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Woman Holding a Balance 

c. 1664 

O i l o n canvas, 39.7 x 35.5 (157/s x 14) paint surface; 42.5 x 
38 (16V4 x 15) stretcher size 

W i d e n e r C o l l e c t i o n 

T e c h n i c a l N o t e s : T h e or ig ina l support is a fine, t ight ly 
w o v e n fabric. W h e n the pa in t ing was l ined , the format was 
enlarged about one-half i n c h o n a l l sides b y opening out 
and flattening the tacking margins . T h e compos i t ion was 
extended b y overpa in t ing these unpainted edges. Regu la r ly 
spaced tacking holes and losses i n the g round layer along 
the folds o f fabric bent over the or ig ina l stretcher conf i rm 
that these smaller d imensions were the or ig ina l format. 

A moderately th ick , w a r m buf f g round is present overal l , 
and a reddish b r o w n underpain t is found under the blue 
jacket. 1 O p a q u e , f lu id paint o f various densities is appl ied 
w i t h fine brushstrokes, w i t h the g round incorporated into 
the design i n the woman ' s features and headcovering. Dense 
paint layers overlap w i t h t h i n glazes to soften the contours. 
Some contours are softened b y leaving a t h i n l ine o f ground 
between t w o edges. 

T h i n , diffused glazes are over la id w i t h rounded , th ick 
strokes to create specular h ighl ights . N o pent iment i are 
vis ible i n the x- radiograph (fig. 1); an infrared reflecto-
graph reveals a change i n the pos i t ion o f the balance. 

S m a l l losses are found i n the figure, smal l areas o f abra­
sion i n the dark passages. D i sco lo r ed re touching and o ld 
varnish were removed i n 1994. B l ack overpaint cover ing the 
frame o f the Last Judgment o n the w a l l beh ind the w o m a n 
has been removed , reveal ing t w o vert ical bands o f y e l l o w 
paint a long the r ight side o f the frame. Overpa in t that had 
been appl ied a long the opened-out tacking margins w h e n 
the pa in t ing was restretched o n a larger stretcher has been 
removed. T h e painted image, n o w smaller , reflects V e r -
meer's o r ig ina l in ten t ion . 

P r o v e n a n c e : Poss ib ly Pieter Claesz . van Ru i jven [1624-
1674], De l f t ; poss ib ly b y inheri tance to his wife , M a r i a de 
K n u i j t [d. 1681 ], De l f t ; poss ib ly b y inheri tance to her daugh­
ter, Magda l ena van R u i j v e n [1655—1682], Delf t ; poss ibly b y 
inheri tance to her husband , Jacobus A b r a h a m s z . Diss ius 
[1653—1695], D e l f t ; 2 (sale, A m s t e r d a m , 16 M a y 1696, no. i ) ; ? 

Isaac R o o l e e u w , A m s t e r d a m ; (sale, A m s t e r d a m , 20 A p r i l 
1701, no. 6); Paolo van U c h e l e n [d. 1703], A m s t e r d a m . (Sale, 
B . T i d e m a n , A m s t e r d a m , 18 M a r c h 1767, no. 6); K o k . 
Nicho laas N ieuho f f , A m s t e r d a m ; (sale, P h . van der Sch ley , 
A m s t e r d a m , 14 A p r i l 1777, no. 116); V a n den Bogaard . P P . 
[initials o f consigner]; (sale, P h . van der Sch ley , A m s t e r d a m , 
11 M a y 1801, no. 48); bought for P h . van der Sch ley b y M[e r -
rem]. (Sale, M a x i m i l i a n I Joseph (1756-1825), M u n i c h , 5 D e ­
cember 1826, no. 101, as b y G a b r i e l Metsu ) . D u e de C a r -
aman, Par is ; (sale, Lacoste , Par i s , 10 M a y 1830, no. 68). C a s i -
m i r Per ier ; (sale, C h r i s t i e & M a n s o n , L o n d o n , 5 M a y 1848, 
no. 7); Perier 's son; b y inheri tance to Comtesse de Segur-Per-
ier; (P. & D . C o l n a g h i & C o . , L o n d o n and M . K n o e d l e r & 
C o . , N e w Y o r k ) ; sold 11 January 1911 to Peter A . B . W i d e ­
ner, L y n n e w o o d H a l l , E l k i n s Park , Pennsylvania ; inher i ­
tance f rom Estate o f Peter A . B . W i d e n e r b y gift th rough 
power o f appoin tment o f Joseph E . W i d e n e r , E l k i n s Park . 

