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Against a backdrop of rolling farmlands and a giant windmill, a wedding party makes its way
along a road from the village on the right, where preparations are being made for the
wedding feast, to the church in the upper left-hand corner. As was customary, the bride and
groom walk separately, each processed by a man playing a doedelzac (bagpipes). Tall trees
single out the groom, who is identified by the wedding crown he wears on top of his bright
red cap. He is followed by two older men, probably the fathers of the bridal couple, and the
other menfolk of the village. Then comes the plump and solemn-looking bride, wearing a
bridal crown and flanked on either side by pages. She is attended by the two mothers and the
other female members of the party. Work in the fields has all but stopped: three sacks of
flour sit at the foot of the windmill and a cart stands idle. The workers have all turned out to
accompany the wedding procession on its way: among the crowd of well-wishers are young
men and old, a shepherd, a miller, his face white with flour, and many more besides.
Marten van Cleve the Elder was born into a large family of painters, originally from Kleve, who
settled in Antwerp in the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century. He became a master in the
Guild of Saint Luke in 1551-52, and from around 1556, ran a studio of his own which was
highly productive throughout the 1560s and 1570s.
Van Cleve was a contemporary of Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1527/30-1569). Both artists
were born around the same time, but van Cleve outlived Bruegel by some twelve years. Van
Cleve was strongly influenced by Bruegel’s vivid images of peasant life, but to characterise him
merely as a Bruegel follower does not do him justice. With the publication of Klaus Ertz’s
catalogue raisonné of van Cleve’s work in 2014, his individual artistic identity and the profile
of his oeuvre have become more clearly defined. Whilst van Cleve’s subject matter is clearly
much indebted to Bruegel, he nevertheless devised subjects and compositions of his own. Like
Bruegel, his found his subjects mainly in scenes of everyday life, especially peasant feasts and
celebrations. The peasant wedding, with its various rituals and ceremonies, was a favourite
theme and one to which he returned frequently, mostly in the form of cycles of small-scale
panels illustrating different episodes of the celebrations. By contrast with these small works,
the present canvas is exceptionally large. Together with Saint George’s Dayi, another
discovery that appeared recently on the market, The Wedding Procession stands out in van
Cleve’s oeuvre as his largest and most ambitious work.
This monumental treatment of the wedding procession, which comes from an old Spanish
aristocratic family, was for many years tentatively ascribed to Pieter Brueghel the Younger.
On the basis of old photographs Klaus Ertz included it in his 2000 catalogue raisonné of the
works of Pieter Brueghel the Younger (loc.cit) as of unsure attribution. More recently, having
finally been able to examine the picture at first hand, Ertz recognised it unequivocally as the
work of Marten van Cleve. By then, it was too late to include it in his catalogue raisonné of
van Cleve’s work which had already gone to press. The painting nevertheless constitutes an
important addition to the artist’s oeuvre.
There exists a number of versions and variants of this composition by Pieter Brueghel the
Younger. Ertz listed fourteen in his catalogue raisonnéii, of which he considered six to be
autographiii. The latter are all painted in smaller format on panels measuring approximately
72 x 122 cm and date from Pieter the Younger’s late careeriv. The different versions manifest

numerous variations in the number and details of the figures. In addition, there is a version,
once thought to by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, in the Maison du Roi, in Brusselsv, which is now
generally considered to be a work by his younger son Jan Brueghel the Elder from the late
1590s. Until the recognition of our painting as a work by Marten van Cleve, it was always
assumed that Pieter the Younger and Jan the Elder based their versions on a now lost work by
their father. Documentary sources confirm that Bruegel painted several scenes of peasant
weddingsvi, of which only two survive today – his Wedding Dance (Detroit Institute of Arts)
and his Peasant Wedding (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna)vii. Furthermore, the whole
conception of the subject, as well as the monumental figure types, point to a work from the
last decade of Bruegel’s life. However, no painting, or related drawings or prints of this
subject have come down to us. The possibility therefore remains that van Cleve’s treatment
of this subject, painted probably in the decade following Bruegel’s death, may have served as
the “missing link” between a work by Bruegel and those executed by his sons some twenty
and forty years later.
The stylistic traits that distinguish this work by van Cleve from versions of the same
composition by Pieter Brueghel the Younger may be found chiefly in the more fluid handling
of paint and in the style of the figures, in particular their facial types, and their clothing. Van
Cleve’s figures noticeably lack the dark outlines that are characteristic of those by Brueghel’s
hand. Furthermore, both in terms of its handling of paint and in its use of colour, this painting
differs substantially from the version attributed to Jan Brueghel the Elder.
The son of Willem van Cleve the Elder, Marten van Cleve the Elder was probably born in
Antwerp around 1527. His date of birth is derived from a document of 2 April 1567 in which
he declared his age to be 40. His brothers Hendrik III and Willem II van Cleve also became
painters. Marten was very likely trained by his father, before enrolling as a master in the
Antwerp Guild of St. Luke in 1551-52. According to Karel van Mander, he subsequently
followed his brother Hendrik III into the studio of Frans Floris (1519/20-1570): this would
probably have occurred around 1552 to 1553. On 7 January 1556, he married Maria de
Greve, and apparently set up his own studio around the same time. The guild records show
that he took on five apprentices between 1558 and 1575. His own sons Gillis, Marten II, Joris
and Nicolaes also probably worked in the studio. Van Mander’s statement that the artist
collaborated with a number of landscape painters, including his brother Hendrik III, Gillis van
Coninxloo III, Gillis Mostaert and Jacob Grimmer, is confirmed by seventeenth-century
inventories. Marten died in 1581, at which time van Mander tells us he was suffering from
gout and rheumatism.
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