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5. The Paintings of Pieter Bruegel
THE LIFE AND WORKS of Pieter 
Bruegel the Elder are shrouded in mys-
tery. We do not know about his place or 
date of birth, his formal schooling, if 
any, or his training as an artist. In the 
early 1550s he visited Italy, but little is 
known of what he did there. He left 
behind him no letters or other writings 
and there are no reports of his thoughts 
or opinions from either friends or wit-
nesses. In many ways, he is as elusive as 
Shakespeare. But the parallels don’t end 
there because, like Shakespeare,  Bruegel 
bridges the gap between high and low 
art to convey a truly universal epic vi-
sion. Although he left only 40-odd 
paintings, his extraordinary power and 
range embracing comedy, tragedy and fantasy place him 
among the greatest painters in history. 
      He was probably born about 1525 in or near Breda, 
which is in the modern Netherlands, but settled fairly early 
in Antwerp, where under the name of Pieter Brueghel he 
became a master in the painters’ guild in 1551 (unac-
countably, he dropped the ‘h’ from his surname a few 
years later, though his sons Pieter and Jan restored it to 
theirs). After his trip to Italy, he returned to Antwerp and 
started work for Hieronymous Cock, an engraver and 
publisher of prints. He was also apprenticed to Pieter Co-
ecke van Aelst, another Flemish painter, and it was this 
friendship that inducted him into Humanist circles in the 
city. It also introduced him to Mayken, the daughter of 
Pieter Coecke and Mayken Verhulst Bessemers, whom he 
married in 1563. His mother-in-law was also a painter, 
and it was  she who taught his two sons after his early 
death in 1569. 
        After their marriage, the Bruegels settled in Brussels, 
where Pieter acquired a patron and friend, Niclaes Jonghe-
linck, a wealthy merchant and art dealer who eventually 
made a collection of 16 of his works. They include a series 
of landscapes on the months, only 5 of which survive, the 
most famous (below) being the one known as Hunters in 
the Snow (each panel may have portrayed two months, so 
that only the April-May painting is lost).  

      Painted in the bitter February of 1565 at 
the beginning of the ‘Little Ice Age’, this ex-
quisite landscape – surely the most celebrated 
secular snow scene ever produced – gives us 
more than a hint of Bruegel’s genius. No 
painter before or after has so brilliantly con-
veyed the atmosphere of a northern winter 
and no work of art has ever so perfectly sug-
gested the awesome power of nature, tower-
ing over the lives of the dark figures who are 
briefly part of it. You can almost feel the chill 
in your cheeks as you look at the hunters, 
hunched against the cold and accompanied 
by their undernourished dogs, bringing home 
a solitary animal, while women build fires 
and other figures try to cope in various ways 
in the bitter cold. 

