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T A K E  A  C L O S E R  L O O K . . .

Take another look at 
the art this week. List 
a few words that come to 
mind when you see these 
paintings. Do some of the 
paintings share similar 
words? Use this diagram 
to note where they have 
words in common, and 
where they are unique in 
the feelings or thoughts 
that they evoke.
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Who is Mona Lisa?
Who is she? For centuries, historians could not agree on who Mona Lisa was in real life. 
Although no one knows for sure, there is evidence that it’s a portrait of Lisa Gherardini, the 
wife of a Florentine cloth merchant named Francesco del Giocondo.

If her name is Lisa, why is it called Mona Lisa? Mona is a proper way of 
addressing a lady, like saying “Madame.” 

What’s on her head? She is wearing a thin black veil. Theories about why include: she 
was pregnant, she was in mourning, and it was just fashionable and in style back then.

Why was she painted? Art historians believe this was a portrait meant to celebrate the 
family’s new home and birth of their second son.

Who commissioned the portrait? This is still a mystery. It’s also unclear why Leonardo 
kept it after it was done instead of giving it to whoever commissioned it.

How did it end up at the Louvre? After Leonardo’s death, the painting somehow 
entered François I's collection, and remained at the Palace of Fontainebleau until Louis XIV 
moved the painting to the Palace of Versailles. After the French Revolution, it was moved to 
the Louvre, but spent a brief period in the bedroom of Napoleon in the Tuileries Palace.

Has this painting always been popular? Mona Lisa wasn’t really very famous until 
the painting was stolen from the Louvre 1911. The museum was closed for a week during the 
investigation, and there were several suspects including a famous poet and even Pablo 
Picasso! It wasn’t until 2 years later that the painting was found and it was revealed that the 
thief was actually an employee of the Louvre! 
 
What makes this painting so special? Today, people love the Mona Lisa for many 
reasons. Technically, the painting is unique in the way Leonardo put her in front of an 
imaginary background used aerial perspective (seeing the landscape from above). There is 
something in her eyes and in her smile that seems compelling and mysterious. She may not 
have always looked this way, though. Layers of varnish have caused the painting to yellow 
over the years, and the expansion and contraction of the wood panel have created cracks 
and distortion. Take a look at this copy. It’s thought to have been painted by one of Leonardo’s 
apprentices, and you can see how the colors may have looked when she was first created.
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Who is the Girl?
Who is she? No one knows for sure, but historians have concluded that she might be 
Vermeer’s eldest daughter, Maria. (Look at ‘Girl with the Red Hat... do you think it’s the same girl?)

Does she have a nickname? Yes! She is sometimes called the “Dutch Mona Lisa” or the 
“Mona Lisa of the North.”

Is her earring really a pearl? Some people say this earring is way too big to be a pearl. 
Others say it looks more like shiny metal. The painting was originally titled ‘Girl with a Turban’ so it‘s 
possible Vermeer never meant the earring to be seen as a pearl.

What’s on her head? She is wearing a blue and yellow turban that may have been inspired by 
Turkish fashion. This exotic headdress leads art historians to think this may not be a portrait at all. 

If this isn’t a portrait, what is it? Very little is known about the history of this painting. No 
records have been found about it being a commissioned portrait, so it’s generally agreed that this 
is a tronie. In the Dutch Golden Age, it was common for painters to paint people as “characters” 
and since this girl wears exotic clothing and accessories that seem more like a costume and 
props than everyday apparel, it seems likely that it is a tronie.

Is anything else known about this painting? Yes! We know that the blue in her turban is 
a very expensive color to use. Vermeer loved to use ultramarine in his art, and the pigment for this 
color comes from a semi-precious stone – lapis lazuli. We also know that the black background 
was once a deep green color. The painting was in poor condition at one time, and has undergone 
restorations that have improved it’s appearance. A new scientific exploration of the painting just 
began and once they have examined the artwork with various high tech machinery, we may know 
a lot more!

Has this painting always been popular? No! In 1881 it was purchased for 2 guilders 
(roughly $31 usd today). It only became famous in the past 70 years. It has become especially 
popular since the novel (in 1999) and movie (in 2003) about it were released.
 
