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The Highlights
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Breda, a city in the southern part of the Netherlands — Bruegel was born in Breda or a village near to Breda in c. 1525
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Breda in 1653 by Willem en Joan Blaeu


THE HIGHLIGHTS
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In this section, a sample of Bruegel’s most celebrated works is provided, with concise introductions, special ‘detail’ reproductions and additional biographical images.


THE FIGHT BETWEEN CARNIVAL AND LENT
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Little is known about Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s life and we are even not certain where he was born. From the fact that he entered the Antwerp painters’ guild in 1551, it is assumed that he was born between 1525 and 1530. According to van Mander, his master was the Antwerp painter Pieter Coecke van Aelst, whose daughter Maria Bruegel married in 1563. Bruegel was assigned to paint the rear of two wings of a triptych in Mechelen in the early 1550’s, while the middle panel was painted by Pieter Balten. It is likely Bruegel received this commission due to the connections of Mayken Verhulst, the widow of Pieter Coecke. Between 1552 and 1553, Bruegel travelled to Italy, where he visited Rome and met the miniaturist Giulio Clovio, whose will of 1578 lists three of his paintings. These works, apparently landscapes, have not survived. About 1555 Bruegel returned to Antwerp by way of the Alps, which resulted in a number of exquisite drawings of mountain landscapes. These sketches, which form the basis for many of his later paintings, are not records of actual places but “composites” made in order to investigate the organic life of forms in nature.

Housed in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, The Fight between Carnival and Lent was completed in 1559 and depicts a common festival of the period, as celebrated in the Southern Netherlands. The canvas presents the contrast between two sides of contemporary life, as can be seen by the appearance of the inn on the left side, symbolising enjoyment, and the church on the right side representing religious observance. The hectic scene portrays well-behaved children near the church and a beer drinking scene near the inn. At the centre is a well, illustrating the coming together of different parts of the community. Bruegel has chosen to depict the conflict between Carnival and Lent as a jousting match between two comical adversaries.

This carnival was an important event in community life in early modern Europe, representing the transition between two different seasonal cuisines: livestock that was not to be wintered was slaughtered, and meat was in good supply. As the period of Lent commenced, with its enforced abstinence and the associated spiritual purification in preparation for Easter, the butcher shops closed and the butchers travelled into the countryside to purchase cattle for the spring. Bruegel’s painting is rich in allegories and symbolisms that have been long studied. It is often read as the triumph of Lent, as the figure of Carnival seems to bid farewell with his left hand and his eyes are lifted to the sky. A more generalised meaning may be the illustration of Bruegel’s belief that human activities are motivated by folly and self-seeking.

Carnival is represented as an obese man riding a beer barrel with a pork chop attached to its front end. He wears a huge meat pie as a head-dress and wields a long spit, complete with a pig’s head, as a weapon for the fight. The pouch of knives at his belt indicates that he is a butcher. The man behind the barrel is dressed in yellow, which is connected with deceit, and he is followed by a female figure carrying on her head a table with bread and waffles on it. 

Lent’s half of the picture is dominated by abstinence and piety, with figures drawing water from the well, giving alms to the poor and the sick, and going to church. The church itself is the dominant building from which queues of black figures emerge from their prayers. Lady Lent is presented in the foreground, dressed like a nun, seated on a cart drawn by a monk and a nun; she appears gaunt and thin, with her followers feeding on bread and biscuits. Lady Lent’s wagon contains traditional Lenten foods, pretzels, waffles and mussels. Inside the entrance to the church a veiled statue is visible, as it was customary in Roman Catholic churches to cover up all works of art at Lent until Easter Sunday when the carved and painted figures of saints would be unveiled once more.
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Bruegel’s supposed master: Coecke van Aelst, engraving by Johannes Wierix


NETHERLANDISH PROVERBS
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Proverbs were popular in the Lowlands during Bruegel’s time and a number of collections were published, including Adagia, by the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus. The Flemish artist Frans Hogenberg had made an engraving illustrating 43 proverbs in c. 1558, around the same time as Bruegel’s famous painting on the theme, Netherlandish Proverbs. Bruegel himself had produced several minor paintings on the same subject, including Big Fish Eat Little Fish (1556) and Twelve Proverbs (1558), but Netherlandish Proverbs is thought to have been his first large-scale work on the theme.

The composition provides an ordered, integrated scene, with approximately 112 identifiable proverbs and idioms, though Bruegel may have included others that cannot be identified. Some of the illustrated proverbs are still in popular use today – including “Swimming against the tide”, “Banging one’s head against a brick wall” and “Armed to the teeth”, and there are others that are familiar if not identical to the modern English usage, such as “casting roses before swine”. 

