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Renaissance in the North- Pieter Breugel- The Hunters in the Snow 1565

This essay will look at the Northern Renaissance period in art history. It will also discuss the artist, Pieter Breugel as part of this movement, and have a semiotic analysis of Breugel’s 1565 painting ‘The Hunters in the Snow,’ considering the study of semiotics by Charles Sanders Peirce.
The movement of Renaissance in the North, is a period in art history where artists north of the Alps utilised and modified the ideas of the Italian Renaissance. These works took place from the last years of the 15th century. It differs from the Italian Renaissance since the Italian Renaissance is characterized by its “advancements in colour, understanding of anatomy, and renewed interest in secular subject matter.” (Richman-Abdou 2018) The Renaissance in the North is recognised for its “realistic altarpieces and portraits, exquisite brushwork, and popularization of prints.” (Richman-Abdou 2018) This movement is known for being a reboot, or rebirth of art. It is about rethinking what art means as a visual and what it entails for the artist. It is described as being “the revival of art and learning,” considering the “idea of progress, in which a succession of great individual artists is part of art’s march towards mature perfection.” (Kemp 2014) 
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Breugel (1565) The Hunters in the Snow
Gaius Plinius Secundus (AD 23 - 79), was a Roman who is the author of the book 'Natural History' in which he wrote about ancient Greek and Roman paintings. His work was the only descriptions of those art pieces to survive at the time of Renaissance.  His notions were considered and carried through the Renaissance period such as the concept of having “fame as a goal towards which artists should strive.” (Kemp 2014) Pliny’s writings share many characteristics with that of the Renaissance, such as the belief that “art is the quest for naturalism, driven by a conviction that art should imitate nature.” (Kemp 2014) 

One of the most significant artists, belonging to the Northern Renaissance era, is Pieter Breugel the Elder. He was a Dutch painter and printmaker, known for making both landscapes and scenes of people (peasants), the focus in paintings of considerable size. He is famous for his oil paintings, including ‘The Hunters in the Snow,’ Breugel- 1565. He painted this using oil paint on a large, 117x162cm wood panel. “His art reveals more of the older Northern traditions of pantheism. Man, in Bruegel's paintings, is but another particle of a grandiose universe in which nature is the measure.” (Snyder 1987) Breugel was also, “one of the first landscapists to display vivid weather conditions and their effects on the activities of man.” (Snyder 1987) Through colour and detail, he conveyed the conditions of life for ‘peasants’ at that time in his painting. Breugel’s 1565 painting, “Hunters in the Snow’ was commissioned by a banker from Antwerp, Nicolaes Jonghelinck.” (Art in Context 2021) It was part of a series, which is categorised to tradition of the Labours of the Months from the medieval and early Renaissance times. These are illustrations of various rural activities, capturing the scenes of different months/times of the year. The 1560s was a period of religious uprising in the Netherlands. Bruegel could possibly be trying to convey the reality of life for peasants or even creating a new idealised version of life for them. 
An excellent thing about Breugel’s paintings is, because of their scale and detail, it encourages viewers to spend time with the paintings to take it all in, allowing a story to be perceived, all in the space of one canvas. This makes it very engaging. Because of the colours also being carefully chosen to reflect the feel of the stories being told, it allows the viewers to truly experience the emotions expressed. The colours “mostly consist of lighter greens for the sky and river and whites for the snow.” (Art in Context 2021) Then, a lot of darker colours were used for the nature and scenery. His paintings are relatable in a way, having containing those rare illustrations of ‘peasants,’ everyday lives, activities, and normality. On the other hand, this painting can be seen as gloomy, as “it highlights the powerlessness of humans, which we clearly see from the uneventful hunting trip of the hunters in the painting.” (Art in Context 2021) There has been some confusion, since it is an image that “has also been the subject for many Christmas cards,” (Art in Context 2021) giving the impression that the painting is perceived as being a positive, cosy scene, not one portraying struggle. Perhaps, again, he indeed was trying to paint an ideal version of life for that time, of what life used to be, or what he wished it to be, and people see the light of that in his works. It could also be portraying a mixture of the reality of the time and the potential of a different, better reality.
The painting ‘The Hunters in the Snow’ by Breugel- 1565, has a lot of content since it is a painting of large scale. In the forefront on the left side there is a scene of people from the lower social classes- ‘peasants,’ some around a fire outside in the snow, but closer to the viewer is some hunters with dogs. “He seems to have looked down upon the world from some high tower, recording the activities of antlike creatures who swarmed about busily in a cosmic landscape.” (Snyder 1987) It is very rare that someone from a low social class would be depicted or painted in a picture, but they are represented in mass as a group and as is often the case, they populate the canvas as small figures. Although this was not a religious scene as such, it does owe its inspiration to the religious thanksgiving of the seasons, as is often found in religious manuscripts. We note the bare trees and the crows that sit there, a common scene during the winter, but they have a wider symbolical significance, symbolising poverty and the arduous nature of the hunt and living and the crow is a carrion bird, feeding on death and the misfortune of others. Note the bird in the sky, a bird of prey hovering above, symbolising the stark bare state of nature and landscape.

Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914) called his work ‘semiotics,’ which is the study of signs and symbols in creative visual language and their use or interpretation. Pierce was an American scientist, philosopher, and mathematician. Semiotics is defined as “the exchange of any messages whatsoever - in a word, communication." (Sebeok. 2001) Signs underline all forms of human communication and is therefore extremely important. They mean something other than themselves and point to a meaning beyond the surface of reality. Pierce “uniquely reinvigorated semiotics, the antique doctrine of signs, semiosis involves an irreducibly triadic relation among a sign, its object, and its interpretant.” (Sebeok 2001) We can make a semiotic analysis of artworks by using information learnt from studies like Pierce’s. It is possible to interpret paintings and illustrations in many ways. Pierce believed that signs multiplied “from a trichotomous base of icon, index, and symbol, each defined according to that sign category’s relation to its object in a particular context.” (Sebeok 2001) In the instance of analysing and interpreting Breugel’s 1565 ‘The Hunters in the Snow’, using Pierce’s method of the trichotomous base, the main ‘object’ that stands out to decipher is the ‘peasants.’ As previously noted, we see this low social class depicted in the painting, the most protruding of these being the larger hunters closest to the viewer. We understand that what we see, are people, despite only seeing them from behind, because of the visual communication of the ‘icon’ which we easily recognise as being the shape of a human. The ‘index’ would be the footsteps in the snow, (as well as the ones belonging to the dogs assisting them) indicating that they are actively going hunting. Finally, we acknowledge that these people are hunters because of the ‘symbols,’ which are the objects/weapons they have on their person.
In conclusion, Pieter Breugel’s artwork, as part of the Northern Renaissance movement, including Breugel’s 1565 painting ‘The Hunters in the Snow’ made a big difference in the development of art. Whether his work is perceived as an accurate representation of quality of life for ‘peasants’ at that time, or a wishful perspective for an ideal reality for them, it can be agreed that being one of the first to include and represent ‘peasants’ in art had a big impact on art history as it progressed. Depicting a low social class in his art, (when it was rare that they were represented) in mass/ as a group, has had a long-lasting effect. Noting, that without the use of semiotics, we would miss a lot of depth and meaning in art as a whole. There is an endless number of ways to interpretate each artwork we see, if we analyse with the different perspectives won by knowing studies like that of Charles Sanders Peirce’s.
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