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Young Woman with a Water Jug (1660–1662) by Johannes Vermeer. 
Oil on canvas. 45.7 × 40.6 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, U.S.

Let’s imagine we’ve just stepped into an art gallery. We’ve crossed the threshold from the chaotic world outside into the calm halls of a museum.

Now we are standing in front of a work of art. We see a picture of a woman in 17th-century dress standing beside a window.

Now what? Is it possible to understand better what a painting like this is for and what its meaning is supposed to be? Can we read it in some way, so that we might connect with it on a personal level but also with some degree of accuracy, as we might read words on a page?

The purpose of this book is to help you answer these questions. By taking the time to look at and explore individual paintings, we can learn how to enter a work, improving our powers of observation and achieving greater levels of clarity — and hopefully inspiration too. 

Every work of art sits at the meeting point of various factors: the artist’s intentions, the subject matter of the work, the materials and techniques the artist used, the styles and fashions (and often morals) of the time, and the art market into which the artist was selling or hoping to sell their work.

For each work the exact formula will be different, which is why every work of art is unique. By looking at the finer details, that mix will become clearer — and your appreciation of the artwork enhanced with it.

By the end of this book, I hope you will have learned enough about looking at art that the next time you’re inside a gallery you can approach even the most forbidding of paintings and find a way to connect with it by knowing what kind of things to consider.

The format here will take you through a variety of paintings that represent different ways of looking at art. I’ve deliberately avoided placing the works in chronological order or gathering them into sections to try to illustrate some wider scheme or theory of art history. Its purpose is something else: to encourage you to patiently look, and in doing so, let the works reveal themselves, so you can better understand their meaning…

[image: Image]

Young Woman with a Water Jug (1660–1662) by Johannes Vermeer. 
Oil on canvas. 45.7 × 40.6 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, U.S.

Let’s look at the picture again.

The scene focuses on a private moment. We see a woman who looks like she’s about to embark on a task. Judging from the light streaming in, it appears to be morning. She begins her day by collecting water in a gleaming silver-gilt pitcher and basin, with which she may wash herself or perhaps take for someone else to use. Reaching towards the misty leaded window, she clasps the frame to pull it open.

How does the painting feel? What about its composition? Simply by looking more closely it’s possible to see a certain rhythm in the image. Try following the line of her hand on the window frame: see how there’s a continuous line that runs across the image from left to right, through the woman’s arms and shoulders, down to the jug she is holding and then to the other objects on the table. The line is completed by the jewellery box on the right-hand side.

If you’ve managed to recognise this line, feel how your eyes move back and forth across the image. This is how I experience it anyway: my gaze takes an undulating walk from one side of the image to the other, along the line of her outstretched arms, and then back again.

There is more. This undulating line is given a sort of geometric counter-balance by the three rectangles that enter the image from all sides: the window, the table and the map on the wall. Look again. See how these rectangles break through the edges of the painting and create an interesting three-part frame around the figure of the woman.

So now we are acquainted a bit more closely with the form of the picture, what about the historical aspect? Here we must turn to some facts and figures to help us…

The painting is titled Young Woman with a Water Jug and was made around 1662 by the Dutch artist Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675). Vermeer was one of many Dutch artists of the 17th century who made a style of work known in art history as “genre” painting. The term has a somewhat derogatory ring to it — perhaps because genre paintings were often made to sell directly to individual buyers or for sale on the general market. In the hierarchy of painting subjects, scenes of history or myth were most revered. Genre paintings tended to be of more modest subjects, typically home and tavern life, or domestic scenes of everyday people in familiar settings, and as such were seen by art experts as less important.

That’s not to say that a genre painting couldn’t be a wonderful work of art. I think this painting by Vermeer proves that it can. What we can establish is that this painting was more than likely made to be sold on the art market — which in the Netherlands at the time was prosperous — as opposed to being commissioned by a private patron.

Vermeer was especially talented at creating images with a jewel-like quality. Few other artists explored the various possibilities of atmosphere and elements of still life so keenly. As in this painting, a moment in time is paused; a perpetual silence that seems to promise peace and tranquillity in an enduring form. 

