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Geomythology and the Meuse Valley in Sixteenth-Century
Netherlandish Landscape Painting

Virginia Girard

In the late Middle Ages, the rugged terrain of the Ardennes, characterized by deep valleys, dense forests, and
dramatic rock formations, gave rise to myths and legends that explained its striking natural features. This
article incorporates these geomyths into interpretations of landscape paintings by Joachim Patinir and Herri
met de Bles. Legendary landmarks from the region’s most prominent saga, the Four Sons of Aymon, appear
in their landscapes, including the Rocher Bayard (Bayard Rock) and the Chérau de Charlemagne (Cart path
of Charlemagne), recalling the mythologized terrain of the Meuse Valley. As an art historical approach,
geomythology offers an interpretive framework that is as attentive to environmental history and local,
material knowledge of nature as it is to immaterial and ephemeral traditions once embedded in the terrain.

1. The low mountain range of the Ardennes Massif extends across northern France, southern
Belgium, northern Luxembourg, and western Germany.! Densely forested, riddled with
caves, and carved into valleys and cliffs by the tributaries of the Sambre and Meuse, the
Ardennes inspired a rich body of lore in the late Middle Ages to account for its
extraordinary—if not forbidding—terrain (fig. 1). Drawing together regional literature such
as monastic histories and hagiographies, oral traditions ranging from sung epics to local
tales, and practical knowledge of nature, these myths and legends attributed anomalous
features of the landscape to a remarkable cast of characters. Quasi-historic figures such as
Charlemagne and Saint Hubert mingled with magical beings, including giants, fairies, and
dwarfish creatures called nutons.

2. Landmarks mythologized in the Meuse Valley of the Ardennes, many of which still bear
their medieval, if not ancient names, became essential points of reference for travelers and
pilgrims crossing the region. Despite its formidable topography, the Meuse Valley was a vital
thoroughfare for early modern travelers, and cities such as Dinant, Namur, and Liege
flourished as centers of commerce.” Even as they originated in a local context, legends
contributed to impressions of the Ardennes articulated by travelers, historians, and
humanists of the sixteenth century.

3. Several legendary landmarks appear in paintings attributed to two painters from the Meuse
Valley: Joachim Patinir (ca. 1480-1524) and Herri met de Bles (active ca. 1530-1560). Their
landscapes contain numerous references to the region’s most prominent legend, The Four
Sons of Aymon (Les quatre fils Aymon in French, De Vier Heemskinderen in Dutch). The
distinctive peaks in Patinir’s Landscape with Saint Jerome (fig. 2) recall the flaked limestone
and spindly form of the Rocher Bayard (Bayard Rock), a landmark known since at least the
fourteenth century (fig. 3).> The wooden pathway winding through the background evokes
the Chérau de Charlemagne (cart path of Charlemagne), a historic passage near Dinant (fig.
4).* Bles incorporated these motifs as well. Wooden pathways thread through crags
in Landscape with the Parable of the Good Samaritan (figs. 5 and 6), while the Bayard Rock
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appears prominently in Landscape with the Meeting on the Road to Emmaus (fig. 7). Both
features were linked to Charlemagne’s pursuit of the Aymon brothers and their enchanted
horse, Bayard, a popular subject of medieval poetry that permeated sixteenth-century visual
culture.

4. This essay argues that these motifs enriched paintings for patrons and collectors familiar
with the Meuse Valley, activating historical, mythological, and spiritual associations with the
landscape. The Four Sons of Aymon addresses moral dilemmas—-choices between loyalty
and rebellion, exile and redemption--that resonated with religious themes in the works of
Patinir and Bles. Invoking the Meuse Valley through landmarks that recalled the legend,
these landscapes encouraged viewers to read sacred narratives through a localized frame of
reference. The presence of these motifs in painting testifies to a shared conception of
landscape that informed the environmental imagination of the painters and their audiences.

5. The identification of natural landmarks and the geomyths they summoned casts light on a
critical moment in Netherlandish art: the rise of the so-called Weltlandschaft (world
landscape).> While representations of landscape appear in fifteenth-century manuscript
illuminations and, to a lesser extent, painting, the compositions of Patinir and his stylistic
successor Bles marked a turning point for the genre’s development.¢ Recent scholarly
assessments of the Weltlandschaft have focused largely on the devotional tradition or artistic
conventions from which these pictures emerged. While these two approaches offer insight
into the anagogical potential of the landscape, as well as the workshop practices and
economic pressures of Antwerp’s art market, they have constrained our understanding of
the cultural and material worlds these paintings reflect. The prevailing assumption that
Patinir and Bles painted wholly imaginary landscapes comprised of generic stock motifs has
overshadowed the complex relationship between their art and the environment they
inhabited.

6. I propose a geomythological approach by which to recover this overlooked dimension of
meaning. In 1968, geologist Dorothy Vitaliano coined the term to designate myths that
account for memorable natural phenomena, particularly geological features. Whether slow
processes such as the erosion of cliffs or sudden catastrophes like earthquakes, these events
shaped the landscape and inspired myths to explain their origins.” I use the term here both
to identify geomyths as a body of lore that was particularly rich in the Ardennes and to
propose a geomythological framework that arises from this material but has applications for
other eras of art history. Geomythology offers entry into an authentic historical perspective
obscured by current methods of analysis. Contemporaries of Patinir and Bles recognized
this tradition of storytelling and prized the painters’ landscapes for their perceived faithful
evocations of nature. Patrons and collectors, including the Augsburg merchant Lucas Rem,
likely had direct familiarity with the Meuse Valley’s legendary landmarks, increasing their
recognizability in painted landscapes.® These sites were located on major routes, where they
served as points of reference and sources of entertainment for merchants and pilgrims.

7. 'This essay offers a new strategy for interpreting landscape painting, and with it new insights
into how premodern audiences perceived and interacted with the natural world. I begin by
clarifying and situating geomythology within the historiography of Netherlandish landscape
painting, addressing its challenges and refinements as an experimental approach. I then
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examine the Meuse Valley as a cultural landscape, tracing the origins and significance of its
most formative legend, the Four Sons. In the second half, I connect geomyths of the
Ardennes to the landscapes of Patinir and Bles. Demonstrating the ways natural motifs in
their pictures relate to landmarks associated with the Four Sons, and comparing their
treatment across each master’s oeuvre, I show how invocations of the Ardennes prompted
viewers to ponder the interrelation of localized narrative and biblical subject.

Geomythology and the Historiography of Netherlandish
Landscape Painting

8. Little is known about the lives of Patinir and Bles, save for their shared origins and stylistic
similarities. Both painters emigrated from Dinant-Bouvignes, neighboring cities on
opposite sides of the Meuse in the Ardennes, to Antwerp. Patinir enrolled in the city’s Guild
of Saint Luke in 1515 and maintained a successful workshop until his death in 1524. Bles is
probably the “Herry de Patinier” who enrolled in the same guild in 1535; he may have
studied under Patinir or even been related to him, but there is no textual evidence to
confirm either claim.?

9. The historiography of Patinir’s innovative compositions has oscillated between material and
topographical readings and metaphorical interpretations. While both perspectives
contribute to our understanding of these pictures, they have produced a conceptual divide
that was likely foreign to premodern sensibilities, in which symbolic meaning converged
with geographic specificity. We need an integrative framework: one that accounts for the
ways early modern viewers understood these landscapes as simultaneously allegorically and
literally grounded.

10.  During the painters’ lifetimes and in the following decades, collectors across Europe valued
Patinir and Bles for their depictions of natural scenery. Spanish humanist and art theorist
Felipe de Guevara, who owned several paintings by Patinir, praised him in 1556 for
immortalizing a shipwreck he had witnessed.'? In his painters’ biographies of 1572, the
Flemish poet Dominicus Lampsonius credited Patinir’s heightened appreciation for nature
to his upbringing in Dinant.!! Italian collectors also admired the masters for their attention
to natural detail; Karel van Mander wrote in Het Schilder-Boeck (The painter’s book) of 1604
that Bles’s works were commonly found in Italy, where he was nicknamed civetta for his
hidden owl motif.’2 Writing in 1548, the Venetian painter Paolo Pino was referring to
Patinir and his successors when he credited northern landscape painters for their ability to
capture the wild scenery of their homeland, in contrast to the “tame garden” of Italy.!*

11.  Well into the twentieth century, art historians treated these landscapes primarily as
depictions of the Meuse Valley, even identifying some of the same landmarks explored in
this essay. In 1863, Alfred Bequet noted the affinity between the Bayard Rock and
formations in Bles’s Landscape with a Peddler Robbed by Apes, observing that the horizon
line resembled the bluffs around Dinant (fig. 8).'* At least three scholars recognized the
wooden pathway of the Chérau de Charlemagne in the backgrounds of both painters, citing
the motif as evidence of local inspiration.!> Their observations were largely descriptive,
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however, and did not prompt deeper inquiry into the role of topographic specificity in early
modern interactions with these works.

12.  Scholarship has since shifted toward anagogic interpretations of Patinir’s compositions, the
outcome of a broader trend toward iconographic interpretation in late-twentieth century
scholarship. Reindert Falkenburg traced his style to the Andachstbild, devotional imagery
intended to facilitate prayer, and argued that Patinir’s landscapes guided viewers’ spiritual
reflection. Their natural contrasts—rugged mountains and verdant plains, stormy skies and
calm clearings—functioned as metaphors for the spiritual journey of the Christian pilgrim,
visualizing the moral choice between virtue and vice.'® Michel Weemans has examined the
landscapes of Bles as inflections of the Christian concept of the metaphorical Book of
Nature, suggesting that the anthropomorphic qualities of his compositions encouraged a
type of visual exegesis in which viewers discerned divine meaning in the natural world, a
reading influenced by the metaphor’s popularity during the Protestant
Reformation.!” Scholars have also examined the ways Antwerp’s competitive art market
influenced Patinir’s style.!#

13.  These symbolic and market-driven interpretations have enriched our understanding of how
landscapes functioned as sites of spiritual contemplation and as reflections of economic
forces that shaped painters’ practices. Earlier references to local topography, however, have
been sidelined in the process. Walter Gibson, for instance, acknowledged the striking
resemblance between Patinir’s peaks and the Bayard Rock but ultimately ascribed them to a
broader vogue for exoticizing geological formations, already evident in works by Quentin
Massys and other Antwerp masters, particularly the natural arch motif in Massys’s Sorrows
of the Virgin altarpiece (1509-1511; Museu Nacional De Arte Antiga, Lisbon).'® Simon
Schama similarly characterized Patinir’s landscapes as signifiers of the otherworldly,
describing them as expressions of the “transformation from a domestic to an exotic
spirituality;” a perspective reiterated in later studies.?? Patinir undoubtedly drew inspiration
from the inventive perspectives and topographies of contemporaries like Massys and
predecessors such as Hieronymus Bosch. However, there is a tendency to group realistic
geological motifs such as the Bayard Rock with obviously fantastical ones such as the rock
arch, under the umbrella of artistic formulae, thereby overlooking legitimate references to
real-world environments.?!

14.  The resulting presumption in the current scholarship is that symbolic intent and
topographical accuracy could not coexist within these early landscapes. Earlier
identifications of Ardennes landmarks have been dismissed as the regionalist nostalgia of
nineteenth-century Belgian historians, while scholars characterize early modern admiration
for Patinir’s landscapes as naive, suggesting that foreign audiences mistakenly saw stylized
compositions as literal topographical views.?> But early viewers were acquainted with the
Ardennes through historical-geographies, pilgrimage itineraries, and literary epics, all of
which contributed to a complex environmental imagination-—material that will be
addressed in the next section.

15.  This essay builds on recent efforts to incorporate site-specificity and materiality into the
study of premodern culture. Art historians have explored the ways individuals and painters
responded to their physical environments, with a particular focus on the mediating role of

5

JHNA 17:1 (2025)



sacred landmarks and pilgrimages.2* On the side of environmental history, research
dedicated to the Ardennes, such as Ellen Arnold’s work on monastic topography, brings new
light to the relationship between ecological practices and identity formation in the late
Middle Ages.?* These interventions are the basis for my proposed framework, which bridges
the conceptual and experiential dimensions of the Ardennes.?*

16.  Geomythology is useful first because it names a practice, rather than a specific narrative
structure: that is, creative explanations for unusual terrain features or natural
events.2® Constituted by such varied sources as regional hagiographies, courtly poetry, and
natural knowledge, the lore of the Ardennes defies modern distinctions between myth,
legend, and folktale.2” Moreover, these traditions did not emerge from strictly vernacular or
learned contexts. In fact, the lore that emerged in the sixteenth century was mutually
informed by “official” sources, such as monastic histories, and by local adaptations that
creatively riffed on those sources. In turn, these local legends crossed into erudite and
humanist circles as chroniclers, travelers, and antiquarians recorded regional beliefs. Rather
than presuming an elite understanding of scholarly symbols, this method relies on legends
and landmarks that transcended social divisions and were familiar to both rural and urban
viewers.?® Finally, geomythology is especially well suited to the Ardennes. In “Legends of the
Ardennes Massif” (2021), one of a handful of geologic studies to make rigorous use of
geomythology, the authors surveyed various legends attached to natural curiosities in the
Meuse Valley.?® This systematic presentation of lore lays the groundwork for our
reassessment of landscapes by Patinir and Bles.

