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Paintings as Historical Evidence of
Artistic Emotions
The Art of Hieronymus Bosch and the Soul of the Artist in Critical
Discourse in the Seventeenth Century

Nils Btittner

This essay addresses the discourses within which
the pictures of Hieronymus Bosch (c. 1450-1516)
were understood as bearing witness to the artist’s
inner life and his emotions. Traditionally, art
history finds it difficult to interpret paintings as
immediate evidence of their creator’s emotions.
However, we should bear in mind that pictures
have been understood in these terms for a long
time. If we understand historical works of art
as testimonials in the history of discourse, they
also enable us conclusions on the episteme of the
discourse about emotionality. For an archeology
of discourses, Bosch’s pictures are particularly
interesting as they have been interpreted as
bearing witness to the artist’s inner life from
the early modern period onwards. Thereby the
paintings of the then long deceased painter from
‘s-Hertogenbosch are turned into testimonials
for a very specific look on paintings and for the
expectations of the sixteenth- and seventeenth
century audience.
‘Hieronymus Bosch [...] is [...] an artist
who indulges in sick delusions, who vents
his fantasies begotten in deprivation and
suffering in bestial and pathologically
curious inspirations [...] His imagery
is especially striking through the
distressing and sadistical combination of
ideas displaying nudity in all manners of
suffering imaginable’1

This less than flattering characterisation of
Bosch is documented in Alfred von Wurzbach’s
Niederlandisches Kunstlerlexikon, published in
Vienna in 1906. However this both brief and
drastic portrayal of the ‘artist who indulges in
sick delusions’ reveals little about the painter

from ‘s-Hertogenbosch; it reveals much more
about the art concept offormer Austrian I mperial
and Royal civil servant Alfred von Wurzbach,
who dedicated the free time of his retirement
to studies in art history and lexicography from
1876 onwards.2
In those years, the painter Hieronymus Bosch
was virtually rediscovered. Over centuries,
Bosch was known by name only, especially as
most of his works were kept in Spain. In 1889,
an essay by the German art historian Carl Justi
on ‘The works of Hieronymus Bosch in Spain’
triggered an increasing interest in this particular
painter.3In the following decade, more and more
reproductions of his work were made accessible
to the public. The first printed photographic
reproduction of his most famous work was
a photogravure of the retable that was since
known as Garden of Earthly Delights (15001505, Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, fig.
1) The photogravure was published in 1898.4
After things had become quiet for many years
around the painter from ’s-Hertogenbosch, his
paintings were rediscovered by art history at
the time when Sigmund Freud formulated his
theories on trauma and established the term
psychoanalysis.5 It is certainly no coincidence
that there was also a rising interest in Bosch
in the decades following the discovery of the
human psyche and its analysis.
The first monograph about Bosch was
released in 1907. With this book, Maurice
Gossart met the growing interest in the ‘faizeur
de Dyables’. The epitheon ‘devil maker’ has been
connected with the painter from the sixteenth
century onwards. Its first use can be found about
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Fig. 1. Hieronymus Bosch, Garden of Earthly Delights, 1500-1505, panel 220 x 195 cm, wings: 220 x 97 cm. Madrid,
Museo Nacional del Prado.

Fig. 2. Jacques le Boucq: Jeronintus Bos
painctre, in: Recueil d’Arras (c. 1560, MS 266,
Bibliotheque Mediatheque d’Arras, fol. 275).
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half a century after the painters’s death in the
writings of Marcus van Varnewijck, who writes
that Bosch used to be called the ‘duvelmakere’.6
A rising number of opulent illustrated books
catered to the renewed interest, yet the art
historian Max J. Friedlander wrote in 1927 that
‘most of what was written about Bosch reads as
though it were taken from detailed descriptions
of lost works’.7 Independent of this assessment,
the various literary reactions show that Bosch
fascinated thinkers for over 500 years.

