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Abstract: This study employs formal analysis and contextual criticism to examine Johannes Vermeer's
Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window (c. 1657-1659). Through detailed analysis of outstanding
artistic elements within the painting, such as chiaroscuro, spatial composition, and symbolic elements,
this essay demonstrates how Vermeer simultaneously constructs viewer engagement and narrative depth
in his paintings. Key findings reveal that the artwork utilizes trompe-I'eil to create voyeuristic intimacy
between the character and the audience, marking Vermeer's pivotal shift toward solitary female subjects.
Furthermore, its subversive symbolism, like the overturned fruit bowl, and painting of Cupid critiques
marital constraints in 17th-century Dutch society. The domestic objects in the background manifest
middle-class material culture during the Protestant Golden Age. The research establishes this work as
both artistically and socio-historically compelling.
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1. Introduction

Johannes Vermeer's Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window is a captivating masterpiece from the
Dutch Golden Age, renowned for both its technical mastery and the exquisite feeling of intimacy
established within the painting. A detailed exploration of formal qualities reveals how Vermeer constructs
realism and psychological depth to elicit empathy from his viewers. However, beyond its serene surface,
the artwork also holds a multitude of significance. Examining the religious, social, and economic
background in which the artwork was produced provides context. Furthermore, the artist's personal
stylistic evolution, the painting's subtle social commentary on love and women's societal role, and its
function as cultural documentation all contribute to the importance of this painting, making it a critical
piece of work for understanding both Vermeer's development and the complexities of his era. It is
through this synthesis of artistry, personal exploration, social critique, a cultural documentation that Gir/
Reading a Letter at an Open Window achieves its profound significance.(As shown in figure 1)

Figure 1: Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window
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2. The Artist’s Background

Johannes Vermeer was a Dutch artist in the 17th century. He was born in and lived his entire life in
the city of Delft, Netherlands!'!. Due to a lifelong connection with his motherland, Vermeer developed a
profound understanding of the local society and cultures of his immediate, Dutch environment. Such
influenced the subject matters of his art, often depicting Dutch home interiors. His family was of middle-
class status and his father was an art dealer, a business that Vermeer inherited®. This family heritage
offered Vermeer relations in the art world and, as art historian Walter Liedtke proposed, may have
contributed to the launching of his career as a painter, as he likely used his connections to teach himself
or receive trainingll. Stylistically, Vermeer was likely influenced by Utrecht Caravaggism, a movement
by Dutch artists who were influenced by the Italian painter Caravaggio®!. Their art was characterized by
a dramatic use of light and shadow as well as a portrayal of realism in scenes and characters. Vermeer’s
works take on these characteristics, Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window being an example. He
depicts realistic scenes and characters, and with the window in the painting being the sole light source in
an otherwise dark room, creates drastic color contrasts according to lighting.

3. Medium

This artwork was created using oil paint, a medium with a long history in the visual arts. Oil paint
was a predominantly Western medium, hence suggesting Western cultural influence in the painting. It
became a widespread medium in European art in the 15th century during the Renaissance. The popularity
of oil paint remained in later European art movements, including the Dutch Baroque period in which Girl
Reading a Letter at an Open Window was created, for artists to create chiaroscurol’l. Furthermore, oil
paint is composed of pigments suspended in drying oils. It allows for a wide range of brush techniques,
and dries slowly, allowing artists to mix and build layers over time. For this painting, the oil paint medium
allowed Vermeer to create detailed light and shadow and exquisite brush strokes to achieve a realistic
effect. Thus, the medium contributes to the visual effect of the artwork.

4. Public Reception

Vermeer had been a respected artist in Delft, but he remained almost unknown outside of his
hometown. His regional fame is shown from his election into the position of head of Guild of Saint Luke,
a trade organization of artists that protected local artistic production and owned considerable local
influencel. However, Delft patrons Pieter van Ruijven and his wife, Maria de Knuijt had purchased
much of his output, limiting his influence within his hometown and decreasing the possibility of his fame
spreading!®. It is also believed that Vermeer produced fewer than fifty works in his lifetime, a limited
output further reducing his likelihood of wide-ranging fame. Additionally, Vermeer never had any pupils,
so his artistic prowess was also not made famous through teachings and workshops!!.

