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In play there is something “at play.”

 


JOHAN HUIZINGA, Homo Ludens




Introduction

Peter Bruegel’s Children’s Games (1560) presents painting as a way of thinking. And this thinking entails a way of looking, a certain willingness to credit what one finds inside images. Consider the boys playing tug-of-war in the painting’s central region (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1
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One can regard this image as a straightforward illustration of sixteenth-century behavior. But even from that historical standpoint one has to marvel at how Bruegel can transport us across four centuries into the immediate kinesis of the game. The boy being stretched toward the right offers a heightened experience of the body per se. The collective muscular energy the players expend seems to energize the image and leap across the belted loop from one contending group to the other. It is as if the game holds out the human bond as a synaptic gap. And with this idea active in the image, many other issues of the social body can come into play: cooperation based on opposition, the individual’s visceral experience versus
anonymous collective purpose, power struggles taking place on the backs of laboring lower classes, linear energy bound in circular configurations, and opponents as stabilizing counterparts. A self-contained detail becomes a switching point where all sorts of thematic tracks intersect.

Fig. 2
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Even the painting’s minor details open up this way to vision. Take the three fence riders just beneath the central building’s Gothic arches (Fig. 2). Though all three boys are playing the same game together, Bruegel directs us to their differences. He pairs the first two riders (a red cap helps us tell them apart) and then portrays the third almost as if he is a member of some alien species. It is a difference of more than dress and physique: the twinned pair fling themselves outward, while the third boy remains hunched in and only half-disclosed. Latent themes seem present here also: the effortful “whipping up” of shared experience in the first two boys, the potential for disconnection in the third; a contrast between passive and aggressive modes of involvement that might translate at the psychic level into “manic” and “depressive”; the more general question of how “one” human and “two” humans become a collective “three.” Even the kinetic postures of what we might call “outflungness” and “indrawnness” become structuring motifs: they revolve, for instance, in the game of leapfrog (see foldout), and materialize as gendered opposites in the hunched stilt walker and the small girl gesticulating beneath him.


The fence riders also “progress” from left to right, as if they represent degrees of mastery or points on a learning line. Bruegel strengthens this perception by isolating a piece of fence farther back to the left and attaching to it another boy trying to mount—with prospects for success that seem uncertain at best (Fig. 3). The leftmost of the three mounted riders is at the difficult first stage: he still holds on with both hands and has to concentrate all his effort on maintaining balance. The second boy, by contrast, lifts his arms high, just this side of full competence. Only a slight tentativeness in his gesturing (his lash still helps him balance) and a residue of caution in the way he bears himself separate him from the virtuoso front rider he seems trying to keep up with. This foremost boy’s momentum seems to have carried him past the point of mastery, over into an almost antithetical realm of excess and wild exuberance. (His lash triumphs over gravity.) He has left the learning process behind. The spirit that possesses him places competence at hazard. Given his example, one would be hard-pressed to say whether “purpose” or “anti-purpose” is at play in play.1

Fig. 3
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The twinned boys, then, also differ across a complex threshold. And the painting works many variations on both the difference and the threshold. The two gauntlet runners make their ways with analogously different mixes of zeal and caution. The foremost barrel rider attacks his game with a recklessness that balances his counterpart’s timidity. The pillar that divides the top spinners into a group and a single player marks a threshold across which an extrovertive energy appears—ominously—to come under
the self’s control (Fig. 4). The game of “how many horns does the goat have?” (Fig. 5) has been so infiltrated by a spirit of excess that the rules which govern it seem lost or out of action, and its underlying structures of dominance and submission (Fig. 6) virtually incidental to a passion for coupling bodies and adding on. Even a simple game like “odds and evens” (Fig. 7) inserts cryptic differences into the space between.

Thinking one’s way into the particulars of Children’s Games, then, can lead one out into many general areas at once. The rationale of play, the innocence of children, the social imperative, the body’s urges, the forms of culture, the affect in images, Bruegel’s vision, Renaissance beliefs, the status of one’s own perception—all come into question. And whatever route one takes through the painting, the incredible details are always there, catching one’s attention and shaping one’s responses. Remaining true to this language of detail and visual nuance while trying to convey its discursive range is one of the challenges that writing about Children’s Games poses. No sustained investigation of the painting can hope to reach summarizable conclusions. The painting’s “aboutness” can be made manifest, but only as the tacit dimension of an inquiry that keeps producing what Blake calls “particular knowledge.”2 And because in Children’s Games Bruegel so brilliantly makes the human figure “come alive” in consciousness, a sense of empathetic connection needs to underlie the whole reflective enterprise. “Caress the details, the divine details,” urged Nabokov. Yes—as long as “caressing” entails opening up, being infiltrated, going farther and farther inside.

 


 



When I began this inquiry in 1979, all I intended was a short essay on a single image group in Children’s Games. (That starting point now occupies pages 136-40 of the present book.) But looking closely—and slowing down to write—was enough to trigger the painting’s unfolding of motifs, so that eventually the whole of Children’s Games was under scrutiny, along with many other works in Bruegel’s oeuvre. And as the material of interpretation increased exponentially, historical context became crucial, both as an area of responsibility and as an issue to be addressed. Sixteenth-century attitudes toward children, the Renaissance fascination with plural meanings, the conflicts of Bruegel’s cultural moment—all impinge on Children’s Games, but none provide viewpoints that ground it or limit its meaning. Another of the challenges of this book has been to make the painting’s contextual milieu available while at the same time treating context as a complicating factor, a fund of possible connotations rather than a controlling frame.


