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VERMEER’S LOVE LETTER AND THE EAST

The Strange Space in The Love Letter

On June 21st, I wrote letters to my Van Berckhout brothers, one lives 
in Brile and the other in Breda. Then I went out. Then I met the famous 
painter named Vermeer. He showed me several of his own works. There 
was one work amongst them that was unrivaled, one that interested me 
more than any other, a work that used perspectival rendering. I left Ver-
meer’s house, went to the market and there spoke with friends.

Fig. 1 Johannes Vermeer, The Love Letter, 1669-70, 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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This diary entry was written in 1669.1 The author was Pieter 
Teding van Berckhout (1643-1713). He was a relative of 
Constantjin Huygens (1596-1687), a famous humanist of the day 
who was the secretary to the Governor of Holland. Pieter visited 
Vermeer’s home on two occasions, the 14th of May and the 21st 
of June. Berckhout did not write much in his diary and so we 
do not have a detailed account of the painting he was referring 
to. Unfortunately, all we can do is to imagine what might have 
inspired such comments. However, if we look for a work in 
Vermeer’s oeuvre characterized by the trompe l’oeil technique, 
the first thing that comes to mind is The Love Letter now in the 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (fig. 1).

Not only does The Love Letter formally accord with the 
statement, “works that employ perspectival methods,” it also has 
surprisingly novel content. What might that be? When looking 
at this work, our attention is first drawn to the two women in 
the center. The maid wearing a white headscarf is shown giving 
a letter to her mistress, seated and playing a cittern, a lute-like 
instrument popular in the 16th and 17th centuries. The maid 
standing in the background has a knowing smile on her face as 
she looks down at her mistress. The face of the mistress, who has 
quickly confirmed the writing on the envelope before looking up 
at the maid, is awash in a complex range of emotions, revealing 
her inner feelings and trepidation.

The popular title The Love Letter was not original to the work, 
rather it was something assigned to it in the 19th century. Hence, 
while we cannot categorically state that this title faithfully 
conveys the painting’s meaning, clearly the item shown was a 
love letter. And thus we can read a slight shyness in the mistress’ 
face, whose heart races as she receives the much-awaited missive. 
Shifting our gaze from this subtle psychological drama to the 

1 Ben Broos, ‘Un celebre Peijntre nommé Verme[e]r’, in Johannes Vermeer 
(Exh. Cat.) (Washington/The Hague: 1995-96), pp. 47-65, cat. no. 18. John 
Michael Montias, Vermeer en zijn milieu (Baarn: de Prom, 1993), Appendix 
B, no. 325. Yoriko Kobayashi 小林頼子, Ferumēru-ron – Shinwa kaitai no 
kokoromi [Vermeer – An Attempt at Dissecting the Myth]『フェルメール論 
神話解体の試み』 (Tokyo: Yasaka Shobō 八坂書房, 1998), p. 46.
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background of the painting, we can see a landscape painting 
with the tiny depiction of the back of a traveler, and a seascape 
hanging below. Undoubtedly these background elements 
indicate the woman’s letter has something to do with travelers 
and oceangoing vessels.

Shifting our gaze to the foreground, we see that some sort of 
curtain hangs down from the ceiling to cut diagonally across the 
upper part of the entrance to the room where the women appear. 
Maps of Holland and West Friesland appear faintly amongst 
the shadows that obscure the wall to the left foreground of the 
entrance. A musical score lies on the chair on the right. Sandals 
and a broom appear on the floor just inside the room. Thus the 
composition is arranged so that the viewer looks through the 
adjoining room in the foreground, through the open door to 
glimpse the two women in the room behind.



Fig. 2 Samuel van Hoogstraten, View of an Interior (The Slippers),
Musée du Louvre, Paris
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And yet, the composition seen in The Love Letter, looking 
through a darkened foreground to a door that opens onto a 
bright room in the back, is by no means original to Vermeer. 
Samuel van Hoogstraten (1627-78)’s View of an Interior (fig. 
2) immediately comes to mind as an earlier example of the 
same spatial arrangement. That work has been nicknamed “The 
Slippers.” Other works that demonstrate similar spatial effects 
can be found in Jan Steen (1626-79)’s A Woman at her Toilet 
(1663, Queen’s Gallery, London), and Pieter de Hooch’s Couple 
and a Parrot (fig.3). The perspectival expression in these works, 
which adroitly employs the “an entrance for the eyes” effect like 
that in The Love Letter, was popular in the Dutch paintings of the 
period for its audacious ability to stimulate the viewer’s eyes.2

Fig. 3 Pieter de Hooch, Couple and a Parrot, 1668,  
Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, Cologne

2 Cf. Martha Hollander, An Entrance for the Eyes: Space and Meaning in 
Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University 
of California Press, 2002).