Exh ib i t ed : Exhibition of Old Masters . . . , M . Knoedler & C o . , 
N e w York , 1912, no. 49; A Loan Exhibition of Dutch Paintings, 

Detroit Institute of Ar ts , 1925, no. 33; A Century of Progress . . . , 

A r t Institute of Chicago, 1934, no. 80; Masters of Seventeenth-

Century Dutch Genre Painting, Philadelphia Museum of A r t ; G e ­
maldegalerie, Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Ber­
l in; Royal Academy of Ar ts , London, 1984, no. 118. 

T H E Y O U N G W O M A N standing before a table in a 
corner of a room gazes toward a balance held gently 
in her right hand. As though waiting for the delicate 
modulations of the balance to come to rest, she 
stands transfixed in a moment of equilibrium. She is 
dressed in a blue morning jacket bordered with 
white fur; seen through the parting of her jacket are 
vivid stripes of yellow and orange, perhaps ribbons 
or part of her bodice. Her white cap falls loosely to 
either side of her neck, framing her pensive yet 
serene face. Diffused sunlight, entering through an 
open window before her, helps illuminate the 
scene. The light, warmed by the orange curtain 
before the window, flows across the gray wall and 
catches the fingers of her right hand and the balance 
before resting on her upper figure. 

Behind the woman looms a painting of the Last 
Judgment * which acts as a compositional and icono-
graphic foil to the scene before it. The Last Judgment, 
its proportions echoing those of the overall painting, 
occupies the entire upper right quadrant of the com­
position. Its rectangular shape establishes a quiet 
and stable framework against which Vermeer jux­
taposes the figure of the woman. The woman's white 
cap and blue morning jacket contrast with the dark 
painting. Her figure is aligned with the central axis 
of the Last Judgment. Her head lies at the middle of 
its composition, directly beneath the oval mandorla 
of the Christ in majesty. Her right hand coincides 
with the lower corner of the frame, which happens 
also to be the vanishing point of the perspective 
system. Her head and the central gesture of her 
hand are thus visually locked in space, and a seem­
ing moment of quiet contemplation becomes en­
dowed with permanence and symbolic associations. 

The visual juxtaposition of the woman and the 
Last Judgment is reinforced by thematic parallels: to 
judge is to weigh. Christ, his arms and hands raised, 
sits in majesty on the day of judgment. His gesture, 
with both arms raised, mirrors the opposing direc­
tion of the woman's balance. His judgments are 
eternal; hers are temporal. Nevertheless, the wom­
an's pensive response to the balance she holds 
suggests that her act of judgment, although different 
in consequence, is as conscientiously considered as 
that of the Christ behind her. What then is the 
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thematic relationship between her act and the paint­
ing on the wall behind her? 

This question has been frequently asked and in­
deed, the actual nature of her act and its significance 
have been variously interpreted. Most earlier in­
terpretations of this painting have focused on the act 
of weighing and were premised upon the assumption 
that the pans of the woman's balance contain certain 
precious objects, generally identified as gold or 
pearls. Consequently, until recently the painting 
had been alternately described as the Goldweigher or 
the Girl Weighing Pearls.5 

