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Reflected Self-Portraits in Seventeenth-Century Netherlandish Still Lifes:
Willem van Aelst’s Still Life with Fruits and a Wineglass

AKIYAMA, Fumi

In seventeenth-century Netherlands, many still-life painters experimented with
the motif of tiny self-portraits reflected on fine glassware or ornate metalware.
Willem van Aelst (1627-1683), one of leading painters of Netherlandish still
lifes, represented himself as reflected on a large glass roemer in his Still Life with
Fruits and a Wineglass (1659). The purpose of this study is to reveal what the
painter intended to express in this reflection and to demonstrate its distinctiveness
in comparison to other reflections depicted in Netherlandish still lifes.

Van Aelst was born in Delft and traveled to France and Italy. In Florence, he
worked for the Medici family as a successful still-life painter and returned to his
country in 1656. In the competitive art market of Amsterdam, however, he first
experienced a rather difficult time as a painter. It was two years after his arrival in
the city that he depicted the reflection of himself, which is shadowy and obscure,
but was described at the center of the painting. Objects such as fruits and a dark-
coloured curtain behind them were composed as if surrounding the glass roemer.

This reflected self-portrait of Van Aelst has been interpreted merely as a
manifestation of his skill and an indication of self-consciousness as an artist
in previous studies. It can be also argued, however, that the self-portrayal and
objects surrounding it suggest his anxiety as well as his ambition to become
a successful still-life painter in Amsterdam. Moreover, considering that the
position of reflected self-portraits had gradually shifted from the peripheral to
the central, and that the reflections had become more like another hidden subject
in still-life painting toward the middle of the seventeenth-century, Van Aelst’s
reflected self-portrait of 1659 can be considered as the culmination of the long
tradition of reflected self-portraits since the time of Jan van Eyck.

In these regards, Still Life with Fruits and a Wineglass shows a notable

difference from other reflected self-portraits and has an exceptional significance
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in seventeenth-century Netherlandish still lifes.

(CPIR264F BEFEAMT LAY LR T)

23



