A FACE OF TWO STORIES

A Comparitive Analysis of The Role and Function of A Portrait By Johannes Vermeer In Two Fictional Works Based On It

By: Charlotta Salmi

ABSTRACT

I decided to write an analysis of the role and function of  the famous portrait of a girl by 17th century Dutch painter Johannes Vermeer in two fictional works based on the painting. By studying Marta Morazzoni’s short story Girl In A Turban  and the novel Girl With A Pearl Earring by Tracy Chevalier I compared how the authors employed the painting in their respective works.

I focused my analysis on three common aspects in the two stories; firstly I studied the role of art in general in the two texts and its portrayed effect on the male protagonists as this forms a foundation for the role the painting comes to play. I then compared the influence of the painting on the characters and plot of the two works by analysing the male protagonists’ attachment to the painting, and how this affects the plot by disrupting their relations with their wives. I also focused on the themes of sacrifice and choice which are induced by the painting and how they affect the characters and plot. I finally studied how the uniqueness of the portrait and its distinct atmosphere was reflected in the texts by various stylistic devices used by the authors to create a similar ambiance in the works as the painting.

Thus, I came to conclude that Vermeer’s painting, conveyed as the love interest of the male protagonists in both Morazzoni’s short story and Chevalier’s novel, is given largely the same role by both authors. Also the function of the painting in both works is similar, influencing the plot by its effect on the relations of the characters through its unique atmosphere, and so disrupting and eventually restoring the harmony of the stories in the respective works.

SAMMANFATTNING

Jag bestämde mig för att skriva en analys av rollen och funktionen av det berömda porträttet av en flicka som målats av den holländska 1600 tals konstnären Johannes Vermeer i två fiktiva arbeten som baserar sig på målningen. Genom att studera Marta Morazzonis novell Girl In A Turban och romanen Girl With A Pearl Earring av Tracy Chevalier jämförde jag hur de båda författarna använder porträttet i sina respektive arbeten.

Jag fokuserade min analys på tre gemensamma aspekter i berättelserna; 

först studerade jag konstens roll i allmänhet i de två texterna och hur den påverkar de manliga huvudpersonerna, eftersom detta ger grunden till den roll som porträttet kommer att spela. Sedan jämförde jag hur de manliga huvudpersonerna fäster sig vid målningen och hur detta påverkar handlingen genom att störa deras förhållanden till respektive fruar. Jag fokuserade också på de uppoffringar och val som porträttet åstadkommer och hur detta påverkar personerna och handlingen i de två berättelserna. Slutligen undersökte jag hur det unika porträttet och dess distinkta atmosfär återspeglas i texterna, och vilka berättartekniska drag författarna använt för att skapa en likadan atmosfär i texterna som i porträttet.

Jag drog slutsatsen att Vermeers målnings roll är att vara ett föremål för de manliga huvudpersonernas kärlek i både Morazzonis novell och Chevaliers roman. Målningens funktion i de båda arbetena är också likadan, den påverkar handlingen genom att influera personernas relationer och stör sålunda harmonin i berättelserna men också återställer den till slut i båda texterna.
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1.INTRODUCTION

Johannes Vermeer, a Dutch painter who lived and worked in 17th century Delft, Holland, lived an almost completely unknown life with his paintings only reaching wider acclaim and value decades after his death in 1675. Out of an estimated 50 works (Montias: 265) painted during his lifetime the portrait of  The Girl With A Pearl Earring is perhaps the most prominent; atmospheric and mysterious with its origins and history unknown (Stuckenbrock and Töpper: 917), painted in approximately 1665 (Montias: 183) it has sparked a great deal of interest from art lovers all over the world and been a source of inspiration for many written works, out of which I have made a closer study of two.

Italian writer Marta Morazzoni wrote a fictional short story regarding the sale of the particular painting by a merchant loosely connected to Vermeer’s actual patron Pieter Claez Van Ruijven, published in 1988 in a collection of works bearing the title of the story: Girl In A Turban. Similarly American born writer Tracy Chevalier chose the painting as the basis of her 1999 published novel Girl With A Pearl Earring, as she herself states “I could see it all in her face” (http://www.tchevalier.com/gwape/author/index.html)  -the portrait itself  “inspired  the novel”(Appendix A) of the origins and implications of the painting, built rigidly around the few known facts of Vermeer’s life. 

