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KE I T H MOXEY 

Hieronymus Bosch and the "World Upside 

Down": The Case of The Garden of 

Earthly Delights 

T H E writing of art history is often regarded as if it were a. self
evident enterprise in which historians share common assump
tions and common goals. What matters, it is thought, are not the 

theoretical assumptions and methodological procedures that animate 
the work so much as the empirical "evidence" the study brings to bear 
on the interpretation in question. The lack of articulated assumptions 
implies that such theoretical considerations are unnecessary because all 
practitioners share the same point of view. As a consequence, it is pos
sible for the discipline to operate on the basis of a hidden agenda, one 
that is difficult to challenge because it is not supposed to exist. This 
essay, however, is as much concerned with the ways in which we have 
tried to make sense of the work of Hieronymus Bosch as it is with 
the construction of a new interpretation of its significance; that is, it 
is especially interested in what the historian brings to the work of in
terpretation. As a consequence, I shall try to define some of the most 
important presuppositions underlying current scholarship on Bosch, as 
well as the perspective from which my own proposal is made. 

A superficial acquaintance with the scholarly literature on Bosch re
veals that, while the artist's work has been almost universally acknowl
edged to be enigmatic, one author after another has approached it as 
if it were a puzzle that needed solving or a code that should be bro
ken. Erwin Panofsky epitomized this attitude when he wrote in Early 
Netherlandish Painting: 

In spite of all the ingenious, erudite and in part extremely useful research 
devoted to the task of "decoding Jerome Bosch," I cannot help feeling that 
the real secret of his magnificent nightmares and daydreams has still to be 
disclosed. We have bored a few holes through the door of the locked room; 
but somehow we do not seem to have discovered the key.1 

Hieronymus Bosch and the "World Upside Down" 

Many competing interpretations suggest that Bosch's visual forms are 
symbols that can be explained through recourse to esoteric knowledge, 
which was part of Bosch's historical horizon but which is unknown to 
us today. As a consequence, the literature is characterized by attempts to 
explain his imagery in terms of astrology, alchemy, rare forms of heresy, 
illustrated puns, and so forth.2 

There are, of course, notable exceptions to this rule. Interestingly 
enough, such approaches tend to favor a broader understanding of the 
cultural significance and social function of his art.3 Paul Vandenbroeck, 
for example, has recently provided us with an analysis of the social 
values manifested in Bosch's subject matter, thus affording us insight 
into his role as a member of a new, humanistically educated elite.4 He 
shows that such paintings as The Ship of Fools, The Cure of Folly, The 
Death of the Miser, and The Haywain Triptych not only manifest the 
secular morality of this group, but that these moral values were used 
to distinguish their own from the cultures of other classes. Another of 
Vandenbroeck's contributions is his discussion of Renaissance art theory 
in relation to Bosch's visual imagery. He argues, however, that while 
Bosch made use of concepts such as invention, fantasy, and genius in 
the elaboration of an apparently hermetic art, his work was nevertheless 
capable of being deciphered by a humanistically trained elite. The her
metic quality of Bosch's work is thus interpreted as a device by which 
meaning could be hidden from those who were regarded as socially ( and 
morally) inferior. Vandenbroeck writes: 

His work may be accounted for down to the smallest detail, as Bax has 
demonstrated and maintained against all other interpreters. Bosch is a 
pseudo-visionary (a concept which we have used without pejorative conno
tations), who sought the greatest possible control over the thought, that is 
to say the subject-like inventio which was the basis for his visual imagery.5 

This interpretation is confirmed in his most recent essay on The Garden 
of Earthly Delights, in which meaning is ascribed to every aspect of the 
pictorial fabric.6 

In what follows, I will suggest that while the function of Bosch's 
paintings may very well have served the moral and social purposes as
cribed to them by Vandenbroeck, his visual motifs did not possess the 
specific meanings that he and others have attributed to them. In other 
words, I will argue that, far from being "accounted for down to the 
smallest detail," Bosch's imagery was to a large extent incapable of 
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being read and that it was this very quality that enhanced its appeal for 
a humanistically educated audience. In place of the pictorial symbol, I 
would substitute the pictorial sign. Rather than attempt to ascribe to 
Bosch's pictorial motifs symbolic or allegorical status, that is, to claim 
that the work's material substance refers to an ideal substructure that 
is fixed, separate, and distinct, I will think of them as signs in which 
both material and ideal qualities are indissolubly united. In doing so, 
I want to draw attention not to the depths of meaning that are said to 
lie behind Bosch's forms but to the surfaces they animate. Rather than 
look through the work, I suggest we examine the way in whichit resists 
our gaze. Instead of valuing transparence, the way in which many inter
preters have claimed that the paintings afford us access to an intellectual 
realm behind the surface, I should like to emphasize their opacity-the 
way in which his paintings insist that the interpreter create meaning be
fore them. As a contrast to Panofsky's model of historical scholarship as 
an enterprise dedicated to the discovery of secrets and the penetration 
of sealed chambers, I should like to quote Michel Foucault: 

The contemporary critic is abandoning the great myth of interiority: ... He 
finds himself totally displaced from the old themes of locked enclosures, 
of the treasure in the box that he habitually sought in the depths of the 
work's container. Placing himself at the exterior of the text, he constitutes 
a new exterior for it, writing texts out of texts.7 

By using the notion of the sign, I wish not only to draw attention 
to the way in which the signifying systems of the past can only be in
terpreted in light of the signifying systems of the present, but also to 
suggest that both those of the past and those of the present are ideologi
cally informed. Rather than define the sign as something that draws its 
meaning from all the other units that constitute the system of which it 
is a part, as for example, in Saussure's definition of the word's relation 
to language 8-a strategy that serves to abstract signification from its 
cultural and social circumstances-I wish to use a notion of the sign de
veloped in the Soviet reaction to Saussure, namely that used by Valentin 
Volosinov and Mikhail Bakhtin.9 According to this view, signs are not 
part of an abstract, timeless system but are conceived of as engaged in 
specific social and cultural transactions. Instead of defining their signifi
cance by means of their relation to all the other elements of the system to 
which they belong, as in the structural semiotics of Saussure, signs ob
tain their meaning from the specificity of the circumstances of their use. 

