
Re#lections	on	Re#lections	

ὁ ... ἀνεξέταστος βίος οὐ βιωτὸς ἀνθρώπῳ
“The unexamined life is not worth living”—Socrates (Plato, Apology 38a5–6)

	 Humans	are	the	only	animal	that	re0lects.		We	meditate	on	the	past	as	a	way	of	

understanding	ourselves	in	the	present	and	predicting	the	future.		As	Søren	Kierkegaard	

put	it:			“Life	can	only	be	understood	backwards;	but	it	must	be	lived	forwards”	(NB	

Journal	IV,	ca.	1843).		In	the	early	5th	century	BCE,	Confucius	said:	“Study	without	

re0lection	is	a	waste	of	time;	re0lection	without	study	is	dangerous.”		At	his	trial	in	the	

0irst	year	of	the	next	century,	Socrates	gave	his	famous	dictum	about	the	worthlessness	

of	the	unexamined	life.			

	 The	English	word	“re0lection”	comes	to	us	from	the	from	Old	French	re#lecter,	

itself	derived	from	the	Latin	re#lectere	"to	bend	back,	bend	backwards,	turn	away.”		Latin	

authors	seem	to	have	used	re#lectere	only	in	the	sense	of	turning	around	or	bending	

something	back.		In	the	tenth	book	of	the	Aeneid,	for	instance,	Juno	urged	Jupiter	to	

“bend	his	purpose”	(orsa	re#lectas)	and	stop	the	Trojan	War.		But	re#lectere	was	never	

used	in	antiquity	to	describe	a	mental	activity.	

Jan	van	Eyck,	The	Arnol#ini	Portrait,	1434.		
Oil	on	oak	panels,	82.2	×	60	cm.		National	
Gallery,	London.	

�1



	 	

			
		

Detail	of	Jan	van	Eyck,	The	Arnol#ini	Portrait,	1434.			

	 In	the	early	15th	century,	the	verb	re#lexen	came	to	be	used	to	describe	the	optical	

property	of	mirrors	to	re0lect	light.		The	production	of	convex	glass	mirrors	with	a	tin	

amalgam	backing	was	just	beginning,	and	these	mirrors	were	quite	expensive,	with	only	

the	very	wealthy	being	able	to	afford	one.		And	convex	glass	mirrors	caught	the	attention	

of	painters,	such	as	the	Netherlandish	artist	Jan	van	Eyck,	whose	famous	1434	painting	

of	the	Arnol0ini	marriage	in	Bruges	cleverly	contains	a	convex	mirror	that	re0lects	the	

images	of	the	two	witnesses	needed	to	make	the	ceremony	legal.	

Diego	Velázquez,	Las	Meninas,	1656.		Oil	on	canvas,	
318		×	276	cm.		Museo	del	Prado,	Madrid.	
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	 Two	centuries	later,	the	Spanish	artist	Diego	Velázquez	put	a	mirror	in	his	famous	

1556	painting	Las	Meninas.		In	a	tour	de	force	metanarrative	reversal	of	a	portrait	

painting,	Velázquez	depicts	what	the	portrait	sitters,	King	Philip	IV	and	his	wife	Mariana	

of	Austria,	would	have	seen,	including	the	0ive-year-old	Infanta	Margaret	Theresa	and	

her	court	as	well	as	Velázquez	himself	at	his	easel;	a	0lat	mirror	on	the	back	wall,	next	to	

the	Queen’s	chamberlain	silhouetted	against	an	open	door,	re0lects	the	royal	couple	

sitting	for	their	portrait.	

	 	

Detail	of	Diego	Velázquez,	Las	Meninas,	1656.	

