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    The  
  Stillness  
     of the  
  Town 

Jan Vermeer spent his entire life in Delft, in the 
Netherlands. While many painters of this period, for 
instance Pieter de Hooch and Adriaen van Ostade, 
chose to represent the hustle and bustle of street life, 
Vermeer’s townscapes are steeped in an atmosphere of 
silence, suffused with tranquility.
A few figures chatter on the yellow triangle of the 
river bank. The horizon is traced by the line of the 
rooftops, whose colors alternate between warm tones 
and cold tones. The dense clouds and the reflections 
of the buildings in the water create an impression of 
depth. The eye is drawn to the distant roofs in the 
center of the painting, which are bathed in sunlight. 
In this view of Delft, where time seems to have come 
to a standstill, Vermeer creates a sense of calm and 
serenity.
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4 Young Woman with a Water Pitcher, c. 1662

Vermeer’s domestic scenes are worked up slowly. The painter labors over every 
detail, taking time to position his models and arrange his props. Here, the plain 
background of the wall, with only a map hanging on it, contrasts with the few 
objects scattered on the table: a piece of blue cloth, a ribbon tumbling out of a 
jewelry box, a pitcher standing in a gilded basin.
The eyes of the young woman are demurely lowered and her face is illuminated 
by sunlight which is also reflected in the jug. She looks pensive, as if hesitating 
over a decision that must be made. She holds the handle of the pitcher as if 
getting ready to use it, but she seems distracted by an incident taking place 
beyond our view. Has someone called her? Has she heard a noise?
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A gilded or porcelain pitcher, a viol or a little harpsichord decorated with a land-
scape, or perhaps a blue or yellow coat edged with white ermine... Vermeer very 
often reproduces the same objects. In The Concert and A Young Woman Seated at 
a Virginal the same painting is visible on the wall. The carpets and hangings on the 
table recall the taste for the Orient that was very much in vogue at that time and 
remained the privilege of the wealthiest members of society. The women’s dress, as 
well as the floor tiles, the paintings and the musical instruments are further signs 
of a middle-class home. Sometimes Vermeer depicts at the base of a wall a frieze of 
blue-and-white tiles that are so characteristic of Delft.
The sets change very little, and Vermeer no doubt depicts his own furniture in his 
paintings. These many references lead us into the very personal realm of the painter, 
a world turned inwards on itself. 

A World Turned 
Inwards
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An Unsettling 
Invitation

Their heads turned towards us, these two young women observe us with curiosity. A certain 
wariness can be read in the eyes of the keyboard player, while the face of the young woman 
writing a letter seems affectionate and mischievous. Interrupted in what they are doing, they 
seem frozen, as if someone had just walked in on them. Both of them are motionless, but their 
expressions of surprise are obviously feigned. With a pen in her right hand, the young woman 
looks at the viewer quizzically and seems to want to go back to writing the letter that is partly 
covered up by her other hand. Vermeer has painted a “fake snapshot,” depicting a scene in 
which the action is suspended, unreal, where we have to guess at what might have been happe-
ning. But even if these two young women appear to be inviting us to join them, we are still no 
closer to penetrating the mystery that surrounds them. 

A Young Woman Standing at a Virginal, 1672/73A Lady Writing, 16658
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