- . 

1, 
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To suggest that signs can be ascribed specific meaning is not, of course, 
to suggest that they are univocal. Far from implying that the interpreter 
can ever arrive at the "true" significance of the sign systems of the past, 
a recognition that signs are defined by their social and historical loca
tion implies that every interpretation is itself constituted by sign systems 
that have their own social and historical specificity. In other words, an 
understanµing of the signifying processes of the past involves a recogni
tion that the work of the interpreter is also a signifying process and that 
both the signs of the past and the signs of the present are colored and 
compromised by the circumstances of their production.10 

If Bosch's visual imagery is to be understood in terms of signs as de
fined above, then it will be important to locate them within the other 
signifying systems that constituted the culture in which he worked. In
sofar as this analysis is indebted to the historicist assumption that events 
are shaped by the historical context in which they take place, then it 
will be important to ascertain the ways in which the signs that articu
late his work intersected with the rest of the sign systems that organized 
the social and historical circumstances of their creation. That is, like 
those interpretations that depend upon astrology, alchemy, heresy, or 
the identification of puns, this interpretation will have to move beyond 
the boundaries of the picture plane into the culture that surrounded it. 
Rather than penetrating the image so as to see through its forms to intel
lectual traditions they allegedly symbolized or embodied, this analysis 
will attempt to move across their surfaces to examine the conventional 
and thus social sign systems with which they are both contiguous and 
continuous. Instead of regarding the image as a finished product, that 
is, as a reflection of intellectual activity taking place in another sphere, 
the image will be regarded as part of a social process. Instead of occupy
ing a passive place in the life of culture, it will be regarded as an active 
participant. 

Norman Bryson has pointed out that there is nothing self-evident 
about the choice of circumstances the historian adduces in an attempt to 
build a causal narrative about his or her subject.11 Bosch's imagery must 
have served a variety of different functions for those who originally ex
perienced it. Since matters relating to class will figure prominently in 
the narrative I propose to tell, however, the context I have deemed rele
vant is concerned with the role played by Bosch's works in the artistic 
collections of the Burgundian nobility of his time. What little informa
tion we have concerning the early patronage of Bosch's art suggests 
that his paintings were collected by members of the aristocracy, espe-
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I. Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights. Madrid, courtesy 
Museo del Prado. 

cially by those who had been most affected by the introduction of 
humanist culture. Bosch's painting The Garden of Earthly Delights 
(fig. 1), for example, was almost certainly commissioned by Henry III 
of Nassau, advisor and chamberlain to the reigning duke Phillip the 
Handsome.12 According to Antonio de Beatis, an Italian who traveled in 
the Netherlands in 1516-1517, the Garden hung in the Brussels palace 
of the counts of Nassau in the company of a painting representing Her
cules and Dejaneira, in which the figures were depicted nude. Gombrich 
has plausibly suggested that this painting may be identified with a work 
by Jan Gossaert, which is now in the Barber Institute in Birmingham 
(fig. 2). Bosch's work was thus included in a collection that had been 
decisively marked by the humanist taste of the Italian Renaissance.13 
The pictorial conventions or signs with which Gossaert has constructed 
this cultural representation are deeply indebted to the Italianizing art 
of Albrecht Diirer. It was through Diirer's absorption of the canon of 
anatomical proportions codified in antiquity by Vitruvius and revived in 
the Renaissance by artists such as Leonardo that Gossaert could present 
his figures as representative of the pictorial ideals of humanist culture.14 

On the other hand, the erotic intimacy that characterizes the mythologi
cal couple is typical of the way in which such subjects were handled by 
Netherlandish artists in the early years of the sixteenth century.15 

Hieronymus Bosch and the "World Upside Down" 

2. Jan Gossaert, Hercules and Dejaneira. Birmingham, cour
tesy The Barber Institute, University of Birmingham. 
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The collection of paintings assembled by Henry Ill's third wife, the 
Spanish princess Mencia de Mendoza, after Henry's death, was con
sistent with the taste I have just described. That is, she included works 
by Bosch in a group of works executed largely by Italianizing artists. 
Shortly before her departure for Spain in 1539, she instructed her agents 
to buy at least one work by Bosch, a version of one of his best-known 
paintings, The Haywain Triptych.16 Inventories of her collection taken 
in 1548 and after her death .in 1554 reveal that there were several other 
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3. Hieronymus Bosch, The Cure of Folly. Madrid, courtesy 
Museo del Prado. 

works ascribed to Bosch in her possession. Bosch's paintings would thus 
have formed part of a collection that included Jan Gossaert, Bernard van 
Orley, Jan Vermeyen, Jan van Scorel, and Maarten van Heemskerck, all 
leading exponents of the Italianizing tendency in Netherlandish painting 
during this period.17 

