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T h e series o f V i r t u e s f r o m 1559, in cont ras t t o Bruege l ' s 

g r o u p o f Seven D e a d l y Sins (cat. nos. 42—54), w h i c h are 

executed in the style o f H i e r o n y m u s Bosch's p h a n t a s m a g o 

rias, is character ized b y h istor ica l ly accurate detail . T h u s , 

the engrav ing s h o w i n g Spes ( H o p e ) presents a F l e m i s h 

por t c i ty threatened b y h i g h water. P l a c e d in the center o f 

the c o m p o s i t i o n s , the person i f icat ion o f the v irtue wears a 

headdress that is a beehive and balances o n an anchor , 

b r a n d i s h i n g a sickle and a rudder, her attributes. T h e image 

deve lops a d is t inct paradox. D y i n g o f thirst, the pr isoners 

in the upper le f t have lowered a p i tcher f r o m their w i n d o w 

i n the h o p e o f ca tch ing ra inwater; m e a n w h i l e the sea has 

r isen so m e n a c i n g l y that it appears about to e n g u l f the 

entire city. I n the one instance water saves l i fe, in the sec

o n d it br ings death . O t h e r scenes in the series also present 

s imi lar contrad ic t ions . 

Justitia (Justice), for example , is also based o n a paradox. 

T h e person i f i ca t ion appears w i t h her usual attributes, a 

b l i n d f o l d , a sword , and scales, yet all a round her peop le are 

tor tured and ki l led. I t is as i f in just ice rather than just ice 

were b e i n g addressed. T h e m a n stretched o n a rack in the 

le f t f o reground , especially, r eminds us that in Bruegel 's day 

i t w a s c o m m o n jud ic ia l procedure to extract confess ions b y 

torture. A l t h o u g h var ious scholars have correctly n o t e d that 

the L a t i n inscr ip t ion o n Justitia refers to the necessity o f 

p u n i s h m e n t and have even c i ted legal treatises o f Bruegel 's 

t i m e in suppor t o f their o p i n i o n to the contrary, it seems 

ent ire ly p lausible that this i m a g e is a p o i n t e d cr i t ic ism o f 

c o n t e m p o r a r y legal practice. T h e w o r l d depicted has been 

reduced to an execut ion site. N o t h i n g bu t whee ls a n d ga l 

l ows appears o n the h o r i z o n , and in f ront o f t h e m w e see an 

o f fender be ing b u r n e d at the stake. Bruege l shows us o n l y 

the accused and c o n d e m n e d ; there is n o s ign o f anyone 

be ing favored b y a dec is ion o f Just i t ia or protected b y her 

j u d g m e n t f r o m an un jus t w o r l d . Justitia's b l i nd fo ld m a y be 

in tended to s ymbo l i z e equal i ty before the law, bu t w e are 

t empted to t h i n k that it prevents her f r o m seeing the atroc 

ities c o m m i t t e d in her n a m e . H e r de te rmined impart ia l i ty 

has turned i n to b l indness . 

For a f ina l example o f Bruegel 's i ronic approach, l o o k at 

the Temperantia (Temperance). O n c e again a personi f icat ion 

o f the v irtue stands before us in the center o f the picture 

w i t h her attributes, here a br id le , a c lock , and eyeglasses. 

H e r r ight f o o t is rest ing o n the vane o f a w i n d m i l l . A r o u n d 

this central f igure are var ious narrative group ings , s o m e 

represent ing the l iberal arts. T w o astronomers are t ry ing to 

measure the E a r t h and the distance between E a r t h and the 

m o o n . H o w e v e r , they are thwarted because the p lanet is 

tu rn ing o n its o w n a x i s — i n d e e d , the as t ronomer s tand ing 

o n E a r t h a n d reach ing t oward the m o o n is close to fall ing 

o w i n g to the rotation. I n this sheet Bruegel is declaring that 

even t h o u g h the v ir tue o f temperance is the basis o f all the 

arts, n o n e o f t h e m acknowledges its o w n l imits . I t is in ter 

est ing to no te that he i nc luded b o t h sculpture and pa in t ing 

a m o n g the g r o u p i n g o f the liberal arts. A t the left edge o f 

the c o m p o s i t i o n w e see a painter, furn i shed w i t h palette 

and mau l s t i ck and seated in f ront o f a large easel. W e are to 

perce ive th i s n o t o n l y as a s ign o f the e levated status 

Bruege l imp l i c i t l y accorded to pa in t ing bu t also as an i n d i 

ca t ion o f the h i g h m o r a l d e m a n d s to w h i c h it is subjected. 

I n the secondary l iterature it has been suggested that the 

m e n w h o are debat ing at the r ight are either theo log ians or 

representatives o f d i f ferent creeds. T h e object o f their 

debate w o u l d thus be the b o o k to their r ight, w h i c h has to 

be the B ib le . 

I n his presentat ion o f F ides (Fa i th) , Bruegel s h o w e d a 

series o f sacraments. I n careful detail he depicted bapt i sm, 

confess ion , c o m m u n i o n , and marriage, but the se rmon , the 

instruct ion to the fa i thful , is also g iven considerable at ten

t ion . F ides hersel f is p o i n t i n g to the Scriptures, u p o n w h i c h 

the D o v e o f the H o l y G h o s t has settled. Bruege l e m p h a 

s i zed the b o o k and the dove b y p lac ing t h e m at the in ter 

sect ion o f d i a g o n a l s — l e a d i n g f r o m the lower left to the 

upper r ight and f r o m the lower r ight to the upper l e f t — 

that draw the viewer's a t tent ion to these details. T h i s focus 
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might suggest that Bruegel's message is that the Holy Ghost 
and the Scriptures inspired by him reveal to humanity the 
knowledge of God; they alone give us a true understanding 
of his salvation through Christ and the sacraments it 
imposes. However, we can also conclude from the emphasis 
on the Holy Ghost and the Scriptures that the artist was 
championing a spiritualist stance, one that values the read
ing of the Bible more highly than observance of the sacra
ments. In my view no definitive interpretation is possible. 

In the allegory o f Caritas (Charity) the focus is on com
passionate works and active love for our fellow creatures, 
for perched atop the personification's head is the pelican, 
said to open its own breast to feed its offspring. T h e depic
tion of Prudentia (Prudence), here understood as judicious 
foresight, shows people preparing lor the future in various 
ways. In the Fortitudo (Fortitude) men and women battle 
sins represented by the animals familiar from Bruegel's 
Seven Deadly Sins series. The engraving's inscription defines 
true strength as the ability to overcome our own weakness. 
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Bruegel's Virtues as well as his Seven Deadly Sins are 
more analytical than designs that treat these subjects by his 
contemporaries. His images not only tell us that we should 
emulate virtue and abhor vice, they also attempt to show 
us why. JM 


