongh’s assertion that paintings served a largely didactic purpose, Alpers responds simply
that, “pictures document or represent behavior. They are descriptive rather than
prescriptive.”46
Other scholars offer alternative understandings of the realistic “descriptive” mode
employed in domestic genre paintings, some of which stand almost staunchly in opposition
to Alpers. Many believe that the use of this mode facilitated an effective communication
of prevailing ideologies in these works, helping to make them seem natural and rational.
Richard Helgerson suggests that “realism, both as a representational mode and as a mode
of apprehension, is a mark of the ‘True Freedom’” from both the Habsburg kings and the
Dutch stadhouders, a line of noble rulers, because it stands conspicuously in opposition to
the historic and aggrandizing mode of painting favored by the monarchy.47 This
opposition of “realism” and “history” applies particularly to the picturing of the domestic
sphere that served as the “representational alternative” to the monarchic state, a symbol of
a transfer of power to the citizens of the new Republic.48
This functions effectively because, Mariët Westermann writes, “realist strategies
make depicted situations and relationships seem natural and immutable, hence true. They
thereby helped to create and maintain a largely middle-class consensus about the values
that structured, or should govern life in the Dutch Republic.”49 As creators and enforcers
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of domestic ideology, these paintings became important agents in the construction of a
bourgeois Domestic (that is, having to do with the state) mindset, a system of common
beliefs that formed the basis for a particular type of “national” identity. This dynamic
seems highly plausible, and will play a significant role in my hypothesis that these works
betray a burgeoning proto-national identity that is dependent on the common experience of
trauma that necessitated a unification of varied local systems of belief. Proposing such a
relationship requires caution, however, as it hinges largely on Simon Schama’s assertion
that in the second half of the seventeenth century, the home was largely conceived of as a
microcosm of the state – a claim which I will endeavor to support with extensive visual
evidence.50
Before such an undertaking, however, it is necessary to further distinguish between
the seemingly realistic description of the world in these works and their faithfulness to the
everyday appearance of this world. While these paintings offer a plausibly real image of
burgher homes in their purported technical accuracy in the representation of texture,
proportion, and materiality, the scenes within them appear arranged and unusually calm,
and unlikely to be images of actual occurrences within burgher homes. In an age so
concerned with “realism,” that is, the sense of quiet stillness and peaceful, impeccable
order in domestic genre works seems conspicuously constructed, more of an idealized
“domestic pastoral” than an honest depiction of domestic life.51 In this literature, and in my
writing from this point on, the use of “pastoral” is unconventional, referring not to
agricultural or country narrative, but to the romanticized and idealized nature typical of
“pastoral” artworks. The “domestic pastoral,” therefore, describes the peaceful, idyllic
character of these scenes, which present, in effect, an image of a “domestic Arcadia.”
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Hegel himself recognized this: he described a tranquil “Sunday of life” that was
later amended by J.Q. van Regteren Altena, who noted that “in these images the
seventeenth century appears to be one long Sunday…after the troubled times of the
previous century.”52 Harry Berger’s 1972 study of Vermeer’s paintings offers a
convincing explanation for this curiosity. He argues that the traumatic events of these
“troubled times” are consciously and “conspicuously excluded” from many domestic genre
scenes, almost as a survival tactic that “lures the observer [in] by offering him pure
pleasure, a relief from life’s problems” that characterizes the “long Sunday,” while it
simultaneously betrays the existence of a trauma that drives the need for such relief.53 The
device of “conspicuous exclusion,” a representative example of which can be found in an
extended visual analysis of works in Vermeer’s oeuvre, provides the foundation for my
visual analysis of domestic genre works as communicators of the traumatic, and therefore
will comprise the major part of my thesis.
A final major interpretive concern involves the fact that images of domestic
interiors are, to a great extent, populated almost entirely by women, who are both
narratively and visually at the forefront of many scenes.54 This issue has been addressed
both from a feminist perspective and through other lenses in social art history, as it seems
closely tied to contemporary social conventions.55 I have long resisted a feminist
interpretation of these works because I feel that issues of gender are not their foremost
concern, and prioritizing a discussion of gender (or, indeed, any one specific aspect) limits
the universe of interpretive possibilities in a study of domestic genre paintings.
Additionally, the study of gender issues in this group of works has been complicated by the
conflation of ideas regarding gender, sexuality, courtship, and love. However, gender also
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plays a significant role in the discussion of economics, identity, and values, so issues of
gender receive their due consideration throughout this paper as well as the literature
consulted.
Wayne Franits, for example, in his Paragons of Virtue of 1993, suggests that
domestic genre works could function in the construction and dissemination of ideology
concerning gender roles and gender politics through paradigmatic portrayals of ideal
feminine virtues prescribed and echoed in behavioral manuals that were widely read.56
Similarly, Alison McNeil Kettering believes that these works play an active role in the
construction of ideologies regarding feminine duty and behavior, but shifts much of the
responsibility for constructing meaning onto the audience, whose responses could be
varied and multivalent depending upon their own situation.57
Finally, through a study of gender politics, sexual tension, and questionably moral
courtship in paintings set within the home, Richard Helgerson and Brian Jay Wolf
construct a framework for understanding how and why anxiety may be present in genre
works from the second half of the seventeenth century, thus providing a model and an
elementary vocabulary for a discussion of the vestiges of the traumatic remnant in these
scenes.58 Wolf posits that Dutch genre painting recast social, economic, and political
anxieties in the guise of sexual tensions and redirected them (visually, that is, by means of
visual representation) into the home, an arena in which they were felt to be more
manageable.59 Helgerson adds to this – in his opinion, the anxiety that existed during the
stadhouder-less period about the nature and survival of the Dutch Republican government
is expressed in genre paintings, and is often translated into the vocabulary of sexual
negotiation between, for example, a soldier and a virtuous Dutch maiden. The dynamic
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explored by Wolf and Helgerson is my primary reason to appreciate, rather than discard, a
study of these works through the lens of gender politics, though I maintain that a gendered
reading alone is not sufficient.
In fact, I maintain that no one method alone can provide a complete understanding
of a work’s significance and meaning to viewers in the time in which it was produced, or
in our own time. Though my work is informed by this full spectrum of methodological
dialogue and the debates I discussed, I do not subscribe to any one of these approaches,
believing instead that each individual work necessitates a unique approach, and that each
artist painting in the seventeenth century likely operated with a unique set of concerns and
techniques. I take these methodologies instead as tools for interpretation, and try to
objectively consider their relevance to individual works and interpretive problems.
Further, I acknowledge that Art History is inherently multidisciplinary,60 and that it
benefits from being so, and in order to enrich my discussion, my approach to this topic will
borrow from and incorporate aspects of trauma theory and literature on the formation and
articulation of collective and national identity. With a multidisciplinary approach, it is my
intention to explore a new range of possible meanings with valuable implications for how
we experience and process the traumatic.
My particular approach certainly depends more heavily on drawing parallels
between historic and other events than on assuming dialogue between or influence by other
contemporary arts such as emblematic literature and artistic handbooks (as utilized by de
Jongh, Sluijter, Hecht, et al). With respect to these other approaches, the fact remains that
while certain texts, such as Cats’s emblem books, may have been widely read, it is difficult
(if not impossible) to measure how extensively people (both painters, consumers, and
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viewers) may have been exposed to emblem books, scientific studies, or artistic manuals.
After 1648, however, everyone was living within the same country defined by political
boundaries, and it may be more reasonable to assume that macro-sociological (or national)
factors and trends may have been widely experienced. Whether or not the texts
themselves, or the ideas and instructions provided in the texts, may have traveled and had
macro-sociological impact is still uncertain.
Whereas much of the recent literature on Dutch art has drawn heavily on literature
and iconological approaches, I feel that systems of iconology are less active or explicit in
the group of works I will consider, and that they may therefore be more fraught with
ambiguity – not the “polyinterpretability” of symbols that de Jongh proposes, but rather
present a blank slate of sorts, upon which multiple systems of meaning can potentially be
projected. The iconological approach, or at least an orthodox usage of it, radically narrows
the spectrum of possible meanings in a work from a distant time – and while such extreme
approaches often believe that they have exhausted the possible or correct meanings in these
works, I see no need to lock down (or agree upon, for that matter) a single meaning. Not
only is Art History generally conducive to multi- and cross-disciplinary inquiry, most
forms of art and individual works as well are susceptible to multiple modes of
investigation. Works of art are open-ended – so I embrace and acknowledge the fact that
works of art can and often do shift in meaning, and that they will be seen to yield new
richness or significance with the passage of time to different generations. Similarly, I
acknowledge that my approach is not (and does not need to be) comprehensive, and that it
is both inspired by and departs from my academic predecessors as well as the climactic
influences under and within which I write.
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From writers on Dutch art history, I borrow the concepts of the “Sunday of Life”
and the translation of anxiety into the vocabulary of gender politics and its displacement to
the domestic sphere. I also draw on the notion of “conspicuous exclusion,” which I will
illustrate more extensively in Chapter 3. The highly constructed pastoral in these works is
perhaps the surest indication that they are not merely intended as representations of
everyday life, but serve a greater communicative purpose. While Berger, Wolf, and
Helgerson provide a basic vocabulary for exploring the hypothesis that domestic genre
paintings give voice to the trauma and anxiety of the formative years of Dutch nationhood,
and in doing so perform an integral role in the necessary articulation of a common “Dutch”
identity, no scholar of Dutch art has yet addressed my hypothesis directly. Brian Jay Wolf,
in his chapter on “nationhood,” comes closest to doing so, suggesting that the painter is
instrumental in authoring a concept and a picture of the nation, on a canvas that serves as a
psychological workspace. He does not, however, draw the connection between works in
which a national identity seems to be at stake and the trauma they so conspicuously
exclude – though he does, fairly uniquely, nod to Lawrence Weschler’s conception of what
is truly “excluded” in Vermeer’s works – the trauma of the war, not the trauma of his
personal life and his family drama.61
I find Harry Berger’s theory of “conspicuous exclusion” particularly useful to my
argument because it resonates very closely with certain critical concepts in trauma theory.
“Representations aimed at the traumatic,” trauma theory posits, “do little more than point
to their own limitation, producing as their ultimate subject the insurmountable distance
between themselves and the traumatic event they seek to evoke.”62 Applied to Dutch
domestic genre painting, we shall soon see that those works in which trauma is more
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clearly evident, as I propose, are those in which its cause cannot be explicitly represented.
Furthermore, the devices I borrow from art historians are similar to the ideas of aversion
and repetition compulsion as responses to trauma. However, I also must take into
consideration whether trauma might adequately be perceived in idealized images of
“everyday” life, as trauma itself is classified as an experience that is “beyond the power of
human consciousness to adequately process in the way that we process the everyday.”63
Similarly, it is necessary to take caution with the vocabulary I use to discuss the
formation and articulation of collective or proto-national identity, as the period in which
these works were produced predates the evolution and dissemination of ideas about
“nationalism.” I borrow extensively from the theories of Benedict Anderson, who wrote a
seminal text on common or shared (national) identities as “imagined communities”64 and
whose work also plays an integral role in Wolf’s discussion of the conceptualization of
“nationhood” in Vermeer’s oeuvre.
How, then, do I go about arguing the persuasiveness of my interpretation of this
group of works and why they emerged; what evidence do I provide to present an argument
for the validity of my set of interpretive possibilities as one of many? I discuss first the
position of the home, and the representation of the home in the Republic in the second half
of the seventeenth century, and Dutch burgher conceptions of domesticity. This discussion
also considers the possibility that the home was conceived of as a microcosm of the nation
during these years, and explores the potential dialogue between personal identity and
collective or proto-national identity. The home, I point out, was wealthy, neat, and
comfortable, a site of retreat and caretaking. The image of the home in these works is also,
however, conspicuously idyllic, to an unlikely extent, and this may be the case because the
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evidence of trauma or concern has been conspicuously excluded from the depiction of the
home, as a sort of psychological coping or processing mechanism. The home, having been
purged of the cares of the world, presents almost a blank slate, which the Dutch
householders proceed to put into order figuratively and morally through cleaning and
renovation. In the ordering of the home, not only the homeowner but also the painter is an
integral agent, as he is the one who imposes the system of highly ordered scientific
perspective in these works, as well as the tools of tilework and framing with pieces of the
home (large mantels, for example) that serve to impose visual structure. In this way, the
artist is implicated for his role in the construction of an image of the [home], which plays a
part in the dialogue between home and world and the definition of a Domestic (national)
identity, as explored in Chapter 5.
My readings of these works are informed by my knowledge of Dutch political,
social, and artistic history, and by my readings of texts on trauma and collective identity
(some of which have been referenced by scholars on the history of Dutch painting). These
sources inform an understanding of these works, but of course they can not and do not
wholly explain them or find meaning within them. This is as much a study, therefore, in
how we interpret this group of works from the past as it is in the works themselves. As I
acknowledge the bounds of interpretation in painting from another era, I want to explore
the enterprise of interpretation in this category, and the possibility that another way of
looking at these work may be through the lens of trauma and anxiety, trying to piece
together a cultural framework that might allow new ways of viewing this group of objects.
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Chapter 2: Evolving domesticity and the well-kept home