      And yet there is vitality too. In the valley to which 
Bruegel draws us down diagonally via the trees and the 
airborne bird, we see figures cavorting on the ice, skating, 
curling and playing hockey in the shadow of the icy moun-
tains in testimony to the power of the human spirit. It is a 
common theme of Bruegel’s stoical Humanism: life may be 
nasty, brutish and short, and nature may be cruel and in-
different to human needs, but man’s search for meaning 
and purpose through the everyday struggle of existence is 
a neverending quest.  
       This theme of stoical endurance was close to the heart 
of another of Bruegel’s patrons, Abraham Ortelius, who in 
his Album Amicorum (‘Book of Friends’) called Bruegel 
the most perfect artist of his age, so true to nature that his 
works were really works of nature rather than of art. He 
‘painted many things that cannot be painted’ and in all his 
works ‘more is always implied than is depicted’.  Ortelius, 
a cartographer, is generally regarded as the creator of the 
first modern atlas, the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (1570). 
He was a Humanist intellectual who, like Erasmus, disap-
proved of all violence committed in the name of Christian-
ity. His stoicism was evident in the sayings of Cicero which 
were emblems on his world map, one of which asks: 
“What can seem great in human affairs to someone who is 
acquainted with eternity and the vastness of the universe?” 
       Most Bruegel scholars agree that the artist was a 
member of the Humanist circle of Ortelius and the writer 
Dirck Coornhert and that his art shows the influence of 
this association. They tended to be moderates in religion 
and admirers of Erasmus, whom they followed in seeking 
a synthesis of Christianity and classical thought as guides 
to the conduct of life. The group included the French pub-
lisher Christophe Plantin, also a member of the Family of 
Love sect which considered itself as having transcended 
the inferior external religion of the Protestant and Catholic 
churches in embracing an inward spirituality that aimed at 
personal identification with God. It seems fair to say that 
the outward trappings of organised religion meant very 
little to any of the Ortelius circle, Bruegel included.
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     Indeed, God and religion are humbled in Bruegel’s art. 
Take The Triumph of Death (1562, above). This savage 
depiction of the destructive effects of religious wars was 
produced at a time when a Spanish-directed terror cam-
paign was being waged against Protestants and other 
‘heretics’ in the Netherlands. In the foreground of this chill-
ing panorama, the king in his robe and buckets of gold, the 
cardinal, the peasant woman being eaten by a starving dog,  
the musical lovers, all meet the same fate, regardless of their 
social status. Death is the great equaliser and the solitary 
cross in the centre-left suggests that there is no redemption. 
The pair of skeletons pulling on a black bell in the upper 
left corner seem to announce the death of all hope and of 
all humanity. 
      Above the king on the left, a knackered old nag, ridden 
by a skeleton, pulls a cartload of bones and our eye moves 
to the right of the painting, where a marauding army of 
skeletons massing behind coffin-shields displaying the sign 
of the cross advances on the outnumbered humans. They 
bring with them the latest technology, including a giant box 
or tunnel with a cross on its door into which people are 
being herded to their death. We cannot fail to see it as a 
ghoulish precursor of a gas chamber. 
     War destroys individual lives; it decimates whole groups, 
religions and races of people; and, what is more, it also 
seems to disturb the order of nature. At the top of the 
painting, ships lie half sunk in the bay and the sky is black 
with smoke from fires that have destroyed the landscape. It 
is an uncompromisingly apocalyptic vision of the horror of 
war. 
     Bruegel’s irreverence didn’t stop at attacks on Christian 
attitudes to conflict. In depicting key icons of the Christian 
faith, he adopted a completely unconventional approach 
which can be clearly seen in three works: Census (or Num-
bering) at Bethlehem (right), Christ on the Road to Calvary 
and Massacre of the Innocents. The first thing we notice in 
all three is the crowds. Unlike Italian religious painters, 
Bruegel eschewed individual portraiture, so that the iconic 
figure is lost within a sea of humanity. Mary and Joseph are 
barely discernible in Census, until we notice the carpenter’s 
saw and the donkey and ox. Similarly, in Christ on the 
Road to Cavalry we strain to see the small figure of Jesus 

collapsing under the weight of the 
cross amidst the jostling crowd. 
      Why did Bruegel diminish the 
Biblical stories and figures in this 
way? Is it because he did not regard 
them as in any way  ‘better’ than the 
rest of us? Did he see them as shar-
ing our common humanity? There is 
a further explanation. Bruegel often 
used religious themes as a pretext 
for his subversive secular art. In 
Census (1566) and Massacre (1566-
67) his main concern is the Low 
Countries under Spanish rule. In the 
former the setting is not really Beth-
lehem and the alleged decree of Au-
gustus that people should go into 
their own area to register for a cen-
sus, but Flanders, a region occupied 
by Spain, just as Palestine was under 
Roman rule. The Flemish people 
had to pay taxes to Philip II, whose 
coat of arms is visible on the build-

