DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
Girl in Hyacinth Blue
Discuss all the questions in your reading group and write your answers into your book-project folder. Number your answers clearly so you can quickly find them or cut up this sheet and glue the questions into your reading diary. Your project folder will be assessed for completeness, clarity of organization and content.
Before Reading the Novel:
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1. Look at the painting for several minutes. What is your impression of the girl? Who is she? What is she thinking right now? Write an inner monologue following the girl’s thoughts. Write at least one A4 page.
While Reading the Novel: Collect ideas as you go along.
2. Susan Vreeland’s novel traces an imaginary 36th painting by Jan Vermeer. Read slowly and carefully and watch out for passages where the different narrators describe Vermeer’s painting. What makes it so fascinating? (Note page numbers for later reference). 
3. This painting seems to have a different effect on each of the owners. Name the effects, and speculate why the painting brings out different qualities in different people. Who loved the painting the most? Defend your choice. Tip: collect these ideas on a separate sheet. You’ll need a lot of space, at least a paragraph for each story.

4. Identify different kinds of love presented in the book. Consider love for things as well as for people. List actions that expressed love. Think of minor characters too. Who had the highest concept of love? Tip: You’ll again need enough space to collect these ideas.

5. What does the book have to say about the joys and difficulties of being an artist? In the story “Still Life” Vermeer speaks of "the cost" of his painting to his household. To what does he refer? Is it worth it? 
Chapter by chapter questions:
6. “Love Enough”: Speculate about what actually happened to the painting. In defending your speculation, appraise Cornelius' moral character. Is he capable of destroying the painting or relinquishing it? Is he a failed human being or is he capable of redemption? Defend your evaluation. Does it matter that the final outcome is not shown on scene? 

7. “A Night different from all other Nights”: In what way does the girl in the painting reflect Hannah and Magdalena's natures? In what way are Hannah and Magdalena similar? In what way are Hannah and Anne Frank similar? Distinguish their differences. 

8. The deportation center for Jews rounded up from Amsterdam was Westerbork. From there, they boarded trains to Auschwitz. Seeing the Jewish family herded down the street, Hannah says to herself, "To Westerbork. That place." Why do you think the author chose Westerbork as the village where Saskia (in the story “Morningshine”) grew up? 
After finishing the book:
9. Compare your notes (inner monologue) from task 1 with Magdalena’s wishes and thoughts in “Magdalena Looking”. Write a short reflection about the similarities and differences between the two views.

10. What does Girl in Hyacinth Blue suggest about the value (personal and monetary) and purpose of art?  How does art serve us? Why do we need it? How should one look at a painting? 

11. In the end, does it matter whether or not the painting is a Vermeer? To whom does it matter? Analyze what that suggests about those characters.

12. Discuss the range and significance of the last line. Evaluate its appropriateness. 

13. What is gained by presenting the stories in reverse chronology? What is lost with this structure?

14.  Is there a piece of art that affects you in a special way? Describe it, and explain its effect on you. You will find excellent arts books in the library or you may want to browse some big galleries in the internet to find a work of art that moves you.
15. Read the short extract from A Room of One’s Own where Virginia Woolf writes about Shakespeare’s imaginary sister Judith. Discuss the role of women at that time. What were their options. What was expected of them? How has the situation changed? Write a 5§-essay comparing the lives and times of the different women characters in the novel and young women in the 21st century.

Girl in Hyacinth Blue: My Notes

Answers
1. secret thoughts of …

2. references to the painting in text (see my copy of novel)
3 Effect of painting on owners:

Story I, “Love Enough” : Cornelius loves the painting (more than his wife – exwife) but it causes terrible pangs of conscience in him. It symbolizes all the horrors of the Holocaust, his father’s guilt… therefore he cannot really enjoy it.

Story II: p. 30-31. Hannah identifies strongly with the girl in the painting. Sees her longing… her quietness, her thoughtfulness. A bit like the silence before the storm.