17. While geomythology refocuses attention on a neglected cultural landscape, it requires some
refinements to accommodate the peculiarities of late medieval lore.? Vitaliano’s definition
was concerned primarily with major geological processes, but many Ardennes legends
explain smaller-scale features, such as irregular striations or rock depressions. The scope of
the term could be narrowed to account for these less drastic natural phenomena. Second,
geomyths are generally associated with natural sites exclusively. In premodern lore, however,
natural and human-made sites were not sharply differentiated. Megaliths, ancient roads, and
ruined fortresses could function in the same way as natural sites, anchoring the terrain to a
distant, mythic past.’! In this essay, two such landmarks, the Chérau de Charlemagne and
the ruins of the settlement of Poilvache, exemplify this hybrid category, alongside natural
features such as the Bayard Rock.

18.  'This mingling of natural and constructed landmarks is apparent in early modern sources. In
1549, Spanish humanist Juan Cristobal Calvete de Estrella (ca. 1510-1593) documented his
journey through the Meuse Valley while touring the Netherlands as tutor to the future King
Philip II (r. 1556-1598). Detailing the origins of Namur and Dinant, Calvete de Estrella
attributed their locations to a topography molded by ancient pagan forces, linking Dinant to
the goddess Diana.?? The Italian merchant Lodovico Guicciardini (1521-1589), who settled
in Antwerp in 1541 and may have known Bles, recorded a similar explanation, specifying
that the city was once the site of a former temple dedicated to Diana in his Descrittione di
tutti i Paesi-Bassi (1567).* Such sources shed first light on how early modern audiences
perceived the Ardennes as a layered cultural landscape that did not always distinguish
natural and human artifacts within historical narratives. We now turn to that landscape.
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The Meuse Valley as a Cultural Landscape

19.

20.

21.

As they descend toward the Meuse, numerous tributaries from the forested highlands have
etched their mark, carving networks of caves, sinkholes, and gorges over millennia.34 This
dramatic landscape inspired a long tradition of storytelling that sought to explain the
challenging territory and, conversely, sought to situate human history on a broader
cosmological timeline. Legends that emerged from the Ardennes’ landscape in the Middle
Ages persisted in the imaginative geographies of both painters and their audiences. The
most enduring tales cast the Ardennes as both a place of refuge and a site of danger, an
interplay later reflected in the paintings of Patinir and Bles.

Stories about the Ardennes’ rugged topography drew from multiple strands of lore rooted in
the Merovingian and Carolingian eras. One of the earliest recorded impressions, already
articulating themes that would persist into the sixteenth century, appears in Julius Caesar’s
first-century BCE Commentarii de Bello Gallico (Commentaries on the Gallic War), in
which he describes the Arduennam Silvam (Ardennes forest) as a wilderness “full of defiles
and hidden ways” that sheltered his enemies and obstructed his troops.>> The first
monasteries established in the region, particularly Stavelot-Malmedy (founded in 648 CE)
and later Saint Hubert (in 825 CE), cultivated the forest’s reputation as a forbidding and
impenetrable space, even a haven of pagan idolatry.’¢ When the Benedictine abbot Remacle
(d. 673 CE) arrived at the forest designated for Stavelot-Malmedy’s foundation, he found
signs of idolatry in the nearby springs, the so-called lapides Dianae (stones of

Diana).>” Remacle exorcised the demonic spirits polluting the springs with the sign of the
Holy Cross, establishing the fons Remacli (Spring of Remacle) that enabled the monks to
build their monasteries.38 Saint Hubert (ca. 656-727 CE), the other so-called “Apostle of
the Ardennes,” who underwent his own conversion in the forest, went on to convert the
region’s remaining pagans, as told by the Counter-Reformation theologian Joannes Molanus
in his Natales sanctorum Belgii (Native saints of Belgium) of 1595.>° For Remacle and
Hubert, the Ardennes was at once a pastoral antidote to the temptations of civilization and a
dangerous pagan wilderness that tested Christian faith.** Monastic histories and
hagiographies codified an early perception of the Ardennes as a paradoxical space: both a
refuge and an ordeal, the forest offered asylum from society while threatening to strip away
the very conditions that foster reason and humanity.

Even as the official hagiographies of Remacle and Hubert were modified according to local
customs, they preserved this enigmatic impression of the Ardennes. In 1575, the renowned
cartographer Abraham Ortelius (1527-1598), while traveling from Antwerp to Trier,
recorded an unofficial explanation for Stavelot’s name: the devil, disguised as a wolf, tried to
sabotage Remacle’s construction of the abbey by killing his donkey, only for the saint to
compel the wolf to take its place. This miraculous triumph, Ortelius wrote, accounted for
the name “Stablo,” derived from stabulum luporum (stable of wolves).*! Tales like this one
perpetuated a vision of the Ardennes as a wilderness that was both hostile and redemptive;
the same conditions that permit demonic forces to undermine order hold the promise of
divine intervention. For visitors like Ortelius, landmarks offered literal testimony to this
vision; travelers observed the remnants of the lapides dianae in springs and saw impressions
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22.

23.

24.

25.

of pas Remacle (Remacle’s footsteps) in stones that commemorated the saint’s banishment of
cult worship.*

While the monastic lore contributed one layer to the cultural landscape of the Ardennes, it
was inseparable from another: the chanson de geste (song of heroic deeds), the lyrical poetry
of French troubadours. These sung epics originated in the eleventh and twelfth centuries,
but their afterlife was long; they were transcribed and condensed into prose in the late
Middle Ages. One of the oldest and most popular epics, the Chanson de Renaut de
Montauban, follows the rebellion of the knight Renaut (Renault, Renaud) and his three
brothers against the Emperor Charlemagne (748-814). In the fifteenth century, the Chanson
de Renaut de Montauban was converted into a chivalric romance that quickly circulated
around Europe in print: Les quatre fils Aymon (The Four Sons of Aymon).*

Certain details of the lengthy saga vary between the French Quatre fils Aymon and the
Dutch and German versions. The following summary is limited to plot points relevant to the
Ardennes episode of Les quatre fils Aymon, which formed the basis for most sixteenth-
century translations: the tale begins with the visit of Aymon, duke of Dordogne, to
Charlemagne’s palace in Paris with his four sons—Renaut, Alard, Guichard, and Richard—
for the Pentecostal feast.** At first, the sons are well received; when Renaut wins a royal
tournament, Charlemagne gives him a horse called Bayard.*> But the emperor’s favor sours
when Renaut kills his nephew in a dispute that arises from a game of chess, and the brothers
flee the palace in haste, taking Bayard with them. No ordinary horse, the enchanted Bayard
is capable of carrying all four brothers on his back. His supernatural origins are connected
to a sorcerer named Maugis, a cousin of the four brothers who lives in the Ardennes.*

The four fugitives flee to the Ardennes, and with their cousin’s help they build a fortress
along the Meuse called Montessor. The vengeful Charlemagne discovers their hideout,
however, forcing the brothers to abandon Montessor and take shelter in the forest. Astride
Bayard, whose gigantic size enables him to clear the peaks and valleys of the Ardennes in a
single leap, the brothers constantly evade Charlemagne’s grasp. The emperor and his soldiers
are always a step behind as they travel by foot through the challenging terrain. The brothers
are eventually driven from the Ardennes, and the confrontation between Charlemagne and
Renaut takes more twists and turns before culminating in a truce. In exchange for the
brothers’ pardon, Renaut must participate in a crusade in the Holy Land and surrender
Bayard to Charlemagne. The emperor condemns Bayard to drowning in the Meuse with a
millstone around his neck as punishment for abetting the fugitives. Cast off the bridge in
Liége, Bayard breaks the millstone, escapes from the river, and flees into the forest. After
returning from Jerusalem, Renaut helps build Cologne’s Cathedral of Saint Peter, but his
superhuman strength and refusal of wages provoke jealous masons to kill him. His
miraculously recovered body is later enshrined in Saint Reinold’s Church in Dortmund.

While the Ardennes harbors the brothers from Charlemagne, it is a cruel refuge, exacting a
dehumanizing toll through its harsh conditions.?” The Aymon brothers suffer from bad food
and poor water, rain, wind, hail, and a constant dampness that causes the men’s clothes to
deteriorate and every shelter they build to fall apart. In exchange for protection, the brothers
forsake civilizing comforts for a period of seven years, described in the epic as one long
winter. It is spring when the brothers leave the forest in despair, seeking their mother in
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Dordogne. When they arrive at their mother’s home, the sons are unrecognizable,
resembling hermits or beggars.*® The Ardennes emerges once more as a space of
contradiction, offering both sanctuary and suffering. Survival demands resilience, and
hardship fosters transformation. These tensions were inscribed in the landscape itself, as
natural features acquired legendary status testifying to the brothers’ plight.

Legendary Landmarks: The Four Sons of Aymon in the Ardennes
and the Painted Landscape

26.  Although the setting of the Four Sons shifts from Dordogne to the Ardennes and Cologne,
no region bears its imprint more strongly than the Ardennes. Many of the landmarks that
commemorate Charlemagne’s pursuit of Bayard and the Aymon brothers are still visible
today. Millstones, megaliths, and flat stones believed to be the giant horse’s hoofprints are
called pas Bayard (Bayard’s hoofprints). In the early twentieth century, these pas Bayard
were still known in Berthem, Buzenol, Chiny, Couillet, Dolembroux, Oppagne, Pepinster,
Remouchamps, and Weéris.*® Three sites in and around Dinant-Bouvignes—the Bayard
Rock, the Chérau de Charlemagne, and the ruins of Poilvache—bear associations with the
Four Sons, and all three appear in the landscapes of Patinir and Bles. Connecting these
landmarks to their painted counterparts establishes a basis for deeper inquiry into how
viewers enlisted these motifs to construct meaning.

27.  Travelers approaching the cities via the Meuse would encounter the Bayard Rock south of
Dinant, pulling away from the cliffs like a rocky forefinger (see fig. 3). Named in the
archives of Liege as early as 1355 as a reference point for a nearby wood, the Bayard Rock
was said to be split by the powerful hoof of the horse as he ferried the brothers across the
river.”® This may be the same rock mentioned in a fifteenth-century edition of Les quatre fils
Aymon, which describes a large crag on the Meuse as Bayard’s resting place, called
the Rocher Bayard by local merchants and pilgrims.>' Such elongated crags are among the
most notable features of Patinir’s landscapes, where they consistently quote the size, shape,
and setting of the Bayard Rock. The sharp rupture of one shorter peak from a larger bluft
appears repeatedly among rocks painted close to the water’s edge, as in Patinir’s Landscape
with Saint John the Baptist Preaching, purchased by Rem when he visited Antwerp between
1516 and 1517 (figs. 9 and 10). In the same artist's The Wheel Miracle of Saint Catherine, the
rocky protuberance pulls away completely from the riverbank, still approximating the peak
as it splits from riverbank cliffs (figs. 11 and 12). Sometimes this form appears inland, as in
the Landscape with the Flight into Egypt (ca. 1550; National Gallery, Washington, DC) after
Patinir, a composition apparently adapted by Bles for his Landscape with the Meeting on the
Road to Emmaus (see fig. 7). In every case, the flaked texture and streaked coloring of the
rocks match the limestone crag on the Meuse.

28. A second landmark attributed to the Four Sons was once located in the valley of Leffe near
Dinant (fig. 13). Here traces remain of the Chérau de Charlemagne, an ancient wooden
pathway built to navigate horses and carts through the steep ravine. This history is reflected
in the modern name of the road that runs parallel to the valley floor into Dinant:
the Charreau de Leffe, derived from the Walloon word for cart (chéréte).>> Archaeological
studies of the markings visible in Leffe’s rocky escarpment at the beginning of the twentieth

9

JHNA 17:1 (2025)



century indicated the medieval pathway was constructed from flat wooden planks that
projected horizontally from the cliff face to create a smooth gradient; these were supported
from below by beams inserted vertically into the rock.>* Over time, the chéreau and a nearby
spring at the ravine’s summit acquired geomythical significance. According to local lore,
without the aid of Bayard to ferry them over Leffe’s ravine, Charlemagne’s soldiers and their
horses were forced to descend into the valley and erect a path to climb the opposing slope,
where Charlemagne struck a rock to produce water for his troops.>* Uniquely adapted to the
Ardennes’ rugged landscape, the Chérau de Charlemagne, so named since at least the
fourteenth century, is one of several examples of wooden cart paths between Dinant and
Namur commonly called chéraux.>>

29.  Once identified, the wooden pathway emerges as a recurring motif in the backgrounds of
paintings by Patinir and Bles, rendered with striking uniformity. The walkway’s distinctive
construction is clearly visible in Patinir’s Landscape with Saint Jerome: the path that circles
the mountain behind Jerome’s shelter is made of wooden planks, upheld by beams inserted
into the stone at regular intervals (see figs. 2 and 4). A figure, presumably a pilgrim with a
walking stick, follows the path around the corner, where it curves out of sight. In The
Temptations of Saint Anthony (fig. 14), a solitary figure navigates the elevated wooden
platform that hugs a crag in the left background (fig. 15). Rarely does the motif appear
without people, either single figures or pairs, making use of it; it is often the sole means by
which figures—-and the viewer tracing their progress visually—-can traverse the rocky
passages of the background. Bles’s Landscape with the Parable of the Good Samaritan (see
fig. 5), for example, takes the wandering eye on a winding journey through a path that
begins in the foreground, following the priest and Levite who have passed and forsaken the
robbed traveler. The path continues at the foot of a rocky mass in a series of chéraux, circling
around a bend, passing beneath a stone arch, and ending at the summit (see fig. 6).