Henry III and Mencia de Mendoza appear to have been the rule rather 
than the exception among those who first collected works by Bosch. A 
version of The Cure of Folly (fig. 3) once hung in the dining room of 
Phillip of Burgundy's _palace at Duurstede in I524. Like The Garden of 
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Earthly Delights, it shared the walls with three large paintings of nudes, 
probably representing mythological subjects. J. J. Sterk has proposed 
that one of these paintings may have been a lost work by Jan Gossaert 
representing Hercules and Antaeus, which is known from a copy now 
in a private collection in Germany.18 Phillip of Burgundy, an illegitimate 
son of Phillip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, had filled important posi
tions of state before becoming bishop of Utrecht in 1517. His humanist 
interests ar~ well documented. His court poet, Gerrit Geldenhauer, who 
wrote a biography of Phillip, tells us that his patron studied painting 
and goldsmiths' work as a youth and that his conversation revealed an 
intimate knowledge of the work of the ancient theorist Vitruvius. Philip 
was also the patron of the artist Jan Gossaert, whom he took with him 
on a diplomatic mission to Rome in I508. He employed both Gossaert 
and J acopo de Barbari, a Venetian painter and theorist, in the decoration 
of his palace at Souburg. The interest of both of these artists in Italian 
Renaissance art theory is evident in Gossaert's painting of Neptune and 
Amphitrite (fig. 4), in which the figures are constructed in accordance 
with the Vitruvian canon of human proportions.19 

What was it that made Bosch's visual imagery so attractive to a 
humanist audience? How did the sign systems that constitute the surface 
of his works intersect with the sign systems that organized and struc
tured the humanist culture of an aristocratic elite? What access do we 
have to the taste that enabled this class to appreciate representations 
of ideal nudes and the world of imagination that we appear to find in 
the works of Bosch? This point in our narrative marks a shift from the 
analysis of Bosch's patronage to an analysis of the intellectual culture 
to which that patronage subscribed. One of the means of obtaining ac
cess to the aesthetic values of Bosch's original audience is to examine 
their ideas about the nature and function of artistic products. Many of 
their ideas on such matters must have been shaped by what they knew 
about the theory of art, in this · case the humanist theory of the Italian 
Renaissance. A way into our topic is afforded by a piece of art criticism 
by Antonio de Beatis, whom we have mentioned earlier. Beatis included 
the following in his description of his visit to the palace of Henry III of 
Nassau: 

And then there are some panels on which bizarre things have been painted. 
Here seas, skies, woods, meadows and many other things are represented, 
such as those [figures] that emerge from a shell, others that defecate cranes, 
men and women, whites and blacks in different activities and poses. Birds, 
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Staatliche Museen. 
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animals of all kinds, executed very naturally, things that are so delightful 
and fantastic that it is impossible to describe them properly to those who 
have not seen them.20 

It is remarkable that Beatis should have focused not on the way in which 
Bosch's visual motifs carried symbolic meaning, nor even on the alle
gorical sign,ificance of the work, but that he should have emphasized the 
way in whi~h these motifs drew attention to the artist's powers of inven
tion and fantasy. Most telling of all is his admission that he cannot find 
words to describe the painting adequately to those who have not seen 
it themselves. By remarking on the way in which visual and linguistic 
signification differ, Beatis suggests the way in which Bosch's pictorial 
signs establish the singularity of their author. 

The notion of fantasy, already present in Beatis's account, becomes 
central in that written by a Spanish scholar at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century. Drawing an elaborate analogy between poetic and 
artistic creation based on Horace's dictum ut pictura poesis (as in paint
ing, so in poetry), Jose de Siguenza argued that Bosch sought to dis
tinguish himself from his great contemporaries, Diirer, Michelangelo, 
and Raphael by means of the strategy adopted by Teofilo Folengo, the 
"macaronic" (or satiric) poet of the Italian Renaissance.21 According to 
Siguenza, Folengo had created a highly personal, idiosyncratic style in 
order to set himself apart from his great predecessors Virgil, Terence, 
Seneca, and Horace. 

Hieronymus Bosch certainly wished to resemble this poet, not because he 
knew him (for, as I believe, he painted his fantasies before him), but be
cause the same thinking and the same motive impelled him: he knew that 
he had great gifts for painting and that in regard to a large part of his works 
he had been considered a painter who ranked below Durer, Michelangelo, 
_Raphael (Urbino) and others, and so he struck out on a new road, on which 
he left all others behind him, and turned his eye on everything: a style of 
painting satirical and macaronic, devoting much skill and many curiosities 
to his fantasies, both in innovation and execution and often proved how 
able he was in his art ... when he spoke seriously.22 

The value attached to fantasy in the criticism of Beatis and Siguenza, 
together with its justification by the latter using the notion of ut pictura 
poesis, is a characteristic of Italian Renaissance art theory of the fif
teenth and sixteenth centuries. Beginning with Cennino Cennini's Libro 
dell' arte of about 1400, Italian art theorists had extolled the values of 
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fantasy and artistic license as a means of claiming a more exalted status 
for the artist. Cennini claims that painting 

... deserves to be placed in the next rank to science and to be crowned 
with poetry. The justice lies in this: that the poet is free to compose and 
bind together or not as he pleases, according to his will. In the same way 
the painter is given freedom to compose a figure standing, sitting, half man, 
half horse, as it pleases him, following his fantasia.13 ; 

Undoubtedly the greatest claims for the importance of fantasy in artis-
tic creation were made by Leonardo da Vinci. An aspect of his thinking 
on the subject is found in his equation of fantasy and reason in a personal 
adaptation of Aristotelian faculty psychology. According to Aristotle, 
whose views had dominated psychological theory during the Middle 
Ages, fantasy was located in the foremost ventricle of the\ brain and 
thus separated from the operations of reason, which were thought to be 
located in the central ventricle. Aristotle's theory is clearly illustrated 
in a woodcut from Georg Reisch's encyclopedia, the Margarita philo
sophica (The Philosophical Pearl), which appeared in Freiburg in 1503 