The Blue Cloak was the painting’s original title, due to the cloak featured in the centre of the canvas, being placed over the head of a husband by his wife, suggesting that she is cuckolding him. Other proverbs indicate human foolishness. A man fills in a pond after his calf has died. Just above the central figure of the blue-cloaked man, another man carries daylight in a basket. Some of the figures seem to represent more than one figure of speech, such as the man shearing a sheep in the centre bottom left of the picture. He is sitting next to a man shearing a pig, representing the expression “One shears sheep and one shears pigs”, meaning that one has the advantage over the other; however, this may also represent the advice: “Shear them but don’t skin them” (make the most of available assets).
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Title page of the 1508 edition of’ ‘Adagia’


LANDSCAPE WITH THE FALL OF ICARUS
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The following painting, held in the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium in Brussels, was long thought to be by Bruegel, though technical examinations in 1996 suggested this attribution might be doubtful and that the painting, completed in the 1560’s, is now believed to be an early copy of Bruegel’s lost original by an unknown artist. Inspired by the Roman poet Ovid’s account, the painting concerns the myth of Icarus, who was able to fly with wings made by his father Daedalus, using feathers secured with beeswax. Ignoring his father’s warnings, Icarus chose to fly too close to the sun, melting the wax and falling into the sea, where he drowned. His legs can be seen in the water just below the ship. The ploughman, shepherd and angler we can see in the painting are also mentioned in Ovid’s account. They were likely included by Bruegel in relation to a Flemish proverb: “And the farmer continued to plough...” suggesting the ignorance of people to fellow men’s suffering.

Though the world landscape — a type of work with the title subject represented by small figures in the distance — was an established type in Early Netherlandish painting, pioneered by Joachim Patiner, to introduce a much larger unrelated “genre” figure in the foreground was a innovative technique. The high viewpoint, giving us a glimpse of a town in the far distance, would become a recurring feature of Bruegel’s early paintings.
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Detail: with an upturned face in the bushes
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Detail: Icarus in the water and the angler


DULL GRET
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Also known as ‘Mad Meg’, this 1562 oil-on-panel depicts the folklore virago, who leads an army of women to pillage Hell. Griet was a disparaging name given to any bad-tempered, shrewish woman. Her mission refers to the Flemish proverb: “She could plunder in front of hell and return unscathed.” As her female followers loot a house, Gret advances towards the mouth of Hell through a landscape populated by monsters, inspired by the works of Hieronymus Bosch. Gret wears male armour, including a breastplate, a mailed glove and a metal cap. A knife hangs from her side, while in her right hand she carries a sword, which may refer to the saying: “He could go to Hell with a sword in his hand.” A book of proverbs published in Antwerp in 1568 contains a saying close in spirit to the painting: “One woman makes a din, two women a lot of trouble, three an annual market, four a quarrel, five an army, and against six the Devil himself has no weapon.”

Bruegel’s earliest biographer, Karel van Mander, writing in 1604, described the painting as “Dulle Griet, who is looking at the mouth of Hell”. The panel entered the collection of Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor, before it was looted by Swedish troops in 1648 and then reappeared in Stockholm in 1800. Art collector Fritz Mayer van den Bergh discovered the panel in 1897 at an auction in Cologne, where he bought it for a minimal sum, discovering its actual author a few days later.
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Portrait of Hieronymus Bosch, c. 1550


THE TRIUMPH OF DEATH
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The Triumph of Death portrays a panorama of an army of skeletons wreaking havoc across a blackened, desolate landscape. Bruegel combines two distinct visual traditions within the panel. We can detect the native tradition of Northern woodcuts of the Dance of Death, as well as the Italian conception of The Triumph of Death, as in frescoes the artist would have seen in the Palazzo Sclafani in Palermo and in the Camposanto Monumentale at Pisa. Once again we can identify the influence of Bosch in the imagery, as fires burn in the distance and legions of skeletons advance on the living, who either flee in terror or try in vain to fight back. 

In the foreground, skeletons haul a wagon full of skulls, while in the upper left corner more skeletons sound a bell, announcing the death knell of the world. Victims are herded into a coffin shaped trap decorated with crosses, while a skeleton on horseback kills other sinners with a scythe. The painting depicts representatives of different social backgrounds – from peasants and soldiers to nobles, as well as a king and a cardinal – being taken by death indiscriminately.

The Triumph of Death explores aspects of everyday life in the mid-sixteenth century. Contemporary clothes are clearly depicted, as are pastimes such as playing cards and backgammon. Objects such as musical instruments, an early mechanical clock, scenes including a funeral service, and various methods of execution, including the breaking wheel, the gallows and the headsman also give the flavour of present-day life. 


[image: img41.jpg]


[image: img42.jpg]

Detail


[image: img43.jpg]

Detail


[image: img44.jpg]

Detail


[image: img45.jpg]

Detail


[image: img46.jpg]

Detail


THE SUICIDE OF SAUL
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The Suicide of Saul is an early attempt by Bruegel to reconcile landscape and figure painting. The panel concerns a rare scene from 1 Samuel 31, telling how Saul committed suicide following his defeat to the Philistines. Completed in 1562, the panel is currently held at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna.

The biblical account narrates how, “Saul said to his armour bearer, ‘Draw your sword, and thrust me through with it, lest these uncircumcised men come and thrust me through and abuse me.’ But his armour bearer would not, for he was greatly afraid. Therefore Saul took a sword and fell on it. And when his armour bearer saw that Saul was dead, he also fell on his sword, and died with him.” Bruegel has chosen the dramatic moment of the death of the armour bearer, just as the Philistines are approaching in the distance. Saul’s death was interpreted as a punishment of pride, with Dante portraying him among the proud in the Purgatorio, which may account for Bruegel’s choice of an otherwise uncommon subject. As with most of his biblical subjects, Bruegel treats Saul’s suicide as a contemporary event, illustrating the armies in sixteenth century armour. 
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The Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, where many of Bruegel’s extant paintings are housed


THE TOWER OF BABEL

[image: img54.jpg]

Bruegel completed three oil paintings on the biblical subject of the Tower of Babel. The first, a miniature painted on ivory, was completed while the artist was in Rome and is now lost. The two surviving paintings portray the construction of the tower, which according to the Book of Genesis, was built by a unified, monolingual humanity as a mark of their achievement and to prevent them from scattering: “Then they said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.’” (Genesis 11:4). The person in the foreground is most likely King Nimrod, who was said to have ordered the construction of the Tower — a story often interpreted as an example of pride punished.