Story III: Adagia

The painting reminds Laurens van Luyken of a young girl he once loved – a long time ago – . He must have loved her deeply, a very honest, quiet kind of love – young, beautiful, sweet, innocent. They don’t know it’s a real Vermeer. It’s not about money at all.

In the course of the story he finds a similar kind of love for his wife and can give away the painting to his daughter as a wedding present. He needn’t hold on to it (unlike the narrator of the first story.)

Story IV: Hyacinth Blues: Claudine doesn’t care much about the painting first, (P67) it’s too Dutch, 

At the end of the story she sells it in order to be able to flee to France after the double love/sex affair after the concert. She needs quick money to run – sells the painting without papers – so it loses its identity (p79) like an illegitimate child.

Story V: Morningshine: painting brings beauty into Saskia’s dreary life, poverty, hard work… 

The only thing of beauty – she loves it.

In the end it saves them because they can buy seed potatoes, food and even some animals for the farm.

Story VI: From the papers of…: Alletta admires the painting because the girl seems so calm whereas she is so wile, disturbed… Can people really live like that?

Then the painting is used to save the narrator’s son – when he leaves the baby with Saskia’s family and the painting to pay for raising him.

Story VII: Still Life: shows how the painter Vermeer sees his own work. For him it’s a lot more than earning money, it’s about finding the truth in little things. He takes a lot of time to observe the details before he starts to paint.

See p. 150 “It’s got to embody the truth…”

He wants to show the dignity and importance of everyday actions (p 152)

When he decides to paint his daughter Magdalena he wants to “render it with honesty rather than pride or even mere love, to go beyond the painting of known sentiments into mystery – that was her challenge to him…p.163. He wants to portray her “not in the act of doing anything. Any intended action was forgotten and therefore it was full of peace…p.164.

All his paintings reflect this peace of the moment. This glow and radiance of silence…that’s what makes them so powerful…. “what he saw, ..was a respite in stillness from the unacknowledged acts of women to hallow home. That stillness today, he thought, might be all he would ever know of the Kingdom of Heaven.

Story VIII: Magdalena Looking

Vermeer is painting Magdalena – the points of view have been swapped compared to story VII. While he is painting she first feels proud and hopeful that he has chosen her as a model. Then she finds out that he is only interested in her as a work of art – not herself – and is very disappointed. She can’t get through to him at all. 

When the ptg. is finished it doesn’t sell and hangs unframed in their kitchen. This is a disgrace for her. Later the baker takes it as payment for bread.

At the end of the story the ptg is auctioned together with many others. She wants to buy it but doesn’t have enough money. When she sees it she remembers all the details of her childhood when life was full of hope and possibilities. (these have died  - she has lost several children – is poor, )…

Magdalena Looking --- is also about all the wishes she had as a young girl, while she was looking out at the painting: biggest wish = to be noticed and loved (175), to be able to  paint (170) , but she’s a girl and must sew and do household chores (compare: Room with a View)…

4. Identify different kinds of love…
1. Love Enough: Cornelius loves the painting, he is obsessed with it, p. 19, loves it like a woman, wants to possess it or kill it

2. A Night Different from all other Nights: father loves the girl, caring and gentle – even with the pigeons, 

3. Adagia: honest, innocent love, genuine, tenderness,”there was nothing so vital as paying attention, and perfecting the humble offices of love…” p. 58

naïve love of the young couple, light-hearted, untainted love…they haven’t seen any problems, are looking into the future…

4. Hyacinth Blues: more lust than love, both partners (Gerard as well as his wife Claudine= narrator) cheat on their partners, they even do it in the same room and catch each other in the act…Love of power and prestige, not genuine love between 2 people.

p. 79: Love as I knew it was foolish anyway, all that business about blood boiling and hearts palpitating… In the end she is almost ashamed to have behaved as she did in front of the innocent girl in the painting (78)

5. Morningshine: Saskia really loves her children, but she also loves beauty – she wants something beautiful in her life, not only work, work, work. Therefore she loves the painting so much and even gives it a name – the name “Morningshine” is important to her – even when she has to sell it – she sells it to a dealer who loves it and tells him the name (p.113)

6. Personal Papers of Aadrian…

he is really in love with the wild Alletta – it’s sensual, young love, without thinking of the consequences. 