Microscopic examination, however, has revealed 
that the apparent objects in the scales are painted 
quite differently from the representation of gold or 
pearls found elsewhere in this painting (fig. 2). The 
highlights in the scale certainly do not represent 
gold, for they are not painted with lead-tin yellow, as 
is the gold chain draped over the jewelry casket. The 
pale, creamy color is more comparable to that found 
on the pearls, but while the point of light in the 
center of the left pan of the balance initially looks 
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like a pearl, Vermeer's technique of rendering pearls 
is different. As may be seen in the strand of pearls 
lying on the table and in those draped over the 
jewelry box, he paints pearls in two layers: a thin, 
underneath (grayish) layer and a superimposed high­
light. This technique permits him to depict their 
specular highlights and at the same time to suggest 
their translucent and three-dimensional qualities. In 
the band of pearls draped over the box, the size of the 
pearl (the thin, diffused layer) remains relatively con­
stant although the highlights on the pearls (the thick, 
top layer) vary considerably in size according to the 
amount of light hitting them. The highlight in the 
center of the left pan is composed of only one layer— 
the bright highlight. Lacking the underlayer, the 
spot is not only smaller but also less softly lumines­
cent than the other pearls. The more diffused high­
light in the center of the right pan is larger, but it is 
not round and has no specular highlight. These 
points thus appear to be reflections of light from the 
window rather than separate objects. Reinforcing 
the sense that the scales are empty is the fact that the 
pearls and gold on the boxes and table are bound 
together and none lie on the table as separate entities 
as though waiting to be weighed and measured 
against one another. 

Although it appears that the scales of the balance 
are empty, the jewelry boxes, strands of pearls, and 
gold chain on the table must be considered in any 
assessment of this painting's meaning. As riches, 
they belong to, and are valued within, the temporal 
world. They have been interpreted in the past as 
temptations of material wealth and the woman as the 
personification of Vanitas.6 Pearls, however, have 
many symbolic meanings, ranging from the purity 
of the Virgin Mary to the vices of pride and ar­
rogance. As the woman concentrates on the balance 
in her hand, her attitude is one of inner peace and 
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serenity. The psychological tension that would 
suggest a conflict between her action and the impli­
cations of the Last Judgment does not exist. 

Although the allegorical character of Woman Hold­
ing a Balance differs from the more genre-like focus 
of comparable paintings by Vermeer of the early to 
mid-i66os, the thematic concerns underlying this 
work are similar; one should lead a life of temperance 
and balanced judgment. Indeed this message, with 
or without its explicit religious context, is found in 
paintings from all phases of Vermeer's career and 
must represent his profound beliefs about the proper 
conduct of human life. The balance, the emblem of 
Justice, and eventually of the final judgment, would 
seem to denote the woman's responsibility to weigh 
and balance her own actions,7 a responsibility rein­
forced by the juxtaposition of her head over the 
traditional position of Saint Michael in the Last Judg­
ment scene. Correspondingly, the mirror, placed 
near the light source, and directly opposite the 
woman's face, was commonly referred to as a means 
of self-knowledge.8 As Otto van Veen (1556-1629) 
wrote in an emblem book Vermeer certainly knew, 
"a perfect glasse doth represent the face, lust as it is 
in deed, not flattring it at all."9 In her search for 
self-knowledge and in her acceptance of the respon­
sibility of maintaining the balance and equilibrium 
of her life, the woman would seem to be aware, 
although not in fear, of the final judgment that awaits 
her. Indeed, in that pensive moment of decision, the 
mirror also suggests the evocative imagery of Corin­
thians I, 13: "For now we see through a glass, darkly; 
but then face to face; now I know in part; but then 
shall I know even as also I am known." Vermeer's 
painting is, thus, a positive statement, an expression 
of the essential tranquility of one who understands 
the implications of the Last Judgment and who 
searches to moderate her life in order to warrant her 
salvation. 

