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Lesson 3:  Arts & Issues in Northern Europe 

 
  

Images Included__________________________________________________________ 
 

 
1. Title: The Harvesters 

Artist:  Pieter Bruegel the Elder, (1525–1569) 

Date:  1565 

Medium: oil on wood 

Size: 45 7/8 x 62 7/8 inches 

Location:  Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

 

  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=wSYs5juwuxdsZM&tbnid=KFgIC5T3qP4dWM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwAA&url=http://www.oceansbridge.com/oil-paintings/product/107120/plantationportrait&ei=B6p5UeXePITW8gSyiIG4BA&psig=AFQjCNHY5SwNLmtpjnJJ9gBAzUWG9vH1Eg&ust=1367014280105371


2. Title:  Plantation Portrait 

Artist:  William Aiken Walker (1839–1921) 

Date:  1885 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Size: 14 x 24 inches 

Location:  Morris Museum of Art 

 

 
3.  Title:  The Meat Stall 

Artist:  Pieter Aertsen (1508–1575) 

Date: 1551 

Medium: oil on wood panel 

Size: 48.5 x 59 inches 

Location:  Antwerp University Art Collection, Uppsala University, Sweden 

 

  

4.  Title: An Abundance of Fruit 

Artist: Andrew John Henry Way (1826–1888) 

Date: c. 1875 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=the+meat+stall+aertsen+sweden&source=images&cd=&docid=m87e_zG47M6ZRM&tbnid=d-SkWrRGfQ8b9M:&ved=&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pieter_Aertsen_005.jpg&ei=jKl5UcWrIJC88wTWvYA4&bvm=bv.45645796,d.eWU&psig=AFQjCNE3ABazXjo-qQNNlCwbWNtOa8nQkA&ust=1367014157362894


Size: 22 x 30 inches 

Location:  Morris Museum of Art 

 

 
5. Title: An Abundance of Fruit 

Artist: Martin Johnson Heade (1819–1904) 

Date: c. 1890 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Size: 24 x 15 inches 

Location:  Morris Museum of Art 

 

  

Historical Background__________________________________________________________ 
During the sixteenth century, Northern Europe experienced great changes in political, social, and 

cultural life.   The Protestant Reformation began, and international trade expanded, creating a 

new middle class larger than at any prior time.  In countries such as The Netherlands, the 

landscape itself changed and expanded as the Dutch pumped water away to create usable 

ground.   

  

Antwerp and other cities developed into thriving art centers. Even as some Protestant 

churches’ artworks were being whitewashed as the role of religious art was hotly--sometimes 

violently--disputed, a growing middle class demanded art.  They, rather than the Church, became 



significant art patrons in Northern Europe.   The works they bought often were for use in their 

homes and workplaces.  And their eagerness for art contributed to notable new art historical 

categories.   

  

As compared to their southern European counterparts, there was less interest in classically- 

themed or overtly religious art.  Few Dutch collectors were classically educated, and they often 

had less exposure to Europe’s classical heritage, being geographically farther from Greece and 

Rome than their southern European neighbors.   The role of religious art and of the Church as 

arts patron was being vigorously questioned as the Protestant Reformation played 

out.  Unprecedented attention, therefore, was focused on new subjects of interest to the 

Dutch middle class: Depictions of their contemporary lives and environments in genre scenes 

and landscapes. Emblems of beauty and status in portraits and group portrait paintings. Subtle 

comments on economic and social status as well as on ethics and the fleeting nature of life in still 

life paintings that contained vanitas and momento mori themes.     

  

  

Analysis:  Genre Painting and Still Life Painting__________________________________ 
Let’s examine an example of Flemish genre painting.  Pieter Bruegel the Elder, 1525 –1569, 

frequently used scenes of everyday workers such as gardeners or harvesters to create engaging 

paintings.  His works sometimes made reference to larger themes such as seasonal cycles, the 

five senses, or the months of the year.  Bruegel’s work The Harvesters, of 1565, is one of a 

series of six works, five of which survive.  

 

In this scene, Bruegel suppresses the religious and iconographic associations of earlier depictions 

of the seasons and creates a less idealized landscape. The months of August and September are 

possibly represented in The Harvesters, given the seasonal type of work being done.  

The painting shows a field of wheat partially cut and stacked; workers are slashing the stalks 

while women pile the grain over their shoulders. The path through the field forces the viewer to 

explore the background of the painting further. In the foreground, peasants enjoy their lunch 



under a pear tree. With a bountiful harvest, the workers are portrayed as content with their place 

in the world and are “enjoying the good life.”  

Genre images remained popular from this time onward in art’s history, perhaps because the 

referencing of local, contemporary cultures, traditions, and customs can be so appealing to 

viewers. The Morris Museum of Art has a collection of Southern genre scenes. William Aiken 

Walker’s painting, Plantation Portrait, 1885, is interesting to compare to Bruegel’s The 

Harvesters.  

