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Much has been written about the religious views of Pieter Brue­

gel, although the documentary evidence for a reconstruction of 

Bruegel’s personal religion is rather thin. The archival sources 

reveal that his engagement took place in August 1563 in the ca­

thedral of Antwerp that was as a matter of course Roman Catho­

lic.1 They further reveal that the marriage took place, that it was 

executed according to Catholic rites, that the fees were paid: 

‘Pieter Bruegel, Mayken Cocks, paid’.2 He seems to have been 

a respectable citizen whose orthodoxy no one doubted when 

the city council decreed on 18 January 1569 ‘to relieve Mas­

ter Pieter Bruegel of the Spanish soldiers residing in his house 

and to offer him a certain compensation from the treasury of 

our city, so that he can continue his work in this town’.3 He died 

the same year and was buried in the same church in which his 

marriage had been registered.4 That he was buried as a Catholic 

is testified by the memorial erected by his sons many years after 

his death, and the pictorial ornament of this memorial was fur­

nished by no one else than the undoubtedly Catholic Rubens.5 

Nevertheless, modern interpreters did not see the publicly ex­

ecuted sacrament of marriage and the Catholic burial as evi­

dence of Bruegel’s religious allegiance or as the expression of 

his individual belief, mainly because both were enacted in times 

of religious persecution.6 Rather, the idea that Bruegel hid his 

true beliefs behind a facade of Catholic decency seemed to be 

more in keeping with the image of the humorous and critical
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Pieter Bruegel which had already been propagated in Karel van 

Manders’ time and thus at the beginning of art literature. Brue­

gel’s Nicodemism, however, as imputed by a number of studies, 

is even more difficult to verify than the assumption suggested 

by the sources that everything could be as straightforward as 

it seems at first glance.7 Whether wanting to show that Brue­

gel was Catholic or the opposite, Karel van Mander does not 

bear witness to either.8 The painter’s first biographer does not 

mention matters of religious denomination at all in his remarks.9 

The frequently quoted report that even on his deathbed Brue­

gel had had someone burn a couple of his too critical draw­

ings - some of them with marginal notes - is and remains un- 

provable.10 And even if we consider this as a reliable anecdote, 

it hardly allows for any conjecture as to whether Bruegel feared 

the inquisition, a charge of lese-majeste or simply the wrath of 

the bereaved for van Mander never mentions the content nor 

the motifs of these drawings. Although these sheets are lost 

- if they ever existed - the remaining works have been used 

time and again to draw conclusions from them about the reli­

gious denomination of the painter.11 This procedure may have 

its justification, but it is problematic. Presupposing that Bruegel 

had imbued his paintings with a comprehensible meaning ne­

cessitates not only the search for the painter's intended mean­

ing; it also means to ask whether the painting’s meaning was 

bound up in its making or was also intelligible to contemporary 

viewers.12 Both early modern artists and their viewers generally 

assumed that an image represented a meaningful unity, that it 

was produced as a visual message, and that it should be un­

derstood as such.13 The visual discourses were expressed in 

rhetorical terms and insisted on a high level of comprehensi­

bility, which, next to decorum or appropriateness, was a cen­

tral requirement demanded from texts and images.14 In this 

contemporary conception the work was only realized through 

the collaboration of recipients who were prepared to participate 

in an interpretive way.15 The question what the painter had in 

mind while painting was by far not as important as it is today. 