Figure 1: Emmanuel de Witte, Interior with a Woman at a Clavichord, c.1665. Oil on canvas, 97.8 x 110.2
cm. The Netherlands Institute of Cultural Heritage, Amsterdam, on loan to the Museum Boijmans van
Beuningen, Rotterdam.

Emmanuel de Witte’s Interior with a Woman at a Clavichord of 1665 (figure 1),
presenting an intimate view of an idyllic, peaceful domestic interior, has come to epitomize
Art History’s conception of the seventeenth-century Dutch home.65 The painting is the
first in Mariët Westermann’s essay on “Making Home in the Dutch Republic,” the visual
focus of Witold Rybczynski’s chapter on “Domesticity,” and serves as a touchstone for
much discussion on domestic genre art, though de Witte has never been primarily
considered a painter of domestic scenes.
The interior de Witte depicts has marble floor tiles, their pattern punctuated and
accentuated by strips of warm light that fall from large windows on two walls. Perspective
seems almost to dominate this scene, both visually and structurally. It is established
largely by the grid and the orthogonals formed by the floor tiles, and continued by the
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telescoping view through the set of doorways presented enfilade in the left half of the
canvas, a feature which would have been highly impractical in a real seventeenth-century
Dutch home.66 This orderly progression of space allows the artist to picture both the
woman of the house, sitting at the clavichord, and her maid, who is actively cleaning
though the house appears spotless and gleaming. The only hint of slight disorder is on the
chair nearly obscured by darkness and the left edge of the frame – a pile of clothes and
accessories discarded by a male soldier, who may be sitting in the curtained bed along the
left wall.
This household is fairly wealthy, as suggested by the clavichord, the gilded mirror
above the woman playing it, the rich reds of the drapes, the oriental rug (which in many
other images would appear on a table because carpets were considered too precious to be
used on the floor),67 and the gilded chandeliers which contribute to the sense of continuity
and flow between rooms. These chandeliers gleam, simultaneously suggesting their fine
quality, expensive materials, and their cleanliness. The one closest to the foreground
offers an abstracted reflection of the room around it, showing the light from the windows
that line the right-hand wall of this series of rooms. This seems almost like a selfconscious nod to the art and artifice of representation, especially in conjunction with the
highly composed space and the fact that the chandeliers seem a little out of place in the
household. While a chandelier can be seen in a domestic setting in Vermeer’s Art of
Painting, we recognize these primarily from the church interiors that dominate de Witte’s
oeuvre. Not only is this painting of a domestic scene a conspicuous departure from his
typical specialization in artistic production, the painting of church interiors, but this
presence of an accessory so commonly associated with the church in a domestic interior
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seems to suggest that it too may be a sort of sanctified space, further testified to by the fact
that de Witte deemed such a scene worthy of depiction.68
Lastly, though it purports to depict a particular private home, de Witte’s Interior is
characterized by a remarkable sense of anonymity. Because such a linear progression of
rooms would never have been constructed in a Dutch house during the seventeenthcentury, this household cannot be specifically identified and is likely not to have existed.69
At best it may be a “seemingly realistic” representation of a Dutch home. Furthermore, the
anonymity of the figures in this work is clear and with no doubt intended. Neither visible
person has a visible face: the maid’s face is pointed down and obscured, while the
housewife’s is directed away from the viewer. The mirror that reflects part of this
woman’s head but still denies access to any recognizable features reinforces her utter
inaccessibility. The male figure that may be present in this work is hardly visible, though
his clothes testify to his presence while the dark cave of the bed denies access to any image
of him.
Above all, this painting is conspicuous for its lack of obvious or identifiable
narrative, and for its unquestionable focus on the domestic interior – a domestic genre
scene, by definition. This home, these people, seem identifiable, first and foremost, as
Dutch and bourgeois, and it is precisely this ambiguous, prototypical nature that makes the
group of works into which de Witte’s painting falls so curious. The group of idyllic
interiors produced between 1650 and 1672, as I have already described, center upon and
often seem to celebrate prosaic life. In doing so, they are conspicuously distinct from the
“domestic scenes” that preceded them, which utilize the home as merely a setting for any
variety of (often unruly) events which take both visual and narrative priority. As I have
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already established, the works of these decades are also unlike these earlier domestic
painting traditions in that they highlight the private home life of the wealthy middle classes
in the Republic, which de Witte’s Interior illustrates quite well.70
The seventeenth-century Dutch Republic has long been renowned for its
flourishing market for paintings, and many historians have proposed that the home itself
became a significant focus of Dutch visual culture during these years due primarily to
forces operating within this market. The highly ordered domestic interior, like this
painting of de Witte’s, was one of innumerable genres that developed in a booming market
that encouraged artistic specialization. It is a matter of at least coincidence, technical skill,
and aesthetic appeal that many of the artists we remember and celebrate from this period
specialized in domestic genre, and their prominence within art history testifies to the
importance of the home to both the seventeenth century and to our memory of it.
With painters (for the most part) producing speculatively for the market, rather than
responding specifically to the articulated demands of individual patrons, it may be safe to
assume that trends in artistic production correspond to trends in the preferences or
sentiments of a large group of consumers.71 The highly ordered domestic interior that is at
the heart of this inquiry responds to one of the many preferences that prevailed, where
“preferences” may be thought of as an extension of, or as informed or dictated by, the
common mentality or value system of a certain stratum of consumers with common
characteristics. The accommodation of these preferences by artists, it seems, greatly
influenced both the content of Dutch paintings and the styles in which they were executed.
Witold Rybczynski suggests that consumer characteristics and preferences were
likely influenced by the fact that the Dutch Republic, in its early years, was already a
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“nation of townspeople,” and was highly urbanized at a time when much of Europe was
still largely rural, even feudal.72 This urbanized state was comprised largely of a bourgeois
populace that was rapidly gaining political and economic power, and their wealth and high
population density may have encouraged, if not precipitated, a definition and valuation of
individualized spaces – their homes.
There is currently relative consensus that this elevated demand for images of the
domestic sphere, and its consequent prevalence in Dutch visual culture, may reflect the fact
that the home became increasingly crucial to daily life in the Dutch Republic during this
period. Why, then, was the home so important at this time? I recognize two distinct types
of factors contributing to the heightened valuation of the home and, by extension, its
pervasiveness in painting: long-term and short-term, necessary and sufficient,
characteristic and catalytic. This chapter first examines potential reasons for both this
valuation of the home and for its engagement within the contemporary artistic universe.
The increasing importance of the home in Dutch society may have been an
extension of a bourgeois conception of increasing self-importance, an indirect response to
a “new organization of public power.”73 The desire to view paintings of the home, Richard
Helgerson offers, may have enabled the burgher householders to “see their own homes
from the outside,” a claim he supports by pointing out that male householders are rarely
pictured within works in this particular genre.74
Many scholars also agree that domesticity may have been so critical in the young
Dutch Republic because of the growing importance of the family in Dutch society.75 One
explanation offered for why this is so is that Calvinism, the official state religion since
1578, placed great weight on the family unit and its role in moral instruction. This may
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have resulted, Heidi de Mare suggests, in a highlighting of the domestic boundary and its
activation as a ritual area for the differentiation between interior (home) and exterior
(world), with their attendant moral connotations.76 The Calvinist home, she proposes, was
emphasized as a site for moral negotiation,77 and it was even called, in some contemporary
literature, a kleyne kerk (little church).78
Though the Calvinist hypothesis is both common and compelling, its validity seems
limited. While Calvinism was the official religion of the Republic, and may have
exercised a major influence on the mentality and habits of many Dutch citizens, it remains
true that throughout the seventeenth century, significantly less than half of the entire
population were Calvinists.79 The profusion of schuilkerken, or “hidden churches,” (like
the one likely pictured in Vermeer’s Allegory of Faith) in Catholic houses suggests that
religion and home life were highly interconnected and that Calvinism (exclusively),
therefore, may not have played a determining role in many households.80
“The Microcosm of the Nation”
Simon Schama suggests that irrespective of religion, the family home served as the
moral bedrock of the young Republic. “These (domestic) images were self-consciously
homely,” he writes, “because the home was of supreme importance in determining the
moral fate, both of individuals and of Dutch society as a whole.”81 During the seventeenth
century, Dr. Johan van Beverwijk described the family household as “a microcosm of the
Fatherland itself, the ‘fountain and source of republics,’ the irreducible primary cell from
which the community of the town, and ultimately whole commonwealth, were
constructed.”82 Mariët Westermann makes explicit the connection between the role of the
family and the affairs of the state: during the war against Spain, she reports, it became
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necessary to the success of the Dutch Republic that it unify against the occupying forces.
In this context, the close-knit family unit became a model for social coherence that helped
to hold together the opposition to Spain.83 The home was not just personally important,
therefore; it became a truly critical site because of its likely role as a “microcosm” of the
young nation, and this is reflected in the seventeenth-century terminology used to refer to
them both. The Republic itself was often called huys (“house”), or t’huys (“at the house,”
meaning “home”), names that were used at least as often to refer to the home itself.84
What is at stake in these domestic images, therefore, may not just be personal sentiments
about the home, but a larger, collective, potentially proto-national identity.
The exact nature of this “Fatherland,” this “commonwealth,” and the attendant
collective identity at stake, are subject to multiple interpretations. During the early years
of officially recognized Dutch statehood, conceptions of collective identity were complex,
indistinct, and negotiable and, unlike in consequent centuries, were not necessarily
associated with official territorial and political boundaries.85 It is very likely, and is
evidenced in seventeenth-century texts, that “contemporary Netherlanders understood their
‘nation’ to be all the collective entities into which one was born: occupation, parish, city,
province, and country.”86 Conceptions of the patria to which one belonged also included
the village within which one lived and perhaps even a more general pan-Netherlandish or
“Dutch” identity.87
In addition to its articulation within seventeenth-century Dutch literature, the idea
