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Fig. 1: The Triumph of Death
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Pieter Bruegel the Elder ingeniously combines Italian motifs of the
Triumph of Death with Northern traditions of the Danse Macabre,
in his Triumph ofDeath (Madrid, Prado, c. 1562-64; Fig. I).1 In the
lowerrightcorner the feast is about to reach its tragic end (Fig. 1).

Fig. 2.
The motif of a worldly assembly interrupted by the sudden and
unforeseen appearance of Death appears to have been first
introduced in the famous Triumph of Death in the Camposanto
(Pisa, c.l350), in which a gallant aristocratic company assembled
in a Garden of Love is about to be stricken by Death in the person
of a monstrous winged old woman. (Fig. 2) 2 Here, as in the later
fifteenth and sixteenth century northern versions of the Interrupted
Feast, people enjoy worldly pleasures, ignoring Death's fatal

1

The Triumph of Death, Pieter Bruegel the Younger, ed. J.I.W. Corcoran,
Antwerp, Museum Mayer Van den Bergh, 1993.
2

L. Guerry, Le thkme du Triomphe de la Mort dans la peinture italien,
Paris, 1950,122-135; M. Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena after the
Black Death: the Arts, Religion and Society in the Mid-Fourteenth Century,
New York, 1951,74 ff., 83,98 n 9,101 ff., 123 and 171; Meiss attributes
the Camposanto fresco to Francesco Traini.
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presence; they converse and play pleasant music as if in an amorosa
visione.3
History of the Theme
The theme of worldliness stricken by Death originated in the mid
fourteenth century in Tuscany, and can be considered in light of the
mental climate prevailing in the period following the Black Death.4
In the later Triumph of Death from the Palazzo Sclafani (Palermo,
c. 1445)5 the interrupted feast motif is depicted more vividly. On the
right we recognize the idyllic vision of a Garden of Love around a
Fountain of Love, where young gentlemen are playing music,
accompanying elegantly dressed young ladies. This corrupt
mundane assembly is suddenly invaded by the appearance of a
grinning skeleton riding the horse of death and arousing fear and
terror. Some of the merrymakers, however, continue obliviously to
enjoy the party, ignoring Death's menacing presence.
Tlie spiritual climate in Northern Europe of the late fifteenth and the
sixteenth centuries, evoking anxiety, fear, insecurity and collective
guilt, recalls the mentality of the years following the Black Death
in Italy, when works of art, especially in Tuscany, were conceived
as moralistic sermons and a call for repentance, with the penalties
for worldliness being stressed through the sudden appearance of
Deafli and the horrors of Hell.
In the northern Renaissance the amorous banquet (or merrymakers)
had already become a traditional motif by Bruegers time. Once
juxtaposed with the figure of Death, however, the genre-like,
apparently secular, festive motif turns out to be a moralistic lesson,
accentuating the sermonizing tone.

y9 ££ Triomphe, 122 ff; This image was later adopted in Andrea da
Firenze's Via Veritas, Florence, S. Maria Novella, Spanish Chapel
(1366-1368), where a group of the amorosa visione type is represented on
the left (see Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena, 98).
4

Meiss, especially Chs. IH and IV.

5 Qumy^ 146-162: a composition which Bruegel may have seen during his
travels in Italy.
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Fig. 3: Death Interrupts the Feast
In previous Gardens of Pleasures by both Dttrer6 and Beham,7 the
presence of the Fools and Death is ignored by all the merrymakers.
The knowledge of how the feast will end is transmitted to the
viewer alone. At about the same time another iconographical pattern
began to emerge, in which Death strikes down the merrymakers in
the midst of the feast His violent entrance affects the party
dramatically, as we can see in a drawing from the Dresden
Kupferstichkabinett, Death Interrupts the Feast (Fig. 3). 8 This motif
can be associated with the tradition of the narrative Dance of Death
on the one hand and with the Triumph of Death on the other.