Those who painted in these times knew that and would have 

considered this in the production of their paintings. Especially 

painters like Pieter Bruegel, whose pictorial inventions appealed 

to an intellectual audience and were sought after in courtly cir­

cles, would have paid careful attention to the viewer’s interpreta­

tive participation.16

At the very beginning of his career Bruegel collaborated on 

the glovemakers guild’s altarpiece in Mechelen.17 This work has 

never been used for an argument concerning Bruegel’s religious 

denomination. With good reason, as the views and intentions 

of the patron are unquestionably more prevalent in a commis­

sioned work than those of the executing painter.18 Clear evidence 

for this is the oeuvre of Maarten de Vos who was one of the most 

important visual propagandists of the early Counter-Reforma­

tion period, besides being a professed Lutheran.19 As far as is 

nowadays known, Bruegel’s oeuvre consists mainly of religious 

or religiously determined images that were not designed as altar­

pieces. However, little is known about the audience of Bruegel’s 

paintings and their possible patrons. Thus, for instance, it is not 

documented whether Nicolaes Jonghelinck, who was acting as 

a guarantor for his friend Daniel de Bruyne on 15 February 1566, 

then indebted with 16,000 guilders, only owned the paintings by 

Bruegel listed in this document or whether he had also commis­

sioned them. The latter is highly likely.20 Just as little is known 

about the hanging of the paintings and whether or how they 

interacted with other works in their original context. The docu­

ment allows for the conclusion that Jonghelinck owned an exten­

sive collection of paintings which hung in various rooms of his 

country house. How the ‘sixteen paintings by Bruegel, among 

them the Tower of Babel, a painting with the title Christ carrying 

the Cross, the twelve Months of the Year, and all the others which­

ever they might be’, were presented is not known. It is likely that 

an extensive cycle of large-sized paintings, such as the ‘Tweelf 

maenden’, was commissioned with their hanging and location in 

mind. Nevertheless, it has to remain open in how far the topics 

and motifs were dictated by the constraints of the commission. 

In these circumstances a reconstruction of the artistic intention 

is extremely difficult. However, the same ‘veto right of the sourc­

es’, as a term coined by Reinhart Koselleck has it, should be 

applied to images as well as any other historical document.21 

Thus the large body of material evidence, the pictures, records 

and documents do not determine what can or should be said 

about the historical context, but they do determine what cannot 

be said. This allows for speculations of any kind.

As indicated, a lot has been written about Bruegel’s religious 

beliefs. Some of it is hardly reconcilable with existing sources. 

The allegation, for instance, that Bruegel had been a reformist 

witness of Calvinist hedge sermons (hagepreken) and that he 

had consequently paid tribute to such an event with his Sermon 

of Saint John the Baptist is untenable with view on the reception 

of these images [Fig. 1 ] ,22 Had there been a suspicion of a clan­

destine meaning in this subject, the painting would not have 

found its way into the collection of the archdukes and would 

not have enjoyed such great popularity in the Catholic city 

of Antwerp during the Counter Reformation.23 However, since 

the early provenance of the original version by Pieter Bruegel 

the Elder is unclear, historically valid statements remain difficult 

to make.24 Nevertheless, there are also paintings about whose 

former context more is known, thus allowing for more reliable 

statements. The Death of the Virgin is one of them [Fig. 2].25 

The small format suggests that the painting was executed with­

out being specifically commissioned and from early on it be­

longed to the overall well-documented collection of the geogra­

pher Abraham Ortelius.26 This Antwerp humanist was a friend of 

Bruegel and paid the latter an often-quoted posthumous tribute 

in his Album Amicorum, which was created between 1574 and
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1. Pieter Bruegel, «Sermon of Saint John the Baptist”, oil on panel, 95 x 160.5 cm, Budapest, Szepmuveszeti Miizeum

1596.27 Ortelius developed his praise of Bruegel in three argu­

mentative steps leading from a panegyric in the style of eulogy 

to the comparison with well known artists from antiquity. Ortelius 

praises Bruegel as a painter who was drawn to the imitation of 

Nature and who had painted things impossible to paint - things 

that always embodied more than he had painted there. The fa­

mous phrases use literary topoi but do not affect the serious­

ness or the credibility of his statements.28 The topical character 

of the statements simply added an additional subtext to the im­

age, intelligible for the learned. This was considered an enrich­

ment of the statement and a reinforcement of what was said by 

his contemporaries. To be on a par with antiquity was already 

deemed the highest praise. To surpass it within its own authori­

tative categories was the insurmountable summit of early mod­

ern panegyric.

Ortelius was not only a primary owner of the work by Brue­

gel and acquainted with the artist, he was also an eloquent 

scholar who even commented on the work in his possession. 