The two works differ in their focus, as Chevalier describes in a first person narrative 17 year old Griet’s experiences as a maid in the Vermeer household, her admiration and amazement by Vermeer as an artist and a man and the subtle relation that ensues, resulting in her portrait; while Morazzoni chooses to recount the sale of this painting from an art lover to another and the rendering of an acquaintance of two men with similar interests. However, they share several common aspects in the authors’ interpretations of the painting and its influence on the plot. Other than their source of inspiration, the two fictional works are closely interlinked by their passionate portrayal of art and its value and to what extent a powerful painting can spark a relation between itself and its viewer. The two authors proceed in depicting their respective stories with vivid imagery which subtly unravel stories equally steeped in atmosphere as the painting they are based on.  I therefore chose to investigate the role and function of the famous portrait by Vermeer in the two written works, by Chevalier and Morazzoni respectively.

2.THE ROLE OF ART AND ITS EFFECT ON THE MALE PROTAGONISTS

Both the art transaction depicted by Marta Morazzoni in her short story and the love story portrayed in Girl With A Pearl Earring by Tracy Chevalier centre not only around Vermeer’s famous painting but also two strong male characters and their relations to the art around them and its role in their lives. As the influence of art is a great common theme in both works, one can also see similar traits in the two male characters and their relations to it, which enhance and foreshadow the meaning of the painting in their lives and its effects on their surroundings.

Chevalier’s fictive character, Johannes Vermeer, switches between a variety of roles in the household, both the caring master of his home showing “kindness in his eyes” (Chevalier: 57) while speaking to his servants, a leisurely father who is “bemused”(ibid: 47) by his children, and as the loving husband he shows affection for his wife whom he speaks to “in a voice laced with honey”(ibid: 82). Although he appears silent and mysterious, and very much the artist that he is, Chevalier renders a sympathetic image of him to the reader. He shows kindness in his actions, and demands respect in his silence, as his opinion by his mother in law is valued as “more powerful than anything”(ibid: 157), suggesting his influence over the people around him. 

Similar characteristics of benevolence and deference are apparent in Morazzoni’s merchant, Bernhard van Rijk. Although he appears to be loosely based on Vermeer’s historical patron Pieter Claez van Ruijven, who shares a similar name, his character is closer to Vermeer’s in Girl With A Pearl Earring, than van Ruijven’s. He is portrayed by Morazzoni as “patient”(Morazzoni: 73) and as a husband who “loved and cared for the wealth and welfare”(ibid: 58)of his family, perhaps more actively so than Vermeer who often withdrew himself from more demanding requirements, seeing them as “not his duty”(Chevalier: 156)- a distinction which becomes significant to the extent that these characters sacrifice themselves for their joint love of art.

Despite their varying roles as benefactors and protectors, both characters are portrayed to be by essence their profession, indicating the power of art over their lives to the extent that it becomes part of them. This is clear in both literary works, as both authors choose to distinguish their respective characters by their work- Morazzoni first introduces the reader to the merchant as “Master Bernhard Van Rijk, picture dealer”(Morazzoni: 57) similar to the introduction Vermeer receives after his first appearance in Chevalier’s book as the narrator’s father explains to her “That was the painter. Vermeer.”(Chevalier: 8) laying emphasis primarily on his profession. This ardour for their profession which encompasses their own person, is also evident in how they perceive their surroundings. Vermeer regards even his family with a “painter’s look”(ibid: 204) while Van Rijk observes the Danish nobleman he is visiting “with the appreciative eye of an art dealer”(Morazzoni: 83) indicating that their artistic interests come to dominate not only their physical observation, but also their human relations. So it becomes apparent in both stories that their shared passion for their work begins to dictate their other roles, as both husbands and care-takers, a trait which is of particular importance in their relation to the painting as the stories unfold.

