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Italy Vanished - Bruegel’s Italian Experience

Akira KOFUKU

Romanism was the essential mood of 16th century Flemish painting. Jan
Gossart pioneered this Romanist style. Many Flemish painters had first hand
experience with Italian Renaissance tastes, or like their Italian counterparts,
were extremely interested ancient ruins and ancient sculpture. However, this
does not mean that all Flemish painting was steeped in an Italian style. The
landscape tradition, begun by Patinier, had continued uninterrupted, and
Aertsen and Beuckelaer began yet another new type of market and still-life
scenes. However, in general, we cannot overemphasize the fact that the
Italianate style dominated paintings of this period.

Pieter Bruegel was one of the painters who created his works during this
era. While his paintings are quintessentially “Flemish” in feeling, what is often
overlooked is the fact that Bruegel, like many of his contemporary more
overtly Italianate painters, had visited Italy as a young man. However,
Bruegel’s known paintings are landscape scenes or peasant scenes, with no
trace of the Italian about them. Further, it has been generally believed that
Bruegel visited Italy, repudiated Italian culture and became the champion of
traditional Flemish culture. There is, however, no evidence proving this
commonly held belief. Indeed, Bruegel was clearly not a Romanist in the
normal sense of the term. With the exception of the Fall of Icarus and Calumny
of Apelles, none of Bruegel's works reflect a direct connection with the antique,
and the only works thought to have been created in Italy are purely landscape
drawings. And yet, this does not mean that the painter had repudiated Italian
culture.

The debate regarding the idea that Bruegel was greatly influenced by
Venetian landscape drawings has been rekindled in recent years by debate
surrounding one drawing in the Fogg Art Museum. Further, as seen in the fact
that Bruegel’s naturalism was praised in Latin by Ortelius (it would have been
more appropriate to use Latin if he were praising, for example, Bruegel’s
profound knowledge about antiquity or his humanist education), clearly there
are many examples which indicate that Bruegel’s contemporaries sought to
link classical culture (Italian culture) with popular culture (Flemish culture).
As an example of such thoughts, we can consider the Peasants’ Brawl Over a
Game of Cards. This is a print by Vorsterman based on a painting by Bruegel.
This work depicts a dispute amidst ordinary peasants, and there is nothing
about it to suggest the antique. And yet, one section of the inscription is partly
based on Virgil's Eclogues, and in this inscription Bruegel is praised as a
contemporary Appeles, “temporis Appellis.” It has been the standard opinion
that this inscription on Vorsterman’s print is nothing more than a later
addition, and was completely unrelated to Bruegel himself. And yet, isn’t this a
mistaken assumption ? At the very least, doesn’t this inscription indicate that
amongst Bruegel’s contemporaries, there was some aim to equate a peasants’
quarrel with a Virgilian world ?

In the Romanist period, an Italianate quality was considered an essential
element of a superb painter. Bruegel was a painter whose path diverged from
the Romanist, and yet, his Italian experience was a latent factor throughout
his life.
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