that the home may have served as a microcosm of the patria may be read in paintings from
this period. In the work of Pieter de Hooch, for example, the interior of his Burgomasters’
Chamber, Amsterdam Town Hall of 1664 (figure 3), within which the concerns of the state
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might be actively negotiated, resembles many of his domestic interiors, such as his Family
Making Music of 1663 (figure 2), also painted in Amsterdam. Both works contain floors
with black and white marble tiles in geometric patterns and imposing mantels held up by
columns with Corinthian capitals, topped by large paintings in gold frames. C. Willemijn
Fock suggests that this type of floor was common in official buildings, and that marble
floors in private homes might therefore carry connotations of the public sphere, the
patria.88 While the Family Making Music is warmly lit and seems relatively welcoming,
as most members of the family face the viewer, the Burgomasters’ Chamber feels both less
welcoming and less accessible. A large number of figures in the painting face away from
the viewer, and a strip of black tile at the very bottom of the canvas forms a literal
boundary between the subjects of the painting and their viewer. Finally, the curtain draped
across the upper left corner of this work derives from a tradition in Netherlandish painting
that suggests that viewing of this work is both limited and privileged. The visual
resonance between these two works is unquestionable despite their varying degrees of
accessibility, and Simon Schama goes so far as to suggest that the Dutch families in the
Burgomasters’ Chamber occupy the chambers “as if they owned them,” like an extension
of the domestic sphere.89
Similarly, Vermeer’s Het Straatje90 (figure 4) resonates with his View of Delft
(figure 5) both stylistically and in its color scheme. Both works display a neutral light and
are executed relatively impressionistically; they do not employ the sharp lines and crisp
definition of many of his other works. The Straatje offers closer access, however, to the
buildings that are kept at a distance in the View of Delft, reinforcing the idea that the home
and the patria differ primarily in the degrees of access afforded to each. The trench which
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effectively bisects the foreground of his Straatje might even, with a bit of creative
imagination, be thought of as a reference to the specific relationship between home and
patria in Delft. The word in Old Dutch for the ditches (later canals) that formed the basis
for the city’s foundation and organization (and indeed, by draining the land, allowed it to
exist), as well as its very name, came from the word for “to dig,” delven.91 While to
imagine that Vermeer intended to make such a specific reference may be to go too far, the
thought process points us towards and helps us to consider that the ditch which runs to and
from the house connects to a main city canal. It may be, therefore, an offshoot of a
common artery, a smaller version of a common thing, one whose terminus might
potentially be found in the View of Delft, where the canals of the city connect to larger
bodies of water near the focal center of the painting. It is also significant that apart from
clearly locating itself in Delft, the Straatje lacks any specificity of location, and may
therefore serve as a Delft house prototype – a necessary factor in the conceptualization of
the home as a microcosm of the patria.
The causal factors that have been proposed for the centrality of the Dutch home to
political and social life in the Republic may have all been present, but this study suggests
that a specific catalyzing event (or climate, at least) was needed for the specific expression
of this system of beliefs in domestic genre works between 1650 and 1672. That is, these
factors were “necessary” but not “sufficient” for the emergence of the genre featuring the
unique ordered domestic interior.92 The possibility that the home may have been either the
only or the best site in which to reconcile issues of national or collective significance,
however, provides a compelling hypothesis for why this distinct genre emerged at such a
critical time.
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“The Portrait of Holland”
With this in mind, I revisit Eugène Fromentin’s assertion that “Dutch painting was
not and could not be anything but the portrait of Holland, its external image, faithful,
exact, complete…,” imagining that representations or “portraits” of the home or of a
domestic burgher mentality may, by extension, function also as “portraits” of the patria.93
The lack of specificity I described in de Witte’s Interior, and throughout this group of
works, allow the paintings to present such a portrait of the burgher home, and thus the
patria, and the rest of this study addresses what the nature of this portrait might be.
The home pictured in these works is wealthy, or at the very least, financially
comfortable, and participates in the indulgent, though restrained, ornamentation of the
domestic sphere. This speaks to the financial position of the consumers and primary
audience of these works, acknowledging the Dutch commercial success that drove the
market for paintings and also buoyed the bourgeoisie financially, giving them the luxury of
enjoying and adorning their homes. This early capitalism also empowered the Dutch
bourgeoisie politically, especially in the absence of the stadhouder, and Simon Schama
suggests that the financial success communicated in these works may have even been
considered directly symptomatic of political success.94
These images both depict the ways in which the Dutch home was decorated and
represent one very common type of that ornamentation. In fact, travel accounts throughout
the seventeenth century systematically noted the great profusion of paintings and other
accessories in Dutch households. Sir William Temple, the English ambassador to The
Hague from 1668-1670 wrote that though the Dutch were notoriously frugal, they did seem
to invest a great deal in “the Fabrick, Adornment, or Furniture of their houses.”95 This
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“Adornment,” especially as it was visible to those outside the household, could convey the
wealth of the homeowner, as well as their affection for their home, though Calvinist mores
discouraged indulgence and required that homeowners display a certain degree of
restraint.96 The degree of wealth displayed in burgher homes is notable even within this
stringent behavioral code, and Witold Rybczynski agrees that the money spent on the
adornment of homes testifies to and quantifies how much the Dutch loved and valued their
homes.97 In fact, the private home itself, as the primary possession of the burgher
householder, serves this purpose as well. Its very representation testifies to its importance.
For example, in Pieter de Hooch’s Linen Closet… of 1663 (figure 6), a glimpse of
distinctive red and white brick on a building seen through the doorkijke might, for a
contemporary viewer, have served to locate the focal house in Amsterdam’s canal belt, the
wealthiest section of the city.
The paintings of Pieter de Hooch (see figures 6 and 7) and certain works of his
contemporaries, including Samuel van Hoogstraten (figure 8), Ludolf de Jongh (figure 9)
and Pieter Janssens Elinga (figure 10), represent particularly well the sort of tempered
luxury that characterizes the bourgeois homes of these years. Within single rooms, these
artists include numerous paintings and mirrors in gilded frames, clocks, imported
porcelain, rich oriental carpets, and marble floors – a large variety of non-essential
domestic accessories. In de Hooch’s Linen Chest of 1663 (figure 6), a small statue of
Mercury, the deity of commerce, stands guard above the doorway to this house, holding a
bag of money.98 None of these features, however, dominate these scenes; they populate
them, yet occupy a minimal portion of the space in these homes.
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One new feature, however, does influence the atmosphere in these interiors. The
use of gold is particularly laden with connotations of wealth, as I described in my initial
analysis of Emmanuel de Witte’s Interior with a Woman at a Clavichord.99 It seems,
through a study of gold home decorations, that displays of wealth may be comforting, as
well as communicative. The gilded leather panels that cover the walls in Ludolf de
Jongh’s Voorhuis and van Hoogstraten’s Two Women by a Cradle, for example, represent
a particular indulgence that both articulates the wealth of these households and endows
them with a sense of comfort through their warm color and lighting, and the way in which
they seem to embrace the figures in front of them.
Additionally, the home pictured in these works is neat and orderly, a luxury in
itself. This reflects the wealth that allowed Dutch householders and wives to maintain and
perfect their homes, and the luxury of peacetime that afforded them the time and the
mental capacity to devote to the maintenance of the home. Not only does the maintenance
of the home further reflect a valuation of and pride in the home, one of the ways in which a
Dutch family could present itself visually, but it testifies to a redirection of concern and
energy after the end of the War. The luxury of peacetime and an appreciation of both
financial and political freedom (from both Spain and from Orange rule), led to the
cultivation and further evolution of a particularly Dutch concept of domesticity.
De Hooch’s Linen Closet, as well as Elinga’s and de Witte’s domestic Interiors,
depicts the very act of cleaning and maintaining the house as it is taking place. As the
cleaning of the home – sweeping in de Witte’s and Elinga’s scenes, putting away laundry
in de Hooch’s – is not the only action in these works, but coexists with other quotidian
behaviors, it is made to seem as natural as any other daily activity within the household – a
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woman playing music, a woman reading, a child playing. The titular action within de
Hooch’s Woman Giving a Coin to a Maid of c.1668-1672 (figure 7) parallels this dynamic.
The giving of the coin occurs simultaneously with the housewife’s task and the child’s
impatience, and in this way, it seems natural and mundane. A reading of this group
together, then, allows us to draw a connection between the financial management of the
household and its aesthetic or physical maintenance, and the woman of the house as central
to the direction and execution of these tasks.
It was precisely this centrality of women to domestic genre scenes, some scholars
have suggested, that reflected and drove a heightening of a sense of domesticity in the
Dutch Republic. Rybczynski suggests that peace, both in the end of the war and the
freedom from monarchic rule, was a particular catalyst in the evolution of domesticity that
is reflected in these works, and this was largely contingent upon the increasing control
women acquired and exercised over the domestic realm. “To speak of domesticity,”
Rybczynski writes,
is to describe a set of felt emotions, not a single attribute. Domesticity has
to do with family, intimacy, and devotion to the home, as well as a sense of
the house as embodying – not only harboring – these sentiments. It was the
atmosphere of domesticity that permeated [domestic genre paintings]. Not
only was the interior a setting for domestic activity…but the rooms, and the
objects they contained, now acquired a life of their own, [one which]
existed in the imagination of their owners. And so, paradoxically, homely
domesticity depended on the development of a rich interior awareness, an
awareness that was the result of the woman’s role in the home. If
domesticity was, as John Lukacs suggested, one of the principal
achievements of the Bourgeois Age, it was, above all, a feminine
achievement.100
This activation of the domestic interior as a consequential space, and an empowerment of
the woman within this space, is made to seem tangible and observable in these works. Its
products are an exceptional cleanliness and a pervasive sense of harmony, order, material
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comfort and nourishment that contributes to the emerging sense of the home as an idyllic
realm.
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Chapter 3: Conspicuous exclusion and the domestic idyll

Figure 11: Pieter de Hooch, Woman Nursing an Infant with A Child Feeding a Dog, c.1658-1660.
Oil on canvas, 67.6 x 55.6 cm. Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco.