78 How to Learn? Nippon/Japan as Object, Nippon/Japan as Method

Fig. 4 Johannes Vermeer, A Girl Reading a Letter at a Open Window,
Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden

Depicted Letters

The depiction of a letter in a painting set in an everyday scene 
was transformed by 17th-century Dutch painting into a complete 
painting genre in and of itself. These 17th-century Dutch painters 
frequently used letters as small props in their paintings to convey 
all manner of thoughts, recollections or metaphorical meanings. 
Vermeer was also part of this practice. From such early period 
works as his 1650s painting A Girl Reading a Letter at an Open 
Window (fig. 4) to The Love Letter (fig. 1), which dates to the 
end of the 1660s, Vermeer included letters in six of his extant 
paintings. First I will give an overview of this painting theme 
that can be called “letter paintings.”

 It is particularly striking that Johann Comenius (1592-
1670), the Protestant theorist and educator, numbers letters as 
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one of Europe’s cultural achievements, alongside the invention 
of printing, the discovery of gunpowder, and the voyages of 
Columbus. According to Comenius, the indigenous people of the 
Americas were unable to comprehend the power of the Spanish 
at the beginning of the 16th century to convey information 
through letterform.3 

Nor could the American Indians comprehend how one man is able 
to communicate his thought to another without the use of speech, with-
out a messenger, but by simply sending a piece of paper. Yet with us a 
man of the meanest intelligence can understand this.

And yet, considered from another vantage point, originally 
letters were seen as having the magical power to convey secrets. 
This concept is also introduced in Karel van Mander’s Schilder-
Boeck (1604), which was the first true painting theory book 
published in the Netherlands (primarily the Belgian and Dutch 
regions).4 Van Mander quoted from a book by a Milanese author 
who spent 14 years in the West Indies. Immediately before 
recounting this story, Van Mander wrote a fascinating comment 
about how words can evoke images. This reflected his awareness 
of the strong link between writing words and drawing pictures. 
Through the written word people can evoke vivid images of art, 
scholarship, and history, and indeed, in today’s terms, the written 
word can evoke a sense of color video. He also stated, “Even 
if separated by far distance, people can convey their thoughts 
to each other through the nonmaterial messenger [letter].” Thus 
for the people of that time, the magical power of the letter far 
surpassed that imagined by people today.

In terms of paintings that focus on letters, the first to come 
to mind is Thomas de Keyser (1596-1667)’s Constantijn 
Huygens and his Clerk (fig. 5), depicting Huygens then resident 
in Amsterdam. Huygens, the secretary to Frederik Hendrik 
(1584-1647), the governor of Holland, is shown being handed 

3 Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing (Chicago: Murray, 1983), p. 198.
4 Karel van Mander, Schilder-boeck (Haarlem: van Wesbusch, 1604), fol. 51v, 

pp. 18-19.
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a letter by his clerk. Portraits that depict letters are a traditional 
expressive means of implying that the subject of the portrait is 
a homo literatus, a learned person. And yet, there is more to it 
than that. In this painting we can see the precursors to a new era.

Fig. 5 Thomas de Keyser, Constantijn Huygens 
And his Clerk, The National Gallery, London

In fact, over the course of his life Huygens wrote more than 
78,000 letters. As transportation and trade networks expanded, 
his network of people led to the spread of letters, which were 
not only a tool for the exchange of information, but also a means 
of communicating such human emotions as delight and sadness. 
Svetlana Alpers, well known even in Japan for her book the Art 
of Describing, has linked paintings with Jean-Puget de La Serre’s 
book of letter samples, La Secretaire a la Mode, which was so 
popular it ran to 19 editions in just the two decades between 
1643 and 1664. Such books were letter etiquette guides for 
adults, and the love letter was one type of letter covered in such 
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manuals.5 The genre of “letter paintings” thus emerged amidst 
such social circumstances, and yet the “letter paintings” that 
were fashionable in 17th century Dutch painting were not simply 
painted forms of the social custom of writing. Of particular 
note is the fact that the majority of the letters depicted in such 
paintings were love letters.

