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In the cornucopia of publications on Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675) of the last thir-
ty years, readers can find little about the artist’s influence on painters of his time. 
Scholars have traditionally assumed that his impact was marginal as the bulk of 
his small output was owned by a handful of Delft collectors, most notably his sup-
posed patron Pieter Claesz. van Ruyven.1 A few monographic studies on other art-
ists, nonetheless, have indicated that some did respond to the Delft painter’s work. 
This article hopes to demonstrate that, in fact, several leading Dutch genre painters 
of the third quarter of the seventeenth century admired and borrowed elements 
from Vermeer’s work.

Admittedly, Vermeer’s impact was limited in comparison to that of other major genre 
painters, such as Gerrit Dou (1613-1675) and Gerard ter Borch (1617-1681), who were 
far more prolific. Moreover, these artists reached their artistic peak several years before 
Vermeer, whose generation had significantly fewer followers due to the plummeting 
of the Dutch art market in 1672, which dissuaded many young men from choosing 
an artistic career. Furthermore, the late seventeenth-century penchant for elegance in 
Dutch art stimulated young painters to adopt the mannered style of artists such as 
Frans van Mieris (1635-1681) rather than the classical beauty of Vermeer. Instead of 
inspiring many followers, Vermeer’s work served as a point of departure to several of 
his contemporaries, some of whom were older and had initially influenced him dur-
ing the earlier part of his career.

It is impossible to ascertain who was the first painter to draw inspiration from 
Vermeer’s work. Artists’ friends, collaborators, pupils and contemporaries from ‘the 
circle of ’ are usually the earliest to appropriate new ideas. In Vermeer’s case these 
relations are hard to establish, as we know little for certain about his environment. It 
has been convincingly argued, nonetheless, that Vermeer worked in close proximity 
to Pieter de Hooch (1629-1684) in the late 1650s, but that it was the latter—who was 
about three years older—who led the way in developing interiors based on rectilin-
ear spatial designs lit by natural daylight.2 Still, the possibility should not be excluded 
that his younger colleague may have provided him with ideas in the late 1650s, even if 
we do not recognise them in extant works. The first visible signs of Vermeer’s impact 
on De Hooch probably date from soon after the latter’s departure to Amsterdam 
in the early 1660s, when he painted A Woman Weighing Coins in response to the 
Vermeer’s Woman Holding a Balance (National Gallery of Art, Washington).3 The 
direction of influence is suggested by the fact that single-figure scenes are exceptional 
in De Hooch’s oeuvre, not in Vermeer’s. Moreover, De Hooch’s painting includes an 
open window in the left foreground and a bundled up tapestry on the table, two ele-
ments new to De Hooch, but previously explored by Vermeer.4 De Hooch returned 
to Vermeer’s work in the mid-1670s, as I shall discuss later. 
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Even if De Hooch attempted to emulate Vermeer as early as 1664, he may have 
been preceded by Jan Steen (1626-1679) and Van Mieris. Though earning his living 
primarily as a brewer during his short residence in Delft (1654-c. 1657/1658), the 
former must have kept abreast with local artistic developments. In 1660, when Steen 
had moved to Warmond and had returned to full-time painting, he completed Grace 
before the Meal, which shows distinct traces of Vermeer’s and De Hooch’s styles of 
around 1658-1660, such as the spatial relationship of the interior, the placement of 
the couple in the corner, the plastered whitish back wall and the incoming daylight.5 
The only element suggesting an exclusive link to Vermeer is the barrel with a burlap 
and a plate with a ham on top of it. Steen positioned the ensemble strategically be-
tween the pious family and the viewer in order to create a physical and psychologi-
cal distance between them.6 Vermeer had repeatedly included food still lifes in the 
foregrounds of his earliest genre scenes with a similar intent.7 

Van Mieris may also have drawn inspiration from his Delft colleague in the early 
1660s. It is generally assumed that Vermeer painted his representations of single wom-
en, depicted at three-quarter length, standing in front of a table—strengthening the 
verticality of the female figure, in response to Van Mieris’s works, such as A Woman 
Examining Herself in a Mirror of around 1662.8 However, if Vermeer’s Woman Hold-
ing a Water Jug (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York) dates from before 1662, as 
some have argued, the influence may have been in the opposite direction.9