The relative anonymity of scenes produced during these years, their generality, the
possibility that these homes could be any one out of a universe of Dutch burgher
households at its most peaceful moment, is a major determining factor in the character of
the domestic interior. The home presented in this body of work seems to be pictured only
during the “long Sunday” of the Dutch week, at the expense of all other days.
The home pictured in these works, as in de Hooch’s Woman Nursing… above,
appears idyllic, a characteristic which is especially conspicuous in an age so concerned
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with realism.101 The question of whether it is, in fact, idealized, or how such an idyllic
atmosphere is generated, is therefore very much an extension of the debate on realism
versus idealization that I discussed in my introduction. This mood, I propose, is generated
through both aesthetic and narrative techniques.
Visually, the use of a warm, ephemeral light contributes largely to the generation of
an idyllic atmosphere. Pieter de Hooch, Vermeer, and Nicolaes Maes, among others, also
employ harmonious color schemes based around primary colors, which generate a visual
serenity. This is especially evident in Vermeer’s View of Delft (figure 14) and de Hooch’s
Woman Nursing an Infant with a Child Feeding a Dog (figure 11). In this work, the
mother is clothed in red, blue, and yellow, and the orange tile floor glows with the same
amount of warmth one might expect to actually emanate from the fireplace, the foot
warmer the mother uses, and the sunlight that permeates the domestic boundary (the righthand wall).
These scenes, for the most part, are endowed with an overwhelming sense of
tranquility due to the lack of clearly discernable narrative and the subduing of action
within these homes. In Vermeer’s work, this sense of near absolute stillness can almost
seem meditative, as if the figures within these paintings are willing time to stop – and it
nearly does. What small actions do occur often resonate with contemporary didactic texts
that were widely read and that encouraged women to take joy in wholesome behaviors. In
de Hooch’s paintings, a mother feeds her child, combs her child’s hair, a child feeds a dog
and smiles as he echoes his mother’s action, a dog keeps watch over the inner room of the
house. These actions appear comforting, nourishing, and enjoyable, as if they function to
generate and sustain a sense of peace and well – being in the home. In doing so, they
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reinforce the role of the home as an intimate locus of comfort, a site of recuperation, a
mental retreat, a place to regroup. This sense of comfort is emphasized both materially (as
through the adornment of homes discussed in Chapter 2) and behaviorally, as above.
Pieter de Hooch’s idyllic home
The works that Pieter de Hooch produced during this period (1650-1672) offer
perhaps the fullest realization of the idyllic domestic scene and exemplify the visual
devices that serve to generate a soothing atmosphere, as I have already described. In
addition to this seemingly palliative character, his works imbue the home with a sense of
stillness and an aura of timelessness, offering, perhaps, a panegyric to prosaic life.
A majority of de Hooch’s works painted after 1650 could feasibly be described this
way. His paintings invite the viewer into an orderly world of highly geometric chambers
and courtyards in which worldly concerns are conspicuously absent, diligently maintained
by the women who inhabit them. Among those that most fully qualify as “idyllic” are his
Woman Nursing an Infant with a Child Feeding a Dog of c.1658-1660 (figure 11) and his
Interior with a Mother Delousing her Child’s Hair, painted during the same period (figure
12). As its title indicates, the first depicts a mother with two of her children, one suckling
and the other feeding a dog, a parallel action; the second shows a mother carefully
combing her child’s hair for lice, while a dog stands guard. Each of these actions,
performed within the confines of the home, is fundamentally one of caretaking. These
scenes, the former in particular, reinforce the notion that the home is a site of comfort and
nourishment both literally and figuratively.
The timelessness of the domestic idyll is very much like Benedict Anderson’s
concept of simultaneity: a necessary permitting condition for a community to imagine
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itself as such, in this case within the visual confines of the home.102 These homes must be
idyllic, it seems, removed from a total specificity of time, to allow a space in which
commonalities can be defined and articulated, one in which the home can function as a
microcosm of the nation.103 Given our knowledge of contemporary political and social
conditions, of recent traumas and current anxieties, it seems as though the atmosphere of
peace and timelessness in these works might represent a significant departure from certain
aspects of reality – political, though not visual. The work of Vermeer exemplifies the
potential for tension between the faithfulness to certain aspects of reality and the departure
from others.
Johannes Vermeer and “conspicuous exclusion”
The existence of the domestic idyll, as Lawrence Weschler and Brian Jay Wolf
suggest, is contingent upon some sort of “troubled effort to invent peace” that links the
evolution of a collective identity with the banishment of trauma and anxiety from the
home.104 This banishment is very much articulated, or can be read, through the systems of
framing, spatial construction and organization, and especially “conspicuous exclusion,”
which I have already introduced. In his Beyond the Pleasure Principle, first published in
1920, Sigmund Freud wrote that subjects who had suffered traumatic experiences are
perhaps “more concerned with not thinking of [the event]” than thinking of it as a means to
work though it.105 “The patient cannot remember the whole of what is repressed in him,”
he wrote, “and what he cannot remember may be precisely the essential part of it.”106
Similarly, the domestic idyll in these works would appear to be constructed around
precisely what has been excluded from these scenes.
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The device of conspicuous exclusion was initially identified by Harry Berger in an
extended analysis of Vermeer’s works entitled “Conspicuous exclusion in Vermeer: an
essay in Renaissance pastoral.”107 As I have already suggested, I build off of Berger’s
work and take Vermeer as a model for one way in which to understand the trauma and
anxiety that might be expressed through exclusion in seventeenth-century Dutch domestic
genre painting. Perhaps because Vermeer lived and worked at the intersection of the three
primary traumas (and three distinct collective identities) that I identify in the seventeenth
century, his work may be most clearly influenced by the traumatic. In his work, therefore,
we can find distilled a perspicacious lens through which to view the political and social
conditions of his time. Much has been made, additionally, of the fact that Vermeer’s
personal and family life were reportedly rife with trauma, including acts of violence and
severe money troubles.108 Attempts to explain how vestiges of these disruptions may be
evident in his work, however, tend to be largely unpersuasive. Lawrence Weschler, on the
other hand, has compellingly suggested that Vermeer’s paintings may not be specifically
involved with his personal traumas, but may offer insight into the violent history of “his
time and place.”109 I would like to further explore that intuition.
Though Vermeer’s works may present feasibly realistic scenes in a time of such
supposed peace and prosperity, Harry Berger insists that the world pictured in his paintings
is a pastoral paradox – an idyllic realm that exists outside of reality, or as a parallel reality.
Brian Jay Wolf and Richard Helgerson have together provided a framework for
understanding how and why a sense of anxiety may sometimes permeate domestic genre
works. In a study centered around Vermeer’s oeuvre, Wolf posits that Dutch seventeenthcentury genre painting recast social, economic, and political anxieties in the guise of sexual
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tensions and redirected them (visually) into the home, an arena where they were more
manageable. In Helgerson’s opinion, the specific anxiety that existed during the
stadhouderless period about the nature and survival of the Dutch Republican government
is expressed in genre paintings, and it often translated into the vocabulary of sexual
negotiation, such as in Vermeer’s Officer and Laughing Girl of c.1658-1660 (figure 13).110
Helgerson suggests that the questionably moral flirtation between this soldier and Dutch
maiden serves as a visual metaphor for the many alien forces that Dutch citizens feared
might threaten their hard-won freedom, and the map of the Netherlands on the back wall
essentially establishes the stage on which this negotiation potentially took place.
This is not, however, a unique feature of Vermeer’s work. An argument can be
made that a similar dynamic might be present, even active, throughout the work of Gerard
ter Borch, Nicolaes Maes, Emmanuel de Witte, Pieter de Hooch, Gabriel Metsu, Jan Steen,
Quirijn van Brekelenkam, and Samuel van Hoogstraten, among others. An exploration and
understanding of how these devices functions within Vermeer’s work, consequently, can
inform readings of works by many other artists.
Let us look, therefore, at Vermeer’s View of Delft (figure 14), an unusual work
within his oeuvre. As its title suggests, the painting offers an image of Delft, viewed from
the south. Vermeer depicts the city rising above the water of Delft’s harbor, yet nearly
dwarfed by the great expanse of Dutch sky that fills much of the canvas. The reflections
that reach from many of the buildings on the far shore to the near shore are a visual
imposition of the architecture upon and above the water; and the uprightness and solidity
of the city, as well as its mere presence, are testament to the success of the historical
operations that had reclaimed the land on which Delft was built. While the accuracy of
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scale and proportion Vermeer uses makes this painting appear a realistic approximation of
this scene, we can tell that he made numerous modifications to the view he would likely
have seen from this site. For example, the artist included buildings that did not exist and
adjusted the degree to which buildings would have protruded or the angle at which they sat
in order to emphasize the parallel nature of the cityscape.
The lighting in this painting also appears credible, though it appears to operate
selectively, perhaps more directed by the painter than it is recorded by him. The central
grouping of houses in the View of Delft, which sits at the very heart of this view of the city
– in between the Rotterdam and Schiedam gates and between the towers of the Nieuwe and
Oude Kerks – emanates a sense of warmth similar to that in so many of Vermeer’s and de
Hooch’s works. In its warmth and light, along a fairly dim horizon, this group of houses
attracts the eye. In its placement behind the wall of the city, but with limited access to the
harbor, it offers a sense of intimacy similar to that found in depictions of the domestic
interior, reinforcing the relationship between the home and the patria of Delft.
While this painting fits comfortably into the genre of cityscapes that flourished in
Delft in the 1650s and 1660s, serving primarily to express civic pride or to commemorate
specific events, Vermeer executed his work at a time when artists in Delft were producing
many paintings that systematically, and very specifically, depicted the explosion of the
Delft gunpowder arsenal in 1654.111 Notably, Egbert van der Poel, whose daughter was
killed in the explosion, painted a great number of these works (figure 15).112 A typical
Van der Poel painting, for example, pictures Delft from the location of the arsenal, and
often at the moment of the explosion or its immediate aftermath.
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Where paintings of the explosion depict figures rushing about, Vermeer’s are
serene and upright. His water is calm, his sky is still, and a warm light illuminates much of
the immobile city. The buildings themselves are composed of an orderly system of lines:
Vermeer’s are primarily horizontal and vertical, while Van der Poel’s work shows rough
edges and piles of untidy rubble. Vermeer’s painting seems unrealistically tranquil, and
indeed Wheelock and Kaldenbach write that Vermeer “clearly subordinated the
