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Pieter Bruegel I (ca. 1525/30–

1569), commonly known as Pieter 

Bruegel the Elder, was the 

greatest member of a large and 

important southern Netherlandish 

family of artists active for four 

generations in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. A longtime 

resident of Antwerp, the center of 

publishing in the Netherlands and 

a vibrant commercial capital, 

Bruegel brought a humanizing 

spirit to traditional subjects and 

boldly created new ones. He was 

an astoundingly inventive painter 

and draftsman, and, due to the 

continuity of the family trade and 

the industry that developed in 

prints after his works, Bruegel's 

impact was widespread and long 

lasting.  



Born in or near Breda sometime between 1525 and 1530, Bruegel settled fairly early in 

Antwerp, where he became a master in the painters' Guild of Saint Luke between 1551 

and 1552. After a trip to Italy, he began a longstanding association with Hieronymus 

Cock, whose Antwerp publishing house, At the Four Winds, produced prints on a range 

of subjects, from parables to landscapes. Between 1555 and 1563, Bruegel made over 

forty designs for engravings, capitalizing on the strong market demand for images in 

the style or manner of Hieronymus Bosch (ca. 1453–1516). Bruegel's Big Fish Eat 

Little Fish (1557, Vienna, Albertina) (illustrated above) was even attributed to Bosch 

in Cock's print, though all subsequent engravings were inscribed "Bruegel inventor."  



The novel and ingenious way in which Bruegel translated moralizing subjects into 

vernacular language is most apparent in his original drawings and paintings, such as 

Netherlandish Proverbs (Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen), which depicts 

over 100 proverbs in the familiar setting of a Flemish village; it became one of the 

artist's most popular images—at least sixteen copies of the painting are known.  



 

 

Pieter Bruegel. Fall of Icarus, c. 1568, oil on panel 

 

In religious or mythological depictions, such as the Fall of Icarus (Brussels, 

Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts), Bruegel expanded the viewers perspective 

to make the titular action but one part of a startlingly broad vision of the 

natural and cultivated world. 



 

 

In Greek mythology, Icarus succeeded in flying, with wings made by his father 

Daedalus, using feathers secured with wax. Ignoring his father's warnings, Icarus 

chose to fly too close to the sun, melting the wax, and fell into the sea and drowned. 

His legs can be seen in the water just below the ship. The sun, already half-set on the 

horizon, is a long way away; the flight did not reach anywhere near it. The 

ploughman, shepherd and angler are mentioned in Ovid's account of the legend; they 

are "astonished and think to see gods approaching them through the ether” which is 

not entirely the impression given in the painting. 



 

 

There is also a Flemish proverb (of the sort imaged in other works by Bruegel): "And 

the farmer continued to plough..." (En de boer ... hij ploegde voort") pointing out the 

ignorance of people to fellow men's suffering. The painting may depict humankind's 

indifference to suffering by highlighting the ordinary events which continue to occur, 

despite the unobserved death of Icarus. 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 have a much 

larger unrelated "genre" figure in the foreground is original and represents something 

of a blow against the emerging hierarchy of genres. 



Joachim Patinir. Landscape with St. Christopher, 1520-1524, oil on panel 



Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Hunters in the Snow, 1565, oil on panel 



 

 

 

 

Cycles, or series, of painting unified by a developing theme or allegorical subject- for 

instance, the Times of the Day, the Four Seasons, or the Five Senses- became popular 

wall decoration in prosperous Flemish homes during the sixteenth century. In 1565, 

Peter Bruegel the Elder was commissioned to paint a series of six large paintings, each 

over 5 feet wide, surveying the months of the year, two months to a picture. They were 

made to be hung together in a room- probably the dining room since food figures 

prominently in these pictures- in the suburban villa of wealthy merchant Nicolaes 

Jonghelinck, just outside Antwerp.  



 

 

 

 

The painting shows a wintry scene in which three hunters are returning from an 

expedition accompanied by their dogs. By appearances the outing was not successful; the 

hunters appear to trudge wearily, and the dogs appear downtrodden and miserable. One 

man carries the "meagre corpse of a fox" illustrating the paucity of the hunt. The overall 

visual impression is one of a calm, cold, overcast day; the colors are muted whites and 

grays, the trees are bare of leaves, and woodsmoke hangs in the air. Several adults and a 

child prepare food at an inn with an outside fire. 



 

 

 

 

The landscape, rather than the figures, seems to be the principal subject here. A row of 

trees forms a receding set, consistently diminishing in scale, to draw our attention into 

the space of the painting along the orthogonal descent on the hillside of houses on the 

left. Like the calendar illustrations of medieval Books of Hours, the landscape is filled 

with behavior emblematic of the time of the year: the singeing of the pig outside the 

farmhouse at left, the playful movement of ice skaters across frozen fields. We see it all 

from an omnipotent elevated viewpoint, like one of the birds that perch in the trees or 

glide across the snow-covered fantasy of an alpine background. 