A more certain early admirer of Vermeer’s work was Emanuel de Witte (c. 1617-
1691/1692). His virtuoso church interiors painted during the period he lived in Delft 
made a strong impact on local artists, including Vermeer. After his departure to Am-
sterdam in the early 1650s, De Witte continued his specialisation, but sporadically 
deviated from his standard repertoire. One of his excursions, Interior with a Woman 
Playing a Virginal (fig. 1), dated by most scholars to between 1664 and 1667, suggests 
that De Witte studied Vermeer’s Lady at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music 
Lesson) (fig. 2) soon after its completion in 1662-1664.10 The picture repeats the motif 
of a woman behind a virginal positioned parallel to the picture plane. De Witte also 
hung a mirror above the lid, which reflects (part of ) the musician’s face.11 

1  
Emanuel de Witte, Interior with a Woman Playing a Virginal, 1664-1667, 
signed (falsely) P. de Hooch, canvas, 77.5 x 104.5 cm. Rotterdam, Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen.

2  
Johannes Vermeer, Lady at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music 
Lesson), c. 1662-1664, signed IVMeer, canvas, 74 x 64.5 cm. London,  
The Royal Collection © 2010 Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.
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Usually not associated with the Delft style of painting, Caspar Netscher (1639-
1684) was also among the first to respond to Vermeer’s work. A resident of The 
Hague by 1662, Netscher must have been particularly impressed by The Milkmaid 
(Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam) of 1657-1660, which served as the point of departure 
for his phenomenal Lace-Maker (fig. 3) of 1664. The works share the simplicity in 
composition, the soft-focus technique and the close proximity of the coarse white 
wall parallel to the picture plane. Furthermore, the way in which the evenly lit right 
side of the wall gradually changes into a more shady area at two-thirds is remark-
ably similar. Like his Delft colleague, Netscher contrasted the wall with the woman’s 
colourful jacket, painted several objects casually placed in the room, and stuck an 
unused nail in the wall above the woman’s head.12 In Woman at Her Toilet, painted 
the following year, Netscher silhouetted a single figure in near-profile against a back 
wall and ‘locked in’ her head by hanging a painting behind it, features strongly remi-
niscent of Vermeer’s work and Woman Holding a Balance in particular.13

Possibly encouraged by his fellow townsman De Hooch, Gabriel Metsu (1629-
1667) painted some five works in the mid-1660s that reveal his knowledge of Ver-
meer’s work.14 His most renowned in this respect are the companion pieces A Man 

3  
Caspar Netscher, Lace-Maker, 
signed and dated 1664, canvas, 
34 x 28 cm. London, The Wallace 
Collection. © By kind permission 
of the Trustees of the Wallace 
Collection, London.
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Writing a Letter and A Woman Reading a Letter (fig. 4). In these paintings, various 
features, such as the placement of a painting on the back wall reinforcing a figure in 
front of it, the chequered marble-tiled floor, the emphasis on the natural daylight, 
the presence of white plastered back wall parallel to the picture plane and the idea 
of creating solidity by dividing up the composition into geometrical shapes, are in-
stantly recognisable as Vermeer-like. However, only a handful of details in Metsu’s 
pendants can be traced back to specific compositions—the row of Delft tiles skirting 
the rooms, which also appear in The Milkmaid, being one of them. Rather than in-
corporating elements into his own repertoire, it seems as if Metsu painted two works 
in Vermeer’s style. This is corroborated by the fact that he approximated his con-
temporary’s unique painting technique in a few areas. The reflections on the gilded 
frame on the back wall in A Man Writing a Letter, for example, are suggested by loose 
touches and pointillés, which also appear in works such as The Milkmaid. In A Woman 
Reading a Letter, moreover, Metsu painted the woman’s jacket with significantly little 
gradation in tonal values, which gives the effect of abstraction, a technique Vermeer 

