
 

�����������		
������
�������������
 

 
Girl with a Pearl Earring by Tracy Chevalier  

About This Book 
 
In mid-career, the renowned 17th century Baroque artist Johannes Vermeer painted "Girl with a Pearl Earring," which has been called the Dutch 
Mona Lisa. Girl with a Pearl Earring tells the story behind the advent of this famous painting, all the while depicting life in 17th century Delft, a 
small Dutch city with a burgeoning art community.  

The novel centers on Griet, the Protestant daughter of a Delft tile painter who lost his sight in a kiln accident. In order to bring income to her 
struggling family, Griet must work as a maid for a more financially sound family. When Jan Vermeer and his wife approve of Griet as a maid for 
their growing Catholic household, she leaves home and quickly enters adult life. The Vermeer household, with its five children, grandmother and 
long-time servant, is ready to make Griet's working life difficult. Though her help is sorely needed, her beauty and innocence are both coveted 
and resented. Vermeer's wife Catharina, long banished from her husband's studio for her clumsiness and lack of genuine interest in art, is 
immediately wary of Griet, a visually talented girl who exhibits signs of artistic promise. Taneke, the faithful servant to the grandmother, proves 
her protective loyalty by keeping a close eye on Griet's every move.  

The artist himself, however, holds another view entirely of the young maid. Recognizing Griet's talents, Vermeer takes her on as his studio 
assistant and surreptitiously teaches her to grind paints and develop color palettes in the remote attic. Though reluctant to overstep her 
boundaries in the cagey Vermeer household, Griet is overjoyed both to work with her intriguing master and to lend some breath to her natural 
inclinations—colors and composition—neither of which she had ever been able to develop. Together, Vermeer and Griet conceal the 
apprenticeship from the family until Vermeer's most prominent patron demands that the lovely maid be the subject of his next commissioned 
work. Vermeer must paint Griet—an awkward, charged situation for them both.  

Chevalier's account of the artistic process—from the grinding of paints to the inclusion and removal of background objects—lay at the core of 
the novel. Her inventive portrayal of this tumultuous time, when Protestantism began to dominate Catholicism and the growing bourgeoisie took 
the place of the Church as patrons of the arts, draws the reader into a lively, if little known, time and place in history.  
 
A Little Background 

The Baroque period is remembered less by one specific style of art than as a period of time. Derived from the Portuguese "barocco" for 
"irregular pearl," Baroque was comprised of many diversions from Biblically based Renaissance painting. The Protestant Reformation 
unleashed artists from rote depictions of scenes from the Bible and allowed them to venture into increasingly more interesting domestic 
domains. Ladies of the day would pose before silent musical instruments in rooms adorned with the trappings of success, like maps of newly 
explored territories and shelves with expensive volumes of books. As the merchant class gained monetary status in the community, so did their 
desire to be painted, just as royalty was just a few decades earlier.  

Jan Vermeer (1632-1675), a native of Delft who never left the small city, relied on the bourgeoisie for his living. A converted Catholic for his 
wedding day, Vermeer struggled to support a large family. Many of his paintings depict the wives or daughters of his Protestant patrons caught 
in the middle of common household actions—pouring a pitcher of water, writing a letter, or playing an instrument. He strove for realism, going so 
far as to blend sand in his paints to create an accurate texture of bricks in the famous portrait of his hometown, "View of Delft."  

The most well known departure from Vermeer's calculated paintings is the intriguing, mysterious subject of "Girl with a Pearl Earring," thought to 
be painted in 1665. In the painting, a young woman, adorned in an unusual head wrap and wearing a prominent pearl-drop earring, turns to face 
the painter over her left shoulder—eyes sympathetic and slightly lowered, mouth demurely parted. The moment captured by the painting is 
captivating—sexually charged yet undeniably innocent. This is the subject of Chevalier's novel, Girl with a Pearl Earring. The novel both 
recognizes the painting's historic and artistic intensity and monopolizes on that intensity to create a fascinating story of a young girl in a small 
city during a unique period of time. Few authors could make the leaps necessary to enliven a centuries-old painting for modern readers. Tracy 
Chevalier achieves all this and more, keeping her audience wondering what the novel's outcome will bring as well as what facts their art history 
texts hold. Readers and art lovers alike will find this novel engaging, evocative, and insightful.   
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. Do you think Griet was typical of other girls her age? In what ways? How did she differ? Did you find her compassionate or selfish? Giving or 
judgmental?  

