Reimndert L FALKENBURG

Profcssor Graduate Theological Umon (GTU) Beirkeley USA

PIETER BRUEGEL’S SERIES OF THE SEASONS
ON THE PERCEPTION OF DIVINE ORDER*

Recent interpretations of the pamtings by Flemush artist Pieter Bieugel the Elder
(ca 1528 1569) suggest that his representations of nature, and man’s relation to
nature, are governed by principles of order and harmony ' These principles are
associated with Neostoic humanist thought, allegedly popular in circles of
Bruegel’s friends and patrons In this view, nature in Bruegel’s landscape paint-
ngs — above all 1 lus famous Series of the Seasons (1565, figs 1 5)% —1s pre-
sented to the viewer as an object of reflection on the Divine rational order
which underlies the beauty, variety, and cyclical change of the natural scenery

This Divine order 1s more an abstract philosophical principle, 1€ Reason, than
the God of the theologians, 1 e the spiritual force that in personified form inter

venes m human history mn order to redeem mankind from its sins Nature and
man are conceptualized as distinct entities, tf one may use this phrase, that are

* T am very grateful to Elizabeth Honig (UC Berkeley) for her suggestions and comments on
the first draft of this article I also thank Todd Richardson (Graduate Theological Union Berke
ley) for his help m preparing the manuscript

' See for example J MuLLok Horsieor Zur Inferpretation von Biruege! s Landschaft
Asthetischer Landschaftsbegnff und Stotsche Weltbetiachtung Picter Brucgel und setne Welt ed
O von Simson —H Miclke Berlin 1979 v 73 142 TF GrruGory Toward the Contextualization
of Preter Biuegel s P occssion to Cahary Constiucting the Beholder From Within the Eyckian
Tradition Nedetlands Kunsthistorisch Taarboek 47 1996 p 207 221 Cf BEM KAVALLR Picter
Brucgcl Parablcs of Order and Entcrprise Cambidge 1999

2 Return of the Had Huntcrs i the Snow Dark Day Vienna Kunsthistoitsches Museum
mv Nrs 1018 1838 1837 Hay Harvest Prague Naiodni Galetie  Wheat Harvest  Met
ropolitan Museum of Art New York Rudgers Fund 1919 19 164 Sec for the series as a whole
F Novorny Dic Monatsbilder Pictcr Brucgel dA Wien 1948 E vaN DER VOSSEN De

Maandenreeks van Pieter Bruegel den Ouden Ouwd Holland 66 1951 p 103 116
1 BucnanaN The Collection of Niclaes Jongelinck II The Months by Picter Bruegel the
Bldet Buihngton Magazine 132 1990 p 541 550 For the three pamtings in Vienna see for
example K Demus The Pictuies of Picter Bruegel the Elder n the Kunsthistorisches Museum
Pieter By ucgcl the Llder at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna ed W Seipel Milan —
Vienna [999 p 88 89 Foi the pamnting m Prague J Sip Pieter Brucgcl d A Die Heucintc
Prag 1960 And for the New Yoik painting cxh cat From Van Eyck 1o Brucgel Eaily Nethet
landish Painting 1n The Metropolitan Museum of Art ed M AINSWORTH — K CHRISTIANSEN
New Yok 1998 p 386 391
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separated from each other even though they share a common (Divine) principle
of rational order and harmony, which also reigns when seasonal vicissitudes
strike as natural disasters, as can be observed in Bruegel’s Dark Day m the
Kunsthistorisches Museum 1n Vienna (fig 1) This sense of separateness, of
personal detachment, enables the viewer to contemplate the underlying good
ness, harmony and order even i such scenes of apparent chaos and destruction
As such, this mterpretation does not differ fundamentally from earlier 1nterpre-
tations of nature as a self-contained aesthetic entity (under the rubric “land-
scape”), which 15 offered to the viewer as an object of visual delight * Both
interpretations not only share an objectified concept of nature, but also the 1dea
that man, 1 e the viewer of Bruegel’s pantings, 15 separated from nature m and
through the act of observation and contemplation This act has a self-referential
quality, not unlike the appeal to (the viewer’s) self-knowledge, personal moral,
and rational judgment, vis a vis the folly and sinful behaviour of mankind por
trayed m many of Bruegel’s figure pieces The perceptual act m which
Bruegel’s pamtings mvolve the viewer must therefore be characterized with
words that emphasize the mental and visual distance, detachment, of observer
and observed 4

In this article I would like to present a different view of the perceptual act
m which Bruegel’s Series of the Seasons imvolves the viewer, and a different
view of the order, or principle, underlying the representation of nature 1n these
paintings It 1s based on previous work that I have done on religious scenes m
early sixteenth-century landscape paintings and therr function as aids for med-
itation 3 Although formal connections between Bruegel’s landscape pamtings
and the earlier “world landscape ’ tradition have been acknowledged for a
long time®, few authors have paid attention to thematic and perceptual rela
tionships 7 It may seem rather odd, I realize, to suggest that we should try to
understand Bruegel’s Series of the Seasons m the context of the religious
tmagery n sixteenth-century landscape paintings, since Bruegel’s landscapes
are usually seen as essentially secular paintings Even those authors who have

* See WS GIBSON  Muror of the Earth  The World Landscape in Sixtcenth Century Fle
mish Painting Princeton 1989

4 Cf GiBsoN (1989) p 58 59

5 See R L FALKLNBURG Joachim Patinn Landscape as an Image of the Pilgiimage of Lifc
Amsterdam & Philadelphia 1988 Ip  Margmal Moufs in Early T'lemish Landscape Pantings
Herir met de Bles Studics and Lxplorations on the Woild Landscape Tiadition ed NE Muller
e¢a Princeton (The Art Museum) — Turnhout 1998 p 153 169

¢ See already L voN BaLDAss Die niederlandische Landschaftsmalerer von Patinir bis
Bruegel Jahibuch der Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen in Wicn 34 1918 p 111157