commercial and mercantile activities of the area,” even for the early hour at which the
work was painted. They point out that this is not, in fact, a “real” picture entirely. The
selectivity of the painter is especially evident when we look at the model he uses: it is one
with which the citizens of Delft would have been familiar, as it was an important part of
Delft itself, and crucial to both the defense and commerce of the city.113
Vermeer’s View of Delft differs from Van der Poel’s and from others in two
fundamental ways. First and most conspicuously, his painting takes a completely different
viewpoint and does not center on the area where the explosion occurred – or, in fact,
picture it at all. Vermeer instead depicts the city as whole and undisturbed, focusing on the
Rotterdam and Schiedam gates that historically served to protect and defend the city.
Furthermore, he selectively highlights and shadows the city in order to make the tower of
the Nieuwe Kerk (the tower that is lit) stand out. This element emphasizes Delft’s
Orangist legacy and its unique history as the one-time home of Willem, the first leader of
the Revolt against Spain, who based his court in Delft’s Prinsenhof. In Vermeer’s
depiction, this is a legacy that remains relatively undiminished as its implied presence
(represented by the tomb of Willem the Silent in the apse of the Nieuwe Kerk) remains
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undestroyed by the highly local, disruptive explosion – despite the fact that in reality both
the Nieuwe Kerk and the Oude Kerk had been damaged by the blast.
The visual prominence of the church towers prompts concern or confusion about
the collective identities with which, I suggest, Vermeer may have identified. These
multiple identities are by no means mutually exclusive, but it seems that at times they may
have come into conflict. As the fight of Holland against Spain became increasingly
conflated with the fight between Calvinism and Catholicism throughout and after the war,
might Vermeer and other Catholics have felt conflict between civic pride and allegiance to
their religion? The View of Delft elucidates the potential tension between religious and
political alliances through the selective illumination of the tower of the Nieuwe Kerk and
the shading of the Oude Kerk. The Nieuwe Kerk tower is highlighted in order to
emphasize its critical role in the history of the city, while the tower of the Oude Kerk,
where Delft’s Catholics were once allowed to worship, is vertically emphasized only to be
shrouded in shadow.114
Both churches, indeed, are loci of Catholic displacement, and the Nieuwe Kerk in
particular had fallen victim to the first wave of Calvinist iconoclasm in 1566, when the
Roman Catholic decorations inside were destroyed.115 While the violence done to the
Catholic visual tradition within the Nieuwe Kerk may have been overshadowed by the
establishment of the Orange presence in the church in the following years, Vermeer does
not appear to be unaware of this aspect of Delft’s history. Whether or not he felt that his
identity as a Catholic and his identity as a citizen of Delft were in conflict is uncertain, but
the stark juxtaposition between the two towers is unsettling at the very least.
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The painting differs from other contemporaneous depictions of Delft in a second
fundamental way. The exaggerated (that is, inaccurate) halations associated with the
effects of using a camera obscura (see figure 14a, detail) stand in contrast to the nearmeticulous, encyclopedically detailed accounts of other painters. This functions to visually
distance Vermeer’s method of documentation from the others’. Though at first glance his
painting looks detailed and descriptive, his evident adjustments and hazy halations cause
his painting to appear more like a vision, an impression, while the paintings of other artists
seem like a cataloguing of the event and its aftermath. In addition to these modifications,
variations in the painting technique that Vermeer used to suggest different textures once
again betray the hand of the artist in a work which conspicuously departs from both the
trauma of the explosion itself and from the conventions of works which documented it.116
Vermeer’s View of Delft, may be seen, therefore, as a celebration of the city’s continued
existence at least in part as a response to the hugely destructive event of the explosion. In
this temporal and social context, the decision to depict the city as serene is all the more
conspicuous, perhaps alluding to the existence of precisely what Vermeer chose not to
depict: the evidence of the arsenal explosion. Had this work come at another time in
Vermeer’s career, temporally distanced from this event and its representation, this might
not have been the case.
The arsenal, which became known as ‘t Secreet van Hollandt (“the secret of
Holland”), was constructed under the rule of the stadhouder Willem I during his years in
Delft and therefore served as a representation of Orange rule and presence in the city.117
The city, in turn, survived both the explosion and the rule of the stadhouders, whose
absence was supposedly celebrated during the “True Freedom.” While the explosion
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serves as a literal deconstruction of that rule, it also (or perhaps even more so), symbolizes
the latent destructive potential (as well as the latent potential for destructive immediacy) of
efforts taken in the Revolt against Spain. In this way, the explosion of the arsenal
functions as an extension of the war and a relic of Orange legacy, though it happened six
years after the start of the Peace and four years after the death of the stadhouder.
As Freud initially defines it, trauma itself is characterized by just this sort of
“peculiar and perplexing experience of survival.”118 The experience of trauma, Freud
writes, derives not merely from the initial (physically) wounding event itself, but from the
inability to reconcile with the fact that the victim’s survival of the event was so highly
improbable. This is why, he says “trauma is suffered in the psyche [alone], as it would
seem, because it is not directly available to experience” – just as in Vermeer’s View of
Delft, the site of the explosion is not directly available to the painter or his audience.119
Because of the impossibility of understanding, or even fully registering, a traumatic
experience when it initially occurs, the experience is characterized by a latency of
comprehensibility, a sort of incubation period.120 In visual culture, this may manifest in an
inability to recognize or to represent the traumatic nature of events until significant time
had passed. Again, depictions of Delft after the explosion of 1654 provide a valuable
example. Herman Saftleven’s drawing of Delft after the explosion (figure 16) is
characterized by a sense of immediacy in both the timeliness and the medium of its
execution, even more than van der Poel’s works. Saftleven’s drawing is said to be the
earliest depiction of the site of the arsenal after its explosion, completed just twenty days
later.121 This may be partially attributable to the inaccessibility of the site of a recent
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explosion, though this is unlikely to provide a complete explanation for the delay in
representation.
The sketchy technique and informal composition of Saftleven’s drawing stand in
stark contrast to the carefully composed nature of Vermeer’s painting, and unlike Vermeer,
Saftleven makes little compositional effort to highlight the visibility of Delft’s Nieuwe
Kerk.122 Carolyn Logan, who wrote extensively about Saftleven’s drawing when it was
acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, even acknowledged the curious opposition
of his work and Vermeer’s. Vermeer, she writes, chose to view the city from the absolute
other side “in order to avoid the remaining signs of ruin.”123
A partial explanation for the vast differences between Vermeer’s depiction of Delft
after the explosion and those created by others may be that they represent, or endeavor to
depict, different degrees of physical wounding and abilities or desires to transcend the
pain. Even if relatively few citizens of Delft were victims of “trauma” by its original usage
in Greek: in a corporeal, visceral, physically wounding or life-threatening way, residents of
the city likely “felt” the event as traumatic.124 Vermeer’s View of Delft, which
demonstrates a need to reassure, suggests that it might have been their livelihood, their
freedom, their political and religious standing, upon which “trauma” could have been
inflicted, and attempts to repair that trauma by excluding it. We might think of the body of
the victim, therefore, as a collective of Delft or Dutch citizens, and the “domestic” scene as
representative of their collective mentality, the psychic workspace in which the effects of
the traumatic take hold, and in which the nature of the Republic’s recovery is at stake.
A question might arise regarding where Vermeer’s indirect method, which allows
such a privileged insight into the reality of trauma to be accessed in its entirety only
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through retrospective intellectual exercise, or not at all, stands in relation to detailed
accounts that might be considered more scientific or photorealistic. Again, this ties in with
the interpretive debates discussed in my introduction. The Utrecht School iconologists
suggest that viewers might have appreciated abstractions of reality that delighted in hidden
meaning and indirect communication, to which Svetlana Alpers responds that viewers of
paintings would have valued a demonstrated understanding of the tools that aided painters
in realistically depicting the world around them. In the View of Delft, however, Vermeer
takes care to provide us with the halations (figure 14a) that inform viewers that he is,
indeed, familiar with these scientific innovations which he may or may not employ and
which, like the evidence of the explosion of Delft, he may consciously exclude from the
painting process if he so chooses. When used, the camera obscura could be used to
suggest that the painter had no agency and what the viewer saw was instead “nature
painting itself.” Conversely, Vermeer emphasized the natural distortions associated with
the device to acknowledge his familiarity with it, and especially to distinguish and honor
himself, not nature, as the agent of creation in this scene.
It seems to me, then, that what truly distinguishes Vermeer’s portrayal of Delft
after the explosion from the others is a fundamental difference in the representational mode
he employs. The ability to communicate through a program of exclusion is characteristic
of a sophisticated painter, and the complexity of Vermeer’s mode of communication in this
and in his other paintings elevates his work above something like a mass-produced,
relatively cheap work of van der Poel’s, which records and reports in excruciating detail.
Perhaps his might be considered a truer representation of contemporaneous “reality” in
Delft than Vermeer’s View of the city, but it is one that makes claim to being no more than
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an explicit representation – a sensationalist depiction of a real event produced for the lower
end of the open market. Vermeer’s, on the other hand, was painted for the higher end of
the market for paintings, regardless of whether or not it was executed with a distinguished
recipient in mind.125
I am proposing, therefore, that domestic genre works painted during this time
communicate through an indirect mode for managing the traumatic events or anxiety with
which they are engaged, and that they were very much intended for a specific and
relatively privileged group of consumers. Reflecting the desires of those consumers, these
works portray the home as a place of comfort, one from which the cares of the world have
been banished, and continue to be banished, through diligent maintenance. The degree to
which the world is excluded varies greatly in the work of different artists, and resonates
with the severity of the issues they are trying to manage. Events that are truly traumatic,
such as the explosion of the arsenal, are conspicuously excluded due to the absolute
impossibility of managing them, and are only able to be “present-as-excluded.” Works
that attempt to negotiate anxieties seem to temper or translate enemy forces and admit
them in a limited or neutralized way. One of the more material of these concerns was that
of dirtiness, of disorder, the focus of my next chapter.
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Chapter 4: Domestic order, and the “ordering impulse”