4  
Gabriel Metsu, A Woman Reading 
a Letter, 1664-1666, signed Mr/
Metsu/tot Amst[erdam]/Port, panel, 
52.5 x 40.2 cm. Dublin, National 
Gallery of Ireland. Sir Alfred 
and Lady Beit Gift, 1987 (Beit 
Collection), Photo © National 
Gallery of Ireland.
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applied progressively in his paintings from the mid-1660s onwards. 
Soon after, Metsu employed the ‘schematic’ technique on a larger scale in The Sick 

Child, which has remarkably flat brushwork.15 The compositional starting point for this 
painting was The Milkmaid, primarily in terms of the inclination of the woman’s head, 
contemplative expression and the way she holds her hands. In both works bright blue, 
red, yellow and green are limited to the centre and one bottom corner of the composi-
tion and contrast with the monochrome colours of the rest of the scene. Furthermore, the 
way in which objects, such as the map, the grisaille and the earthenware pot, are set off 
against a white back wall and fill corners is strongly reminiscent of Vermeer’s style. The 
same is true for the way in which the map stabilises the woman’s head and shoulders.  

Even though Metsu was a resident of Amsterdam at the time, he was for a brief mo-
ment the most prolific propagator of Vermeer’s style. Cornelis de Man (1621-1706), 
however, soon overtook him in this respect. An eclectic and versatile artist from Delft, 
De Man was quite some years older than Vermeer and De Hooch, but painted several 
domestic interiors in their styles from the mid-1660s onwards. Having a preference for 
oblique projection (two-point perspective), strongly receding interiors and conspic-
uous tiled floor patterns, he painted a series of works that reflect Vermeer’s influence 
in varying degrees and draw on a wide range of paintings. In Geographers at Work (fig. 
5), for example, De Man adopted elements from no fewer than four works by Vermeer. 
The subject of the painting derives from The Astronomer (Musée du Louvre, Paris), 
which depicts a similar pensive scholar, arms spread and touching a globe. The disposi-
tion and postures of the three figures are loosely based on The Girl with the Wineglass 
(Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum, Braunschweig), which includes a similarly melan-
cholic figure resting his elbow on the table to support his head. Furthermore, the 
contrast between the disproportionally large figure in the foreground and the smaller 
figure at the other end of the table calls to mind Officer and a Laughing Woman (fig. 6).  

5  
Cornelis de Man, Geographers at Work, c. 1670, canvas, 81 x 68 cm. Hamburg, 
Hamburger Kunsthalle. © bpk, Hamburger Kunsthalle, Elke Walford.

6  
Johannes Vermeer, Officer and a Laughing Woman, 1657-1658, canvas, 50.5 x 
46 cm. New York, The Frick Collection. © The Frick Collection, New York.
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The mirror on the back wall reflecting the figures on the right, finally, is a ploy quoted 
from Lady at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2).16 In several 
other paintings, De Man appropriated subjects, motifs, figural arrangements and 
compositions from an additional five works by Vermeer: Girl Interrupted at Her 
Music (Frick Collection, New York), The Interruption of the Music (Frick Collection, 
New York), The Love Letter (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam), Drinking Woman with a 
Gentleman and Woman Weighing Coins (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York) and possibly also Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window (Gemäldegalerie 
Alte Meister, Dresden).17

From the late 1660s, the Rotterdam painter Jacob Ochtervelt (1634-1682) also fre-
quently drew inspiration from Vermeer, but reworked elements more subtly than De 
Man.18 In one of his finest paintings, The Music Party (fig. 7), he repeated the striking 
motif of a woman playing a keyboard instrument placed parallel to the back wall 
from Lady at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2). Her head 
and shoulders are accentuated by the top lid of the virginal and the bottom of the 
map on the brightly illuminated plastered wall. Together with a violin-playing man 
and a singing woman she forms a trio, which both in terms of the serene atmosphere 
as well as the varied seating positions is reminiscent of The Concert (formerly Isabella 
Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston).19 In a handful of other pictures by Ochtervelt, 
traces of Vermeer’s works can be found, such as a man in a shady left foreground 
facing a woman in bright daylight on the right, a carpet-covered table positioned 
between a musical company and the viewer and heads ‘locked in’ by maps or paint-
ings on the back wall.20 