The character of the scene conforms closely to 
Saint Ignatius of Loyola's recommendations for 
meditation in his Spiritual Exercises, a devotional ser­
vice with which Vermeer was undoubtedly familiar 
through his contacts with the Jesuits. As Cunnar has 
emphasized, before meditating Saint Ignatius urged 
that the meditator first examine his conscience and 
weigh his sins as though he were at Judgment Day 
standing before his judge. Ignatius then urged that 
one "weigh" one's choices and choose a path of life 
that will allow one to be judged favorably in a "bal­
anced" manner.10 

I must rather be like the equalized scales of a 
balance ready to follow the course which I feel is 

more for the glory and praise of God, our Lord, 
and the salvation of my soul.11 

The many different interpretations of this paint­
ing that have appeared over the years, nevertheless, 
are a reminder of how cautious one must be in pro­
posing a given meaning for this work. Beyond ques­
tions concerning the contents of the balance, some 
authors have speculated that the woman is pregnant, 
while others have concluded that her costume re­
flects a style of dress current in the early to mid-
16605, when this painting seems to have been exe­
cuted.12 If she is pregnant, does her pregnancy have 
consequence for the interpretation of the painting?13 

Is she, as some have suggested, a secularized image 
of the Virgin Mary, who, standing before the Last 
Judgment, would assume her role as intercessor and 
compassionate mother?14 Cunnar has argued, for 
example, that the image of a pregnant Virgin Mary 
contemplating balanced scales would have been un­
derstood by a Catholic viewer as referring to her 
anticipation of Christ's life, his sacrifice, and the 
eventual foundation of the Church.15 Such theologi­
cal associations were made in the seventeenth cen­
tury and may have played a part in Vermeer's al­
legorical concept.16 

This painting offers one of the most glorious 
examples of Vermeer's exquisite sense of balance 
and rhythm from the early to mid-1660s. The 
woman, her right hand gently holding the scale, is 
poised with her small finger extended, which gives a 
horizontal accent to the gesture. The left arm, grace­
fully resting on the edge of the table, closes the space 
around the balance and establishes an echo to the 
gentle arch of boxes, blue cloth, and sunlight sweep­
ing down from the other side. The scales themselves, 
perfectly balanced but not symmetrical, are situated 
against the wall in a small niche of space created 
especially for them. Vermeer has taken the liberty of 
raising the bottom edge of the picture frame before 
the woman to allow sufficient space for the balance. 
Throughout, his interplay of verticals and horizon­
tals, and of both against diagonals, of mass against 
void, and of light against dark, creates a subtly bal­
anced but never static composition. 

The degree of Vermeer's sensitivity can best be 
illustrated by comparing this scene with a close 
counterpart by Pieter de Hooch, A Woman Weighing 
Gold (fig. 3).17 Although De Hooch probably painted 
this scene in the mid-1660s after he left Delft for 
Amsterdam, it is so similar to Vermeer's that it is 
difficult to imagine that they were painted without 
knowledge of each other or of a common source.18 

Nevertheless, the refinements and mood of the Ver-
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F i g . 3. P i e t e r de H o o c h , A Woman Weighing Gold, 

m i d - i 6 6 o s , o i l o n canvas, S taa t l i che M u s e e n z u B e r l i n , 

P reuss i sche r K u l t u r b e s i t z , G e m a l d e g a l e r i e 

meer are lacking in the De Hooch. The woman in 
De Hooch's painting is not serenely gazing at her 
scales; she is actively engaged in placing a gold coin 
or weight into one of the pans. By her active gesture 
she separates herself from the quiet rhythms and 
geometrical structure of the room.19 

Woman Holding a Balance has a distinguished prov­
enance that can be traced in a virtually unbroken 
line back to the seventeenth century. The enthusias­
tic descriptions of the work in sales catalogues as 
well as in critics' assessments attest to its extraordi­
nary appeal to each and every generation. Perhaps 
the most fascinating early reference to this work is 
that of the first sale in which it appeared, the Dissius 
sale in Amsterdam of 1696. Not only is it the first 
painting listed in a sale that included twenty-one 
paintings by Vermeer, but also it is described in the 
following terms: "A young lady weighing gold, in a 
box by J. van der Meer of Delft, extraordinarily 
artful and vigorously painted."20 Nothing more is 
known of the box in which it sat, but at the very least 
it was a protective device designed to keep light and 
dust away from its delicate surface. Whether the 
composition was conceived to be seen within the box 
and whether the box was itself painted are questions 
that cannot be answered.21 