7 See RL FALKLNBURG Pieter Bruegels Kruisdraging —een proeve van close reading
Oud Holland 107 1993 p 17 33 and FALKENBURG (1998)
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Fig 1 Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Dark Day
(Copyiight Vienna Kunsthistorisches Museum)
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approached his landscape paintings from a certain philosophical, “weltan-
schaulichen”, point of view (see above) have characterized their content n
secular terms, or m terms that indicate a breach with traditional religiosity
And one has to acknowledge, right from the start, that whereas landscapes by
Joachim Patinir and his followers contain little scenes that relate a story from
the life of a saint, or a biblical story — mostly from the New Testament —,
Bruegel’s Series of the Seasons clearly do not do so A few of his other land-
scape paintings, however, do contain a small religious scenes, such as his
Carrying of the Cross in Vienna (1564, fig 6)8, where the figure of Christ
collapsing under the weight of the Cross 15 almost hidden from view because
of the muluitude of bystanders and participants in the Calvary procession ? In
order to show that the thematic connections between Bruegel’s work and the
religious 1magery 1n the world landscape tradition go beyond this example,
and include his Series of the Seasons as well, I will follow a two tiered Iine of
reasoning The first consists of a summary of my former analyses of the reli-
gious scenes in earlier landscape paintings as meditation vigneltes that
address the theme of “sight and nsight” The second 1s an effort to show that
Bruegel’s Seasons do contain religious vignettes of some sort, after all,
although 1n a disguised form that has prevented their recogmtion so far This
will lead me to some concluding remarks regarding the hypothesis that there
1s a certaimn umfying theme underlying the content of these vignettes, one that
puts the perception of (Divine) order in these pamntings as a whole m a differ-
ent perspective 10
Early Netherlandish landscape pamnting offers a whole series of pictures the

matizing the notion “sight and nsight” with the help of a series of small, some-
times minute scenes that are spread out in the vast space of a natural scenery
which encompasses the various geographical characteristics of the entire world
as 1t was then known "' This multi-scenic device 1s derived from late medieval
“Andachtsbilder”, devotional images designed to engage the viewer in a
process of meditation on events epigrammatically represented 1 minuscule fig-
ures Therr small s1ze 15 not indicative of a lack of meaning, but serves as an

% Vienna Kunsthistoiisches Museum mv Ni 1017 Cf K DiMts (1999) p 68 69 See also
the refcrences m notes 7 and 9

7 Cf F WiNkLIR Die Wicner Kreuztiagung Ncdeilands Kunsthistorisch Taarboek 9 1958
p 83 108 Bruegel s Landscape with the Picaching of John (1566 Szepmuvessett Museum) and
his Conversion of Saul (1567 Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna mv Nr 3690) bare witness of
the iconographic relationship between Bruegel s pantings and the eatlier landscape tradition
both themes occut 1n paintings by Patinit and (ine gioup) Hertr met de Bles

101 will offer a mote elaborate exposition of these 1deas in a book on  The Mimd s Lye
View 1 Eaily Netherlandish Pamting which I am currently prepaiing

"' See for the following cspecially FALKLNBURG (1988) and (1998)
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Fig 6 Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Carrying of the Cross
(Copyright Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum)
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incentive for a meditation by the viewer that comprises at least as much visual-
ization as (literal) vision: the imaginative input, the mental “Ausmalung” of
the story by the viewer, generates almost more images, imagery, than the
respective pictorial “mnemograms” themselves. Traditional “Andachtsbilder”
let the viewer memorize and meditate on events from the life of the protagonist
that have a strong emotional impact and stimulate feelings of empathy and
compassion with the holy person. Early sixteenth-century landscapes, however,
engage the viewer in a mental and visual voyage through the painted world that
make him or her experience, and reflect on, the (ollowing of a spiritual path in
the real, material world. They do so by taking up certain stories from the New
Testament that thematize notions of sight and insight, revelation and belief,
often along the lines of an antithesis between the material world and the world
of the spirit, the visible and the invisible, seeing and being blind, and, most fun-
damentally, Christ and the rest of mankind.

Thus some landscapes depict the story of the Men of Emmaus (Luke
24:13-31) who, while on their way from Jerusalem to their home village,
encounter Jesus but do not recognize him (afier his Resurrection). While one
scene, in the foreground, depicts the travelers on their way to Emmaus,
another, located far in the background, refers to the episode after their arrival
in Emmaus.'2 The Scriptures relate how the travelers invited their companion
to stay with them and how, only when he broke and blessed the bread at their
table, “their eyes were opened and they recognized him; and he vanished out
of their sight”. By casting this last event in a tiny, hardly visible scene in the
far distance, located on the edge of the composition, the picture constructs the
viewer’s visual experience as a replication of the original narrative’s theme of
recognition and spiritual insight.

Other landscapes depict the Preaching of John the Baptist to the crowd.!?
They, too, use the tiny mnemogram literally as an eye-opener, following the
biblical account of how “The next day he [John the Baptist] saw Jesus coming
toward him, and declared, ‘Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin
of the world... I saw the Spirit descend as a dove from heaven... And I have
seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God’”. (John 1:29-34).
While John makes a pointing gesture, indicating to the crowd to “behold”
Jesus, his figure cannot be found in the direction of the outstretched arm. Only

12 See, lor example, Hern Bles (or wotkshop), fourney to Emmaus, Antweip, Museum Mayer
van den Bergh, inv Nr. 40 — Gibson (1989), p 30 and fig 2.47.

3 Herri Bles (circle of), Landscape with the Preaching of Tohn the Buptist, Formeily Gallery
Heim-Ganac, Paris — see FALKLNBURG (1998), p 161 and fig 131; of. Hert Bles, Landscape
with the Preaching of Tohn the Baptist, Dortmund, Museum fur Kunst und Kultw geschichte des
Stadt Dortmund — see GiBSON (1989), p. 31-32 and fig. 2.56.
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a viewer eagerly scanning the whole panorama will notice Jesus’ inconspicu-
ous silhouette as he emerges from the woods in the background, where one
may also detect the equally unobtrusive scene of the Baptism of Jesus in the
river Jordan. Form, content, and the careful placing of the little scene work
together in leading the viewer to recognition and spiritual insight through the
adventures of his outward eye.

