
SECONDARY | OBJECTS & SYMBOLS



Objects & Symbols
Throughout the Renaissance, still-life painting was supplementary to religious subjects, 
with objects used to communicate religious and allegorical meaning. For example, the 
apple often represented temptation and the original sin.

In northern Europe, Dutch and Flemish artists revived the ancient tradition of still-life, 
and developed other types of paintings such as kitchen and market paintings. The 
interest in still-life reflects the increasing wealth and urbanisation of Dutch and Flemish 
society, which brought with it an emphasis on the home and personal possessions, 
trade and learning — the aspects of everyday life. 

However, it was not until decline of the Academic hierarchy in Europe that privileged 
historical painting, and the rise of the Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painters, 
that technique and colour triumphed over subject matter. Still-life was once again 
practiced by artists, but with a renewed focus on formal experimentation.

Inquiry Question

How are everyday 
objects used to 
communicate 

meaning?

https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/still-life-painting-in-pompeii-and-herculaneum-national-archaeological-museum-of-naples/9gIyzQaBSd6tLw?hl=en
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/679844


Objects & Symbols
Before your visit, explore artworks in the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York to 
familiarise yourself with this theme. Consider the meaning assigned to objects from everyday life and 
how artists use these objects in their works.

Jan Steen
The Dissolute Household 

c.1663–64

Gabriël Metsu
A Woman Seated at a Window 

early 1660s

Edouard Manet
The Brioche 1870

Paul Gauguin
Still Life with Teapot and Fruit 

1896

How are 
everyday 

objects used to 
communicate 

meaning?

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437073
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437747
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436946
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437999


Objects & Symbols
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How are everyday objects used to communicate meaning?

THE 
STUDIO

Students are required to move around the exhibition in groups of no more than 6.

Scan QR codes in 
the exhibition to 

access the mobile 
companion site
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Pieter Claesz
Still Life with a Skull and a 

Writing Quill 1628

21

Carlo Crivelli
Madonna and Child c.1480

Salvator Rosa
Self-Portrait c.1647

3

4

Jan Steen
Merry Company on a 

Terrace c.1670

Johannes Vermeer
Allegory of the Catholic Faith 

c.1670–72

5

Paul Cézanne
Still Life with Apples and 

Pears c.1891–92

6

https://metgoma.art/artworks/still-life-with-a-skull-and-a-writing-quill
https://metgoma.art/artworks/madonna-and-child
https://metgoma.art/artworks/self-portrait
https://metgoma.art/artworks/merry-company-on-a-terrace
https://metgoma.art/artworks/allegory-of-the-catholic-faith
https://metgoma.art/artworks/still-life-with-apples-and-pears


Carlo Crivelli
Madonna and Child c.1480
Although Carlo Crivelli exclusively painted religious subject matter, he loved garlands of 
fruit and vegetables.

The disproportionate scale and intended meaning of the apples and cucumbers in 
Madonna and Child c.1480 is not easily understood. However, it has been suggested 
that the apples and fly are symbols of sin and evil, while the cucumber and the 
goldfinch appear as symbols of redemption and purity.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/madonna-and-child


Pieter Claesz
Still Life with a Skull 
and a Writing Quill 
1628

In this still-life, the wisp of smoke in the 
lamp and the reflections in the glass are 
signs of fleeting existence common in 
Dutch paintings, while the gap-toothed 
skull further serves a symbol of life’s 
brevity.

The book, folio of papers, quill, pen case 
and ink pot may be interpreted as one of 
the many variations on the theme that 
worldly accomplishments — writing, 
learning, dabbling in the arts — ultimately 
come to nothing.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/still-life-with-a-skull-and-a-writing-quill


Salvator Rosa
Self-Portrait c.1647

In this painting, Salvator Rosa shows himself inscribing a skull ― which 
may be interpreted as a memento mori ― with the Greek words “behold, 
whither, eventually”, further reminding the viewer that all life ends.

The skull rests on a book with the name of the ancient Stoic philosopher 
Seneca on the spine. In his writings, Seneca reflected on the brevity of life 
and urged his followers to contemplate death in order to conquer their fears.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/self-portrait


Jan Steen
Merry Company on a Terrace 
c.1670
Jan Steen’s merry scenes are meant to be entertaining, but they 
also carry a moral message about how not to behave.

The sphere is a symbol of fate, the broken column behind it a 
symbol of mortality. In the right foreground, the tankard and pot of 
coals for lighting pipes underscore the theme of overindulgence. 
The owl overhead stands for recklessness, not wisdom, as it 
generally does when perched in a tavern or in any setting where 
disorder and chaos reign.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/merry-company-on-a-terrace


Johannes Vermeer
Allegory of the Catholic Faith
c.1670–72
Johannes Vermeer is known for his intimate and exquisitely detailed 
domestic paintings of women in moments of quiet reflection, often lit by soft 
golden light from a window. Here, the artist figuratively pulls back the curtain 
to reveal details of a prayerful life, furnished with symbols ready for decoding
by the faithful.