The scientific view on the
painters psyche
Alfred von Wurzbach’s initial assessment that
Bosch’s surviving works were the source of the
painter’s personality finds its echo throughout
many interpretations. In 1889, Carljusti was one
of the first critics who read Bosch’s paintings as
a mirror of the painter’s mind and used them
‘to at least be able to speculate about his inner
person.’8
Many authors followed Justi in his endeav
our. An extensive canon bears witness to the
many attempts to use the surviving paintings
as a means to analyse Bosch’s psyche. In addi
tion, there even was a phrenological analysis
of the posthumous portrait preserved in the
so-called Recueil d’Arras (c. 1560, Bibliotheque
Mediatheque d’Arras, fig. 2).9 This portrait,
which sheds more light on Bosch’s posthumous
reputation than on his looks had been repro
duced in 1572 in a collection of engravings
edited by Hieronymus Cock, and was widely
circulated in later editions." 1 The analysis of
Bosch’s features as displayed in the portrait lead
Hermann Eflwein (1925) to the conclusion, that
not all of Bosch’s art was pathogenic, ‘yet it is
clearly discernible that one pathological ele
ment coexists beside another, full of healthi
ness and all-encompassing spirituality that we
would wish on many others these days.’11 In
1936 Cornelius Veth agreed with this assess
ment and tried to read Bosch’s imagery as
something different than a mere reflection of
the painter’s obsessions, whereas his contempo
rary Theodor Reik characterized the painter as
‘highly neurotic’.12 According to Reik, Bosch’s
paintings were a reflection of his angst and
repressed desires.13 Robert Melville agreed, as

he claimed in 1946 that Bosch’s visual concept
of temptation was a painted journal of his day
dreams resulting from the battle against mas
turbation.14 Ten years later, Jose Luis Gonzalaz’s
analysis of the paintings lead him to ascribe
morbidly agressive and libidinous instincts to
Bosch, which were however sublimated in his
art.15 Others were opposed to this pathologisation of the artist. Annie Chauviere speculated
that Bosch displayed some neurotic tendencies
but could not be labelled as psychotic.16 This
view was shared by Ralph William Pickford in
1967, which however did not discourage him
to interpret various details in Bosch’s paintings
as projections of oral, anal and phallic fantasies
of the artist.17 An even less positive assessment
of the painter’s psyche is offered by Robert E.
Hemphill, who believed the painter to be men
tally and socially disturbed.18 And while the
psychiatrist Gosewijn Jan Zwanikken mainly
focused on the difficulties of pathologisation
that Bosch’s work presented, his colleague
Alexander R. Lucas tried at the same time to
align the assumed chronology of Bosch’s body
of work with the typical course of a mental ill
ness."' For Erika Fromm, his paintings were
proof of his homosexuality and impotence,
while others detected less individual problems
in the paintings but understood them as univer
sal archetypes of a collective subconscious.20 In
1965 the art historian Charles de Tolnay called
Bosch ‘a predecessor of psychoanalysis who
[applied] the whole range of his piercing wit
to extract from memory and experience those
dream symbols that are universal to all human
ity.’21 As early as 1936, Abraham Hammacher
had remarked that only a modern psychoana
lyst could succeed to unravel Bosch’s intri
cate symbolism.22 Art historians usually had a
critical attitude towards the pathologisation of
Bosch by psychologists and medical men, yet
even their critical discourse is full of attempts
to display Bosch as sick or healthy based on the
evidence of his work or physiognomy.23 For
instance, Friedrich Markus Huebner regarded
Bosch as a ‘Schitzothymiker’, while voicing the
opinion that it might be insufficient to attempt
‘to solve the case of Hieronimus Bosch with the
means of depth psychology.’24 Otto Benesch also
admonished attempts to misunderstand Bosch’s
demons as internal reality of the painter’s soul,
especially as pathographic studies that drew
conclusions from the evidence of paintings to
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the painter’s psyche were - and still remain popular.25 Mostly, the debate within art history
shows a certain amount of reservation against
psychoanalytic readings, especially at those
points where Freud himself dabbled in the field
of art.26

An unremarkable biography
Wherever art historians refute the psychologised interpretations, they usually return to the
documented circumstances of the painter’s life.
The earthly span of the painter Jheronimus van
Aken, who called himself Bosch, is exception
ally well documented for a contemporary of
the fifteenth century.27 Dating over a period of