6

Albrecht Durer (?), The Pleasures of the World, c. 1493-94, Oxford,
Ashmolean Museum, drawing, L.644.
7

Hans Sebald Beham, The Feast of Herod, c. 1530, woodcut.

8

Wirth (J. Wirth, La jeune fille et la Mort, Recherches sur les themes
macabres dans Van germanique de la Renaissance, Geneva, 1979, 47)
attributes the drawing with some hesitation to Hans Suss von Kulmbach;
it is sometimes ascribed to Durer himself or considered a copy after Durer.
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Bruegel's Interrupted Banquet
In his elaborated version of the interrupted banquet, Bruegel vividly
depicts the end of the feast, vigorously expressing the panic flaring
in some of the merrymakers as they become aware that the end is
near. Two women react with horror; one hides her face in her hands
in a gesture of despair as she recognizes the true nature of the feast
Fool (Fig. 4). Her companion, already trapped, raises her arms in
panic as she tries to flee the amorous skeleton.9 Meanwhile the
ladies' suitors and cavaliers are striking stupidly with their swords
at Death's soldiers, followed by a servant who is trying vainly to
ward off the supreme power with the aid of a stool. Their resistance,
useless though comic, derives from the tradition of earlier German

9

In this group we can recognize a quotation from a motif already
crystallized in German art, Tod und das Mddchen (Death and the Maiden;
see Wirth, La Jeunefille, 80-87); this theme is especially expressed in
Baldung, and may derivefromthe Dance of Death tradition (see also Hans
Baldung Grien im Kunstmuseum,, Basel, 1978, Exh. Cat. nos. 5-6, and
figs. 9-15). In "The Queen" and "The Abesse", from Holbein's
Simulachres, Lyon, 1538 (see: The Dance of Death by Hans Holbein the
Younger. Les Simulachres & historiee faces de la mort. Introduction, WJL
Gundersheimer, New York, 1971,26 and 116; 30 and 120), one of the lady
attendants is depicted throwing up her arms in a gesture of despair,
screaming — a motif later adopted by Bruegel. An earlier example is a
chiaroscuro woodcut by Hans Burgkmaire, Lovers Surprised by Death,
1510 (B 40), where the woman screams, terrified, her arms outstretched as
she is facing Death who has already subdued her companion. In the
Qeveland version by Pieter Bruegel the Younger, the expressions of fear
and despair of the two women are more vigorously rendered, with a greater
realistic approach. (See Corcoran, The Triumph of Death, pi. 5a and b).
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Dances of Death,10 and may also be considered as an expression of
Folly.11

Fig. 4.

10

For some earlier examples, see: "Death and the Gentleman", from Der
Doten Dantz, by Heinrich Knoblochzer, Heidelberg, 1490; "The Duke"
and "The Young Gentleman", from The Dance of Death after Nikolaus
Manuel, Bern, 1515 (see: C.A. Beerli, Le peintre poete Nicolas Manuel,
Geneva, 1953, pis. xiII-XX). The motif is later adopted by Holbein, first
in his Dance of Death Alphabet (Basel, 1526), for the letters P and V, and
then in the Simulachres (Lyon, 1538): in the "Nobleman and Death" and
the "Knight and Death". The motif appears in Northern painting in a work
by Jan Swaart van Groningen (C.1490/1500-C.1553/1558) now in the
National Gallery of Prague. In Swaart's Triumph of Death a merry
company is feasting in a wooded landscape. Death is attacking the young
woman with his lance while her suitor, recognizing Death's true nature,
runs away.
„ j ^ ^ £OQ1S ^ s o m e earlier Dances of Death are acting stupidly, as they try
vainly to strike the skeleton or cadaver with their club or bauble. See: "The
Fool" from the Dance of Death after Nikolaus Manuel, Bern, 1515, and
Holbein's Dance of Death Alphabet (Basle, 1526): R (Ridiculous).
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Hie party is interrupted, coins are scattered on the table and the
ground, together with cards and a game of backgammon —
allusions to intemperance and giccd, but also emblems of ephemeral
earthly delights and transience.12 Wine and bread together with
musical entertainment at a feast are related to lust and vanity.13 An
overturned wine goblet at the edge of the table marks the end of the
party and with it of all earthly matters.14
A pair of lovers in the lower right foreground, isolated from the
chaotic occurrences around them, is still absorbed in an amorous
duet, ignoring the presence of the grim musician who has joined
them (Fig. 5). According to Gibson "the slight frown on the face of
the gallant gazing on his mistress suggests that he is gradually

