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			Tracy Chevalier is an American author who was born in 1962 in Washington. After graduating in English in Ohio, she left the United States to go to the UK, where she has been living since 1984. She first worked in the publishing world, before starting a course in creative writing at the University of East Anglia, during which she published her first work of fiction, called The Virgin Blue (1997).

			It was with her second novel, Girl with a Pearl Earring, that she became truly successful. Since then, she has frequently published historical novels, the most well-known being The Lady and the Unicorn (2003) and Burning Bright (2007).

		


		
			Girl with a Pearl Earring

			It all started with a painting…

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Chevalier, T., (2001). Girl with a Pearl Earring. New York: Penguin Books.

					1st edition: 1999

					Themes: painting, religion, jealousy, friendship, love

			

			Published in 1999, Girl with a Pearl Earring is Tracy Chevalier’s second novel. Inspired by a painting by the Dutch painter Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675), it tells the imaginary story of the young unknown woman who sat for this painting. Indeed, up to now, historians still have no information concerning the model of the famous painter.

			It is a historical novel written in the first person singular, and tells the story of Griet, a young 16-year-old servant, from the beginning of her service at the Vermeers until the death of the painter.

		


		
			Summary

			In 1664, in Delft, Griet, a young 16-year-old woman, learns that she has been hired as a maid to work for the painter Johannes Vermeer (Dutch painter, 1632-1675), as her family is ruined (an accident cost her father his eyesight, when he was a tiler). Her new masters come to meet her while she is helping her mother with cooking and she leaves her family the next day. Her father gives her a piece of tile on which two children are painted: Griet, and her younger brother Frans.

			When she arrives, Griet meets the Vermeer children, who are playing in front of the door, as well as Tanneke, the other servant. Tanneke introduces her to Maria Thins, who is the mother of the painter’s wife, Catharina Vermeer, and the real master of the house. She is told what will be expected of her, namely the cleaning of the painter’s studio, where all the objects have to be kept in the exact same place they were found. In the afternoon, she goes to the market with Tanneke, who introduces her to the butcher where the Vermeer family buys its meat. This is how Griet meets Pieter, the butcher’s son, who will later become her husband. After these encounters, Griet goes to the canal, accompanied by the children, and is bullied by Cornelia, the second Vermeer daughter. Griet slaps her to make it clear that she will not be browbeaten, and then realizes that the young girl might cause her problems.

			On Sunday, Griet goes back to her parents’home for dinner and gives them the money she earned during the week. She also meets with her younger sister, Agnes. Unfortunately, a few days later, Griet hears from Pieter that the neighborhood in which her family lives has been struck by the plague and that the authorities are going to order a quarantine. Therefore, Catharina forbids her to go home until the epidemic has officially ended. After several anxious days, Pieter tells her that Agnes is ill. She dies at the end of the summer.

			One day, Vermeer, who works with the help of a camera oscura, invites Griet to use it and explains to her how it works. This is the beginning of the complicity between the painter and the young woman. When the painting on which Vermeer has been working since Griet’s arrival is finished, he asks the man who commissioned the painting, Mr. Van Ruijven, to visit. Van Ruijven is the painter’s biggest client. While he is visiting to have a look at the finished painting, he comes across Griet and is stricken by her charms. On a particularly cold day in January, while the young woman is about to go to the apothecary to get medicine for the children, Vermeer asks her to bring him back ingredients for his colors, a task that he had never entrusted to anyone until then. Cornelia, having heard the exchange, breaks Griet’s piece of tile out of jealousy.

			A few weeks later, Catharina gives birth to her sixth child. A big dinner is organized to celebrate the event. Pieter comes to deliver the meat at the house. As Griet comes out to welcome him, Vermeer follows her and catches the young butcher’s smile. The young woman becomes immediately aware of the tension between the two men. In April, Pieter comes to Griet’s church to meet her parents. After that, he is regularly invited to their home on Sundays. A few months later, he tells her that he will ask for her hand in marriage when she turns 18.