42 years, more than fifty documents are pre
served that allow conclusions on Bosch’s life
and work in the Dutch town of ’s-Hertogenbosch. Most of the documents are official town
records and bear witness to a life of prosper
ity for Bosch and his wife. He was one of the
wealthiest citizens of his town and made the top
one percent of the most prosperous tax payers.
Besides his wealth, the fact that Bosch became
a member of the still active Brotherhood of
our Lady in the accounting year 1486/87 is an
important constituent for his high status within
the community.28 The documents show Bosch
as a pillar of the community and a high ranking
Catholic with remarkably good contacts in the
courtly world of his time. The fact that many
of his paintings are listed in the records of court
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Fig. 3. Johannes Wierix (?), Hieronymus Bosch,
1572, engraving 20.8 x 12.3 cm. Archive of
the author.
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collections and the commissions he received
from courtly circles place his work within the
system of patronage.
Correspondingly, the subjects and arrange
ments of the paintings were not entirely the
painter’s free choice but might have depended
on his patrons. According to the biographic facts
known today, Bosch’s contemporaries had no
reason whatsoever to doubt his sanity or faith.
Contemporary sources attest to his fame and
evidence suggests that he attracted the attention
of court patrons early in his career. His interna
tional fame is documented by the records of art
collections where Bosch’s works are listed early
on. Especially striking is the amount of copies
and imitations, the first of which may well date
back to Bosch’s own lifetime.29 The countless
copies, imitations and paintings inspired by him
raise doubt as to whether conclusions on the
emotions and inner life of Hieronymus Bosch
can be called sound. If one takes into account
the extensive number of Bosch’s successors,
the so-called deviant psychological disposition
derived from his paintings becomes a mass phe
nomenon of unsettling proportions. Are those
imitations also to be understood as documents
of the disturbed inner life of their creators?

Paintings as testimonies of the
inner life?
The number of paintings that are commonly
considered to be Bosch originals has dwindled
over the last couple of years.30 Yet, even this
reduction does not answer the basic question
whether Bosch’s works can be understood as
valid testimonies to his inner life and the his
tory of emotions.31 Another question that has
yet to be asked is when Bosch’s paintings were
first understood in this sense. Even if one is
disinclined to interpret the paintings as direct
testimonies to the creators emotions, the cen
tral fact remains that from one specific point
in time, they were understood in that specific
way. Thus, they become evidence of the history
of discourse and offer insights into the episteme
of the debate on emotionality.32 This debate
originates in the early modern period, thus
making Bosch’s paintings interesting evidence
for an archaeology of discourse. Unfortunately,
we have no evidence of early contemporary

statements dating back to Bosch’s lifetime that
would allow conclusions as to whether his paint
ings were read as mirror of his emotions. Yet,
only a few decades after his death the first docu
ments that follow this argumentation emerge.
The documented perception of the imagery of
the late painter from ‘s-Hertogenbosch testi
fies to a culture of emotions, in reflecting the
expectations of the public in the sixteenth and
seventeenth century.
A first trace of the idea that the paintings
of Hieronymus Bosch do not follow a clearly
defined assignment and an assigned topic but
allow insight into his soul, can be found in
the poem of the artist and writer Dominicus
Lampsonius.33 The poem was used as an accom
panying inscription to the portrait of Bosch
in the collection of artists’ portraits edited by
Hieronymus Cock (1572, archive of the author,
fig- 3):

‘Quid sibi vult, Hieronyme Boschi,
Ille oculus tuus attonitus? quid
Pallor in ore? velut lemures si
Spectra Erebi volitantia corafm]
Aspiceres? Tibi Ditis auari
Crediderim patuise receflus
Tartareasque domos. tua quando
Quicquid habet sinus imus Auerni
Tam potuit bene pingere dextra.’
‘Hieronymus Bosch, what means your
frightened face
And pale appearance? It seems as though
you just
Saw all infernal spectres fly close around
your ears.
I think that all the deepest rings of
miserly Pluto
Were revealed, and the wide habitations
of Hell
Opened to you — because you are so
art-full
In painting with your right hand
depictions
Of all that the deepest bowels of Hell
contain.’34

