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About the Book 

In 56 short articles, the author zooms in on a variety of surprising and fun details taken from 

an array of artworks, including works by both male and female artists – such as a 16th-century 

woman artist – known and unknown artists – like 19th-century French painter Edouard Manet 

and the15th-century artist who painted an altarpiece after Rogier van der Weyden – and 

Western and non-Western art, such as a 13th-century tile from Iran. 

 

Written with infectious enthusiasm and richly illustrated with numerous colour photographs, 

the articles are interspersed with interviews with seven experts in fields other than art, 

including the designer of the Schiphol signposting, a police commissioner, and a city 

ecologist, who are asked about their secrets of observation. 

 

Finally, Seeing is Ignoring offers seven fascinating insights and viewing tips based on the 

author’s own experience with looking at art, which will not only make you look more closely 

at the artworks in the book, but also at those you come across in museums. By practicing 

looking, you begin to see more and are able to enjoy more what you see – not just in 

museums, but in the world around you. As the author explains, ‘This book is for everyone 

who wants to be more aware of what they see and wants to see more.’ 
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Wieteke van Zeil (1973) is a journalist, art historian and art critic. She has been writing about 

art in Dutch national newspaper de Volkskrant since 2003, inspiring many readers with her 

weekly art column ‘An Eye for Detail’ since 2014. After graduating as an art historian at the 

University of Amsterdam, she has worked in several museums, has appeared as an art expert 

in various television programmes, and has organised debates on art, diversity and religion. 

 

Seeing is Ignoring is her second book, preceding her latest, Always Something to 
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2015, the author curated I Spy at the Frans Hals Museum in Haarlem. Also in 2015, she won a 

European Newspaper Award for her column ‘An Eye for Detail’. 

 

On Seeing is Ignoring 

‘I would recommend this book to anyone. It stimulates looking and thinking independently, 

and makes you aware of your own perspective. Seeing is Ignoring is a welcome addition to 

the work by Ernst Gombrich and John Berger.’  

– Caroline van Eck, Professor of Art History, University of Cambridge 

 

‘Wieteke van Zeil’s funny, perceptive observations, her knowledge and eye for the smallest 

detail make every painting a treat to look at, not just for the expert, but for the absolute 

layperson as well.’ 

– Silvia Witteman, columnist 
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Sample translation 

Translated by Susan Ridder 

(images incomplete, taken off the Internet) 

 

How Art Makes Us More Observant (p. 7 - 10) 

 

 
Hans Holbein the Younger, The Ambassadors, 1533, 

oil on panel, 207 x 209.5 cm, National Gallery, London 

 

Every good painting has its secrets. Details can seem commonplace, yet may have a double 

meaning, they can be the key to understanding the rest of the painting, and century-old details 

often turn out to be much more modern than I thought. Nothing in a painting is accidental, as 

can be the case in photographs. 

 Painters are better observers than we are, which isn’t surprising, as they need to be 

capable of depicting everything they see around them. Artists are expert observers, noticing 

what we often overlook. A famous quotation from Oscar Wilde’s essay The Decay of Lying 

(1891) says that no one noticed the mist above the Thames before the impressionists painted 

it. This book, with its 56 chapters on looking at art details, features many experiences like 

this. Once I’ve spotted a detail, I suddenly notice similar things in the world around me. Or in 

other paintings. In this way, art helps us become more conscious of what we see. 

 For example. There’s something odd in The Ambassadors, a large painting by 16th-

century painter Holbein. Hardly anyone spots it right away, as there is so much to see: two 

young men dressed in satin and fur beside a table full of stuff emphasizing their status – 

musical instruments, a celestial globe, a pair of compasses, a sundial, a hymnbook. They’re 



 6 

clearly doing well, these guys. But then you suddenly notice this weird, elongated patch, 

floating like a mist cloud above the floor. What on earth is that? 