In the middle of the 1670s, De Hooch returned to Vermeer for inspiration, includ-
ing a number of obvious quotations from the latter’s works in various pictures. In 
Three Figures at a Table, and a Couple at a Harpsichord, for instance, De Hooch re-
peated the woman behind a virginal seen from the back from Lady at the Virginal with 
a Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2). He made her sit down, however, and placed 
her male companion behind her, rather then next to her.21 A more original variation 
is Couple with a Parrot, in which De Hooch used the viewpoint of Vermeer’s Love 

7  
Jacob Ochtervelt, The Music Party, 
1676-1680, canvas, 84.5 x 75 cm. 
London, The National Gallery.  
© The National Gallery, London.
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Letter (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam), a hallway leading to a doorkijkje into a room with 
figures, as the setting for a lady and a gentleman playing with a bird.22 

Around the same time, even Ter Borch completed one work in Vermeer’s style. 
The artist from Zwolle, who took up permanent residence in Deventer around 1654, 
was in all likelihood a long-time acquaintance of the Delft painter. Both artists had 
jointly signed a document in the latter’s hometown on 22 April 1653, at a time when 
Ter Borch was an up-and-coming artist and Vermeer had just finished his appren-
ticeship.23 About four years later, Ter Borch’s high-life scenes became the thematic 
foundations of Vermeer’s genre scenes. However, around or just after 1675, when Ter 
Borch was in his late fifties, he turned to his younger colleague’s work for inspiration. 
His Musical Duo (fig. 8) shows the same disproportional contrast in size between a 
foreground figure seen from behind and a background figure seen from the front as 
Vermeer had painted in Officer and a Laughing Girl (fig. 6). Visible in the bottom 
right corner are diagonally laid tiles, the only ones in Ter Borch’s oeuvre and an obvi-
ous reference to Vermeer’s evocative floor patterns. Finally, the emphatically lit back 
wall looks unlike anything he had painted thus far, but echo those in Vermeer’s genre 
scenes.24 

8  
Gerard ter Borch, Musical Duo,  
c. 1675-1676, signed G T B, panel, 
56 x 44 cm. Berlin, Staatliche 
Museen Berlin, Gemäldegalerie. 
© bpk, Gemäldegalerie, SMB, Jörg 
P. Anders.



58 Oud Holland Jaargang/Volume 123 - 2010 Nr. 1

Towards the end of the century, Michiel van Musscher (1645-1705) painted, as far 
as we know, the only seventeenth-century derivative of The Art of Painting (Kun-
sthistorisches Museum, Vienna), though it shows an artist portraying a gentleman, 
not a woman dressed up as a muse.25 Another studio scene by Van Musscher depicts 
a comparable space in which an artist mixes his paints.26 Although the protagonist is 
male and is seated on a chair, his posture—his head bent forward, his body leaning to 
the left—and the positioning of his shoulders, arms and hands are remarkably similar 
to those of the woman in Vermeer’s Milkmaid. Another picture, attributed to Van 
Musscher, used to be regarded as the Delft painter’s missing self-portrait.27 It shows 
an artist in a pink robe and black bonnet seated at a table laden with many painterly 
accoutrements. The partially sun-lit back wall is similar to many in Vermeer’s works, 
as is the chair in the left foreground. However, Van Musscher made a refreshing al-
teration by shifting the viewing point in such a way that the artist, the room and the 
table in front of him are seen from an oblique angle. 

