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“Symbolic Still Life”
Gather items that reflect a theme 
and compose a still life scene to paint!

Still life painting originated in Western Medieval 
art and depicts “inanimate subject matter, typically 

commonplace objects” as an accessible way for artists to 
arrange their own compositions and paint from life without 
the frustration of a moving model. Early still life paintings 
were often allegorical containing religious symbolism and 
subject matter was chosen accordingly. 

Take a moment to think about themes in your life that are 
important to you. Choose one, then make a list of objects 
that you could use  to represent it. Try looking around your 
house or on a walk outside. What can you find? Now, you’re 
ready to make marks! You can use any medium to create 
this still life: pencil, charcoal, crayon, colored pencil, paint, 
collage, etc. 

1 2 3 4 5Recognize that you 
are made of unique 
stories that want to 
be told.

Consider how 
you are using the 
elements of design 
to compose your still 
life objects. How does 
your composition 
reflect your theme?

Think about what 
kinds of objects 
you are choosing to 
include in your still 
life. How can you use 
them to expound 
on your theme in a 
unique way?

Remember that  
this still life is unique 
to you and is already 
powerful for  
that reason.

How can you expand 
this still life? Is there 
more to this story? 
What other kinds 
of artwork can you 
make to expound on 
this concept?

*Success Path Stage Application 

Some Project Goals:
•	 reflect on your 

personal symbolism 
and recurring themes 
in your life that you 
can use in your art

•	 learn to compose and 
light images to support 
a mood/story

•	 learn to draw/paint 
from life

Tips for getting started....
1.	 Themes can be concepts that make you feel inspired or anxious. 

Some examples include: aging/growing up, displacement/search 
for home + belonging, faith in a higher power, individuality vs. 
conformity, etc. 

2.	 When arranging your still life, think about the story you are trying 
to tell with your composition and place things accordingly. 

3.	 The important thing is to think about the mood you’re trying to 
depict and create a value structure and palette that reflects it. 



e x a m p l e s

Juan Sánchez Cotán,  
“Still Life with Fruit”,  1602

Pieter Claesz, “Vanitas – Still Life,” 1625 

Paul Cézanne, “The Basket of Apples” (ca. 1895)

Hilary Pecis, “Two Candles”, 2020 Nicole Dryer, “My Pantry”, 2018

Nikki Maloof, “After Hours”, 2019

Notice how these examples of still life paintings reflect the themes of 
their artists’ times and emotions.

early still 
life paintings 
use dark 
backgrounds 
that make 
objects pop!

Cézanne spreads the 
apples out to create 
color harmony and 

balance within  
the composition

consider the hierarchy of 
your story. this piece uses 
other objects to highlight 
the two candles

what does showing an 
eaten fish and an empty 
chair add to the story?
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