The story of the Good Samaritan is the subject of the human staffage in
another group of landscapes. In this case, the biblical narrative contrasts the
behaviour of a priest and a Levite, who did not act when they saw the victim
of a robbery lying half dead on the side of a road, with that of a Samaritan who
“when he saw him, ... was moved with pity...” (Luke 10:31-34). The paint-
mngs bring out the tenor of the parable by showing the Samaritan taking care of
the victim, whereas the priest and the Levite —~ in the attire of sixteenth-century
clerics — are scen passing by and turning their backs on him while keeping
their eyes fixed on their (probably religious) reading.'* This mise-en-scéne 1s
probably not so much a (Protestant) critique of the Church, as an effort to
engage the viewer in recognizing that true Christianity is born out of inner
spiituality and compassion, and is the opposite of shallow outward religion.!s
Sight and msight are staged here as antagonistic qualities and offered to the
viewer for reflection and introspection.

This patiern also underlies a serics of landscapes with the Carrying of the
Cross, which culminate in Bruegel’s version in Vienna. Christ is always
depicted as visually almost lost in the crowd; and in a sense, this whole
crowd 1s characterized as his adversaries, who put him to death, withhold
from him their compassion, and pursue their own worldly interests. Their
lack of recognition of Jesus’ true identity and mission in the world is exem-
plified by some figures that are positioned on the fringes of the crowd and
watch the procession go by. In most cases they are peasants and vendors who
are on their way to the market with the produce of the fields. They are the
antipodes of Jesus, because they are heading m the opposite direction, and
sometimes bluntly cut across the Calvary procession with their carts, horses,
and market ware (fig. 7).'° These rigures, always located on the edge of the
crowd or in the margin of the composition, also occur in other landscapes as

" Heut Bles, Landscape with the Parable of the Good Samar itan, Namui, Musée des Arts
Anciens du Namurois — ¢l FALKLNBURG (1998), p 165 and fig 132

15 C R L FALKENBURG, Erasme de Rotterdam et la pemntute de paysage aux Pays-Bas, Acres
du cycle de conférences “De la puissance de I'image  les artistes du Nord face a la 1éfoirme” au
Musée du Louvie, ed M R. Recht, Paits (Musée du Louvie), 2001 (1n piess)

16 Jan van Amstel (the Biunswick Monogtammust), Chiist Cariying the Cioss, formeily
Amsterdam, collection P de Boct — ¢f. GissoN (1989}, p 23-24 and f1g 2 28
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antipodes, or antagonusts, of the religious protagonist. They belong to a reper-
torre of marginal moufs that ulimately are derived from, and share the picto-
rial rhetoric of, margmnal illustrations 1 Books of Hours and other late-
medieval manuscript decorations. There, they act as (parodic) glosses on the
main scene, mimicing or couteracting 1ts protagonist, and this 15 also the
role they seem to have i early sixteenth-century landscape paintings. Thus in
some landscapes one finds the blind pilgrim and his guide (traditional types
of the “false pilgrim™) in a corner of the landscape, calling attention, by way
of 1llustrating the opposite, to the spiritual path advocated by their antipode.'’
In landscapes with the Carrying of the Cross, this role of marginal antitype 1s
given to peasants who, by going m the opposite direction, implicitly allude to
the following of Christ, the “imitatio Christ1”.!#

This whole 1diom 15 used and elaborated upon m Bruegel’s own version of
this theme and 1n a series of other paintings m which he crosses the boundaries
between landscape and history pamnting. In his Vienna Carrying of the Cross
the peasants are only part of a whole array of marginal gloss figures, many of
which are of a rather wry sort (fig. 6). The wife of Simon of Cyrene, who tries
to prevent her husband from helping Jesus to carry the cross (while cairying
on her belt a rosary with a crucifix as sign of her devotion)!?, 1s an example of
hypocrisy which has been noticed by many authors. This 1s just one among
many examples, however, of non- and outright anti-Christian behavior among
the crowd, which 1s even moie blatant than that of the peasants exactly
because of the “mnocence” and “humane playfulness” which they display. It
15 not the blatant aggression or the demonic features of Jesus’ tormentors that
one finds 1n many contemporary (Netherlandish and German) paintings of the
Passion which Bruegel chooses to portray. He uses the less obvious, but more
subtle, 1diom of the margmal gloss to express looming threat, evil, and crass
1ignorance of the redemptive nature of the event. To give just one example. the
raven and the wheel high on top of a stake in the upper right corner echo the
adjacent circle of onlookers who have positioned themselves on top of the
Golgotha hill in expectation of the immanent crucifixion. The raven qualifies
them as scavengers waiting for their prey.?° By casting the historical event m

'7 See, for example, Joachim Patmr, Landscape with Sani Jeiomc, Madnd, Musco del
Prado, mv Nr 1614 —¢f K JonLs Hi1LLrsTE DT, The blind man and his guide 1n Netherlandish
painting, Stmtolus, 13, 1983, p 163-181

18 C1 Hertri Bles’s Roud 1o Calvary m The Princeton Art Museum, wheie peasants as well as
the blind pilgum and his guide are among the bystanders in the Calvary procession — sec
FAI KINBURG (1998)

Y Cf Luke 23 26

20 See for 4 fuller account FALKI NBURG (1993) and also (2001)
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Fig. 7. Jan van Amstel (the Brunswick Monogrammust), Christ Cairying the Cross.
Panel, 33 x 47 cm. Private Collection.

a realistic contemporary scene and using the pictorial rhetoric of inconspicu-
ousness and apparent contingency, Bruegel relies heavily on the visual and
mental “work-out” of the viewer.?! Here, {ar more than in earlier landscapes,
the visible, material world itself becomes the playground for the viewer’s
search for manifestations of the invisible, divine world: but these manifesta-
tions are only “visible” for the mind’s eye cf the viewer and not, or hardly, for
his physical eyesight. The marginal scene of the Virgin Mary, John and the
accompanying women in the foreground, who have turned their eyes away
from the visual spectacle, signal to the viewer that to be near Christ and to
have compassion with him is a matter of spiritual seeing rather than outward
seeing. The most remarkable featwe of this antithetical setting is, however,
that the viewer of the painting can teach that mode of inward seeing by involv-
ing himself in the very contingencies of the physical world, seemg through
them, and unraveling their natuze as telling details of an underlying story. But
as with the subsidiary scenes in earlier landscapes, this story has to be told by
the viewer as much as by the painting itself.