30.  In addition to these examples, the chérau motif appears in at least seven other pictures
attributed to Patinir, and another six to the master and his workshop.>¢ Once Patinir
introduced the motif into his paintings in Antwerp, it occasionally wound its way into the
landscapes of masters familiar with his compositions.5” It appears with the greatest
consistency and the least modification in the works of Bles, in at least eight attributed
pictures, including two versions of the Landscape with Saint Jerome in
Namur (figs. 16 and 17). In 2023, conservation treatment of Bles’s Multiplication of the
Loaves and Fishes (ca. 1535-1550), also in Namur, revealed, beneath overpaint added at an
unknown time after its creation, a wooden pathway that resembles the previous examples.>®

31. A third site near Dinant is also connected to the Four Sons: the ruins of the medieval
fortress of Poilvache, which overlooks the Meuse a few kilometers north of the Bayard Rock
in Houx. Perched atop a rocky promontory, the fortress was dismantled in 1430 and
mythologized as the remnants of the brothers’ Montessor retreat (fig. 18).> Round towers
and high-walled fortresses or monasteries crown numerous peaks in the mountainous
backgrounds of Patinir and Bles, evoking the fortress ruins identified as Montessor not only
in Dinant but in several other towns along the Meuse. Aywaille, Awirs, Dhuy, and
Remouchamps claimed the title for their abandoned hilltop castles, a practice that must
have familiarized travelers with the regional moniker.®® This motif often crops up alongside
the Bayard Rock or chéraux (or both), as in The Penitence of Saint Jerome triptych at the
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Metropolitan Museum of Art (fig. 19). In the background of the triptych’s center panel, a
fortress is set in a cluster of rocks that come close to the distinct form of the Bayard Rock
(fig. 20).

32.  Each landmark—the Bayard Rock, the Chérau de Charlemagne, and the ruins of Montessor
—commemorated the clash between Charlemagne and the Aymon brothers in different
ways, but all three affirmed the legend’s central themes of refuge and resistance to imperial
authority. The Bayard Rock signified the supernatural power that protected the four
brothers, while the chérau preserved the emperor’s interventions in the landscape to
suppress rebellion. The ruins of Montessor testified to the brothers’ retreat and self-defense.
The painted landscape reflects this dynamic: these motifs do not appear in isolation but in
tandem, unfolding across the composition much like they were encountered in the physical
terrain.

33.  Just as travelers moving through the Ardennes met these landmarks in sequence, each
marking a stage in the story’s contested geography, their arrangement in painting conjured
an embodied experience of place. In Bles’s Landscape with the Meeting on the Road to
Emmaus, an elevated wooden walkway rises from the valley floor to meet the monastery or
castle in the middle ground (see fig. 7). This pairing of motifs, namely the chérau and
Montessor, leads the viewer’s eye through the terrain, following the disciples in their
journey to revelation. In the foreground, the disciples converse with Christ along a path that
winds between two spindly rocks, recalling the distinctive form of the split Bayard Rock.

34.  The same configuration occurs in Patinir’s Landscape with Saint John the Baptist
Preaching purchased by Rem, the merchant-patron from Augsburg (see fig. 9): to the right
of the Bayard Rock on the water’s edge, a stone structure overlooks the winding river in the
background (fig. 21), replicating the position of Dinant’s fortress above the Meuse. Notably,
technical study of this picture found that several details were painted over at a later date,
including a rectangular, balcony-like formation beneath the hilltop structure that must have
resembled the chéreau.5! The occurrence of these motifs in a painting owned by the
Augsburg merchant puts them in direct dialogue with a viewer who had intimate knowledge
of the Ardennes.

35.  Rem, one of the only known patrons of Patinir, frequently traveled through the Meuse
Valley on his journeys between his home city of Augsburg and Antwerp. His Tagebuch, the
diary in which he chronicled his movements and business dealings from 1494 until his
death in 1541, offers a rare glimpse into the lives of the traveling merchant class. Rem
recorded three stays in Namur between 1512 and 1518, the years he likely purchased four
paintings from Patinir that bear his coat of arms.? Given Dinant’s position just upstream
along the Meuse, less than 20 kilometers from Namur and directly connected by river and
road, it is highly likely that he either passed through or was well acquainted with the city. By
the sixteenth century, the Meuse Valley was an economic and industrial corridor,
particularly for iron refining and copperware objects (called dinanderies) produced by
manufactories at Dinant-Bouvignes.® Rem’s Tagebuch is unusual as a surviving firsthand
account, but his travels were representative of the wealthy, well-traveled collectors that
fueled the Antwerp art market.

11
JHNA 17:1 (2025)



36.

Landmarks tied to the Four Sons served as key points of orientation for itinerant merchants
and pilgrims to the monasteries of the Ardennes. Travelers navigating the Meuse toward
Namur encountered the Bayard Rock and Montessor’s ruins overlooking the river, while
overland visitors made use of the chéraux. While these specific examples evince local
inspiration for Patinir and Bles, they are but a few among a vast network of geomythic sites
that characterized the topography of the Ardennes for both inhabitants and visitors. There
was little chance of avoiding the region for anyone traveling from western Germany or
eastern France to major cities such as Brussels, Ghent, or Antwerp. Moreover, a limited
number of ancient routes directed trade and pilgrimage through Dinant, Namur, and Liege,
thereby familiarizing travelers with topography through repeat encounters. For merchants
such as Rem, these sites were not inanimate signposts. As sources of speculation and
storytelling, these landmarks transformed the Four Sons from a literary tradition into a
lived topography, which activated cultural references, moral dilemmas, and political and
historical mythologies associated with the legend.

The Four Sons of Aymon in the Netherlandish Imagination

37.

38.

39.

The legend of the Four Sons left an extraordinary, if underrecognized, imprint on European
visual and literary culture. Essentially a legend of rebellion centered on Charlemagne’s
struggle to assert imperial authority over the Aymon brothers, its themes were appreciated
far beyond the Ardennes. The Four Sons permeated nearly every facet of late medieval life,
from city streets and devotional imagery to festive processions and children’s games. Beyond
the Netherlands, it left its mark on urban landscapes, religious traditions, and artistic
production throughout Europe. Most important, impressions of the Ardennes conveyed by
the Four Sons contributed enormously to perceptions of the region as an enigmatic
wilderness.®*

Although they took different forms than the landmarks of the Meuse Valley, references to
the Four Sons were commonplace in the urban centers of Europe. Houses, taverns, and
breweries in cities such as Paris, Brussels, and Mons bore signs of the brothers riding
Bayard. Streets named after the Four Sons are documented in 1428 in Namur and 1442 in
Liége, appearing later in Spa, Huy, and Dinant.® In Antwerp, not far from Patinir’s studio, a
house on Steenhouwersvest called De Vier Heemskinderen (The Four Sons of Aymon)
housed the printers Symon Cock and Gerhardus Nicolaus in 1523, overlapping with the
painter’s active period.5¢

The tale was not confined to static place names or tavern signs; Bayard and the brothers
were among the most celebrated figures in Flemish ommegangen (processions) and feast
days. Immense horse-shaped floats appear as early as 1416 in Mechelen, and were regularly
featured between 1430 and 1530 in Oudenaarde, Eindhoven, Dendermonde, Ath, Bréda,
Bruges, Namur, and Brussels.®” In Namur, a 1528 city record notes a payment to a master
painter for decorating its Bayard float.5® These processions drew a wide cross-section of
society——nobles, merchants, clergymen, artisans, and laborers—-with painters and
craftsmen collaborating on elaborate designs. Descriptions and images of the floats resemble
depictions of the Aymon brothers astride Bayard in fifteenth-century manuscripts such

as Renaut de Montauban (mid-15th century, Bibliothéque nationale de France) and
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40.

41.

42.

the Conquestes et croniques de Charlemaine (fig. 22), suggesting an artistic dialogue between
painting and procession iconography.*® The float enjoyed lasting popularity; When
Archduke Albert of Austria and his wife Isabella visited Brussels in 1615, multiday festivities
included a Bayard float whose size and iconographic details correspond to those described
in earlier processions across Flanders (fig. 23).70 Often accompanied by short plays and
verses, these displays were observed by local and touring spectators.”’

Beyond public performance, the legend’s circulation in print extended its reach across
Europe. A prose rendition of Les quatre fils Aymon published in Lyon in 1483 was
translated into multiple languages, including an English version in 1490 and a German
edition in 1493.72 In Germany, the epic had already circulated by 1450 as Reinolt von
Montelban oder die Heimonskinder, a Middle High German verse adaptation, as well as a
shorter prose version, Historie van Sent Reinolt (ca. 1450).7* In Holland, where chivalric
romances were rarely published, editions appeared in Gouda in 1489 and Leiden in 1508,
drawing from a Middle Dutch version dating to the thirteenth century.”* Italian adaptations
of the epic (Rinaldo de Monte Albano) were available in Venice and Naples before 1500, with
further editions throughout the sixteenth century.”> The legend also inspired Italian and
Spanish dramatists, including Spanish playwright Lope de Vega.”® The breadth of its
transmission demonstrates how early modern viewers across Europe, whether Dutch,
French, German, or Italian, became familiar with its themes of defiance, exile, and
transformation. When Venetian artists such as Pino credited northern landscape painters
for their excellence in rendering wild, untamed scenery, their appreciation was perhaps not
misguided at all, but rather admiring of the masters’ ability to depict a specific region
imbued with narratives that championed those very characteristics.

For all its expressions in everyday life, some secular and some quotidian, the story of the
Four Sons remained a vehicle for profound religious and political debates. As a spiritual
allegory, the legend availed itself to multiple interpretations touching on themes of forced
conversion and religious persecution. In one reading, the confrontation between Bayard and
Charlemagne reflects a central feature of monastic lore from Stavelot-Malmedy and Saint
Hubert: the enduring tension between Christian order and pagan defiance. It is, for
example, a Christian pilgrim from Stavelot who alerts Charlemagne to the whereabouts of
Bayard and the Aymon brothers after spotting them in the forest.”” Bayard’s association with
the sorcerer Maugis, moreover, imbued the legend with themes of witchcraft and dark
magic.”® Historians have associated Bayard’s escape with anxieties over the persistence of
pagan traditions in the Ardennes and compared Maugis to the forest’s forgotten Druids,
memories of which lingered in the hagiographies of Remacle and Hubert.” It is no
coincidence that the final lines of a chanson closely related to the Four Sons, “Maugis
d’Aigremont,” claim that Bayard’s neigh still resounds through the Ardennes on the feast of
Saint John, which falls on the sacred Celtic summer solstice.?°

Not all religious interpretations cast Bayard and the brothers as adversaries to Christian
order. Jean-Baptiste Gramaye, writing in 1607, recorded that the town of Bertem near
Louvain honored Saint Adelard, believed to be one of the Four Sons.#' The town bore his
coat of arms and displayed his crib, and the nearby forest of Meerdael (once contiguous with
the Ardennes) preserved one of Bayard’s hoofprints. Adding to these observations, the
theologian Molanus also mentioned an altarpiece in Bertem depicting the brothers kneeling
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43.

44.

45.

with Bayard.®> A remarkable testament to a visual tradition in devotional painting, the
altarpiece presented the brothers not as rebels but as pious figures worthy of imitation.
From this perspective the brothers occupy the moral center of the legend, as Christian
martyrs subject to Charlemagne’s vengeful authority.

Disputes around the virtue of the Four Sons extended into children’s literature and
devotional discourse. Despite its adult themes, the legend was evidently popular among
children: the group riding a hobby horse in Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s Children’s Games has
been identified as a reference to the tale (figs. 24 and 25).3% These playful encounters were
occasionally at odds with moral concerns. In his primer on manners, Erasmus discouraged
children from reading the Heemskinderen in favor of religious texts.®* However, some clerics
may have valued the legend for its illustration of moral relativity. Marginal annotations and
underlined passages in a surviving copy of the Historie vanden vier Heemskinderen (Leiden,
1508) indicate the book belonged to a minister who mined the text for his sermons.#> The
charming children’s graffiti depicting the brothers astride Bayard in paintings of church
interiors, including Pieter Saenredam’s Interior of the Buurkerk at Utrecht (fig. 26) and
Emanuel de Witte’s (1617-1692) Interior of the Oude Kerk in Delft with the Tomb of Piet
Hein (mid-17th century; Royal Museum of Fine Arts of Belgium), could allude to the
persistence of these debates in the seventeenth century, perhaps acquiring new resonance in
the wake of the Reformation as an emblem of resistance to Catholic authority.