Notes 
1. Fo r p igment analysis o f the paint layers see K t i h n 

1968, 191-192. K u h n ' s conclus ion that the ye l low o f the 
cur ta in is Indian ye l low is based on a sample taken f rom the 
overpaint near the edge o f the pa in t ing . Subsequent p igment 
analysis o f the g round was undertaken on 26 June 1974 by 
Rober t L . Fe l le r , Carnegie M e l l o n U n i v e r s i t y , P i t t sburgh , 
and b y M e l a n i e G i f f o r d i n June , 1994 (available i n the Sc ien­
tific Research department , N G A ) . 

2. T h e inventory o f Magdalena's col lect ion lists twenty 
paintings by Vermeer . F o r the complete transactions between 
her husband Jacob Diss ius and his father A b r a h a m Diss ius 
fo l lowing her death, see M o n t i a s 1989, 246-257, 3 5 9 - 3 6 0 , 
docs. 417, 420. 

3. Fo r this sale see Mon t i a s 1989, 3 6 3 - 3 6 4 , doc. 439. 

4. T h e author o f this pa in t ing has remained an enigma. 
N o exact prototype for this composi t ion o f the Las t Judgment 
is k n o w n . It appears, however, to be the w o r k of a late-six-
teenth 7 century mannerist painter, p robably o f F l e m i s h or­
ig in . O n e dis t inct possibi l i ty , k i n d l y suggested by D r . Pieter 
J . J . van T h i e l , is Jacob de Backer ( A n t w e r p 1540-1595), a 
student o f Frans F lo r i s (c. 1516/1520-1570) and an artist w h o 
specialized i n s imi lar Las t Judgment scenes. A dis t inct ive 
characteristic o f this compos i t ion , often found i n D e Backer 's 
works , is that C h r i s t sits i n judgment w i t h both o f his arms 
raised. Vermeer probably owned this pa in t ing o f the Las t 
Judgment . H e dealt i n works o f art and seems to have used 
works f rom his o w n col lect ion i n his paintings. In the i n ­
stances where we know the actual pa in t ing Vermeer o w n e d , 
as, for example, The Procuress, 1622 ( M u s e u m o f F i n e A r t s , 
Bos ton , inv. no. 50.2721), b y D i r c k van Baburen (c. 1590-
1624), a pa in t ing that appears i n t w o Vermeer composi t ions , 

his depict ions remain rather faithful to the actual pa in t ing . 
H e apparently o n l y modif ied the color schemes and the scale 
o f the pa in t ing to satisfy the needs o f his compos i t ion . H e 
p robab ly made s imi lar adjustments i n the scene o f the Last 

Judgment. F o r documents relat ing to the Baburen pa in t ing see 
V a n Peer 1968, 2 2 0 - 2 2 4 . Fo r other instances o f D u t c h artists 
al tering the dimensions o f paintings w i t h i n paintings see 
S techow i960, 165-184. 

5. A review o f the diverse interpretations i n the earlier 
l i terature on this pa in t ing is enl ightening. It reinforces the 
not ion that Vermeer often chose motifs and moments that 
have dua l impl ica t ions , ones w h i c h the protagonists, as w e l l 
as the observer, must struggle to resolve. 

T h o r e (Burger), to w h o m we owe so m u c h for his en­
thusiasm and research o f Vermeer , catalogued the pa in t ing as 
La Peseurs deperles i n T h o r e (Burger) 1866, 5 5 5 - 5 5 6 , cat. 27. 
A l t h o u g h some confusion existed i n his m i n d as to the objects 
she was we igh ing i n her balance ( "La ma in droi te en Fair t ient 
la balance soulevee; dans les plateaux sont des perles et des 
pieces d'or (?)"), he recognized immedia te ly that a relat ion­
ship existed between the pa in t ing beh ind the g i r l and her 
actions: " — A h ! tu peses des bijoux? tu seras pesee et jugee a 
ton tour!" 