Figure 17: Pieter Janssens Elinga, A Woman Reading a Letter and a Woman Sweeping, c.1670.
Oil on canvas, 83.7 x 100 cm. Städelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt.

In the void created by the exclusion of dirtiness and disorder from the Dutch home,
the owners and inhabitants of these spaces actively imposed cleanliness and order within
them. This may be read as a marked attempt to reinstate, while redefining or refining,
some manner of control over the home and, therefore, the patria.126 Where Chapter 2 can
be very reductively paraphrased as “Why the home?” and Chapter 3 as “Why (and how)
the idyll?,” Chapter 4 is concerned with the similar question: Why (and how) the order?” in
these works.127
This “domestic order” and what I have identified as the “impulse to order” can be
subdivided into two general categories. The first involves the ordering of the domestic
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interior, through its cleaning and maintenance, and it features Dutch maids, householders,
and especially housewives collectively enabling, facilitating, and executing the ordering of
the home.128 During the seventeenth century, foreign visitors to the Netherlands often
marveled at the remarkable and universal cleanliness of the houses within this community.
Rybczynski succinctly summarizes their sentiments: these homes, he wrote, appeared
“spotlessly, immaculately, unbelievably clean,” both inside and out.129 He further
acknowledges, however, that we might not believe this seeming hyperbole were it not
visually echoed by the Dutch themselves in domestic genre paintings.
As I have already described, for example, de Witte’s Interior with a Woman at a
Clavichord (figure 18) appears impeccably clean. The same may also be said of Pieter
Janssens Elinga’s A Woman Reading a Letter and a Woman Sweeping of c.1670 (figure
17) and Samuel van Hoogstraten’s View into a Domestic Interior of 1658 (figure 19), and
the near-universal cleanliness of burgher homes like these makes them seem to be almost
effortlessly so. None of these three paintings, however, attempts to efface the evidence of
how these interiors came to be so clean.
Both Elinga and de Witte depict women dutifully sweeping marble floors that
already look pristine enough to sparkle. Even though van Hoogstraten’s painting lacks
such human activity, the artist still includes a broom propped against the left side of the
doorway that affords a view through three clean, tiled rooms. These actions and
implements in these works, juxtaposed with other absolutely quotidian actions and
implements, testify to the absolute normalcy of the cleaning and maintenance of the
household. Many historians have proposed that this seeming obsession with cleanliness
was a feature of a Calvinist sensibility, or perhaps of “bourgeois decorum.” Others
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continue to insist that the “delight in the neat and the orderly” is an intrinsic feature of the
Dutch spirit or national character, inherently tied to the unique nature of life in the
Netherlands.130 Simon Schama in particular is certain that cleanliness was associated with
both spiritual purity and national pride, and the act of cleaning therefore could have been
considered an act of both piety and patriotism.131
If this is true, then within these works the Dutch household is not just ordered
literally, but also figuratively, with respect especially to its moral organization. It is
therefore closely related to the idea of the purging of dirtiness and disorder from the Dutch
conscience and as such, it is a major factor in the generation of the domestic pastoral I
discussed in Chapter 3. Similarly, as Charles Parker has remarked, “the Revolt against
Spain was a rebellion against religious oppression and a means to safeguard the
consciences of the Dutch people.”132
In addition to being clean, the domestic interiors pictured by Elinga, de Witte, van
Hoogstraten and others are characterized by a remarkable sense of rational spatial order.
Part of this, it seems, may have been attributable to shifts in the social structure of the
Dutch home. As the primary managers of their households, Dutch housewives of the
seventeenth century increasingly performed a majority of household chores. Because of
this, they began to take more responsibility for the ordering of the home, even the
architecture of its construction. During the seventeenth century, there was an increasing
specialization of domestic space as rooms were increasingly assigned and organized by
their specific purpose.133 We might conceivably imagine, therefore, that the construction
of Dutch houses might progress towards an arrangement that facilitated movement
between rooms.
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One reason the order in these works is so remarkable, however, is precisely the
difference between these systematically composed domestic interiors and the domestic
scenes which preceded them before 1648-50. These seem to represent a sharpening, rather
than a total evolution, of what I recognize as the “impulse to order,” in addition to
representing a displacement of action to the home. In contrast to the messier households
pictured in the slightly earlier works of Jan Steen and Adriaen Brouwer, for example, this
may reinforce my hypothesis that domestic genre may have been thought of as an elevated
mode of communication, as opposed to the more blunt didactic agenda frequently
communicated in depictions of lower-class interiors, which relied on more explicit and
consciously represented symbols, rather than indirect and subtle conspicuous exclusion.134
The second mode of ordering involves the creation of order within the depicted
domestic interior, through the selective use of perspective, geometry, and framing. This
mode implicates the painters of these scenes for their role in the creation of the “orderly
home.” Our understanding of this final term results from a conflation of the home itself
and its portrait – which was unquestionably an important factor in the shaping,
communication, and perpetuation of ideologies relevant to domestic life and concerns. We
can view the agency, therefore, as twofold, as the hand of the painter complements the
hand of the Dutch housewife. In this way, the domestic painter is also, in a sense, a
guardian of the domestic realm and a member of the broader “Domestic” realm, that is, the
local and the Dutch community.
While the use of conspicuous exclusion may have been aggrandizing for painters as
it signaled their mastery of an elevated mode of communication, the skillful employment
of perspective in these works may very well have also been personally and professionally
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aggrandizing for painters, as it offered an excellent way for them to demonstrate technical
proficiency and reasonably advanced scientific knowledge. As I noted in my introduction,
the works that constitute the core of my inquiry, home interiors with highly constructed
and highly conspicuous ordering systems, might rightly be called “domestic perspectives.”
“Perspectives,” by their nature, utilize scientific tools and devices to establish systems of
perspective. In doing so, their painters demonstrate a special interest in spatial order, as do
this group of works that depict interiors that are highly ordered in terms of both geometry
and cleanliness.
Two painters who produced highly ordered domestic interiors that have come to
play a very significant role in our study of this genre (Samuel van Hoogstraten (figure 19)
and Emmanuel de Witte (figure 18), respectively) were much more commonly recognized
for their interest in perspective (both the device and the genre) than in domestic genre
paintings. Other painters of domestic scenes, including Elinga (figure 17) and de Hooch,
are well known for painting works that might be called “perspectives;” and many other
paintings from this period can also be said to utilize perspective tools. For example, eleven
of the thirty-four paintings commonly recognized as Vermeer works have tile floors, and
around fifteen others have interesting perspective systems, as do selected works of Maes,
ter Borch, Metsu, and others.
These highly-ordered works utilize systems of scientific perspective which, though
they had previously existed, did not previously hold an important position in the depiction
of the domestic sphere. In this way, Simon Schama suggests, Dutch art was “the first to
celebrate the ‘ideal ordering’ of the family home.”135 The usage of these tools that do so is
conspicuous precisely because such knowledge had been available for many years, but
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seems to have not been taken up so evidently in northern painting, and especially in the
home, until these works evolved.136 The selectivity and intention of their usage here, like a
discussion of how the domestic pastoral is created, involves a significant consideration of
the degree to which these works depict or depart from presenting an image of reality. In
some ways, this is easy to measure.
For example, the patterned black and white floor tiles (which in reality would not
have been used in similar rooms because they were expensive, cold, and uncomfortable)
are integral in the establishment of strict perspective in these rooms, as I have already
discussed in de Witte’s work.137 Though in reality they were uncommon and impractical,
in these paintings they serve to form an ordered grid in which household activity takes
place.
Similarly, the linear progression of rooms in these homes would still have been
impractical, and it therefore implicates the artist as an agent of ordering both the home and
the works.138 As in de Witte’s Interior, the rooms in van Hoogstraten’s View are
constructed and presented enfilade – one after another. This construction allows the artist
to demonstrate his technical abilities while offering a more comprehensive view of the
domestic interior than if they honestly represented a likely arrangement of rooms.
Additionally, and especially in de Witte’s Interior, this series of rooms and doorways
generates a pulsating rhythm that serves to unify and to slightly animate the different
regions of the home.
Like the series of consecutive rooms and the marble floor tiles in de Witte’s,
Elinga’s, and van Hoogstraten’s interiors, the ceiling in de Witte’s painting would never
have been found in a real Dutch home of the seventeenth century. There, support beams
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would have to have been parallel to the façade in order to hold up the structure rather than
perpendicular to it, as they appear in de Witte’s work. In their pictured direction, the
beams echo the plane of the rectangular painting frame, as do the vertical mullions of the
windows on the right side of the image and the poles of the bed on the left. This serves to
further articulate and emphasize the telescoping of the rooms presented enfilade and, like
the other unusual features (the progression of rooms, the marble floor tiles, the paired
chandeliers), contributes to the deep perspective view in this space.139
An interest in spatial geometry and a desire to demonstrate technical skill, however,
do not alone account for the conspicuous employment of perspective in domestic genre
works during these years. My underlying premise in this discussion is that the idealization
of the home, the creation of an ordered domestic arcadia, could conceivably be reassuring
during times of anxiety. The ordering of the home suggests that this is because the home is
a manageable, controllable, protectable sphere: first because its size and scale are infinitely
more manageable and comprehensible than those of the state (and therefore that the house
serving as a microcosm of the state is almost a matter of efficiency, like the division of
labor), and second, because the home was literally and legally the possession of the
householder, so that householders had a tangible and quantifiable right to exert control
over the domestic sphere. The realized extent of their powers in matters of the nation,
conversely, was significantly more tenuous and uncertain.
If we think about the painted domestic interior, then, as a reflection or extension of
a bourgeois mentality, or psychological workspace, it is certainly conceivable that the
effect of the use of visual ordering systems might be psychological as well as aesthetic. In
a discussion of the moral concerns at stake in Vermeer’s A Maid Asleep, for example,
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Madlyn Millner Kahr speculates that “the clarity, order, and structural balance that
characterizes Vermeer’s paintings,” and domestic interiors in particular, “respond to his
inner needs for control.”140 Here again, and especially with the painter acting as an agent
to express the concerns of a large consumer group, it is possible that order speaks to issues
of collective control, and not just to personal needs, as Kahr insists.
Brian Jay Wolf, in explaining how anxiety could be managed through the picturing
of the home, wrote that “gender served as the vehicle by which Dutch society represented
to itself – and thereby attempted to control – a vast and heterogeneous range of cultural
anxieties…that Dutch society mapped onto the female body in an effort to localize with
what it could not otherwise control” (emphasis mine).141 This may provide a viable
explanation for the physical restriction of so many domestic genre scenes into a highly
structured environment, an enclosed and delimited space, within the confines of the home.
Returning to Emmanuel de Witte’s Interior with a Woman at a Clavichord, I have
already described the conspicuously constructed perspective within: the grid of the floor
tiles, the telescoping view through the series of rooms pictured here. The only hint of
slight disorder in this work, I suggested, is the pile of clothes and accessories discarded by
the male soldier who may be sitting in the curtained bed along the left wall (more visible in
some reproductions than others). Richard Helgerson, in Soldiers and Enigmatic Girls…
suggests that de Witte’s skillful use of perspective distracts the viewer from the military
interloper within this home, but whose threat the ordering of the domestic sphere (both
through perspective and the maid sweeping) is not fully able to banish or to neutralize.
Rather he has literally been restrained, constrained, to the box bed and to a specific realm
of the space (bed) and floor, as demarcated by the rug. He is still present, lurking, perhaps
!