Bruegel’s depiction of the architecture of the tower, with its numerous arches and other examples of Roman engineering, is reminiscent of the Coliseum, which Bruegel had seen in 1552 during his Italian sojourn. When returning to Antwerp, he may have refreshed his memory with a series of engravings of the principal landmarks of the city made by the publisher of his own prints, Hieronymous Cock. Details of Rooster’s Roman engravings are evident in both surviving versions of The Tower of Babel, with few significant alterations. The parallel of Rome and Babylon had a particular significance for Bruegel’s contemporaries: Rome was known as the Eternal City, intended by the Caesars to last forever, and its decay and ruin would symbolise the vanity and transience of earthly efforts. Babel’s Tower was also symbolic of the turmoil between the Catholic Church (which at the time conducted all services in Latin) and the polyglot Lutheran Protestant religion of the Netherlands. Although at first glance the tower appears to be a stable series of concentric pillars, when we look closer we note how none of the layers lie at a true horizontal. Instead the tower is built as an ascending spiral, which is crumbling in places, hinting at the religious turmoil prevalent in the Netherlands at that time.
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The “Little” Tower of Babel, c. 1563, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam


THE ADORATION OF THE KINGS
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Painted in 1564, The Adoration of the Kings is currently exhibited at the National Gallery, London. The painting marks an important departure in Bruegel’s oeuvre, as it is his first to be composed almost exclusively of large figures. The nativity scene is inspired by Italian mannerist painters like Parmigianino, allowing the artist to concentrate on individual faces, giving each a distinct, individual expression. This emphasis on the uniqueness of each figure differs greatly from the portrayal of ideal beauty found in the Italian manner; instead Bruegel presents the figures as unattractive and more mundane in appearance. He is far more interested in recording the range of individual reactions in the scene, than in trying to capture an image of ideal beauty. 

The scene is composed from a high viewpoint, focusing our attention on the Christ Child, perched on his mother’s lap, at the centre of the picture. Various figures crowd around them and there is little thought for establishing a sense of depth. The elongated figures of the Three Kings are characteristic of a painting style that was fashionable in the sixteenth century. The figure on the extreme right wears spectacles, perhaps indicating that those around Christ are blind to his significance. In other paintings Bruegel uses spectacles to signal ironically the subject’s inability to see the truth. It is uncommon for soldiers to be included in a depiction of the Adoration — their presence may reflect the Spanish occupation of the Netherlands at this time.
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Self portrait in a Convex Mirror (c. 1524) of Parmigianino (1503-1540), an Italian Mannerist painter and printmaker active in Florence, Rome, Bologna, and his native city of Parma. 


THE PROCESSION TO CALVARY
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The Procession to Calvary is Bruegel’s second-largest known painting and it is one of sixteen artworks listed in the inventory of the wealthy Antwerp collector, Niclaes Jonghelinck, drawn up in 1566. It was Jonghelinck that commissioned Bruegel’s famous Months series. In 1604 The Procession to Calvary was recorded in the Prague collections of Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor, before being transferred to Vienna, and in 1809 (until 1815) in Paris, requisitioned by Napoleon Bonaparte as part of his war booty.

Bruegel’s treatment of the biblical story is unusually traditional. Christ’s insignificant placement among the teeming crowds is a familiar device of Mannerist painting, as is the artificial insertion of Mary and her companions in a rocky foreground. The artist’s landscapes evolved throughout his career from the bird’s-eye views and extensive designs of his early works to the remarkable naturalism of the Months. Incredibly rocky outcrops characterise the landscape tradition of the Antwerp school founded by Joachim Patinir, whose followers had turned his style into a popular, though stale formula. Bruegel’s landscape paintings demonstrate a gradual departure from this style. In The Procession to Calvary, however, his desire to convey the rocky, unfamiliar terrain of the Holy Land causes him to fall back on the ready-made landscape features of the Antwerp school.

With the exception of Christ, the figures in the procession wear contemporary dress, stressing the present-day relevance that Bruegel wished to give the scene. The sacred figures, including the fainting Virgin assisted by Saint John and the other two Marys, are separated from the main events by being placed on a small, rocky plateau. They act out their own, apparently independent, drama, largely unnoticed by the figures behind them. 
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THE HUNTERS IN THE SNOW
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The Hunters in the Snow is believed to form the first part of a series of six paintings now known as the Months, of which five survive. Belonging to the medieval and early Renaissance tradition of the Labours of the Months, the paintings depict various rural activities and work understood by a spectator in Bruegel’s time as representing the different months or times of the year. Commissioned by the wealthy merchant Jonghelinck, the series of paintings were originally intended as part of a large-scale decorative scheme in his lavish house in Antwerp. The paintings were completed by February 1566 and would have been hung up high on the wall above the panelling, producing a continuous frieze around the room.

The Hunters in the Snow presents a white-filled scene in which three hunters are returning from an expedition, accompanied by their dogs. It appears the hunt was unsuccessful, as the hunters trudge wearily and the dogs follow dejectedly. One follower carries the small corpse of a fox, hinting at the futility of the hunt. In front of the men in the snow are the footprints of a rabbit or hare, which has eluded the hunters. The overall visual impression is one of a calm, cold, overcast day; the colours are muted whites and greys, while the trees are bare of leaves and wood smoke hangs heavy in the air. 