Further, much more is known about the profusely communi­

cating and publishing humanist, who left his archival mark in 

various contexts, than about the painter Bruegel or most other 

people of his times. There is no consensus, however, about 

the religious affiliation of the geographer - at least among schol­

ars of Bruegel. This has little to do with the documentary evi­

dence. Rather, various nineteenth-century discoveries of histo­

rians of cartography had soon made their way into the Bruegel 

corpus and consequently became an unchallenged certainty.29 

Time and again Bruegel biographies state that the geographer 

had been a Protestant or had belonged - just as the Antwerp 

printer and publisher Christopher Plantin - to a Christian sect, 

the ‘Huis der Liefde’.30 This claim has become a commonplace 

in recent Bruegel research, even leading to conclusions regard­

ing his religious affiliation.31 It was not deemed necessary to 

examine the sources anew and to ask whether this claim was 

actually justifiable. Thus, before looking at the pictures, the fol­

lowing will tackle this long neglected issue and place it along­

side all that can be said about the religious views of the geog­

rapher Ortelius on the basis of archival sources. Nonetheless, 

in the course of this investigation, recent historical criticism 

has to be considered, which proposed that history was more 
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2. Pieter Bruegel, «The Death of the Virgin”, oil on panel, 36 x 55 cm, Banbury, Upton House

complex than had previously been acknowledged. Especially 

the history of the Reformation and the Counter Reformation are 

considered as more pluralistic and chronologically fluid than 

the older scholarship had been inclined to recognize.32 This al­

lows some interpretative leeway especially for the practices of 

belief. However, the specificity of creed was important for con­

temporaries of all faiths, and the various milieus of faith can be 

defined.

Ortelius’s grandfather was a good Catholic who had even 

built a stone crucifix, which was however damaged during 

the iconoclasm.33 While Ortelius’s closest relatives joined the 

Reformation, he himself lived as a Catholic and was buried as 

one.34 The extant archival sources from the time of the Eighty 

Years’ War distinctly attest to this fact. After the capture of Ant­

werp by the forces of Alessandro Farnese in 1585, the whole 

town magistrate was manned with faithful Catholics who re­

placed the former Protestant majority in the council.35 Under­

standably, the new masters immediately endeavoured to cleanse 

the militias and the six armed war guilds from religiously dubious 

people and to document the religious denomination of all men fit 

for military service.36 A '+’ was added to the name of Abraham 

Ortelius in these records, the sign for faithful Catholics.37 Two 

almost identical reports from 10 February 1588 point to the same 

direction: they reveal that the weapons found in Ortelius’s house 

had been wrongly confiscated.38 In it, the Catholic city clerk 

Hendrik de Moy attests that the geographer conducted himself 

as a true Catholic and certifies that he was to be exonerated 

from the suspicion of reformist activities.39 Thus Abraham Orte­

lius was a Catholic and gave his contemporaries no cause to 

doubt his orthodoxy.40 Already in 1573, at the instigation of Be­

nito Arias Montano, Ortelius had been appointed ‘Geographicus 

Regius’ by Philipp II. He received his certificate of appointment 

from the hands of the Duke of Alba.41 Next to being an acknowl­

edgement of his academic merits, this certificate should also be
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3. Philipp Galle after Pieter Bruegel, «Death of the Virgin», engraving (first state of two), 30.6 x 41.8 cm

seen as proof of his orthodoxy, which, however, was liberal in 

principle as his substantial correspondence shows.42 In this 

highly sensitive time concerning questions of faith after 

the Council of Trent, Ortelius commented more or less publicly 

on issues of faith, while especially his published texts leave no 

doubt about his Catholic orthodoxy. But during high times 

of the Inquisition’s rule, nothing else should be expected from 

the court historiographer of the most Catholic king. A letter writ­

ten by the French mystic Guillaume Postel to Abraham Ortelius 

on 24 April 1567 has nevertheless been interpreted as hinting to 

a trace of heterodoxy in Ortelius’s view of public religion. In this 

letter Postel bids the geographer to convey his regards to 

the publisher Plantin43:

Please salute Plantin and tell him that the chief disciples of 

the ‘family of Love’ are not unknown to me and that, though 

bound up with no particular set of men, he has explained as early 

as 1553 (in a letter printed by Oporinus at the end of his work 

De Originibus), which advocates of the reformation he esteems, 

and that, while abhorring the sanguinary devices of the followers 

of David Joris and other wicked people, he will adhere to the So- 

r i 44 
ciety of Love.