			The painter asks for Griet’s assistance more and more often, even teaching her how to crush the ingredients to make the colors. He does not dare to talk to his wife about how Griet helps him, but manages to get her to agree to have the girl sleep in the attic instead of the cellar, which allows her to work for him very early in the day or in the evening before going to bed.

			One day, Maria Thins discovers what Griet does for the painter. She then asks her to do her best to enable him to paint faster, but forbids her to mention her assistance to Catharina or Tanneke. Cornelia, jealous of the interest her father has taken in Griet, decides to make her life a living hell and ambushes her so that Tanneke discovers her collaboration with the artist. Cornelia steals a tortoiseshell comb from her mother and puts it among Griet’s belongings, stealing the maid’s own comb at the same time. Griet discovers the ploy and mentions it to Vermeer. The painter takes Griet’s side and Cornelia is severely punished. The support Vermeer grants to Griet against his own daughter changes the way the other women in the house see her: Tanneke becomes nicer, Catharina’s distrust grows, and Maria Thins respects her more.

			Vermeer begins a new painting portraying Van Ruijven’s wife. Griet, who finds the composition too orderly, takes the liberty of changing the way the tablecloth falls. Surprised, the artist asks her why she made the change and is astonished to learn something from a servant. His respect for her is growing.

			Later, Van Ruijven states that he wants to be in a painting with Griet. Worried, Griet refuses and tells of her fears to Maria Thins. Vermeer, to protect the young woman whilst satisfying his most important customer, promises him that he will make a painting of Griet alone. Thus, the young woman sits for the painter. To add a touch of color to the composition, Vermeer wishes her to wear Catharina’s pearls. The servant girl does not like the idea of this, but she does not have a choice. While she arranges her hairdo in the storeroom one day, Vermeer climbs up and sees her with her hair down. They are both troubled. Upset that the painter saw her like that, Griet lets Pieter do as he wishes and he has sex with her.

			Later, Cornelia discovers that Griet wore the pearls and decides to inform her mother. As proof, she shows her the painting. Catharina has a violent argument with her husband and tries to destroy the painting. Moreover, she accuses Griet of being a thief. Neither Maria Thins nor Vermeer come to her defense. Catharina has a miscarriage in the studio. Deeply shaken by all these events, Griet flees.

			A few years later, Griet is married to Pieter and has two children. While she is manning her stand at the market, Tanneke comes to tell her that Catharina wishes to see her. Catharina tells her that Vermeer, who has died, wished her to have the pearls. Griet accepts them and sells them, thinking that the money will serve to pay off the debts that Vermeer still owed the butcher. She does not intend to tell her husband where the money came from.

		


		
			Character study

			Griet

			Griet is the narrator of the novel. She is a young woman from the working class in Delft, whose parents fell into poverty after her father had an accident that left him blind. Being the eldest, she is placed as a servant to feed her family.

			Griet is practical-minded and very meticulous. This is why she is hired at the Vermeers’: she is able to place the objects of the studio exactly where she found them after cleaning the room. She also has an artistic feeling: although she does not know anything about the theory of painting, she has a painter’s instinct (she unconsciously orders vegetables by color, she changes the fall of a tablecloth to change the composition of a painting, etc.). Tactful, she knows which words to use to avoid problems. She also has a personal ethos.

			She is entirely dedicated to Vermeer, even though she is aware of the fact that some of the things he asks her to do will lead to her downfall.

			Vermeer

			Vermeer is a true artist. Very calm and quiet, he lives in the margin of his household’s everyday life: he does not partake in the discussions concerning household matters, leaves Maria Thins to negotiate his contracts, and does not take an interest in the upbringing of his children. He only cares for painting: he does not take into account the consequences this could have on the lives of the other people in his household, including Griet.

			Protestant by birth, he
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