 The patch is a secret, a trick presented to you, dear audience, by the artist, coming to 

you from 1533, and causing interaction between the painting and the viewer. Artists are not 

that different from magicians – they play tricks on your eyes, guiding your gaze. In order to 

understand the patch, the viewer needs a ‘key’. In this case, you need to stand to the right of 

the painting or have a convex mirror handy. Suddenly, the secret reveals itself – seen at an 

angle from the right, the oblong shape is a perfectly round skull. This doesn’t only alter your 

own perspective, but that of the entire painting. Because Holbein depicted it to convey a 

message. All that gold, all those instruments and expensive clothes – it’s all temporary, is 

what he tells us. This painting does not only portray success, Holbein also reminds us that we 

are all mortal. So much for the dashing young ambassadors. 

 It’s a meaningful trick with a reward, a famous example of anamorphic art, as these 

distortions are called. And, of course we’re not supposed to see it right away. To notice it, you 

need to stand in front of the painting for some time – longer, presumably, than the 13 to 45 

seconds visitors take to view an artwork in a museum.1 The question is whether we still have 

time for an image to play with us. 

 Today, we are confronted with countless images clamouring for our attention. It is 

estimated that we see just as many images in a single day as a person living two centuries ago 

saw in his entire life. So the same must be true for people who lived in the 16th century, when 

The Ambassadors was painted. On the other hand, paintings are much more accessible to the 

public nowadays. Until 1653, The Ambassadors was displayed at a castle owned by the family 

of Jean de Dinteville, the man on the left in the painting, and only the family’s social network 

could see it. At present, five to six million visitors annually see the painting at the National 

Gallery in London, where it is surrounded by art made with different intentions, by artists 

from other countries and cultures, from at least seven different centuries. Hence, competition 

for Holbein’s illusionist trick to draw our attention has increased quite a bit. 

 When you visit a museum, you can easily become overwhelmed by the large number 

of works on display, the numerous differences between the stories they tell. You may get the 

feeling that you just know too little to understand them. Often, this is true for both people who 

are used to viewing art regularly and those for whom it’s quite rare to visit a museum. I have 

learned a few skills in recent years, though, that could help us become better observers. 

Which I learned not by studying and acquiring knowledge, but by simply trying things out. 
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 This book is for everyone who wants to be more aware of what they see and wants to 

see more. After years of writing about exhibitions, I noticed I still overlooked a great deal 

when visiting museums, as I focussed mostly on the connections between paintings. I missed 

a lot. This is why I have been writing only about details in the last four years. Featuring the 

most beautiful details I have come across in museums, this book tells you about my 

discoveries and the pleasure they gave me. 

 In this chapter, I share the seven most important insights that this way of viewing art 

has brought me. Some correspond to experiences that painters throughout the centuries have 

had with regard to how the eye works, and the nice thing is that you can apply these insights 

both inside and outside the museum. Art can help us look more closely, because we can learn 

from a painter’s sharp eye for detail. Call it ‘mindful viewing’, if you like. 

 Over the last century, the way in which we look at things has been thoroughly 

researched by science. Observational psychologists and neurologists can now explain why we 

see one detail, but not another, why what one person observes can be completely different 

from what the next person sees, how our gaze is unwittingly ‘programmed’, and what we can 

do to increase our perceptiveness. I have included all this knowledge in the tips. 

 And as observation is not only about art, I have asked seven experts with professions 

very different from mine to share their experience. Police commissioner Jamil Meusen needs 

to make quick safety assessments in the street; unlike many other citizens of Amsterdam, 

urban ecologist Anneke Blokker notices the migration of crayfish in the city, and Paul 

Mijksenaar, a giant in the design world, looks at how people navigate public spaces, forming 

the basis for his signpost designs, including ones for Schiphol Airport. All seven people I 

talked with are experienced observers who give us advice on how we can see more. 

 Before turning to the Insights, however, I would like to elaborate a little on the term 

‘perceptive’, which is central to this book. This term has long been used by art historians, the 

first one being German author Alois Riegl, who used it in his 1902 article about Dutch group 

portraits. To Riegl, however, Aufmerksamkeit (perceptiveness) did not mean that we as 

viewers need to be perceptive, he referred to the atmosphere of paintings. He attributed the 

human trait of perceptiveness to images and the figures depicted in them. Paintings were 

alive, as it were. Riegl’s purpose was to show that this perceptiveness makes us engage with 

paintings. For instance, we can get the impression that we ourselves are present within the 

space of a depiction. According to Riegl, the relationship between artwork and viewer is of 

the utmost importance in art history. Riegl was the first to describe an image as ‘responsive’ – 

to use a word from the smartphone era – creating interaction between image and viewer. 
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 Surely it is no coincidence that Riegl wrote his article in the same period in which 

artists discovered that we can never see reality objectively, as our perception is influenced by 

things like the weather, time, light and mood. Also, it was the early days of mass 

communication, in which our streets were filled with colourful advertising posters, often 

designed by artists. As images could be produced and distributed in much larger numbers, the 

impact they had on viewers changed as well. 