To infer Ortelius’s sect membership from these scanty lines 

would take it too far, especially considering the many records 

for his stable religious belief - however liberal it might well have 

been in real life.45 Thus recent scholarship on Ortelius’s life
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and work considers him a liberal Catholic who would neither 

have doubted transubstantiation, nor the virgin birth of God 

incarnate.46

Marian veneration and piety were among those areas of 

the Catholic pictorial world that were most criticized by reformed 

groups of all kinds. In contrast to that, the Catholic side pos­

tulated in the 1564 decree of Trent that the images of Christ, 

of the always virginal mother of God, and of other saints, should 

be had and retained, and that due honour and veneration 

should be given to them.47 After the Council of Trent, the Lou­

vain theologian Johannes Molanus compiled a canon of recom­

mended and prohibited images. He does not mention the Death 

of the Virgin explicitly, but he does see the apocryphally relat­

ed scenes from the lives of Mary, Joseph, Anna and Joachim 

among the subjects deemed worthy to be depicted and thus 

recommended.48 But Luther as well considered the ‘Holy Vir­

gin’ as exemplary on the way of faith and as a teacher of true 

Christian humility, because ‘the tender mother of Christ teach­

es us by the example of her experience and her words how to 

know, love and praise God’.49 At the same time, the reformer 

warns emphatically against the - in his eyes - wrong elevation 

of the mother of God and against invoking her in order to seek 

salvation: ‘She does not want you to come to her, but to come 

through her to God’.50 The particular Catholic concept of bodily 

assumption into heaven, mentioned in those legends which are 

the basis for Bruegel’s painting, was categorically rejected by 

the Reformed. This is why there is a quasi Catholic monopoly 

on images showing scenes from the Life of the Virgin. It is in 

those images that the religious gaze comes to fruition.51 Brue­

gel’s grisaille with the Death of the Virgin had been in Ortelius’s 

possession for some years, when he had a reproduction made 

‘on behalf of himself and his friends’ in 1574, to which a de­

tailed Latin subscription was added [Fig. 3],52 The engraving 

reproduces the painted panel very faithfully, and the engraver 

not only considered the reversal of the plate in the printing pro­

cess but also endeavoured to reproduce the subtle nuances of 

shade. That the engraver considered the reversal of the plate 

to ensure the same spatial orientation in the engraving as in 

the panel is worth mentioning as it is indeed the absolute ex­

ception in the graphic reproduction of these times. The left and 

right in Bruegel’s painting was obviously seen as an integral 

and essential part of its pictorial narrative. As a matter of fact, 

the compositionally directed movements of the gaze determine 

the visual comprehension of the shown narrative. The spatial 

disposition and the shading can be likened to the rhetorical- 

grammatical arrangement of a spoken or written text. Already 

some years ago, in an observant analysis of Bruegel’s painting, 

Walter S. Melion shed some light on the possible pictorial mes­

sage against the background of the pictorial tradition.53 ‘In this 

carefully argued exposition, Melion not only provides a plausible 

context for the original creation of Bruegel’s Death of the Virgin 

and the later response to Galle’s copy, but also illuminates an 

important aspect of Counter-Reformation devotional practices 

and their development in the Netherlands during the last third of 

the sixteenth century’.54 The subscription, possibly composed 

by Ortelius himself, emphasizes the inextricably linked emotions 

of joy and suffering wrought by the death of Mary. Bruegel mir­

rors this emotional turmoil in the faces of the figures surround­

ing Mary. This was admired already by his contemporaries.55 

In a letter of appreciation of 30 March 1590, Benito Arias Mon­

tano expressed his gratitude for the received engraving and re­

membered to have once seen the original which he character­

ized as a finely painted example of godliness.56 It might have 

been this convincing account of emotions torn between joy 

and sadness, also echoed in the subscription, that appealed to 

the painter Peter Paul Rubens.57 He bought an original Brue­

gel for his collection.58 What is more, he owned a drawing after 

Bruegel that he reworked himself in order to reinforce the pic­

tured affects.59 Rubens appreciated Bruegel as a painter, but 

he was also a pious man who lived his beliefs. According to his 

nephew, he started each day with on early mass unless he was 

incapacitated by gout.60 Another expression of his lived Mar­

ian devotion is the fact that he had a copy of the Officium Bea- 

tae Mariae bound shortly before his death.61 Unquestionably, 

Rubens must have seen more in Bruegel’s painting than only an 

impressive work of art.