12

ELM. Verougstraete and R.A. Van Schoute, "The Triumph of Death by
Pieter Bruegel the Elder and Pieter Bruegel the Younger" in The Triumph
of Death, Peter Bruegel the Younger, 35-53, especially 42.
13

Compare Bosch's "Luxuria" from the Seven Deadly Sins Tabletop,
Madrid, Prado, c. 1475-1480; for wine and music as related to lust and
Venus, see Georg Penz, The Children of Venus, woodcut, 1530 (in M.
Heffels, Bois Graves, Ecole de Nurmberg, Ramerding, 1980, No. 170); P.
Fischer, Music in Paintings of the Low Countries in the 16th and 17th
Centuries, Amsterdam, 1975, 45-72.
14

An overturned wine glass is seen in many Dutch seventeenth century still
life paintings. When an upside down glass or an overturned goblet are
accompanied by an extinguished candle or a skull, as in Pieter Claesz's
Vantas SM-IJfe, 1630 (The Hague, Mauritshuis), it clearly symbolizes the
transience of all tilings. See N. Schneider, The Art of Still Life, Cologne,
1990, 86. A wine jug stuck upside-down on a stick symbolizes
licentiousness and unchastity in Bosch's vocabulary. To Bruegel's
audience an overturned pitcher (or a broken jar) had sexual associations,
and signified licentious behavior. A sixteenth century engraving shows a
Fool holding a phallic-looking bauble, while a girl of easy virtue is lying
on the ground with an overturned pitcher beside her spilling its contents
(unknown artist, Two fools with a girl, engraving, Berlin, Staatliche
Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Kupferstichkabinett; see MJE. Sullivan,
BruegeVs Peasants. Art and Audience in the Northern Renaissance,
Cambridge, 1994,61-62 and fig. 41).
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becoming aware of the j^im musician who has joined their song".15
This motif is adopted in a later engraving after Hendrick Goltzins,

Couple Making Musk and Death (Copenhagen, Kongelige
Kobberstiksamling), where the inscription sums up the moral lesson
of the depiction: "We are often seated in pleasure/Death far closer
than we know" (Wy syn vruecht dickmael gheseten de doot veel
naerder dan wy weteri)16
An animated skeleton approaches the banquet table from the right
Disguised as a Fool, he plays the role of a servant, bearing a plate
containing a skull and bones, alluding to the end of the feast. This
figure of Death, completely fused with the Fool, may have
originated in the traditional Danse Macabre imagery, in which
Death is sometimes disguised as a Fool as he invites the latter to
follow the Dance. According to Verougstraete and Van Schoute, the
masked Skeleton "acts out a Tafelspel, a comic theatrical
representation intended to be acted during a banquet".17 While in
the traditional Tafelspel the comic actor might sometimes be
disguised as a devil, a black man or Death, to amuse the guests, here
it is here Death itself that is masked, assuming the role of a Fool.