5. Analysis of Formal Qualities
5.1 Value

The artist uses value in the painting to convey a sense of realness in the domestic interior scene,
expressing a sensation of homely coziness to the audience. The painting displays a large range of value
variation, varying from light tints such as the pearly white of the sunlight-lit window, to the dark Payne’s
grey of the girl’s dress. This highly contrasting treatment of light and shadow is a technique called
chiaroscuro, which is employed in art to define realistic three-dimensional objects!®l. The chiaroscuro in
Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window is reminiscent to how natural lighting looks like on real-life
objects, creating an illusion of reality to the viewer. Furthermore, the edges of contrasting values are
blended to create soft transitions. This is especially apparent on the walls and curtains with smooth, subtle
brush strokes transitioning colors from dark shadows to light parts illuminated by sunlight. The gentle
transition paired with large variation in value captures the interior lighting of a sunlit room. The presence
of both strong light and heavy shadow allows the scene to possess the qualities of both privacy and
openness. This reminds the viewers of a safe and bright homely environment. .
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5.2 Space

Following the use of value, the artist also utilizes space in an unusual way to spark the viewer’s
curiosity about the story happening within the canvas. The composition of Girl Reading a Letter at an
Open Window portrays all three layers of space: the foreground, middle-ground, and background, adding
visual interest to the viewer by creating dimensions. The rug-covered table in front of the girl combined
with the chair in the corner behind her create pictorial space around her, creating an illusion of depth.
This helps capture the viewer’s attention and guide their eyes “into” the painting through the table and
girl in the middle-ground to the chair and wall in the background. The curtain in the foreground does not
seem to be an element of the scene in terms of spatial relationship, but in a different image plane located
closer to the viewer than the painting ist!. Taking up the right ¥4 of the painting, it looks as if it reveals a
scene that would otherwise have remained hidden. Such is a technique named trompe-I’eil, which creates
an optical illusion that an object exists outside the art piece!!%l. The girl is separated from the viewer and
seems to be in a space of her own, offering the viewer the novel experience of secretly “looking into” a
person’s life. By utilizing space, the artist raises the viewer’s imagination, causing them to wonder about
the life and story of the figure in the painting.

5.3 Emphasis

The principle of emphasis is employed in Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window to focus the
viewer’s attention in the composition, further sparking the reader’s fascination and inquisitiveness
regarding the character. The painting uses a center composition, as the girl is placed in the middle.
Because things placed in the center have stronger visual weight and are natural focal points of the eye,
the center composition makes it clear that the artist’s intent is to portray them as the center of interest!!!],
Specifically, the girl’s head is at the exact center of the canvas. By occupying this powerful position, the
character also creates a unique stability compared to the numerous disorderly objects in the room: Her
central position indicates balance and steadiness, yet her room, with the crumpled rug and curtain, wide
open window, and overturned fruit bowl, is turbulent. This contrast between stability and instability
immediately focuses the viewer’s attention to the figure enhancing the painting’s emphasis on her. By
using emphasis to enhance the uniqueness of the girl among her surroundings, the artist provokes the
viewer to think of the story behind the scene, commanding their deeper observation and imagination.

5.4 Texture

The artist’s artistic choice of creating a soft implied texture throughout the artwork creates a feeling
of comfort and tenderness in the viewer. Textile is a prominent element in this painting: it is seen with
the curtains, the girl’s dress, and the rub and tablecloth. Although the contours of objects, such as the
window, the girl’s body, and the frame of the painting on the back wall, are all defined clearly, the
structures within the textiles are intentionally often soft and subtle. For instance, throughout the artwork,
fabric, like the girl’s sleeve, the rug, and the curtain, are frequently painted in a way reminiscent of
pointillism, in which small distinct dots of color are applied to form patterns!'?. By consistently using a
dotting method to draw fabric, the artist produces an implied blurry and fuzzy texture throughout the
painting, looking like stitching of fur or wool. As such, through a visual implication of texture, the viewer
is reminded of the soft, physical touch of textile. By nature, a soft texture prompts the viewer to think of
nurturing and care; the prevalence of soft textiles in the domestic interior that is being portrayed calls to
mind the warmth and comfort of home. Associating the scene with the positive aspects of a domestic
environment, the artist kindles the viewer’s affection for the artwork.