The dilemmas posed by the Four Sons—loyalty and insubordination, duty and disobedience
—did not exist in abstraction but were embedded in the physical landscapes in which the
story took place, where rebellion was a political reality. In the Ardennes, resistance took the
form of dissent and opposition to ecclesiastical authority, as rulers sought to consolidate
control over autonomous cities and religious principalities. Charlemagne is repeatedly
undermined in the Ardennes, an inversion of power that finds parallels in later mythic
outlaws of the forest, such as Robin Hood, who rebelled against King Edward I of England
(r. 1272-1307).5¢ The contested status of rebels has something in common with the mythical
Wild Man, the antithesis of the courtly ideal who ostensibly once populated the forested
fringes of society throughout Europe and was most elaborately mythologized in the Harz
mountains.?” But the inhabitants of Dinant and Liege were uniquely sympathetic to the
antihero status of Bayard and the four fugitives. The brothers’ evasion of Charlemagne and
Bayard’s final escape in Liége anticipated the city’s resistance to Philip the Good (r. 1419-
1467), who sought to absorb the Prince-Bishopric of Liége into the Burgundian Netherlands
in 1465. The largest city in the Ardennes, Liege revolted three times——twice suffering near-
total destruction by Philip’s troops—-before regaining independence in 1477. Likewise, in
response to an uprising in Dinant in 1466, Philip and his son Charles the Bold (r. 1467-
1477) punished the city’s burghers by casting them into the Meuse and sacking the city on a
scale that required decades to repair.®® The legacy of these devastating rebellions persisted in
both the urban landscape and the social memory of these cities in the sixteenth century.®

The popularity of the Four Sons beyond the Low Countries implicates the legend in a
broadly shared conception of the Ardennes as a wilderness steeped in history, conflict, and
legend. Traditions of the Ardennes, from the hagiographies of Remacle and Hubert to the
Four Sons, cast the forest as a space of contrasts: an escape from moral temptation and
oppressive rule as well as a site of hardship and transformation. The distinctive terrain of the
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46.

Ardennes played a constitutive role in this impression; the legend was not only an
intellectual or allegorical tradition but a deeply embodied one. Civic traditions, processions,
and urban topography across the Netherlands continuously renewed themes of refuge,
revolt, and resilience. More than a source of entertainment, the Four Sons resonated with
current concerns, from religious devotion and children’s instruction to anxieties about
tyranny and rebellion.

For patrons and collectors familiar with the Ardennes, mythologized landmarks added an
experiential element to what must have been a rich and complex conception of the Four
Sons. Beholders brought this knowledge to bear on their interpretations of landscape
paintings by Patinir and Bles. In the same way that passing through the Meuse Valley
activated its legendary significance, recognizing prominent landmarks as motifs in
landscape paintings evoked a repertoire of personal associations and collective memories.
Having identified landmarks associated with the Four Sons in the painted landscape and
traced the legend’s reach across time, place, and social strata, we shift now to its significance
in the paintings of Patinir and Bles.

Interpreting the Geomythic Landscape: Trials, Exile, and
Transformation

47.

48.

49.

Motifs associated with the Four Sons in painted landscapes availed themselves to viewers as
a local framework for constructing meaning through references to the Ardennes. While
their recurrence across multiple compositions owes something to the conventions of artistic
workshops, the fact of their presence across these landscapes, and the consistency with
which they appear in the works of two painters from Dinant-Bouvignes, demands closer
scrutiny. How did these landscapes convey themes embedded in the cultural landscape of
the Meuse Valley to contemporary viewers?

We know little about the way liefhebbers (art lovers) apprehended these landscapes and the
kinds of meaning they inferred from them; this uncertainty makes them sites of rich
interpretive inquiry. But one contemporary insight into the way audiences approached
paintings comes from Van Mander’s Het Schilder-Boeck, in which the author describes
viewers placing bets on how long it would take them to spot the “kakker,” a squatting,
defecating figure hidden in Patinir’s landscapes.® Van Mander’s anecdote brings to mind a
lighthearted, collaborative viewing experience.’! As a whole, the landscapes of Patinir and
Bles may have served a Christological narrative, but their constituent parts availed
themselves to an open-ended form of storytelling that drew on deeply familiar associations,
local histories, and wit. In the same way that viewers spotted hidden figures and speculated
on their meanings, the identification of motifs such as the Bayard Rock or the Chérau de
Charlemagne would have prompted viewers to reflect on their contributions to the main
narrative.

The prominence of the Four Sons in civic pageantry, manuscript illuminations, and festival
traditions suggests painters engaged frequently with the legend and its iconography. In
addition to participating in the festivities themselves, artists were enlisted by cities to visit
neighboring towns, observe their processions, and design and decorate floats accordingly.
15
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50.

51.

52.

53.

Likewise, manuscript illuminations depicting the legend circulated in noble collections,
serving as artistic inspiration. Because Patinir and Bles hailed from the region most closely
associated with the Four Sons, they were likely aware of Dinant-Bouvignes's most
recognizable landmarks and their associations, if not also the visual and performative
dimensions of the legend.

Even where motifs do not represent exact one-to-one correspondences with the physical
landmarks, their significance lies in the interplay of multiple references and the
recognizability of essential forms; together, they summoned the Ardennes. If late medieval
pilgrims mapped sacred histories onto real-world terrain, these pictures encourage a similar
exercise in reverse: viewers mapped firsthand experience, natural knowledge, and social
memory onto the painted landscape to create meaning. While the associations that emerged
from this process were numerous and unique to the individual, I propose three interrelated
interpretive categories activated by allusions of the Ardennes: the wilderness as a site of
spiritual transformation, a space of journey and exile, and a domain of inversion and
disorder.

The first category encompasses one the most frequently depicted subjects of Patinir and
Bles: the hermit saints Jerome, Anthony, and John the Baptist, who sought trial and spiritual
renewal in the wilderness. Their tribulations correspond to longstanding hagiographic
traditions in the Ardennes, particularly the lives of Remacle and Hubert, who ventured into
the “untamed” forest to establish their monasteries. The Ardennes of the Aymon brothers
has the same qualities: the brothers find sanctuary in the forest but undergo a
transformation, emerging after seven years in the wilderness resembling haggard hermits
more than knights.

In the landscapes of Patinir and Bles, these tests of faith materialize in the isolated retreats
and rocky abodes of the hermit saints. In Patinir’s Landscape with Saint Jerome, the saint,
clothed in rags, tends to his injured lion beneath a rock formation and a shelter of wood
(see fig. 2). The structure shows signs of decay; a crumbling wall exposes a wattle fence, and
the roof bears cracks, recalling the destructive effects of the Ardennes climate, which
brought down every shelter the Aymon brothers built after they fled Montessor. In the
background, the previously identified wooden chérau reappears, alongside a cluster of peaks
to the left that evoke the Bayard Rock. To the right, similar rock formations stand at the
water’s edge.

The same configuration of motifs in Patinir’s The Temptations of Saint Anthony highlight the
physical deprivation and inner turmoil brought about by the wilderness (see fig. 14). Saint
Anthony suffers alone in the desert, beset by grotesque visions that challenge his resolve.
The concept of the desert is abstracted here to resemble the wilderness of the Ardennes,
signified by landmarks that recall similar deprivations experienced by the Four Sons. In the
left background, behind a ruinous monastery atop a rocky promontory, jagged mountains
and twisting pathways pose a daunting journey to the solitary figure traversing the wooden
chérau circling one of the peaks. Dark clouds gather over the distant mountains and a
riverside settlement, reminiscent of Dinant or another city on the Meuse. The lone pilgrim
who traverses the wooden walkway is entering into a contest that is as much about mental
as physical endurance, not unlike the saint in the foreground. For their part, the Aymon
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brothers are constantly pursued and betrayed in the isolation of the forest. Their trials, like
Anthony’s, are not exclusively physical; they experience self-doubt and despair as they
confront forces that threaten their autonomy.

54. At the same time, the wilderness in each case is a crucible for spiritual reckoning and,
ultimately, redemption. Anthony’s solitude distances him from the temptations of the world,
and the Aymon brothers’ flight removes them from the court, a space of power and prestige
but also of volatility and temptation. Renaut, overcome by emotion, struck down
Charlemagne’s nephew at Charlemagne’s palace, thus setting their exile into motion. In
effect, the landscapes of Jerome and Anthony stage the paradoxical impression of the
Ardennes that was codified in monastic lore and The Four Sons of Aymon: the forest as a
necessary but trying antidote to society’s ills. Such allusions were not purely symbolic.
Viewers who understood the real perils of crossing the Ardennes—where steep ravines,
dense woodlands, and ancient roads made travel an arduous and often hazardous
undertaking—recognized the extremities presented in these pictures.

55.  References to the challenging climate held additional significance for merchant-patrons like
Lucas Rem. Rem’s 1516-1518 trips to Antwerp, the visits linked to his purchase of paintings
such as the Landscape with the Preaching of Saint John the Baptist (see fig. 9), brought him
through the Ardennes days before he would have visited Patinir’s studio.’? It is worth noting
that in addition to the Preaching of Saint John landscape, Rem purchased another featuring
the penitent Jerome in the wilderness. In this picture, the hermit shelters beneath a crag
overlooking a valley below, where a river winds through boulders and disappears between
hills topped with the silhouettes of distant structures (fig. 27). Travelers along the Meuse,
such as Rem, encountered these very sites: the Bayard Rock, the ruins of Montessor, and the
overland chéraux, each instilled with mythic and historic significance.?> Not simply
elements of local lore, the landmarks were points of orientation in a region that could just as
easily offer refuge as it could spell disaster.

56. A second interpretive category emerges from these considerations: the Ardennes as a space
of journey and exile. Patinir and Bles favored subjects that present figures at a remove from
civilization, navigating uncertain terrain in a moment of transition or revelation.

Bles’s Landscape with the Meeting on the Road to Emmaus, where all three landmarks of the
Four Sons appear, portrays the scene from the Gospel of Luke in which two disciples
encounter Christ but fail to recognize him (see fig. 7). The composition invites viewers to
visually traverse the path toward the distant monastery, much as they might envision the
legendary journey of the Aymon brothers. The brothers’ forest refuge obscured their
identity while distancing them from the clarifying context of civilization, the same
condition in which the disciples find themselves before recognizing Christ. For premodern
travelers, invocations of the Ardennes here might recall personal experiences of
disorientation, where political and religious conflict could imperil and delay journeys.

57.  This category pairs especially well with established interpretations of Patinir’s landscapes as
spaces of spiritual pilgrimage, where the Christian charts a path through the wilderness
toward condemnation or redemption. The natural contrasts that Reindert Falkenburg
observed in Patinir’s works gain real immediacy if we treat them as visualizations of the
environmental imaginary of the Meuse Valley. While the landmarks commemorating the
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hardships of the Aymon brothers were fixed, the climate surrounding them was not; storms
and squalls rehearsed the conditions of the brothers’ exile for unlucky travelers. The
journeys in these paintings were not merely allegorical but rooted in lived experience.

58.  We might put this interplay between allegory and experience into practice in Patinir’s Rest
on the Flight into Egypt (fig. 28). The Holy Family rests in the foreground, overlooking a vast
landscape where a rounded stone monastery, often associated with Jerusalem, sits among
rolling hills. Pre-Christian idols topple from the structure, and a pedestal is all that remains
of one above a spring behind the Virgin. Viewers might animate the Holy Family’s escape
and exile through references to the Ardennes, recognizing Montessor in the small stone
structure embedded in the cliffs, or the Meuse in the winding river and jagged crags of the
background. These landmarks simultaneously evoke real journeys through the Meuse Valley
and the legendary evasions of the Aymon brothers. Further, the rounded temple and fallen
idols could have reminded some viewers of Renaut’s final journey to Jerusalem in the Four
Sons, or called forth the Ardennes’ pre-Christian past, particularly the etymological ties
between Dinant and Diana, as noted by Guicciardini and Calvete de Estrella.

59.  Such interpretations were readily available to early modern viewers familiar with humanist
commentaries on the Ardennes’ mythic past. Dinant was associated with pagan divinities as
early as the twelfth century, when monastic chroniclers saw in ancient spellings of Dinant
(Deonant, Deonam, Dionant) a contraction of Deo-nam, presumably a pagan idol
named Nant or Nam.** By the sixteenth century, the etymology shifted: the
Latin Dionantum was interpreted as an elision of Dianae and antrum, the grotto of the
goddess.? Speculative etymologies testify to a resurgent interest in Netherlandish antiquity
in the sixteenth century. They also speak to a persistent impression of the Ardennes as a
space haunted by the remnants of a pagan past. If the Ardennes was a setting for Christian
conquests, it was due in part to its character as a realm of lawlessness and supernatural
upheaval.

60.  The final category, inversion and disorder, presents the Ardennes as a site of moral
ambiguity where travelers were vulnerable to trickery. Bles’s The Parable of the Good
Samaritan and Landscape with a Peddler Robbed by Apes play on this theme to different
ends. In The Parable of the Good Samaritan, the twisting trunk of an aged tree rises from the
left side of the picture; its dark leaves cast their shadow over the figures who have forsaken
the robbed victim (see fig. 5). Patches of woodland surround the formidable crags in the
background. Two paths are available to the beholder: on the left, the priest and Levite follow
a road that winds through the split trunk of the tallest tree and snakes into the forest,
continuing up the crag through a series of wooden chéraux—-a difficult ascent for the sinful
passersby. On the right, a straight, open road offers easy descent into a hamlet with houses
and a church. The Good Samaritan, bearing the wounded traveler, takes the latter path,
modeling a course of clarity and compassion. The river that flows between the two paths
reappears in the distant background, echoing the Meuse as it disappears behind steep cliffs.
To the premodern viewer, such striking rock formations and wooden pathways animated
the parable in a physical landscape that conjured the moral quandaries of the Four Sons.
The Aymon brothers’ defiance of Charlemagne, which could exemplify either noble
resistance or rebellious insubordination, invited reflection on the relativity of duty and the
consequences of moral inaction presented in the parable.
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61.