Fig. 6 Jan Krull, Love letter, in Paper World (1644)

Among the illustrations for Jan Krul (1601-46)’s Paper World, 
published in Amsterdam in 1644, there is an image of a formally 
gowned young woman, seated in an arranged room and receiving 
delivery of a love letter from Cupid himself (fig.6). The depiction 
of a letter in a picture produces a compelling intimation, albeit in 
a superficially quiet image, of the fierce inner dramas that result 
when the written word fans the flames of love in the human heart. 
The letter was established as a new genre painting theme around 
the end of the 1640s through the beginning of the 1650s, and it 
was Ter Borch, mentioned in the first section of this paper, who 

5 Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing, pp. 192-194.
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ably expressed a 17th-century version of Petrarchan love. Over the 
course of his career Ter Borch painted more than sixteen genre 
paintings on the theme of letters. In his Woman Writing a Letter, 
he presented the most polished form of this theme. A faint smile 
plays across her lips, and judging from the previously quoted 
illustration from Krul’s book, we know this is a love letter. The 
comfortable realm of women’s lives is personified in this woman 
concentrating on writing a letter. Undoubtedly Vermeer was at 
the very least stimulated by Ter Borch’s letter paintings.

Fig. 7 Pieter de Hooch, A Woman and the Man with a Letter, 
1660/61, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Pieter de Hooch, who had moved from Delft to Amsterdam 
around 1660/1661, painted his A Woman and the Man with a Letter 
(fig. 7). A man and a woman can be seen in a reception room facing 
onto a canal. The woman, who ably manages her home, wears a 
light blue jacket, an orange skirt, and pearl earrings. She is seated 
in a corner of the room that is slightly raised from the surrounding 
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floor plane. While a small dog sits on her lap, she holds a letter in 
her right hand and gestures with her left hand to a messenger who 
stands by her side. Does the messenger hold some work-related 
missive, or is it a letter addressed to her husband? The child also 
may play the role of hinting that the letter the woman holds may 
be addressed to her absent husband. The letter is the passageway 
from the outside world (work) to the inner world (the home), or 
the reverse. The child acts as the device that naturally draws the 
viewer’s gaze to the far shore of the canal, glimpsed in the sunlight 
seen through the dim entryway.

De Hooch’s novelty can be seen in his depiction of the private 
messages between husband and wife in the entrance way, that 
place that marks the spatial connection between the private and 
the public realm, the interior and the exterior space. With these 
thoughts in mind, let us look at Vermeer’s The Love Letter once 
again. The point here is the bewilderment of the woman who is 
being handed a letter from an awaited person by her servant. The 
woman has a slightly surprised expression, and her bewilderment 
can be read from the turn of her head towards the servant, holding 
the letter up close to her chest. The maid has not overlooked that 
unguarded moment when her mistress reveals her inner thoughts. 
And indeed, we as viewers of the painting catch a stolen glimpse 
of that expression. And we might sense a bit of excitement at 
this chance encounter with the secrets of the woman before our 
eyes. And yet, if that were only the case, would the interest in this 
painting have been so enduring? Isn’t there another reason that 
this painting leaves a strong impression on its viewers?

Each time I stand in front of this painting in the Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam, I ask myself the question, why is this painting so 
fascinating? The scene enacted by the two people in the picture is 
nothing more than a scene encountered in our daily lives. If, for 
example, a viewer of the painting knew the letter’s contents, then 
their interest would be no more than just glimpsing a fragment of 
another person’s private conversation. What, then, is it about this 
painting that makes it so appealing?

Could it be that the scene of unexpectedly getting a letter 
borrows from a well-known, different form, something long 
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familiar? Such a scene might stir the depths of our memories 
and recall the Annunciation scene in Christian painting. In 
Christian iconography, the Annunciation scene depicts the 
Archangel Gabriel appearing before Mary, as God’s messenger. 
Gabriel conveys God’s message, “Greetings, you who are highly 
favored! The Lord is with you.” (Luke 1:28), and thus tells her 
that she will bear God’s son Jesus. Mary is impregnated by 
God’s word. And, of course, this is only possible because the 
words come from God. This also brings to mind the well-known 
passage from John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was God.”