 

Both images were painted during times of social and economic unrest. In the American South, 

the years following the end of the Civil War in 1865 until the mid-twentieth century marked a 

period of economic reconstruction during which sharecropping developed. Designed as a method 

of labor intended to supplement the great need for workers to take on agricultural jobs that in the 

past had been completed by slaves, individuals grew, tended, and harvested crops on essentially 

rented land. At the end of the season, landowners typically paid the worker one-third of the crop 

he or she helped to produce. The system was frequently abused, resulting in tenants finding 

themselves trapped in a cycle of poverty and financially bound to the landowner.    

William Aiken Walker was born in Charleston, South Carolina on March 11, 1839. At an early 

age, Walker studied art at the Maryland Institute in Baltimore. In 1850, at the age of twelve, the 

South Caroline Institute Fair exhibited Walker’s artwork. It would be the first of many times 

Walker’s work would be shown in Charleston. During the Civil War, Walker served in the 

Confederate Army and was wounded at Seven Pines, Virginia. He eventually transferred back to 

Charleston and continued working as a draftsman and cartographer for the engineering corps. 

After the war, Walker continued a career as a painter.      

Walker painted in two different styles; creating small artworks to sell to Northern tourists, and 

larger, more expensive landscapes to appeal to a more sophisticated, wealthier clientele. He 

produced small souvenir works by painting one long scene, then sawing it into individual pieces. 

The resulting panels were the perfect size for the average traveler to tuck away in a bag, and 

profitable enough for Walker to make a living. The artist traveled throughout the region, visiting 

resort towns in Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, Mississippi, and Louisiana. During his trips, he 

painted scenes of African Americans, often laborers, set within these landscapes. The resulting 
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images frequently represented stereotypes of poor African Americans, satisfying the tastes of 

Northern tourists wishing to have a visual representation of an idealized Old South.  

The most obvious similarity between The Harvesters and Plantation Portrait is that they both 

incorporate a story familiar to their era’s average viewer. Both depict laborers during an average 

workday:  Some are eating, drinking, and relaxing; others are hard at work in the fields. Even 

though the work appears to be hard and the days long, the individuals seem content with their 

places in society. With these seemingly joyful portrayals, the artworks could be seen as 

idealized, satisfying middle-class nostalgia for the simplicities of rural life. To quote author 

Henry Sayre, these “people know their place, and are content with it.”   

 These two artists are dissimilar in their approach to the landscape. Walker commonly divided 

the plane into three parallel settings: a defined foreground with groups of individuals; the middle 

ground with a field of cotton dotted with workers; and a background with outbuildings, houses, a 

train, and steamboat (in this case, the latter two objects symbolized the rapid advance of 

mechanical technology). While the perspective of Walker’s painting is straight-on, The 

Harvesters views the landscape from an aerial perspective which moves the viewer’s eyes 

through the hills. While both artists depict scenes of laborers, Bruegel focuses on the landscape; 

Walker’s emphasis is on the individual people.  

  

Still Life Painting 
Another important and newly popular painting type was the still life, flourishing as an 

independent genre by the early 1600s in the Netherlands.  Still lifes were works that depicted 

groupings of inanimate objects such as books, dishes, flowers, and household objects.  These 

became quite popular among the Netherlandish middle class.  They paid large sums of money for 

them and displayed them prominently in their homes.  

  

Pieter Aertsen was a central figure in the birth of the still-life genre in the Netherlands.  His 

paintings were dominated by images of meats, fruits, and vegetables.   Still lifes developed 

gradually, as painters put increasing focus on such objects themselves and less and less on 

figures or scenes included in the composition.  For example, in his 1551 painting The Meat Stall, 

Aertsen is already reducing the importance of the biblical scene included and putting an 

increased emphasis on the mundane objects. 

The Meat Stall was the first of a series of paintings that incorporated a biblical scene, but in a 

position of secondary importance in the composition (Craig 1982). At first glance, the painting 

seems to be a celebration of abundance and prosperity; however, this painting incorporates 

symbolism that represents the Flight into Egypt, as well as a family sitting down to eat dinner in 

the background of the composition, while the foreground is an extraordinary depiction of 

slaughtered and dressed meats in a shed. The meats in the foreground are meant to remind 

viewers of their mortality while the overall composition is to scold them for focusing on material 

rather than spiritual well-being. The boy in the middle ground appears to be shucking oysters; 

this is a symbol of gluttony and sensual pleasure.  

Southern American artists continued the tradition of the still-life genre in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Artists working at the height of still-life painting in America, in the days of 

antebellum prosperity, appropriated the theme of abundance that was common in Northern 



European still-life painting of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries while still reminding 

viewers of their mortality.  

Andrew John Henry Way was one of the most prominent still-life artists working in the South 

before and after the Civil War. Way’s approach to composition during the antebellum period 

showed the same decided preferences for Dutch forms which characterizes the works of his 

contemporaries. After the war, he adopted a new fashion for painting; he used pale backgrounds, 

giving a brighter tonality to his works, something that was not seen in Dutch still-lifes.   

Having studied in Europe, he had seen still lifes that included objects and food that were area 

specific. When he came back to the United States he included area-specific objects in his 

artworks.   An Abundance of Fruit, 1875, is a great example of this.  