(fig. 5).24 According to the woodcut, fantasy is found in the foremost 
ventricle, reason in the central one, and memory in the third ventricle 
at the back of the brain. Leonardo, on the other hand, in a drawing of 
about 1489 (fig. 6), which Kemp identified as an illustration of psycho
logical theory rather than an anatomical study of the skull, placed fan
tasy in the central ventricle so that it was linked to reason. In doing so, 
he associated fantasy with what had traditionally been regarded as the 
most privileged activity of the brain. Leonardo's view of the importance 
of fantasy was accompanied by extraordinary claims to artistic license, 
claims that had profound implications for the social status of the artist. 
He wrote, for example, "The divinity which is in the science of painting 
transmutes itself into a resemblance of the divine mind in such a man
ner that it discourses with free power concerning the generation of the 
diverse essences of various plants, animals and so on." 25 

The importance ascribed to fantasy as the basis for artistic license by 
humanist art theory was not confined to Italy. Both patrons and artists 
north of the Alps appear to have recognized that its implications had 
the potential to transform their relationship. The importance of fan
tasy can also be demonstrated in the career of Bosch's contemporary, 
Albrecht Diirer. Diirer, whose theoretical writings and artistic practice 
are both deeply indebted to Leonardo, seems to have been aware of the 
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5. Left, Anonymous, Ventricles of the Brain, woodcut. From Georg Reisch, 
Margarita philosophica, Freiburg, 1503. Photo from Martin Kemp, "From 
'Mimesis' to 'Fantasia': The Quattrocento Vocabulary of Creation, Inspiration 
and Genius in the Visual Arts," Viator8 (1977): 347-98, fig. 4. Reprinted with 
permission of the Regents of the University of California. 

6. Right, Leonardo da Vinci, Ventricles of the Brain, Windsor, courtesy of the 
Royal Library, Windsor Castle. 

latter's claims concerning the divine nature of artistic creation. Though 
his Self-Portrait of 1500 (fig. 7), whose format is thought to have been 
derived from fifteenth-century representations of the "Holy Face" of 
Christ (fig. 8), may have made reference to the notion of the imitatio 
Christi (imitation of Christ), it can also be regarded as a self-conscious 
assertion of the analogy between divine and artistic creation.26 In a 
draft to the introduction of his treatise on painting, written in 1512, 
Diirer wrote: 

Many centuries ago the great art of painting was held in high honour by 
mighty kings, and they made excellent artists rich and held th~m worthy, 
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7. Albrecht Diirer, Self-Portrait. Munich, 
courtesy Bayerische Staatsgemalde
sammlungen. 

8. Jan van Eyck (copy), Holy Face of 
Christ. Munich, courtesy Bayerische 
Staatsgemaldesammlungen. 

accounting such inventiveness ·a creating power like ~od's. ~or the i~agi
nation of the good painter is full of figures, and were 1t possible for him to 
live forever he would always have from his inward "ideas," whereof Plato 
speaks, something new to set forth by the work of his hand.27 

In this passage Diirer explicitly equates the divine-like quality of ar~istic 
creation with the need for social recognition. The situation that existed 
in the past, the honor paid to artists by royalty, is clearly invoked as a 
model for the present. 

Another artist working in Germany {prior to his journey to the 
Netherlands), the Venetian, Jacopo de Barbari, composed an appeal to 
his patron Frederick the Wise of Saxony for the recogniti_on of paintin_g 
as the eighth liberal art.28 Barbari argued that, far from bemg ~ mechani
cal art, painting presupposed a knowledge of all the other liberal_ arts. 
In addition, the artist not only imitated nature but had the capacity to 
reproduce nature, a creative activity without parallel among the rest of 
the arts.29 He concludes: 
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. .. from which most illustrious prince, elector of the Roman Empire, you 
can contemplate in these few precepts the excellence of painting which, in 
an inanimate nature, makes visible that which nature creates as palpable 
and visible. And one can deservedly seat painting among the liberal arts, 
as the most important of them. For when men have investigated the nature 
of things in their number and in their character, they still have not been 
able to c~eate them. It is to this creation that painting is so suited that it 
deserves /ts freedom.JO 

It would appear that such views were expressed by Barbari wherever 
he went. After leaving Germany, Barbari worked first for Phillip of Bur
gundy ( 1509) and later for Margaret of Austria, regentess of the Nether
lands. J. J. Sterk has discerned Barbari's teaching in a poem by Phillip's 
court poet and biographer, Gerrit Geldenhauer. In a Latin poem in 
praise of painting written in 1515, Geldenhauer praises the painter for his 
ability to reproduce nature as well as to create naturalistic depictions of 
historical and mythological narratives. Like Barbari, Geldenhauer sug
gests that these qualities deserve the recognition of rulers.JI The career 
of Jacopo de Barbari thus enables us to reconstruct at least one avenue 
by which the new humanist ideas concerning artistic license and its 
implications for the status of the artist, which were first developed in 
fifteenth-century Italy, were disseminated among artists and patrons 
living in the Netherlands. 