Fig. 8 Simone Martini, Annunciation, 1333,
 Galleria Degli Uffizi, Florence
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This concept of Mary being impregnated by hearing God’s 
word was well known from the early Christian era, and is an 
image that frequently appears in works of art.6 For example, 
in the Annunciation by the Italian painter Simone Martini 
(ca. 1284-1344) (fig. 8), the words spoken by the Archangel 
Gabriel appear as actual golden words. If we ask why gold, 
the explanation commonly understood in 14th century Europe 
was that God’s semen is gold, and the French and Latin term 
for gold, or or aure, respectively, would have been received by 
Mary’s ear, or oreille.7

So then we might ask, does a letter brought into an interior 
setting from the outside originate from this “annunciation” 
format. A rich array of variations on the Annunciation theme 
and iconography were made in European painting. In detail, 
in Vermeer’s The Love Letter, God’s words correspond with 
the letter brought into the house from outside, and the maid 
delivering the letter equates with the Archangel. The contents 
of that letter are transformed from the “love” of God to the 
affectionate words of a lover. The confusion of Mary receiving 
God’s word is transformed into the unease felt at awaiting a 
lover’s arrival. Thus interpreted The Love Letter is nothing other 
than a secularization of the religious Annunciation theme.

What is not apparent at first glance is the fact that by basing 
letter paintings in the subject iconography of such a generally 
well known theme as the Annunciation, the sense of deja vu, of 
known visual clues, gives the entire painting a sense of stability, 
and thus undoubtedly made it easier for works depicting this new 
theme to be readily accepted and understood by their viewers.

6 For example, see Atsushi Okada 岡田温司, Shojokaitai: Egakareta kiseki to 
seikazoku [The Virgin Birth: Depicted ‘Miracles’ and the ‘Holy Family’]  
『処女懐胎 描かれた「奇跡」と「聖家族」』 (Tokyo: Chūkō Shinsho 中公

新書, 2007), pp. 32-44.
7 Marc Schell, Art & Money (Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press, 

1995, pp. 22-30.
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Holland as a Sea Trading Nation

While the letter is the central motif in The Love Letter, we must 
also not forget the maps that appear in this painting. A total of seven 
extant works by Vermeer include depictions of maps. If we include 
terrestrial globes and heavenly globes, then it is nine works. This is 
not an insubstantial number, given that it is one-quarter to one-fifth 
of his known works. Thoré-Bürger, an art critic who was closely 
connected to the reevaluation of Vermeer in 19th century France, was 
one of the first to note the frequent appearance of maps in Vermeer’s 
paintings, going so far as to call it Vermeer’s “map mania.”8

Previously there have been two major schools of thought on the 
meaning of maps in pictures. First is the idea that maps represent 
the evanescence of the secular world, the other is the idea that 
like a national flag, they represent national identity. At first 
glance these two views appear antithetical. That difference lies 
in their approach, the first is a moral or allegorical interpretation, 
while the second is a social history interpretation. And yet, the 
moral/allegorical view and the social history view of maps 
depicted in paintings cannot be so clearly differentiated. The two 
interpretations can coexist in the same painting, given that there 
can be both ambiguity and depth to the meaning of a painting.9

The sea and sailors evoked in a map’s expansive view of a wide 
world are closely connected to the path of love between lovers. Such 
connections evoked by maps are further compounded in The Love 
Letter by the depiction of two pictures-within-pictures seen in the 
background. A seascape hangs directly behind the maid. While the 
painter of the original work is unknown, close examination reveals 
that the painting depicts two types of clouds. There are the tall white 
clouds, and the low, gray variety seen right before a deluge. The storm 
has not yet arrived, but the ship is pushed along by the strong winds.

8 Etienne Joseph Théofile Thoré, ‘Van der Meer de Delft’, Gazette des 
beaux-arts, XXI, (1866), pp. 297-330. Cf. James A. Welu, ‘Vermeer: His 
Cartographic Sources’, The Art Bulletin 57 (1975), p. 529.