Fig. 4
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Fig. 5
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Fig. 6. Claes Jansz. Visscher, emblem from Pieter Roemer Visscher, Sinnepoppen, 1614 (Houghton Library, Harvard University)
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Fig. 7
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Now, eighteen years and countless details later, this book is still not really finished, but I can hear voices saying, “Enough.” In my poorer moments I fear that time has passed this study by. But when I look at the course Bruegel criticism has taken, I can’t see that the case I want to make for a “modern” Bruegel—modern in the same sense that Shakespeare is modern—has yet been proposed. And as for the “close reading” this book’s approach exemplifies, I must confess that it seems to me not obsolescent but vital and endangered—a meditative activity that is also political in the deepest sense. Political, that is, in its holding out against the mandates in culture that would hasten its demise. Nietzsche, in his preface to Daybreak written in the autumn of 1886, described a cultural climate that unset-tlingly resembles our own, and opposed to it an activity he chose to call “slow reading.” It is one of the most beautiful passages he ever wrote:

 


This preface is late but not too late—what, after all, do five or six years matter? A book like this, a problem like this, is in no hurry; we both, I just as much as my book, are friends of lento. It is not for nothing that I have been a philologist, perhaps I am a philologist still, that is to say, a teacher of slow reading:—in the end I also write slowly. Nowadays it is not only my habit, it is also to my taste … no longer to write anything which does not reduce to despair every sort of man who is “in a hurry.” For philology is that venerable art which demands of its votaries one thing above all: to go aside, to take time, to become still, to become slow—it is a goldsmith’s art and connoisseurship of the word which has nothing but delicate, cautious work to do and achieves nothing if it does not achieve it lento. But for precisely this reason it is more necessary than ever today, by precisely this means does it entice us and enchant us the most, in the midst of an age of “work,” that is to say, of hurry, of indecent and perspiring haste, which wants to “get everything done” at once, including every old or new book:—this art does not so easily get anything done, it teaches to read well, that is, to read slowly, deeply, looking cautiously before and aft, with reservations, with doors left open, with delicate eyes and fingers.3


I have tried to write on Bruegel in the spirit of Bruegel, not Nietzsche, and so the traces of self-justification, rancor, and pedagogical fervor in this passage cause me some unease. Yet the passage voices strongly the desire in which this book on Bruegel has gestated. I offer the book now as a contribution to Bruegel studies, but also as an inducement to “slow reading.” Deep down, I like to think, we are all friends of lento.




PART ONE







Thinking in Images

At the ledge of the window in the left foreground of Children’s Games (see foldout), two faces are juxtaposed (Fig. 8). One is the round face of a tiny child who gazes wistfully off into space; the other is the mask of a scowling adult, through which an older child looks down on the scene below, perhaps hoping to frighten someone playing beneath him. Bruegel takes pains to emphasize the pairing by repeating it in the two upper windows of the central building (Fig. 9). Out of one of these, another small child dangles a long streamer and gazes at it as a breeze blows it harmlessly toward the pastoral area on the left; out of the other, an older child watches the children below, apparently waiting to drop the basket of heavy-looking objects stretched from his arm on an unfortunate passerby.

Fig. 8 / Fig. 9
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At the two places in the painting that most closely approximate the elevation from which we ourselves view the scene, Bruegel has positioned images that suggest an argument about childhood. The two faces at the windowsill pose the terms of this argument in several ways at once. Most obviously, they juxtapose antithetical versions of the painting’s subject: the child on the right embodies a blissful innocence, while the one on the left
makes himself into an image of adult ugliness. But they also suggest an ironic relationship between viewer and viewed: we see a misanthropic perspective on childhood side by side with a cherubic instance of what it scowls upon. And at the level of our own engagement with the painting’s images, the faces trigger opposite perceptual attitudes: one encourages us to regard appearances as innocent, the other to consider what is hidden beneath them.

Interestingly enough, the two faces correspond in all these respects to the opposing interpretations of Children’s Games that Bruegel criticism has given us to choose between. The iconographers, looking beneath the games for disguised meanings, view them as the inventions of “serious miniature adults”1 whose activities symbolize the folly of mankind and the “upside-downness” of the world in general.2 The literalists, on the other hand, argue that the games are innocent and carefree, and that they are depicted “without recondite allusion or moral connotation.”3 Indeed, the faces at the window can be seen as images of these two ways of looking at things as well as epitomes of the childhood they view. The face on the right presents the ingenuous gaze. It is obviously incapable of perceiving corruption or looking beneath surfaces. Bruegel portrays its innocence fondly but has it gaze off into space, away from the spectacle that he himself has organized. The adult mask, in contrast, peers intently on the scene below, but with a misanthropic scowl that is ingrained in its features, and with eyes that are as empty and incapable of vision as the small child’s wistful gaze.

The two faces, then, not only suggest that the issues underlying the critical disagreement about Children’s Games are thematically present in the painting but also lead one to suspect that neither of the opposing interpretations quite corresponds to Bruegel’s own view of things. The mask and the child next to it grow strangely alike, in fact, in their mutual blindness to what the painting gives us to see.4 Bruegel elaborates on what they have in common by opposing both to a girl in a swing behind them. Her active involvement contrasts vividly with their spectatorial detachment.5 Nor can her unrestrained kinetic exuberance be assimilated to the dialectic of innocence and experience they imply. The mask shows childhood growing into ugly, predetermined adult forms, and at the same time pictures the misanthropic, supervisory point of view where such ideas of childhood
development thrive; the face on the right, for all its difference, reciprocates by picturing childhood innocence as fragile and passively vulnerable to corruption. The girl, by contrast, is the image of an empowered innocence: she could aptly illuminate the margins of Blake’s “Energy is Eternal Delight.”6

This cluster of details is paradigmatic of how meaning suggests itself in Children’s Games. There is evidence everywhere of a sophisticated dialectical intelligence and a capacity for what Cezanne called “thinking in images” at work binding superficially unrelated incidents into elaborate structures of intent. This is not, however, a version of Bruegel with which we are likely to be familiar. The critical tradition has accustomed us to think of him as a cataloguer of contemporary customs, or as a moralist whose images possess intellectual content only insofar as they illustrate proverbs or ethical commonplaces. Thus the many studies that undertake to identify the games Bruegel has depicted gloss the face on the left as “masking” and the girl in the background as “swinging,” but they refrain from mentioning the face on the right, since that child is apparently not playing at anything. The iconographers, on the other hand, concentrate entirely on the mask and make it central to an interpretation that turns the painting into a comment on human folly and “deception.”7

As different as these approaches are, both address the problem of meaning by removing individual images from the painting’s internal syntax and situating them in an external field of reference—in one case the everyday life of sixteenth-century Flanders, in the other a lexicon of conventional significations. Yet the painting’s elaborate syntax (if that is not too orderly a term for something so unruly) is the medium in which its thought takes form. Within the apparent randomness of the games there is an incessant linking of antithetical details. We have already seen how the faces juxtaposed at the window are mirrored by two children looking out of the building across the street. The gently floating streamer of one of those children is balanced by the heavy basket of the other. That basket, open and precariously hanging from the boy’s arm, is paired with one that is closed and tightly fastened to the wall. This opposition is embodied again in the two boys hanging from the narrow table ledge in front of the building’s portico—one clinging to it tightly, the other dangling from it lazily—while behind them a girl balancing a broom on her finger takes up a position
analogous to that of the girl swinging behind the two children at the windowsill (Fig. 10).