What makes this painting so special? The image is striking. The girl’s face seems so 
radiant against the strong dark background. Since we don’t know who she is, or why she’s being 
painted, we can only make up stories in our own imaginations. Has she just turned around to see 
us? Is she about to speak? What is that expression on her face? It’s vague, and could be 
interpreted in many different ways.

Girl with the Red Hat, 
1672. This painting is 
thought to be a self-portrait 
by Maria!
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Who is Berthe Morisot?
Who is she? Berthe Morisot was an artist, too! She began drawing and painting as a child, 
and her art teacher used to take her to the Louvre so she could see all of the art and practice 
copying the masters. Later she registered as a copyist at the Louvre, where it was her job to 
recreate the masterpieces there. She was a French Impressionist painter whose work was 
quite successful during her lifetime, and she’s sometimes grouped together with two other 
famous painters – Marie Bracquemond and Mary Cassatt. They were called "les trois grandes 
dames" of Impressionism.

Did Édouard Manet know her? Yes, he did.. in fact, they were related! Berthe was 
married to his brother, Eugéne.

Why is she wearing all black? People think that this painting was made while Berthe 
was mourning the loss of her father.  

Where are the violets? If you look very closely, you can see them in front of her neckline.

Does this painting have other names? Yes! It’s sometimes called Portrait of Berthe 
Morisot, Berthe Morisot in a Black Hat or Young Woman in a Black Hat. You can see this 
painting in person at the Musée d'Orsay, in Paris.

What makes this painting so special? People are captivated by this painting for a 
couple of reasons. #1- The light. Take a look at how Manet used light and shadow to highlight 
one side of her face while the other side falls back in darkness. #2 - The color palette. This 
painting is a study in value. Manet uses shades of black to create a bold and striking image. 
People often comment that even Berthe’s eyes are black in this painting, even though they 
were green in real life! The only color in this painting comes from the little flowers she holds.

Was this painting always famous? Yes! This portrait has been well-loved from the 
very beginning. In a retrospective of Manet’s work, Paul Valéry (a French writer, poet, and 
philosopher) even compared Manet's painting to Vermeer's Girl with a Pearl Earring. He wrote:

"I do not rank anything in Manet's work higher than 
a certain portrait of Berthe Morisot dated 1872."
Paintings by Berthe Morisot (top to bottom)

The Cradle, 1872 // Eugene Manet on the Isle of Wight, 1875 // Woman Wearing Gloves (aka The Parisian), 1885
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Art Express
A 15 minute version for busy weeks!

1. Think of a character from a movie or 
a book you’ve read.
2. Collect crayons and paper.
3. Draw the character as a tronie – just 
like Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring. To 
make it extra dramatic, you can use dark 
paper or even black paper. Pay special 
attention to the way the character’s eyes 
look. What is their gaze telling the viewer? 
Artists are storytellers, and every part of 
the painting is a piece of the story.

T H E  G A Z E  I N  A R T

When we look at portraits, one of the first things we see are the subject’s eyes. 
Sometimes they will be looking away at something, or staring off into the distance. In these three paint-
ings, though, the subject is looking directly at the viewer – that’s us! That connection between their eyes 
and ours is referred to as “the gaze.”

When our eyes meet in this way, it draws us in to the painting and creates an emotional bond between 
the viewer and the subject of the portrait. How are they looking at you? What are they thinking? When 
you look in to their eyes, do you fell like you know them better? What are their eyes telling you?

This week, let’s paint like Vermeer! 
Remember that his portrait of the Girl with a Pearl 
Earring is really a tronie- or a character study? It’s 
your turn to dress up and paint your self portrait as a 
character. To make your art look like Vermeer’s, you 
can use chalk and a chalkboard to create your art! 
The dark green or black background will look just 
like the background in Vermeer’s painting! 

Pay special attention to your eyes and the story they 
are telling. What kind of feeling do you want to 
capture in your art? Are you feeling sweet, sassy, 
mysterious, innocent, knowing, mischievous, loving, 
or something else? Your eyes can say all of that... 
and more! 

If it helps you to sketch your work before you paint 
or draw it on the chalkboard, you can! Doing a few 
quick sketches before you paint can get you think-
ing about composition and help you to plan your art.
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