2L Cf the remairks on contingency in Hietonyms Bosch’s and Pieier Biuegel’s pantings
oftered by J L KorrnCR, Hietonymus Boscl’s World Pictute, Picturing Science Producing Ait,
ed CA Jones —P Galison, New Yoik and London, 1998, p. 297-323
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The Conversion of Saul 1 Vienna (1567) uses the same strategies to mvolve
the viewer in the theme of sight and msight, blindness and revelation 22 Already
the subject of the biblical tale tself (Acts 9 1-9, 17-18), this theme 1s brought
home to the viewer through formal and 1conographic means The protagonist 15
depicted 1n the center of the composition, but 1s visually margmalized and
obscured by the multitude of Saul’s fellow persecutors who are crowded
together 1n a relatively small segment of the composition Their spirttual con-
fusion, lack of direction, and mner blindness 15 expressed, among other ways,
by their headgear, which has sunk so far over their eyes that they literally and
figuratively cannot clearly see They wvisualize the opposite of what 1s the
mmplicit appeal of the central scene do not follow the spiritual blindness of
Saul but open one’s mnner eyes to the message of Christ The function of these
subsidiary figures 1s fairly obvious, as 15 the meaningfulness of their disorderly
grouping, which obstructs the central scene from view 23 What has not been
recognized 1s the fact that this arrangement 1s part of a conscious stralegy (o
“trap” the viewer 1n the complexities of spiritually “seemng through” outward
reality, which Bruegel adopted directly from the world landscape tradition

It 1s telling that Bruegel used the same device of visually obscuring the scene
of the Adoration of the Magt in his Winterlandscape mn Winterthur (dated
1567)* traditionally this event was celebiated by the Church as the feast of
“Epiphany”, or “revelation” Here, as i earlier landscapes, the religious scene
itself has been relegated to the margins of the composition, but Bruegel has
enhanced 1ts inconspicuousness by blurring the whole scene with falling snow
This device causes the viewer to engage 1n the Magy’s search for the newboin
king, the Son of God, 1n the contingency of ordinary life He 1s revealed to the
viewer, to his spirttual sight rather than to his outward eye, in the guise of a
poor child, almost lost 1n the corner of what looks like one’s own local habitat
The pamnting shows him how the s1gns of a Divine reality may be {ully “snowed
under” 1n real life It 1s striking, in this context, to note (and this holds true also
for the Convei sion of Saul) how cramped the clustering of the human figutes n
the composition 1s, compared to the free space given to the depiction of appar-
ently meanmgless (in the sense of ttivial) details and motifs (How trivial, how-
ever, are the tiny figures of the lanquenets which are barely visible 1n the back-
ground of the Flemish village?) The attention paid to the piecise rendering of

’2 Kunsthistorisches Muscum mv N1 3690

23 Cf for cxample G STRIDBLCK Brucgclstudicn Unter suchungen zit den thonologischen
Pioblcmen ber Prcter Brucgdd d A sowre dossen Beziehungen zum mcda lardischen Romanis
mus Soest 1977 (repunt ed Stockholm, 1956), p 252 255 who alieady pomnted to the spuitual
theme (1o follow the 1nnet Christ ) of the central scene

2 Collection Oskar Remhart
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surface textures of brick, rmnous walls and other architectural structures, 1ce
and snow etc 15 mversely proportional to the epigiammatic rendering of the
biblical tale That this constellation 1s not to be understood (as art historians
often have done) as token that the landscape 1s “liberated” from the constraints
of religious content and 1s depicted “for its own sake”, may be clear now We
are better equipped to “see through’ Bruegei’s pictorial thetoric

When we turn to Bruegel’s Series of the Seasons, it 18 with alertness that
these pamntings may piesent a similar challenge to the viewer’s power of dis
cernment n the form of an mconspicuous religious scene or motif Pethaps the
most obvious candidate for such a motif 1s the rainbow 1n the background of the
Return of the Herd (fig 4), which represents autumn This optical phenomenon
15 part of the depiction of the weather, to which Bruegel pays much atlention n
this sertes, always n accordance with the time of the year Here, the 1ambow
helps to signal the approaching rain and storm season At the same time, how-
ever, the ratnbow immediately brings to mind the story of Noah and the Flood,
and God’s promise never to destioy Iife on earth again and never to halt the
successton of “sowing and harvesting, cold and heat, summer and winter, day
and might” (Genesis 8 22) Thus, the 1ainbow 15 a natmal sign of both seasonal
and cosmic dimenstons Understood as reference to the vicissitudes of seasonal
weather, 1t expresses the hope and expectation that nature will show its brighter
side after Fall and Winter have passed and given way to happier seasons

At the same time, this promuse has a redempttve and, beyond that, an escha-
tological dimension In the Christian tiadition, following Augustine, the general
pattern of time 1s not that of endless repetition, but of beginning and end, sin
and 1edemption, of the salutary “artow of tme” of the history of salvation In
this tradition, the rambow 1eminds the viewer of the fall of mankind, as pun-
ishment for which God has ordered man to toil the earth ‘ in the sweat of one’s
face”, but also of Chiist whose act of redemption breaks the otherwise endless
cycle of human effort and misery ** To the modern viewet, this redemptive per
spective may seem not particularly +elevant here if 1t 15 not substantiated by
additional visual evidence There 1s ndeed, in Bruegel’s pamting somethmg of
a visual context for this thought Near the rambow and the dark approaching
clouds, some men are woiking it a vineyard located on the top of a high, oth-
erwise barren, mountain This seems to be a rather unusual place for a vineyard,
which one would expect in {ar more accessible and fertile grounds — as we
actually see depicted in the region turther below, near the rives that winds mto
the distance As these workers, according to the age-old tracdition of the “labors

2% See R BITrNtR Augustine s Philosophy of Histoty The Augustiman Tradition ed G B
Matthews Berkeley  Los Angeles — London 1999 p 345 360
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of the months”, perform the preparatory work on the vines in order for them to
bear fruit in the next season, this small scene carries with it the promise of
future harvest and fulfillment. Seen in conjunction with the nearby rainbow,
however, the vineyard and the high grounds may signal in particular the
promise of the best future harvest possible, the blood of Christ on Golgotha.?¢