The realization that notions of fantasy and artistic license played a role 
in the aesthetic values of the humanistic elite for which Bosch worked 
does not immediately help us understand the significance his art had 
for them. After all, the rising importance of the notion of fantasy in 
Renaissance art theory was not directly related to the development of 
non-mimetic imagery of the kind we associate with Hieronymus Bosch. 
The role of fantasy in artistic creation as envisioned by Leonardo and 
Diirer, for example, had nothing to do with departing from the prin
ciples of mimesis. Fantasy enabled the artist to depart from nature, in the 
sense of reproducing or creating nature, rather than to neglect or defy it. 
However, while fantasy and mimesis were regarded as completely con
gruent concepts, fantasy could also be invoked as a means of accounting 
for imagery that deliberately broke the rules of resemblance.J2 Inter
estingly enough, such justifications of non-mimetic imagery were also 
undertaken in terms of ut pictura poesis. For example, the popularity 
in Renaissance Italy of the non-mimetic decorative ornaments known 
as "grotesques," a type of ornament based on Roman wall decorations 
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discovered during the excavation of the Golden House of Nero in the 
late fifteenth century, was justified in terms of artistic license.33 An en
graving by the anonymous Italian Master of the Die (fig. 9 ), dating from 
the early sixteenth century, is accompanied by the following text: 

Poet and Painter as companions meet 
Because their strivings have a common passion 
As you can see expressed in this sheet 
Adorned with friezes in this skilful fashion. 

Of this, Rome can the best examples give 
Rome toward which all subtle minds are leading 
When now from grottoes where no people live 
So much new light of this fine art is spreading.34 

When the subject of the new fashion for "grotesques" was raised 
during Francisco de Holanda's discussions with Michelangelo, Michel
angelo is said to have defended them by expressly quoting Horace: 

In this sentence he [Horace] does in no way blame painters but praises and 
favours them since he says that poets and painters have license to dare to 
do, I say to dare ... what they choose. And this insight and power they 
have always had; for whenever (as rarely happens) a painter makes a work 
that seems false and deceitful ... , this falseness is truth; and greater truth 
in that place would be a lie. For he will not paint a man's hand with ten 
fingers, nor paint a horse with the ears of a bull or a camel's hump; nor will 
he paint the foot of an elephant with the same feeling as the foot of a horse, 
nor the arm or face of a child like those of an old man; nor an eye nor an 
ear even half an inch out of its proper place; nor even the hidden vein of an 
arm may he place where he will; for all such things are false. But if, in order 
to observe what is proper to a time and place ... , he change the parts of 
limbs (as in grotesque work ... , which would otherwise be without grace 
and most false) and convert a griffin or a deer downward into a dolphin or 
upward into any shape he may choose, putting wings in the place of arms, 
and cutting away the arms as if wings are better, this converted limb, of 
lion or horse or bird will be most perfect according to its kind . . . ; and 
this may seem false but can really only be called well invented or mon
strous .... And sometimes it is more in accordance with reason to paint 
a monstrosity (for the variation and relaxation of the sense and in respect 
of mortal eyes, that sometimes desire to see that which they never see and 
think cannot exist) rather than the accustomed figure (admirable though it 
be) of men and animals.35 

Hieronymus Bosch and the "World Upside Down" 

ll pma d f•rrl!·· .\/11nno d, p11rt' 
Et nrtl. ,Lwr11rdi1r- tutll) 4d un ]rjTID 
.51 com< rJpr1[o in 7utffe'c11.rte ~n.a« 
r,1~1 .. rt't1op"C'&dar;.}no d,r~n/J 

Dr 1u~ Romll r:/UP ~wmri~ d1trc 
R.o,na rtut/1J JfJm ch,al1l lnJ~"o. 
Da L, :i,'jtortt oue m 11., "on {~.JJlflY' 
HorrAnffl lu.t'1t,l, l,d/a u,t re: :-,11, 

9. Master of the Die, Grotesque Ornament, engraving. New 
York, courtesy The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harris 
Brisbane Dick Fund, 1953 (53.600.62). 
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What is important in this discussion of the justification of the fashion 
for grotesques in terms of ut pictura poesis, is not the grotesques them
selves, since there is little likelihood that Bosch could have known them 
and they bear no resemblance to his own pictorial forms. It lies rather in 
the way in which a non-mimetic tradition of representation was justified 
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in terms of the artist's license, his right to the untrammeled exercise of 
his fantasy. 

The inspiration for Bosch's own non-mimetic vocabulary would ap
pear to lie in the fantastic forms traditionally used in the decoration of 
ecclesiastical architecture and furniture, objects of decorative art, and 
the margins of illuminated manuscripts. Before suggesting some of the 
ways in which Bosch may have used these forms to his own ends, we 
must first of all examine their original function and significance within 
the cultural and social context in which they were produced. The appar
ently frivolous quality of these imaginative forms, which appear to bear 
no relation to the religious function of the buildings, objects,' and books 
in which they are so often found, proved deeply offensive to medieval 
moralists. The well-known letter of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, written in 
the twelfth century, affords us an account of their "beautifut1pepravity," 
while condemning them as useless fancies: 

But in the cloister, before the eyes of penitent brethren, what is that ridicu
lous pageant of monstrosities, that beauty of ugliness doing? What place 
is there for dirty monkeys, for ferocious lions, for monstrous centaurs, for 
half-men, for spotted tigers, for fighting soldiers, for huntsmen winding 
their horns? You may see there a number of bodies with; a single head, or 
again many heads upon a single body. Here a four footed beast is seen with 
a serpent's tail, there the head of a quadruped upon a fish. Here a beast 
whose forepart is a horse and it drags half a goat after it: there is a horned 
creature with the hind quarters of a horse. So copious, in short, and so 
strange a variety of diverse forms is to be seen that it is more attractive to 
peruse the marbles than the books, and to spend the whole day gazing at 
them rather than meditating on the Law of God, In God's name! if men 
are not ashamed of the folly of it, why do they not at least smart at the 
thought of the cost? 36 