('!

offering evidence for the inability of these mental ordering tools to successfully manage
such anxieties. We could interpret this work in this way, though it is almost
unquestionably not the painter’s primary communicative intent.
The pervasiveness of framing in these works, however, makes it impossible to
avoid. This process, very literally, creates a sort of rationalized structure within the
domestic interior, one which is decodable and understandable (mathematically or
technically, at least), and within which domestic life takes place. The figures that are
present in these works not only occupy this space, but they are very often framed by it, and
the home itself therefore serves to keep these people, and their daily life, in order.
This is perhaps visually clearest in Elinga’s A Woman Reading a Letter and a
Woman Sweeping. Three distinct actions occur in this home. In the foreground, a woman
cleans, in the background (perhaps in this home’s voorhuis) a man is silhouetted against
the fenestrated outer wall of the home, and against the back wall a woman reads a letter at
a small table. Through framing, these figures and their actions are allotted individualized
realms: the man is framed by the doorway between these two rooms, the woman sweeping
stands within a single one of the many squares of tile, and the woman reading is effectively
framed by the chair and table at which she sits to read. Unlike in de Witte’s Interior, none
of the framed actions appears patently or potentially licentious, but the device may carry
similar implications in other works.
A notable characteristic of seventeenth – century Dutch interior painting is its
restriction not just to the domestic sphere, but to a limited section of it. This is especially
true of Vermeer’s works, which are often restricted to a back corner of the room within his
house that we have come to recognize as his studio. This has become a spatial trademark
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of his work and, because of his centrality to our image of the seventeenth – century home,
a recognizable characteristic of many domestic genre paintings. Finally, in addition to
being framed within the domestic interior, the figures within paintings of the home and the
space they occupy are framed very literally – by the very nature of being artworks. The
physical frames which we must look past to view these orderly spaces are a constant
reminder of the artifice of these scenes, their inherently constructed nature.
In addition to their cleanliness and order, the sparseness of these spaces allows for
polyinterpretability (Eddy de Jongh), polysemy (Norman Bryson and Mieke Bal), for
projection by their owner or viewer. In their vast emptiness and warm lighting, these
works perhaps even invite their viewers to do so. Once the home has been established as a
place of comfort, and emptied of the cares of the world, systems of order and control can
be imposed and can become visible. As such, they are perhaps as much in service to their
owners and viewers as they offer an image of them and their world, their psychological
and “conceptual universe,” structured and mapped (and therefore familiar, comprehensible
and accessible) in much the same way that the rest of the world, as well as the cosmos,
were simultaneously being mapped. I will address this further in Chapter 5.
If the home is indeed a microcosm of the nation, then the imposition of a
rationalized order through the image of the domestic structure is very similar to the
mapping of the land and the patria (of whatever sort) that was also very much a Dutch
enterprise during these years. The systematic ordering of the Dutch domestic interior
seems a calculated effort to define and map, in a sense, and to fully understand (by virtue
of picturing and possessing) the domestic realm. By extension, this may have also been a
way by which they began to understand themselves (if we believe that the home is an
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extension or a reflection of the individual), as both personal and communal identities are
negotiated within this genre through a juxtaposition of that which is framed or contained
with that which is not – the “other.”
One of the ways identity is conspicuously involved in systems of domestic
perspective is through an expressed interest in liminality. In de Hooch’s Linen Chest
(figure 6), the doorway over which a statue of Mercury stands guard marks the (semipermeable) boundary between private and semi-public realms.142 The disjunction between
two kinds of patterned tiles in the rooms separated by this door further emphasizes this
distinction. The world is present, and is allowed limited access through the voorhuis and
the view de Hooch affords of the street outside. The voorhuis, then, is established and
pictured as a space like that of the house, but of fundamentally different character and
appearance.
In every painting of a domestic interior, the painter must (if we extrapolate
spatially, at least) be situated within the home. Many of these works feature, from the
inside looking out, a conspicuous emphasis on the domestic boundary and the distinction
between the home and the world outside, which are juxtaposed and which sometimes
interact. Through represented issues of liminality, and the consequent dialogue between
inside and outside, the home and domesticity are defined, to a large extent, by the way they
differ or depart from certain characteristics of the world, while the home is simultaneously
considered a microcosm of the larger polity – the nation, or patria. It has even been
suggested (by Heidi de Mare, for example), that the ritual cleansing of the stoop and the
street in front of the house (which so many foreign visitors found puzzling) may have
served as a “very public way of drawing attention to the transition from street to home,”
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simultaneously emphasizing the very site at which the distinction occurs, yet the unclear
boundary of where one jurisdiction ends, while asserting some form of control (as ordered,
cleansed) upon it.
A notable feature of the perspectival and geometric succession of space in these
homes, and in De Hooch’s work especially, is the doorkijkje (literally, “through-view”),
which visually juxtaposes the home and domesticity with the world outside, as well as its
attendant characteristics. Doorkijkes can be very clearly seen in de Hooch’s Courtyard of
a House in Delft of 1658 (figure 21) and his Boy Bringing Bread of c.1660-1663 (figure
22), in which images of streets and buildings outside the home are afforded visual access.
Jacob Ochtervelt’s Street Musicians at the Door of 1665 (figure 20), on the other hand,
brings the world and the home into direct confrontation – only a single doorway, which the
titular musicians have begun to breach, separates the realms. Rather than being juxtaposed
and distanced, the home and the world are instead distinguished through different modes of
representation: the interior world and figures are finely executed, with careful attention to
the facial details of these figures, the satin clothes they wear, and the marble floor which
marks the space of their home; the world outside, conversely, is depicted more freely,
impressionistically, and with a duller color palette. The world outside is clearly
distinguished from the domestic realm within.
In Vermeer’s work, conversely, the world outside is suggested, though visual
access is rarely granted. In many of his paintings, open or partially open windows face
what must be the street or the world outside, though they do not afford an accessible view
of it. These essentially blind thresholds provide a certain kind of conspicuous exclusion.
They offer knowledge that the world exists immediately outside the home, while they
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simultaneously testify to what is being excluded or refused entrance to the domestic
interior: the very world outside.
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Chapter 5: the home and the world, maps and mapping – picturing the
Dutch nation and the Dutch people

Figure 26: Johannes Vermeer, The Art of Painting, c.1662-1668. Oil on canvas, 120 x 100 cm.
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.

The world, or vestiges of it, finds access to the home in other ways. Blue and white
china, like the pieces found on mantels and chests in de Hooch paintings recall the foreign
lands from which they came. Military figures or messengers seem like intruders
compared to the women who occupy and characterize the domestic interior. Finally, maps
and globes in the home function as symbols of the world, the nation, and mapping itself (as
a mode of picturing and comprehension).
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We should acknowledge that maps were fairly common wall-decorations in the
Netherlands and that, to an extent, their inclusion is reflective of domestic realities. In this
I refer back to Chapter 2 and the adornment of homes as reflective of their owners’ wealth,
which may also be linked to an expansive world consciousness.143 Nevertheless, while
they may have served largely decorative roles in the seventeenth-century Dutch home,
maps in images of the home still function as “paintings-within-paintings” of some sort, and
as both symbols of and windows to the outside world, in spaces like Vermeer’s where it
has otherwise been conspicuously excluded.144 As such, they can imbue the home with the
sense of the world or the nation (as a painting-within-a-painting) or serve as a symbol of
the world, signaling the ways in which the home is different, the ways in which the home
has tamed, restrained, contained, or excluded the world outside, the precise way in which
the home functions as a microcosm of a larger sphere.145 In this way, maps of the nation
and maps or globes of the world may serve radically different purposes or perform
different functions.
When maps and globes are present within a represented domestic interior, they can
refer to both the nation itself and to Dutch primacy or involvement on the world stage –
suggesting, for example, wealth from commerce, scientific and cultural knowledge of the
world, Dutch naval strength – all sources of pride – depending upon the extent of what
they depict.146 Reference to the nation can imply identity or membership in community,
pride, perhaps linked to the reclamation of land through poldering and Dutch ingenuity,
and therefore may be a visual clue that the home is conceived of as a microcosm of the
nation, and that the best characteristics of the nation may be embodied or exemplified in
the domestic sphere.147 Reference to the world, either outside (excluding) the nation or as
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a whole (including the nation), can also carry positive connotations (as above), though it
can also suggest “worldliness” or perhaps even an unwelcome intrusion of the worldly
sphere into the home. Eddy de Jongh and Simon Schama have both written extensively on
this topic. Visually, however, I rarely find cues to suggest that the world is an unwelcome
presence in the home. If they were present, these implications might come from a
Calvinist moralizing sensibility, or perhaps illicit-seeming courtship scenes between
soldiers and maidens. Like the presence of Turkish rugs, Chinese china, exotic birds, et
cetera, the image of the world (as either a map or a globe) primarily suggests the new
possibilities afforded to the Dutch by or in the age of exploration and world trade.
In a second, highly important sense, “mapping,” as Svetlana Alpers defines it, of
the home and the country, may reflect science-driven desires to “describe.” In this, it may
represent a sort of self-conscious attempt to fully understand by fully “describing” the
Dutch people, their condition, and the realms they inhabit as a step in the formation or
definition of identity.148 Especially if, as I propose, the formation of a Dutch “national”
identity is a selective highlighting or fusion of the characteristics of many groups which
previously existed in the Netherlands, this sort of “mapping” in a scientific age is a way to
more clearly define and understand the Dutch and Dutch ways of life.149 That is, the idea
of mapping (of the home as portrait of the individuals or the Dutch), as represented by the
extrapolation of the regularized space of maps and globes into the domestic interior
through the gridding and the orderly depiction of space within it, may represent or indicate
an attempt to become familiar with or to figure out the identity of the new nation and its
unusual, novel situation in early modernity.
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With respect to the character of this identity, I agree with much of what Schama
says about definition through opposition, though he has been criticized, and rightly so, for
his sweeping generalizations and his assumptions that polarity governed all aspects of
Dutch life, collective character, and society. In my opinion, tensions arose not necessarily
from the diametric oppositions he defines (sea – land, homeliness – worldliness, piety –
impiety, among others), but from a complex network of slightly differentiated identities
trying, out of necessity, to coalesce and compromise as they simultaneously tried to fit into
certain molds of diametric opposition to other collective identities (more similar to what
Schama defines), as I have already implied. Those experiences, those characteristics
which it excludes or negates, the events and agents against which the Dutch home (and, by
extension, its burgher homeowners) positions itself, are, “present-as-excluded,” and in
their conspicuous absence are implicated as an instrumental factor in the definition of a
unique collective identity.
An integral factor in the articulation of this identity, and especially in our ability, as
viewers, to recognize it, is that, as Harry Berger notes, “the work points to itself as a work;
and closely related to this, [there is during these years] increased attention to and
exhibition of the mastery of craft and technique, of medium and methodology.”150 The
great attention to their own artifice displayed in these works, and to the skill of the painters
who created them, points to the very constructedness of these works and, by extension, of
the collective image they present of their primary audience. By virtue of creating a
“seeming reality,” by demonstrating technical talents with little restraint, these works
testify to the extraordinary skill of their creators and to themselves as artifice. As such, we
are prompted to question why they may have been created, and why in this manner?
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As I suggested in Chapter 4, the very material and unavoidable frames of these
paintings only ever grant viewers measured access to an understanding of the content, and
perhaps the trauma, present within. This is similar to the dynamic I described in de
Hooch’s Burgomasters’ Chamber and Vermeer’s View of Delft. The picturing of other
paintings, and of maps, within these works reinforces the materiality of the paintings
themselves: as much objects as they are windows or representations. With the introduction
of this idea of measured access, I can reiterate my claim that this essay is an exploration in
interpretive possibilities, one among others each claiming only a limited share of insight
and legibility.
These constant reminders that paintings are objects reinforces the very
constructedness of the “nation” whose image was fashioned within them. Vermeer’s Art of
Painting of c.1666-1667 (figure 26) in particular, provides what may be, within this group
of works, the most conducive example for studying this constructedness. With its narrative
and spatial foregrounding of the artist pictured here, it also implicates the artist in the
construction of the “nation” as an imagined burgher community. This work, finally,
presents the most explicit symbol of or metaphor for the traumatic nature of the Spanish
occupation and the political unification it necessitated during this unique period in Dutch
history. “What Vermeer’s artist tells us,” Brian Jay Wolf writes, “is not just that the nation
exists, like the map, as an imagined entity, but that it exists, like the map, only in his
studio...the place where empire is created. In the process, he asserts his claim not just to
share in the nation’s wealth but, at a more fundamental level, to imagine in what
nationhood itself consists.”151
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The Art of Painting offers a view into a studio we have come to recognize as
Vermeer’s. An artist, seated in the middle ground with his back to the viewer, paints a
model who stands against the back wall dressed as Clio, the muse of History. On the back
wall of this studio hangs a map of the seventeen provinces of the (northern and southern)
Netherlands, against which the artist and his model are silhouetted. A demonstrated
interest in the texture of this map includes a series of cracks, the largest of which bisects
the provinces and splits what would eventually become a distinct north (the future United
Republic) and south. Along this same axis, the figure of the painter is almost bisected, as
well as the chandelier that hangs above his head. It is this feature which seems most
unusual in the home and the artist’s studio – the chandelier topped by the double eagle
which is the symbol of the Hapsburg Empire (see figure 26a for an example), enemy of the
Republic. This chandelier breaks through the frame of the map and into the Netherlands in
this painting. At the same time, however, the chandelier is surrounded and framed, and
therefore restrained, though insufficiently so and though it breaks the boundary of the map,
by the unified presence of the cities and states that enclose the space of the nation on either
side. I certainly do not purport to claim that this provides proof that the Hapsburg
occupation was traumatizing, or that this was Vermeer’s intention, but as we have seen in
his oeuvre and in the work of many other painters who include maps, he could just as
easily have (and often did) chosen a map without city views, and not included the
Hapsburg chandelier, conspicuous both because of its position and because it does not
appear in any of his other works.
Richard Helgerson points out that maps stood for a strongly positive national selfconsciousness, and they have often been discussed as symbols of civic pride.152 The map
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in the Art of Painting differs from all the other maps in Vermeer’s works in three ways: it
is the most fully pictured and is not truncated; it is the only one of Vermeer’s maps which
includes the city views along the sides; and it is the only time when the Hapsburg eagle is
present in or near the space of the map, or in the painting at all. If trauma in the context of
Vermeer’s life and his work is defined as that which causes a break or disruption in the
natural order, then the eagle on the chandelier that breaks through the frame (which is itself
an ordering mechanism) to occupy the space of the map may be reminiscent of the literal
occupation of the provinces by the Spanish Hapsburgs themselves. Because this map is so
visually prominent, it thus must figure prominently in our understanding of this scene, as it
recalls the occupation and the subsequent freedom of the young nation.
Considering the map in the Art of Painting in concert with the other elements of the
work, the painting’s evident focus on history gains a new dimension. The painter, who
may or may not be read as a surrogate for Vermeer, is himself tied to history through his
anachronistic costume and he is visually tied to the model-as-Clio-as-history by the lines of
the map (that itself gives voice to the trauma of recent history) which direct his gaze as he
begins to paint her. Elizabeth Alice Honig proposes that “figuratively, History may ‘stand
behind the art of painting, but literally, the woman-as-History must always stand before the
observant gaze of the male artist.”153 Artists, Vermeer’s work seems to suggest have a
very literal role in the representation of “History.”
With this in mind, the dialogue now returns to the View of Delft, which is linked in
format to the Art of Painting through the city views that line the sides of the map. Civic
pride as Helgerson and others have discussed it seems to be a great force for reassurance in
the face of trauma, and maps seem to be such a perfect and accessible vehicle for the
!