9 Richard Helgerson, ‘Soldiers and Enigmatic Girls: The Politics of Dutch 
Domestic Realism, 1650-1672’, Representations 52 (Spring 1997), pp. 49-
87, esp. pp. 67-68.
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Seascapes like this with their presentiment of an approaching 
storm conjure thoughts of another book by Krul, his Minne-spiegel 
(Amsterdam, 1640). In that book a traveling lover states that love 
is like the ocean, and the changeable weather, the unreliability of 
love. For example, this mood. An illustration titled, “Even when 
I am far away, you are always in my heart,” shows a boat sailing 
into the waves, and a single sailor standing the bow of the ship 
with Cupid appearing behind him. The poem that accompanies 
that illustration speaks of how the sea roughed up by the massive 
waves that cross the sea lanes is like the loving heart navigating 
between bouts of hope and despair. The poem then makes the 
clear equation, love is the ocean, and the lover is the boat.10

There are other paintings that depict this metaphor for love. 
This is the pair of paintings by Gabriel Metsu (1629-67), who 
was a member of Leiden’s St. Luke Guild of painters founded in 
1648. A man writes a letter by an open window in one painting, 
while a woman looks at a letter in the companion painting. This 
pair of paintings presents an image of two lovers separated by 
time and distance joined by a letter in an immediate form.

Some sewing lies abandoned on the woman’s lap, while the 
thimble from the end of her finger has fallen to the floor in the 
right foreground. Clearly this is the instant when the awaited letter 
has arrived. And the picture-within-a-picture in the background 
hints at the course that love would take. The stormy seascape, 
glimpsed by the gap in the curtains held up by the maid – who 
also holds yet another letter as she clasps a bucket to her side – 
thus indicates that love is as changeable as the weather.

Now let us turn back to Vermeer. A landscape, partially obscured 
by the draped curtain, can be seen immediately above the seascape 
in The Love Letter. We can imagine that the back view of a traveler 
walking in that scene might be the object of this woman’s love, the 
person who sent her the letter. And yet, why should we see the lover 
as the boat, the ocean as love? We must recall the state of affairs in 
17th century Holland. In the background of the various props that set 

10 Cf. Tot Lering en vermaak (Exh. Cat.), (Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 1976), 
cat. no. 71.
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the stage for love in a painting, whether letters, maps, seascapes or 
landscapes, lies the concept of the ocean trade to “distant lands” that 
was the basis for the economic prosperity of Holland at the time.

Then what hints at “distant lands” in Vermeer’s The Love 
Letter? The Dutch East India Company, established in 1602 and 
referred to below by its Dutch acronym, VOC, played a major 
role in Holland’s trade with Asian countries, including Japan, and 
was known for bringing Asian spices to the European continent. 
From 1602 to 1675, more than 200,000 Dutch were said to have 
set sail for Asia aboard VOC ships.11 The VOC was organized 
into six divisions, with the largest located in Amsterdam. Delft, 
one of the divisions, played a major role as the central VOC city. 
The VOC presence meant employment for many Delft citizens, 
the elite were given a place for international activities, and the 
members of the city government were enriched.

It was the 19th-century critics who first indicated that there is 
a sense of Asian objects in Vermeer’s works. However, recent 
art historical scholarship has not placed much emphasis on this 
feature. Essentially the modern view is that Vermeer is to be 
positioned within the context of Dutch art and we are to understand 
his unique qualities within that paradigm. However, here I must 
note the presence of all manner of Asian products in several of 
Vermeer’s paintings, from Chinese porcelains to Chinese hats (fig. 
9, 10) Japanese kimono (fig. 11) and oriental carpets. The presence 
of these items tells us of the rapid expansion of the global network 
and globalization that developed from the geographical discoveries 
of the 15th century through to 17th century Holland.12 The letter, 
maps, seascape, and traveler-in-a-landscape motifs depicted in The 
Love Letter thus contribute to its uniquely redolent period mood.*

11 Klaske Muizelaar and Derek Phillips, Picturing Men and Women in the Dutch 
Golden Age: Paintings and People in Historical Perspective (New Haven/
London: Yale Univ. Press, 2003), pp. 11-12.

12 Cf. Akihiro Ozaki, ‘Painted Image of Chinese Porcelain—Symbols of Holland as 
Seen in Still Life Paintings’, Art History (Bijutsushigaku) 34 (2013), pp. 1-12.

*  Author’s Note: This article is based on my book Akihiro Ozaki 尾崎彰 宏, 
Renburanto to Ferume-ru no jidai no joseitachi [Women in the time of 
Rembrandt and Vermeer] 『レンブラントとフェルメールの時代の女性た

ち』(Tokyo: Shōgakukan 小学館, 2008).
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Fig. 9 Johannes Vermeer, Girl with a Flute, 
The National Gallery, Washington

Fig. 10 European Wearing Chinese Dress,
England c.1690, Collection of Jonathan Lourie
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Fig. 11 Japanese Rocken, Early 17th century, 
The Royal Ontario Museum, Ontario




