PIETER BRUEGEL (ca. 1525-1569), generally
considered the greatest Flemish painter of
the sixteenth century, was described in 1604
by his earliest biographer as a supremely
comic artist, few of whose works failed to
elicit laughter. Today, however, we approach
Bruegel’s art as anything but a laughing mat-
ter. His paintings and drawings are thought
to conceal profound allegories best illumi-
nated with scholarly erudition. In this de-
lightfully engaging book, Walter S. Gibson
takes a new look at Bruegel, arguing that the
artist was no erudite philosopher, but a man
very much in the world, and that a signifi-
cant part of his art is best appreciated in the
context of humor. In his illuminating exami-
nation of the witty and amusing elements in
Bruegel’s paintings, prints, and drawings in
relation to the sixteenth-century European
culture of laughter, Gibson reminds us ex-
actly why Bruegel was one of the most origi-
nal artists of his time.

In a series of engrossing chapters, Gibson
explotes the function and production of
laughter in the sixteenth century, examines
the ways in which Bruegel exploited the
comic potential of Hieronymus Bosch, and
traces how the artist developed his remark-
able gift for physiognomy in his work, culmi-
nating in three paintings of festive peasants
he produced during the 1560s: the Wedding
Dance, the Kermis, and the Wedding Banquet.
Gibson also takes a detailed ook at the Dulle
Griet, Bruegel’s most complex evocation of
Bosch.



