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The Upside-down World: Humorous Images of

the European Late Medieval and Early Modern Art

Koichi MOTOKI

1. Introduction
The paper examines the converse world of a humorous images of European art in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. These images contrast with the cultural values and

norms of the times.

2. Women Sit Astride Men

Most representations of the upside-down world are reversals of people in high and low
social status such as kings and slaves, rich and poor or the good and the wicked. We tend
to divide ourselves into two parts. In particular, a lot of the reversals of men and women
are represented. The Master of the Housebook and Hans Baldung Grien painted the great
and ugly Aristotle, which depicts the beautiful Phyllis riding on his back. This shows a
great philosopher could be defeated by a beautiful lady. The images reflect the misog-

yny, which was addressed by the sermons in the churches.

3. The Hares Hunt the Hunters

In the German woodcut of about 1535, The Hares Hunt The Hunters and The Monks, the
hares roast the hunter and the hound, hang the old hunter, and capture the monks and
priest. It represents revenge by the hares, and a reversal between men and animals. A re-
versal between strong and weak animals is also painted in the German woodcut War
Between Mice and Cats. It criticized power-relation in the human world. Particularly, the

intelligent professions, such as doctors, teachers, and clergy are mocked.

4. Tower in the Bell
In the second half of the sixteenth century, the print series of the upside-down world
appeared. However, their aim was to be self-mocking rather than be critical of the human

world. It is more superficial.
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