The young woman in a private chapel is an emblem of the Catholic Church 
and its desire to achieve dominion over the globe. Other symbols are the 
serpent, representing the devil being crushed by a cornerstone of the 
Church, representing Christ; and a half-eaten apple, alluding to the original 
sin.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/allegory-of-the-catholic-faith


Paul Cézanne
Still Life with Apples 
and Pears
c.1891–92
In his exploration of still life over many 
decades, Cézanne selected and 
examined his own subject matter slowly 
and methodically. Fruit allowed him the 
time to look at each item, large or small, 
repeatedly and from a variety of angles.

In Still Life with Apples and Pears, 
Cézanne modelled form in three 
dimensions with different colours: 
patches of yellow, green and brown for 
the pears, or red, orange, yellow and 
green for the apples, placed side by side.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/still-life-with-apples-and-pears


Objects & Symbols
Back in the classroom, extend your inquiry to modern and contemporary artists.

Marian Drew | ‘Australiana Still Life’ 2003–11
https://www.mariandrew.com.au/australiana

Luke Roberts | Wunderkammer/Kunstkamera 1994
https://blog.qagoma.qld.gov.au/luke-roberts-on-sculpture/

Cressida Campbell | Kitchen utensils 1993
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/278.1994/

Dale Hickey | Pie 1974
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/pie/

Donna Marcus | ‘Bolt’ 2017
http://www.donnamarcus.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Donna_Marcus_Bolt_Catalogue_web_opt.pdf

Tony Albert | ‘Mid Century Modern’ 2016
https://collection.hota.com.au/objects/9650/mid-century-modern-series

Inquiry Question

How are everyday 
objects used to 
communicate 

meaning?

https://www.mariandrew.com.au/australiana
https://blog.qagoma.qld.gov.au/luke-roberts-on-sculpture/
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/278.1994/
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/pie/
http://www.donnamarcus.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Donna_Marcus_Bolt_Catalogue_web_opt.pdf
https://collection.hota.com.au/objects/9650/mid-century-modern-series


Captions

All works Collection: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Cover image: Auguste Renoir / France 1841–1919 / A Young Girl with Daisies (detail) 1889 / Oil on canvas / 65.1 x 54cm / The Mr and Mrs Henry Ittleson Jr Purchase Fund, 1959 / 59.21

Gabriël Metsu / The Netherlands 1629–67 / A Woman Seated at a Window early 1660s / Oil on wood / 27.6 x 22.5cm / The Jack and Belle Linsky Collection, 1982 / 1982.60.32

Jan Steen / The Netherlands 1626–79 / The Dissolute Household c.1663–64 / Oil on canvas / 108 x 90.2cm / The Jack and Belle Linsky Collection, 1982 / 1982.60.31

Edouard Manet / France 1832–83 / The Brioche 1870 / Oil on canvas / 65.1 x 81cm / Gift and Bequest of David and Peggy Rockefeller, 1991, 2017 / 1991.287

Paul Gauguin / France 1848–1903 / Still Life with Teapot and Fruit 1896 / Oil on canvas / 47.6 x 66cm / The Walter H. and Leonore Annenberg Collection, Gift of Walter H. and Leonore
Annenberg, 1997, Bequest of Walter H. Annenberg, 2002 / 1997.391.2

Carlo Crivelli / Italy, active by 1457; died 1494/95 / Madonna and Child c.1480 / Tempera and gold on wood / Overall: 37.8 x 25.4cm; painted surface: 36.5 x 23.5cm / The Jules Bache 
Collection, 1949 / 49.7.5

Pieter Claesz / The Netherlands 1596/97–1660 / Still Life with a Skull and a Writing Quill 1628 / Oil on wood / 24.1 x 35.9cm / Rogers Fund, 1949 / 49.107

Salvator Rosa / Italy 1615–73 / Self-Portrait c.1647 / Oil on canvas / 99.1 x 79.4cm / Bequest of Mary L Harrison, 1921 / 21.105

Jan Steen / The Netherlands 1626–79 / Merry Company on a Terrace c.1670 / Oil on canvas / 141 x 131.4cm / Fletcher Fund, 1958 / 58.89

Johannes Vermeer / The Netherlands 1632–75 / Allegory of the Catholic Faith c.1670–72 / Oil on canvas / 114.3 x 88.9cm / The Friedsam Collection, Bequest of Michael Friedsam, 1931 / 
32.100.18 

Paul Cézanne / France 1839–1906 / Still Life with Apples and Pears c.1891–92 / Oil on canvas / 44.8 x 58.7cm / Bequest of Stephen C Clark, 1960 / 61.101.3 

This resource has been developed by QAGOMA Learning staff and the QAGOMA Learning Teacher Advisory Group 2021.
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