Aside from paintings by known masters, one can identify a handful of works in-
spired by Vermeer which have never been attributed with unanimous consent. Some 
of these were traditionally regarded as works by Vermeer himself, such as an intrigu-
ing variation of The Astronomer (Musée du Louvre, Paris). Depicting a scholar at 
his desk touching the globe in front of him, the picture is possibly by the Rotter-
dam painter Olivier van Deuren (1666-1714).28 Attributed to at least twelve artists, 
A Woman Refusing a Glass of Wine from the National Gallery, London, is a puzzling 
work with one specific Vermeerian detail in the background: a man, seen from the 
back, standing in front of cupboard, whose face is visible to the viewer in a mirror on 
the back wall. This is again a variation on the female musician in Lady at the Virginal 
with a Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2).29 

At this point, a list can be drawn up of all the works by Vermeer that served as 
inspiration for other painters of his era:

•	 Officer and a Laughing Girl (fig. 6), 1657-1658, Frick Collection, New York
•	 The Milkmaid, 1657-1660, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
•	 The Glass of Wine, 1658-1660, Staatliche Museen, Gemäldegalerie, Berlin 
•	 Girl Interrupted at Her Music, 1658-1661, Frick Collection, New York
•	 The Girl with the Wineglass, 1659-1660, Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum, Braun-

schweig
•	 Lady at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2), 1662-1664, Col-

lection Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, London
•	 The Concert, 1664-1666, formerly Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston (sto-

len, 1990) 
•	 Woman Holding a Balance, 1663-1664, National Gallery of Art, Washington
•	 The Girl with the Red Hat, 1665-1667, National Gallery of Art, Washington
•	 The Art of Painting, 1666-1668, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna
•	 The Astronomer, 1668, Musée du Louvre, Paris
•	 The Love Letter, 1669-1670, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Possibly:
•	 Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window, 1657, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, 

Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden
•	 The Little Street, 1657-1661, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
•	 Woman with a Pearl Necklace, 1663-1664, Staatliche Museen, Gemäldegalerie, 

Berlin

This list indicates that seventeenth-century painters made variations on twelve, pos-
sibly fifteen of Vermeer’s works. These numbers equal to more than one-third of the 
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artist’s extant oeuvre and about a quarter of his total estimated production—we 
need to take into account that variations of ‘lost’ works by Vermeer painted by his 
contemporaries may have survived but remain unrecognised.30 This means that the 
Delft painter’s oeuvre was by no means hidden in collectors’ cabinets. In fact, the 
statistics are quite high for an artist who in all probability had no significant pupils. 
By comparison, most of Dou’s and Ter Borch’s genre scenes painted during their 
heyday left traces in works by other painters but constitute only a part of their total 
production. 

A review of the list prompts the question as to where contemporaries could have 
accessed Vermeer’s works. Some may have visited his studio in the house on the 
Oude Langedijck. Only Steen, De Witte and Metsu drew inspiration from unfin-
ished or recently completed pictures and may, thus, have been among Vermeer’s per-
sonal guests. Additionally, Metsu and several other painters responded to works that 
had been painted a few years earlier and had presumably left Vermeer’s workshop in 
the meantime. More than half of the paintings that inspired his contemporaries (see 
list on p. 58)—nine in total—presumably went to Pieter Claesz. van Ruyven. After 
his death in 1674, his collection passed to his wife, then to his daughter and subse-
quently to his son-in-law, Jacob Abrahamsz. Dissius, whose posthumous auction in 
1696 included no less than twenty-one works by the Delft painter.31 Hence, the Van 
Ruyven-Dissius family must have allowed various artists, including Metsu, De Man, 
Ochtervelt, De Hooch, Ter Borch, Van Musscher and possibly Van Deuren, to ad-
mire their exceptional collection. Yet, if the family opened up their collection to so 
many artists, one wonders why the French diplomat Balthasar de Monconys—when 
he visited Vermeer’s workshop in August 1663 and learned that the artist did not 
have any of his works on view—did not go to Van Ruyven’s house but to that of the 
Delft baker Hendrick van Buyten to see a specimen of Vermeer’s work.32

One of the paintings Van Ruyven did not acquire was The Art of Painting of 1666-
1668. As it remained in the artist’s possession until his death, some scholars have 
argued that it functioned as a demonstration piece for prospective collectors.33 How-
ever, no variations of this masterpiece made during the seven to eleven years it hung 
in the artist’s house are known. The only seventeenth-century artist to draw inspi-
ration from it, Van Musscher, did so twenty-five years after Vermeer’s death—his 
mother-in-law sold it reluctantly at auction in March 1677. It is hard to imagine that 
Vermeer used this magnificent painting to attract new clients, while none of his col-
leagues, not even De Man, had an interest in emulating it. 