Hofs tede de G r o o t ( H d G 1907-1927, 1: 586), o n the other 
hand , described the pa in t ing as A Woman Weighing Gold. H e 
wrote: " I n an inter ior a w o m a n , wear ing a dark blue velvet 
jacket t r i m m e d w i t h fur, stands we igh ing go ld at a table w i t h 
a blue cover." Later , i n Hofs tede de G r o o t 1910, 134, he 
offered a somewhat more complex interpretation o f the scene: 
" H e r attention is concentrated o n we igh ing go ld , or poss ib ly 
o n testing the accuracy o f her scales, for the purpose o f 
we igh ing the pearls l y i n g before her o n the table; thus the 
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picture is also ment ioned by the title o f A Woman Weighing 

Pearls!' H a l e 1937, 140-142, returned to this idea i n his 

monograph on Vermeer . H e catalogued the pa in t ing as "A 

Woman Weighing Gold sometimes cal led A Woman Weighing 

Pearls!' In his descr ip t ion o f the pa in t ing he wrote: "E i the r 

we igh ing go ld or testing the weights o f her scale to we igh 

some pearls l y i n g nearby, a lady stands close to an open 

window." 

Perhaps the most extensive analysis o f the s y m b o l i s m of 

this pa in t ing was i n R u d o l p h 1938, 405-412 . H e reempha-

sized the observation o f T h o r e (Burger) on the thematic i m ­

portance o f paintings w i t h i n paintings i n the D u t c h and 

F l e m i s h tradi t ions, extending back to Jan van E y c k and the 

Mas te r o f F lemal le . R u d o l p h saw the scene o f the Last Judg­

ment as a central clue to the h idden s y m b o l i s m of this paint­

i ng , w h i c h he enti t led The Pearlweigher. T o help interpret the 

s y m b o l i s m he emphasized that pearls and mir rors often had 

vanitas connotat ions, ones that were strengthened i n the con­

text o f a scene o f the Last Judgment. Indeed, he saw the 

w o m a n as a personification o f Vani tas . R u d o l p h noted, how­

ever, that the scales that the w o m a n was ho ld ing were empty. 

Swi l l ens 1950, 105, also cal led the pa in t ing Girl Weighing 

Pearls but d i d not emphasize the vanitas nature o f the scene as 

exp l ic i t ly as d i d R u d o l p h . H e wrote: "She endeavours to 

adjust her smal l scales, and is concentrat ing o n this mat­

t e r — T h e thought o f T h e Judgment ' compels her to ad­

just the balance to accuracy." G o w i n g 1952, 135, offered yet 

another interpretat ion. E n t i t l i n g the pa in t ing A Lady Weighing 

Gold, he wrote: " In this pa in t ing a connect ion between the 

lady, w h o seems to be we igh ing pearls against go ld , and the 

pa in t ing that hangs on the w a l l beh ind her turns the incident 

into a fanciful al legory o f the Las t Judgment ." H e then added: 

"she takes on something o f the character o f Saint M i c h a e l , 

the weigher o f souls i n the part o f the Las t Judgment w h i c h 

is h idden." 

D e M i r i m o n d e 1961, 29, wrote about the s y m b o l i s m o f 

this paint ing: 

O r pour une fois, dans la peseuse de perles, Vermeer s'est 
fait moraliste. Der r ie re la jolie femme, i l a place u n grand 
tableau dont la signification est pleine de menaces: u n 
jugement dernier. Q u i sait si ces coll iers d 'un si bel orient 
ne seront pas d 'un poids b ien lou rd dans la balance de 
l 'Archange? 

Go ldsche ide r 1958, 38, searching for the s y m b o l i s m of the 

pa in t ing wrote: " I f pearls can be the embodiment o f earthly, 

transient beauty, h o w are we to interpret the picture o f the 

Las t Judgment beh ind the Lady Weighing Pearls} Vermeer 's 

s y m b o l i s m is not hard to understand." 