Were it not for the context of the series as a whole, where other slightly
more visibly manifest signs of the presence of Christ in the world may be
detected, I admit that this reading would be rather gratuitous. The next paint-
ing in the series, however, seems to offer such a sign, albeit in an unexpected
place and, again, in an apparenily contingent mode of expression associated
with the representation of ordinary daily life. This is, literally, a sign, attached
to the exterior of an inn in the left corner of the Hunters in the Snow (fig. 5).
This sign shows the traces of a crude jmage, and a text which clarifies the rep-
resentation — and the name of the inn: “Dit is inden hert” (This is in the Stag).
The image is taken from the legend of St. Hubert, the patron saint of hunters,
who converted to Christianity when an image of the Cross appeared to him in
a stag’s antlers. The reason for Bruegel to incorporate this image in his winter
landscape may have to do with the saint’s popularity in the Southern Nether-
lands as patron saint of hunters.?” The problem with this interpretation is that,
in the case of the hunters who pass by the inn, this patronage does not seem to
have been very effective. They appear to be returning from a hunt with only a
single catch, a fox dangling over the shoulders of one of the men. Perhaps, as
some commentators have proposed, Bruegel shows himself here a “honest
humorist” by suggesting that their scant catch results from not having St.
Hubert “inden hert”: in their heart.?®

It certainly seems natural to connect the sign with the hunters, as does the
thought that there is a friction between the two motifs, but this tension may be
of a more serious nature and wider scope than has been recognized. There is a
rather striking analogy between the tense constellation of these motifs and the
religious and profane scenery in some earlier paintings belonging to the world
landscape tradition. In several paintings with Christ carrying the Cross and the
Crucifixion by Jan van Amsiel and Pieter Aertsen, some peasants who act out

26 Cf. the metaphor of Chiist, the wine-press, which was wide-spread n the late Middle Ages
— see, for example, D ALIBFRI, Aux Ongines du Pressoit mystique, images d’arbres et de vignes
dans Part médiéval, Le Presson mystigue  Actes du Colloque de Recloses, 27 mat 1989, Paiis,
1990, p. 27-42 and A THOMAS — M. ZLNDER - F J. HEYEN, Die Dai stellung Chiisti in der Kelter
Erne theologische und kulturhistorische Studie, zugleich emn Beitvag zur Geschichte und Volks-
kunde des Wernbaus, Dusseldorf, 1981

27 Sce the Lexikon der Christlichen Tkonogiaphie, VI, Rome — Freibuig — Basel — Vienna,
1974, 547-551.

2 See DiMUs (1999), p. 88-89
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the role of antitypes of Christ are shown bowing their heads and looking away
when they pass Jesus, or Iiterally turmng their backs on him.?° In this way their
spiritual blindness and lack of concern is given clear visual expression. By
implication, their averted gazes call for opposite behavior: compassion with the
suffering Jesus. In Bruegel’s Hunters in the Snow the arrangement of the hunters
relative to the image on the sign of the inn is similar. Their bowed heads, their
gazes fixed to the snow-covered ground, signal their blindness to their patron
saint, and indirectly point to the theme of Christ’s appearance and revelation,
which is the subject of crude painting on the inn’s sign. The ultimate “image
partner” of the hunters is therefore Christ: it 1s he whom they don’t have in their
hearts. What gives the viewer visual support for this reading is the slanted posi-
tion of the sign: 1n itself it signals negligence, disregard for Christ, and spiritual
blindness, that reign in this corner of the world. The straw fire in front of the inn,
which 1s lighted to singe a pig ~ a traditional activity for November and Decem-
ber — adds to this impression, as the wind-swept flames flare up high and dan-
gerously close to the front of the building.?® As a result of this interpretation,
thesc and other “Laborers of the Months” start to loose their “innocence”,
which is inherent in the naturalness and “appropriateness” of their activities to
the specific time of the year, and may become objects of moral scrutiny by the
viewer. I will not elaborate on the possible content of these reflections here, but
confine myself to the observation that this constellation of motifs is instrumen-
tal in making the viewer aware of Christ as the true, but unrecognized, pivot of
the world. The image on the sign, and its tiny dimensions, seem to serve a sim-
ilar purpose as the small religious vignettes in earlier landscapes, i.e. 1o help the
viewer recognize Christ with his inward eye, following St. Hubert who “saw”
the crucifix appearing to him. The theme of appearance may even have a spe-
cific historical connotation, given the fact that according to the traditional
Church calendar December was the time when Christ’s birth, his literal appear-
ance in the world, occurred. But as thete was no place for him in the inn when
he was about to be born (Luke 2:7), so is the location of his appearance in the
modern world. His place is relegated to a marginal position, a disregarded sign
exposed to wind and winter cold.

The next painting, the Dark Day (fig. 1), which shows the stormy weather
and the seasonal activities of January and February, contains a few motifs that

2 Jan van Amstel, Landscape with the Crucifixion, Basel, Olfentliche Kunstsatnmlung, Kun-
stmuseum — see GIBSON (1989), f1g 2.29, and two landscapes with the Car1ying of the Cioss by
Pieter Aetlsen in Antweip, Museum voor Schone Kunsten, and foimeily Beilin, Gemaldegaleite
(1552; destioyed) — see FALKENBURG (1993), p 27; and FALKENBURG (1998), p 163