 Ever since antiquity, people of all cultures have attributed power to artworks and 

objects. Images have an influence on people and are sometimes considered to be alive – think 

of the revered images of saints, for instance. Caroline van Eck, Professor of Art History in 

Leiden and Cambridge, has written the interesting book Art, Agency and Living Presence 

(2015) on this topic. One classical story about the influence of images on people she describes 

is that of Medusa, a beautiful woman who was turned into a monster, a Gorgo, as punishment 

by the gods because she allowed herself to be seduced by Poseidon. As Gorgo, Medusa had 

the power to turn everyone who looked at her into stone. When Perseus subsequently 

managed to decapitate her, war goddess Minerva placed Medusa’s head on her shield. The 

shield then turned all Minerva’s enemies into stone as soon as they set eyes on it. Thus, 

Medusa became the symbol of the impact of art on the viewer. That is why she is on the cover 

of this book. 

 The last few years have been the most fun of my professional life. I have discovered I 

may look at art freely, and I have had the opportunity to share the pleasure this gives me – I 

have noticed that artworks ‘come alive’ when you pay attention to detail, and that it helps to 

become more aware of what you see. I hope all tips and details this book provides will help 

you improve your perception and increase your enjoyment of what you see. 
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Insight 1 (p. 11 - 13) 

Seeing is Ignoring 

About the power of isolation 

 

[Image: two soldiers, detail of Triptych of The Resurrection (c. 1490), Hans Memling] 

 

One of the first articles I wrote about art details was about two soldiers. They both feature in a 

painting by Hans Memling depicting the resurrection of Jesus.2 One of them seems to be 

rubbing his eyes the way we do when we are suddenly woken up. I was impressed by how 

shiny his helmet is, and took a picture of it. Memling was very good at depicting reflections of 

the surroundings in small areas of metal or glass. When I looked more closely, it struck me 

that the reflection in the soldier’s helmet shows Jesus rising from the grave. This made me 

realise that the soldier wasn’t just rubbing his eyes – he tried to shield them from a bright 

light, the divine light. Only later, I spotted something else interesting: the other sleeping 

soldier, seen from the back, can also be seen from the front, as his face is reflected in the 

armour of his mate! This told me something else, namely that this soldier is not asleep at all. 

Stunned, as if frightened by the devil, he is looking at… Jesus. The reflection showing this is 

no larger than the nail on my index finger. A beautiful tableau within a single detail. This 

sheds new light on the painting, as it shows the impact of Jesus’ resurrection on the people in 

his presence. 

 

 
Hans Memling, Triptych of The Resurrection, c. 1490, 

oil on panel, 62 x 42 cm, Louvre, Paris 
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This insight became my primary motivation for writing about art – the artist always has 

something hidden to offer. You can be sure that good art is full of details revealing new 

things, which you will discover if you take the time to spot them. 

 Memling’s Triptych of the Resurrection (1490) is on display at the Louvre in Paris, a 

museum with 35.000 objects, displayed on 60.600 square metres of gallery space spread over 

eight different sections. The triptych is in room 5 on the second floor of the Richelieu wing, 

accompanied by about a dozen other works from the 15th century. So there are quite a few 

decisions to take before you arrive at a detail like this one. 

 The Louvre sounds wonderful, but for many people visiting a museum, the problem is 

the huge quantity of things to see. Not every museum is like the Louvre, but every museum 

has lots of objects on display, and every object is worth more than a single swiping look. I 

would never have noticed the wondrous reflection if I had wanted to see everything. 