The poem alludes to those images and topics
that built the painter’s early fame. Further
contemporary statements include Lodovico
Guiccardini, who characterised Bosch in 1567
as the famous inventor of fantastic and bizarre
things and his contemporary Marcus van
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Varnewyck, who testifies that Bosch used to
be called the ‘devil maker’.35 Yet, Lampsonius’s
poem is more than just a hint to the public
perception of Bosch as the ‘duvelmakere’. By
aligning his visionary topics with the artist’s
expression and the pallor of his face, a rhetoric
bridge between the topics of his art and humoral
pathology is created: His eyes, the mirror to
his soul, betray a frightened expression.36 His
skin is pale, which is connected directly to the
things perceived. The artist shows a bodily
reaction connected to his mood or passions.37
Early modern art critics were indebted
to rhetoric and used to draw on the close
connection between the artist’s affective mood
and the image created by him.38 Horatius was
one of the early voices who claimed that the
ideal poet had to have cried himself, before
he could make others cry.39 According to
Horatius’ famous formula ‘ut pictura poesis’,
this demand was transferred to the visual arts
by various art critics.40 If the artist is to convey
authentic emotions, he should have lived the
affects himself. If the depiction is authentic, the
emotions the artist had in creating the work are
transferred to the spectator. 41 The description of
Bosch’s fear is thus to be understood as praise
of the imaginative force of his paintings. Bosch
himself was scared by the demons he painted.
In that view, this state of the artist’s soul can be
read from his works, that allow insight into the
artist’s emotional life.

Artistic imagination and public
reaction
Another critic who saw Bosch’s paintings as
an immediate reflex of his artistic imagination
was the painter and art critic Karel van Mander,
who printed a Dutch translation of Lampsonius’
poem in his Schilder-Boeck:42
‘Who will relate all the wonderful or
peculiar fancies which Jeronimus Bos had
in his head and expressed with his brush,
of phantoms and monsters of hell which
are usually not so much kindly as ghastly
to look upon.’43

In conveying the idea that Bosch’s imagery had
its source within the artist’s innermost soul,
Van Mander reproduces a topos of art theory
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that dates back to antiquity. 44 It is an idea that
was expressed by Albrecht Diirer as early as the
sixteenth century, who wrote in an early draft
of his textbook on painting that ‘a good painter
is full of figure within’.45
The importance of artistic imagination was
also emphasized by Franciscus Junius in 1637,
who introduced the terms imitatio and phantasia
(imitation and imagination) as a powerful force
for artistic creation as well as the reception of
art.46 Not only the artist needs imagination
to create a piece of art, but also the spectator
needs imaginative powers to be able to see and
fully understand artistic expression.47 Franciscus
Junius recommended art lovers to enrich
their imagination by using powerful, visual
memories and offered a wide range of inspiring
quotes from antique literature, by means of
which the encounter with works of art was to
be intensified.48 With this reinforcement, the
spectator was enabled to trace the emotions of
the depicted subjects that were created with
adherence to the rules of imitation of nature,
and feel the same intensity that the artist felt
when the depicted subjects sprung from his
imagination. Junius spelled out very specific
demands for the artist’s imaginative abilities,
who according to him, had to exercise his
imaginative powers every day to awaken and
strengthen them.49 The powers of imagination
were seen in direct connection to the artist’s
inner strength and ability for empathy and
sympathy for the moods and emotions of
others.50
Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo also acknowledged
the contemporary notion that Bosch drew his
frightening and emotionally touching images
from his innermost self. In his pamphlet on
paintingfrom the year 1584, Lomazzo mentioned
Bosch’s specialty: ‘strange appearances and
frightening and disturbing dreams.’51 The
emphasis on the scary quality of these images
is just as interesting as van Mander’s allusion
that Bosch’s imagery was ‘usually not so much
kindly as ghastly to look upon’, — ‘dickwils niet
alsoo vriendlijck als grouwlijck aen te sien.’52 As
Van Mander’s biography of the painter Pieter
Bruegel shows, in the course of the sixteenth
century a new perception of the imagery of hell
started, that used to be characterized as merely
horrifying. This new assessment is closely
connected to the person of Pieter Bruegel the
Elder, of whom Karel von Mander writes that
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Fig. 4. Pieter Bruegel the Elder: Extravagance or Lechery (Luxuria), 1558, engraving, 22.5 X 29.5 cm. Archive of the author.

he had a similar method of work to Hieronymus
Bosch (1558, archive of the author, fig. 4):