The will to surrender for their art is further enhanced by the sacrifices made for their professions in terms of their personal lives. Vermeer’s family in Girl With A Pearl Earring has fallen into a debt which eventually leads to his own decline, yet all the same Vermeer never once lowers his own artistic standards for the money it should provide, as he states “I do not paint audiences”(Chevalier: 163) despite it being more lucrative, nor does he agree to produce more paintings as he “would always paint at his own pace”(ibid: 53) placing his art above the money it should provide, even when it leads to his own end. Van Rijk too, shows signs of preferring his art above its monetary value by planning a voyage more expensive than he is certain he will profit, preferring to personally deliver the painting he intends to sell, merely because of the “pleasure of sharing {it} with an art-lover”(Morazzoni: 62), despite the risks of the sale not meeting the expenses. Thus their roles as providers for their families subside due to their artistic priorities.

Art also provides a mode of escape from their surroundings for the two main male characters of the stories, “Master Bernhard was always glad to get away”(Morazzoni: 60) on the journeys the trade provided and Vermeer “would rather be alone in his studio”(Chevalier: 82)than entertain his family, creating not only a space for the protagonists where they can reign as their true selves but also a sub reality where the paintings importance can come to dominate. 

3.THE ROLE OF THE PAINTING AS AN INFLUENCE ON CHARACTERS AND             THE PLOT

3.1. The Painting’s Effect On The Male Protagonists And Its Creation of Conflicts

The painting around which both stories revolve affects the characters in several ways which come to influence the plot; most apparent of these is the impression it makes on the male characters of the two texts. The portrait inspires different feelings of protective ownership in both Van Rijk and Vermeer in their separate stories, Van Rijk treats the painting so that it is “swathed and protected like a newborn baby”(ibid: 64) a statement which has strong paternal connotations; while Vermeer similarly harbours strong possessive and protective feelings for the painting as is evident in the lunge he makes to prevent his distressed wife from plunging a knife into the painting-“He stopped it just before the blade touched my eye”(Chevalier: 228) upon her discovery of his deceit. Also Van Ruijven, the womanising patron of Vermeer in Girl With A Pearl Earring informs Griet that  he “will have you anyway when I get that painting”(ibid: 214), suggesting the painting’s invariable effect in sparking possessive sentiments in the males in its surroundings, as though it played a character of considerable influence in the two texts. 

Considering the males’ attachment to the painting in the respective works of Morazzoni and Chevalier, the art piece has a distinct function in creating disharmony by inspiring changes in the characters and their relations to each other. Chevalier portrays the subtle and clandestine love story between Vermeer and his maid Griet through small actions and an increased trust regarding his art. Therefore his painting of her creates not only a climax of events in the plot, as its discovery by Vermeer’s wife would mean Griet’s dismissal, but also a symbolical peak in their relationship. Thus the painting plays the role of representing Vermeer’s love affair, a deceit in affections which it also represents for Van Rijk, who “looked at it every evening”(Morazzoni: 61) in his bedroom, generating jealousy from his wife who contemplated “the presence of that painting in the house with ...unspoken rancour”(ibid: 61).

The painting’s apparent effect therefore on the plots is its creation of conflicts, and the consequences of the choices it inflicts on Van Rijk and Vermeer. For Vermeer the painting presents him with the choice of loving Griet as a man or a painter, Chevalier portrays in first person narrative Griet’s views while posing, as she notes “He looked at me...as if he looked at a paining”(Chevalier: 190) while contradictorily later commenting “sometimes he simply sat and looked at me...Then he was not like a painter, but like a man”(ibid: 202) indicating an internal struggle for Vermeer, over whether to love her as the former or admire her as the latter. Also Van Rijk has to choose between his love for his wife and the love for the painting, as his wife in her fifth month of pregnancy “found it hard to suppress the notion that her husband, in abandoning her at a moment of such uncertainty, had no idea of her fears”(Morazzoni: 59) showing her resentment at his accompanying the painting to Denmark and hence indicating the choice Van Rijk is faced with between his love as a man, or admiration as an art dealer. 