Such patterns begin to appear everywhere as one becomes attuned to the way the painting “thinks” in terms of oppositions. And where its pairs seem most obviously to generate significance, they tend to frame questions about the place and nature of human experience, not settled moral judgments about it. An especially pointed example of how the difference-creating syntax of the painting counteracts the impulse to burden individual images with moral content can be seen in the two barrel riders in the right foreground (Fig. 11). Taken by themselves they would be quite at home in any late-sixteenth- or early-seventeenth-century emblem book, where they would no doubt signify the treachery of worldly existence. But Bruegel has paired their mount with another barrel and established an elaborately antithetical relationship between them: one upright, the other tipped over on its side; one contended with by two awkwardly cooperating boys, the other being called into by a curious girl. Seen in terms of this opposition, the two boys seem an emblem not so much of the folly of the world as a certain mode of relating to it. They and the girl present us with dialectically related ways of worldmaking.8 One takes the object in hand in order to dominate it and undoes a given stability in order to create a man-made equilibrium; the other “lets be” and calls forth (into) the object-world’s mysterious resonance. The painting works many subtle variations on this distinction, and they will be discussed later in this study. But what needs to be stressed at the outset is the presence in Children’s Games of a shaping intelligence that tends to subsume moral issues in dialectical questions about human beings’ place in a world that can scarcely be conceived apart from their bodily and imaginative participation in it.

There is also opposition within individual images. Time and again a detail will cause the viewer to vacillate between innocent and darkly emblematic readings. We know, for instance, that the boy running up the incline of a cellar door in the receding part of the street is only playing a game, and we can feel the fun of it; yet it is difficult to resist the adult perception that turns him into a figure of futility and despair. The children in the foreground play innocently at rolling hoops, but a sophisticated viewer must strain not to respond to them as evocations of human emptiness.9 A youngster in a cowl whipping a top under a Gothic arch (Fig. 12) can with the blink of an eye suddenly evoke the scriptural Flagellation or the judicial whipping post. A boy on stilts and an open-armed girl beneath him (Fig. 13) can conjure the iconography of the Crucifixion. Are such ambiguities and foreshadowings “in” the games or “in” our perception of them? Does the mask with the grimace on it represent the terrible adult countenance into which the children are already in the process of growing or the distorted perspective through which adults observe them? Is play a rehearsal for adulthood or is adulthood a loss of the spirit of play?


Fig. 10 / Fig. 11
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Fig. 12 / Fig. 13
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Such questions have no simple answers, especially in the form that Children’s Games poses them. They are a function of instabilities within the perception of childhood (and childhood play) that Bruegel deliberately exploits. We will be concerned throughout this study with the fields (thematic, cognitive, kinetic, cultural, iconographic) within which these instabilities operate, and with the various ways they infiltrate the act of viewing. But again, it is worth noting at the start how often emblematic and iconographic cues that at first glance might appear to fix the painting’s meaning turn out to be only one facet of an unstable, overdetermined perception; and how, as a result, “references” to external conventions and contexts tend to get subsumed in cognitive uncertainty and an unanchored connotative play.





Moral Fixities and Connotative Play

Bruegel uses permutations as well as antithetical pairings to weave authorial design into the apparent chaos of Children’s Games. Consider the boy running up the cellar door and the blank-looking woman next to him throwing the contents of her bucket on two children fighting in the street (Fig. 14). The juxtaposition of these unrelated events is only an effect of perspective, but they tend to come together in the viewer’s imagination as well—the spirit of the indifferent brick wall materializing in the woman who leans out of it, and her gesture becoming a displaced rejection of the boy’s open-armed appeal. The feeling of intent in this overlapping of discrete incidents grows stronger when one notices how elaborately the elements of the image group reconfigure elsewhere in the painting. Against the wall of the building in the left foreground, for instance, where a group plays “blindman’s buff” (Fig. 15), it is the maternal figure—here literally blindfolded rather than expressionless and unseeing—who gropes with the wide-open gesture of the boy on the cellar door (she even wears his colors), while the children who mill around her evade or refuse her reach. The components of this game are reconfigured again in the obscure game of covering and uncovering being played to the left of the central building’s arches (Fig. 16). There the blindfold becomes a blue cloth (presumably an apron) which another maternal-looking figure (perhaps an older child) reaches out to cast over one of a group of small children, who instead of running from her sit passively in a cluster, awaiting her choice with what looks like happy expectancy. This configuration, in turn, is reordered in the juxtaposition at the side of the building: the older figure’s covering gesture is the benign counterpart of the blank-faced woman’s dousing of the boys fighting in the street, while those boys are the antithesis of the passive aggregate waiting for the blue cloth to descend on them.

Fig. 14
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Fig. 15 / Fig. 16
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The blue cloth undergoes a further transformation to become an improvised cowl draped over the head of each of two figures who bring up the rear of a baptismal procession moving toward the lower-left-hand corner of the painting (Fig. 17). Once again there is interaction between a small child and a parental-looking figure, and once again the link between them is indicated by a reaching gesture, which appears in this case both to express a watchful solicitude and to encourage separation.


