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PIETER BRUEGHEL the Younger  
(Brussels 1564  – 1637/8 Antwerp) 
 
Pissing at the Moon 
 
Oil on panel, oval, 6½ x 7¾ ins (17 x 19.7cm) 

 

The verso of the panel bears the mark of the panel maker  
Guilliam Gabron  
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A significant portion of Pieter Breughel the Younger’s oeuvre is devoted to paintings of 
proverbs and sayings.  In addition to his large-scale, ambitious compositions containing many 
proverbs, he also produced a series of some forty or so small circular panels depicting 
individual proverbs.   These usually exist in multiple versions and in varying degrees of quality 
and were probably produced in pairs or sets, according to demand.  In this little roundel, 
Breughel depicts a man, seen from behind, standing on a cliff edge, pissing into the sea below: 
clearly visible on the surface of the water is the silvery reflection of a crescent moon.   The 
image illustrates quite literally and in a witty fashion the popular Flemish saying, “Wat ick 
verloghe, en geraecke daer niet aen ick pisse altyt tegen de maen” (“Whatever I try to do, I 
never succeed, I am always pissing at the moon”), in other words the activity is futile.   The  
modern equivalent, “to piss in the wind”, expresses more or less the same meaning - that is to 
say, doing something that is a complete waste of time and effort.      
 
Pieter Breughel the Younger’s paintings of proverbs perpetuate a tradition begun by his father 
Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1525-30-1569).  In 1559, Bruegel painted his famous Netherlandish 
Proverbsi, which brought together more than one hundred proverbs on the common theme of 
the sins and follies of mankind.  Bruegel’s painting is testament to the popularity of proverbs 
in the culture of his day.  Although proverbs and sayings had been collected in compendia 
since ancient times, interest in them reached a new peak in the sixteenth century, stimulated 
by the writings of the Dutch humanist, Erasmus of Rotterdam.   The first edition of his Adages 
was published in 1500 and contained some eight hundred proverbs drawn from classical 
antiquity and the Bible.  It instantly became a best-seller, reaching a wide readership and 
running into many editions.  There were also numerous visual representations of proverbs in 
the form of woodcuts and engravings.   A print published by Frans Hogenberg in 1558, 
featuring around one hundred proverbs, was most probably the inspiration for Pieter the 
Elder’s painting. 
 
“Pissing at the Moon” is one of the rarest and most iconic of Pieter the Younger’s proverbial 
subjects.  Unusually, only one other version is known, in the Schönborn Collection in 
Pommersfeldenii, which forms part of a set of nine circular depictions of proverbs.  Both works 
probably derive from a lost prototype by Pieter the Elder, a copy of which is in the Museum 
Mayer van den Bergh in Antwerpiii.   The motif of the pissing man also appears in  Pieter the 
Elder’s large scale Netherlandish Proverbs, but there it is conceived in quite a different 
manner: a man is seen standing at the open, upstairs window of the Crescent Moon inn, 
pissing on the pub sign below.        
 
The verso of this little panel bears the mark of Guilliam Gabron (the letters GG interlinked 
with a floral motif), a panelmaker active in Antwerp from 1609 to after 1662iv.  The mark was 
made using Gabron’s early punch, which was in use between 1614 and 1626.  However, the 
Antwerp city brand, which often accompanies a maker’s mark, is not in evidence.   Under 
strict new rules introduced by the Antwerp guild in 1617, panels which had been approved for 
sale by the dean, were branded on the back with the city’s coat of arms (two severed hands 
and the Antwerp citadel)v.  The absence of the brand here may indicate that the panel was 
made before 1617, or perhaps, more likely it did not require a stamp because it did not 
conform to one of the dozen standard sizes to which the new regulations applied.     
 



 

 

 
BIOGRAPHY  
 
Surprisingly few details survive regarding the life of Pieter Breughel the Younger. Even his date 
of birth in Antwerp is not known although two documents which state that he was thirty-six 
on 22 May 1601 and seventy-two on 10 October 1636 suggest he was born in 1564 or 1565.  
He was the son of the celebrated peasant and landscape painter Pieter Bruegel the Elder, and 
the older brother of Jan Brueghel the Elder (1568-1625).  He was, therefore, only about five 
years old when his father died in 1569 and was an adolescent when his mother passed away.  
He may have received his first training from his maternal grandmother, Mayken Verhulst, who 
was a painter and had been married to the painter Pieter Coecke van Aelst (1502-1550).    Van 
Mander suggested that he also received training from Gillis van Coninxloo (1544-1607), a 
claim that is not generally accepted.  Pieter the Younger became a master in the Antwerp 
painters’ Guild in 1584-85.  Nine pupils are listed as having been trained in his workshop 
between 1588 and 1626, among them Frans Snyders (1579-1657) and Gonzales Coques 
(1614/28-1684).  In 1588, he married Elizabeth Goddelet and their eldest son, Pieter III (1589-
1639), also became a painter.   Although he enjoyed a long and productive career that lasted 
more than half a century and exported his works widely through the firm of Forchoudt, he 
seems never to have owned a house and, in 1597, was behind with his rent.   He died in 
Antwerp in 1637 or 1638.   
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