 In The Image and the Eye (1982), British culture historian Ernst Gombrich – his name 

pops up regularly in this book – who pays much attention to the psychology of perception in 

his work, writes, ‘All attention must take place against a background of inattention.’ To see 

anything at all, we must select and isolate – something Leonardo da Vinci knew from 

experience centuries ago, and philosophers, too, have noted. Leonardo noticed that the eye 

navigates and prioritises, knowledge he used in his notes, which can be read as advice to 

younger artists. An artist can highlight one thing in favour of another in order to guide our 

eye. 

 Meanwhile, scientists have gained a much better understanding of why visual stimuli 

influence our attention. Our perception, the ability to become aware of what we are seeing, 

diminishes considerably when the quantity of visual stimuli increases. In 2014, three 

psychologists of the Carnegie Mellon University in Pennsylvania showed that young children 

lose attention when there is too much going on around them – in a classroom full of colourful 

pictures, they perform less well than in a classroom with just a few things on the walls. 

Children are more often distracted, do more things that are not part of their task, and their end 

results are less good. 

 One of the experts I interview in this book, festival director Sjoerd Wynia, told me that 

he is sensitive to too many visual stimuli. ‘Every time I leave a museum, I’m knackered, 

really confused from the visual overload,’ he said. He needed to practice filtering things, and 

focus on a few details. Which took him years to do. 

 Brain researchers have done many studies into ‘selecting’ stimuli. From the moment 

we open our eyes, our brain chooses between things in our field of vision, which ensures the 
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visual system is efficient. Systems that use little energy are at an evolutionary advantage, 

observational psychologist Stefan van der Stigchel writes in his interesting How Attention 

Works (2016). The visual system only picks up what is relevant to you, moving the rest to a 

kind of ‘external memory’ which it can access whenever necessary. In a museum, however, 

this selection process is less straightforward, as with art it is not immediately clear what is 

‘necessary’ and what is not. So instead of trying to spread our attention over many different 

images, we could make a conscious effort to help our brain by doing what it really wants: 

select and ignore. 

 Almost every article in this book offers examples of deliberate, sometimes forced 

attempts at singling out and ignoring. Manet’s The Balcony [p. 275], for instance, is such a 

famous painting, yet I spotted the little dog behind the green railing only recently. Alethea 

Talbot’s slide rule in Anthony van Dyck’s Madagascar Portrait [p. 235] is not the first thing 

you notice when you look at this impressive double portrait. And the golden phoenix on 

Mary’s robe – a tiny pattern in the fabric – in the altarpiece by Agnolo Gaddi [p. 221] is 

possibly the last thing you notice in this work, although there is a great story behind it about 

the textile trade with China and the Italians’ eagerness to copy figures from Chinese 

mythology. 

 

Tip 

When you plan to visit a museum, think about the number of galleries you would like to visit, 

depending on how much time you have. Halve this number before you enter the museum. 

Pick one work of art per room and spend as much time looking at it as you would normally 

spend viewing all the works in the room. 
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Details 

Sofia Loren For a Moment (p. 36 - 39) 

 

[Image: woman in a window, detail of The Campo di Rialto (1758-1759), Canaletto] 

 

Pulling a ribbon of her white wash through the bars of her Venetian window as if using her 

beak to pull it into her nest, this lady looks like a bird in a cage. An Italian woman in a white 

cotton shirt hemmed in by her dress. Standing by the window! Well, come on in Shakespeare, 

Puccini, Fellini and Baz Luhrman for that matter. Meanwhile, I’ll put on Oh Mio Babbino 

Caro. 

 The rest of Canaletto’s paintings, I should be ashamed to say, pass me by like a 

gondola bobbing on the waves if I don’t force myself to stop and look more closely. Lively 

depictions of typical touristic scenes, his squares look the same as they do today but more 

romantic and less dirty, without the plastic and flashing toys on offer everywhere. Which is 

not surprising – Canaletto was the first touristic painter, famous for his vedute or take-away 

city views. So it’s a little silly to hold it against him. 

 To make sure I still enjoy his paintings, I do what I like doing when I’m on a busy 

touristy square: I look up. Or I look at areas with traces of everyday life. Peeking into quiet 

side streets can also work. There are always spots beyond the hustle and bustle, where you 

don’t see any tourists, merchandisers or onlookers, but locals calmly going about their daily 

business. People who have made themselves immune to the crowds, like deer in a field beside 

the train tracks that have long since stopped noticing the trains thundering by. 