7. Still Life: Vermeer loves his wife and kids and has a bad conscience because he doesn’t provide well for them (money and time) but he loves his art even more. For him it’s this stillness that is almost like heaven 165…

8. Magdalena Looking: Magdalena, Vermeer’s daughter, wants to be loved or at least noticed. Even while Vermeer is painting her, she realizes, he is only looking at her as an object, just like the glass of milk (174) next to her.

5. Difficulties of being an artist: see 4/7 and 4/8 

6. “Love Enough”  Speculate…

It’s unclear whether he will ever destroy the painting or keep it. I cannot imagine that he’ll be able to relinquish it (let go of it). He’s too scared of the consequences.

He’s too much in love with the painting to destroy it, I think (see p. 19, 24)

I guess he’ll go on like that, tortured by bad conscience but unable to do anything about it. There is no good solution – especially since it wasn’t him who stole it – he couldn’t have avoided it. He doesn’t seem strong enough to give it back to its rightful owners.

7. A Night different from all other nights:  In what way does ---

Hannah in story II is very similar to the girl in the painting. She is quiet and thoughtful. Full of a secret, silent longing that nobody understands. “It doesn’t matter what she’s looking at. Or what she’s doing, or not doing….It only matters what she’s thinking.” (p47)

p. 38: “Now it became clear to her what made her love the girl in the painting. It was her quietness. A painting, after all, can’t speak. Yet she felt this girl, sitting inside a room but looking out, was probably quiet by nature, like she was. But that didn’t mean that the girl didn’t want anything, like Mother said about her. Her face told her she probably wanted something so deep or so remote that she never dared breathe it but was thinking about it there by the window. And not only wanted. She was capable of doing some great wild loving thing …”

8. The deportation center… 
Hannah seems to be the most sensitive of them all. She sees all the terrible things happening around her – like a family of Jews being deported (p. 38 “To Westerbork. That place.”)…. Losing her friend Marie, because H. is Jewish and Marie isn’t allowed to meet her anymore…they are hungry, the pigeons must be killed (German law),…

In “Morningshine” we come again to Westerbork. Here it’s a positive, cosy place where Saskia grew up in a loving family. It shows how such an inherently good place can be turned into hell by the Nazis.

9. Compare inner monologue of task 1 with last story (Magdalena Thinking)
10: Value of arts:

11:  In the end,…it doesn’t really matter whether it is a Vermeer or not. It was obtained by looting and is a dirty painting for that reason. Cornelius would not be scared of the consequences anymore, because nobody would care about the painting – there won’t be any consequences. He could only enjoy it more if he were a real asshole – a moral person would still not be able to enjoy it.

The math teacher (narrator) seems to see it that way – he could never enjoy it after knowing how it was obtained. I am not so sure about Cornelius. He seems to have built a fortress around himself to live with the guilt stuck on the painting. …
12. last line: it’s kind of sad as an ending – all she wants for herself is to be seen/acknowledged… even the best art cannot give her that. If Vermeer was looking to portray the truth in his paintings – it was his truth, or the beholder’s truth – but not the model’s truth. A bit like poetry – where art lies in the eyes of the beholder??

13. reverse chronology:

gains: we don’t know whether it’s a Vermeer or not – but does that really matter to the reader?
We know that it was stolen during the Holocaust and have compassion with the previous owners, want to find out more about them and their fates…

We find out very late that it’s a true Vermeer.

We are made curious about the model’s thoughts. Each owner sees different things in her – if we knew Magdalena’s thoughts from the beginning – it would lose a lot.

14. Piece of art that affects you…
E. Pölzleitner
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