6. T h i s was proposed b y R u d o l p h 1938, 409. A c t u a l l y 

since C h r i s t i a n iconography treats the pearl , the most pre­

cious jewel , as a s y m b o l o f salvation, it w o u l d be unusual for 

it to have strong vanitas connotations. See Ferguson 1959, 2 3. 

7. Cesare R i p a , (see R i p a 1644, 144, 432) describes how 

the balance is one o f the attributes o f equality, Vgvalita or 

Gelijckheyt ( "Door de Weeghschaele wor t verstaen de oprachte 

en waerachtige recht vacrdigheyt , die een ygeli jck geeft, dat 

hem toebehoort"), and o f Just ice , Giustitia or Gerechtigheyt. 

8. T h e m i r r o r is frequently considered the attribute o f 

Prudentia and T r u t h . F o r a discussion of the various con­

notations o f the m i r r o r i n emblemat ic literature o f the m i d -

seventeenth century, see T h e H a g u e 1974, 98. 

9. O t t o van V e e n , Amorum emblemata ( A n t w e r p , 1608), 

182. T h e ful l verse is: 

Fortune is hues looking-glass 

E u ' n as a perfect glasse doth represent the face, 

Just as it is i n deed, not flattring it at a l l . 

S o fortune telleth by aduancement or by fa l l , 

Th ' euen t that shall succeed, i n loues lu ick- t ryed case. 

Fo r further discussions o f Vermeer 's use ofAmorum emblemata 

see D e Jongh 1967, 4 9 - 5 0 . 

10. C u n n a r 1990, 518. 

11. M o t t o l a 1964, 85. 

12. In m y op in ion it seems un l ike ly that the w o m a n is 

pregnant. A s seen i n numerous paintings by Vermeer 's con­

temporaries, D u t c h fashions i n the mid-seventeenth century 

seem to have encouraged a b u l k y silhouette. T h e short jacket 

the g i r l wears, cal led a pet en lair, covered a bodice and a 

th i ck ly padded skirt . T h e impress ion created, that o f a for­

wa rd thrus t ing s tomach, was evident ly a desirable one. T h i s 

op in ion is also shared by A l b e r t Blanker t i n A i l l a u d , B lank ­

ert, and Mon t i a s 1986, 181. 

13. T h e theory that the w o m a n is pregnant was first 

proffered by R i c h a r d Carstensen and Mar ie lene Putscher i n 

1971. T h e authors conc luded that the w o m a n , fo l lowing an 

o l d folk t rad i t ion , was we igh ing pearls to help her d iv ine the 

sex o f the u n b o r n c h i l d . S ince then, many authors have 

accepted as fact her pregnant state o f being, i n c l u d i n g Walsh 

1973, 79 ' a n d G r i m m e 1974, 54, w h o , as a consequence o f the 

supposed pregnancy, at tempted to ident i fy the mode l as V e r ­

meer's wi fe , Ca tha r ina Bolnes , mother o f his fifteen c h i l ­

d ren . Sa lomon 1983 suggested that a pregnant w o m a n ho ld ­

ing scales w o u l d have been interpreted as a Ca tho l i c response 

to the rel igious controversy about the moment a Ch r i s t i an 

soul obtains grace and salvation. Instead of the predeter­

mined state o f grace accepted by the followers o f A r i n i n i u s or 

the efficacy o f good works preached by G o m a n u s , Sa lomon 

argued, a Ca tho l i c w o u l d have understood that the state o f 

grace o f the unbo rn c h i l d was as yet undetermined . T h i s 

op in ion was also accepted b y Su t ton , i n Ph i l ade lph ia 1984, 

342-343-
14. Jones 1989; C u n n a r 1990. 
15. C u n n a r 1990 corrects a number o f misconcept ions 

about the theological arguments advanced b y Sa lomon and 
focuses on the meditative character o f the image. H e then 
analyzes the ways i n w h i c h a Ca tho l i c , a Protestant, and an 
A r m i n i a n viewer might have responded to this w o r k i n l ight 
o f their beliefs. H e also accepts as fact that the w o m a n is 
pregnant and attempts to relate the image to b ib l i ca l texts, 
specifically Genesis 3:15, b y interpret ing the support under­
neath the table as the v is ion o f a dragon described b y J o h n i n 
Revelations 12. W h i l e one may quest ion the l ike l ihood o f this 
latter interpretat ion, Cunnar ' s assessment o f the various pos­
sible theological responses to the pa in t ing is par t icular ly use­
ful . 