ing in the picture. Also, many Protestants who had fled the 
region returned in 1566, the year Census was painted. So it 
is really about oppression by a foreign power and the dislo-
cation of society caused by religious conflict.  
      Though ostensibly about Herod’s decree that all chil-
dren under 2 years of age should be slaughtered, Massacre 
of the Innocents  (see page 28) represents a typical snow-
bound Flemish village of Bruegel’s time being attacked by 
foreign troops. It is about the state terror of imperial Spain. 
Some critics think the bearded commander represents 
the Duke of Alva, who was ordered by Philip II to oc-
cupy the low countries and repress heresy. Others argue 
that the picture was probably painted before the Duke 
began his bloody campaign or that the figure was later 
altered to look like Alva. Either way, he is a frightening 
presence in a work that, like Census, is really a thinly 
disguised attack on Spanish rule. 
     Census and Massacre are two of the three Bruegel paint-
ings referenced by W.H. Auden in his 1940 poem Musée 
des Beaux Arts (the third is The Fall of Icarus, the only one 
he names). In 1939 Auden paid a visit to the museum in 
Brussels and was impressed by the way Bruegel conveyed 
apparently extraordinary events within ordinary settings. 
He was particularly struck with the thought that suffering 
goes on all around us and, if it doesn’t affect us directly, we 
hardly notice it. But there is an another possibility. The Fall 
of Icarus provides a clue. 
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      According to myth, Icarus fell out of the sky because he 
flew too close to the sun and his wings melted away. In the 
painting (top right) this event is portrayed as a common 
occurrence, and not treated as romantic. Bruegel takes the 
story from Ovid’s Metamorphosis, but makes the farmer, 
not Icarus, dominate the scene. He ploughs his field, the 
fisherman casts his line, the shepherd looks the other way, 
the sun continues to shine and the ship sails on. Icarus him-
self is comically reduced to a pair of sprawling legs sticking 
out of the water, which suggests that Bruegel is treating his 
fall as a humorous event. There can only be one explana-
tion: the myth is being stripped of its importance in favour 
of the lives and work of ordinary people. They are doing 
practical, renewing activities, whereas Icarus sought to alter 
nature for his own glory. Just as the three other characters 
are physically above Icarus, so Bruegel is elevating them 
morally above the mythical hero.  And we think back to 
Jesus, Mary and Joseph in the other two paintings. Surely, 
he is deliberately demythologising them as well.  
        There are no heroes in Bruegel’s paintings; or, rather, 
the real heroes are  working, struggling, suffering, playing 
humanity. Yes, the world is at times a horrible place. Yes, 
people can be dreadfully cruel to one another. Yes, people 
seek comfort from each another, though ultimately they are 
alone. Yet, in spite of these things, or perhaps because of 
them, men, women and children eat, drink, dance and play 
(he devotes a whole painting to Children’s Games). And 
Bruegel is the sympathetic and humane observer of it all. 
Some critics, however, think that his peasant paintings such 
as Peasant Wedding Feast (below) and Peasant Dance (be-
low right) display the social condescension and moral su-

periority that some Humanist intellectuals felt towards the 
lower classes of his day. According to Karel van Mander, 
the Flemish painter and poet, in his Painter Book (1604), 
Bruegel and his friend Hans Franckert enjoyed going to 
village weddings and fairs disguised as peasants, and the 
painter afterwards drew the peasants ‘comically’ with their 
‘uncouth bearing’. 
      Looking at these marvellous paintings today it is hard 
to see in them a moral satire on the effects of lust, gluttony, 
coarseness or whatever. Where is the vomiting, violence or 
disorder that we might expect? Rather, what we discern is 
surely a celebration of rural culture. There is a church in the 
background in the Peasant Dance and, yes, the villagers are 
ignoring it. Indeed, the two figures on the right who enter 
the scene and whose feet almost touch have come from the 
opposite direction and clearly haven’t attended the day’s 
worship. But is Bruegel disapproving? Why then does the 
painting exude so much life and so much fun? Why does he 
make us want to join in? 
      Pieter Bruegel followed in the shadow of Hieronymus 
Bosch (c. 1450-1516), another great Flemish painter, who 
died before he was born. In some of his early work the in-
fluence of Bosch is apparent – indeed in his lifetime he was 
called a ‘second Bosch’ – but he ultimately transcended his 
mentor in his scope and his Humanism. Bosch was a fan-
tasist; Bruegel portrays a world that is all too real. As a 
recent critic suggests, it was Bruegel who saw the truth be-
hind the nightmare: “Money, war, religion – the insanities 
that disorder Bruegel’s world are all too recognisable. Bosch 
is an architect of the unreal, Bruegel a historian of the hor-
rors we know” (Jonathan Jones, Guardian, 17.1. 2004).
    Yet the truth is many-sided. Certainly, there are monstro-
cities, and Bruegel does not sanitise them. But there is also 
humanity and there is also humour. Bruegel shows us life, 
warts and all: oppressing, suffering, working, playing. That 
is, above all, why this most democratic of painters was such 
a pioneer and why his works are enduring Humanist mas-
terpieces.          

Musée des Beaux Arts     
About suffering they were never wrong,  
The Old Masters; how well, they understood  
Its human position; how it takes place  
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;  
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting  
For the miraculous birth, there always must be  
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating  
On a pond at the edge of the wood:  
They never forgot  
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course  
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot  
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse  
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.  
In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away  
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may  
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,  
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone  
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green  
Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen  
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,  
had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.  

W.H. Auden (1907-73) 


