
Subject: HISTORY OF ART

Topic:            STILL-LIFE PAINTING IN THE 17th CENTURY
Age of students: 16-18
Language: English, B2 level
Time:            2 h
Contents aims:         Through text reading and painting observation students will learn the contents 
                                   of  still-life painting in the 17th century.
Language aims: Learning and improving students’ knowledge of art language in painting. 
Pre-requisites: Students must know grammar contents on a B1 level, to be implemented to

B2 level. They must be familiar with basic language referred to the History of
                                   Art and have knowledge of European Art in Renaissance and the Baroque 
                                   Period.
Materials:            Pc, Internet connection, images to be shown with a projector or in the paper 
                                   form.
Procedure steps Phase A. Time: 1 hour.

The lesson starts with a reading comprehension activity. While students are    
asked to read the texts given, the teacher’s aim is to focus on the contents        
paying great attention to vocabulary and pronunciation/intonation.
During this reading activity, the teacher shows different examples of paintings

                                   that can be referred to as works belonging to still-life painting.
                       Phase   B. Time: 1 hour.

                                   The teacher shows 5 still-life paintings among the most famous ones and         

           encourages students to try a visual analysis. The lesson proceeds with the        

           comparison between the visual analysis and the contents expressed in  the    

                                   reading comprehension.



Phase  A. General contents.
Time: 1 hour
reading comprehension

Still-life painting flourished as a genre, or specialty, in Europe in particular during the seventeenth 
century and it will never be abandoned ever since, being popular in the following centuries as well. 
It consists in the representation of flowers, fruit, dead game or commonly used objects, with a very 
high degree of Realism.
These paintings, addressed to private houses or collectors, were rather small/medium in size and 
their price was not particularly high.
Since the  Ancient Roman times the objects had been depicted with realism; however, they were 
always placed in larger compositions, together with human figures and architectures, with a role 
which was not predominant.
Still-life painting became an independent genre in Northern Europe, in particular in Flanders, where
artists had always shown a strong interest in depicting the tiniest objects of everyday usage.
This is evident in any painting belonging to the Flemish Renaissance: it is possible to spot a great 
variety of small objects of everyday life such as pieces of furniture, decorative objects, books, keys, 
lamps and clothes. 
The concept suggested by Still-life painting is appropriately described by the Dutch word still-
leven, which means “motionless life” or “silent life”.
Still-life painting offers two levels of interpretation:
1-
Considering  the technique, the artist must test his skills to create effects of  maximum likelihood or
even symbolic effects.
2- Considering the meaning, the artist introduces symbolic or allegoric elements linked to different 
themes such as the fleeting nature of time and beauty. Some objects may remind the viewer of an 
edifying concept such as death or worldly vanity (vanitas.).



EXERCISES of Phase A
 reading comprehension 

1- Some words are highlighted in red in the text. Write them down in the table below and 
explain their meaning by using a monolingual dictionary.

WORDS MEANING

2. Decide whether each sentence is True or False and tick the appropriate box:

T F

1. Objects have always been depicted in paintings since ancient times, but it was only at the beginning of 
the Flemish Renaissance that their representation flourished as an independent genre.

2. Still-life painting had great success in particular during the seventeenth century but it was then 
abandoned in the following centuries.

3. The subjects depicted in a still-life are above all flowers, fruit, animals and other objects.  

4. The subjects  are depicted with great realism.

5. The paintings are not, in general, very large and their cost is low.

6. The paintings were bought by the great museums of the time and by the churches.

7. Since Ancient Rome, the objects have always been depicted with realism but their collocation was in 
larger compositions.

8. Still-life painting as an independent genre developed in Italy first.

9. The word that best defines Still-life painting is the Dutch still-leven, because it reminds of the stillness 
of life.

10. In Still-life painting  great attention is given to the painting technique; for this reason it does not offer
any different meanings or any other forms of interpretation.