 Windows and balconies are also great for finding day-to-day scenes, because if you 

see someone there, you’re immediately like a Romeo spying on an unattainable Julia. Even to 

me, an Italian woman on a balcony is hugely attractive. I think I secretly want to be her. 

 The ultimate woman I recognised in this lady was portrayed by – surprise, surprise – 

Sofia Loren. When I’m on Piazza Navona in Rome, I try to find the roof terrace used in 

Domani, part three of Vittorio De Sica’s film Ieri, Oggi, Domani (Yesterday, Today, 

Tomorrow, 1963), which is definitely worth seeing, if only for how Loren shows she can 

effortlessly switch between playing a poverty-stricken Neapolitan woman and a member of 

the Milanese jet set. In Domani, she is Mara, a prostitute tending her plants on the roof terrace 

– a white sheet loosely draped around her naked body – when she meets the neighbour’s 

grandson, a young priest in training. With a cigarette in her mouth and her hair loosely done 

up, she looks through the curtains at the poor young man, who is already lost, of course. 
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Loren’s unattainability is nowhere as strong as in this film, her entire role a long metaphor of 

the beautiful woman on a distant balcony. She strips, too – for a customer, the wonderful, 

young Marcello Mastroianni – and in this scene the ‘seeing but not having’ is also strong. No 

one can be as feisty and disarming, at the same time, as Sofia Loren, and I just saw her there 

on the Campo di Rialto in Venice, painted by Canaletto. 

 

 
Canaletto (Giovanni Antonio Canale), The Campo di Rialto in Venice, 1758-1759, 

oil on canvas, 119 x 186 cm, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie Berlin 
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Far from Home and Yard (p. 84 - 86) 

 

[Image: faces of three passers-by, detail of Allegory of Winter (1608), Sebastian Vrancx] 

 

Sometimes, I want to just shut myself off, close the shutters. Not to be invisible, but to avoid 

seeing the world. Like a child who thinks he is gone when he covers his face with his hands. 

That’s me. Just give me a little shutter before my face. Bye. 

 I spotted these veiled people at the TEFAF art fair – although ‘veiled’ is not exactly 

the right word: the covers on their faces look more like they are made of fishnet. They are two 

women and a man, so their covers are probably nothing to do with religion, as they would be 

different for men and women in that case. It is winter, there is snow on the ground, and people 

are warmly dressed, so I thought that the netting had to do with them protecting themselves 

against the cold. 

 But then again, fishnet tights don’t exactly do much for you on a February night. You 

just come home with chequered legs, bright red from the freezing cold. So you can’t expect 

much from a mesh face cover, either. So why did they do it? I seem to remember I have seen 

mesh face covers in paintings before. 

 When I shared the detail of the three faces on Twitter, art historian Menno Jonker 

wrote that there is a 1935 article by C. Enklaar about the clothes, including a note with a 

reference to the painting. Another specialist, whose real name I don’t know (I have tried to 

find it, but to no avail, I only have his or her Twitter name: @cldm-ish), pointed this out when 

last year art historian Miranda Bloem noticed the same detail at the art fair and shared it. 

 These are not ordinary figures. They feature in an allegory of winter, a depiction of 

things referring to the cold winter months: a fire burning in the hearth, a foot stove, thick 

carrots, skates, and children throwing snow balls. In front is a large decorated loaf of bread 

called duivekater, which looks like a large Dutch gingerbread doll. The items the three 

passers-by are carrying are also odd: the woman in the middle has a string of sausages around 

her neck, while the man dons a chain of eggs. And the same woman has an upturned 

earthenware dish on her head. These are not rich citizens, but who are they? Is this a carnival 

procession, also characteristic of winter? 

 According to Enklaar’s article, these people are ‘mesh vagrants’, homeless vagabonds. 

‘The [mesh] was possibly used as a face mask to render the vagrants unrecognizable.’ 