The landscape itself is a flat-bottomed valley, as a river meanders through it, with jagged peaks visible on the far side. The alpine scene was most likely inspired by Bruegel’s own journey across the Alps when returning from Italy. Tall, dark trees seem to march down from the top of the hill, guiding our viewpoint out and across the valley, creating an extraordinary sense of depth in the painting. A watermill is seen with its wheel frozen stiff. In the valley, figures ice skate, playing hockey with sticks on a frozen lake, rendered as silhouettes.

The only warmth in the image comes from a blazing fire at the top of the hill beside a tavern, as several figures eagerly surround it.  The tavern seems to represent one of the few pleasures of winter, as the men quickly work to provide more wood for the flames. Nevertheless, the hazardous inn sign, which appears to be falling off, hints at the precarious nature of human existence.
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‘Gloomy Day’ (February) – the following painting in the series, 1565, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna


THE CENSUS AT BETHLEHEM
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Drawing his inspiration from the snow-covered landscapes found in the Books of Hours, Bruegel is one of the first artists to paint snow scenes, a theme he returned to another four times. Currently held at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium in Brussels, The Census at Bethlehem is another biblical scene portrayed as a contemporary event, with the severity of the Spanish administration in the southern Netherlands being a likely source of criticism. The events depicted are described in Luke 2, 1-5: “And it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered... So all went to be registered, everyone to his own city. Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, to be registered with Mary, his betrothed wife, who was with child.” The subject is in fact rare in Netherlandish art prior to Bruegel’s interpretation of the scene. 

Seen from above, a snow-covered village stretches from a ruined castle to a frozen pond by a church. Villagers are going about their everyday tasks, sweeping the snow, building a cabin, crossing the pond on foot next to a ferry-boat caught in the ice and gathering around a fire. Children are playing, throwing snowballs, skating, spinning their tops and sledging. In the right foreground, a man with a large carpenter’s saw is leading an ox and an ass, the latter bearing a woman wrapped tightly in a blue mantle. Without attracting attention, they pick their way between the carts of beer barrels and bales. These two inconsequential figures are Joseph and Mary, who have come to Bethlehem to be enrolled in the universal census ordered by Augustus. The Gospel episode is associated with the payment of tax. And indeed to the left, the crowd is pressing in front of the tax-gatherer’s office, installed at the window of the inn, whilst in front of the door, a pig is being killed. As in so many of his later paintings, the artist seems more preoccupied with the everyday happenings of village life, than the monumental events of biblical stories.
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THE CONVERSION OF PAUL
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Yet another painting held in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, The Conversion of Paul portrays Saint Paul on his way to Damascus in contemporary dress of a blue doublet and hose, wearing sixteenth century armour and weapons. As Bruegel had lived in Italy for a time, he would have been familiar with classical dress, but his intention in representing biblical scenes in present-day dress was to stress their relevance to his own time. In view of the persecution and counter-persecution of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, the story of Paul’s conversion had especial significance.

The artist has chosen to set Saul’s conversion to Paul in a mountain landscape. The sea can be seen in the distance. It was from the Italian coast that the Spanish troops set off to cross the Alps, their task to drive out the heretics and crush Netherlands efforts to obtain more freedom. Bruegel places the main figures in the middle distance, almost lost amongst the large number of minor figures, a technique common to Mannerists, intending to tease the spectator, drawing us into the image in search of the principal subjects. 
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THE PEASANT WEDDING
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Bruegel specialised in genre paintings populated with peasants; however, the life and manners of the common man as the main focus of a work was rare in painting at that time and he is now regarded as a pioneer of genre painting. His earthy, unsentimental but vivid depiction of the rituals of village life — including agriculture, hunts, meals, festivals, dances and games — are unique windows on a vanished folk culture of Netherlandish life and culture, providing a prime source of iconographic evidence about both physical and social aspects of sixteenth century life. The Peasant Wedding, dating from 1567, is one of the artist’s most iconic genre paintings and reveals the pleasure Bruegel must have taken in painting peasants and different aspects of their lives. Due to his preference for these subjects, he earned the sobriquet Peasant-Bruegel, though his works are in fact charged with a sophisticated, intellectual and symbolic power. The artist was also a leading figure of the Antwerp humanist circle.

The wedding feast takes place in a barn in the summertime — the two sheaves of grain by a rake recalling the work of harvesting and the toilsome life of the peasants. The bride sits in front of a green wall-hanging, with a paper-crown hung above her head and she also wears a crown on her head, as she passively waits, not participating in the celebrations taking place around her. The bridegroom is not in attendance of the wedding feast in accordance to Flemish custom. The plates are carried on a door off its hinges. The main food of the peasants was bread, porridge and soup. Other features of the scene include two pipers playing the pijpzak, an unbreeched boy in the foreground licking a plate, the wealthy man at the far right feeding a dog by putting bread on the bench and a mysterious extra foot seen under the load of dishes being carried by the two men in the right foreground.