Thus there is a clear similarity in the positions the two characters are placed in by the peculiar influence of the painting upon them and its role in their lives; therefore both characters have to make vital decisions about priorities with severe repercussions on the plot. Both Vermeer and Van Rijk prove their devotion to the painting by the sacrifices made in its name, primarily above love. Vermeer chooses the painting over his loyalty to his wife Catharina by secretly using her jewellery –the pearl earring- “admitting...that Catharina would disapprove”(Chevalier: 209) but determining that “she will not see it”(ibid: 209), a deceit committed purely for the aesthetics of the painting. The pearl earring, comes to play a symbolical role in Vermeer’s deceit in Chevalier’s story, as he chooses to use them for the purpose of completing the painting despite being aware that its discovery by his wife would doubtlessly lead to the dismissal of Griet, and thus he sacrifices his love for Griet for the sake of completing the painting, using “what he wanted for his paintings without considering the result”(ibid: 207). Van Rijk too sacrifices love for his affections for the painting by abandoning his pregnant and distressed wife at home. Despite frequently dealing paintings to the Danish nobleman without personally being present “on the basis of that painting, the Dutchman thought that the moment had come...to present himself in person”(Morazzoni: 62), so enforcing the paradoxical theme of the two works – the choice of art above love and contradictorily the role of art as a love.   

The painting also provides, in the disharmony it stirs, the settling of a sub reality through its exceptional atmosphere in both works rendering possible events and sentiments which are otherwise unacceptable. Guided by beauty rather than sense, both Vermeer and Van Rijk are enticed by temptations not otherwise available but for the extraordinary circumstances. Van Rijk’s enticement lies mostly in the beauty of the foreign landscape on his trip to Denmark, drawn in by its silence he forgets to even send “a single line to Miryam”(Morazzoni: 89), wishing to stay on longer at the nobleman’s grounds. While Vermeer on the other hand is tempted in the presence of the painting to overstep the fine balance in his relationship with Griet, letting his emotions take physical form “His fingers brushed against my neck and along my jaw”(Chevalier: 221) and falls for the allurement contrary to Van Rijk who “was sufficiently lucid to realize this was only a fanciful dream”(Morazzoni: 93). If art in general seems to open up new worlds for Vermeer and Van Rijk, the painting appears to provoke them to push its limits.

3.2.The Painting’s  Effect On The Wives And The Resulting Impact On The Plot

Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote “Art is a jealous mistress” (http://www.transcendentalists.com/emerson_quotes.htm. ). So is the wife who is neglected, an aspect which is strongly portrayed in both works as the painting not only affects the male protagonists’ lives but also disrupts their marital relations thus increasing its sphere of influence over the characters in both works. The two women in question -Vermeer’s wife Catharina as depicted by Chevalier and Morazzoni’s portrayal of Miryam, the wife of the merchant Van Rijk- share many common factors in their sentiments  towards the painting. Both women perceive their husbands’ partiality for the painting, and in Catharina’s case also the subject, as a threat to their marriage; portrayed by both authors through the concept of closeness. Miryam is barred from her husband’s bedroom due to her pregnancy while Catharina is forbidden from entering Vermeer’s studio due to her clumsiness, thus creating a distance in the intimacy with their husbands. Van Rijk keeps the painting in his bedroom, closer than his wife; while Vermeer permits Griet to sleep next to the studio, a threat in intimacy for the closeness Catharina isn’t permitted, causing her to be “not happy”(Chevalier: 118), also refusing the painting the right to stay upon discovering it, as her husband attempts to make amends by promising “Van Ruijven will take the painting away as soon as it is dry”(ibid: 227), indicating that Catharina can only feel secure after its removal, a feeling mirrored in Miryam as she feels “close to a kind of liberation: the painting was finally leaving the bedroom”(Morazzoni: 64).

In view of the reactions the painting inspires in the characters of Catharina and Miryam, and the conflicts which it causes for the male protagonists, it appears that the removal of the piece of art, as conveyed by both authors in their stories, is necessary for the re-establishment of an equilibrium in the plots. In Morazzoni’s short story Bernhard van Rijk is an art dealer, with the sole purpose of selling the art in his possession to admirers of it, while Vermeer in Girl With A Pearl Earring is painting the portrait solely at his patron’s request, rendering its departure from their lives a natural factor in the plot. The painting was therefore never the protagonists’ to keep in either story, and their difficulties in parting with it merely enhance their unusual attachment to it; as Morazzoni explains Van Rijk's feelings for the painting which “he loved to the point of finding it hard to part with”(ibid: 62) while Griet observes upon her dismissal that in Vermeer’s eyes “ I thought I could see regret”(Chevalier: 228) suggesting a reference to the portrait. 