62.

63.

64.

The moral instability of the forest takes on a different yet equally unsettling dimension in
Bles’s Landscape with a Peddler Robbed by Apes, where deception and disorder reign in a
wilderness that denies travelers agency and upends social hierarchies (see fig. 8). Leafy trees
frame either side of the foreground, and the forest stretches from the riverbanks to the
distant mountains. In this secluded setting, a band of monkeys ransacks the wares of a
sleeping traveler. With gleeful abandon they drape his beads over high branches, pull
trinkets from his clothes, and dance around the clearing. Their behavior, amusing to us but
distressing to the hapless victim, recalls the subversive, untamed energy of Bayard, another
animal antihero whose associations border on the dark side of the supernatural realm.
Michel Weemans has traced the long iconographic tradition of the traveling merchant as a
cautionary figure, whose extravagance serves as a moral lesson against overindulgence and
sloth.? We might build on this reading by observing how Bayard and the brothers make
something of a fool of Charlemagne by constantly evading his grasp. The wilderness is not
just a backdrop for the peddler’s——or Charlemagne’s——folly, but it actively fosters
misfortune, bringing about a chaotic inversion of human order. Unlike The Parable of the
Good Samaritan, where a clear moral path emerges, Landscape with a Peddler Robbed by
Apes offers no redemption, only an unnerving reminder of nature’s capacity for deceit.

As sites of refuge, stages for exile, or domains of disorder, the landscapes of Patinir and Bles
encouraged viewers to negotiate interrelated layers of meaning, much like they might
navigate the wilderness itself. More than a simple tale of adventure, the Four Sons invoked
political clashes, ancient histories, and ethical predicaments. The painter who invited
associations with the setting of their trials enhanced the interpretive possibilities of the
landscape, ranging from devotional meditations and historical reflections to cautionary
tales. These are the kinds of ambiguities that appealed to viewers; the landscapes of Patinir
and Bles might avail themselves equally to playful repartee or serious contemplation.

The incorporation of regional landmarks further exposes a practical reality of the painters’
surroundings: while they presented the Ardennes as a historic, mythic space, they also
reflected a region in the first throes of industrial transformation. Over the course of the
sixteenth century, metallurgy and charcoal production became increasingly organized
endeavors, particularly in the riverside cities of Liége, Huy, Namur, and Dinant-Bouvignes.
Patrons who purchased these paintings, such as Rem, and who passed regularly passed
through the region, were themselves involved in ventures that contributed to these changes.
The environmental imagination transcribed by Patinir and Bles may reflect a relationship to
the land already in the process of historicization.

Patinir and his successor introduced stylized natural landmarks into their landscapes, but
they were not the last masters to deploy them. At first the presence of these themes must
have captivated viewers’ attention by engaging them in a cognitive exercise comparable to
parsing an original literary metaphor.®” The beholder weighed multiple meanings to discern
underlying connections that made the metaphor intelligible. Over time, however, the motifs
evolved into widely known conventions, as elongated crags, hilltop fortresses, and wooden
walkways proliferated across Netherlandish landscapes. As their geographic specificity
diminished, so too did their cognitive demands on the beholder. When these elements
entered the visual lexicon of masters who imitated and adapted Patinir’s style, they required
less active interpretation, eventually functioning as idiomatic signifiers of wilderness. Their
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precise meanings faded, but the geomythic origins of these motifs were embedded in the
very foundations of the landscape genre. This persistence raises broader questions: To what
extent did viewers continue to recognize legendary topographies in the visual rhetoric of
Northern European art? And what other overlooked allusions might be made visible
through a geomythical framework?

Geomythology’s Value

65.  As a method, geomythology resolves the persistent tension between literal and allegorical
readings of the Netherlandish Weltlandschaft by incorporating each discipline engaged by
the study of landscape. It is as attentive to environmental history and local, material
knowledge of nature as it is to immaterial and ephemeral traditions once embedded in the
terrain. Once this aspect of the premodern experience is recovered, it is difficult to conceive
of a contemporary approach to these paintings divorced from those same circumstances.
Beholders played an active role in constructing meaning, drawing from their lived
familiarity with the Ardennes as well as lore such as the Four Sons.

66.  Attending to geomyths in the landscapes of Patinir and Bles prompts renewed appreciation
for their ambitions: the painters effectively expanded the expressive possibilities of their
medium by invoking an embodied sense of place. Through firsthand experience, literary
tradition, or legendary association, viewers encountered these pictures as animated
geographies. As an art historical approach, geomythology has broader applications; it holds
potential for reevaluating other aspects of Netherlandish painting, particularly adjacent
genres like urban scenes and maritime subjects. Moreover, geomythology could be adapted
to other eras and regions in art history that, like the premodern Netherlands, have
storytelling traditions and belief systems that resist modern categories of definition. Here, it
demonstrates what we stand to recover if we revisit these paintings with an eye to the
environmental and cultural circumstances surrounding their production. The paintings of
Patinir and Bles preserve a historical relationship to the natural world long overlooked by
the conceits of modern art history. The recovery of this relationship not only expands the
interpretive possibilities of these two sixteenth-century contemporaries but may well
reinstate some mystery into our own environmental imaginary.
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Fig. 1 The Meuse in Bouvignes, viewed from the Castle of
Crevecoeur, facing north

Fig. 2 Joachim Patinir, Landscape with Saint Jerome, 1516~
1517, oil on panel, 74 x 91 cm. Museo del Prado, Madrid,
inv. no. P001614 © Photographic Archive Museo Nacional
del Prado
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Fig. 3 The Bayard Rock (Rocher Bayard) near Dinant, facing
north, September 7, 2024. Photo by author

Fig. 4 Joachim Patinir, Landscape with Saint Jerome (fig. 3),
detail of the Chérau de Charlemagne

21



Fig. 5 Herri met de Bles, Landscape with the Parable of the
Good Samaritan, second third of the 16th century, oil on
panel, 84.1 x 113.4 cm. Musée des Arts anciens, Collection
Fondation Société archéologique de Namur, inv. no. 157 C.
Photo: Atelier de I'lmagier

Fig. 6 Herri met de Bles, Landscape with the Parable of the
Good Samaritan (fig. 5), detail of the Chérau de
Charlemagne

Fig. 7 Herni met de Bles, Landscape with the Meeting on the
Road to Emmaus, ca. 1530-1550, oil on panel, 13.9x 18.2
cm. Musée des Beaux-Arts de Liége, Liege (artwork in the
public domain)
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Fig. 8 Herri met de Bles, Landscape with Peddler Robbed by
Apes, ca. 1550, oil on panel, 59.5 x 85.5 cm. Gemaldegalerie
Alte Meister, Dresden © Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister,
Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden. Photo: Elke Estel/
Hans-Peter Klut

Fig. 9 Joachim Patinir, Landscape with Saint John the Baptist
Preaching, 1515-1518, oil on panel, 37.5 x 50.8 cm.
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs. Gordon A.
Hardwick and Mrs. W. Newbold Ely in memory of Mr. and
Mrs. Roland L. Taylor, 1944, inv. no. 1944-9-2 (artwork in the
public domain)
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Fig. 10 Joachim Patinir, Landscape with Saint John the
Baptist Preaching (fig. 10), detail of the Bayard Rock
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Fig. 11 Joachim Patinir, The Wheel Miracle of Saint Catherine,
before 1515, oil on panel, 27.8 x 44.8 cm. Kunsthistorisches
Museum, Vienna, Collection Leopold Wilhelm, inv. no. 1002
(artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 12 Joachim Patinir, The Wheel Miracle of Saint
Catherine (fig. 11), detail of the Bayard Rock

Fig. 13 The rocky slope of Leffe Valley, site of the original
Chérau de Charlemagne, September 23, 2023. Photo by
author
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Fig. 14 Joachim Patinir and Quinten Massys, The
Temptations of Saint Anthony, 1520-1524, oil on panel, 155
X 173 cm. Museo del Prado, Madrid, inv. no. P001615 ©
Photographic Archive Museo Nacional del Prado

Fig. 15 Joachim Patinir and Quinten Massys, The
Temptations of Saint Anthony (fig. 14), detail of the Bayard
Rock and the Chérau de Charlemagne winding around the
crag

Fig. 16 Herri met de Bles, Landscape with Saint Jerome,
second third of the 16th century, oil on oak panel, 75.7 x
105.8 cm. Musée des Arts anciens, Collection Fondation
Société archéologique de Namur, inv. no. 158 C. Photo:
Atelier de I'lmagier
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Fig. 17 Herri met de Bles, Landscape with Saint Jerome (fig.
16), detail of the Chérau de Charlemagne

Fig. 18 The ruins of Poilvache (mythologized as Montessor),
as seen from the Meuse. Photo: Jean-Pol Grandmont

Fig. 19 Joachim Patinir, The Penitence of Saint Jerome, ca.
1515, oil on panel, central panel: 117.5 x 81.3 cm; each
wing: 120.7 x 35.6 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, Fletcher Fund, 1936, inv. no. 36.14a—c (artwork in
the public domain)
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Fig. 20 Joachim Patinir, The Penitence of Saint Jerome (fig.
19), center panel, detail of rock formations and fortress

Fig. 21 Joachim Patinir, Landscape with Saint John the
Baptist Preaching (fig. 9), detail of Poilvache and Bayard
Rock
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Fig. 22 The four sons escape from Charlemagne’s palace on
Bayard, from Renault de Montauban, mid-15th century,
parchment, vol. 2, fol. 22v. Bibliothéque nationale de
France, Paris, Collection of Philip the Good, MS 5073
(artwork in the public domain)
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Fig. 23 David Noveliers, The Procession of Giants in Brussels
on 31 May 1615, 1616, oil on canvas, 119 x 327 cm. Museo
del Prado, Madrid (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 24 Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Children’s Games, 1560, oil
on panel, 116.4 x 160.3 cm. Kunsthistorisches Museum,
Vienna, inv. no. 1017 (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 25 Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Children’s Games (fig. 24),
detail of children riding horse
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Fig. 26 Pieter Saenredam, The Interior of the Buurkerk at
Utrecht (detail of children’s graffiti depicting Aymon
brothers riding Bayard), 1644, oil on panel, 60.1 x 50.1 cm.
The National Gallery, London, inv. no. NG2531 © The
National Gallery, London

Fig. 27 Joachim Patinir and Workshop, Landscape with Saint
Jerome, ca. 1517-1518, oil on panel, 29 x 55 cm. Galleria
Giorgio Franchetti all Ca’ d'Oro, Venice (artwork in the
public domain)

Fig. 28 Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt (detail of
Montessor/Poilvache), 1518-1520, oil on panel, 121 x 177
cm. Museo del Prado, Madrid, inv. no. P001611 ©
Photographic Archive Museo Nacional del Prado
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Unless otherwise indicated, translations are mine. Ardenne in French, Ardennen in Dutch
and German. The Ardennes is also the name of a regional department in France that
overlaps with the massif. Eric Goemaere et al., “Legends of the Ardennes Massif, a Cross-
Border Intangible Geo-Cultural Heritage (Belgium, Luxembourg, France,

Germany),” Geoheritage 13, no. 2 (June 2021): 1-28.

The French chronicler Jacques du Clercq, writing in the mid-fifteenth century, described
Dinant as “the most commercial, the richest, the strongest city across the mountains.”
Jacques du Clercq, Mémoires d'un magistrat d'Arras 1448-1467, cited in Eugéne de

Seyn, Dictionnaire historique et géographique des communes belges (Turnhout: Brepols,
1924), 274. De Seyn adds that Dinant and Bouvignes competed in the production of
metalwork, producing a rivalry between the towns in the Middle Ages.

Félix Rousseau found five documented references to the Rocher Bayard in Dinant (written

» « » «

variants include the “Roche a Pas Bayar,” “Pas Bajart,

» <«

Pas Bayart,” “Pas Baya”) between
1355 and 1558. Two more mentions occur in the records of the Hospices de Dinant, dated
1485 and 1569. The gap between the rock and the surrounding cliffs was later widened to
accommodate a road, but the distinctive crag was unaltered. See Félix Rousseau, Légendes
et coutumes du pays de Namur (Brussels: Ministere de la culture frangaise, 1920), 49n3;
Hospices de Dinant, 1249-1804, BE-A0525.24, Archives de I'Etat & Namur, records of the
Hopitaux et communs pauvres de Dinant (1217-1795), item 8, subitem 22 (1485); item
14, subitems 5 and 6 (1569).

The Chérau de Charlemagne is retained in French here for its cultural and historical
resonance, while other landmarks, such as the Bayard Rock (Rocher Bayard), are
translated for easier reading. Alfred Herbay, in his chronology of Leffe’s mills, noted that
some were identified by their proximity to the Chérau de Charlemagne, which was also
referred to as the Grés de Charlemagne (short for degré, or “degrees” of Charlemagne).
The Old French degré derives from the Latin gradus, denoting a grade or step. This term
appears in a 1316 agreement between the Abbey of Lefte and the city of Dinant,
confirming that the Gres de Charlemagne and the Chérau de Charlemagne are the same
landmark: “In this document are mentioned the old mills ‘Brize-Falize, ‘Berlancherra, and
‘Chapeau de Festu, which are found ‘near the Charlemagne sandstones’ and referenced in
an agreement signed on the 20th of February, 1316, between the Abbey of Leffe and the
city of Dinant.” Herbay cites AEN, Echev. Dinant, n” 611, ex. 30, fol. 55. See Alfred
Herbay, “A propos des anciens moulins des Fonds de Lefte,” Le Guetteur wallon: Organe de
la Société Royale Sambre et Meuse, no. 4 (1986): 80n9.