Fig. 17
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What, if anything, are the ideas that correspond to this elaborate permutation of motifs? Carl Gustav Stridbeck is the only one of the painting’s interpreters to address this question, and his answer is worth considering in detail, since it has proved so influential on subsequent commentary about the painting. Stridbeck calls attention to the motif of being covered with a blue cloth that is common to three of the games and asserts that it alludes to the “blue cloak” of folly and deception that figures prominently in Bruegel’s painting of a year earlier, Netherlandish Proverbs (Fig. 18).1 It follows for Stridbeck that the three incidents in Children’s Games must also refer to lying and deception. He informs us that blue is the color of deception and folly (and that red, the other dominant color-motif in the painting, signifies ignorance, rudeness, and “related concepts”). The conclusion of this and similar analyses of a handful of other games is that the painting is, like Netherlandish Proverbs and The Battle between Carnival and Lent (Fig. 19), a representation of “the world upside down,” in which, among other things, “human existence is uncertain and treacherous, and no one can rely on his fellow man.”2

I think it is fair to say that the quality of this argument is representative of the growing number of studies that purport to find a “moral meaning” in Bruegel’s paintings. One would think that such sweeping generalizations based on abbreviated analyses of a few of Bruegel’s multitudinous details would be greeted with skepticism, but just the opposite has largely been the case. One of the disconcerting things about Bruegel criticism, in fact, is the way the easily remembered formulations of this approach have
tended to become canonical to further study of the artist, regardless of how tenuous the evidence or questionable the logic upon which they are based. A modern study of Bruegel’s landscapes, for instance, which sets out to prove that their aesthetic appeal is a form of worldly pleasure we are required to renounce for an ascetic Christian truth, at times bases its argument almost entirely on an uncritical acceptance of the formulations of Stridbeck and those who share his moralistic point of view: “If, for example, we agree with Grossmann’s and Stridbeck’s interpretations of the paintings devoted to peasant dances and weddings, then we see those paintings as being ‘about’ lust and gluttony.” Or again, at the conclusion of an interpretation of The Conversion of St. Paul (1567) that relates that painting to the engraving of Bruegel’s The Penitent Magdalene (1553):


Fig. 18. Bruegel, Netherlandish Proverbs, 1559 (Staatliche Museen, Berlin-Dahlem)
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Fig. 19. Bruegel, The Battle between Carnival and Lent, 1559 (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna)


[image: e9781429963466_i0016.jpg]


If we agree with Grossmann that the painting is less a reference to the Duke of Alva than it is “an exhortation to follow God”; if we agree with Stridbeck that analogies with Hercules at the crossroads are possible, and the painting emphasizes how narrow the way is for the true Christian; if we agree with K. C. Lindsay and B. Huppé that the painting insists that Paul—who now sees the light while others remain spiritually blind—is separate from the worldlings who surround him; if we agree with these opinions, it would seem reasonable to see the whole landscape as the world from which Paul is now as separate as is the Magdalene beneath her thorny logs.3

 



Here is an example of how an accumulating critical tradition can make it increasingly difficult to make contact with the object commentary seeks
to explain. For The Conversion of St. Paul presents us with what would seem one of the least moralizable of landscapes (Fig. 20). Worldlings make their way here as best they can, through ancient rifts. The way is narrow for everyone, not just true Christians, and its fissures certainly don’t present those who travel them with “crossroads.” We scarcely need an exhortation to alienate us from this landscape, where trees rise like mushrooms and one surrealistic cloud—shaped like a rock formation that should be pointing upward—is all there is of the horizontal world. It provides an apt setting for a conversion, but not one disposed in moral terms. We seem closer to the realm of Job than to the Gospels—as if the incomprehensible force that felled St. Paul were the same one that long ago split this world in two.

Fig. 20. Bruegel, The Conversion of St. Paul, 1567 (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna)


[image: e9781429963466_i0017.jpg]


The painting does, then, seem to challenge the notion that man is at home in nature—but from a perspective not recognizably Christian. And this perspective, however we understand it, is in turn only one side of a characteristically “antithetical” view. Its pendant in Bruegel’s oeuvre is John the Baptist Preaching, where the horizontal world prevails and nature seems actively sympathetic to human presence and the congregating instinct
(Fig. 21). There the Baptist’s gesture directs us past an unobtrusive Jesus to a gentle, calmly inhabited river landscape that balances any desire for transcendence with the reassurance of ongoing present life. Both these paintings depend for their full meaning on subtle discrepancies between subject and setting, and on their place in the total shape of Bruegel’s oeuvre; and our only real access to either of these dimensions of significance is our intuitive feel for the work—precisely that aspect of it which the iconographic approach tends to regard as either irrelevant to or at odds with its intellectual content.

Fig. 21. Bruegel, John the Baptist Preaching, 1566 (Szepmuveszeti Muzeum, Budapest)
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References to Stridbeck’s interpretation of Children’s Games as a representation of human folly have likewise become commonplace in Bruegel studies.4 Even Sandra Hindman’s elaborately synthetic reading of the painting is based on moralistic premises it accepts as already “demonstrated” by Stridbeck.5 Yet Stridbeck’s argument, as I would like to show in detail now, depends almost entirely on generalizations held together by doubtful assumptions. If I choose to dwell at such length on a specific interpretation of the painting, it is because the questions it raises (or rather fails to raise) are so large: at stake is not just a disagreement about the meaning of Children’s Games but issues that are crucial to any interpretation of Bruegel.


First there is the matter of children’s games in general as emblems of folly. The visual material Stridbeck draws upon to demonstrate the existence of such a topos consists of two emblem books compiled more than fifty years after Children’s Games was painted: Pieter Roemer Visscher’s Sinnepoppen (1614) and Jacob Cats’s Silenus Alcibiadis sive Proteus, Vitae Humanae Ideam, Emblemate … (1618).6 No earlier extensive use of children’s games as visual images of human folly has been discovered.7 While the existence of such works implies that by the early seventeenth century there existed a habit of mind that might have been inclined to approach the details in Children’s Games as transparently coded images, it is questionable what can be inferred from this about the visual predispositions of Bruegel’s contemporary viewers, for whom emblem books would have been a novelty, not a long-standing tradition. Certainly other connections would have been more immediate. The exhaustive list of children’s games in Rabelais (c. 1483-1553) would have seemed a direct precursor; the children’s games in the margins of illuminated manuscripts a more remote but equally compelling reference point. And both these contexts tend to be amoral and ludic in their use of children’s games: the one fusing humanist copia and carnivalesque excess, the other filling the margins of the serious, marking off its area yet playing outside its bounds (Fig. 22).