Let’s go back to the painting again and see what else it contains. There is the window through which daylight shines, composed of a patchwork of glass panels and bordered by one of my favourite details: the slither of sunlight that trickles down and describes the inner edge of the window frame.
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Detail of ‘Young Woman with a Water Jug’ (1660–1662) by Johannes Vermeer

This effect emphasises the flow of natural light entering the window, moving across the background wall before it diminishes into the rest of the room. It sweeps along the woman’s forearm before catching her complexion. Then there is her white bonnet, which being semi-translucent, permits light to pass through it as well as reflect from it. Made with either linen, nettle-cloth or cotton which was customary at the time, the headdress has folds and creases, each facet of which allows the artist to cast a subtle array of bluish shades.

Then there is the woman herself— the centrepiece of the painting — dressed in a satin bodice that sits upon an underskirt made with the pigments of ultramarine — a precious commodity in the artist’s toolbox. The blue correlates with the rail of the hanging map behind her and the smudged tones of the window.
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Detail of ‘Young Woman with a Water Jug’ (1660–1662) by Johannes Vermeer

Around the model lie numerous objects with alternative textures. Most obviously, there is the metal jug and bowl, which have silver-gold surfaces that also reflect and echo the colours surrounding them. Spread across the table is an intricately woven fabric reminiscent of a Persian rug whose colour palette picks out other items within the image, such as the velvet-lined jewellery box and the smoky-blue fabric in front of the leather-studded chair.

Clearly, Vermeer was a painter who took his time to examine his subject, to look with intense concentration at the way light falls and reflects. He focused on the shape and feel of lines and textures, and was skilled enough to fit all these aspects into a unified picture.

How did he do this?

Anyone who is familiar with Vermeer’s wider output of paintings will have noticed how many of his works have a similar set-up: a view into a small room, with the left wall almost always visible, the right wall never, a window bringing light into the scene, and always at least one figure lit by the window busy with some domestic duty or other occupation.

One simple reason for this regularity is that Vermeer generally painted inside his own studio, into which he brought models and props in order to invent a scene of his own design. Undoubtedly he felt able to articulate himself creatively in this room and at liberty to construct his scenes with his unique, finely-tuned style.

A further reason that Vermeer used this setting again and again is because of the device he is thought to have employed to compose his works, known as a camera obscurer. This was a piece of apparatus that projected an image of a scene onto an interior screen of a darkened room or box, so that the image could be accurately traced.
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The camera obscura principle illustrated in James Ayscough’s “A short account of the eye and nature of vision” (1755, fourth edition)

When Vermeer’s reputation was re-examined in the 19th century, one area that interested art critics was the likeness of his paintings to photographs, which was an emerging technology at the time. Since then, the supposition that Vermeer used the camera obscurer technique has gained wide acceptance, for it seems to have enabled him to make his work with his exceptional level of spatial accuracy.

His use of an invention like this shouldn’t detract from his artistic achievements. He didn’t make many paintings in his lifetime, but of the forty-or-so works that Vermeer is known to have made, he painted them slowly and with meticulous attention. This painting has to be one of the most appealing of his oeuvre. By focussing on the array of materials and textures across the canvas, and drawing on the narrative aspects of the model’s unselfconscious activity, he explores the subtle and beautiful effects of the moment.

As this painting demonstrates, Vermeer’s ability to create a scene of enigmatic beauty is a rare thing. The interplay of different surfaces, some being entirely reflective whilst others being partially translucent, and the way that light operates upon them, allows the artist to fully demonstrate his acute sensitivity to light, space and volume in painted form.




Now, with our first painting explored, we can see how a work of art is created at the meeting point of multiple factors, embodying a variety of information ready for the viewer to harvest. There is the question of who the artwork is made for, the marketplace or commissioning patron, along with the style and composition that satisfied the tastes and choices at the time. And there is the artist and their intentions, which are shaped by working methods and available technologies. All of these factors throw new light onto the nature and meaning of a work of art, and ultimately make the artwork “come alive” when we allow ourselves the time to dive in and let ourselves wander around within it.

For the rest of this book, we will examine numerous paintings in a similar fashion, and in doing so, build up a sense of how art can be explained and how you can get more from it. First up is a powerful painting by the brilliant Pieter Bruegel the Elder, so let’s get started… 
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The Tower of Babel (1563) by Pieter Bruegel the Elder. 
Oil on panel. 114 × 155 cm. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria

A Biblical story realised in astonishing detail




This superb depiction, created in 1563 by the renowned Dutch artist Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1525–1569), overflows with intricate details that invite careful exploration. Made during the Renaissance, it was commissioned by one of Bruegel’s most affluent patrons, the Antwerp banker Nicolaes Jonghelinck, who owned an impressive collection of at least sixteen of his works.
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