 

 

 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Alpine Landscape, c. 1553, pen and brown ink on paper 

 

Bruegel’s attitude toward Italian art is also hard to define. A trip to the South in 1552-53 

took him to Rome, Naples, and the Strait of Messina, but the monuments that were 

admired by other Northerners seem not to have interested him.  He returned instead 

with a sheaf of magnificent landscape drawings, especially Alpine views.  He was 

probably much impressed by landscape painting in Venice, above all its integration of 

figures and scenery and the progression in space from foreground to background.  Out of 

this experience came sweeping landscapes in Bruegel’s mature style.  



Pieter Bruegel the Elder. The Harvesters, 1565, oil on panel 



Bruegel’s series of the months invites comparison with a tradition – dating to the 

early Middle Ages – of showing peasant activity within the calendar cycles of prayer 

books made for wealthy patrons. Were they amused by peasant behavior? Did they 

enjoy representations of the productivity of their land and the availability of willing 

laborers to work it? Or do these vignettes embody their own longings for a simpler 

life, idealized for them as a harmony between the natural world and the people who 

live on it, and off it? 

 

But the peasants enjoying the good life in this sunny scene are only on a lunch 

break. Another shift is already hard at work in the fields, and the wealth of the 

patrons who supported the growth of an art market was dependent on them labor of 

countless folks like them.  



Mankind and nature are so 

inextricably bound together that 

grain grows from the headdress 

of a woman gathering wheat in 

the background and she has 

taken on the form of a haystack.  

 

The series is a watershed in the 

history of Western art. The 

limitation of landscape to a 

supporting role in Christian 

devotional painting—so closely 

adhered to by artists of both the 

northern and southern 

Renaissance—has been 

abandoned, and we have in its 

place a new Humanism, at once 

pastoral and vernacular. In an 

extraordinary reversal, 

unidealized scenes with 

peasants cultivating the land, 

tending their herds, and hunting 

appear in a dominant landscape. 



Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Winter Landscape with Skaters and Bird Trap, 

1565, oil on panel 



It may be that the artist is alluding to the winter of 1564-65, which was particularly 

severe, according to the chroniclers of the time. However, this scene probably 

contains a deeper meaning, attached to an allegorical interpretation of human 

existence that was widespread in the 16th century. According to this concept, the 

devout person is a pilgrim, crossing a life sown with dangers and temptations, which 

he must avoid in order to arrive at salvation. Hence the bird traps, like the one in the 

right hand foreground, symbolized in the literature of the time the baits of the devil 

for careless souls (the bird being traditionally the symbol of the soul). Similarly, 

artists frequently used skating scenes to express the uncertain (slippery) nature of 

existence. Skaters and birds meet here in their insouciance and their vulnerability 

towards the perils facing them. 



Bird traps and fowling were common images in an allegorical interpretation of human 

life widespread among Bruegel’s contemporaries. In this allegory, man’s perilous 

journey from inherited sin to eternal salvation was beset at every moment by danger. 

Actively ranged against mankind were the Flesh, the World, and the Devil, all of 

which sought to divert the Soul from its true path, and constant vigilance was 

necessary lest one forfeit the promise of Christ’s sacrifice. Of this infernal Trinity, 

none was more active than the Devil, the tempter of Christ himself, nor was there an 

image of his covert temptations of greater antiquity or more concreteness than his 

appearance as a bird catcher. 



According to an old tradition, birds were symbols of the soul, and the simile of 

the fowler with his traps and snares and nets figures frequently in the Old 

Testament. Not only does the bird trap occupy an unusually prominent 

position, but the distinction between man and bird is visually obscured by the 

pointed juxtaposition of the two large birds in the center foreground and the 

diminutive and featureless skaters. 



Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Census at Bethlehem, 1566, oil on panel 



This painting is divided into two major components: the foreground and the 

background. In the foreground we see from left to right women working with food 

preparation at the inn; immediately behind them we see a cluster of ordinary people 

lined up to have their names checked off a ledger and then forced to hand over their 

taxes to an imperial official, in the center there is a couple who seem to be Joseph 

and Mary on a donkey moving towards the tax collectors; at the right there are 

numerous adults engaged in economic activities and children playing on a frozen 

pond.  



The rest of the painting is taken up with scenes of ordinary people at work and 

play in the middle of winter. In the center background there is a second group of 

people who have gathered outside the other large building on the village square. It 

is not clear what they are doing, but there appears to be a squad of soldiers nearby 

perhaps ensuring order in the village while the taxes are collected. As often before, 

Bruegel treats a biblical story as a contemporary event. And once again, reference 

to particular political events has been adduced - in this case, the severity of the 

Spanish administration in the southern Netherlands. However, Bruegel may well 

be making a more general criticism of bureaucratic methods. 