[image: e9781429963466_i0019.jpg]


Fig. 22. “October,” from The Golf-Book, early 16th century (British Library, London)
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This is not to deny the existence of viewing habits that would have encouraged a reading of Bruegel’s images. Erwin Panofsky long ago showed how the apparent realism of Northern Renaissance art was from its inception “saturated with meaning,” and I hope my own interpretation of Children’s Games will suggest the extent to which Bruegel’s details are designed, to borrow another of Panofsky’s terms, as “corporeal metaphors.” 8 But there can be a world of difference between images saturated with meaning and images coded with morality. Just how Bruegel’s games exceed the realistic and how their figurative dimension operates should be considered open questions—and would have been, I think, in 1560, when the contest of images was still being played out and the cozier emblematic traditions of the seventeenth century had not yet taken hold. One needs to be skeptical of claims about the existence of visual habits that would have prompted Bruegel’s audience to refer the games his painting depicts to well-known emblematic readings in which every image, regardless of its eccentricity, signifies some form of folly or vanitas. It needs to be stressed that (with the exception of an occasional soap bubble) no such visual uses of children’s games that antedate Bruegel’s painting have been discovered. If he has systematically transformed realistic-looking children’s games into moral emblems, he is apparently the first artist to have done so.

But even if we grant the inference backward from the illustrations in Visscher and Cats to the context of Children’s Games, there remains a striking difference between the setting of the emblem books and that of Bruegel’s painting, especially when the games they depict coincide. One example cited by Stridbeck as support for his emblematic reading is the representation in Visscher of a boy swimming with the help of a bladder, where the activity is treated as an emblem of “mistrust” (Fig. 23). (The inscription reads, “He who relies on external means of help and support, who builds on treacherous ground: when he falls into distress, he is like a mariner who has a good line and cable but has left it lying at home.”)9 Stridbeck notes the boy swimming with the bladder in the pastoral area of Children’s Games (Fig. 24) and infers that a similar moral attaches to Bruegel’s image. But the setting in which Bruegel has placed this image suggests the very opposite of mistrust. The pastoral landscape in the upper left is the only area in the painting where human presence is relaxed and at rest. The naked children who play there give themselves trustingly to the surrounding
element, and are in turn benignly supported by it. The two sundarkened boys at the edge of the stream express a kind of animal, creaturely at-homeness (the one standing up to his shoulders in the water is painted to look only half human), while the third who swims in it with the aid of water wings could be mistaken for its mythological inhabitant. Bruegel’s swimmer appears to be at home in his element, and reinforces a general mood of weight relieved, while Visscher’s emblem conveys a sense of isolated, unwieldy selfhood.

Fig. 23. Claes Jansz. Visscher, emblem from Pieter Roemer Visscher, Sinnepoppen, 1614 (Houghton Library, Harvard University)
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Fig. 24
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Not all the games in Bruegel’s painting that also appear in Visscher and Cats are so directly at odds with their emblematic counterparts, but in every case there is an equally striking impression of the absence in Children’s Games of the aura of unambiguous moral commentary in which the emblems are inscribed. It is the same with virtually all the iconographic evidence that has been brought to bear on Children’s Games: material that claims to situate Bruegel’s images within a conventional moral context strikingly illustrates his distance from it. Consider, for instance, the images of blindman’s buff which Hindman cites from later Netherlandish sources to support her thesis that Children’s Games is about the folly of, specifically, courtship and marriage (Figs. 25 & 26). It would be difficult to imagine representations of the game more different from Bruegel’s (Fig. 14). Whereas the prints use the game as an ironic emblem of the marriage choice, Bruegel’s painting depicts an interaction between a group of small children and a single adult-sized figure. And gender appears irrelevant to the “choice” being made: though the blindfolded figure is almost certainly
female, she gropes toward what looks like an indiscriminate mix of boys and girls, who consolidate in a group in their conspiracy to tease her and evade her reach. As an element in the painting’s weave of motifs, her gesture leads in almost opposite directions—linking up with the proliferation of reaching and/or groping arms, and resembling, as a kind of negative counterpart, the gesture of the woman who shepherds the bridal procession around the corner of the fence. The components of Bruegel’s image are less concerned with the marital choice than with isolation, scapegoating, the ironies of group formation, and—especially—the gap between childhood and the adult world, which a “maternal” reaching seeks to bridge.

Fig. 25. Adriaen van de Venne, Children’s Games (detail of Fig. 28)
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Fig. 26. Pieter van der Borcht IV (?), Parody of Courtship, date unknown (Bibliothèque Royale, Brussels)
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Beyond such discrepancies of nuance and detail, moreover, the images suggest entirely different social and pictorial milieus. The seventeenth-century prints to which critics so often refer Children’s Games depict an urban, affluently bourgeois or upper-class world and conceive of childhood as a phenomenon contained by that world and repeating in it—even when the aim is satire—its image of itself (Figs. 27 & 28). Bruegel’s children, however, are depicted either outside or on the threshold of society; as a class they are associated with the peasantry, and there are vague connotations of usurpation and anarchy about the way they have—especially as iconographically marginal figures—overrun the serious central space where their games take place.10 Nor is it so simple to locate this space. The prints set the games they depict in the town squares of actual, immediately recognizable cities—The Hague in one case, Middleburg in another, with bastions of the civic order prominent in the background—as if, in Simon Schama’s words, “the children’s behaviour were being scrutinized in the light of their incipient citizenship in the commonwealth.”11 Life here is a static theater where the ages act their fixed, predetermined roles, contained and overseen by a civic space that complacently suppresses awareness of any “other” or “outside.” Bruegel’s central region, however, gestures less straightforwardly to the civic realm. It feels less like a town square than something prior—a field of energy and unrest that seems at once crossroads, open space, and unmapped midrealm.12 And there is tension everywhere between the energies its children embody and the civic forms that seek to accommodate or absorb them. Play here seems to occupy the realm of the presocial and/or the constitutionally incomplete, where the body reigns and “behavior” and “society” are still subject to invention, improvisation, and chance. Only in the receding street in the upper right does Bruegel’s painting resemble the geometrically ordered setting of the prints, and there—as if to place such a vision in perspective—its space grows bleak and pessimistic.13 In the central region, by contrast, it is not clear whether what is being learned (or played with, or defied) is nature’s or society’s set of laws nor how compatible those laws are—with each other, with the body’s needs, or with what is incorrigibly human. For every image of assimilation there is another that involves limit testing, overturning, and putting off. Even the games that directly mimic social rituals are prevented from becoming straightforward emblems of adult behavior by a spirit of play that can both mock the forms it imitates and invest them with a festive sanctity. Bruegel’s children, even in their role as mirrors, remain recalcitrantly other, and everything about the way they are represented conspires to disrupt the modes of perception that the images cited by Hindman complacently reinforce.