 

This oil painting includes fruits and vegetable that are specific to the Southern states. For 

example, the fruit rests on a collard green leaf, a popular vegetable in the American South. 

Because peaches are the state fruit of Georgia and are a major agricultural product of South 

Carolina, Way was sure to include them in his composition. The large Rockingham Majolica 

vase behind the fruits and vegetable is of great significance because it was central to the 

American ceramics industry during the nineteenth century. During the 1840s, large numbers of 

English potters were coming to America, many experienced in making Rockingham ware.  The 

pottery trend quickly took off in the United States, making Rockingham ware highly sought 

after. Archaeological investigations have shown that residents of Southeastern states were huge 

consumers of this type of pottery. 

In the painting, Way reached out to his Dutch  still life predecessors by displaying his expertise 

in painting realistic objects, his use of foods and items specific to a region, and placing the 

composition within a landscape. 

Whereas the landscape was incorporated by early still-life artists such as Pieter Aertsen, later 

Dutch artists painted their objects tables in dark rooms. A technique that more closely resembles 

what we see in another painting in the Morris Museum. Two Magnolia Blossoms in a Glass 

Vase, 1890, by Martin Johnson Heade, portrays specific effects of light.  



 

This focus allows the artist’s skill to be highlighted as the rendering of surfaces becomes a 

showcase for the artist’s technical prowess. The magnolia flower is abundant in the South; it is 

the state tree and flower in Mississippi and the state flower in Louisiana. Like Dutch still-life 

masters, Heade created a work utilizing local, significant object available to him. 

The Heade picture also deals with the concept of vanitas, as did many of the works from the 

great era of Dutch Still Life paintings. Vanitas in still life paintings present an unmistakable 

meaning.  Vanitas still lifes included items such as insects or decaying leaves that represented the 

transience of human life. The quote, “vanity of vanities, all is vanity” or in Latin, “vanitas 

vanitatum, omnia vanitas” comes from Ecclesiastes; a commentary on the fleeting nature of 

human life.  

Tour and Contact  Information____________________________________________ 

Georgia Regents University Humanities Program: 

 http://www.aug.edu/Humanities/index.php 

Morris Museum of Art: 

http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html 

Request a docent-led tour at the Morris Museum of Art: 

http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html 

or, email:  education@themorris.org 

 

http://www.aug.edu/Humanities/index.php
http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html
mailto:education@themorris.org


Curriculum Connections for High School Students          

Lesson 3:  Arts & Issues in Northern Europe 

 
This unit best meets specific Visual Arts Standards for use in the High School classroom. 

See the standards listed below: 

 

 VAHSVACU.1 Articulates ideas and universal themes from diverse cultures of the past 

and present. 
a. Identifies how the issues of time, place, and culture are reflected in selected art works. 

b. Discusses how understanding the original context of an artwork affects a viewer’s connection 

with and interpretation of the artwork. 

c. Recognizes art, art styles and artists and talks about them from a wide range of perspectives, 

including cultural context, formalist, expressionist, conceptual, functional, and technical. 

d. Discusses the importance of art in daily life (personal significance, social commentary, self-

expression, spiritual expression, planning, recording history, for beauty’s sake, and marketing / 

advertising). 

e. Supports, with examples from history, the assertion that humanity has an innate need to create 

or make their world a more beautiful place. 

f. Compares and contrasts works from theories of art: Formalism (Structuralism), Imitationalism 

(Realism), Emotionalism (Expressionism), and Functionalism (Utilitarian). 

g. Discusses the role of art in at least two historical cultures; compares and contrasts to art today. 

h. Discusses the role of art and artifacts as a visual record of humankind’s history and a vehicle 

for gaining understanding of another culture. 

 

Genre Paintings:  Interpretive Questions for Discussion 

 

Assign the students or read as a group the information above listed under:  

Historical Descriptions, Analysis:  Genre Painting, and Still life painting 

 

Use the following questions below to guide the discussion 

  

1. Both of the Walker painting and the Brueghel painting were created in a time of 

economic unrest. The United States is currently in a state of economic turmoil. What 

might a contemporary genre painting that explores the struggles of the American 

population look like?  

  

2. Additionally, both of these images depict an agricultural scene easily recognizable 

within the culture and era they were created. How might a modern-day agriculture scene 

be represented?  

  

3. Bruegel and Walker portray workers as content with their societal positions. Why might 

the artists have depicted them in this manner? How might a viewer (or potential collector) 

respond to a different image, of a similar scene, that portrayed a more harsh reality?  

  



4. Walker’s paintings often garner criticism from contemporary viewers. Many believe that 

his romanticized scenes portray a pleasant, joyous time, when, in reality, the era included 

economic and societal turmoil.  Could similar criticisms be put to Bruegel for his 

Harvesters painting? [If students have access to the internet- allow them to search out 

biographical information about Bruegel, criticisms of the artists work, or information 

pertaining to how he was received throughout his life] 

 

Extending the Lesson Plan 

 

Assign students a studio art project that relates to the reading and discussion above. 

Students can pick to create either a contemporary genre scene or a contemporary still life. 

Encourage students to employ some of the same concerns used by the examples they 

have read about? 

 

 

 
  
 