‘He had practised a lot after the works of
Jeroon van den Bosch and he also made
many spectres and burlesques in his man
ner so that he was called by many Pier den
Drol. This is why one sees few pictures by
him which a spectator can contemplate
seriously and without laughing.’53

The images of hell and devilries following
Bosch during the sixteenth and seventeenth
century show - just like the paintings of the
master from ‘s-Hertogenbosch
‘delusional, abysmal witchery, horrible
visions that torture Saint Anthony with
their terrible spectres, full of furies, fire
and flames, full of infernal noise and other
demoniac rage and strange adventures.’54

Yet, the public impression made by the imagery
of David Ryckaert (1612-1661), whose art
inspired Cornelis de Bie to write the lines

quoted above, and fellow painters like Joos van
Craesbeeck (1605/1606-c. 1660) and others
was considerably different (c. 1650, Karlsruhe,
Staatliche Kunsthalle, fig. 5):
‘These are works that surely evoked
pleasure if not laughter, and their artifice
is obvious, even while their subjects deal
with issues of ultimate destiny and the
deepest of spiritual questions.’55

Obviously, the themes and motifs on the
paintings of Bosch’s successors were no longer
seen as threatening but full of clever allusions
and contributions to the culture of wit and
humour that was cultivated in the Netherlands
at the time.56 Yet, when it came to the reception
of the art of Hieronymus Bosch, this new
interpretation does not seem to have affected
the belief that the art of this particular painter
vented his innermost pain and angst-ridden
inner turmoil. Therefore his paintings were
still seen as sinister and uncanny which is why
Joachim von Sandrart, who relied heavily on
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Fig. 5. Joos van Craesbeeck: The Temptation of St Anthony, c. 1650, canvas 78 x 116 cm. Karlsruhe, Staatliche Kunsthalle.

Karel van Mander as a source, still claimed in
1675 that Bosch had ‘an abundance of strange
thoughts, which he imitated and brought to
paper with his brush, especially the hellish
furies and spectres horrible to behold.’57

‘The difference, that in my
opinion exists between the
paintings of that man and the
others’
No matter how witty and humorous images
of hell were thought of in Sandart’s days, the
paintings of Hieronymus Bosch were not
considered funny. Shortly after the middle of
the sixteenth century Felipe de Guevara had
differentiated the works of Bosch from the
works of his successors:

‘That which Hieronymus Bosch did
with wisdom and decorum others did,
and still do, without any discretion
and good judgement; for having seen
in Flanders how well received was this
180

kind of painting by Hieronymus Bosch,
they decided to imitate it and painted
monsters and various imaginary subjects,
thus giving to understand that in this
alone consisted the imitation of Bosch.
In this way came into being numbers of
paintings of this kind which are signed
with the name of Hieronymus Bosch but
are in fact fraudulently inscribed: pictures
to which he would never have thought of
putting his hand but which are in reality
the work of smoke and of short-sighted
fools who smoked them in fireplaces in
order to lend them credibility and an
aged look.’58
About half a century after that, Fray Jose de
Sigiienza remarked on the subjectivity and
the individuality of Bosch’s paintings. His
remarkable statements can be found in the
History of the Hieronymite order, written in
1605, a detailed chronicle of the El Escorial
monastery, that had been founded by Philipp II
of Spain.59 Four centuries after the Council of
Trent, which had expressed explicit opposition
to those paintings from Bosch’s time that were
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criticised by the Reformation, Sigiienza tried
to explain the partiality of the most Catholic
king towards those paintings. King Philipp’s
authority also became a moral touchstone for
the author, that placed Bosch’s art above the
suspicion of heresy.60 If one was to cast only
a fleeting glance on the paintings, one could
get the idea that these works were heretic,
when in fact they were ‘books of great wisdom
and artistic value.’61 They could inspire the
spectator to reflect on their sins and explore
their own spiritual life. And ‘the difference
that, to my mind, exists between the pictures
of this man and those of all others’, Sigiienza
states, ‘is that the others try to paint man as he
appears on the outside, while he alone had the
audacity to paint him as he is on the inside.’62
Therefore, everyone could profit from their
contemplation:
‘one can reap great profit by observing
himself thus portrayed true to life from
the inside, unless one does not realize
what is inside himself and has become so
blind that he is not aware of the passions
and vices that keep him transformed into
a beast, or rather so many beasts.’63