	 Mirrors	have	long	0igured	in	Western	paintings	(cf.	Christopher	P	Jones,	“Symbols	

in	Art:		Mirrors	and	Re0lections,”	Thinksheet,	13	Aug.,	2019,	Web,	from	which	many	of	

the	following	examples	were	taken).		In	the	16th	and	17th	centuries,	one	particularly	

common	trope	was	to	depict	a	woman—often	a	nude—staring	into	a	mirror.		Whether	a	

woman	looking	at	herself	in	a	mirror	was	a	metaphor	for	vanity,	as	in	Titian’s	Woman	

with	a	Mirror	or	Velázquez’s	Venus,	or	as	a	sign	of	clear-eyed	understanding,	as	in	

Carracci’s	Truth	or	Vouet’s	Prudence,	what	these	paintings	have	in	common	is	that	they	

are	informed	by	the	male	gaze—we	the	viewers	are	peeping	at	the	woman’s	body	as	she	

is	looking	at	herself.		In	his	Un	bar	aux	Folies	Bergère,	the	Impressionist	Éduard	Manet	

has	turned	this	trope	on	its	head,	as	we	see	in	the	mirror	behind	the	bar	the	re0lection	of	

a	creepy	man	with	a	top	hat	who	is	staring	at	the	dour	salesgirl	as	if	she	were	for	sale	

like	the	champagne	and	sweets.		
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Titian,	Woman	with	a	Mirror,	1515.		Oil	on	canvas,	
96		×	76	cm.		Musée	du	Louvre,	Paris.	

Annibale	Carracci,	An	Allegory	of	Truth	and	Time,	1584.		Oil	on	canvas,	130	×	169.6	
cm.		Royal	Collection	(Hampton	Court).	
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Diego	Velázquez,	The	Toilet	of	Venus	(Rokeby	Venus),	1644.		Oil	on	canvas,	122	×	177	
cm.		National	Gallery,	London.			

Simon	Vouet,	Allegory	of	Prudence,	1645.		Oil	on	canvas,	
116.5	×	90.5	cm.		Musée	Fabre,	Montpellier.	
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Éduard	Manet,	Un	bar	aux	Folies	Bergère,	1882.		Oil	on	
canvas,	96	×	130	cm.	Courtauld	Gallery,	London.	

	 Artists	have	also	used	mirror	re0lections	for	self-portraits.		Mark	Gerler	used	a	

convex	mirror	evocative	of	van	Eyck,	adding	an	extra	re0lection	in	the	glass	bottle	in	

front	of	it.		M.C.	Escher	used	a	spherical	mirror	to	create	a	self-portrait	stylistically	

similar	to	his	mind-bending	Penrose-triangle	etchings.		Alice	Neel	modestly	puts	herself	

in	a	mirror	in	the	background	of	a	portrait	of	her	son,	making	a	statement	about	her	

dual	role	as	artist	and	mother.		Norman	Rockwell	boastfully	creates	his	mirror	self-

portrait	on	a	canvas	on	which	he	has	tacked	reproductions	of	self-portraits	by	Durer,	

Rembrandt,	Picasso,	and	Van	Gogh.	

Mark	Gertler,	Still	Life	with	Self	Portrait,	1918.		 								M.C.	Escher,	Self-Portrait	in	a	Spherical	
Oil	on	canvas,	50.8	x	40.6	cm.		Leeds	Art	Gallery.	 								Mirror,	1935.	Lithograph,	32	×	21	cm.	 	
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Alice	Neel,	Hartley	on	the	Rocking	Horse,	1943.								Norman	Rockwell,	Triple	Self-Portrait,	1960.	
Oil	on	canvas,	76	×	86	cm.		Private	Collection.										Oil	on	canvas,	113	x	88	cm.		Cover	illustration	
	 	 	 	 	 	 								for	The	Saturday	Evening	Post,	13	Feb.,	1960.		 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 								Norman	Rockwell	Museum,	Stockbridge,	MA.	

Ilse	Bing,	Self-Portrait	in	Mirrors,	1931.		Gelatin	 Vivian	Maier,	Untitled	(Self-Portrait),	New	 	
silver	print,	26.8	×	30.8	cm.	 	 	 	 York,	1954.		Gelatin	silver	print,	12.7		×		
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 10.2	cm.	

