
Landscape with the Fall of Icarus
[First Version]

The first thing that grabbed my eye when I checked out Bruegel's painting was the red jacket worn by the guy in the foreground.  Except for the splotchy sun in the sky, it's really the only bit of color in the whole thing, and I really like bright, warm colors like that.  Then I noticed the fact that this guy's looking straight ahead at the horse's rear end in front of his plow.  "Whoa, Nelly!" I thought to myself.  What a weird thing to put in the middle of a pretty painting!  It wasn't until later that I noticed a pair of legs sticking out of the ocean down in the lower right-hand corner of the painting.  Somebody's drowning.  Of course, none of the three guys in the painting (the plowman, the shepherd, and the fisherman) are paying much attention to it either; in fact, they're pretty much oblivious to what's going on in the water.  Even the boat is headed in the wrong direction, and no one seems to give a darn or is going to save whoever belongs to those legs splashing into the water. . . .
Our first version of this first essay's beginning is casual, to say the least.  Some of the language, the choice of words, would be typical of friends standing in front of a painting at the museum, remarking in an off-handed way some of its more obvious characteristics.  Words and phrases such as "guy," "pretty much," "horse's rear end," "weird thing," "give a darn," "pretty," and, of course, "Whoa, Nelly!" would be inappropriate in formal academic discourse.  It's not so much that those words are wrong, exactly, just that they are neither precise nor helpful in our understanding of how the painting registers its effects on the viewer.  In addition, the analysis of the painting is done entirely from the viewpoint of the first-person singular, "I."  Again, that's not exactly wrong, but the reader is impressed by the fact that these impressions could be entirely those of the eccentric individual writing, not that these are impressions that ought to be shared by others.  The reader is not aware of any need the writer might have to make us feel or know something about this painting.
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An Analysis of 
Landscape with the Fall of Icarus
[Second Version]

Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, a painting by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, impresses the viewer first with the softness of sunshine and the bucolic pleasures of the countryside.  The everyday pursuits of the three common men pictured — the plowman, the shepherd, and the fisherman — are being carried out in earnest, but with apparent ease and even pleasure.  The shepherd lifts his face to the sky, seemingly unconcerned that his sheep are grazing perilously close to the seacliff's edge; the other two are a bit more intent on their work.  The details of the foreground — the way the plowman's feet tread upon the neatly folded soil behind the plow — blend toward the vague but powerful treatment of the background's mysteries: the nearly obscured and whitened mountains, the majestic (if somewhat cloudy) city along the far shore, and the ruined castle in the sea with its cave-like entry. 

The glow of the setting sun (its golden light nearly palpable in the sky) is mirrored by a splash of light in the far sea, but its main effect is in the foreground, the illumination of the commonplace activities of the plowman and the shepherd . The most vivid color in the painting is the reddish orange of the plowman's shirt, juxtaposed as it is to the natural earth tones of horse and dirt surrounding it.  Even the shepherd's shadow has an ephemeral quality as the light hits him and his plow nearly horizontally.  Whatever energy exists in the painting is moving toward the left side; the plowman, face downward, plods in that direction, as does his horse (whose backside also indecorously confronts the viewer).  They move downward and to the left, toward the delicate tracery (like a Chinese screen) of the large tree on the left edge.

All of this occurs to the viewer before the central event of the painting (as announced in the painting's title) reveals itself to his attention: the splash of a pair of legs as the fallen Icarus plunges into the sea.  In the lower right-hand corner of the painting, the painfully splayed legs, their delicate pinkness, are all that we see of the fallen mythological figure.  They are caught at that precise instant that this symbol of human pride or hubris is about to disappear forever from the world's attention (ironically, of course, in a world where no one is paying attention).  We are the only ones who will ever know.  All of the energies of the painting lead away from this disturbing and important event: the plowman and shepherd, oblivious, go about their business, as does the fully-rigged boat (also moving toward the left), sailing away from the fallen figure. . . .

Points to Ponder:

· Which essay would you find more helpful in your understanding of the painting's effects? Can you relate this to the writer's apparent sense of purpose in each case? 

· There is no "I" in the second version of the essay's beginning. Do you miss that personal element or does the essay work better without it? 

· Does the second version ever come too close to being stuffy? 

· The writer of the second version seems to have a larger vocabulary than the writer of the first version. Words such as "bucolic," "ephemeral," "palpable," "juxtapose," "ironically," "backside," and "energies" come to mind. Did you have to look up any of those words? What impression does that vocabulary have on you as reader? 

· Is there already a thesis statement in this essay or is one about to suggest itself? Can you say what it would be? 