2. In many ways, the primary relationship in this novel appears to be between Griet and Vermeer. Do you think this is true? How do you feel 
about Vermeer's relationship with his wife? How does that come into play?  

3. Peering into 17th century Delft shows a small, self-sufficient city. Where do you think the many-pointed star at the city's center pointed 
toward? What was happening elsewhere at that time?  

4. Discuss the ways religion affected Griet's relationship with Vermeer. His wife? Maria Thins?  

5. Maria Thins obviously understood Vermeer's art more than his wife did. Why do you think this was the case? Do you think she shared Griet's 
talents?  

6. Do you think Griet made the right choice when she married the butcher's son? Did she have other options?  
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7. How is Delft different to or similar to your town or city? Are the social structures comparable?  

8. Though Girl with a Pearl Earring appears to be about one man and woman, there are several relationships at work. Which is the most difficult 
relationship? Which is the most promising?   
 
Author Biography 
 
Raised in Washington D.C., Tracy Chevalier moved to England in 1984 after graduating from Oberlin College in Ohio. Initially intending to attend 
one semester abroad, she studied for a semester and never returned. After working as a literary editor for several years, Chevalier chose to 
pursue her own writing career and in 1994, she graduated with a degree in creative writing at the University of East Anglia. Her first novel, The 
Virgin Blue, was chosen by W. H. Smith for its Fresh Talent promotion in 1997. She lives in London with her husband and son and hopes to see 
all of Vermeer's thirty-five known paintings in her lifetime (thus far, she's seen twenty-eight of them).  

 
 
Extras 
the book has its own website (!)  www.pearlearring.com 
the author's official website:   www.tchevalier.com  
 
 
Author Interview 
 
Everyday life in 17th century Delft is so vivid in Girl with a Pearl Earring. How did you conduct your research? Where?  

Most of it, I confess, was done in my armchair. I read a lot (especially Simon Schama's The Embarrassment Of Riches: An Interpretation of 
Dutch Culture in The Golden Age) and looked at a lot of paintings. Luckily 17th-century Dutch paintings are mainly scenes from everyday life 
and so it was easy to see what houses looked like inside and how they were run. I also went to Delft for four days and just wandered around, 
taking it in. Vermeer's house no longer exists, but there are plenty of 17th-century buildings still left, as well as the Market Square, the Meat Hall, 
the canals and bridges. It's not hard to get an idea of what it was like then.  

Little is known of Vermeer's life—at least compared with other Baroque painters like Rembrandt. Why did you choose Vermeer's work 
to write about?  

I chose Vermeer's work because it is so beautiful and so mysterious. In his paintings, the solitary women going about their domestic tasks—
pouring milk, reading letters, weighing gold, putting on a necklace—inhabit a world that we are getting a secret glimpse at. And because it feels 
secret—the women don't seem to know we're looking at them—it seems also that something else is going on underneath, something mysterious 
we can't quite grasp. The fact that so little is known about Vermeer was happenstance—happily so, as it turned out, for it meant I could make up 
a lot without worrying about things being "true" or not.  

Were you inspired by this particular painting or by Vermeer's work in general?  

I was inspired specifically by this particular painting, though I know his other work as well. A poster of this painting has hung on the wall of my 
bedroom since I was nineteen and I often lie in bed and look at it and wonder about it. It's such an open painting. I'm never sure what the girl is 
thinking or what her expression is. Sometimes she seems sad, other times seductive. So, one morning a couple years ago I was lying in bed 
worrying about what I was going to write next, and I looked up at the painting and wondered what Vermeer did or said to the model to get her to 
look like that. And right then I made up the story.  

Is Girl with a Pearl Earring a true story? To what extent is it based in fact?  

It isn't a true story. No one knows who the girl is, or in fact who any of the people in his paintings are. Very little is known about Vermeer—he left 
no writings, not even any drawings, just 35 paintings. The few known facts are based on legal documents—his baptism, his marriage, the births 
of his children, his will. I was careful to be true to the known facts; for instance, he married Catharina Bolnes and they had eleven surviving 
children. Other facts are not so clear-cut and I had to make choices: he may or may not have lived in the house of his mother-in-law (I decided 
he did); he converted to Catholicism at the time of his marriage but not necessarily because Catharina was Catholic (I decided he did); he may 
have been friends with the scientist Antony van Leeuwenhoek, who invented the microscope (I decided he was). But there was a lot I simply 
made up.  