Bruegel addressed not only the artistic sense in his pious 

viewers but also their religious feelings. This is indicated by 

the subscription of the engraving, but also by all other contem­

porary sources concerning the reception of this impressive im­

age, and it should be taken seriously. For it is highly debatable 

that an interpretation which was most likely provided by Bruegel 

himself was misunderstood by its first recipient, a highly educat­

ed Catholic. The dissimulatio was unquestionably a widespread 

rhetorical and social practice but it cannot prove definitely that 

dissimulatio was at work here. It is more promising to consider 

Bruegel’s panel as a highly valued expression of Catholic Mar­

ian devotion, especially in the context of the many other extant 

sources.

Placing Bruegel’s image in the context of devotional prac­

tices and the Catholic theology of images puts the much ad­

mired painting from the collection of the Catholic geographer 

in relation with another small-format grisaille, whose early prov­

enance is unfortunately even less documented. The picture 

shows Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery [Fig. 4].62 At first 

glance, this depiction should not be classified as a decidedly 

Catholic image, as multiple variations on this subject are known 

from the Cranach workshop.63 In the concepts of art historical 

research, the origin alone made this scene, otherwise rarely 

painted in the German-speaking region, into a prototype of 

a Protestant picture.64 However, this modern attribution, which 

excludes other readings and contexts, needs to be revised and
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4. Pieter Bruegel, “Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery», oil on panel, 24.1 x 34.4 cm, London, Courtauld Institute of Art

differentiated.65 A more detailed analysis of Bruegel’s image 

can even be taken as evidence for a Catholic interpretation of 

the subject. Recently Walter S. Mellon has proven with the great­

est philological precision imaginable that Bruegel’s painting mi­

nutely depicts Catholic concepts and doctrine.66 It is of course 

more than doubtful whether Bruegel and his audience really 

knew all the texts referred to by Melion. Nevertheless, these writ­

ings were easily available on the highly restricted book market of 

these times. Their contents were also the subject matter of pop­

ular vernacular lore with which Bruegel and his viewers would 

have been very familiar at least.

Both grisailles mentioned were made without any commis­

sion having an impact on content or form, and they suggest that 

Bruegel not only lived and died as a Catholic, but was also fa­

miliar with the contents of Catholic theology to which he gave 

artistic form. Thus it seems time to dismiss the idea of the painter 

favouring clandestine and arcane teachings. It rather appears 

to be reasonable to see Bruegel as being close to the circles 

of the Catholic elite and the Habsburg court, as well as to 

posit him living in a markedly Catholic environment. Investigat­

ing Bruegel’s works from the angle of a conservative Catholic 

mainstream could be an exciting and promising endeavour. It is 

time to remember once again what every early-modern Dutch 

painter must have considered if he wanted his paintings to be 

understood: even in the Dutch Republic the majority of inhabit­

ants were Catholic. To see a Catholic painter in Pieter Bruegel 
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who painted for a predominantly Catholic audience, would ren­

der the lives and works of his sons into exactly that consistent 

continuation of his work that was acknowledged and praised by 

their contemporaries.

My brief sketch of Bruegel as a Catholic of his times should 

be understood as a first impulse to opening up new spheres 

for other interpretations dealing with the quest for Bruegel’s 

personally held religious beliefs. Such an impulse was deemed 

necessary especially in the light of the sources regarding this 

topic known to us today - and it will remain necessary especially 

if no other historical sources are to be found in the future and 

Bruegel’s oeuvre itself will still have to counterbalance the lack 

of written records. Because more was embodied in the works 

of Bruegel than he had painted, as already the Catholic geogra­

pher Ortelius recognised: In omnibus ejus operibus intellegitur 

plus semper quam pingitur.67
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