Another picture that stayed in Delft for quite some time was The Glass of Wine 
(Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin), which appeared at auction there in 
1736.34 Both De Man and an anonymous painter of a pastiche formerly attributed 
to Ochtervelt made variations of it.35 The former, a Delft painter, was undoubtedly 
well-placed to access it. As Vermeer’s Girl Interrupted at Her Music, The Concert, The 
Astronomer and Girl Reading a Letter at Open Window are all first recorded in Am-
sterdam and Rotterdam in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, little can be said 
about where artists may have seen them. The Astronomer, for example, was sold at 
a sale in Rotterdam on 27 April 1713. At least two derivations of it exist, one by De 
Man and another one possibly by Van Deuren. We may speculate that the latter stud-
ied it in his hometown of Rotterdam in the 1680s, after it had been acquired from a 
collection in Delft, where De Man saw it in the late 1660s-early 1670s. 

Wherever seventeenth-century painters studied Vermeer’s work, they were inter-
ested in adopting a limited number of features. What follows is a list of the most 
frequently quoted elements:

•	 The plastered white wall, parallel to the picture plane, lit by natural daylight. Orig-
inating from genre scenes by Carel Fabritius (1622-1654) and Anthonie Palamedes 
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(1601-1673) as well as church interiors by De Witte and Gerard Houckgeest (c. 
1600-1661), this feature became one of Vermeer’s trademarks and appears in nearly 
all his interior scenes in a more prominent and evocative way than in works by his 
predecessors and contemporaries, including De Hooch; 

•	 The division of the composition into geometric patterns, which Vermeer adopted 
from De Hooch, but elevated to unprecedented heights in paintings such as Lady 
at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2) and Woman Holding 
a Balance; 

•	 The placement of paintings, maps and other objects, such as the top lid of a vir-
ginal, to reinforce figures standing in front of them, again explored previously by 
De Hooch, but used more frequently and powerfully by Vermeer;

•	 The positioning of objects in the foreground in order to create a psychological dis-
tance between the figures and the viewer, initially still-life objects, but later more 
dramatically in the form of chairs and tables. Vermeer’s most popular repoussoir 
was the figure seated on a chair, which is disproportionally larger than another 
figure in the middle ground (as if observed through a lens), painted by Vermeer in 
his Officer and a Laughing Girl (fig. 6).

•	 A woman, seen from the back, in front of a virginal, placed against a wall parallel 
to the picture plane, as painted by Vermeer in Lady at the Virginal with a Gentle-
man (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2);36 

•	 A mirror on the back wall showing the face of a figure whose back is turned to the 
viewer. Vermeer incorporated the ploy, possibly inspired by Samuel van Hoog-
straten’s (1627-1678) View down a Corridor of 1662, which shows a gentleman’s 
face reflected in a mirror, in an unrivalled manner in Lady at the Virginal with a 
Gentleman (The Music Lesson) (fig. 2); 37

This list contains predominantly features that had been previously explored by oth-
er painters, but which were improved on by Vermeer. Enhancing and popularising 
existing subjects, compositions, motifs and ploys was a common phenomenon in 
Dutch seventeenth century art. Dirck Hals (1591-1656), for example, already painted 
women reading love letters in an interior in the 1630s, but it was Ter Borch’s alluring 
images of tacit ladies writing and reading of the 1650s that captured the imagination 
of many contemporary genre painters, including Vermeer, leading to a surge in the 
depiction of amorous correspondence in the third quarter of the seventeenth cen-
tury.38 

The prime conclusion to be drawn from the second list is that the most popular 
features were striking, but somewhat superficial motifs and compositional borrow-
ings. Metsu was among the very few artists to actually create works in the style of Ver-
meer and imitate techniques such as the halation of highlights and the abstraction 
of colour areas. Furthermore, the quietness and stillness in Vermeer’s work—one of 
the most appealing aspects of the artist’s work to twenty-first-century art lovers, was 
only marginally adopted by other artists. Most of his contemporaries preferred to 
enliven their works with more pictorial accoutrements. Ironically, Vermeer’s most 
prolific follower, De Man, often lapsed into anecdotal scenes characterised by a com-
positional horror vacui. 

