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FROMTHE ARCHIVES:

The hook by Adriani Metii in the Vermeer painting of The Astronomer.

There are a pair of paintings by the Dutch Golden Age
artist Johannes Vermeer that are titled 7The Astronomer
and The Geographer. Astronomus is the Latin word for
the phrase “the astronomer;,” and geographus is the
Latin word for the phrase “the geographer” Astron-
omy and geography were often paired together in the
early 17th century when Vermeer created these paint-
ings. The two disciplines used the same scientific in-
struments: the astronomer used the instruments to
measure the exact positions of the stars and planets;
the geographer used them to measure latitude and
longitude on Earth.

The astronomer is resting a hand on a celestial globe
that shows the positions of the stars and constellation
figures. Behind the geographer there is a globe of the
continents of Earth. These two types of globes were
often sold as a pair. At the base of the astronomer’s
globe there is a scientific instrument called an astro-
labe. It was used to measure the position of the planets
relative to the background stars. It was also used by
navigators, surveyors, and map makers. The astrolabe
was a precursor to the sextant.

Both paintings have the same person at center wearing
the same clothing. This is possibly Antonie van Leeu-
wenhoek. He was a microbiologist who did early work
with the recently invented microscope. Vermeer and
van Leeuwenhoek were both born in Delft in 1632.
The painting on the wall behind the astronomer is
called Finding of Moses. Moses was seen as “learned in
all the wisdom of the Egyptians.” He has also been re-
ferred to as the “oldest geographer” because of his nu-
merous travels and geographical descriptions. There
is a great deal of symbolic detail portrayed within
these paintings.

On the table near the astronomer’s globe there is a
book. Art historians have identified it as the 1621 vol-
ume of Adriaan Adriaanszoon’s Institutiones Astronomice
et Geographice. It is a practical work on using instru-
ments for measurements in astronomy and geogra-
phy. The page that it is opened to is a section titled

“On the Investigation or Observation of the Stars.” A
translation of a portion of the text is shown here.

“The first observers and investigators of the
situation and course of the stars have been, as
history points out, our ancestors the patriarchs
who through inspiration from God the Lord
and the knowledge of geometry and assistance
of mathematical instruments have measured
and described for us the firmament and the
course of the stars”

The author is often referred to by his adopted name
Adriaan Metius. Metius is a Dutch word that means
“measurer” or “surveyor. The book in the painting
can be identified as the second edition of his 1614
work. Both were printed in the author’s native Dutch.
The archives at the John Hay Library includes a 1624
version of this work that was printed in Amsterdam.
This edition is a Latin translation. The annotations in
some of the engravings are in Dutch and/or Latin; the
same printing plates were used from the earlier edi-
tions. The author’s name on the title page is the Lati-
nized version Adriani Metii. The photos of the book
shown here are of the Latin volume in the Brown Li-
brary special collection. Description of the details in
the paintings are based on the work Vermeer’s Astrono-
mer: Observations on an Open Book by James Welu.

—Michael L. Umbricht
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The Astronomer by Johannes Vermeer, 1668.




The Geographer by Johannes Vermeer, 1668 - 1669.
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The page of the 1624 Latin edition with the author’s name.
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A type of astrolabe invented by the author of the book. This is one of the pages that the book is open to in the painting.
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An astronomer using an instrument to measure the position of the Sun above the horizon. The annotation “de kim-
men” is Dutch. “Horison” is Latin. Both translate to the English word horizon. The direction overhead is called the
zenith. The word is spelled the same in all three languages.
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Cosmological conception of the celestial spheres. The symbols represent the planets. The Sun is at the center; “fir-
manentum” is the sphere of the fixed stars beyond the planets.
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The author scoffed at the practice of astrology. He did, however, include a natal horoscope. The notation at center

is the date that the author was born, and the latitude of his birthplace. The 12 triangles represent the constellations
of the zodiac. The symbols show the positions of the planets at the time of his birth.
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