% This motif 15 echoed m the backgiound by the tiny scene of a chimney [ne m a faimhouse,
which people 1y to extinguish, such a fuc usually tesults from a lack of care and maintenance
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also may be understood as references to the veiled manifestation of God’s son
in this world. The people who are portrayed in the right corner of the compo-
sition are involved, as so many others in this landscape, in activities that are
associated with the specific time of the year. Some of them are pruning trees,
others repair weather beaten houses, and two adults and a child form a group
of merrymakers whom, to judge from the crown the child 1s wearing, we can
associate with the feast of Epiphany, which traditionally was celebrated on
January 6th.*! This feast commemorated the visit of the three Magi to the
newly born Christ Child and the “epiphany”, the revelation, of his divine
nature to them. A few years later Bruegel also treated this theme in a rather
inconspicuous way, as we have noted, but in the Winterthur picture the three
Magi — if not the Christ Child — are at least visible to a certan degree. In the
Dark Day, however, it is only the indirect, playlul reference of the child’s
crown that could bring the Mag1’s search for the newly born king to the mind
of the viewer. In this connection one might also take the small sign of the inn
on the other side of the composition into consideration. This sign shows an
image of a star against a blue background, and a text that seems to read “dit is
inden ster” — a constellation that might be understood as a visual gloss on the
star that led the Magi to the birthplace of Christ. For the rest, however, this inn
seems 10 be rather the opposite of a godly place, given such details as a man
urinating against its wall, a fiddler, and a woman and a child who drag a man
towards (sic) its entrance. The visually veiled relerence, 1n other words, to the
Magi’s search for Christ and the revelation of his identity acts as a gloss on the
velled manifestation of the Divine in this world and constructs the viewer’s
visual and mental re-enactment of the Magi’s experience of this manifestation.

3 So [a1, the association of each pamnting with two particular months has been based on the
medieval 1conogiaphy of the Labors of the Months As this tradition had always known a ceitam
degiee of variauon m the connection of cach individual labor with a paiticulat month (within the
general irame of the fow seasons). theie has been much discussion on the precise tdentification
of the months, and then scquence, m Bruegel’s Series of the Seasons (Scc, among othets,
K ToiNal Studien zu den Gemalden P Bruegels d A., Jahi buch der Kunsthistortschen Samm-
lungen 1in Wien, ns, 8, 1934, p 125-128 F NoVOTNY, Die Monatsbilder Pieter Bruegels des
Alteren, Vienna, 1948 HJ VaN MitGrori, The twelve months 1econsidered how a drawing by
Pieter Stevens clarifics « Bruegel enigma, Sumiolus, 16, 1986, p 29-35 ) If one accepts, however,
the hypothesis that these pasntings contan religious motifs, some of which can be selated to a
spectfic date on the Chiistian calendar, the problem how to relate each painting with which two
months can be solved 1n the [ollowing way As the commemoration of St. Hubeit’s name
day was November 3rd and Epiphany was cclebrated on January 6th (¢f B BLACKBURN and
L Horrorn-SIREVENS, The Oxford Companion to the year, Ox{ord, 1999, p 445 and 21-24),
the Hunter s in the Snow and the Dark Day would consequently represent November-December
and January-Febiuary, respectively The identification of (01 association with) the respective
months m the remaining pictures becones self-cxplanatory (resulting 1 a scheme that differs
from the one suggested by Van Micgioet)
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While Bruegel, n this painting as well as in his Hunter s 1n the Snow, embro1
ders on the pictorial language of the maigmal gloss 1n eaily sixteenth-century
landscape pamting, he also goes a step beyond s predecessors In the earlier
tradition, the small religious vignettes thematize sight and msight and mvolve
the viewer through their very optical elusiveness i the paradox of “seeing”
the mvisible Bruegel, however, has ttansformed these vignettes into contin
gent, and therefore apparently “meaningless”, details in the pictonial evocation
of everyday Iife Thus he makes 1t even harder for the viewer to obtam an
undeistanding of the underlying order of the world, judging by the haphazard-
ness of 1ts outwaird appearance

The consequence of this strategy 1s, {or that matter, that the more strongly
Biuegel appealed to the imaginative powers of the viewer, the harder 1t 1s to
find evidence for this reading, since the whole device lives on indrect sugges-
tion and 15 destroyed by proof Bruegel’s concern, of course, was not to help,
or hamper, future ait historical discourse, but o constiuct a 1ich visual exper:
ence for the contemporaly viewer [ mention the hetmeneutic pioblems tor the
modern academic mnterpieter not 1n order to make this 1eading unamenable to
criticism (by suggesting that 1t 1s substanuiated by its very visual elusiveness)
[ only want to pomt out that the imuted demonstrabihty of this teading may be
due, 1n part at least, to the mherent properties of the pictotial language Bruegel
seems to have employed

My interpretation is further complicated and handicapped by the disappear
ance of the next panting 1 the sequence, a representation of what must have
been an evocation of Spring, or Maich and April 1 will not speculate what 1t
may have looked like, or what religious motif, if any, 1t may have contamed
Instead, I will focus on the following pamntg, the landscape with the Hay Ha
vest (11g 2) 1n the Nostitz collection, Smecno This 15 the only mstance m this
series where we encounter moti{s that directly relate to the pictorial tradition of
the world landscape The foreground on the 11ght shows a group of peasants who
ate seen fiom behind and who ate on then way to the maiket They ate loaded
with the eatly summer produce of the fields and carry with them laige baskets
with fruit and vegetables They form an istructive example of how, at the mnter-
section of two iconographic tradifions, we 1ind a motif that belongs to the repre
sentation of the Labors of the Months, and at the same time relates to the antag
onism between peasants and religious figures 1n early 16th century landscape
panting In this pamting we do not find any figures that depict, o1 refer to, a spe-
cific biblical story, but there 15 agam a small religious configuration that, once

2 Michael Frayn has made the 1tediscovery of the long [ost sixth pamting the subject of his
1ecent novel Headlong (Mettopolitan Books) New Yoik 1999
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perceived, opens up a critical view of what otherwise looks like a perfectly good
example of mdustrious labor and correspondimngly rich rewards The peasants are
just passing by a small roadside chapel on a pole, in which we ghimpse a tiny
sculpture of Mary and the Christ Child Such roadside chapels were widespread
mn Flanders and were incentives to, and objects of, prayers and other practices of
popu-lar religion There 1s another painting by Bruegel that testifies 1o one par-
ticular custom that 1s relevant to mention 1n this connection His Peasant Dance
m Vienna (1568)% shows in the extieme right corner a crude wooden frame,
attached to a tree, with a hand-colored woodcut of Mary and the Christ Child
Below this image hangs a pot in which someone has stuck some freshly picked
flowers, apparently as a token of his or her gratitude to, or reverence for, the Vir-
gin Mother The structure 1s remmiscent of the roadside shrine m Bruegel’s Hay
Harvest 1t also shows the pot, but not the flowers In etfect we have a motif con-
stellation that 1s very similar to the hunters and the St Hubert sign in the Hunters
i the Snow and may be suggestive of a similar message The peasants pass the
chapel without paying any attention to it Their heads are “filled” with other
concerns the large baskets that they carry on therr heads are panted in such a
way that 1t looks as if therr heads “are” these baskets In other pantings too,
Bruegel uses this device of an object “replacing”, or covering, the head of a per-
son tn order to signal the material concerns, and spiritual blindness, by which
such minds are clouded The same 1mpression 1s suggested here, enhanced by the
fact that the man closest to the shrine has turned his back on 1t This may be read
as a comcidence, as may the whole composition of these motifs A viewer alerted
to such tiny ripples 1n the stream of “natural” events in other paintings n the
series may see things differently, though