Fig. 27. Adriaen van de Venne, Children’s Games, from Jacob Cats, Silenus Alcibiades, 1618 (Folger Library, Washington, D.C.)
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Fig. 28. Adriaen van de Venne, Children’s Games, from Jacob Cats, Houwelijck, Amsterdam, 1650 (Bodleian Library, Oxford)
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The juxtaposition of the prints with Bruegel’s painting, then, insofar as it involves historical context, presents us with a difference. It would seem more natural to inquire from the comparison what happened between 1560 and 1610 to produce so striking a change in the conditions and conventions of visibility than to generalize about “Dutch attitudes” toward children. Such an inquiry might lead in several directions at once: the complex set of events that reshaped the Netherlands in the latter half of the sixteenth century; the colonization of childhood by an adult mentality increasingly preoccupied with educational programs, anthropological
knowledge, and social control; the stepped-up supervision (and cultivation) of affect and empathy by an increasingly vigilant “civil” self; the waning of the Renaissance fascination with plural meanings and with representational strategies for mobilizing them. And into this contextual swirl one would have to stir Bruegel’s own authorial difference. Certainly no other images from 1560 compare with Bruegel’s in richness and organized intelligence. The world, moreover, that van de Venne’s print reflects—both as a certain kind of image and as a mirror of social reality—was already visible on the horizon of mid-sixteenth-century Flanders: Children’s Games seems an act of difference on Bruegel’s part, not just a guileless evocation of an earlier world or the painting’s own cultural milieu.

The hermeneutic problems here are daunting: the overdetermined texture of the historical situation, together with the inescapably constructed nature of any version of it, make correlating it with either the particulars of the image or the intentions of the artist a baroque undertaking. This is not to dismiss such a project as futile. But it is to insist on difference as a fundamental element of inquiry. Both authorial purpose and “real” history are objects of interpretation, and they inhere in gaps and discrepancies that difference keeps open; the iconographic approach to Bruegel, lumping material according to a vague principle of analogy, seems ill equipped to deal with either.




Childhood and Folly

Stridbeck and those who share his interpretation of Children’s Games attempt to compensate for the absence of relevant contemporary visual material by pointing to long-standing literary traditions that make childhood and children’s play a metaphor of folly. Margaret Sullivan quotes Erasmus: “Is to be childish anything other than to play the fool?” while Stridbeck cites Sebastian Franck’s repeated characterization of the worldly activities he chastizes as “Kinderspiele.”1 Hindman likewise refers to metaphors of childhood in later medieval texts and to the pejorative use of the word kinderspel in Flemish literature and proverbs as evidence that “a contemporary viewer of Children’s Games … might have seen the entire group of games as emblematic of folly.”2 No one would deny that this metaphor was a commonplace of the sixteenth century; instances can be found in the work of virtually every major author of the period. But it doesn’t follow that because condemnations of adult folly often resort to metaphors comparing it to child’s play, representations of children’s games are always and exclusively meant to be seen as emblems of adult folly. Shakespeare’s characters often speak ironically about themselves or the human condition in language that links childhood, play, and folly; but when actual children appear in his plays, they are more often than not portrayed as preternaturally wise innocents, and often serve as foils to the world of adult corruption.3 The same fluctuations between childhood as a metaphor of folly and as an embodiment of innocence (and vice versa) can be found in Montaigne, Erasmus, and probably every other author of the period who recorded the texture of human experience in the process of forming judgments about it. Perhaps closest in spirit to the Bruegel of Children’s Games is Rabelais, whose hyperbolic treatment of childhood is at once a satire on adult behavior and a depiction of vital animal energies that escape the moral point of view.


Matters are further complicated by fluctuations within the concept of folly itself. Throughout the later Middle Ages denunciations of the world’s folly coexisted with encomia of another, unworldly folly conceived of as a kind of sacred wisdom or ignorance.4 The latter as well as the former tradition involved analogies with childishness: the Festival of Fools, for instance, with its temporary inversion of the social order and its parody of social forms, became closely linked in the popular imagination with such children’s holidays as the Festival of the Innocents and the Feast of St. Nicholas.5 What is new about the Renaissance is its organization of these contradictions as paradox and its fascination with the ways they could be both manipulated as a language and embodied, lived through, and articulated from within. Erasmus’s Stultitia and Rabelais’s Panurge both come to mind.6 By the time Bruegel painted Children’s Games, childhood and folly could attract each other not just as vehicles of the same moral judgment but as fields of paradox where such judgment could be suspended and/or depicted as problematical.