You chose to give your novel the same title as the painting. Is there a greater purpose for this? What sort of a relationship do you see 
the novel and the painting having?  

The novel has the same name as the painting because the painting is the culmination of the story; its creation is what the story is leading up to. 
It also points up the earring, which is important as a symbol because it represents the world Griet gets drawn into and ultimately rejected from. 
The novel could not exist without the painting. I would never have written it, and I don't think it would have the same resonance with readers if 
the painting didn't exist.  
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Do you paint? If not, how did you learn about the process and tools?  

I don't paint, though I did take a painting class while writing this book so I could find out a little about how it's done. I was absolutely awful at it, 
but I learned a lot. I also read about Vermeer's painting technique, and spoke with the woman who restored the painting for the 1996 Vermeer 
exhibition. She was able to explain to me some of the finer details of how he painted. As for the paints and how they were made, I found some 
old books about making paints and learned from them. I also bought some linseed oil (which is mixed with pigment to make paint) and left the 
bottle open as I was writing so that I could smell what they would have smelled.  

17th century literature reflected religious and social changes just like 17th century painting. Milton's radical Paradise Lost was 
published during this time. Did you consider this sort of thing when writing an historical novel?  

I didn't consider Paradise Lost, but clearly religious change in the Netherlands at the time was a very important issue. The Dutch had just thrown 
off the rule of the Catholic Spanish and were keen to distance themselves from Catholicism. Protestantism suited their natures. The Dutch 
Catholics were tolerated but were seen as slightly outside the system, which is fascinating when you consider that Vermeer actually converted 
to Catholicism, and so chose to be a maverick. You have to consider religious and social change when writing historical novels. They are 
essential to the push and pull of the story. In fact, all my novels are historical and set during periods of great social change. My first novel, The 
Virgin Blue (published in Britain), is set during the 16th century Reformation in France, and the novel I'm working on now is set in England at the 
beginning of the 20th century and up through World War I.  

While reading the novel, I couldn't help examining and re-examining the painting every few pages. Did you write the novel with the 
painting at hand?  

Oh yes. With all his paintings, in fact. I kept the catalogue from the 1996 Vermeer exhibition almost permanently open. Most of the characters' 
looks are based on people in his other paintings. In fact, if you want to see which paintings link to which people, check out the book's website at 
www.pearlearring.com.  

Did you know how the story ended before you started writing?  

Yes. I had the whole story worked out (except for the odd detail) before I started writing. This is unusual for me. Often I know only some of the 
story before I start writing. This book was a dream to write because of that and because the style is so spare.  

Why the camera obscura*? It plays such an important part, lending all sorts of ideas about technology and foreshadowing what's to 
come. *For more information on the camera obscura, visit the book's website at www.pearlearring.com.  

The camera obscura is a tangible representation of a different way of looking. Griet has the capacity to look in a different way, but she needs 
Vermeer to show her how. He does that partly with the help of the camera obscura. It also reminds us that in order to see clearly you have to 
focus, shut out the world and look at one corner of a room. That is what Vermeer's paintings do—they reveal the world in a room. That is also 
what the novel tries to do—it is deliberately narrow and focused, and in it is a whole world.  

What's next? Are you ready to work on another historical novel?  

Yes. The next novel is set in a Victorian cemetery in London at the turn of the century and up through World War I. It's about two girls whose 
families have adjacent plots at the cemetery, and the apprentice gravedigger they meet there. In a wider sense the book is about the changing 
values at the beginning of the modern era, looked at through the changing attitudes to death and mourning. The Victorians bought elaborate 
tombs for their dead and followed strict and elaborate mourning rituals, but by the end of World War I graves became much simpler and 
mourning was conducted in private. Why did this change occur? The book attempts to answer that. I can't seem to write a contemporary novel. I 
suppose I'm more comfortable in the past, where I know what is important and lasting. If I write about today, I worry that it will date in ten years' 
time.  

 
  
  

 


