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Vermeer Through Headphones by Maggie Siner

Portions of the following are based on an interview with the
artist on July 24, 2020.

Frustrated by the crowds of people streaming through the block-
buster art exhibit, artist Maggie Siner sat on a bench in the middle
of a room at the museum. She waited for people to pass, hoping to
get a long look at the Old Masters paintings on display. She had
vivid memories of going to museums with her family when she
was growing up in the New York metropolitan area: the quiet open
rooms, the opportunity to study and just be with a painting for as
long as one chose.

Now as she waited for people to disperse, she began noticing not
just the paintings and not just the crowds but also the seeming
interaction between painting and viewer. She began sketching this
relationship. That was the beginning, in 2006–2007, of a painting
series called “Museum.” Vermeer Through Headphones, this
month’s cover art, is one such painting.

Born in Providence, Rhode Island, and then living in New
Jersey during childhood, Siner was one of four children of parents
who were both chemists who greatly respected the arts as well as
the sciences. Siner attended the Art Students League of New York
and graduated from Boston University with a bachelor of fine arts
degree and from American University with a master of fine arts
degree.

While many of her classmates moved to New York to seek fame
and fortune, Siner and her younger sister decided to go on a “grand
art tour” of famous European cities, museums, and artists. They
started in Aix-en-Provence, where by day Siner could paint under
the majestic gaze of Mont Saint-Victoire (much painted by
Cézanne). By night, they busked, playing and singing folk and
bluegrass music, Siner’s sister on fiddle, Siner on guitar. For many
years, she became rooted in Aix: teaching at the university, being
invited to exhibit and sell her paintings along the Côte d’Azur, and
living a rustic life in an ancient windmill, only occasionally re-
turning to the United States.

Over the years, that pattern has persisted and been elaborated
on. Intrigued by medicine while not wishing to become a physi-
cian, Siner took various medical school courses in France and
became a medical illustrator and facial reconstructionist. She has
taught art at Xiamen University in China several times; carved
marble in Carrara, Italy (where Michelangelo obtained much of his
marble); and settled in Venice 12 years ago. She comes back to the
United States annually to teach and offer seminars and workshops
throughout the country, as well as exhibit and sell her work.

Siner is adamant that all painting is essentially abstract, an
arrangement of color and shape. In contrast, illustration aims for
something more akin to a verbal narrative, “a picture of the
words.” She is endlessly fascinated by the ways in which “shapes

on a flat surface evoke some verisimilitude of the real world,
turning that flat surface of a painting into a three-dimensional
experience.” Through this action, she creates the connection, let-
ting the observer develop the meaning. In an artist statement
(https://maggiesiner.com/statement.php) she says, “To paint is to
re-enact, to choreograph inside the confines of a rectangular frame,
to select and simplify from the complexity of stimuli, until the
lived experience is clearly on the canvas.”

In this particular painting, the “observer” is part of an “almost
endless series of mirrors.” We are, now, looking at a journal cover
(itself a digital version of a photograph) of a painting of a painting
on a flat wall; the two-dimensional “becomes” three-dimensional;
the young man stands before the painting; the painting itself is of
a young woman in a private moment of morning ablutions
(“Young Woman With a Water Pitcher” by Johannes Vermeer
[1632–1675] at the Metropolitan Museum of Art).

In looking at the painting now, Siner notes:

The boy and the young woman are each bounded by a rect-
angular frame, the one reflecting the other in the large shapes.
Vermeer is all horizontals and verticals, creating space, light,
and geometry. This continues down to the individual brush-
strokes, each of which has a job to do, a way of directing the
eye around the painting while reiterating the horizontal and
vertical movements.

Further, Siner comments on the visual relationship between the
two:

They echo each other: The horizontal pole at the bottom of the
map “points” to the young woman’s neck; the red tablecloth—
the one bright color in the entire painting—points right to his
ear. She’s wearing a shawl, a collar, a headdress that is 400
years older than his sweatshirt and hood. They reflect each
other across the centuries.

How do we, observers of the observer, understand the relation-
ship between these two perhaps age mates? Do we have our own
relationship with Vermeer’s paintings? What do we make of the
boy, gently bending, mirroring the young woman’s stance? Is he
enthralled with Vermeer’s tranquility? Is he listening to the Met’s
audio guide? Is he in some other mental space, whether rap music
or Bach? The projective possibilities of “color and shape” are
endless.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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