All the same, the authors both choose to portray the return of the painting in the end to restore and strengthen the bond between it and its former owners. At the end of the novel, Griet is told that before his death Vermeer “asked to have the painting back on a short loan”(Chevalier: 241) a last action which confirms Vermeer’s extraordinary attachment to the painting, as well as the subject, contrarily to Girl In A Turban in which Van Rijk himself doesn’t request its return but rather the Danish nobleman’s daughter interprets his affections to be such that she feels there is a need for the portrait  ”which we acquired... at least to return”(Morazzoni: 95), before her household is sold.  By the passing of time- the nobleman’s daughter’s letter is written after Van Rijk’s death, while Vermeer’s actions took place a decade after Griet’s dismissal- the authors convey the painting’s role not only as a trigger for the depicted events in the two men’s lives, but also as a holistic influence on their lives. Thus the return of the painting completes the harmony of the two stories, as though the return of a lost love.

4.UNIQUENESS AND ATMOSPHERE OF THE PAINTING REFLECTED IN THE WORKS

Johannes Vermeer’s painting in its simplicity, with the face of a girl staring over her shoulder at the viewer, dressed in a turban and large pearl earring(Appendix B), has a profound effect on the plot and characters in both works. While Morazzoni describes its effects and value to its owners, Chevalier uses it more symbolically as the climax of the gently culminating love relation between Vermeer and his maid. In both cases the painting’s uniqueness has a key role in its influence, and its exceptional atmosphere is cleverly reflected in both works, though by different means, further enhancing its key role. 

The painting is remarkable in its captivating portrayal of light and unusual depiction of its subject. Both her pose, her slightly opened mouth and her head gear are unusual for portraits of the time. Paying great notice to its uniqueness as a work of art and its ability to spellbind its audience, Morazzoni writes “one small canvas, the value of which, was extraordinary”(Morazzoni: 61) while Chevalier pays specific heed to the above mentioned details stating “the girl in the painting must know the painter and have feelings for him to give him such a look”(Appendix A) thus giving a cause for the painting’s uniqueness in contrast to Morazzoni who merely describes its result.

The distinctive ambiance of the painting comes to play a great role in the atmosphere of the respective texts. To convey this the authors have employed different stylistic devices. Morazzoni focuses on the contrasts of light and dark in her descriptions, thus conveying emotions and scenery through an artistic filter. Poetically, “dawn in a faint, milky glimmer struggled to free itself from the thick dark of night”(Morazzoni: 64) Morazzoni reflects the merchant’s hopes and expectations for his journey through the light; also descriptions such as “the room seemed darker in spite of the light”(ibid: 59) conveys the tension between his wife and the merchant before his voyage. The use of a semantic field of light as expressed in words such as “dark”(ibid: 57), “gleam”(ibid: 95) and “shining”(ibid: 77) in references to the landscape, creates an artistic atmosphere portrayed by the same “knowledge of the secrets of light and shade”(ibid: 91) as Morazzoni attributes to those with a “familiarity with the art of painting”(ibid: 91). Chevalier, contrarily employs similes, most often collocated with colours, such as “red like the dry brick wall”(Chevalier: 15), “blue, as if she had caught the sky in them”(ibid: 16) and “their grey was like the inside of an oyster shell”(ibid: 180) to demonstrate the values of an artist through her descriptions, creating a similar atmosphere to Morazzoni’s- an ambiance focused on detail- light and colours, just as the painting the stories revolve around.

