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Foreword





   




  “The difference between this painter’s works and those of others: they seek to paint men as they appear on the outside, whereas he endeavours to paint the inner man, as he is on the inside.”




   




  — Juan de Siguenza
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    Anonymous, Portrait of


    Hieronymus Bosch, ca. 1550.


    




    Red and black chalk drawing in the Arras Codex, 41 x 28 cm.




    Bibliothèque Municipale, Arras.


  




  

    
Biography





     




     




     




    1453: Birth of Hieronymus Van Aken in ‘s-Hertogenbosch (now Bois-le-Duc). His family, of modest origin, most likely originated from Aken (the last name Van Aken literally means “from Aken”), having lived there for more than two generations. There are documents that prove the presence in ‘s-Hertogenbosch of Bosch’s ancestors as early as the end of the 14th century. His father Anthonius Van Aken and his grandfather Jan were painters. We know that Bosch was born into a family of painters and artists, but we know nothing of his training or formal education. We can surmise that he was educated and trained by his family. The nickname Bosch obviously stems from an abbreviation of the painter’s place of origin, ‘s-Hertogenbosch.




     




     




    ‘S-Hertogenbosch is situated in Brabant and is the fourth city of Duchy, established in the 15th century. There was no princely residence in ‘s-Hertogenbosch, as in Brussels, Lille or Louvain, nor were there great noble families comparable to the Nassau of Breda or other patrons from the Netherlands. ‘S-Hertogenbosch lacked the great financial backers apart from those who lived in the city itself who, in spite of their activity, could not rival the other greater cities of Duchy.


  




  

     




     




     




    1474: Date of the first mention of Hieronymus in records. It concerned a transaction done with his sister. He is mentioned as a painter for the first time in 1480.




     




     




    1481: He marries Aleyt Van den Mervenne, a rich aristocrat. We do not know if the couple ever had children. Aleyt survived her husband and died between 1522 and 1523 at an old age, which we know because she was almost twenty years older than the painter.




     




     




    1486: From this date onwards, he is cited as a member of the Brotherhood of Our Lady. Membership to this brotherhood was already a long family tradition because certain members of the Van Aken family were members as early as the end of the 14th century. The number of brotherhoods in honor of the Virgin increased throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The majority of the cities in the Netherlands soon had their own proper brotherhood. In Bosch’s time, the number of men and women registered at ‘s-Hertogenbosch’s brotherhood had become substantial.
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    The goal of the brotherhood was essentially the devotion of Mary and occasionally the distribution of aid to the poor. This pious institution played an important role in the city, less from a religious than from an artistic and social point of view. In effect, the brotherhood would commission a number of works from local artists and exteriors for the decoration of the chapels. Two painted leaves from the restoration of a work by Van Wessel around 1475-1476 are attributed to Bosch. He did several works for the Brotherhood of Our Lady.




     




     




    1493-1494: He drew up the plans for the stained-glass windows and collaborated in the execution of a panel with the names of the brotherhood’s members.




     




     




    1504: Philipp the Beautiful, Sovereign of the Netherlands and King of Castille, commissions The Last Judgement.




     




     




    1508-1509: He does the gilt and polychrome decoration of a restoration for the chapel of the Brotherhood of Our Lady. He also does the model of a cross (1511-1512).




     




     




    1516: Death of the painter in ‘s-Hertogenbosch.
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          In 1951, Wilhelm Fränger’s tome, The Millennium of Hieronymus Bosch: Outlines of a New Interpretation, was translated into English. The book created a sensation, both on the scholarly and the popular levels. An article on the book accompanied by colour illustrations in Life Magazine probably did more than anything else to popularise Bosch, because there had been little or nothing of the sort published on him at the time. Fränger’s interpretation that Bosch did his major altarpieces not for orthodox religious purposes, but for use by quasi-religious cults was being promoted as a turning-point in the understanding of this enigmatic artist.




           


        

      




      

        	

          
The Man-Tree



          




          ca. 1470




          Pen and bistre, 27.7 x 21.1 cm




          Albertina, Vienna
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          While most art historians who have taken up Bosch in the years since Fränger’s death in 1964 have renounced Fränger’s contentions, there are still some who continue to endorse his assertion that the grand master of a cult of Adamites dictated its secret imagery to Bosch which he then revealed in his great painting in the Prado Museum, The Garden of Earthly Delights, and in several minor paintings.




           


        

      




      

        	

          
The Adoration of the Magi



          




          ca. 1470-1475




          Oil and gold on wood, 71.1 x 56.5 cm




          The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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          The writers who commented upon Bosch in the nearly five centuries following his death compounded such a reputation for the man as a “faizeur de diables” (Gossart), that until the modern period he was hardly considered an artist at all.




           


        

      




      

        	

          The Adoration of the Magi (detail)


          




          ca. 1470-1475




          Oil and gold on wood




          The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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          It was largely his frenzied hell scenes that attracted such attention. When he depicted the creatures and settings of these “hells” in terms of infinitely detailed naturalism, they were so convincing as to seem pure evocation.




           


        

      




      

        	

          The Adoration of the Magi (detail)


          




          ca. 1470-1475




          Oil and gold on wood




          The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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          To the medieval mind, the man who could reveal so plainly its own worst fears must have been a wizard or a madman, perhaps the tool of the Devil himself. Later writers either reflected this point of view or, following the rationalist aftermath of the Renaissance and the Reformation, passed Bosch off as representing the worst of Medievalism.




           


        

      




      

        	

          The Adoration of the Magi (detail)


          




          ca. 1470-1475




          Oil and gold on wood




          The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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          When he was mentioned it was not so much as an artist, but as a freak performer. Eventually Bosch was obscured and forgotten. It took at least two centuries until there was a revival of interest in him, in the late 19th century.




           




          The 20th century saw more emphasis on this man as an artist than at any time in the past and there is continued, almost overwhelming interest in him in the 21st century.




           


        

      




      

        	

          Ecce Homo


          




          1475-1480




          Tempera and oil on oak, 71 x 61 cm




          Städel Museum, Frankfurt am Main
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          One would expect Italian writers of the High Renaissance period to point out the painter’s strangeness, since his ideation was so antithetical to that of the South. The Florentine historian Guicciardini, in his Description of all the Low Countries (1567), referred to “Jerome Bosch de Boisleduc, very noble and admirable inventor of fantastic and bizarre things…” In 1568, the Italian historian of artists, Vasari, called Boschian invention “fantastiche e capricciose.”




           


        

      




      

        	

          The Magician


          




          1475-1480




          Oil on panel, 53 x 75 cm




          Musée municipal, Saint-Germain-en-Laye
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          Lomazzo, the author of the Treatise on the Art of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture, first published in 1584, spoke of “the Flemish Girolamo Bosch, who in representing strange appearances and frightful and horrid dreams, was singular and truly divine.”




           




          During the same period in the North, similar statements were made concerning the painter’s work, his demons and hells being mentioned to the exclusion of all else.




           


        

      




      

        	

          Child with a Walking Frame (reverse of Christ Carrying the Cross)


          




          ca. 1480




          Oil on panel, diameter: 28 cm




          Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna
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          The Netherlandish historian, Marc Van Vaernewijck (1567), called Bosch “the maker of devils, since he had no rival in the art of depicting demons.”




           




          Carel Van Mander, the Northern counterpart to Vasari, made little more observation of Bosch’s entire works than that they were “...gruesome pictures of spooks and horrid phantoms of hell…”
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