Although Eberhard von Bodenhausen first used the term to describe the natural details in
Gerard David’s backgrounds, it became more closely associated with Patinir’s innovative
compositions after Ludwig von Baldass revived it in 1918. Eberhard von
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6.
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9.

10.

Bodenhausen, Gerard David and His School (1905; repr. New York: Collectors Editions,
1976); Ludwig von Baldass, “Die niederldndische landschaftmalerei von Patinir bis
Bruegel,” Jahrbuch der Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des Allerhochsten Kaiserhauses 34
(1918): 111-57. More recent is Walter Gibson’s Mirror of the Earth: The World Landscape
in Sixteenth-Century Flemish Painting (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989).
There is some speculation that Patinir trained with Gerard David in Bruges, as David also
enrolled in Antwerp’s Guild of Saint Luke in 1515. However, no archival record of Patinir
exists in the city’s archives. Maximiliaan Martens has suggested that Patinir may have
instead apprenticed in Brussels, the closest artistic center to his native Namurois region.
See Maximiliaan P. J. Martens, “Joachim Patinir, “The Good Landscape Painter,” in Patinir:
Essays and Critical Catalogue, ed. Alejandro Vergara (Madrid: Museo Nacional del Prado,
2007), 48-50. For biographies and textual sources on each painter, see Dominique Allart,
“Henri Bles, un paysagiste a redécouvrir,” in Actes du colloque: Autour de Henri Bles, ed.
Jacques Toussaint (Namur: Société archéologique de Namur, 2002), 21-30; and Martens,
“Joachim Patinir: “The Good Landscape Painter,” 47-59.

Dorothy Vitaliano, “Geomythology: The Impact of Geologic Events on History and
Legend with Special Reference to Atlantis,” Journal of the Folklore Institute 5, no. 1 (1968),
5-30. See also Dorothy Vitaliano, Legends of the Earth: Their Geologic

Origins (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1973).

Lucas Rem, Tagebuch des Lucas Rem aus den jahren 1494-1541: Ein beitrag zur
handelgeschichte der stadt Augsburg (Augsburg: J. N. Hartmann, 1861), 17-21.

The question of which city each painter belonged to has been the subject of longstanding
debate, partly due to Karel van Mander’s confusion of their biographies in Het Schilder-
Boeck. In his Descrittione di tutti Paesi Bassi (1567), Lodovico Guicciardini referred to
“Giouacchino di Pattenier di Bouines” and his follower “Henrico da Dinant,” assigning
Patinir to Bouvignes and Bles to Dinant. However, Dominicus Lampsonius, in

his Pictorum aliquot celebrium Germaniae inferioris effigies (1572), reversed this
attribution, calling Patinir “loachimo Dionatensi Pictori” and Bles “Henrico Blesio
Bovinati Pictori” Vasari, drawing from Guicciardini, repeated the former attribution in
the second edition of his Vite (1568), while Van Mander relied on Lampsonius. Van
Mander’s version, in turn, influenced seventeenth-century authors such as Joachim von
Sandrart and Filippo Baldinucci. See Martens, “Joachim Patinir, “The Good Landscape
Painter,” 48.

Vergara, Patinir: Essays and Critical Catalogue, Appendix, doc. 9; Carmen Vaquero
Serrano, Garcilaso, Aportes para una nueva biografia: Los Ribadeneira y Lorenzo Sudrez de
Figueroa (Ciudad Real: Oretania Ediciones, 1996), 131. Alejandro Vergara observes that
the details surrounding this story are fairly specific, and it may be that Patinir was
traveling with a convoy that was hit by a storm that inspired the painting. Whether the
anecdote is true or apocryphal, Guevara evidently sought to underscore Patinir’s

27

JHNA 17:1 (2025)



faithfulness to nature. See Alejandro Vergara, “Who was Patinir? What is a Patinir?” in
Vergara, Patinir: Essays and Critical Catalogue, 19-20.

11. Dominicus Lampsonius, Pictorum aliquot celebrium Germaniae inferioris

effigies (Antwerp: Aux Quatre Vents, 1572), plate 14:

Pictorem urbs dederat Dionatum Eburonia, pictor

Quem proximis dixit poeta versibus

Illum adeo artificem patriae situs ipse, magistro

Aptissimus, vix edocente fecerat.

Hanc laudem invidit vicinae exile Bovinum,

Et rura doctum pingere Henricum dedit

Sed quantum cedit Dionato exile Bovinum.

(The Eburoneon city had brought forth the painter from Dinant [i.e., Joachim Patinir], the
painter whom the poet mentioned in recent verses. The most suitable place of his
fatherland made him so great an artist—hardly taught by any master. Small Bouvignes
envied the neighbor’s praise and gave forth Herri, knowledgeable in painting fields. But,
Joachim, as much as small Bouvignes concedes to Dinant, so much does Herri yield to
you.) Translation from Dominicus Lampsonius and Edward H. Wouk, The Life of Lambert
Lombard (1565): And, Effigies of Several Famous Painters from the Low Countries (1572)
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2021), 136-137.

12, Walter Gibson, “The Man with the Little Owl,” in Herri Met de Bles: Studies and
Explorations of the World Landscape Tradition, ed. James Harrow, Norman Muller, and
Betsy Rosasco (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 132.

13.  Paolo Pino, Dialogo di Pittura, in Paola Barocchi, ed., Trattati darte del Cinquecento: Fra
manierismo e Controriforma (Bari: G. Laterza, 1960), 1:133-134. “Non pero voglio ch’il
nostro pittore si inveschi in altre pitture che nel far figure a imitazione del naturale, ma sia
questo il suo fondamento et il suo studio prencipale; e dietro a cio ami grandemente il
farsi pratico e valente nelli lontani, dil che ne sono molto dotati gli oltramontani, e
questavviene perché fingono i paesi abitati da loro, i quali per quella lor selvatichezza si
rendono gratissimi. Ma noi Italiano siamo nel giardin del mondo, cosa piu dilettevole da
vedere che da fignere”

(However, I do not want for our painter to be lured into any sort of painting other than
making figures in imitation of the natural, but this must be his foundation and principal
study. And beyond this may he greatly delight in becoming skilled and bold in [the
painting of] vistas, something at which the Northerners are very gifted—the reason being
that they depict the landscapes they inhabit, which on account of their wildness produce
great pleasure. But we Italians are in the world’s garden, which is more lightful to look at
than to depict” Translation from Mary Pardo, “Paolo Pino’s Dialogo di Pittura: A
Translation with Commentary,” PhD diss, (University of Pittsburgh, 1984), 372.

14, Alfred Bequet, “Henri Blés, Peintre Bouvignois,” Annales de la Société archéologique de
Namur 8 (1863): 70.
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15, Two archaeologists who evaluated the Chérau de Charlemagne in 1906 credited art
historian and curator Joseph Destrée in a footnote for noting its resemblance to elements
in the paintings of Patinir and Bles. André Marchal mentioned the chérau in a 1940 essay
on the two painters, while Ferdinand Courtoy cited the landmark as evidence of a locally
attentive gaze in Bles’s paintings. Alfred de Loé and Edouard Rahir, Vestiges de voies
antiques dans les rochers (Brussels: Vromant et Cie, 1907), 9; André Marchal, “A Torigine
de la peinture de paysage: Les Wallons Joachim Patinier et Henri Bles,” in La Wallonie: Le
pays et les hommes; lettres, arts, culture, ed. Jacques Stiennon and Rita Lejeune (Brussels:
La Renaissance du Livre, 1977), 2:196-188; Ferdinand Courtoy, “Henri Bles de Bouvignes:
Son tableau du ‘Bon Samaritain’ au musée de Namur,” Namurcum 22 (1947): 59.

16.  Reinert Falkenburg, Joachim Patinir: Landscape as an Image of the Pilgrimage of
Life (Amsterdam: J. Benjamins, 1988).

17. Michel Weemans, Herri met de Bles: Les ruses du paysage au temps de Bruegel et
d’Erasme (Paris: Hazan, 2013), 77-80. See also Denis Ribouillault and Michel Weemans,
eds., Le paysage sacré: Le paysage comme exégése dans U'Europe de la premiére modernité /
Sacred Landscape: Landscape as Exegesis in Early Modern Europe (Florence: L.S. Olschki,
2011), xi—xii.

18.  Alejandro Vergara notes the correspondence between Patinir’s rock formations and
notable outcroppings in the vicinity of Dinant, including La Roche a Chandelle (near the
river Lesse) and the Bayard Rock, adding that the competitive marketplace must have
prompted Patinir to incorporate striking local motifs that distinguished his compositions.
See Vergara, “Who was Patinir? What is a Patinir?” 41. For the role of the Antwerp art
market in Patinir’s workshop practices, see Arianne Kolb, “Varieties of Repetition: “Trend’
versus ‘Brand’ in Landscape Paintings by Joachim Patinir and His Workshop,” Journal of
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 28, no. 1 (1998), 167-200; Alejandro Vergara, “Patinir
and the Art Market: ‘Look, Logo, and Knock-Oft;” in Art in Spain and the Hispanic World:
Essays in Honor of Jonathan Brown, ed. Sarah Schroth (London: Paul Holberton in
association with the Center for Spain in America, 2010), 194-212; Larry Silver, Peasant
Scenes and Landscapes: The Rise of Pictorial Genres in the Antwerp Art
Market (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 1-26.

19.  Gibson, Mirror of the Earth, 7-12.

20.  Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1995), 416. Beverly
Brown, in her essay on sixteenth-century landscape painting, writes that Patinir’s fantastic
boulders are an accumulation of exaggerated motifs that signify the Christian Holy
Mount, evoking the crusader’s description of Jerusalem. The so-called exaggeration of the
rock formations has also been attributed to the stylistic conventions of Antwerp
Mannerist paintings by Gert von der Osten. See Beverly Brown, “From Hell to Paradise:
Landscape and Figure in Early Sixteenth-Century Venice,” in Renaissance Venice and the
North: Crosscurrents in the Time of Bellini, Diirer, and Titian, ed. Bernard Aikema, exh. cat.
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in Germany and the Netherlands (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1969), 155.

Gibson, Mirror of the Earth, 6.

Weemans, Herri met de Bles, 77-80. See also Brown, “From Hell to Paradise,” 425.

Achim Timmermann has examined the role of wayside crosses and sacred monuments in
late medieval conceptions of landscape, particularly as they relate to devotional and
artistic imagination. Sugata Ray has also explored how a “place-centered theology”
emerged in north India in the wake of the Little Ice Age, influencing creative practices in
the Hindu pilgrimage site of Braj. See Achim Timmermann, Memory and Redemption:
Public Monuments and the Making of Late Medieval Landscape (Belgium: Brepols, 2017);
Sugata Ray, Climate Change and the Art of Devotion: Geoaesthetics in the Land of Krishna,
1550-1850 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2019). Recent edited volumes have
expanded the discourse on early modern art and environment in their focus on ecological
consciousness and artistic responses to climate change. See Guy Michael Hedreen,

ed., Material World: The Intersection of Art, Science, and Nature in Ancient Literature and
Its Renaissance Reception (Leiden: Brill, 2021); Joost Keizer, Ann-Sophie Lehmann, and
Stephanie Porras, eds., “Wetland: Shaping Environments in Netherlandish Art / Het natte
land: Het scheppen van het landschap in de Nederlandse kunst,” Nederlands
kunsthistorisch jaarboek 73 (2023); Hanneke van Asperen and Lotte Jensen, eds., Dealing
with Disasters from Early Modern to Modern Times: Cultural Responses to

Catastrophes (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2023); and Christine Géttler and
Mia M. Mochizuki, eds., Landscape and Earth in Early Modernity: Picturing Unruly
Nature (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2023).

See Ellen Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape: Environment and Monastic Identity in the
Medieval Ardennes (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013); Ellen Arnold,
“Engineering Miracles: Water Control, Conversion, and the Creation of a Religious
Landscape in the Medieval Ardennes,” Environment and History 13, no. 4 (November
2007): 477-502.

