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It is not advisable to visit the Clara Peeters exhibition at the Prado on an empty stomach. The 

hungry viewer will no doubt find something of his or her taste amongst the artistic legacy the 

painter left us, a collection of cheeses, meat, sweets and fruit. The content of the painting 

need not be overly succulent in order to awaken our appetite, there’s no need for game or 

elaborated sweets. Going through the exhibition catalogue, I particularly go for a table 

presided by an enormous piece of Gouda accompanied by bread, dry figs, almonds, raisins and 

wine. 
 

Clara Peeter’s paintings also arouse a different kind of appetite, just as intense but purely 

visual. It is a very specific pleasure that can only be produced by things that have been very 

carefully crafted. I am deeply moved when I look at the porcelain plate where the figs and the 

almonds rest, by a shiny collection of grapes, the luxurious gold cups. One could stare at them 

for hours, revelling in an attention to detail that makes one want to touch the canvas to 

confirm its two dimensions. The prodigious paintings of Clara Peeters –especially when they 

are presented in such healthy doses as in the Prado– satisfies the eye as a good song satisfies 

the ear or a good dish does the stomach. 
 

The fifteen works on show at the Prado constitute more than a third of Clara Peeter’s known 

works. (In the five adjacent rooms, where an exhibition of drawings by Ribera is taking place, 

they would all fit and there would still be space for more.) The facts we possess about her life 

are even fewer than her paintings, and they have all been deduced from the latter. It seems 

incredible, nonetheless, the amount of information these images contain for those who know 

how to look. It is from the few of Peeter’s paintings that are dated that we can establish an 

evolution of her art. If we assume she worked in Antwerp it is because the subjects and 

materials of her works point that way. It is from these chronological and geographical limits, 

and from the comparison with the works of contemporary painters, that we can fathom the 

pioneering role of the artist. 
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Peeter’s work finds itself immersed in a vital period in the development of European art. Her 

exclusive dedication to still lifes is in itself indicative of the social changes that began to take 

places in Flanders during the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries. Through her 

paintings of abundant food and luxury items, rich Flemish merchants were claiming a social 

status that had until then been reserved for the aristocracy. Given the fact that her first work is 

dated in 1607, Clara Peeters was one of the very first exponents of this new type of painting. 

But not only for her subjects, but also her style, can we say that she was an innovator. She 

embraced the naturalism Caravaggio had just invented, and in doing so she opposed the 

dominating taste in Antwerp, embodied by figures as powerful as Rubens or Jan Brueghel. 

Needless to say, all this is even more exceptional if we remember that we are speaking of one 

of the few women of the period who were able to take up painting professionally. 
 

In cases like Clara Peeters’ it is easy to understand how arduous the work of the art scholar can 

be. If today we possess a minimal but plausible biography of the artist it is because there have 

been people who have known how to read the few traces she left behind. In such cases, the 

task of the historian becomes identical to that of a detective, except for the glamour 

associated to the latter through novels and films. The clues the characters in the movies of 

Howard Hawks or Fritz Lang search for in crime scenes between glass and glass of bourbon, the 

historian must track in archives, libraries and, as we have seen, in paintings themselves. 

Nothing, however, guarantees that the long sessions of research will lead to precise 

conclusions. Everything seems tell us that Clara Peeters lived and worked in Antwerp, but it 

cannot be said categorically. That is why on the artist’s entry on the Prado’s online 

encyclopaedia we read: ‘Peeters, Clara, Antwerp (?), ca. 1588/90 – Antwerp (?), post. 1621.’ 

Facts that we habitually read with little attention, like the date and place of birth of a historic 

figure, can be the result of hours or months of work in archives and libraries. Sometimes, as in 

this case, not even that guarantees success. Of the only thing we can be sure of is that Peeters 

lived and painted. 
 

Despite her few traces, Clara Peeters did not want to pass completely unnoticed. In several of 

her paintings, if one looks closely enough, we can see miniature self-portraits of the artist 

reflected on cups of pewter jugs. In doing so she was assuming a practice first inaugurated in 

the early Renaissance, through which artists claimed their place as creators, as intellectual 

workers. In this process of self-esteem, which constitutes a genre in itself, there are those who 

portray themselves extensively, like Rembrandt and Picasso, and those who need only one 

self-portrait to leave their mark, like Velázquez in Las Meninas. In all of them the artist displays 

an attitude of self-assurance, even arrogance or defiance. In comparison, the almost invisible 

presence of Clara Peeters seems no more than a humble reminder of her passing through the 

history of painting. Nonetheless, there she is, reminding us of her presence, humble but 

persistent, claiming her place as the author of an oeuvre that four hundred years after its 

creation we look upon with the amazement reserved for great masters. Despite the scarceness 

of information, if during a walk through art history someone should ask, ‘was one Clara Peeters 

there?’, we would have to reply without a doubt: Clara Peeters was there. 

 

The Art of Clara Peeters. Museo del Prado. Paseo del Prado, s/n. Madrid. Until 19 February. 
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