16. Fo r an argument that Vermeer represented here "the 
d iv ine t ru th o f revealed rel igion," see G a s k e l l 1984, 558-561 . 
T o support his argument G a s k e l l refers to one o f the per­
sonifications o f T r u t h described by Cesare R i p a i n the 1644 
D u t c h edi t ion o f the Iconologia. 

17. O i l o n canvas, 61 x 53 c m . See Staatliche M u s e e n , 
B e r l i n 1978, 212. T h e compar ison o f this pa in t ing w i t h V e r ­
meer's Woman Holding a Balance is not new. For comparisons 
w i t h s l ight ly different emphases see Bode 1919, 8 6 - 8 9 , and 
R u d o l p h 1938, 405-412 . 

18. A possible source for such a mo t i f is G e r a r d D o u 
(q.v.). A l t h o u g h Dou ' s pa in t ing style is far more minute than 
Vermeer 's , many o f the genre scenes painted by Vermeer 
have precedents i n Dou ' s oeuvre. See Bos t rom 1949, 2 1 - 2 4 . 
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19. T h e thematic complexi t ies o f Vermeer ' s composi t ion 
are also l ack ing i n D e H o o c h ' s work . D e H o o c h ' s w o m a n 
weighs her go ld before a w a l l r i c h l y decorated w i t h a g i lded-
leather wa l l cove r ing and a half-open door leading into a sec­
o n d r o o m . N e i t h e r o f these elements reinforces the thematic 
gesture o f a w o m a n w i t h a balance as s trongly as does the 
pa in t ing o f the Last Judgment. 

20. Blanker t 1975, 136, doc. 62. " E e n Juff rouw die goud 
weegt i n een kasje van J . van der M e e r van De l f t , extraordi-
naer konst ig en kragtig geschildert." It sold for fl 155, the 
t h i r d highest pr ice i n the sale. 

21. I n the 168 3 inven tory o f goods accruing to Jacob D i s -
sius after the death o f his wi fe , Magda lena van R u i j v e n , three 
o f Vermeer 's paintings are listed as being i n boxes (kasies). See 
M o n t i a s 1989, 359, doc. 417. Presumably one o f these was 
Woman Holding a Balance. 
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1962.10.1 (1664) 

A Lady Writing 

c. 1665 
O i l on canvas, 45 x 39.9 (17*4 x 153/*) 

G i f t o f H a r r y W a l d r o n Havemeyer and Horace Havemeyer , 
J r . , i n memory o f their father, Horace Havemeyer 

Inscriptions 
O n frame o f picture on back wa l l : IVMEER{\VM in ligature) 

Technical Notes: T h e t ight ly woven fabric support is c o m ­
posed o f fine, unevenly spun threads. It has been l ined , and 
fragments remain o f the or ig inal tacking margins covered by 
the g round layer. A th in , smooth gray g round is found over­
a l l , and a b r o w n impr ima tu ra layer under the blue table­
c lo th . 1 

C o m p l e x l aye r ing o f paints creates a variety o f effects, 
w i t h fine brushstrokes h ighl igh ted w i t h rounded strokes and 
thick dots. T h i n , fluid paints are over la id w i t h t h i n , semi-
transparent layers to soften hard surfaces and transparent 
under layers daubed w i t h opaque paints to fo rm specular 
reflections. Con tou r s are softened b y b lend ing adjacent paint 
areas wet o n wet , or b y leaving a smal l area o f g round 
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