 However, they are not just wandering beggars. The article is about the large class of 

homeless people in the Middle Ages. ‘Those who, driven from home and yard by hunger or 



 15 

war in these trying times, searched for a livelihood elsewhere.’ Besides poor and uneducated 

people, vagrants also included merchants, mendicants, dancers, magicians and intellectuals – 

the so-called wandering scholars. According to Enklaar’s beautiful description, ‘The crowd 

populating the country lanes of the Middle Ages formed a fluctuating element in a static 

society.’ And they were in the not-quite-explained habit, it seems, of pulling their beggar’s 

pouches over their faces. Did they do this to shield themselves? To protect themselves? Or, 

being outsiders, to dress comically and mix clownishly with other citizens so as not to pose a 

threat? 

 

 
Sebastian Vrancx, Allegory of Winter, 1608, 

oil on panel, 62 x 66 cm, with David Koetser Gallery, Zürich, Switzerland 
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And Everything Stops (p. 108 - 110) 

 

[Image: toes growing roots, detail of Apollo and Daphne (1622-1625), Gian Lorenzo Bernini] 

 

If you’re a woman, it’s not a bad thing to take a somewhat cautious approach to art. Having 

an interest is good, but don’t develop too much empathy. Because the history of art is full of 

indecent assaults (Thetis, Galatea, Lucretia), kidnappings (the Kidnapping of the Sabine 

Women), and sex-related revenge (Danae, buried alive by her father, as well as nearly all 

female saints) – the more beautiful the woman, the crueller her punishment, usually. Luckily, 

there are also different types of woman in art. For instance, those who kill their children 

(Medea) or save their people by decapitating the leader of the enemy (Judith). But even in 

these cases the rule applies – don’t empathise too much. 

 Yet another story is that of Daphne. Sometimes, I wish I was Daphne. Daphne is like 

Tika from the Dutch children’s series TiTa Tovenaar (TiTa the Magician), in which Tika 

could freeze the entire world by clapping her hands. Daphne didn’t freeze the entire world, 

though, just herself. A nymph in the entourage of Diana, goddess of the hunt, Daphne was 

chased by the amorous Apollo. ‘As hedges are set ablaze when, if by chance, some careless 

traveller should brush one with his torch or toss away the still-smouldering brand at break of 

day – just so the smitten god went up in flames until his heart was utterly afire, and hope 

sustained his unrequited passion’ (translation by Charles Martin, 2004). The poor guy didn’t 

stand a chance, for Cupid had shot his golden arrow, hitting him between the ribs. Daphne 

was hit as well, but by a lead arrow. The god of love had two types of arrow – one who makes 

people fall in love, another that freezes the heart. So Daphne had no interest in Apollo, fleeing 

like prey into the woods. 

 A chase ensued, in which you can imagine Daphne jumping like a deer and Apollo 

running after her, begging. An odd contradiction, this chasing and begging: ‘Daughter of 

Peneus, I pray, hold still, hold still! I’m not a foe in grim pursuit!’ (translation Charles Martin, 

2004) Yeah, right, Daphne must have thought, although she became quite exhausted. 

 What followed was the moment of ultimate inviolability that Gian Lorenzo Bernini, 24 

years old at the time, chiselled in marble – Daphne’s toes grew roots. Her stomach and legs 

were covered in a layer of bark, her arms grew into branches, her hair turned into foliage and 

the top of her head became the summit. ‘All that remains of her is a warm glow’ (translation 

Charles Martin, 2004). Daphne changed into a tree. From the speed of the hunt to the gentle 

swaying in the wind, from soft skin to rough, gnarly bark, from young and lively to eternally 
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rigid. It is one of the most beautiful metamorphoses – not just because it is a metaphor for art, 

but because the artist captured a life for eternity, turning a block of marble into people and 

gods who move us. 

 It is well worth the time to walk around this statue in Rome, as Bernini captured both 

the speed of the chase and the pending stillness – Daphne’s wind-blown hair is already 

turning into leaves, there is a wildness in Apollo grabbing her, but the skin under his hand has 

already turned to bark – he does not get what he is after. Her hands are sprouting leaves. 

 Apollo kept loving her and wove a wreath from her leaves (she became a bay tree), 

which is kind of ironic, as the laurel wreath symbolised victory in Roman times, while this 

god wasn’t really victorious. 