Phase B. STILL-LIFE PAINTING IN THE 17th CENTURY

°°°

1. Caravaggio, Basket of Fruit, 1596 about.
Oil on canvas, 46x64,5 cm.
Milan, Pinacoteca Ambrosiana

The genre of Still-life painting is introduced in Italy by the painter Michelangelo Merisi called 
“Caravaggio” (1571-1610, the painter took the name of his birthplace, Caravaggio, a town in 
Lombardy, Northern Italy) with Basket of Fruit, painted in 1597 for Federico Borromeo, cardinal of 
Milan.
The wicker basket of fruit is the only protagonist of the painting, perched as it is on the edge of a 
ledge and leaning towards the observer. This choice is reinforced by the lowered point of view, that 
cancels any perspective effect, and by the different types of fruit that stand out from the wide and 
uniform background, whose color, spreading a pale light all around, also reminds of the golden 
background of the religious representations in Medieval Times.
The painting shows a clear, vivid image of nature but at the same time it offers an allegoric 
interpretation: the severely desiccated leaves and the single bicolored apple, shown with two 
insect entry holes, are in contrast with the beauty of the colors and the glossy surface of the fruit and
clearly remind of the theme of the fleeting nature of beauty. At the same time, some elements can be
interpreted as moral and religious symbols: the clusters of white and black grapes, the figs and 
apples are very common in Christian iconography.



2. Pieter Claesz, Vanitas, 1630.
Oil on canvas, 39,5x56 cm.
L’Aia, Mauritshuis.

The painting was made by the Dutch artist Pieter Claesz (1598-1661). It clearly refers to the theme 
of vanitas.
This theme is very often expressed by depicting objects that clearly symbolize the frailty of human
condition, the passing of time and death. The most frequently used objects are: a skull, an 
hourglass, candles (lit or extinguished), cut or withered flowers, food leftovers, worm-eaten fruit.
These objects are often depicted together with others reminding of the aspect of vanitas, richness 
and worldly activities of men: mirrors and jewels, abandoned now and deprived of their everyday 
function, become the symbols of the passing of time and the brevity of life. They remind us that 
soon we will all be the same, thus enhancing the concept of the futility of worldly possessions in the
face of death.



3. Evaristo Baschenis, Still-life with Musical Instruments, 1660 about.
Oil on canvas, 75x108 cm.
Bergamo, Accademia Carrara

Evaristo Baschenis (1617-1677) is considered the greatest Italian still-life painter in the 17th 
century, a master in depicting still-lifes with musical instruments: lutes, violas, mandolas and 
mandolins stand out from dark backgrounds with great evidence and are place in the foreground. 
The artist shows excellent skills in representing reality in all its details and through them he is able 
to give the composition the same atmosphere of silence and stillness that characterizes the objects.
The musical instruments obviously evoke an harmonic idea of musicality, but this musicality has 
got lost: the cords are broken and the surface of the instruments, on which the musician’s 
fingerprints are still visible, is all covered with dust.



4. Ambrosius Bosschaert, Floral still-life, 1614.
Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum

The representation of flowers shows first of all a botanical interest. This subject mirrors the 
attention given to reality in the seventeenth century: the painters of that time very often referred to 
botanical books or prints which were flourishing in those days and used images taken from 
naturalistic specialized books as their models.
However, flowers are also allegoric motifs, such as the relation between the beauty of nature 
and the beauty of God, or are placed there to make the observer reflect about the frailty of 
worldly beauty.
That’s why on the table, near the basket, there are animals such as insects or lizards, cut flowers and
withered petals.
In his painting Bosschaert places a dragonfly, whose presence is negative because it is associated to 
the image of Devil, the counterpart of the butterfly, symbol of resurrection.



5. Floris van Dick, Still-life, 1613
Haarlem, Frans Hals Museum

The theme of tables set up with food spread in Holland, in particular with the painter Floris van 
Dick (c. 1575-1651) who was one of its best exponents.
In this type of still-life paintings, food and objects belonging to a rich household are displayed on a 
refined tablecloth. Their position can be carefully chosen or they are simply set there in a disordered
way, together with overturned cups and jugs and food leftovers, symbols of a banquet ending 
The contrast between the refined objects and the food evokes the relation between nature and 
artifice, between what is necessary and what is not.
The types of food depicted also have a moral meaning: bread and wine refer to the Eucharist, the 
apple is the symbol of the original sin, the pear of the Virgin, while nuts refer to the wood of the 
Cross and chestnuts to Resurrection. 



ESERCISES of part B

1.After  reading the descriptions of the paintings and discussing with the teacher and the class 
(speaking), students must complete the table below.

ARTIST PAINTING THEMES OBJECTS SYMBOLS 
AND 
ALLEGORIES

MEANINGS