The framework proposed here is indebted to innovative methods put forward by
historians working at the intersection of art history and the history of science. Pamela
Smith, in The Body of the Artisan, demonstrated the ways embodied engagement with
natural materials, as well as occult and folk knowledge, shaped artisanal epistemologies. In
a special issue of Renaissance Studies dedicated to early modern mining culture, Tina
Asmussen considered how the mythic Wild Man became a symbol for the imaginary and
affective aspects of mining in the Harz region. See Pamela Smith, The Body of the Artisan:
Art and Experience in the Scientific Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2004); and Tina Asmussen, “Wild Men in Braunschweig: Economies of Hope and Fear in
Early Modern Mining,” Renaissance Studies 34, no. 1 (2020): 31-56. Art historians have
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Renaissance art. Stephanie Porras wrote about the vernacular cultural identity that
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century, and Marisa Bass connected archaeological investigations of Zeeland’s Roman
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Karl Sinnhuber, “On the Relations of Folklore and Geography,” Folklore 68, no. 3
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Geology (London: Geological Society of London, 2007); Edyta Pijet-Migon and Piotr
Migon, “Geoheritage and Cultural Heritage: A Review of Recurrent and Interlinked
Themes,” Geosciences 12, no. 2 (February 21, 2022): 1-28. For more general literature on
the history of folklore and mythology studies, and the modern differentiations between
myth, legend, and folktale, see William Bascom, “The Forms of Folklore: Prose
Narratives,” Journal of American Folklore 78, no. 307 (January 1965): 3-20; Dace
Bula, Mapping the History of Folklore Studies: Centres, Borderlands and Shared
Spaces (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017); W. Bruce Masse et
al., “Exploring the Nature of Myth and Its Role in Science,” in Piccardi and Masse, Myth
and Geology, 9-28.
In his famous essay “Clues: Roots of an Evidential Paradigm,” Carlo Ginzburg outlined his
method of historical analysis, which begins with the identification of small, seemingly
insignificant details to draw broader conclusions about historical trends and
epistemological models. As components of the premodern landscape, the legends and
landmarks identified here effectively represent a paradigm of early modern experience not
limited by education, class, or locale. Ginzburg, “Clues: Roots of an Evidential Paradigm,”
31
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in Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method (1979; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1989), 96-125.

29.  Goemaere et al., “Legends of the Ardennes Massif,” 1-28.

30.  'The German Kulturlandschaft defines the cultural landscape as one shaped by human
activity, memory, and historical narratives rather than purely natural forces. The concept
was first articulated by German geologist Friedrich Ratzel (1895-1896) and developed by
Carl O. Sauer (1925) in the English-speaking world. The Kulturlandschaft gained broader
interdisciplinary relevance in the 1960s, particularly as it pertained to environmental
management. International bodies such as UNESCO formally recognized “cultural
landscape” as a conservation category in the 1990s. Michael Jones, “The Concept of
Cultural Landscape: Discourse and Narratives,” in Landscape Interfaces, ed. Hannes Palang
and Gary Fry, Landscape Series (Dordrecht: Springer, 2003), 21-51.

31.  Christopher Wood describes a similar phenomenon as a “chain of substitutions” model, in

which artifacts in premodern culture represented a distant past that remained

simultaneously present. Before the rise of print technology, Wood argues, premodern
societies did not rigidly distinguish between authentic artifacts, replicas, and imaginative
recreations. Rather, they understood these objects as part of a fluid continuum, where
authenticity was preserved and transmitted through processes of substitution and
replication. I am not suggesting that specific landmarks were replaced over time, but that
their present connection to the past remains significant. See Christopher Wood, Forgery,

Replica, Fiction: Temporalities of German Renaissance Art (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 2008), 12-16.

Juan Cristobal Calvete de Estrella, El felicisimo viaje del muy alto y muy poderoso principe

W
[\

Don Felipe, ed. Paloma Cuenca (Madrid: Sociedad Estatal para la Conmemoracién de los
Centenarios de Felipe II y Carlos V, 2001), 2:121. “The name of Namur is uncertain; Some
say that on top of the mountain where the castle is located there was an idol, whose name
was Nano, who gave answers; and later ceasing those with the preaching of Christ, the
town was built at the foot of the mountain and called Namur of the god Nano, who was
already mute and did not give answers as usual, and which in the same way was called
Dionantum of the goddess Diana and of Nano, because they were honored there, which is
a town along the Meuse River, of the Condroz peoples, who are the Belgian Condrusi, of
which the town of Huy is the head”

Guicciardini referred to Bles as “Henrico da Dinant” and Patinir as “Giouacchino di

W
W

Pattenier di Bouines,” a reversal of the neighboring cities assigned to the two painters by
Van Mander in the Schilder-Boeck. Guicciardini, Descrittione di tutti i Paesi-Bassi: A cura
di Dina Aristodemo, vol. 2, Edizione critica e indici con le tavole a colori (Rome: Edizioni di
storia e letteratura, 2020), 460. “Dinant, according to them, took its name in ancient times,
although corrupted, from a church which in that place was dedicated to Diana, where
sacrifices were made in honor of her, as is said of her very famous temple in Ephesus; it is
located on the right bank of the Meuse, a quarter of a league close to Bovines, which is
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located on the other side of the river, and is twelve leagues away from Liege.” See also
Martens, “Joachim Patinir: “The Good Landscape Painter;” 48.

Geologists describe this passage of the Meuse as a “geological showcase” and a key site for
European Paleozoic stratigraphy, the study and classification of rock layers. Several
geological stages, including the Givetian and Dinantian, were first identified here, along
with eighteen mineral discoveries. Goemaere et al., “Legends of the Ardennes Massif,” 3—
4.

Based on Caesar’s description, the forest spanned nearly five hundred miles and reached
as far east as the banks of the Rhine. Julius Caesar and William Duncan, The
Commentaries of Caesar, Translated into English: To Which is Prefixed a Discourse
Concerning the Roman Art of War (London: Tonson, Draper and Dodsley, 1753), 6:102-
103.

In Stavelot’s founding charter of 648 CE, the Austrasian King Sigebert III (r. 633-656)
drew a connection between the Ardennes and the abstract idea of a desert, describing the
forest as “an empty place of solitude” filled with wild animals. Arnold, Negotiating the
Landscape, 31.

Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape, 79.

Malmedy’s name (Malmundarium), according to monastic lore, emerges from this
expulsion of evil spirits from the abbey’s waters: “malorum spiritum infestatione
mundaverat” (He had cleansed [it] from the infestation of evil spirits). Arnold,
“Engineering Miracles,” 482.

Joannes Molanus, Natales sanctorum Belgii (Louvain: Joannem Masium & Philippum
Zangrium, 1595), 205-206.

Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape, 31-61.

Abraham Ortelius and Jean Vivianus, Itinerarium per nonnullas Galliae Belgicae

partes (Antwerp: Christophe Plantin, 1584), 28. “Dictum volunt Stablo, quasi Luporum
stabulum” (They say it is called Stablo, as if from luporum stabulum—a den of wolves).
In, for example, the Ly myreur des histors, an ambitious history of the world from the flood
to the fourteenth century, the Liegois historian and writer Jean d'Outremeuse (1338-1400)
recounted Remacle’s hagiography and the story of the lapides dianae. Jean

d’Outremeuse, Ly myreur des histors, ed. Adolphe Borgnet and Stanislas Bormansvols
(Brussels: M. Hayez, 1864), 2:315.

Huon de Villeneuve (attr.), Les quatre fils Aymon (Lyon: [Printer of LAbusé en court], ca.
1483-1485), digital facsimile, Bibliotheque nationale de France, Gallica, https://
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k1521441j/f1.item. For a contemporary English translation,

see William Caxton and Octavia Richardson, The right plesaunt and goodly historie of the
foure sonnes of Aymon: Englisht from the French by William Caxton, and printed by him
about 1489 (London: N. Triibner & Co. for the Early English Text Society, 1884). A useful
historiography of the Four Sons is Eugene Herbecq’s Une légende carolingienne a lépreuve
de lhistoire: La légende des quatre fils Aymon (Dinant: L. Bourdeaux-Capelle, 1988). Much
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44,

46.
47.

48.
49.

of the scholarship, particularly as it relates to the Ardennes, appears in French-language
regional annales such as the Annales de la Société archéologique de Namur. However, Irene
Spijker’s studies have shed light on Dutch receptions of the legend. See Irene Spijker,
ed., De historie vanden vier heemskinderen (Amsterdam: Bakker, 2005).
For one theory on the origins of the Ardennes episode, see George Laport, Les Quatre Fils
Aymon et la forét dArdenne (Liege: Editions de la vie Wallone, 1930). See also Félix
Rousseau, Légendes et coutumes du pays de Namur (Brussels: Ministeére de la culture
francaise, 1920), 45.
In some versions, a fairy-like figure named Oriande gives Bayard to Renaut. Ferdinand
Castets, “Maugis dAigremont, chanson de geste: Texte publié d’aprés le manuscrit de
Peterhouse et complété a I'aide des manuscrits de Paris et de Montpellier;” Revue des
Langues Romanes 6, no. 36 (1892): 134.
Castets, “Maugis d’Aigremont,” 314.
On the role of the Ardennes in the Four Sons, see Alain Labbé, “Le ciel de Renaut de
Montauban: Climat, intempéries, signes divins,” and Micheline de Combarieu du Gres,
“Lieux de vie dans Renaut de Montauban: Foréts et chateaux,” both in Entre épopée et
légende: ‘Les Quatre Fils Aymon’ ou Renaut de Montauban, ed. Danielle Quéruel (Langres-
Saints-Geosmes: D. Guéniot, 2000), 9-43, 43-71. See also Isabelle Weil, “Les Ardennes
dans la chanson de geste,” in Provinces, régions, terroirs au Moyen Age: De la réalité a
l'imaginaire, ed. Bernard Guidot (Nancy: Presses Universitaires de Nancy, 1993), 91-102.
Labbé, “Le ciel de Renaut de Montauban,” 24-28.
Roman sites and megalithic landscapes often have a higher concentration of landmarks
attributed to legendary figures such as the Four Sons. See Jean-Luc Duvivier Fortemps and
Constantin Chariot, “La forét des Quatre Fils Aymon,” Chronique des musées Gaumais 31,
no. 188 (2000): 1-40. See also Laport, Les Quatre Fils Aymon et la forét d’Ardenne, 21;
Maurice Piron, “La légende des Quatre Fils Aymon: Localisations de la 1égende en pays
mosan; Deuxieme partie; France orientale,” Enquétes du musée de la vie Wallonne 7, nos.
77-80 (1955): 129-192.
See n. 3: Félix Rousseau found five documented references to the Rocher Bayard in Dinant
(written variants include the “Roche a Pas Bayar;” “Pas Bajart,” “Pas Bayart,” “Pas Baya”)
between 1355 and 1558. Two more mentions occur in the records of the Hospices de
Dinant, dated 1485 and 1569. The gap between the rock and the surrounding cliffs was
later widened to accommodate a road, but the distinctive crag was unaltered. See Félix
Rousseau, Légendes et coutumes du pays de Namur (Brussels: Ministere de la culture
frangaise, 1920), 49n3; Hospices de Dinant, 1249-1804, BE-A0525.24, Archives de I'Etat a
Namur, records of the Hopitaux et communs pauvres de Dinant (1217-1795), item 8,
subitem 22 (1485); item 14, subitems 5 and 6 (1569).
BN fr. 764, fol. 82. See Maurice Piron, “La légende des Quatre Fils Aymon: Deuxiéme
article; Localisations de la légende en pays mosan, ” Enquétes du musée de la vie
Wallonne 6, nos. 61-64 (1951): 1. Piron translates the Old French: “A la roche en Ardenne,
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tout prés d’'un souterrain, [Bayard] avait 1a son gite, soir et matin. Dans le pays, le
marchands et les pélerins en ont conservé la mémoire en souvenir du cheval noble et bon,
car les gens des alentours l'appallent la roche Bayard” (At the rock in the Ardennes, very
close to an underground passage, [Bayard] had his lodging there, evening and morning. In
the region, merchants and pilgrims have preserved the memory of this noble and good
horse, because the people of the surrounding area call it the Bayard rock.).

A la roche en ardenne delez ung soubterin

La avoit son repaire au soir et au matin

Encor en ramenbrance du cheval noble et fin

Lont en celui pais marcha[n]t et pelerin

Car la roche baiart lappellent li voisin.

92
[\

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a range of industries depended on the river,
including paper, flour, and marble cutting. Herbay, “A propos des anciens moulins des
Fonds de Leffe” See also Alfred Bequet, “Excursions archéologiques. VII. Les Fonds de
Leffe et le cherau de Charlemagne,” Annales de la Société archéologique de Namur 7 (1861):
315-318.

De Loé and Rahir, Vestiges de voies antiques dans les rochers, 10-23.

g1
A O

Bequet, “Excursions archéologiques,” 315.

92}
u

See n. 4: The Chérau de Charlemagne is retained in French here for its cultural and
historical resonance, while other landmarks, such as the Bayard Rock (Rocher Bayard),
are translated for easier reading. Alfred Herbay, in his chronology of Lefte’s mills, noted
that some were identified by their proximity to the Chérau de Charlemagne, which was
also referred to as the Grés de Charlemagne (short for degré, or “degrees” of
Charlemagne). The Old French degré derives from the Latin gradus, denoting a grade or
step. This term appears in a 1316 agreement between the Abbey of Leffe and the city of
Dinant, confirming that the Grés de Charlemagne and the Chérau de Charlemagne are the
same landmark: “In this document are mentioned the old mills ‘Brize-Falize,
‘Berlancherra, and ‘Chapeau de Festu, which are found ‘near the Charlemagne
sandstones’ and referenced in an agreement signed on the 20th of February, 1316, between
the Abbey of Leffe and the city of Dinant.” Herbay cites AEN, Echev. Dinant, n® 611, ex.
30, fol. 55. See Alfred Herbay, “A propos des anciens moulins des Fonds de Leffe,” Le
Guetteur wallon: Organe de la Société Royale Sambre et Meuse, no. 4 (1986): 80n9.

56.  These categories of attribution are based on the critical catalogue from the 2007 exhibition
at the Museo del Prado; see Vergara, Patinir: Essays and Critical Catalogue, 149-363. The
catalogue lists twenty-nine paintings in museums and private collections in the Patinir
group (paintings produced by Patinir himself, with workshop assistance, or under his
supervision).