With his analysis based on Bosch’s paintings,
Sigiienza almost achieves a psychologisation
before the invention of psychology. Bosch’s
demons are also the spectators’ demons, are
part of the ‘inner man’ that Bosch describes,
according to Sigiienza. The viewer of Bosch’s
paintings beholds himself in the mirror of his
soul. At the same time, he sees those inner
images that are of devilish origin:
‘that the arch fiend creates in order to
confuse, worry, and disturb that pious
soul and his steadfast love. For this
purpose he conjures up animals, wild
chimeras,
monsters,
conflagrations,
images of death, screams, threats, vipers,
lions, dragons, and horrible birds of so
many kinds.’64
The saints and hermits who keep their calm
in the midst of devilish uproar illustrate the
serenity that is the ideal to strive for:

‘And all this he did in order to prove that
a soul that is supported by the grace of
God and elevated by His hand to a like
way of life cannot at all be dislodged or

diverted from its goal even though, in the
imagination and to the outer and inner
eye, the devil depicts that which can
excite laughter or vain delight or anger
or other inordinate passions.’65

Following Sigiienzas argument, Bosch’s paint
ings offer insight into the human soul. This
however does not change the fact, ‘that his pic
tures were done with great attention and care,
and that with care they should be viewed.’66
Sigiienza described Bosch’s paintings as both
emotionally charged and as direct affective
insights into the human soul.
His countryman Francisco Pacheco, who
wrote about Bosch in 1649, did not follow
Sigiienza in this estimation. ‘There are enough
documents that help addressing the higher and
more difficult topics, about the personalities,
if one makes time for such pleasures that have
always been despised by the high masters’, he
wrote, only to continue:

‘Nonetheless some seek such pleasure:
This is the case with the genial ideas of
Hieronymus Bosch for the various forms
he gave his demons, for the ingenuity
that gave such joy to our king Philipp
II, what is proven by the great number
of paintings he collected. Yet, Father
Siguenfa praises him without measure
and turns these phantasies into mysteries
which we cannot recommend to our
painters, — and now let us move on to
more pleasurable subjects.’67
Reading these sentences by Pacheco, it is
possible to deduce that the perception ofBosch’s
paintings was not only influenced by the works
as such, but also by the recipients ’ expectation.
For Pacheco, the paintings of Bosch were no
‘mysteries’ and he did not care much for them
himself. Obviously, even as early as then, one
could approach an object with very different
expectations and stances that influenced the
interpretation. And what an observer saw
in a painting was not only influenced by the
imagery and the subject, but also by the known
or assumed intention of the artist. This fact
was mentioned by Karel van Mander as well,
who — in contrast to Pacheco or Sigiienza —
had probably never seen an original painting
by Bosch.68 In fact, he was ready to ascribe
the same sincerity to alleged Bosch-originals,
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which today are all known to be the works
of his successors. He also took those paintings
as evidence of Bosch’s dark artist soul, which
appear quite humorous today. The specific
perception of Bosch’s art reveals quite a bit
about their viewers from the past and their
notions concerning the emotions expressed in
them, which became — or could become — the
starting point of their contemplation.

Conclusion
An answer to the question whether Bosch’s
paintings really are the inner expression of
artistic emotions will not be given or even
attempted in this conclusion. Yet the paintings
by Bosch offer evidence that the Dutch art
viewers of the late sixteenth century were
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inclined to interpret art as an expression of
the artist’s psyche. Even if the puzzle remains
unsolved as to whether Bosch’s paintings reveal
his innermost feelings, the perception of his art
offers far reaching conclusions on the history
of reception. And if one takes into account
the insights gained by the later perception of
Bosch’s oeuvre, other paintings of artists from
the seventeenth century can be interpreted and
viewed differently. They too may have appeared
as the expression of artistic emotion. Within
the context of contemporary art criticism and
the viewer’s expectation expressed by it, every
painting could be seen as the testimonial of
artistic emotions. Therefore, the perception of
the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch becomes
an example of how images can in fact become
witnesses of an inner emotional life, when seen
in the perspective of historical discourse.
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