It is believed that as well as being a literal portrayal of a peasants’ wedding, the panel painting also contains an important moral dimension, commenting on the excuse favoured by the peasants for self-indulgence. Bruegel is no longer interested in personifying human foibles as Boschian monsters; now he subtly depicts our human follies in a naturalistic and humorous manner.
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THE PEASANT DANCE
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The Peasant Dance was painted at about the same time as the previous plate — the sizes of the two paintings being the same, suggesting they were likely intended as a pair or as part of a series illustrating peasant life. They are the two most outstanding examples of Bruegel’s late style, which is characterised by his use of monumental Italianate figures. Once again, Bruegel probably intended the painting to have a moral sense rather than simply being an affectionate portrayal of peasant life. The sins of gluttony, lust and anger can all be identified in the painting. The man seated next to the bagpipe player wears a peacock feather in his hat, which serves as a symbol of vanity and pride. The occasion for the peasants’ revelry is a saint’s day, although the dancers turn their backs on the church and pay little attention to the image of the Virgin that hangs on the tree. The prominence of the tavern makes it clear that they are preoccupied with material, rather than spiritual matters.

This panel, neither signed nor dated, was looted by Napoleon Bonaparte and brought to Paris in 1808, being later returned in 1815. Another version of the same theme now resides in the Detroit Institute of Arts, which is dated to 1566. Although the surface is of a poor condition, being generally worn, critics tend to agree today that it is an original work by Bruegel. The figures are smaller and therefore the scene is more crowded and detailed, making the composition, in some respects, more effective than its more famous counterpart, which hangs in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.
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‘The Wedding Dance’, c. 1566, oil on panel, Detroit Institute of Arts


THE BEGGARS
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Also known as The Cripples, this 1568 oil-on-panel is the only painting by Bruegel to be exhibited in the Louvre, which it received as a gift in 1892. It presents the unsettling scene of five cripples, huddled on the outside ground, accompanied by a beggar-woman in the right background, holding a begging bowl. Various attempts have been made to interpret the image as an allusion to a historical event, with the foxes’ tails attached on the beggars’ clothes referencing the Gueux, a rebel party formed against the government of Philip II of Spain and Granvelle. The five men are no ordinary beggars, as they wear carnival headgear representing various classes of society: a cardboard crown (the king), a paper shako (the soldier), a beret (the bourgeois), a cap (the peasant), and a mitre (the bishop) all suggesting ambiguous satirical meanings. Some commentators have suggested that the beggars’ physical imperfections are intended to symbolise moral decrepitude, which can affect all men, irrespective of class.

On the back of the painting, there are two inscriptions, which seem to date from the sixteenth century. One is in Flemish and in a very fragmentary state; the other is in Latin and records the admiration a humanist critic felt for Bruegel’s achievements, whose ‘art surpasses Nature itself’. The painting dates from the end of Bruegel’s career, when he displayed a keener interest in the natural world. 
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THE BLIND LEADING THE BLIND
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Painted a year before Bruegel’s death, this famous image conveys a bitter and sorrowful tone. Executed in distemper on linen canvas, it depicts the Biblical parable of the blind leading the blind, as described in Matthew 15:14, in which Christ refers to the Pharisees. The painting demonstrates Bruegel’s mastery of observation, as each of the blind men has a different eye affliction, including corneal leukoma, atrophy of globe and removed eyes. The figures hold their heads aloft to make better use of their other senses, demonstrating the artist’s careful observation of authentic blind people. The diagonal composition reinforces the off-kilter motion of the six figures falling in progression. The image may have been influenced by the establishment of the Council of Troubles by the government of the Spanish Netherlands in 1567. The council ordered mass arrests and executions to enforce Spanish rule and suppress Protestantism.

Bruegel expands the two blind men in the parable to six and they are well dressed, rather than wearing the peasant clothing that typifies his late work. They are portrayed as a procession of disfigured men, passing along a path bordered by a river on one side and a village with a church on the other. The leader of the group has fallen on his back into a ditch and, since they are all linked by their staffs, he drags his companions down with him. The first blind man’s face is not visible; the second twists his head as he falls, perhaps to avoid landing face-first. The shin guard-clad third man, on his toes with knees bent and face to the sky, shares a staff with the second, by which he is being pulled down. The others have yet to stumble, but the same fate appears imminent.

The church in the background, identified as the Sint-Anna Church, at Dilbeek in modern Belgium, has sparked much modern commentary. Some critics believe that its inclusion is evidence of the painting’s moralistic intent — that while the first two blind men stumble and are beyond redemption, the other four are behind the church and so may be saved. Another interpretation suggests that the church, with a withered tree placed before it, is an anti-Catholic symbol, and that those who follow it will fall following a blind leader. Others deny any symbolism in the building, noting that churches frequently appear in Bruegel’s village scenes, as they were a common part of the village landscape.

Bruegel’s depictions of beggars left a strong influence on those that followed him, such as David Vinckboons. Hieronymus Wierix incorporated a copy of The Blind Leading the Blind into the series Twelve Flemish Proverbs. A forgery attributed to Jacob Savery called The Blind appeared in c. 1600, bearing a false inscription dating it to 1562. Bruegel’s son Pieter Brueghel the Younger painted a larger copy in c. 1616 with additional details, including a flock of sheep, which hangs today in the Louvre.
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The forgery by Jacob Savery, c. 1600
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The copy by Pieter Brueghel the Younger, c. 1616


[image: img127.jpg]

The village church of Sint-Anna-Pede


THE MISANTHROPE
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This tempera canvas painting was completed in 1568 and is held at the National Museum of Capodimonte in Naples, Italy. Encased in a square frame, it depicts a black-robed and white-bearded elderly man, who clasps his hands before him. A smaller barefooted man secretly uses a knife to cut the strings of the other man’s money pouch. The old man appears lost in thought, failing to notice both the theft and the thorns that lie in his path. A transparent sphere with a cross at its peak encloses the thief. The Flemish inscription at the bottom reads: “Because the world is perfidious, / I am going into mourning.” The moral suggests that a relinquishment of the world is not possible, as we must face up to the world’s difficulties and refuse to abandon our responsibilities.