My last example 1s the most difficult to argue In the pantings discussed so
far, we were able to {ind certain small signs that, although not directly repie-
senting a biblical event or figure, undoubtedly have a religious connotation —
regardless of the specific meaning one attributes to them Despite their incon
spicuousness, these signs are recognizable for the viewer as such, 1 ¢, as man
made signs, or “God-made” 1n the case of the 1ainbow In the Wheat Harvest
(fig 3) m New York, however, I have not been able to detect any such signs
But there 1s one motif belonging to the natural scenery that allows for a simi-
lar reading as the religious signs in the other paintings of the sertes Ths 1s the
pear tree 1n the foreground with a large barren branch protruding from 1ts
trunk Having reached the harvest season, Bruegel includes moti{s that relate
to the “labors” of the months August and September In addition to the wheat
harvest, he depicts the gathering of apples and pears by workers n the field A

3 Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum inv Nr {059
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fruit-bearing pear tree is therefore fully appropriate for this time of the year.
The barren branch, which is somewhat isolated from the crown of the tree,
may be seen as the result of Bruegel’s effort to give the whole landscape a nat-
ural appearance, that is, the look of real nature where death and decay reign as
much as life and growth do. The pear tree shows a few other barren branches
as well, though thinner and irregularly forked in smaller twigs, which stretch
out from the crown just above the heads of some peasants below who are hav-
ing their meal. The larger branch has a human echo in a sleeping peasant on
the other side of the trunk, whose legs stretch away from the tree.

At first sight, therefore, there is nothing to suggest that the dry branches
would have any specific meaning at all. And we would be foolish to deny that
there may be a reluctance among modern (and perhaps also 16th century)
viewers to spend much time and deliberation on an inconspicuous motif that
may well have served exclusively to enhance the suggestion of natural growth
and decay. Yet barrenness in a world of fertility and productivity is potentially
a charged theme. I wonder, therefore, if these dry branches are meant as a
gloss on the resting peasants below, especially in view of the fact that their fel-
low workers are still busy performing the “labor of the month”.

The idea that these resting peasants should be seen with a critical eye finds
indirect endorsement in a similar constellation of motifs in Bruegel’s painting
The Land of Cockaigne (1567).3* Here a “food-bearing” tree is at the center of
an mmage of a paradisiacal country whose inhabitants, according to folk leg-
end, feast on an abundance of food all day long without needing to work. At
the foot of this tree lie representatives of different working classes: a soldier,
a clerk and a peasant who is resting on top of his flail — exhausted not from
work but [rom heavy food consumption. A contemporary print made by Pieter
van der Heyden after this painting contains an mscription, which explicitly dis-
approves of the lazy and gluttonous nature of these greedy-guts.*® The dry
branches in Bruegel’s Wheat Harvest may offer a similar, pictorial, gloss on
peasants who sleep and eat but don’t work.

Further endorsement of this interpretation may be found in the combination
of a fruit-bearing tree with a large barren branch proper. We find such a com-
bination in contemporary representations of the tree of knowledge of good and
evil. One particular example worth mentioning here, since it regards one of the
first major landscapes painted in the Southern Netherlands in the beginning of

* Munich, Alte Pindkothek — sce also L LeBLER, Le Pays de Cocagne (Het Lwmlekkerland),
Bulletin des Musées 10yaun des Beau-Aiis de Belgique, 4, 1955, p 199-214

% Pieter van der Heyden, Land of Cockaigne, alter Pieter Buuegel, ca 1567, Etchung, Brus-
sels, Bibliothéque Royale, Cabmet des Estampes
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the 16th century, 1s Joachim Patinir’s Landscape with the Rest on the Flight to
Egypt, m Madrid.*¢ In the foreground, next to Mary and the Child, rises an old
apple tree — fruits 1n top — with one 1solated barren branch sticking out from
the rest of the crown. This 1s the tree of knowledge of good and evil as late
medieval popular religious lore imagined it- withered after the Fall, but fruit-
bearing again at Christ’s Passion and redemption of mankind.’” The pear tiee
m Bruegel’s Wheat Harvest closely resembles this apple tree but 1s, of couise,
not a literal depiction of the tree of knowledge.*® Through an evocation of 1ts
traditional 1conography, though, the painter may have wished to critically
comment on the “barrenness” of the resting peasants in view of God’s pun-
ishment of man after the Fall to toil the earth “in the sweat of one’s face”.

This explanation does not take mto account the Christological component of
the legend of the withered and newly blossoming and fruit-bearing tree. Since
the religlous motifs 1n other paintings of the series seem to relate to the unrec-
ognized manifestation of the Divine in this world, 1.e. to Chnist, I am led to
believe that this perspective 1s relevant i this mstance as well As the legend
commemorates Jesus’ redemption of mankind as the “fruit” ol the history of
salvation, the eating peasants in Bruegel’s pamnting would have a particular
meanming 1n this context Their meals consists of bread, porridge, and pears
fallen form the tree. The numb expression in their faces, which Bruegel clearly
has emphasized, betrays that they ate unaware of the nature of the tree, and 1ts
{ruit — and of their own fallen state They do not know what they eat, so to
speak, bringing to mind Adam and Eve’s effort to “know” good and evil by eat-
ing from the fruit of the tree of knowledge. The eating peasants, m other words,
help to articulate m a way that 1s reminiscent of the marginal gloss 1n early six-
teenth-century landscape pamting, 1.e. through a play with resonance and mvei-
sion, what the viewer 15 supposed to do: to recognize the nature of the fruit.

