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Thoughts on Pieter Bruegel the Elder’'s The Census at Bethlehem
— Focusing on a New Interpretation of the Work

Asuka Nakada

Pieter Bruegel the Elder painted one of his major works, the Census at
Bethlehem, in his later years, choosing a 16th century Netherlandish
winter village setting for the tale of the night before Christ’s birth. The
circumstances surrounding the creation of this painting are not known, but
it is surmised to have been painted on commission from an individual art
aficianado.

Earlier studies of this work have particularly been interested in
its iconographic interpretation. While Genaille experimented with
interpreting the work from a moralistic viewpoint, Kunzle, Silver and
others have interpreted it as reflecting dissatisfaction with the heavy
taxation in 16th century Netherlands and the religious upheaval of the
time. Conversely, Mori has denied the political and social interpretations,
and emphasized that the painter’s intention was to depict a snowy scene
and the daily life of a Netherlandish village of the time. And yet, these
interpretations seem incorrect.

With these thoughts in mind, this paper indicates the possibility that
when Bruegel painted this work he was referring to the Golden Legend, a
source frequently read in the late medieval period and still known even
in the mid-16th century, and reexamines in detail the painting with that
text in mind. Thus, first I clarify that Bruegel painted a rich and animated
image in Bethlehem as a world filled with the hope of Christ’s birth. This
is suggested by the contrast in background left and right of the end of
the old realm symbolized by a ruined medieval tower and the intimations
of the beginning of the new realm symbolized by a church. The hope is
also implied by the presence of a leper’s hut in the middle of the village,
regardless of the fact that they were the subject of strict isolation laws in
the 16th century. Lepers played a special role in Christian traditions. So
he can be seen as a symbol of humanity’s liberation from sin by the birth
of Christ, echoing the Golden Legend’s comparison of Christ to a doctor
curing disease.

Then, in this paper I discuss the symbols of Charles V shown at the
census office - his coat of arms consisting of the double-headed eagle, a
crown and the chain of the Order of the Golden Fleece (whose meaning
has been long debated), and also his impresa of the Pillars of Hercules.
Thus I indicate that Bruegel apparently praise the former Netherlandish
ruler in the painting by likening him to Augustus, the Roman Emperor
when Christ. The Golden Legend describes Augustus as a man of wise and
noble character whose conduct was held up as an example for Christians.
These descriptions must have inspired Bruegel. This kind of praise would
have been particularly appropriate for Charles V. First, Charles V was the
ruler of the Holy Roman Empire that conceptually continued the ancient
Roman Empire, and he strove to spread the orthodox Catholic dogma.
Besides, like Augustus, Charles V’s domain extended throughout the
known world and he was often praised as the ruler of the world. As for why
the object of praise was not the then current ruler of the Netherlands, this
positioning could reflect either a connection between Charles V and the
commissioner of the painting, or indicate that his popularity continued
long after his death and led to a tradition of ongoing praise.

While this article presents a new interpretation of the work, I was

46



not able to fully explain why Charles V, the former not present ruler

of the Netherlands, is praised. My hope is to pursue this and other
remaining questions about the work in future research based on the new
interpretation discussed here.
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