 Those little roots growing from her three toes are a little bit like the magical clapping. 

Sometimes, I imagine I’m that tree with the eternal foliage. I clap my hands, and everything 

stops. Well, I do. The rest just keeps running. 

 

 
Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Apollo and Daphne, 1622-1625; 

marble; 243 cm high, Galleria Borghese, Rome 
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Interviews 

Paul Mijksenaar, designer (p. 60 - 63) 

‘The more familiar people are with their surroundings, the less well they look at things. This 

is why I always put myself in the shoes of the inexperienced viewer.’ 

 

Schiphol Airport was this close to not having those world-famous black and yellow signs. 

Because to Paul Mijksenaar, becoming a designer was not the obvious thing to do. He liked 

Tintin when he was at school, and drawing fighter planes he used to call ‘Mijks1’ and 

‘Mijks2’. With hindsight, quite appropriate, perhaps, for someone who has created designs for 

several major airports in the world, but unsuitable for a portfolio to train as a designer. When 

during a career information evening Mijksenaar learned about training as a product designer 

at the Kunstnijverheidsschool in Amsterdam (School of Arts and Crafts, now the Rietveld 

Academy), he was instantly convinced. His mother wasn’t, though. When she heard about her 

son’s ambition, she said, ‘I’d just as soon throw you down a well.’ Still, it all worked out. 

 Even people with great expertise have often faced doubts, detours and setbacks. At his 

office in Amsterdam – Mijksenaar mailed me the route, but this turned out to be unnecessary, 

as his office is easily recognisable by the yellow signs – he talks about his first uncertain steps 

towards a career. It all began with looking, and looking still is of the utmost importance. As a 

student, he was taken to factories to see how products are designed and produced – the 

Gazelle bike factory, the DAF car factory, Daalderop’s tin plate factory. Mijksenaar 

developed a passion for craftsmanship – for looking, designing and building. He became 

enthusiastic about signposting during a visit to London designer Jock Kinneir, a pioneer in 

signposts. This is where he discovered how signs can either help or confuse people, and he 

was fascinated by the English road signs. The Dutch ones, he says, were really ugly in those 

days. Thus, his work developed quite naturally. But that did not mean there was a job for the 

young designer. For ten years, he muddled along from one assignment to the next. And as the 

Dutch road service ANWB was a fortress difficult to conquer, he began to write about his 

work – opinion pieces, research. ‘This is my most important advice to young designers,’ he 

says in the meeting room of his office. ‘Publicise, make yourself heard, let people know 

you’re out there.’ It is Facebook’s senior career woman Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In advice 

reworded by an experienced creative who found his way despite the fact that there was no 

demand for him. 
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Then, Schiphol. How did Mijksenaar bag his first big assignment? By being utterly bloody-

minded. None of what seems straightforward now came about without a struggle. Mijksenaar 

was invited by the head of the airport’s graphic design department to give his opinion on the 

airport’s signposting. He went, was accompanied by a photographer, and was ‘amazed’. 

Nothing was right, there was so much inconsistency, lots of signs were in the wrong place. 

His viewing experience began to pay off. ‘Come and do a presentation for us,’ the Schiphol 

designer said, which he did. He demonstrated that people were not guided through the airport 

logically; that white letters on a yellow background are not easy to read for most people, let 

alone for those who are colour blind; that only a few people need to be in charge of 

information provision. There were a hundred people in the room, all of them responsible for 

information and design, and after half an hour, half of them left in a huff. 

 But a year later, Mijksenaar received a phone call. Karel Schonebaum, project leader 

of the airport’s new extension, had also been in the room. Mijksenaar was given the 

opportunity to pitch his ideas, and won. He has been working for Schiphol for thirty years 

now. A dream come true, but the designer is more modest than it sounds on paper – ‘The 

system at Schiphol was fundamentally sound, the yellow signs were part of a 1967 design by 

Benno Wissing, but it was in need of improvement. I live by a motto from the Apostle Paul: 

‘Put everything to the test and accept what is good’. ‘Adopt what earlier designers have come 

up with and works,’ Mijksenaar says, ‘and forget what others do with it. Design is like a relay 

race, you don’t do things out of the blue. Copyright is an inconvenience sometimes.’ 