A distinct difference between the works however, is the fate and origins of the painting. While Morazzoni plays with its mysterious atmosphere by giving no hint of its subject, origins or painter until the end of the story, Chevalier allows the reader to be well acquainted with the circumstances of its existence. The destiny of the work of art “was replete with mysterious promise, with a radiant, exceptional future”(Morazzoni: 61) according to Morazzoni, leaving room for chance and the arcane in  contrast to Chevalier who renders the painting a more negative role as the igniting factor of her dramatic end, as Griet foretells “This will be the end, I thought”(Chevalier: 203), more focused on the emotions interpreted in the unusual portrait, than its mysterious air.

Other than the variation in its fate, the painting also differs slightly in its position in the two works. In  Morazzoni’s short story, the painting is rendered almost alive by her use of personification- “the canvas seemed to be patiently biding its time”(Morazzoni: 64) and “the picture...had reigned supreme for a month”(ibid: 61), distinguishing its role as an almost human companion for the merchant. Chevalier adopts a different role for the piece, reflecting its function; as primarily it is its subject which is the human companion for Vermeer, the painting plays a merely symbolical role, passively following the events it has triggered.
5.CONCLUSION

Although Tracy Chevalier’s novel and the short story by Marta Morazzoni differ in many respects with distinctions in both plot and focus, the authors share a common understanding of  art and the feelings it can capture as well as the emotions it may induce. Johannes Vermeer’s extraordinary painting -poignant and arcane- has both the skill of conveying hidden emotions and the power to evoke sentiments to such an extent that it inspired both authors to write two completely different stories a decade apart, yet capturing the same essential sentiments of the portrait.

According to my study the role of the painting in both works remains largely the same, impersonating the love interest of both Chevalier’s character Vermeer and  Morazzoni’s protagonist Van Rijk, and touching their respective lives both by its extraordinary atmosphere and unique power. The painting manages to captivate and seduce, inspire hostility and jealousy, in such a way that a disruption in the harmony of the relations between the male protagonists and other characters becomes inevitable. Thus rendering the painting the function not only as the source of inspiration, but also a vital influence on the plot, and nature of the texts. 

So Morazzoni and Chevalier succeed in depicting, although through slightly different means, the intricate influence the painting of a girl dressed in a  turban and wearing a pearl earring has on the characters around it and the unusual impression it leaves on their lives. Through strong themes of sacrifice and attachment the authors place both affection and the value of art under scrutiny, creating two stories, beautifully interwoven between facts and fiction, as full of mystery and subtle sensations as the painting itself.  

It would however be interesting to study more works based on paintings by Johannes Vermeer such as Girl In Hyacinth Blue  by Susan Vreeland or In Quiet Light: Poems On Vermeer’s Women by Marilyn Chandler McEntyre to see how other writers have used the paintings and how they are reflected in their works; however because of the variety in paintings by Johannes Vermeer, in a study these works would not have lent themselves as easily for comparison as the texts I chose which were based on the same portrait. 
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APPENDIX A

Email from Tracy Chevalier:

Sender:
Tracy Chevalier

Date: 

Tuesday, March 04, 2003 7:22 PM

Subject: 
Re: From a curious fan

Dear Charlotta,

Thanks for your email. I'm flattered you want to write about GIRL for your IB.

I was therefore wondering how you managed to build up your story throughout your research of Vermeer
<<<<

This is a huge question! I'm not sure I can really answer it in an email. Very little is known about Vermeer, and nothing about his models - so the story of Griet is entirely made up, though facts about Vermeer's life (where he lived, his wife, his children and mother-in-law) are woven in. I started with the premise that the girl in the painting must know the painter and have feelings for him to give him such a look. And I wondered who she could be - deciding then that she was a servant in his house - close to him but not intimate. If she is a servant, then the pearl cannot be hers. Perhaps then it is Vermeer's wife's pearl - her clothes were often seen in the paintings, on other women. But how would his wife feel about Griet wearing her pearl? Therein lies the story, and I took it from there. As I researched the story changed slightly, but not too much.
>>>>
and if it was this painting specifically or Vermeer's works in the whole which inspired your novel? 

Though I love Vermeer's paintings, it was this one in particular that inspired the novel.

Hope that helps!

Best,

Tracy

APPENDIX B

 A fascisimile of Johannes Vermeer’s painting, copied from:          

  http://www.williams.se/galleri_oldmasters.html 
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