5.5 Balance

By applying informal balance into his artwork, the artist successfully constructs a convincing and
realistic setting of a home’s interior, engendering a feeling of familiarity within the viewer. The painting
is asymmetrical with an informal balance. Though the objects in the left and right of the composition are
very dissimilar, they have similar visual weight, which ensures that balance is still achieved!l. Such is
mainly attained by color: For instance, the white, trapezoidal shape of the window on the left side of the
paining is balanced by the white wall and light olive green of the curtain on the right, with both sides
occupying similar size. The upper and lower halves of the composition are likewise, as the mahogany
red of the table are of the same weight with the shadows of the back wall. Through color use, the artist
is able to achieve relative balance in the painting, which creates a feeling of safety and security. Moreover,
the asymmetrical composition portrays the daily scenes of a home more realistically, as untidiness and
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variations in a living environment are a sign of human residence and presence. Through the painting’s
messy but lively depiction of a domestic interior, the viewer may see similarities with their own home
environments and feel a sense of acquaintance or even nostalgia, creating an emotional connection
between the artwork and audience.

6. Purposes of the Artist
6.1 Purpose of the Artist’s Own Style Discovery

To the artist himself, this artwork was an important exploration of a subject matter that soon turned
into his unique style. In this painting, Vermeer experiments with depicting the subject of a young woman
in the middle of a domestic event. Stephan Koja, director of the Geméildegalerie Alte Meister, where this
painting is housed, proposes that this “marks the beginning of a series of paintings in which individuals,
generally women, pause during an activity to find a moment of calm, and to reflect”™. An investigation
into the chronological catalog of paintings by Johannes Vermeer shows that indeed, this painting is one
of the two works that marked the artist’s shift from his previous styles. This is primarily shown from his
preferred subjects to paint. The themes of his paintings earlier than when Girl Reading a Letter at an
Open Window was created, which was 1657-1659, entirely consisted of religious stories and paintings of
groups of people. Only starting from 1659 onwards, solitary woman figures in a domestic environment
became a frequently reoccurring subject matter in Vermeer’s works!!3. Hence, the artwork served a
personal purpose of style discovery.

6.2 Purpose of Commenting on the Nature of Love

In the painting, the artist utilizes symbolism as a method for this piece of art to serve as an
unconventional commentary on the nature of true love. On the table between the audience and the girl
lies a stack of fruit, the bowl holding them overturned so that the fruits spill over onto the rug. In
conventional art symbolisms, this symbolizes extramarital relations, the toppled bowl an allegory of the
broken vow of chastity!'®l. Such hints that the young woman in the painting is in an affair outside of her
marriage, the letter she is reading likely a letter from her lover. Though this relationship may seem
scandalous, especially by the social standards of the 17th century, other symbols in the room suggests
the artist holds a different view. On the wall behind the girl hangs a painting of cupid, who is iconic from
his naked, cherub body and his bow. He is victoriously stepping on masks, which symbolize pretense in
Western art!'*]. The cupid motif is a prevalent representation of love. These two symbols combined shows
the concept of sincere love overcoming deception and fakery. They might further indicate that the
illegitimate lover is actually her true love, while the matrimony she must obey to, likely a marriage
without love, is restricting and fake in comparison. Using symbolism, Vermeer offers his progressive
rebellion against the holiness and perfection of love in a marriage, by showing a dilemma where true
love might have existed elsewhere.

7. Functions of the Artwork
7.1 Function of Depicting Dutch Interior Culture

The painting serves the function of documenting features of Dutch house interiors in Netherlands
from a bygone era. Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window falls under the category of Genre art, a
type of painting that soared in popularity in Netherlands during the seventeenth century. They describe
scenes from everyday life, imparting a sense of what it felt like living in the place and times in the Dutch
environment constructed by the paintings, as artists find inspiration from their own everyday
surroundings!'7l. As such, this painting reveals to the audience an autobiographical account of the
aesthetic trends in Dutch homes at the time. For instance, the chair in the background, with its carved
lion’s head, are characteristic of Spanish chairs, which are a furniture popular during Vermeer’s
lifetime®. Additionally, the satin yellow jacket, or schort, worn by the young woman, reappeared
multiple times throughout Vermeer’s works around this era, and seems to be a daily wear in fashion in
the 1650s to 166013, These details in the painting accurately depict Dutch household culture, offering
the modern audience an accurate glimpse into middle-class life in 17th century Netherlands.
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7.2 Function of Challenging Women’s Domesticity

The painting subtly depicts the female desires to escape the domestic realm and live expansively. Art
historian Norbert Schneider believes that the window on the left of the painting has a deeper meaning
than serving compositionally as the light source. Rather, it represents the girl’s “longing to extend her
domestic sphere”'%l, Western world women in the 17th century were generally considered as second-
class citizens, who lived under the control of their fathers from birth and their husbands upon marriage;
she was also expected to uphold the guidelines dictated by societal norms, which restricted her to stay at
home and be a wifel'®]. This idea is illustrated using lighting: The only light illuminating the room comes
from the sunlight from the window, while the room itself is inherently dark. This contrast makes the
outside of the house seem promising and lively, while the inside the house, where a womanly lifestyle
confines the girl, is lifeless and depressing. The girl is in front of the window, eyes looking down
attentively at the letter, which is a token sent to her from a place beyond her home. The artist’s choice of
painting her in this posture shows her desires to contact the rest of the world, from which she, as a
housewife, is largely isolated from. Through this interpretation, the painting serves the function of
conveying the timeless idea of escapism from convention.