	 Photographers	have	also	used	mirrored	surfaces	for	self-portraits,	such	as	with	

the	German	avant-garde	photographer	Ilse	Bing	and	the	American	photographer	Vivian	

Maier.		[Vivian	Maier’s	self-portrait	in	a	silver	plate	in	a	New	York	shop	window	

reminded	me	of	Emily	Dickinson	(here),	a	similarly	reclusive	artist	who	also	never	

published	any	of	her	work	during	her	lifetime.]	
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Arthur	Dove,	Re#lections,	1935.		Oil	on	canvas,	38.42	cm	×	53.66	cm.		
Indianapolis	Museum	of	Art.	

	 All	art,	of	course,	is	in	a	sense	a	re0lection	on	life.		Arthur	Dove	seems	to	be	toying	

with	this	idea	in	his	1935	Re#lections,	a	landscape	painted	in	a	typical	Dove	playfully	

abstract	style;	the	fact	that	Dove	originally	entitled	this	piece	"Re0lections	(from	

headlights	in	car)”	suggests	that	he	might	have	been	making	a	statement	more	profound	

than	just	representing	a	wacky	sun	and	abstract	trees.	

	 Shakespeare	seems	to	have	been	one	of	the	0irst	writers	to	equate	looking	at	

one’s	re0lection	in	a	mirror	to	the	psychological	state	of	re0lecting	on	oneself.		In	Act	1,	

Scene	2	of	his	Julius	Caesar	(0irst	performed	in	1599),	just	after	the	Soothsayer	tells	

Caesar	to	“Beware	the	ides	of	March,”	Cassius	draws	Brutus	aside	and	tries	to	butter	him	

up	and	convince	him	to	join	the	conspiracy	to	murder	Caesar:	

CASSIUS	
. . .
Tell me, good Brutus, can you see your face?

BRUTUS
No, Cassius; for the eye sees not itself,
But by reflection, by some other things.
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CASSIUS
'Tis just:
And it is very much lamented, Brutus,
That you have no such mirrors as will turn
Your hidden worthiness into your eye,
That you might see your shadow. I have heard,
Where many of the best respect in Rome,
Except immortal Caesar, speaking of Brutus
And groaning underneath this age's yoke,
Have wish'd that noble Brutus had his eyes.

BRUTUS
Into what dangers would you lead me, Cassius,
That you would have me seek into myself
For that which is not in me?

CASSIUS
Therefore, good Brutus, be prepared to hear:
And since you know you cannot see yourself
So well as by reflection, I, your glass,
Will modestly discover to yourself
That of yourself which you yet know not of.
. . . 

	 In	his	Vico’s	New	Science.		A	Philosophical	Commentary	(Cornell	University	Press,	

2015),	Donald	Philip	Verene	maintains	that	Descartes	was	the	0irst	to	“compare[	]	the	

re0lection	of	light	in	perception,	the	subject	of	optics,	with	re0lection	in	the	intellect,	the	

subject	of	mental	philosophy”	(p.	229).		Verene	cites	a	passage	from	a	letter	Descartes	

wrote	to	Antoine	Arnauld	in	1648:	

We	make	a	distinction	between	direct	and	re0lective	
thoughts,	corresponding	to	the	distinction	we	make	
between	direct	and	re0lective	vision,	one	depending	
on	the	0irst	impact	of	the	rays	and	the	other	on	the	
second.	