Scholars of illuminated manuscripts, the art form from which, as we 
shall see, it is most likely that Bosch derived his ideas, have proposed 
that these motifs often constituted a satirical and/or entertaining form 
of humor.37 Many of the themes depend upon the notion of the "world 
upside down"; that is, they satirize classes, occupations, and the sexes 
by inverting the relationships in which they usually stand in society. 
Among the favorite targets of the illuminators are the aristocracy and 
the clergy. For example, chivalric ideals are disparaged when knights 
are shown attacked by hares (fig. 10), and the clergy is mocked when its 
ecclesiastical activities are performed by apes. Alternatively, knights are 
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10. Anonymous, "Men Defending Castle against Hares," Metz Pontifi,cal, mss. 
298, f. 41. Photo copyright Fitzwilliam Museum, University of Cambridge. 

defeated by women in jousts, and clerics are seduced by nuns. Domi
nant women are frequently satirized in representations of marital strife; 
one of the favorite themes being the "battle for the pants,'' which, then 
as now, seemed to metaphorize the issue of sexual control in marriage 
(fig. n). Other images are more entertaining then satiric and depend 
on the inversion of relationships in nature. In such scenes, rabbits exe
cute dogs or hunt human beings (fig. 12).38 An important dimension 
of this marginal imagery is made up of monsters or hybrids composed 
of various combinations of human and animal forms.39 Such monsters 
engage in improbable activities that mimic forms of human activity or 
demonstrate the limitations of their own curious forms (fig. 13). 

Bosch's knowledge of the fantastic imagery of the manuscript margins 
was, in all likelihood, a personal one. Not only have direct borrowings 
from manuscripts been documented in his work, but recent scholarship 
suggests that he was trained as a manuscript illuminator rather than as 
a panel painter.4° Far from suggesting that Bosch used the images of the 
manuscript margins as a source from which he borrowed to create his 
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n. Anonymous, "Battle for the Pants," Voeux du Paon, ms. 24, f. 6v. New 
York, Glazier Collection, courtesy Pierpont Morgan Library. 
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12. Anonymous, "Man Hunted by Hare," Romance of Alexander, ms. 264, 
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in the Margins of Illuminated Manuscripts, Berkeley, University of Califor
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own images, as has previously been claimed, I would argue that Bosch 
transformed the earlier tradition by means of an imaginative rework
ing of its principles on the basis of ut pictura poesis. It is my argument 
that Bosch used the satirical and entertainment value of the notion of 
the "world upside down," as well as of fabricated monsters, in order to 
demonstrate the humanist artist's new claim to artistic freedom.41 

An example of his use of the principle of inversion, in this case one 
that is well known in the manuscript margins, is his reversal of natural 
relations of scale. In the landscape of the central panel of The Garden 
of Earthly Delights, humans are often dwarfed by birds and animals as 
well as by fruits and other vegetation. The magnificent, brilliantly hued 
birds in the pool in the middle distance are many times the size of the 
humans who ride on their backs.42 Not only are the birds larger than 
human beings but the inversion of the usual relationship is'dramatized 
in that, here, birds feed humans rather than vice versa. The intense natu
ralism that characterizes Bosch's depiction of these birds may also have 
its sources in the manuscript margins. During the course of the fifteenth 
century, the satiric and humorous non-mimetic world of the manuscript 
margins was transformed by the introduction of trompe l'oeil borders, 
in which the manuscript text was surrounded by meticulously described 
objects from the real world.43 While the earlier traditions did not entirely 
die out, the borders were increasingly filled with illusionistic represen
tations of flowers, jewels, peacock feathers, and other precious objects. 
Fruits, like birds, also find their relation to humans dramatically altered. 
The fruits of the central panel are described with a marked attention to 
their luscious shapes and glossy surfaces. The scene contains giant rasp
berries and strawberries and cherries, from which many human beings 
can eat at the same time. The delectable quality of the fruits and their 
effect on the people that animate the landscape, many of whom feed off 
them voraciously, adds to the air of sensual enjoyment that characterizes 
the scene. 

Apparently, Bosch's appreciation of the subversive potential of these 
"world upside down" reversals, the way in which, for example, inver
sions of scale might be used to marginalize the activities of humans 
by centralizing the presence of birds and fruit, thus suggesting that the 
former are captive to their sensual desires, enabled him to extend the 
principle so as to organize certain sections of the composition and even 
to plan the central panel as a whole. For example, Walter Gibson has 
proposed that the beautiful, nude young women who occupy the pool in 
the center of the central panel (fig. 14), and who seem to have attracted 
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14. Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights (detail). Madrid, 
courtesy Museo del Prado. 
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the attention of a cavalcade of gesticulating male riders, might be a ref
erence to the misogynist idea of the "power of women" -according to 
which women were held responsible for male lust.44 

This popular idea is more clearly enunciated in an allegory by an 
anonymous German engraver dating from the middle of the fifteenth 
century (fig. 15). A banderole above the woman's head reads, 

I ride a donkey whenever I want 
A cuckoo is my lure 
With it I catch many fools and monkeys.45 

The sense of the image depends on the equation of lust and folly, for 
the German words esel for· donkey, gauch for cuckoo, and affe for ape 
all carried the secondary connotation "fool." The significance of this 
equation carried special moral opprobrium in an age when the concept 
of folly was closely linked with that of sin. The "power of women" idea 
may also be contained in one of the most striking images of the central 
panel, the couple encased in a bubble (fig. 16). The woman is the most 
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15. Master of the Power of Women, Allegory of the Power of Women, engrav
ing. Munich, courtesy Bayerische Staatsbibliothek. 

prominent of the nude pair, not only because of her placement and size 
but because of the pallor of her skin. She appears as the lure that has 
attracted the attentions of the man beside her. While comment on the 
transitory and evanescent nature of sexual pleasure may be found in 
the fragility of the bubble in which the scene unfolds, it also seems to 
be implied by the nude figure standing on his head immediately to the 
right. This figure, whose gesture serves to display rather than to hide his 
genitals, may, as we have seen, constitute a reference to the idea of the 
"world upside down." 