The image teems with rich symbolism. The small figure in a glass ball serves as a symbol of vanity. The hooded misanthrope is contrasted with the shepherd in the background, who guards his sheep and appears more wise and virtuous, due to the simple, honourable performance of his duties and his sense of responsibility toward his charges. The misanthrope is walking unawares towards the mantraps set for him by the world and, in spite of his intentions, he cannot renounce it as he would wish.

Bruegel is said to have died about the year 1570 at the age of sixty, though other accounts give 1590 as the date of his death. There are about 45 authenticated surviving paintings, one third of which are housed in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. A number of other oil paintings are known to have been lost. Pieter the Elder had two sons: Pieter Brueghel the Younger and Jan Brueghel the Elder, who were very small children when their father died and so were brought up by their grandmother, Mayken Verhulst. The older brother, Pieter Brueghel, was not the better painter of the two; he copied his father’s style, but without any degree of great talent. Jan was more successful; he turned to the Baroque style and even collaborated with Peter Paul Rubens.
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Pieter Brueghel the Younger by Anthony van Dyck
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Jan Breughel with his second wife and their eldest children by Peter Paul Rubens, 1615


The Paintings
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Antwerp, a city in Belgium, in the region of Flanders. In 1551 Bruegel entered the guild of Antwerp as a master painter, where he remained until 1563.
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‘View of Antwerp with the frozen Scheldt’ by Lucas van Valckenborch, 1590


THE COMPLETE PAINTINGS
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Bruegel’s paintings are presented in chronological order, with an alphabetical table of contents following immediately after.
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Landscape with Christ and the Apostles at the Sea of Tiberias

1553

Oil on panel

67 x 100

Private collection
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The Adoration of the Kings

c. 1556

Tempera on canvas

124 × 169

Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium
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Parable of the Sower

1557

Oil on panel

73.7 × 102.9

Timken Museum of Art
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Twelve Proverbs

1558

Oil on panel

75 × 98

Museum Mayer van den Bergh
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Netherlandish Proverbs

1559

Oil on panel

117 × 163

Berlin State Museums
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The Fight Between Carnival and Lent

1559

Oil on panel

118 × 164

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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Children’s Games

1560

Oil on panel

118 × 161

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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Battle in the Bay of Naples

1560

Oil on panel

42.2 × 71.2

Doria Pamphilj Gallery
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Landscape with the Fall of Icarus (copy)

1560s

Oil on canvas

73.5 × 112

Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium
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The Fall of the Rebel Angels

1562

Oil on panel

117 × 162

Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium
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Dull Gret

1562

Oil on panel

117.4 × 162

Museum Mayer van den Bergh
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The Triumph of Death

с. 1562

Oil on panel

117 × 162

Prado
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Two Monkeys

1562

Oil on canvas

20 × 23

Berlin State Museums
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The Suicide of Saul

1562

Oil on panel

33.5 × 55

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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Portrait of an Old Woman

1563

Oil on panel

22 × 18

Alte Pinakothek
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Yawning Man

1563?

Oil on panel

12.6 x 9.2

Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium
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Landscape with the Flight into Egypt

1563

Oil on panel

37.1 × 55.6

Courtauld Institute Galleries
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The Tower of Babel

1563

Oil on panel

114 × 155

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Adoration of the Kings

1564

Oil on panel

111.1 × 83.2

The National Gallery, London
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Death of the Virgin

1564

Oil on panel

36 × 55

Upton House
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The Procession to Calvary

1564

Oil on panel

124 × 170

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Hunters in the Snow

1565

Oil on panel

117 × 162

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Return of the Herd

1565

Oil on panel

117 × 159

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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Haymaking

1565

Oil on panel

117 × 161

Lobkowicz Palace at the Prague Castle Complex
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The Harvesters

1565

Oil on panel

116.5 × 159.5

Metropolitan Museum of Art
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The Gloomy Day

1565

Oil on panel

118 × 163

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery

c. 1565

Oil on panel

24 × 34

Courtauld Institute Galleries
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The Tower of Babel

c. 1565

Oil on panel

59.9 × 74.6

Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen
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Massacre of the Innocents

c. 1565-1567

Oil on panel

109.2 × 158.1

Royal Collection

and at Upton House, Warwickshire
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The Wine of Saint Martin’s Day

1565–1568

Tempera on canvas

148 × 270.5

Prado
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The Wine of Saint Martin’s Day

c. 1565–1568

Oil on canvas

147 × 269.5

Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium

[image: img169.png]


The Census at Bethlehem

1566

Oil on panel

115.5 × 163.5

Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium
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The Land of Cockaigne

1566

Oil on panel

52 × 78

Alte Pinakothek
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The Sermon of Saint John the Baptist

1566

Oil on panel

95 × 160.5

Museum of Fine Arts (Budapest)
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The Wedding Dance

c. 1566

Oil on panel

119.4 × 157.5

Detroit Institute of Arts
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Adoration of the Kings in the Snow

1567

Tempera on panel

35 × 55

Museum Oskar Reinhart am Stadtgarten
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Conversion of Paul