s GibsQn> Bruegei9 London, 1973,119. In Bosch's Haywain (Madrid,
Prado, c. 1500-1502) the amorous couples are accompanied by a minstrel
playing a lute and a blue demon playing a trumpet, an allusion to adultery
(tromper—to deceive; the Flemish word for "trumpet" was derived from
the French trompe from the verb tromper, "to trick"). Bruegel might have
replaced the demon with a skeleton; he might also have been inspired by
contemporary popular versions of the Dance of Death, as in Holbein's
Simulachres (Lyon, 1538) in which Death as an amorous suitor plays the
lyre before the Countess (fol. Gii). The licentious meaning of this duet is
stressed by paralleling the flute and the long sword flanking the suitor.
16

E. de Jongh and G. Luijten, Mirror of Everyday Life Genreprints in the
Netherlands, Amsterdam, Ghent, 1997,158-159 and fig. 4.
17

The Triumph of Death, 39 and notes 29,30.
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Fig. 5.
Other Interrupted Banquets
A similar juxtaposition, in the guise of a TafelspeU of the
personifications of Death and Folly together with the Memento mori
motif, occurs in Lucas van Leyden's Allegory of Transience
(c.1523-1525; fig.3).18 The banquet is set in a wooded landscape.

18

E. Lawton Smith, The Paintings of Lucas van Leyden; A New Appraisal
with Catalogue Raisonne, Columbia, Missouri, 1992, cat. no. C 41. Smith
mentions three versions: A panel, location unknown, presumably lost,
c. 1523-1525; and two copies: an anonymous painting of unknown location
and an anonymous drawing in Berlin, Staatliche Museen Preussischer
Kulturbesitz, Kupferstichkabinett, Inv. no. 11842, pen and brown ink
(fig. 3).
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The central figures consist of two pairs: a man vainly trying to
avoid a young woman's wiles, and an old fool of love courting a
woman of easy virtue. The Fool plays a double role: in the guise of
an old fool of love he embodies folly itself; yet at the same time he
acts as the moralizing mouthpiece as he points to a young woman
who approaches the table carrying a skull on a tray. The banquet
servant, announcing the hour of death, plays a special role in the
emblematic Tafelspel. Her entrance turns the scene — apparently
comic — into a tragic drama. In a way, her role is analogous to that
of the masked Death carrying a Tafelspel plate in Bruegel's
interrupted banquet. In Lucas the figure of Death in the form of a
shrouded skeleton peers from behind a tree in the background.
Pointing with his arrow at the hourglass, the skeleton proclaims the
hour of death.
In Lucas' Allegory, the figures of Folly and Death share a didactic
role. The Fool is a sinner himself, but at the same time he is
clear-sighted in condemning frivolous behavior by pointing out its
results, embodied in the presence of Death and the emblematic tray
carried by the servant The association between the skeleton and the
fool in a way recalls Diirer's Garden of Earthly Pleasures, where
the passive presence of Death calls for contemplation and
repentance, and the fool assumes the task of a preacher, pointing out
the results of immoral conduct.
Bruegel's Comic Elements
Into this terrifying picture, Bruegel also inserts some comic
moments conveyed mainly through the interrupted banquet motif.
Death in the guise of the feast-fool (or the banquet's servant) in a
dark greyish coat, is paired with the real jester in a traditional
checked costume. The latter, recognizing the true nature of his
companion, tries vainly to escape his fate and crawls under the
table. This stupid reaction of the terrified real Fool facing the
pretended Fool is also comic.19 In portraying the jester trying to