Gibson also drew attention to the way in which the springtime love
liness of the central panel echoes literary and pictorial representations 
of the "Garden of Love" -a theme whose inspiration lay in the literary 
tradition initiated by the Roman de la Rose.46 The characterization of 
this garden as one of sensual delectation contrasts markedly with the 
sober mood of the garden of Paradise in the left wing with which it bears 
a striking similarity. Both landscapes, for example, have a fountain at 
the center from which four channels of water flow. Their structural simi
larity appears deliberately ironic, for the significance of the biblical story 
in one directly contradicts the sensual abandon of the other. In one, the 
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16. Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights (de
tail). Madrid, courtesy Museo del Prado. 
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marriage of Adam and Eve is enacted for the sole purpose of human 
procreation; in the other, sexual ecstasy takes place in the absence of 
children.47 This interpretation gains strength when it is associated with 
an incident taking place at the center of the fountain in the central panel 
(fig. 17), in which a man touches a woman suggestively while another 
woman bends down so as to present her buttocks to the spectator. This 
scene takes place in the vicinity of a nude man standing on his head. The 
use of such a figure to convey the idea of the "world upside down" is not 
unknown in this period. A German engraver known as the Housebook 



17. Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights (detail). Madrid, 
courtesy Museo de! Prado. 
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18. The Housebook Master, Parodic Coat of Arms, 
engraving. Amsterdam, courtesy Rijksprentenkabinet. 

Master who worked on the Middle Rhine in the third quarter of the 
' fifteenth century, used just such a figure at the center of a parodic coat 

of arms (fig. r8).48 The crest of this coat of arms illustrates the theme 
of the henpecked husband, a peasant who is forced to carry his wife on 
his back. Such themes, a commonplace of late medieval art, constitute 
a satire of sexual relations in which the "natural" hierarchy of male 
domination was not observed. The juxtaposition of this figure with the 
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sexually explicit group at the center of the fountain suggests that such 
activities are to be condemned and rejected. 

The right wing and its Hell scene offer us another series of inversions. 
Here, musical instruments, usually a source of entertainment and sen
sual enjoyment, are transformed into instruments of torture (fig. 19). 
One figure is stretched across the strings of an enormous harp, while 
others are forced into choral singing led by a monster who reads music 
that has been tattooed onto the behind of one of the unfortunates in his 
power. Another figure, imprisoned in a drum, is deafened by the mon
ster who beats it, while a third, tied to a flute, has had another flute 
inserted in his anus. In the foreground, a pretty young woman is offered 
an image of herself in a mirror supported on a monster's behind, the vain 
satisfaction she may have taken from her reflection being sabotaged not 
only by its source but by the amorous attentions of a hideous ·qlack mon
ster who fulfills the role of a male lover. Finally, a scene that not only 
manifests the principle of inversion but almost quotes the imagery of the 
manuscript margins: Striding across the foreground is a hare blowing a 
hunting horn, who carries a human being on the spear he carries over 
his shoulder.49 

What are the implications of Bosch's choice of the manuscript mar
gins and the inversions of the world upside down for the cultural context 
in which he worked? By making use of the traditions of manuscript 
illumination, Bosch turned to an art form that had been traditionally 
associated with the aristocracy. There was, in the Middle Ages, no other 
social group that could undertake the enormous expense involved in the 
production of these sumptuous objects of display. It is perhaps not ir
relevant to our discussion that Engelbert II of Nassau, father of Henry III 
who, as we have seen, was in all likelihood the first owner of The Garden 
of Earthly Delights, collected these precious books and commissioned 
one of the most spectacular examples produced in the fifteenth century.50 

It is significant that the satirical humor of the "world upside down" 
flourished in an aristocratic milieu. As anthropologists and historians 
have so often pointed out, the social function of rituals and other ex
pressions of this idea is to demonstrate the need for order.51 The satire 
of chivalric attitudes or of the role of the clergy could only take place in 
a context within which such questioning did not constitute a real chal
lenge to the status quo. Indeed, it could be argued that the importance 
of the manuscript margins in books that include chivalric romance, on 
the one hand, and missals, psalters, and prayerbooks, on the other, lies 

19. Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights (detail). Madrid, 
courtesy Museo del Prado. 
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in the way in which they supported and reinforced the assumptions of 
the classes and occupations of those who commissioned them.52 

The significance of Bosch's use of the theme of the "world upside 
down" may be expanded if we recognize it as a manifestation of the 
way in which a culture affirms and sustains its values by distinguishing 
itself from a realm of chaos or nonculture. According to the cultural 
theory developed by Boris Uspenskii, Juri Lotman, and others of the 
Tartu of Soviet semiotics in the 1960s, culture and noncuiture stand in 
a structural relation to one another: 

The mechanism of culture is a system which transforms the .outer sphere 
into the inner one: disorganization into organization .... By virtue of the 
fact that culture lives not only by the opposition of the outer and inner 
spheres but also by moving from one sphere to the other, it doe_!i not only 
struggle against the outer "chaos" but has need of it as well; it\does not 
only destroy it but it continually creates it.53 

The mechanism of turning the world upside down, of moving the cul
turally repressed into a position of cultural dominance, can also serve 
as a way in which cultural boundaries are redefined. In Bosch's case, 
this translation of the topsy-turvy world of the manuscript margins into 
the center of the image, the elevation of visual themes and motifs whose 
subversive potential relegated them to the periphery, represented a dra
matic expansion of the high culture of his time. The mbvement from the 
margins to the center may thus be viewed as not only a momentary aber
ration whose anomaly serves to reinforce the values of the status quo, 
but also as a means by which high culture could realign its boundaries 
so as to include within its parameters motifs that had previously been 
excluded. 