Bruegel himself explicitly links fools and children twice, in a pair of closely related prints depicting village festivals, and the results are almost antithetical.7 In the print of his The St. George’s Day Kermis (Fig. 29), a traditional-looking fool with a basket over his shoulders leads three children who cling to his coattails, while a fourth small girl with reaching arms is prevented from joining the procession by a dog that tugs obstinately (maybe protectively) at her dress. Little about this image suggests a departure from convention, and the configuration as a whole cries out for a “moral” reading. In Bruegel’s drawing The Kermis at Hoboken (Fig. 30), a superficially similar detail appears in the extreme lower foreground, where a fool and two children stroll hand in hand.8 The prominence of the site accorded these three figures suggests even more strongly than in the St. George’s Day print that some paradigmatic comment is intended. Claessens and Rousseau, the only of Bruegel’s interpreters to call attention to the detail, supply what would seem to be the called-for gloss: “The theme of the drawing is given by a group which appears in the lower part; we see there a fool leading two children by the hand. The meaning is clear and wholly in the artist’s spirit: folly leads the children of men.”9 But while this “theme” might seem fitted to the St. George’s Day detail, almost every nuance of the Hoboken group escapes it or undermines it. To begin with,
a closer look reveals that Bruegel does not depict “a fool leading two children by the hand.” If anyone is leading here, it is the child on the viewer’s left, who takes the fool in hand and gestures with precocious sapience,10 while the jester—here presented as a “natural” rather than an emblematical fool11—acquiesces with a combination of altruistic and feebleminded affability. The child on the right seems by contrast completely bewildered in this festival atmosphere; the fool’s grasp, far from leading her(?) into folly, is all that saves her from being lost and set adrift.12 In this configuration, which is practically all nuance, realism overrides allegory and empathy supplants irony. Three modes of ingenuousness form a nexus of reciprocation, unrelatedness, and fellow feeling that bridges rational and generational divides. And this, too, could be characterized as “wholly in the artist’s spirit.” A similar mood, it could be claimed, reigns over the Hoboken image as a whole, where the conventional and the proverbial are largely displaced by a more impromptu visual language intent on mapping unbound social flow.13

Fig. 29. Bruegel, The St. George’s Day Kermis (detail), c. 1561 (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)
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Fig. 30. Bruegel, The Kermis at Hoboken (detail of Fig. 89), signed and dated 1559
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Yet even if we lacked these two antithetical images by Bruegel himself, the very mention of authors as diverse as Erasmus, Montaigne, and Rabelais should make us realize that generalizations like Stridbeck’s about homogenous sixteenth-century attitudes rest on extremely naive conceptions of what historical and cultural contexts are and how one achieves access
to what they “say.” Even if the only evidence of contemporary responses to and figurative appropriations of children’s play we possessed were those in moral diatribes like the Ship of Fools, we should be wary of inferring from them the perceptions a sixteenth-century viewer might actually be expected to bring to Children’s Games, much less the spirit in which Bruegel painted it. Richard Baxter’s account of his 1640 ministry is a reminder of the actual place such moralism was likely to occupy even in the later, more regulated world it addressed; it can serve as an inadvertently comic paradigm for the discrepancies that so often exist in society between official cultural assertions and commonly held beliefs: “I remember what an outcry was once against me in this town, for saying, that children by nature, considered as sinful and unsanctified, were as hateful in the eyes of God, as any toads or serpents are in ours; so that people railed at me as I went along the streets.”14

But the perception of children’s games as images of human folly and corruption represents only one of several conflicting and emphatic sixteenth-century attitudes. The topos of children’s games—especially insofar as it condenses the separate but related issues of childhood and play—tended to become a focal point for the ideological debates that characterized the early years of Renaissance humanism and the Protestant Reformation in Northern Europe. The basic points of reference, as Leah Sinanoglou Marcus has shown,15 were provided by the Bible itself: the Old Testament’s condemnation of childhood folly (“Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the rod of correction shall drive it away from him” [Proverbs 22:15]) versus the Gospels’ praise of childhood innocence (“Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven” [Matthew 18:3]); the Pauline notion (so important to both humanist educators and Protestant reformers) of putting away “childish things” (I Corinthians 13:11) and maturing in the knowledge of Christ versus the spectacle of King David “leaping and dancing” before the Ark of the Covenant (II Samuel 6:16—23)16—a gesture that became a touchstone both for the late-medieval vision of Christian life as a sacred game or “good folly”17 (its festival observances a “playing before God” that prefigured the “endless myrthe” of eternity)18 and later for the most radically antinomian sects of the Reformation. Add to this biblical matrix the Augustinian and Franciscan models of conversion that grew out of it—one
viewing childhood as a state of iniquity embodying everything from which the true Christian must “turn,” the other regarding it as a state of blessedness to which he must find his way back—and one begins to have some idea of the number of positions from which the subject of Children’s Games could have been viewed by its contemporary public.19

These various positions cover the whole cultural field. The humanist educators tended to look on childhood as a state of “neutral” innocence, an impressionability that with careful molding could be transformed into models of learning, self-supervised independence, and gracious eloquence. 20 Indeed, children, far from being ignored by the period, tended to become the focus of humanist ambitions for culture as a whole.21 The many serious children of early humanist portraits are not (as their seventeenth-century counterparts tend to be) objects of adult sympathy or condescension: they address their viewer, with both a general cultural ideal and a newly vivid class distinction (Figs. 31 & 32). We are challenged to measure up to them. Holbein’s imperious child-prince even seems to bestow a grace upon his audience, with gestures once reserved in images for Christ (Fig. 33). The signifying context for such depictions is the changing civitas, not (as will later be the case) the nurturing family bosom (Fig. 34). These humanist paragons are worlds away from Bruegel’s caterwauling urchins, of course, but that may be the point: it might be more fruitful to view Children’s Games as a challenge to this contemporary humanist view of children (and use of childhood images) than as a precursor of seventeenth-century allegorizing prints.22

Fig. 31. Jan van Scorel, Schoolboy, 1531 (Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam)
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Fig. 32. Jan Gossart, Jacqueline de Bourgogne, c. 1522 (National Gallery of Art, London)
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Fig. 33. Hans Holbein the Younger, Edward, Prince of Wales, c. 1538 (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)
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Fig. 34. Pieter de Hooch, Interior with Mother and Child, 1626 (De Young Museum, San Francisco)
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Protestant reformers approached the education of children with similar zeal, though they tended to see their goal as weeding out a fallen, incorrigibly willful nature before it had a chance to flower, and replacing it with a submissive religious piety.23 Children, in fact, became more and more the focus of the Reformation’s ambitions, as its first wave of revolutionary enthusiasm waned in the face of what increasingly seemed like the hopeless recalcitrance of adults. Luther and Erasmus would have concurred in the assertion of Otto Brunfels (a liberal educator and “Protestant humanist”) that “if one wants to reform the world and make it Christian, one must begin with children.”24

In this climate of both humanist and Protestant zeal, the “positive” innocence of childhood could become a touchstone for resistance to both. Agrippa’s Of the Vanity and Uncertainty of the Arts and Sciences contains an extravagant paean to the simplicity of children.25 And Rabelais, from his more capacious “Pantagruelist” perspective, celebrates in childhood a native, instinctual resistance to the forces of seriousness and supervision
—a will-to-power that is also a will-to-play at odds with the lust for rational dominance and (self-) control:

 


When he [Pantagruel] was released [from his swaddling bands] they made him sit up, and he ate very heartily. Then he broke that cradle of his into more than five hundred pieces with a blow of his fist, which he struck at the middle of it in his rage, swearing he would never go back into it.26

 



These arguments were in turn manifestations of a longer-range historical shift that was taking place in the cultural perception of childhood. Philippe Aries has argued that between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries a vaguely formulated social attitude toward children as naturally immodest and uninhibited came to be replaced by an elaborately articulated idea of childhood as a state of innocence that was fragile and highly susceptible to corruption.27 Aries’s claims about the history of childhood have been fiercely and elaborately contested;28 but however flawed his thesis may be, it is clear that something did happen during this period in the realm of images. The poignant children of de Hooch’s interiors are worlds away from the social field that the period leading up to Bruegel’s age visualized. And the sources quoted by Aries make it abundantly evident that the idea of “weak” childhood innocence was not merely a progressive, benignly altruistic one; it was also a perception imposed on children by a moralistic, authoritarian temperament, and one of its functions was to legitimize a strict supervision of the object it idealized. This new idea of childhood does not really flower until the Counter-Reformation, but it is the outcome of cultural changes set in motion by the intersection of Renaissance educational ideals (which are themselves symptomatic of a new preoccupation with both internal self-supervision and the consolidation of social experience) and the Protestant stress on a natural “tendency” in children toward sin and iniquity. The mid-sixteenth century was in this, as in so many other areas of cultural change, a period of maximum overlap. 29 Rabelais’s hyperbolic assertion of the “old” view of childhood is both the expression of a “new” exuberance and an anachronistic, deliberately primitive affront to standards of decorum which the very humanists with whom he feels himself allied (Pantagruel also contains an elaborate educational schema for children) are causing to become current in his day. It
thus both manifests and engages the contradictions that constitute for him his historical moment. One can feel similar issues at stake in Children’s Games, not only in such details as the arrangement of the swinging girl and the two antithetical boys at the windowsill, but in the painting’s overall layout: a relaxed native landscape in the upper left opposed by a strictly channeled rational perspective at the upper right, the two of them bracketing a spectacle that can be seen—from a point of view either for or against anarchy—as an exuberant overflowing of social boundaries or an instinctive coagulation into entrenched social forms.

The religious controversies of the period stirred up similar arguments about childhood and its image. Protestant reformers attacked Catholic ritual as “child’s play”30 and condemned religious images as “toys” and “puppets.”31 During periods of iconoclastic fervor, some of the “idols” taken down were given to children to play with as dolls.32 The Catholic response was to exploit increasingly the religious appeal of childhood innocence and ritual play. This led to a revival of late-medieval piety about childhood that culminated during the Counter-Reformation in the devotional manuals of St. François de Sales and in emblem books such as those of Hermann Hugo, Octavio van Veen, and Benedict van Haeften, which picture the soul and its education by Christ in saccharine images of children (Fig. 35).33

Fig. 35. “The Soul Learning to Walk,” Hermann Hugo, Pia Desiderata, Antwerp, 1624 (University Library, Glasgow)
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The innocence of childhood also became a rallying point for many otherwise diverse objections to the harsher aspects of Reformation doctrine. The Protestant stress on original sin led to an exaggeratedly Augustinian assertion of childhood iniquity,34 and this, as Richard Baxter’s recollections testify, tended to arouse popular resistance. It was also a potential source of conflict for ardent believers. Luther himself is a case in point. His doctrinal pronouncements uncompromisingly proclaim the “natural” iniquity of children: even the Zwinglian notion of infants and small children as contaminated by original sin but innocent of the guilt of any committed evil has to be combated as a dangerous heresy.35 Yet in his letters and table talk Luther reveals an open and warmhearted interest in children. He speaks repeatedly of the pleasure he takes in watching what he perceives as their guileless behavior and admits to being reminded of Paradise whenever he observes them at their games.36 Though Luther never seemed to feel the apparent contradiction, it is a vivid example of the sort of discrepancy between attitudes imposed by culturally and doctrinally stereotyped images of childhood (observed, as it were, “from above”) and those evoked by the spectacle of its actual presence (seen “in person” and up close) which any serious attempt to account for Children’s Games in terms of its contemporary viewer would have to bear in mind.

As the radical Protestant sects began to multiply, they in turn tended to articulate their rejection of strict Reformation doctrine and the prevailing social order in an aggressively affirmative language of childhood, ranging from the “covenant of childhood freedom” which allowed Pieter Riedemann and the Hutterite Brethren to accept martyrdom and worldly hardships with “childlike obedience,”37 to the antinomian theatrics of the pueres similes, who, according to one of their Protestant enemies,

 


… under pretense of childish innocency, played many odde pranckes: one having kept his excrements in store many days, powred them out in the street, & turned himself naked into them, saying Unless we be made like little children, we cannot enter into the Kingdome of heaven. Others for the same reason would ride upon sticks and hobby-horses like children in great companies, and women would run naked with them, and in pure innocency they lay together, and so in the end it proved childrens play indeed.38


Whether such activity really took place or is merely invented slander is not important here; what is significant is the association in the mind of a sixteenth-century controversialist between libertinism and anarchy and a certain idea of childhood “liberty.” The same idea obsesses the stricter educators, who blame permissive child-rearing for the presence of so many “mercenaries, murderers, and criminals” in society and warn indulgent parents that “your children will become wanton and scorn you, and when they are grown they will be wild and malicious, harmful people, who also scorn government.”39 Such sentiments would harden into bland pedagogical commonplaces by the seventeenth century; but in the first half of the sixteenth century they were being reinforced, contested, and ironically appropriated in actual social experience, as well as in the imaginary carnivalesque of authors like Rabelais. They suggest the way in which by the middle of the century the image of childhood had become implicated in the debate about human nature that took shape during the Reformation, and in the ambivalent feelings about freedom, anarchy, and social coercion that were generated by the religious and political controversies of the age.
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