	 The	connection	between	a	mirror	and	self-contemplation	has	become	a	staple	of	

our	modern	culture.		“Look	at	yourself	in	a	mirror”	is	a	common	phrase	used	to	tell	

someone	that	they	should	re0lect	on	their	behavior.		The	refrain	in	Diana	Ross	and	the	

Supreme’s	1967	hit	song,	“Re0lections,”	goes	:	

Through	the	mirror	of	my	mind	
Time	after	time	
I	see	re0lections	of	you	and	me	
Re0lections	of	
The	way	life	used	to	be	.	.	.		
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Mathew	Wilder	and	David	Zippel’s	song,	“Re0lection,”	from	the	Disney	movie	Mulan	

contains	the	verse:	

Who	is	that	girl	I	see	
Staring	straight	back	at	me?	
When	will	my	re0lection	show	
Who	I	am	inside?	

Diana	Ross	and	the	Supremes	singing	“Re0lections”	on													Still	from	Christina	Aguilera	2020	
the	Tennessee	Ernie	Ford	Special,	12	March,	1967.	 												music	video	“Re0lection”	—the	song		
	 	 	 	 	 	 																											Lea	Salonga	sang	in	the	1998	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 												animated	0ilm	Mulan.	

	 A	Google	search	of	“Re0lection”	reveals	that	it	is	a	common	title	for	bands	(the	

Wikipedia	article	lists	seven	bands)	and	for	albums	(the	article	lists	thirty-three).		For	

obvious	reasons,	“Re0lection”	often	appears	in	book	titles,	especially	for	memoirs;	

Wikipedia	lists	over	180	works	that	begin	with	the	word	“Re0lection”	or	“Re0lections.”		

Re0lection	is	also	a	term	used	in	computer	programing,	describing	code	that	enables	a	

program	to	report	on	and	manipulate	its	own	features;	just	as	re0lection	in	humans	

involves	thinking	about	thinking,	re0lective	programming	allows	a	computer	code	to	

examine	itself	while	it	is	running.	

	 I	am	not	a	particularly	self-re0lective	person.		As	an	extreme	extrovert,	I	tend	to	

focus	more	on	how	I	appear	in	the	eyes	of	others	rather	than	looking	inward	at	myself.	
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	 I	have,	however,	had	a	life-long	interest	in	re0lections,	especially	of	images	

re0lected	in	water.		Over	forty	years	ago,	when	I	was	visiting	Hadrian’s	Villa	at	Tivoli	

outside	of	Rome,	I	snapped	a	picture	of	the	re0lection	of	a	statue	of	a	wounded	Amazon	

in	the	Canopus	re0lecting	pool;	I	knew	at	the	time	that	the	statue	was	a	modern	concrete	

reproduction	of	the	original	marble	statue,	which	in	turn	was	a	Roman	copy	of	an	

original	Classical	Greek	bronze	statue.		I	was,	as	we	all	were	at	the	time,	shooting	with	

35mm	slide	0ilm.		I	later	took	that	slide	to	a	0ilm	store	and	had	a	color	print	made	of	it.		I	

then	made	a	B&W	xerox	of	that	print.		It	was	one	of	my	prized	possessions—a	B&W	

copy	of	a	color	print	from	a	35mm	slide	of	the	re0lection	in	the	water	of	a	modern	

concrete	reproduction	of	a	Roman	statue	that	was	itself	a	copy	of	an	ancient	Greek	

sculpture.		And	now	I’ve	scanned	that	xerox	to	put	a	digital	copy	here!	

	 I	am	also	not	a	particularly	good	photographer.		My	friend	Jeff	Caden,	who	is	a	

skilled	photographer,	has	been	trying	to	teach	me	some	of	the	rudiments	of	

photographic	composition	and	exposure.		Here	are	a	few	of	the	photographs	of	

re0lections	that	Jeff	took	when	we	were	at	an	AirBnB	on	the	Asturian	coast	of	Spain	in	

2020.		His	shots	of	Debby	re0lected	in	a	pool	of	water	demonstrate	a	skill	in	

photoshopping	that	I	simply	do	not	have.	
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Jeff	Caden,	Oviñana,	2020.	
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	 I	have	also	been	inspired	by	my	sister-in-law,	Jackie	McClellan,	who	is	very	

accomplished	photographer.		For	the	past	several	years	Jackie	has	been	producing	a	

weekly	“Nature-Notes”	set	of	photos	for	her	retirement	community	outside	of	

Philadelphia,	PA.		I	appreciate	her	help	in	giving	me	tips	on	how	to	photograph	a	sunset,	

but	I	will	never	be	anywhere	near	as	good	with	a	camera	as	she	is.		Here	are	some	

photos	that	Jackie	has	posted	in	the	last	two	weeks:	

Jackie	McClellan,	Pennswood,	PA,	2022.	

