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There are truly very few things that come to our aid when we try to untangle the 

mystery of Hieronymus Bosch. The enormous popularity of his work, made 

commonplace through books, posters and fridge magnets, has helped establish 

the image of a crazy or extravagant artist who spent his life painting all sorts of 

fantastic scenes; a happy aberration in the middle of serious Art History. He is also 

one of the favourites of those who approach paintings as if they were hieroglyphs, 

searching for hidden meanings in every inch of the surface. Because, as Joaquín 

Yarza pointed out in his study of The Garden of Earthly Delights, Bosch is a rare case 

of a great artist who arouses our interest for what he said rather than how he said 

it. 
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The images of Hieronymus Bosch fascinate us to the point of appropriation. The 

arrogance of the present swiftly puts to one side the five hundred years that 

separate us from them and make their author appear as an artist comparable to 

Goya or Dalí. And because the weight of Romanticism is still a heavy one, we are 

not happy to say that Bosch was simply a great painter: we also want him to have 

led a radical life, to have been ignored by his contemporaries and his paintings to 

be manifestos of political progressiveness. But it is absurd to think, if it is not from 

the vanity of the present, that Bosch devoted his time to painting coded messages 

that would only be understood centuries after his death, winking an eye in our 

direction – at us, the lucky offspring of modernity  –whilst subverting the will of his 

client. 

 

The few known facts at our disposal are the main reason why it is difficult to 

approach Bosch’s work. Yet these also serve as the best antidote against the 

romantic conspiracies surrounding the artist’s life. Born around 1450, it is likely 

that he never abandoned his native s’Hertogenbosch – a place of relatively little 

importance if we compare it to Brussels or Antwerp – until his death in 1516. This 

fact, which could lead us to accept the idea of a painter who lived on the margins 

of the art of his time, immediately contrasts with his great clientele, among which 

we find people as important as Philip the Handsome. We also know that he 

enjoyed a comfortable economic position and that he belonged to an elitist 

congregation devoted to the Virgin Mary, a sign of a high social status. 

 

The celebrity of artists can impair the judgment of the viewer. What can one say 

before a work that has been reproduced and spoken of thousands of times? What 

to say of a painting that, furthermore, belongs to that very select handful that 

everybody knows? At the Prado, the only true rivals of The Garden of Earthly Delights 

in terms of popularity are Las Meninas and Goya’s Third of May. In its presence, it is 

common to hear gasps of amazement at the sheer imaginative powers of Bosch. 

There’s something in the combination of the green, the red and the blue that 



makes the central panel immediately attractive. There’s something edible in its 

unmeasured accumulation of organic elements, an irresistible bait that invites a 

visual banquet. 

 

The viewer’s astonishment is primarily due to our incapacity to understand what 

exactly is going on in Bosch’s most famous paintings, what all the objects and 

scenes refer to. To many it seems unconceivable for such accumulations of 

fantastic visions to have taken place in the late-fifteenth and early-sixteenth 

centuries, and on saying so they again use that patronising tone which the present 

often adopts when referring to remote times. But one need only see medieval 

sculptural reliefs and illuminated manuscripts to understand that Bosch was no 

crazy visionary but a follower of along iconographic tradition. What makes him 

exceptional and grants him a privileged place in art history is his capacity to 

interpret that tradition in an exceptionally imaginative way. 

 

The recent controversy over the authorship of two works attributed to him proves 

one thing: that his paintings – those painted by him, by followers or forgers– were 

understood in his time. Today we look at them with infinite curiosity, but it is 

impossible for us to enter the mind of a viewer for whom these images made all 

the sense in the world. Bosch’s works were made at a time of dense, almost 

physical spirituality which is remote to us. Accustomed to the immediacy of 

Google, it is difficult to imagine that the visual catalogue Bosch’s clients could hope 

to accumulate during a whole lifetime was the equivalent, if we are generous, to 

what any of us can see in just one day. Under such circumstances, the evocative 

power a painting was infinitely greater than today. 

 

It is possible to imagine, as Cees Nooteboom suggests in his recent book on the 

artist, Hieronymus Bosch speaking with his fellow congregation members of the 

changes that were beginning to take place in Europe at the time. The still recent 

invention of movable type printing, the discovery of America and the imminent 

Reformation would transform their world completely. In their festive excess, 



Bosch’s paintings seem a farewell to the Middle Ages. Five hundred years after his 

death, the possibility of solving the mystery of his work seems to have disappeared 

with him and his world. The great exhibition the Prado devoted to him this 

summer presented itself as a confirmation of that mystery rather than a real 

opportunity to solve it. I doubt, in any case, that any true lover of painting who 

enters the garden of Hieronymus Bosch is really worried about ever finding the 

way out. 

 

Image: Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights, 1490-1500. Oil on canvas, 

205.6 x 386 cm. ©Museo Nacional del Prado. 

 

Cees Nooteboom, A Dark Premonition: Journeys to Hieronymus Bosch, 2016. 

 

The original Spanish version of this text was published in Input magazine on 23rd 

September 2016. 
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