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Three elegantly dressed figures are seated round a table.  The two young ladies are 

playing cards, while the gentleman, who wears a broad-brimmed hat and a fine black 

costume, trimmed with gold thread, advises his companion.   The young woman viewed 

from behind is dressed in a pink bodice and a gleaming, white satin skirt.  Her sensuous 

neck and bare shoulders are beautifully set off by her soft ringlets and fur stole.  Her 

adversary, seated opposite, is clad in a fashionable, low-cut, grey and blue satin gown, 

trimmed with gold braid: a string of pearls encircles her neck and a dainty foot rests on a 

foot-warmer.  A few cards lie discarded on the table beside a silver tray, on which three 

coins appear: next to it are a bottle and a glass of wine.  The room is furnished in an 

elegant, but understated manner: a picture in a gilded frame hangs on the left, while a 

large map is displayed on the back wall.   

 

This exquisitely refined painting is characteristic of the type of high-life genre scene 

which Gerard Terborch brought to perfection in the late 1650s and early 1660s.  At the 

beginning of his career Terborch had painted guardroom scenes in the manner of Pieter 

Codde and Willem Duyster, but after the signing of the Treaty of Munster in 1648, which 

brought to a close the long war with Spain, he seems to have recognised that pictures of 

soldiering were no longer topical and turned his attention instead to themes from 

domestic life.  In the years that followed, Terborch developed a new kind of genre 

painting that focused on a few elegantly dressed figures in an upright format.  By now, 

Terborch was living once again at home in Zwolle, with his father and stepmother, 

Wiesken Matthys, and various siblings.  Many of his paintings from this period depict 

intimate scenes of upper middle class life, in which members of his own family, 

particularly his half-sister Gesina, often serve as models.   In 1654, Terborch married his 

stepmother’s sister, Geertruyt Matthys and moved to nearby Deventer.  The move to 

Deventer marks a change in the character of the artist’s genre pieces, which now take on 

a new elegance and sophistication.  His attention now focuses on beautiful young people, 

who move in fashionable social circles and engage in genteel pastimes.  Such scenes no 

doubt reflect to some extent the ideals of the wealthy patrician class to which the artist 

himself belonged.               

 

Gudlaugsson dates the present painting to around 1659
i
, when the artist was at the height 

of his powers.  The elegant simplicity of the composition, the delicacy of the brushwork 

and the subtlety of the psychological observation are typical of this period.  The three 

figures, seen from a close vantage point, appear compactly disposed around the table.  A 

bright, diffuse light falls upon the scene, recording every shimmering fold of the ladies’ 

silken gowns, whilst leaving relatively undefined the somewhat sparse interior.  The care 

lavished on the costly fabrics and such details as the intricate gold embroidery on the 

costumes, the women’s softly curled ringlets and the still life on the table, epitomises the 

artist’s meticulous degree of finish.  In his day, Terborch’s ability to recreate the 

reflective surface of satin was greatly admired by artists and connoisseurs alike and, 

although he had many emulators, his brilliance in this respect has never been surpassed.                  



The artist’s great fame rests chiefly on his genre paintings of this type, which did much to 

define the subjects and pictorial schemes used by other artists of his generation and later. 

 

Card games were a popular theme in Dutch seventeenth-century art, but interpretations 

varied.  Some representations of card players emphasise the idleness of the pastime, or 

the stupidity or untrustworthiness of the participants.  In others, games of cards provide 

the scenario for an amorous dalliance between the sexes and in such scenes the ace of 

hearts often functions as a symbol of romance.  In Terborch’s oeuvre, however, the 

subject is not common, although he addressed it once before in a painting of around 

1650
ii
.  The latter is smaller in scale than the present painting and also portrays three 

protagonists: this time, two gentlemen and one lady, but the figures are dressed more 

simply and appear in a more modest setting.  The arrangement of figures is reversed, so 

that the seated lady in the foreground, seen from behind, is advised by a gentleman who 

stands beside her, while her male opponent sits on the opposite side of the table.  In both 

of Terborch’s paintings of this subject, the narrative is suggested through subtly nuanced 

gestures and glances, but neither expresses an obvious moralising message, or conveys 

overtly amorous overtones.  Rather the theme seems to offer Terborch the opportunity to 

explore his interest in human emotions and behaviour.   Indeed, it satisfies perfectly his 

preference for subjects that allowed him to portray reserved figures caught in 

contemplative states of mind.             

 

Our painting conveys a mood of stillness and calm.  All three figures are absorbed in the 

game, their eyes cast down.  The lady seated in the foreground appears both physically 

and emotionally detached, her chair pulled slightly back from the table and, whilst we are 

privy to the contents of her hand, her face is hidden from our view.  The body language 

of the couple on the opposite side of the table, on the other hand, suggests a certain 

intimacy:  she inclines inwards towards her beau, while his arm disappears mysteriously 

behind her back.  Her face is plainly visible, but her self-contained expression offers no 

clues as to her inner thoughts or emotions and the contents of her hand are concealed.   

The coins lying on the silver tray suggest that they are playing for money, but the scene 

appears to be one of complete decorum.  As is so often the case with Terborch, we are 

left wondering whether there is a deeper significance here, or what the possible outcome 

might be.  

 

Born in Zwolle, in 1617, into a distinguished family, Gerard Terborch was the only son   

of Gerard Terborch the Elder’s first marriage.  His mother, Anna Bufkens died in 1621.  

Gerard was encouraged to draw from a very early age by his father, who had himself 

trained as an artist and made an extended visit to Italy in his youth.  Terborch was in 

Amsterdam in 1632, but back again in Zwolle the following year, before departing again 

for Haarlem in 1634 to study with the landscapist Pieter Molijn.  He joined the Haarlem 

guild in 1635.  In July that year he travelled to London to work with his uncle, the 

copper-engraver Robert van Voerst.  According to Arnold Houbraken, after returning to 

Zwolle in 1636, the artist travelled to Germany, Italy, France, Spain and the southern 

Netherlands.  By 1646, he was in Münster in Westphalia, where he painted miniatures 

and a group portrait of the delegates to the peace negotiations between Spain and the 

Netherlands.  In 1653, he signed a document in Delft with the young Johannes Vermeer.  



The following year he married Geertruyt Matthijs and settled permanently in Deventer in 

the eastern province of Overijssel.  Nonethless, he maintained close contact with his 

native Zwolle.  From the late 1640s onwards, his half-sister and half-brother, Gesina and 

Moses, as well as other members of his family served frequently as models for his 

paintings.  In 1655, he became a citizen of Deventer and was appointed common 

councillor (gemeensman) in 1656.  Following the death of his wife, Terborch was in 

Amsterdam in 1674 and in The Hague and Haarlem in 1675.  He died in Deventer on 8 

December 1681.   

P.M.  

    
 

                                                 
i
   See: S. J. Gudlaugsson, Gerard Ter Borch, The Hague, 1959, vol. II, pp. 157-158, no. 145.   

   
ii
   Gerard Terborch, A Lady and two Gentlemen playing Cards, panel, 25.5 x 20 cm, collection of  

Dr. O. Reinhart, Winterthur.  S. J. Gudlaugsson, Ibid., p. 90, no. 70, illustrated plate 70.    

 