1567

Oil on panel

108 × 156

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Beggars

1568

Oil on panel

18.5 × 21.5

Louvre
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The Three Soldiers

1568

Oil on panel

20.3 × 17.8

The Frick Collection
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The Magpie on the Gallows

1568

Oil on panel

45.9 × 50.8

Hessisches Landesmuseum
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Parable of the Blind

1568

Tempera on canvas

85.5 × 154

Museo di Capodimonte
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The Misanthrope

1568

Tempera on canvas

86 × 85

Museo di Capodimonte
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The Peasant Wedding

1568

Oil on panel

114 × 164

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Peasant Dance

1568

Oil on panel

114 × 164

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Peasant and the Nest Robber

1568

Oil on panel

59.3 × 68.3

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Drunkard Pushed into the Pigsty

1568?

Oil on panel

18 cm. diam.

Private Collection (Sold at Christies in 2002)
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The Storm at Sea

1569

Oil on panel

70.3 × 97

Kunsthistorisches Museum
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The Drawings
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Brussels, Belgium — Bruegel’s home from 1563 until his death in 1569


LIST OF DRAWINGS
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River Landscape

1552

Pen on ink

Départment des Arts Graphiques du Musée du Louvre, Paris
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Southern Cloister in a Valley

1552

Pen on ink

32.6 × 18.5 cm (12.8 × 7.3 in)

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett
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Wooded Landscape with Mills

1552

Ink on paper

28.1 × 21.3 cm (11.1 × 8.4 in)

Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan
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Pastoral Landscape

1552

Ink on paper

21.5 × 31 cm (8.5 × 12.2 in)

National Museum of Art, Oslo
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Mountain Landscape with Ridge and Valley

c. 1552

Ink on paper

20.4 × 29.5 cm (8 × 11.6 in)

Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum Braunschweig, Kupferstichkabinett
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Path through a Village

c. 1552

Ink on paper

20.7 × 33.1 cm (8.1 × 13 in)

Prentenkabinet der Rijksuniversiteit, Leiden
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Mule Caravan on Hillside

c. 1552. 

Ink on paper

20.7 × 33.1 cm (8.1 × 13 in)

Prentenkabinet der Rijksuniversiteit, Leiden
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Ripa Grande in Rome

c. 1552-54

Ink on paper

21.8 × 30.2 cm (8.6 × 11.9 in)

Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam
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Alpine Landscape

c. 1553

Pen on ink

23.6 × 34.3 cm (9.3 × 13.5 in)

Départment des Arts Graphiques du Musée du Louvre, Paris
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Landscape with a Fortified Town

1553

Pen on paper

23.6 × 33.3 cm (9.3 × 13.1 in)

British Museum, London
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Landscape with Saint Jerome

1553

Pen on paper

23.2 × 33.6 cm (9.1 × 13.2 in)

National Gallery of Art, Washington
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Mountain Landscape with a River

1553

Pen on paper

22.9 × 33.8 cm (9 × 13.3 in)

British Museum, London
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Sylvan Landscape with Five Bears

1554

Pen on paper

National Gallery in Prague
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Italian Landscape (after Domenico Campagnola)

1554

Pen on paper

46.6 × 33.3 cm (18.3 × 13.1 in)

Saatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett
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Landscape with a Group of Trees and a Mule

1554

Pen on ink

19.7 × 25.8 cm (7.8 × 10.2 in)

Private collection
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Wooded Landscape with a Distant View toward the Sea

1554

Pen on paper

26 × 34.4 cm (10.2 × 13.5 in)

The Fogg Art Museum
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Big Fish Eat Little Fish

1556

Pen on ink

Albertina, Vienna
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Greed

1556

Pen on ink

22.8 × 29.7 cm (9 × 11.7 in)

British Museum, London
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Rest on the Flight into Egypt

1555-56

Pen on ink

20.3 × 28.2 cm (8 × 11.1 in)

Saatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett
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The Temptations of St. Anthony

1556

Drawing

Oxford, Ashmolean Museum
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Desidia (Sloth)

1557

Pen on ink

Albertina, Vienna
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The Alchemist

1558

Pen on ink

Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin
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Elck

1558

Pen on ink

22.8 × 29.7 cm (9 × 11.7 in)

British Museum, London
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Seven virtues - Love (Charitas)

1559

Pen on ink

22.3 × 29.4 cm (8.8 × 11.6 in)

Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam
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Mad Meg

1561

Pen on ink

39 × 53.4 cm (15.4 × 21 in)

Museum Kunstpalast, Düsseldorf
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The Painter and the Buyer

1565

Pen on ink

39 × 53.4 cm (15.4 × 21 in)

Albertina, Vienna
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Spring

1565

Pen on ink

Albertina, Vienna
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Beekeepers

c. 1568

Drawing

20.3 × 30.9 cm (8 × 12.2 in)

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett
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Calumny of Apelles

1565-69

Pen on ink

20.2 × 30.6 cm (8 × 12 in)

British Museum, London

[image: img216.jpg]


A Fool Trying to Hatch an Empty Egg

1569

Pen and brown ink on paper

17.5 × 17.9 cm (6.9 × 7 in)

London, British Museum
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Wildemans Maskerade

1566

Woodcut

27.5 × 41.3 cm (10.8 × 16.3 in)

Museum Bojimans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam
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Seven Deadly Sins - Greed (Avaritia)

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Deadly Sins - Pride (Superbia)