The list also suggests that Lady at the Virginal with a Gentleman (The Music Les-
son) (fig. 2) and Officer and a Laughing Girl (fig. 6) were among Vermeer’s most fre-
quently quoted works, not, for example, A View of Delft (Mauritshuis, The Hague), 
a modern favourite and the most expensive painting on Dissius’s auction in 1696.39 

This cannot be explained by the inaccessibility of the sizable cityscape. As the picture 
was owned by Van Ruyven/Dissius, artists supposedly could have studied it freely. 
Woman Writing a Letter, with Her Maid (National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin), in 
all probability owned by Hendrick van Buyten, was not inaccessible either. De Mon-
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cony easily gained access to the house of the Delft baker the same afternoon he real-
ised that Vermeer did not have any of his own works in his studio. Yet seventeenth-
century variations of this grand composition are unknown. 

One reason that may partially explain why artists did not respond to all works by 
Vermeer was that some pictures, such as The Guitar Player (Kenwood House, Lon-
don) and Woman Seated at the Virginal (National Gallery, London), do not have a 
unique, innovative motif or striking compositional arrangement that other artists 
could easily incorporate in their own work. These paintings were part of long, popu-
lar iconographical traditions, among which Vermeer’s pictures hardly stood out in 
terms of their subject or composition. However, the technique in which they were 
executed is exceptional, but this was, as we have seen, of little interest to Vermeer’s 
contemporaries. It should be added that the two works mentioned above date from 
after 1670, a period when none of Vermeer’s paintings served as inspiration for his 
contemporaries (see list on p. 58). In fact, painters only had eyes for works produced 
between the late 1650s and the end of the 1660s and ignored those from the first and 
last phases of Vermeer’s career. Furthermore, the lack of any variations on A View of 
Delft or Girl with a Pearl Earring (Mauritshuis, The Hague) may be explained by the 
pictures’ subjects. The work of the Delft artist primarily attracted painters of interior 
scenes, none of whom produced townscapes or tronies. There is no doubt that they 
admired the two pictures, but they did not consider them useful for their own pur-
pose. If a variation of A View of Delft ever surfaces, it is more likely to be by a city- or 
landscape specialist, who had been encouraged by a genre painter to study Vermeer’s 
original in Van Ruyven’s or Dissius’s collection. 

The way in which the Van Ruyven-Dissius collection impacted Vermeer’s fame 
also needs to be addressed. On the one hand, it provided an unparalleled opportu-
nity for artists to study and compare many of his works in one location. On the other, 
it meant that those from outside Delft rarely came in contact with Vermeer’s work. 
Yet, just as De Monconys probably travelled at the recommendation of Constantijn 
Huygens from The Hague to Delft to look at Vermeer’s work, so artists from other 
cities must have encouraged each other to travel to Delft and examine his paint-
ings first-hand.40 The journey seems not to have been an obstacle. Vermeer’s works 
inspired various artists from out of town, including the likes of Netscher and Metsu, 
who had previously shown little interest in Delft painting. Furthermore, it may be 
hypothesised that some collectors, confronted with the fact that they could not pur-
chase one of Vermeer’s rare masterpieces, turned to other artists to commission a 
work in the style of the Delft painter. De Man may have met with this demand in 
Delft. Elsewhere, Metsu and Van Musscher may have been commissioned to emulate 
Vermeer’s enchanting style. 

In summary, the assumption that Vermeer’s works were locked away and only 
known to a few collectors does not hold. He may not have had a large group of 
younger followers, but several key Dutch genre painters after 1660 responded to Ver-
meer’s work, even if it was only once in their career. Vermeer’s art enjoyed more than 
a short-lived hype and even provided an example for a handful of artists at the end 
of the century. It would take another 250 years, though, before Vermeer’s impact 
became a global phenomenon. 
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