19

According to Verougstraete and Van Schoute, the jester crawling under
the table is the alter ego of the masked servant-skeleton (see The Triumph
ofDeath, 50 note 39); I believe that the jester is also playing here a comic
role that recalls the medieval stage fool in mystery plays, whose appearance
in the middle of a tragic scene is intended to create a kind of comic relief,
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hide from Death, Bruegel may also be referring to the Ship of Fools.
In Brant's sermon on Death, the Fool is warned that no one can hide
from Death, "For death... never spares our hide"; by ignoring this
we are "but fools with donkey ears" because "The Truth of this we
must see: From Death we must, can, should not flee".20
In parodying the banquet motif which occupies a prominent place
in this view of Death's hellish realm, Bruegel stresses the grotesque
nature of the scene. Fear and laughter are followed by a didactic
lesson pointing to the vanity of earthly pleasures.
In the foreground, another disguised skeleton vividly plays the role
of a banquet servant; it empties the wine casks. Overturned pitchers
with their contents spilling out may allude to licentious behavior,
but they also mark the end of the party. The mask that covers the
skeleton's face gives Death a bizarrely vivid and even realistic
appearance, accentuating his lively movements. Death's
camavalesque presence masks his true sinister nature, but a mask
over the skeleton's face could also suggest a double meaning. In
humanistic circles the mask could be associated directly with death,
but, especially in the Netherlands, also with Fraus (Deceit).21 By
hiding his true nature Death also seems to be making fun of the
merrymakers and deceiving them. On the other hand Truth appears
unmasked. In Pieter Balten's Dance Around the World, Frau Welt
or Lady World stands on a pile of straw labeled Vanitas. The Fool
peeps out from under her dress in a double role: he personifies the

as in Fouquet's "Martyrdom of St. Apollonia" in the Hours of' Etienne
Chevalier (Chantilly, Musee Conde).
20

Sebastian Brant, The Ship of Fools (transl. EJEL Zeydel), N e w Y o r k
(1944), 1962, Ch. 85,278-279.

21

In Maarten van Heemskerck's allegory of The Unhappy Lot of the Rich
(no. 2) 1561, the personification of Fraus wears two masks and is selling
spectacles (another reference to deceit); see I.M. Veldman, Maarten van
Heemskerck and Dutch Humanism in the Sixteenth Century, Maarssen,
1977,86 and fig. 59. For the mask as an attribute of deceit, see also G. de
Tervarent, Attributs et Symbols dans VArt profane, 1450-1600, Geneva,
1958, col. 262, III.
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fool of love, but when he takes off his mask he turns out to be the
truth-teller, pointing out the didactic lesson.
Bruegel's Vision of Death
In Bruegel's Triumph Death masquerades and is metamorphosed
into many figures. As in the Dance of Death and particularly as in
Holbein the Younger's Simulachres (1538), the skeleton plays
many roles, transforming his appearance by imitating the living.
The skeleton parodies his victims and mirrors them; he adopts many
guises and takes on various identities. From this point of view
Death differs from the Fool; the latter remains unchanged, reflecting
the universal human condition, but in Bruegel's vision of Death,
Death also appears as a brutal aggressor, and is conceived as a
punitive force. Bruegel stresses the moralistic message by setting
the scene in an infernal landscape dominated by the fortress of Hell
topped by devils and encircled by demons. Within this Kingdom of
Hell a crowd of victims is Mtacked by the skeletons and menaced by
the devils. Hie crowd consists of many sinners, with tiiree cardinal
vices primarily being represented: Avaritia, Gula and Luxuria.
Bruegel also gave his Danse Macabre an historical dimension,
depicting Adam and Eve naked in the m616e before Death's trap.22
Since Folly, Sin and Death came together to the world with Eve and
the Fall of Man, for Bruegel's contemporaries, as for his
predecessors, the history of the human race engendered folly and
death from its very beginning. The sin of the first parents was
considered asprima insipientiaP Bruegel's vision of Last Things
follows Holbein, especially as expressed in the lower right corner,

22

Verougstraete and Van Schoute, 'The Triumph of Death", 36 and 38;
Adam is in the net on the left. Eve is seen in the crowd pushed into
"Death's trap" on the right.

23

J.-M. Fritz, Le discours dufou au Moyen Age, Xlf-Xllf
1992,167 and n. 2.
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conceived as a parody on the Lovers' banquet motif, now set in an
infernal vista. He stresses the idea of Death triumphing over human
folly, which is precisely the moralistic essence of the depiction of
the merrymakers in The Triumph of Death.
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