Pieter Bruegel the Elder. The Tower of Babel. 1563, oil on panel 



Bruegel's depiction of the architecture of the 

tower, with its numerous arches and other 

examples of Roman engineering, is 

deliberately reminiscent of the Roman 

Colosseum, which Christians of the time saw 

as both a symbol of hubris and persecution. 

Bruegel had visited Rome in 1552-1553. Back 

in Antwerp, he must have refreshed his 

memory of Rome with a series of engravings 

of the principal landmarks of the city made 

by the publisher of his own prints. 

 

The parallel of Rome and Babylon had a 

particular significance for Bruegel's 

contemporaries: Rome was the Eternal City, 

intended by the Caesars to last for ever, and 

its decay and ruin were taken to symbolize 

the vanity and transience of earthly efforts. 

The Tower was also symbolic of the turmoil 

between the Catholic church (which at the 

time did services only in Latin) and the 

polyglot Lutheran Protestant religion of the 

Netherlands. 



Bruegel has spread out a city at the foot of the edifice towering up into the clouds. This 

is one of Bruegel’s rare urban landscapes. In the foreground, King Nimrod is inspecting 

the work of the stonemasons, one of whom is down on his knees before the monarch. 

Nimrod’s presence in the picture recalls the King’s arrogance and the motif of hubris. 

 

Bruegel has place the building site on a coastal landscape; the Netherlanders acquired 

a considerable proportion of their wealth from maritime activities. Antwerp, the city 

with the highest growth rate in Europe, was to develop in the 16th century from a small 

port to Europe’s business metropolis.   



The discovery of the sea routes via Africa to Asia, and over the Atlantic to America, had 

helped Antwerp to a position of prominence, with the old trade routes via the 

Mediterranean losing and the ports along the Atlantic coast gaining in importance. 

Antwerp was also favorably situated for north-south traffic, involving such goods as 

silk and spices from the Middle East, grain from the Baltic countries, wool from 

England.  

 

It is believed that 360 painters were at work in Antwerp in 1560, an unusually high 

number. This would work out at approximately one painter per 250 citizens.  

 

The population of Antwerp well-nigh doubled between 1500 and 1569. Some one 

thousand souls of this host were foreigners, speaking different languages and 

practicing different customs; they were watched with suspicion.  



Pieter Bruegel the Elder. The Procession to Calvary, 1564, oil on panel 



Most of the people in this general outing seem unaware of the significance behind the 

impending crucifixion of Christ. Only one group, on a raised rock in the right-hand 

foreground, does not fit into the general picture, on account of their old-fashioned 

Gothic garments and gestures of grief. Bruegel has collected together the traditional 

women as if under the cross; John the disciple is comforting them.  



Christ, who has collapsed under the cross, is located roughly at the center of the 

painted wood panel. He is engulfed by the crowds pouring out of town on the left and 

riding or strolling in a great arc towards the hill of Calvary. Riders in red coats- 

presumably a sort of constabulary- point the way. On the left near the road, some 

women with barrows and burdens are working against the flow of people. A grim-

faced woman is holding back her husband- believed to be Simon of Cyrene, whom the 

soldiers are ordering to assist in carrying the cross. They must be making quite a 

commotion, for many bystanders are turning to look.  



Criticism of the Catholic Church may have played a part here- directed not against 

the faith but against the institution, the clergy and their worldly power. Bruegel 

pained no martyrs, no saints from the history of the Catholic Church, but only biblical 

figures- those, in other words, who were of significance for every Christian. It is 

possible that anti-Spanish feelings were also at work here. The Catholic Church was 

so inextricably linked with the worldly rule of Philip that to attack the Church was to 

attack the King. Bruegel filled the area of which the saints were deprived with the 

people and scenery of the Netherlands. Intentionally or not, Bruegel’s pictures reflect 

the wish that the foreign rulers be deposed, and therefore reveal something of the 

process of emancipation taking place in the Netherlands provinces. 
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STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Bruegel’s Hunters in the Snow, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in 

which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on Bruegel’s Winter Landscape with Skaters 

and Bird Trap, devise a question to present to and answer for the class. Create 

a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed.  



Bruegel’s landscape paintings were 

believed to have been influenced by 

calendar pages of illuminated 

manuscripts known as a Book of 

Hours. An example of such a page, 

by the Limbourg Brothers, created a 

century earlier, is shown on the left.   

 

Compare and contrast these two 

depictions of winter in terms of 

style, composition, and content. 

Why might a patron be interested in 

such landscapes at the time these 

works were created?  



In what way does this painting 

of the Tower of Babel inform 

how Bruegel’s other works can 

be interpreted with a historical 

perspective? 



Compare and contrast these two works in terms of 

how man’s relationship with nature is portrayed. 

What role did cultural ideas and/or historical 

events play in the creation of these landscapes? 