	 But.	given	how	easy	it	is	with	our	iPhones	to	take	photo	after	photo,	even	a	rank	

amateur	like	me	will	eventually	snap	something	that	is	a	not	an	absolutely	piss-poor	

photograph.		I	have	also	purchased	a	digital	camera	with	a	good	lens	and	have	read	

several	online	tips	on	how	to	take	photos	of	subjects	re0lected	in	water.			Still,	I	would	

say	that	my	photographic	skills	are	a	work	in	progress.	

	 Four	years	ago,	my	wife	and	I	moved	to	Spain	and	over	this	past	year	we	have	

been	renting	a	house	near	the	Santa	Marina	beach	in	Ribadesella.		While	I	just	love	
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walking	along	the	boardwalk	and	hearing	the	crash	of	waves	coming	in	on	the	Bay	of	

Biscay,	I	am	almost	more	drawn	to	the	wetlands	behind	our	house,	with	its	ebb	and	

0low	of	the	tides	and	its	host	of	migrating	birds	(I	am	also	taken	by	the	fact	that	the	

limestone	cliffs	abutting	this	wetlands	contain	the	Tito	Bustillo	cave,	home	of	some	of	

the	most	important	Paleolithic	cave	paintings	in	the	world).		This	past	October	we	took	

our	second	return	trip	to	the	US,	and	we	were	based	in	an	AirBnB	in	Hampton	Beach,	

NH,	similarly	across	the	street	from	the	beach	and	backing	onto	a	magni0icent	

wetlands.		Again,	I	spent	most	of	my	time	staring	out	over	the	wetlands.	

	 Here	are	some	of	the	photos	I	have	taken	at	Ribadesella,	at	Hampton	Beach,	and	a	

few	other	places		While	these	are	not	a	substitute	for	an	insightful,	re0lective,	self-

examination,	I	hope	that	they	do	give	some	sense	of	the	awe	and	spiritual	peace	I	feel	

when	I	stare	out	at	beautiful	re0lections	in	the	water.		(While	I	have	cropped	some	of	

these	images,	I	have	not	otherwise	manipulated	them.)	

Moon	over	Medieval	bridge,	Ribadesella,	2022.	
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Santa	Marina	Beach,	Ribadesella,	2021.	

Hampton	Beach,	NH,	2021.	
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Sundog	over	the	ocean,	Ribadesella,	2021.	

Dublin	Lake,	NH,	2021.	
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Sunsets	over	the	wetlands,	Hampton	Beach,	NH,	2021.	
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Ria	(wetlands),	Ribadesella,	2021–2022.	
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Mohonk	Mountain	House,	New	Paltz,	NY,	2021.																		Ashuelot	River,	Keene,	NH,	2021.	

	 They	say	that	dogs	are	often	a	re0lection	of	their	human	owners.		This	past	year	

my	wife	got	us	a	Cavalier	King	Charles	puppy.		He	is	cute	and	loves	to	cuddle.			He	is	also,	

during	this	time	of	pandemic	quiescence,	teaching	me	to	meditate	as	he	sits	on	my	lap	

when	I	am	in	a	chair	in	the	backyard,	breathing	in	and	breathing	out,	staring	out	at	the	

world	and	taking	it	all	in	without	judgement.	

Rowley,	Oviedo,	2022.	
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Self-portrait	in	a	spoon,	with	napkin,	2018.	
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