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Deadly Sins - Acedia (Desidia)

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Deadly Sins - Gluttony

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Deadly Sins - Envy (Invidia)

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Deadly Sins - Wrath (Ira)

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Deadly Sins - Lechery (Luxuria)

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Deadly Sins - Final Depiction of the Doom

1558

Etching and engraving

22.5 × 29.5 cm (8.9 × 11.6 in)
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Seven Virtues - Faith (Fides)

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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Seven Virtues - Hope (Spes)

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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Seven Virtues - Love (Charitas)

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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Seven Virtues - Temperance (Temperantia)

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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Seven Virtues - Wisdom (Prudentia)

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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Seven Virtues - Justice (Iusticia)

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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Seven Virtues - Force (Fortitudo)

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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Seven Virtues - Christ in Limbo

1561-62

Etching and engraving

23.3 × 28.7 cm (9.2 × 11.3 in)
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The Fair of Saint George’s Day

1559-62

Etching and engraving

33.6 × 52.4 cm (13.2 × 20.6 in)

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
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Landscape with Rabbit Hunt

1560

Etching

21.3 × 29.2 cm (8.4 × 11.5 in)

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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The Biography
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Portrait of Pieter Bruegel the Elder by Edme de Boulonois, 1682


BRIEF BIOGRAPHY
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From The Encyclopedia Americana, 1920

BRUEGEL, or BREUGHEL, BREUGELS, etc., a family originating in Brabant and of which no less than 12 individuals — during a period of five generations — were artists. Only one of them is of first-rate importance, but he is sufficient to immortalize the name. This is the founder of the family, Pieter: b. Bruegel, near Breda, about 1528; d. Brussels 1569. He is often spoken of as the Old or Peasant Bruegel, by reason of his subjects, and is to be distinguished from his son, Pieter II, called Hell Bruegel. While the later members of the family may be considered as of the Flemish school, Pieter (I) is of the Dutch school. Pieter Bruegel, the elder, began his studies under a pupil of Hieronymus Bosch, who persuaded him to go to Antwerp and work under P. Coeck d’Alast, painter to Charles V. He did so, but his admiration for his robust compatriot, Bosch, kept him from accepting the Italian tendency of Coeck, and it is to Bosch that we must trace Bruegel’s technique and his idea of art. In 1551 he entered the guild of Antwerp as a master painter. Shortly afterward he made a journey to Italy, by way of France, arriving in Rome in 1553. By 1554 he was back in Flanders, again but little influenced by the Italians. He lived at Antwerp till 1563, when he married the daughter of Pieter Coeck and took up his residence at Brussels, where he remained until his death. It is during his last six years that his genius reached its greatest development. He had already accomplished a powerful and original work in his earlier religious pictures and he continued with these subjects. But the realistic observation of Bruegel was more at liberty when, in his last period, he frankly took the life about him as his subject, for it had been that which interested him chiefly even when depicting sacred themes. All the vigorous humor and satire of Bosch appear again in a finer and more profound spirit. The whole outlook of Brouwer, Ostade and Teniers in the 17th century and Millet in the 19th is foreseen, and they never approached their predecessor. The sane and healthy outlook on mankind is supplemented by a magnificent conception of nature. One can think of no other painter who has given the sense of vastness in a landscape and at the same time kept the amazing realism of detail that Bruegel gives us. Best of all, he has a sense of design that carries his philosophic and emotional qualities immediately into the realm of art. He is, in fact, one of the world’s great designers, and the admiration he inspires is increased when we reflect that he is the originator of his style instead of inheriting it from others. As painting, whether in tempera (as the ‘Blind Men’ at Naples) or in oil (e.g., ‘Winter’ at Tournai) his works are masterpieces. Among other important pictures to be mentioned are the ‘Massacre of the Innocents,’ at Brussels; ‘The Brigands,’ at the University of Stockholm; ‘The Wedding Dinner’ at the Vienna Museum, and ‘The Wolf,’ in the collection of Mr. John G. Johnson of Philadelphia. His spirited and important engravings have been edited by Van Bastelaer. His eldest son, Pieter The Younger, b. Brussels 1564; d. there 1637, studied with Gillis van Conincxloo at Antwerp. Like his father, he painted rural and genre subjects, but he is generally known as “Höllen-Bruegel,” because of his fondness for representing the infernal regions and subjects like witches, devils and robbers. Jan Bruegel, The Elder: b. Brussels 1568; d. there 1625. The younger son of Pieter the Elder is usually called “Velvet-Bruegel” from the softness and smoothness of his technique. He studied with Goetkind in Antwerp and spent several years in Italy. He returned to Antwerp about 1597 and soon acquired wealth and high honors. He was dean of the painters’ guild (1601-02) and, like his intimate friend, Rubens, was official painter to the regents of the Netherlands. His landscapes are important in the development of landscape painting. They usually contain many small figures and are numerous in all the principal European collections. The most important are probably the 54 examples in the gallery of Madrid. His son and pupil, Jan Bruegel, The Younger: b. Brussels 1601; d. 1678. It is difficult to distinguish his work from his father’s. For the Bruegel family consult Rooses, ‘Geschiedenis der Antwerpsche bilderschule’ (Antwerp 1887-90), and Michel, ‘Les Brueghel’ (Paris 1892).
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Notre-Dame de la Chapelle, Brussels — Bruegel’s final resting place
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The memorial to Bruegel in Notre-Dame de la Chapelle
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