This perspective on Bosch's art seems particularly relevant in light 
of the long-lasting impact of his work on Netherlandish painting.54 It 
has, for example, been possible to trace a series of artists working in a 
Boschian vein until well into the third quarter of the sixteenth century, 
a series that includes some of the best-known artists of the period, in
cluding Pieter Bruegel the Elder. In the field of twentieth-century art, 
the appropriation of elements considered beyond the realm of official 
culture has been interpreted as one of the most important strategies of 
the avant garde.55 Thomas Crow has argued that the avant garde has 
repeatedly turned to the world of popular culture in search of artistic 
inspiration. He claims that it is by means of these appropriations, these 
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transformations of nonculture into culture, that the avant garde has 
legitimated its status and function as a source of cultural production. 
The analogy between the artistic practice of the avant garde and those 
of Hieronymous Bosch is a striking one. In Bosch's case, it seems that 
the transformation of nonculture into culture was the means by which 
he could establish himself as a unique and distinctive talent. The appro
priation of the "world upside down" was thus part of the process of 
"making genius." 

In moving the "world upside down" from the margins to the center, 
Bosch did more than make use of a cultural trope that was well known 
to his audience. By making these inversions the focus of his work, Bosch 
transformed nonculture into culture and turned the tables on received 
notions of the work of art. Although vestiges of the age-old format of 
the "Last Judgment" inform the organization of The Garden of Earthly 
Delights-that is, its panels offer us a central scene that represents the 
earth and the world of human beings between scenes that represent 
Paradise and Hell-its moralizing message about the need to repent and 
prepare for the life to come is scrambled by the imposition of another 
system, another order, for which there was no precedent. By replacing 
the Resurrection with a scene of human beings indulging in their sen
sual appetites, Bosch not only transformed a theological statement into 
a moral commentary on sensuality and sexuality, but he called atten
tion to the creative power of the individual artist. The new function of 
the work is not just to instruct, for, animated by the concept of artistic 
license, it draws attention to its facture as a manifestation of an unusual 
and exceptional artistic talent. Bosch's use of the notion of the "world 
upside down" thus serves as a metaphor for the rising status aspired 
to and accorded the artist in the Renaissance. By moving the author of 
the image from a marginal to a central position, from one who carried 
out the instructions of others to one who was directly involved in the 
creation of pictorial meaning, Bosch found a means of suggesting that 
the artist could no longer be regarded as a mere craftsman. 

The history of the way in which the values of Renaissance humanism, 
the class values of a narrow social elite, transformed the social function 
of artistic production is not unrelated to the cultural circumstances of 
our own time. The historicist ideology created by nineteenth-century 
idealist philosophy, which invested the transcendence ascribed to aes
thetic value with purpose and meaning, no longer dominates the circum
stances of artistic production. The Hegelian claim that artistic changes 
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pursue a necessary development, a claim born of a teleological view of 
history, has largely been abandoned. As a consequence, the modernist 
myth that attributed stylistic change to a historical imperative has been 
decisively challenged. 

The collapse of a motivated history of immanent aesthetic value has 
led to a questioning of the definition of aesthetic value itself. In this 
context, the self-referential gestures of the art of Hieronymus Bosch, 
gestures that have been institutionalized as the means by which aes
thetic value may be asserted, have become suspect, and artists increas
ingly seek ways to integrate their work with broader cultural and social 
functions. The goal of some of the most progressive tendencies of post
modernism is not to draw attention to the artists so much as to articulate 
political messages of social importance.56 Whether or not the artist can 
escape commodification in an art market organized on capitalist prin
ciples remains uncertain. It is difficult for artists to market their work 
in a way that does not call attention to their role as individual creators 
in a cultural climate that still subscribes to the notion of the artist as 
genius. Nevertheless, the assertion of the autonomous power of the art
ist has increasingly been called into question as a legitimate ambition 
for artistic production. Considerations of this nature enable us to see 
how the sign systems of the present intersect with those of the past in 
the creation of new meaning. A historical moment concerned with the 
dissolution of transcendent notions of creativity enables us to appreciate 
the way in which this idea was first inscribed into the work of art in the 
Renaissance. 

What are the stakes in interpreting The Garden of Earthly Delights 
as a manifestation of the rising aspirations of the Renaissance artist 
as opposed to an allegory of the astrological, alchemical, heretical, or 
folklore ideas of Bosch's own time? The latter purport to explain the 
significance of his pictorial forms through an account of Bosch's un
knowable intentions, that is, they regard the surface of the work as the 
result of a complex process of symbolization in which Bosch encrypted 
his meaning behind a layer of baffling pictorial forms. I have argued, in
stead, that his enigmatic forms were the product of fantasy and a means 
by which the artist could call attention to his own role in the process of 
interpretation. Instead of taking for granted that The Garden of Earthly 
Delights is a work of "genius," I have tried to show the means by which 
"genius" is a socially constructed category. I have attempted to look 
around the edges of the Boschian enigma in order to see it as part of a 
broader set of historical issues. Rather than account for its mystery, I 
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have argued that this mystery is a deliberate creation of the artist. The 
stakes of this interpretation thus lie in the fact that Bosch's "genius" is 
not a precondition to the work of interpretation. Indeed, it is only by ap
preciating the pictorial gestures by which Bosch ensured himself a place 
in the canon of great artists admired by the Burgundian aristocracy and 
the humanistically educated upper classes that we gain insight into the 
quality and texture of his intelligence, ambition, and imagination, thus 
ensuring him a place in the canon of "great" artists we admire today. 
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