93]
N

Following its appearance in Patinir’s landscapes, the motif circulated among masters in
Antwerp toward the end of the 1510s. It appears in the landscapes of altarpieces by Joos
van Cleve (ca. 1485-1490-1540/1541), with whom Patinir collaborated, as well as
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60.

61.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

Ambrosius Benson, Jan Wellens de Cock, and Pieter Coecke van Aelst. It is also found in
paintings attributed to unnamed masters, such as the Master of 1518.

My thanks to Marie Dewez, assistant curator of the Musée des Arts Anciens du Namurois,
for sharing information regarding Etienne Costa’s conservation treatment of

the Multiplication of the Loaves and Fishes; email correspondence with the author,
February 2024.

The settlement of Poilvache, first documented as Chateau d’Emeraude in 1228, changed
hands several times over the next two centuries before falling siege to the rebellious
Prince-Bishop of Liége, Jean de Heynsbergh (r. 1419-1456), in 1430. For a detailed history
of the site, see Pascal Saint-Amand, Pierre-Hugues Tilmant, and Jean-Louis Antoine,

eds., Poilvache, une forteresse médiévale en bord de Meuse (Namur: Institut du Patrimoine
Wallon, 2017). See also Alfred Bequet, “Excursions Archéologiques,” 317; Emile

Siderius, Dinant et ses environs: Fragments historiques (Dinant: Delplace-Hairs, 1859), 12.
Laport, “Les Quatre Fils Aymon et la Forét d’Ardennes, 172n8; Piron, “Légende des Quatre
Fils Aymon: Localisations de la légende en pays mosan. Deuxiéme article,” 1-66.

Close study of Landscape with Saint John the Baptist in 2005 revealed several details
rendered nearly invisible due to a restorer’s overpaint, including the balcony-like
formation under the hilltop structure. Lloyd de Witt and Mark Tucker, catalogue entry
for Landscape with St. John the Baptist in Vergara, Patinir: Essays and Critical Catalogue,
349.

See n. 8: Lucas Rem, Tagebuch des Lucas Rem aus den jahren 1494-1541: Ein beitrag zur
handelgeschichte der stadt Augsburg (Augsburg: J. N. Hartmann, 1861), 17-21.

On the emergence of the “Walloon method” of ironworking, see Brian G. Awty, “The
Development and Dissemination of the Walloon Method of Ironworking,” Technology and
Culture 48, no. 4 (October 2007): 783-803. See also B. J. P. van Bavel, Manors and Markets:
Economy and Society in the Low Countries, 500-1600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2010), 343-355.

Sander Govaerts, Armies and Ecosystems in Premodern Europe: The Meuse Region, 1250~
1850 (York: Arc Humanities Press, 2021), 28.

Maurice Piron, “La légende de Quatre Fils Aymon: Premier article,” Enquétes du musée de
la vie Wallonne 4, nos. 43-44 (1946), 187.

Patinir’s studio was located on the corner of Everdijstraat and Korte Gasthuisstraat.
Martens, “Joachim Patinir, “The Good Landscape Painter,” 47-59; Spijker, Historie vanden
vier heemskinderen, 329-331.

For a list of towns with documented inclusions of Bayard in processions between the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, see René Meurant, Géants processionnels et de cortéege en
Europe, en Belgique, en Wallonie (Tielt, Veys: 1979), 277-293.

Piron, “Légende de Quatre Fils Aymon: Premier Article,” 192-193;. Jules Borgnet,
“Tailleurs d'images et peintres Namurois,” Annales de la Société archéologique de Namur 7
(1861-1862), 209.
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Piron, “Le cheval Bayard, monture des Quatre Fils Aymon, et son origine dans la tradition
manuscrite,” in “Etudes sur ‘Renaut de Montauban,” ed. Jacques Thomas, Romanica
Gandensia 18 (1981): 153-170.

Other procession accounts consistently mention red and black coloring; a float
constructed for the city of Ath in 1462, based on Oudenaarde’s example, required forty-
one meters of black cloth for the body, six meters of red fabric for trimming, and enough
foal skin to cover the ears. Three journeymen were paid by Ath to view Oudenaarde’s
horse, and the city also copied a dialogue performed by the four brothers and an actor
who played Charlemagne, apparently a common theatrical vignette that accompanied the
float. Cities occasionally collaborated in the construction of floats; braiders from
Maastricht wove the wicker frame for a horse in Namur. C. de ville 1528 (Namur), fol. 171,
cited by Borgnet, “Tailleurs d’images et peintres Namurois,” 209. See also Léopold
Devillers, “La procession d’Ath, en 1462,” Annales du cercle archéologique de Mons 24
(1895), 416-417; Piron, “La légende de Quatre Fils Aymon: Premier Article,” 192-193;
Dieudonné Brouwers, Les fétes publiques a Dinant du XVe au XVIlle siécle (Namur: Ad.
Wesmael-Charlier, 1909), 8-37.

Processions also stimulated the local economy and provided opportunities for taxation.
David Nicholas observes how festivities such as the Corpus Christi procession, popular
throughout Europe and England, attracted visitors and pilgrims and provided a
considerable source of business for local merchants. A major source of income for cities in
late medieval Flanders came from indirect taxation on wine, beer, and grain, all of which
were in high demand during festivals and processions. See David Nicholas, Medieval
Flanders (London: Longman, 1992), 244; and Nicholas, The Later Medieval City, 1300~
1500 (London: Longman, 1997), 317.

The legend was popular in England long before the fifteenth century. Writing at the end of
the twelfth century, the English poet Alexander Neckam warned of the perils of chess

in De naturis rerum, invoking Renaut’s murder of a lord in Charlemagne’s palace.
Alexander Neckam, Alexandri Neckam: De naturis rerum libro duo, with the poem of the
same author, De laudibus divinae sapientiae, ed. Thomas Wright (London: Longman,
Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1863), 326. See also Bart Besamusca and Frank
Willaert, “Continuities and Discontinuities in the Production and Reception of Middle
Dutch Narrative Literature,” in Early Printed Narrative Literature in Western

Europe (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 69-74.

See Fridrich Pfaff, ed., Reinolt von Montelban, oder die Heimonskinder (Tiibingen,
Germany: Litterarischer Verein in Stuttgart, 1885); and Al Reifferscheid, ed., “Historie
van Sent Reinolt,” Zeitschrift fiir deutsches Philologie 5 (1874): 271-293.

In Antwerp, Jan van Wesberg published La belle et plaisante histoire des quatre fils

Aymon in 1561. This is after the death of Patinir (ca. 1524), and probably Bles (ca. 1560),
but in light of the many editions and translations available, it was almost certainly
circulating in Antwerp in other languages and editions before then. Over the course of the
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sixteenth century, five more editions of the legend were published in Lyon, and six in
Paris. Renaud Adam, “Le roman médiéval dexpression francaise dans les anciens Pays-Bas
entre 1550 et 1600,” Queeste 28, no. 1 (December 2021): 137-160. See also Spijker, Historie
vanden vier heemskinderen, 317.
Six renditions of the chanson were published in Venice between 1517 and 1553. Ana
Grinberg, “(Un)Stable Identities: Impersonation, Conversion, and Relocation in Historia
del emperador Carlo Magno y los doce pares” (PhD diss., University of California San
Diego, 2013), 248-251. For the circulation of the Four Sons in Italy, see Irene Spijker,
“Renout van Montalbaen,” in Van Aiol Tot de Zwaanridder: Personages uit de
middeleeuwse verhaalkunst en hun voorleven in literatuur, theater en beeldende kunst, ed.
W. P. Gerritsen and A. G. van Melle (Nijmegen: SUN, 1993), 265-266. See also Luca
Degl'Innocenti, “An Undying Tradition: The Afterlife of Charlemagne in Italy,’
in Charlemagne in Italy, ed. Jane Everson (Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, 2023), 283-
307.
Lope de Vega wrote Las pobrezas de Reynaldos in 1604. Spijker, “Renout van Montalbaen”
(1993), 265-266.
Joseph Bédier, Les légendes épiques: Recherches sur la formation des chansons de
geste (Paris: H. Champion, 1921), 4:250.
Castets, “Maugis dAigremont,” 314.
Jean-Pierre Lambot, LArdenne (Lieége: P. Mardaga, 1987), 153-155.
Castets, “Maugis dAigremont,” 314.
Jean-Baptiste Gramaye, cited in Edward van Even, Lomgang de Louvain: Dissertation
historique et archéologique; 36 planches gravées dapres des dessins de 1594 (Louvain: C. J.
Fonteyn, 1863), 23-24.
The abbot Paquot also claimed to have read in a register that before the unrest of the
sixteenth century, one could see the four brothers represented on their knees at the foot of
a crucifix on the high altar of Bertem. The etymology of Bertem can be traced to Bayard;
Bertem derives from Peerd Heim, Middle Dutch for “home of the horse” Molanus, Natales
sanctorum Belgii, 1-5; LAbbé Paquot, Mémoires pour servir a Uhistoire littéraire des dix-sept
provinces des Pays-Bas (Louvain, 1763), 444.
Sandra Hindman, “Pieter Bruegel’s Children’s Games, Folly, and Chance,” Art Bulletin 63,
no. 3 (September 1981): 447-475.
Spijker, Historie vanden vier heemskinderen, 321.
Spijker notes that Dominicans and Franciscans at this time made frequent use of secular
stories in their preaching and teaching. See Spijker, Historie vanden vier heemskinderen,
321-323.
The “rhymes of Robin Hood” are mentioned for the first time in William Langland’s
allegorical narrative Piers Plowman, written in the 1370s. The oldest surviving version of
the Middle English ballad Robin Hood and the Monk is dated around 1450 and conserved
in Cambridge University manuscript Ff.5.48. Robert Harrison, Forests: The Shadow of
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Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 79 and 156; Stephen Knight and
Thomas E. Kelly, eds., Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval
Institute, 1997).

87.  Larry Silver, in his study of Albrecht Altdorfer and the German wilderness, posits the wild
man as “antipode to the courtly ideal of the knight. He was a primitive, uncontrolled id
force contrasted against the civilized, restrained superego of the courtier” Larry Silver,
“Forest Primeval: Albrecht Altdorfer and the German Wilderness Landscape,” Simiolus 13,
no. 1 (1983), 7. See also Asmussen, “Wild Men in Braunschweig,” 31-56; Timothy
Husband and Gloria Gilmore-House, The Wild Man: Medieval Myth and Symbolism (New
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1980).

88. On the Sack of Dinant in 1466, see Pascal Saint-Amand and Axel Tixhon, “Ici fut Dinant’:
Autour du sac de 1466,” Les echos de Crévecoeur 44 (June 2016).

89.  Critics argue that “collective memory” implies individual passivity and overlooks
generational differences in social consciousness. As an alternative, James Fentress and
Chris Wickham propose “social memory;” which acknowledges society’s role in shaping
memory while allowing for diverse understandings. For an overview of these debates, see
Jelle Haemers, “Social Memory and Rebellion in Fifteenth-Century Ghent,” Social
History 36, no. 4 (November 2011): 443-445. See also James Fentress and Chris
Wickham, Social Memory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992).

90.  Van Mander quoted in Falkenburg, “The Devil is in the Detail: Ways of Seeing in Joachim
Patinir’s ‘World Landscapes,” in Vergara, Patinir: Essays and Critical Catalogue, 61.

91.  Comparable to the mode of reception described by Stephanie Porras, who argues that
audiences would have discerned and discussed allusions to Netherlandish history and
classical antiquity in the master’s peasant scenes. See Stephanie Porras, Pieter Bruegel’s
Historical Imagination (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 2016), 10-12.

92.  Rem, Tagebuch, 17-21.

93.  To Rem’s experiential knowledge of the Four Sons, it might be added, were his stays in
other cities where the legend was commemorated, embellishing the traveler’s embodied
familiarity with the epic saga. Rem mentions visits to Cologne, the city of Renaut’s
martyrdom, more than ten times in his Tagebuch, often following journeys to and from
Antwerp via the Ardennes. In December 1512, for example, Rem passed through Namur
on his return from Antwerp to Augsburg. In March 1513 he was on the move again, first
to Frankfurt and then to Cologne, arriving in Antwerp in April. Rem, Tagebuch, 17.

94.  Félix Rousseau, “Fausses étymologies, créatrices de légendes,” in Mélanges de linguistique
romane offerts a Jean Haust: Professeur de dialectologie Wallonne a I'Université de Liége,
membre de '’Académie royale de langue et de littérature frangaises, a loccasion de son
admission a léméritat (Liege: H. Vaillant-Carmanne, 1939), 359.

95.  Rousseau, “Fausses étymologies,” 371.

96.  Michel Weemans, “Herri Met de Bles’s Sleeping Peddler: An Exegetical and
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97. On the evolution of artistic conventions and their cognitive parallels to verbal metaphor,
see E. Melanie Gifford, “Pieter Bruegel’s Afterlife: A Visual Metaphor in Seventeenth-
Century Landscape,” in “Connoisseurship and the Knowledge of Art / Kennerschap en
kunst,” ed. H. Perry Chapman, Thijs Weststeijn, and Dulcia Meijers, Nederlands
Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 69 (2019): 42-73. 1 am grateful to Perry Chapman for directing
me to this source.
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