 

WHEN DID YOU KNOW THAT YOU LOOK AT THINGS DIFFERENTLY COMPARED 

TO OTHER PEOPLE? 

I notice when I talk to customers. The customer presents me with a problem, but the real 

problem often turns out to be something else. For instance, I took the director of Columbus 

Airport in Ohio on a tour of his own airport. He wanted better signing. But the routes were so 

illogical. At some point, he walked straight ahead, while the signs indicated for us to turn left 

– he knew the way and took a shortcut. But visitors don’t see this. He said, ‘Mr Mijksenaar, 

I’ve been working here for thirty years, but this has never struck me. The more familiar 

people are with their surroundings, the less well they look at things. They don’t notice the 

details anymore. This is why I always put myself in the shoes of the inexperienced viewer. 
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WHAT PROPORTION OF YOUR WORK CONSISTS OF LOOKING? 

We read maps and look for faults. I think I spend 50 percent of my time looking – at what 

places look like and how people behave in them. Also, I look at my own designs and try to 

assess how users will interpret them. 

 

WHAT DO YOU NOTICE THAT OTHERS MISS? 

When I walk through the city, I notice patterns and imperfections. In kerbs, markings, signs, 

drain covers. To other people, looking tends to be a general experience, while I see patterns in 

details. 

 

IS LOOKING SOMETHING YOU CAN LEARN? 

Absolutely. There may be people who have a talent for it, or who enjoy it more than others, 

but it’s possible. For instance, your viewing becomes much better if you draw. At the 

Technical University Delft where I used to teach, students need to draw from day one. Some 

have never done it, but at the end of the day, they all need to become designers or engineers! 

It helps to do it quickly – by drawing fast, you learn to distinguish what’s important and what 

is not. This way, the students automatically look more closely. 

 

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE WAY YOU USED TO LOOK WHEN 

YOU STARTED AND THE WAY IN WHICH YOU LOOK AT THINGS TODAY? 

I’m less amazed these days, I know there are a lot of inconsistencies in signposting. At the 

same time, though, I enjoy things more because I know how difficult it was to create some of 

them. 

 

CAN YOU GIVE AN EXAMPLE OF A DETAIL THAT CHANGED YOUR VIEW OF A 

SITUATION OR YOUR WORK? 

I’ve realised that there’s meaning in every detail. The possibility of them when you enlarge 

them. In a product manual, for instance, an enlargement of a particular detail can offer much 

clarity. And sometimes, parts can be more pleasing than the whole. I try to offer people 

information by blinkering them to other things and enlarging a particular detail. This can have 

an enormous impact. Quite often, people see too much. 

 

HOW IMPORTANT ARE DETAILS? 
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Details can shed new light on a whole, particularly when you begin to recognise patterns in 

them. I can do this by isolating details and enlarging them. 

 

HOW CAN YOU LEARN TO SEE MORE? 

Forget about the bigger picture. What I find quite tricky, is when I look at art in a beautiful 

church in Italy, for instance. I really enjoy it, but when I read the catalogue once I’m back 

home, I see all the details that I missed. So now I do the reverse. I buy a catalogue, have a cup 

of coffee, and prepare my visit. Having a look at the postcards in the museum shop can also 

help. Details are part of the experience, so it’s better to do some homework. 
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Notes 

 
1 These rounded-off figures are based on two studies, conducted in 2001 and 2017. Both 
studies were done to research the viewing behavior of people visiting a museum (as 
opposed to other research measuring people’s attention span when viewing digital images 
of artworks). The first study was conducted in the vast collection of the Metropolitan 
Museum in New York, showing an average viewing time of 13.2-44.6 seconds. The second 
study, carried out at an exhibition of Gerhard Richter’s work at the MoMA in New York, 
shows a viewing time of 25.7-41 seconds. This higher average may be due to the fact that 
this was a temporary exhibition, where there are fewer works on display and people focus 
on these works alone. Also included in this study is the time visitors took when they came 
back to view a work a second time during the same visit. See ‘Biography and Suggested 
Reading’. 
2 See my book Dichterbij, kunst in details (Close-Up, Art in Details, 2015), p. 88-91. 