8. Varied Context of the Artwork
8.1 Religious-Political Context: The Establishment of Protestant Dutch Republic

The history of Netherlands, the home country of Vermeer, is rooted in its conflict with Spain in the
17th century. Catholic Spain controlled the Netherlands since 155511, The Spanish rule experienced
resistance as Dutch people began deviating from Catholicism and embraced the Protestant Reformation,
a religious movement that began in the 16th century that separated itself from teachings of the Catholic
Church and created a new branch of Christianity, Protestantism!2%, Due to an incompatibility of religious
ideas, the Dutch people revolted against Spanish rule and Catholicism and founded the Dutch Republic
in 1588191, Adherent to Protestant theology, The Dutch Republic was largely influenced by Calvinist
thought, which emphasized personal piety and a focus on everyday life!?!). This led to a shift in art in
society away from religious themes towards more secular subjects. As such, the subject matters that
Vermeer chose to depict was likely influenced by the national religion. For instance, domestic interiors
and scenes of daily life are prominent in Vermeer's work, corresponding with the Calvinistic culture of
the Protestant Dutch Republic.

8.2 Social Context: Historical Context: Establishment of The Dutch Identity in Dutch Golden Age

The Dutch Golden Age refers to the approximately one-hundred-year historical period from late 16th
century to late 17th century, when the Dutch experienced high-speed cultural and economic growth,
caused chiefly by a massive influx of refugees fleeing from Catholic rule of the Spanish-controlled
territories. Among them were many merchants, scholars, and artists of Protestant faith!??. Free from
Spanish rule, the Republic was the first independent Dutch nation state, which likely fostered a sense of
national identity. The Golden Age and the national pride and identity that stemmed from it likely
influenced Vermeer’s choice of subject matters. His works exclusively focused on Dutch lifestyles, often
celebrating the domestic life of his home country, including the popular fashions in furniture and clothing
at the time. Such was likely impacted by a burgeoning sense of unique and individualized Dutch culture
away from Spanish influence.

8.3 Political Context: Economic Context: The Growing Middle-Class amidst Globalization

From late 16th century to late 17th century, the time in which the artist lived in, the Dutch nation was
a prominent nation in Europe in terms of trade and colonization. This was partly due to peace in the
region after the Eighty Years' War with Spain!'), allowing Netherlands to grow in prosperity. The growth
in trade, accelerated by the establishment of the trading company Dutch East India Company in 1602,
fostered trade between the Netherlands and Asia and helped in gaining control over Dutch colonies in
Southern Asia like Indonesial®’! As such, Dutch cities like Amsterdam became the hub of world trade,
the center into which staples and luxuries flowed in and were reexported around Europe and the world(?4!,
The flourishing economy increased the standard of living and led to a rise of middle-class citizens in the
Republic. As Vermeer is an artist of Genre Art, which describe scenes from the artist’s everyday
surroundings, the ubiquity of the middle-class social status explains why Vermeer’s art commonly
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portray wealthy home interiors!!”. Furthermore, the emergence of middle-class citizens may have also
created demand for art that reflected their lives and values. It is known that the main patrons of Vermeer,
Pieter van Ruijven and his wife, Maria de Knuijt, were wealthy citizens of Delft!®. Vermeer’s choice of
domestic, middle-class subject matters could have been influenced by the preferences of his patrons due
to their identity.

9. Conclusion

Vermeer's Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window is a complex confluence of artistic technique
and layered cultural meaning. The analysis demonstrates how formal elements create an unparalleled
sense of intimate realism and hence engage the viewers. Simultaneously, the painting served as a critical
point in Vermeer's larger exploration of solitary female figures within domestic settings, a theme that
would become his signature. The symbolisms within the artwork offer a subtle yet potent commentary
on love and female confinement, while meticulously rendering Dutch middle-class life amidst the
Protestant Dutch Republic's Golden Age. As such, under complex contextual influences, Vermeer crafted
an icon that testifies its era.
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