3 Madnd, Museo del Prado, inv. Nr 1611, see for the following R FALKENBURG Joac him
Patinir - Landscape as an Imagc of the Prigrimage of Life, Amsterdam — Philadelphia, 1988,

30-31
b 37 Sec MR BinNNEIT, The Legend of the Gieen Tice and the Dy, Aschacological Tour nal,
83, 1926, p 21-32 The image of the witheted, and then revived tree was sometimes also applied
to the tree of lifc — see M LEVI-D’ANCONA, [he Garden of the Renaissance Botanical Symbol-
rsm in Italian Pamnting, Florence, 1977, p 382 Sec for other repiesentations of the tree ol knowl-
edge 1n 15th- and 16th-century Netheilandish ait P VANDI NBRO}CK, Jheronunus Bosch’ zoge-
naamde Twin der Lusten 1, Jaar boek Koninkiyk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwer pen, 1989,
p 97-99

3% Ct, however, LI vi-D’ ANCONA (1977), p 298, who points out that, in addition to the apple,
the pear was also scen as the fiutt of the tiee of knowledge
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In which way does this interpretation change our conception of the underlying
thematic principle in Bruegel’s Series of the Seasons as a whole and the rela-
tionship between observer and observed in these paintings? I wish to empha-
size that the following concluding remarks are only of a preliminary nature
since I have only discussed one particular type of motif and have not
addressed each individual landscape in its full aesthetic and semantic com-
plexity.

The theme that the religious vignettes in this series have in common is
man’s spiritual blindness to the manifestation of the Divine in this world.
These vignettes are the reason that Bruegel’s series is thematically far more
connected to the preceding world landscape tradition than has been acknowl-
edged so far. As the manifestation of the Divine becomes concrete — though
hardly visible — in the person of Jesus, 1n references to his Incarnation, Pas-
sion, and role as man’s redeemer from sin, the underlying and unifying prin-
ciple of the series as a whole can be called the veiled manifestation of the
history of salvation. This is the “arrow of time” of truly divine-cosmic
dimension that underlies the seasonal cycle of nature and the labors of the
months, and that breaks nature’s repetitive order with an eschatological per-
spective. It is this “divine calendar”, which underlies the whole creation and
includes man as well as nature, that is given to the viewer as prime principle
to contemplate.’® The veiled way in which this order is alluded to in
Bruegel’s paintings serves not only to illustrate the lack of recognition on
part of the inhabitants of the world, but also to evoke the participation of the
viewer in the unveiling of this order. The formal and thematic focus on sight
and insight is directed to their personal iavolvement: their contemplation,
therefore, should be characterized not by distance and detachment, but by
engagement. Their own sight and insight are at stake, are the rcal subject of
this series.

¥ In thus way, Biuegel's series is much closer to medieval conceptions and illustrations ol
Chisst as the Ruler of time and the late medieval calenda1 tiadition as depicted, among othet
things, 1 Books of Houws than it generally has been assumed. (Cl. for a 1ecent survey of
medieval conceptions and 1epiesentations of time V PIRKER-AURINHAMMER, Modelle der Zeit m
symbolischen Daistellungen des Mittelalters, Das Munster, 53, 2000, p 98-119 ) I will discuss
this 1clationship in moie detail in my forth-coming book on “The Mind’s Eye View” m Eaily
Netherlandish Painting
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Samenvatting

Dit artikel biedt een nieuwe zienswijze op Pieter Bruegel’s serie schilderijen
van de Seizoenen. Zienswijze is hier letterlijk bedoeld: een manier van zien, of
beter, doorzien, van het verbeelde landschap in deze schilderijen. Gewoonlijk
worden zij gezien als voorstellingen die de kijker uitnodigen tot een esthe-
tisch-filosofische (neo-stoische) beschouwing van de mens in zijn relatie tot de
natuur en de daaraan ten grondslag liggende goddelijke orde. Het onderhavige
artikel betoogt echter dat er een meer specifiek heilshistorisch en christolo-
gisch perspectief in deze schilderijen geboden wordt, dal evenzeer met het
inwendige als met het uitwendige oog waargenomen moet worden. Het aan-
knopingspunt voor deze interpretatic is vervat in een kleine religieuze scene,
vignet of motief, in elk van de vijf overgebleven schilderijen van deze serie.
Door hun onopvallende positie in het schilderij zijn deze motieven tot nog toe
onopgemerkt gebleven in het kunsthistorisch vertoog. Zij maken het echter
mogelijk een verband te leggen met landschappen vervaardigd door Joachim
Patinir en zijn navolgers in de eerste helft van de zestiende eeuw. De kleine
religieuze scenes in deze eerdere landschappen verbeelden op een Erasmiaans-
speelse wijze de thematiek van “ziende blind zijn” en laten de beschouwer
door hun onopvallende positie in de compositie aan den lijve ervaren wat het
betekent om de ogen te openen voor de geestelijke en goddelijke dimensie van
de werkelijkheid. Bruegels schilderijen, landschappen met religieuze thema-
tiek (0.a. de Kruisdraging in Wenen) zowel als de serie Seizoenen, worden
vervolgens ook met deze picturale strategie tot verkrijging van “zicht en
inzicht” geassocieerd. In een korte analyse van elk van de Seizoenen wordt het
desbetreffende religieuze motief uitgelicht en toegelicht. Het resultaat van
deze zienswijze is de ponering van de stelling dat Pieter Bruegel in deze schil-
derijen heeft getracht de geestelijke blindheid van de mens voor de manifeste-
ring van de goddelijke heilsgeschiedenis in de persoon van Jezus in de wereld
aan- en be-schouwelijk te maken. Versluierde evocaties van de Zondeval, de
Incarnatie, de Passie en Jezus’ heilsmissie op aarde staan alle in het teken van
de openbaring, de revelatie, van deze goddelijke orde. Te midden van dit spel
met zicht in inzicht staat de beschouwer, wiens persoonlijk inzicht en oor-
deelsvermogen — zoals zo vaak in Bruegels schilderijen — het eigenlijke onder-
werp van de voorstelling is.