))!

expression of civic pride. Though history is the Art of Painting’s primary theme, it seems
as though the map in the work loses a great deal of potential expressive power by not
showing the more recent changes in geography and topography in addition to the older
depictions of the provinces (many of which had been lost to the Spanish occupiers). This
in itself may have prompted viewers to reflect about what had changed in the Netherlands
– in effect providing an implied measure of recent events – but showing evidence of the
new land formed through poldering operations would also be an extraordinary testament to
Dutch ingenuity and success, something that would likely have been valuable to emphasize
in the early years after the war. The View of Delft, which was already part of Vermeer’s
personal and artistic “history” when he painted the Art of Painting does just that – it
depicts the city rising above the water that separates it from the painter. The reflections
that reach from many of the buildings on the far shore to the near shore are a visual
imposition of the architecture upon and above the water; and the uprightness and solidity
of the city, and its mere presence is testament to the success of the historical operations
that had reclaimed the land on which Delft was built.
In that sense, the View of Delft gains a sort of historical monumentality and can
function on a level similar to that of Vermeer’s allegories, including the Art of Painting.
The works are also similar in that they are unusually large relative to much of Vermeer’s
oeuvre, yet are similar in size to his earliest history paintings. It is very possible that that
these works may be conceived of as ‘histories’ to some degree, relative to the other works
that populate much of Vermeer’s career, and it is becoming evident that the expression of
trauma necessitates a move towards history – the vocabulary of domestic genre is
insufficient.
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The extent to which these paintings are “histories” by traditional definition and
what that would mean for Vermeer’s work is not entirely clear. In the beginning of the
seventeenth century, Karel van Mander and Samuel van Hoogstraten had originally ranked
history as the “highest and most distinguished level in the Art of Painting, as it
demonstrated the artist’s imaginative genius and his ability to portray human figures
interacting at moments of great historical and moral consequence” – something which
Arthur Wheelock believes Vermeer maintained even as he shifted into painting primarily
genre.154 Yet Michael North has illustrated that history painting fell out of favor as the
century progressed, gradually replaced in Delft inventories by other genres of painting, at
the same time that genre painting itself was becoming more highly valued.155 Would, then,
the use of the historical mode during the second half of the seventeenth century have
detracted from the value or esteem attached to by Vermeer’s works? It appears that that
was not the case.
On the contrary, Lawrence Weschler’s proposition that Vermeer’s art is affected by
and offers insight into the trauma of “his time and place” suggests that in a way, his works
serve as testament to a specific historical period and its conditions. His painting of an
artist, who very likely serves as a surrogate for himself, literally painting “History” (a
Dutch girl dressed as Clio), and framed by a map of the Netherlands which suggests recent
disturbances, suggests that he might conceptualize his role as both a documentarian of
history and an agent in its shaping (which is certainly how we view these painters today).
We cannot help but associate Vermeer with the painter he depicts, in a studio we have
come to recognize as his (this floor, this corner of this room, this familiar format, this
curtain draped across the left corner), regardless of whatever quirks and chronological
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inconsistencies this painter and painting may have. The painter in this scene is almost
mirrored by his creation, and the location where Clio’s face will very soon appear on the
canvas could, were it a mirror, very much reflect the painter’s own.
Though the close legibility of these works is by no means typical, a reading of
Maes’s Naughty Drummer follows a similar trajectory. Richard Helgerson’s reading of
this painting takes into account the map hung on the back wall, the young drummer
dressed as a soldier, and his nurturing mother – “providing in a strikingly unusual way,”
Helgerson suggests, “what is nevertheless characteristic of virtually all” domestic genre
works: an intimation of threats and anxieties that “remain always at a cautious remove”
within the home.156 In the Naughty Drummer, the painter does not play as explicit a role as
in Vermeer’s, yet unlike in Vermeer’s the painter himself is depicted, rather than vestiges
or unclear echoes of him. In a gilded frame on the back wall, Maes’s face is reflected
almost perfectly enough to be confused for a portrait; we do know, however, that gold
frames were used for mirrors much more often than for paintings. In this way, not only is
he implicated but he is also very much present, replacing (if Helgerson is to be believed)
the absent male authority figure in this household, and also conspicuously contrasting with
the reflection in the very first mirror I discussed – in de Witte’s Interior with a Woman at a
Clavichord (figure 1). That mirror offers a frustratingly obtuse view of the woman at the
clavichord, the subject of the painting, while this one offers conspicuously clear access to
the painter himself – though always limited – perhaps resonating with the message that is
incompletely communicated in the Art of Painting: that artists, through their mastery of its
representation, are agents integral to the imagination of the new Dutch “nation.”

!

*"!

Conclusion
In depicting mundane domestic events, these works purport to offer an
unadulterated image of reality. Yet upon closer inspection, they betray themselves as
works, celebrating as they do their authors’ skills in artifice and their mastery of their craft
(a necessity in a market system that determines value). In doing so, this group of paintings
acknowledges the careful constructedness and selectivity of the depiction of the scenes
within. What aspects of this effective departure from reality (though it claims to depict
reality) are particularly conspicuous, and what does this tell us? What is revealed through
the tension between seeming reality and (in reality) artifice? The “reality” we see in these
works is indeed a semblance of a possible reality, but it is a reality which has been tamed,
prodded, sculpted, slightly molded into a more peaceful, more perfect, more upright
version. Depictions of the peaceful, orderly home are almost allegories of the home,
allegories of domesticity – imbuing the burgher home with a similar grandiosity, sense of
panegyric that was previously reserved for the art of the Bible and the art of the court.
Regarding Richard Helgerson’s effective (rhetorical) juxtaposition of these realistic
and “historic” modes, it seems to be easier for viewers in our time than in their own to
recognize that these images do not offer an exact transcription of the reality these painters
observed. It may be more likely, as Eddy de Jongh suggests, that they offer a close-torealistic depiction of the mentality of their time, as in their constructedness they represent a
sort of collective wishful thinking. If, as Svetlana Alpers writes, these painters were
participants in a visual culture, we might look to that culture and to her sources for works
which more actively endeavor to provide an image of reality (in whatever sense) such as
maps and “scientific” studies. Even works that might fall into this category, however,
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often serve a higher communicative aim; they seem not to endeavor alone to provide an
image of reality.
What might rightly be called “constant,” as well as common, during these years is a
sense of unease that pervades even the idyllic representations of the Dutch home: an
unease which is not attendant upon, as Schama proposes, a constant conflict between
characteristics that stood in diametric opposition and often clashed, but one which seems
more to have been attendant upon the tension and anxiety which remained in daily
experience, linked both to the recent experience of traumatic events and to contemporary
concerns and uncertainties. It is precisely this sense of uncertainty, unease, anxiety, which
may be the only characteristic that can approximately (and realistically) be called “Dutch.”
The domestic interior that, while idyllic, betrays such unease cannot be read in its
political and historic context without also being read in its artistic context. As one of many
domestic genres of painting, the idyllic domestic interior is emptied of the cares and
concerns that are unsuccessfully resolved in their contemporary genres. In this emptying,
they identify the home as a site of refuge and respite, simultaneously identifying the home
as a site for bourgeois self-actualization and testifying to the disruptive current events that
demanded a semi-intentional shaping or crafting a collective, if not inclusive, “Dutch”
identity.
Once we have identified the devices that contribute to the sense of unease – tension
and anxiety as perhaps translated into the more accessible vocabulary of illicit sexual
negotiation between soldiers and maidens (Helgerson and Wolf), conspicuous exclusion
and the idea that trauma may be “present-as-excluded” (Berger and Weschler) – we can
actively read them throughout this group of works. I find that the paintings I study utilize
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an increasingly less explicit, and therefore potentially more allegorical, mode of reference.
They speak to the general unease that I have acknowledged, to tensions related to
experienced trauma and to current negotiations, as well as a potential unease with or
inability to manage the explicit expression of these sentiments or difficulties.
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