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Hieronymus Bosch's Christ Carrying the Cross, one of his last authenticated 
paintings, is a merciless study of humanity lost (Figure 8.1). In the center, 
the pallid Christ, having surrendered to the mob, carries an enormous cross
beam. All around him are faces, hideous, suffering: it is a crowd of hostile and 
violent, foul and desperate men. Even those who might offer support appear 
defeated: in the left lower corner, Veronica, holding the sudarium, turns away, 
and Simon the Cyrene disappears into darkness, all but crushed by the weight 
of the crossbeam. The painting tends to elude scholarly notice; when it does 
come under scrutiny, the image is usually discussed in terms of attribution or 
cross-cultural influences. 1 The present chapter instead focuses on Christ Carry
ing the Cross as a site of response that targets the late medieval beholder's com
plex system of feelings, to borrow Barbara H. Rosenwein's felicitous phrase, in 
order to catalyze a spiritually reformative process by eliciting despair. 2 

The study of emotions is notoriously unstable: teasing out the beholder's 
response to an image is a particularly fraught enterprise. Emotions are cul
turally coded, as are their triggers. When I look at Bosch's image what I feel 
is an unsettling mixture of despondent angst and detachment tinged with 
lugubriousness: it is, unmistakably, what Russians refer to as toska (TocKa). 

There is no word like it in English, or apparently in any other language. 
The epigraph to this chapter, taken from Alexander Pushkin's magnifi
cent Evgenif Onegin, reflects just that: an accepted translation of it is "I'm 
young and still robust, you see; I So what's ahead? Ennui, ennui! "3 And yet, 
"ennui" is a poor substitute for toska, the word that Pushkin uses to invoke 
his protagonist's state of mind. Vladimir Nabokov, in annotating his own 
translation of Pushkin's poem, once characterized toska as "a sensation of 
great spiritual anguish, often without any particular cause ... it is a dull 
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ache of the soul, a longing with nothing to long for, a sick pining, a vague 
restlessness, mental throes, yearning. " 4 This is not to say that native Rus
sian speakers have a monopoly on the emotion itself, but that we recognize, 
conceptualize, and define it readily, exclusively, and through linguistic, and 
therefore cultural, means. 5 Russians describe toska as an often non-specific 
and just as often inexplicable emotion, at once lofty and quotidian, and 
not at all uncommon. I feel it not because Bosch's painting stirs in me pity, 
or compassion, or pious melancholy - some of the feelings, I will suggest, 
stirred in the late medieval beholder - but because something about its dirty 
but luminous palette; its claustrophobic arrangement of figures cropped so 
as to represent a crowd without end; and the deformed, grotesque, distorted 
facial features of its protagonists, activates in me that sense of emptiness, of 
nagging dissatisfaction, and of existential, endless, displaced despair that is 
the definition of toska. It might be, in fact, because I see toska inscribed on 
Christ's face imprinted on Veronica's sudarium. 

My reaction to Bosch's painting is no more than an anecdotal footnote 
in a charged topic of debate between social constructivists - the proponents 
of a cognitive emotion theory that suggests emotions as operating within a 
specific social, psychological, interpretative framework - and those who seek 
to define a set of basic, biological, primitive emotions common to all and 
recognizable by all. Paul Ekman, for example, one of the leading researchers 
in the field of non-verbal communication, uses facial gestures to argue for the 
immutability of emotional response across cultural and temporal divides.6 

The presentist tendency of Ekman's arguments, however, is predicated on a 
de-contextualization of these gestures, their abstraction from the lifeblood of 
social culture: in other words, the recognition of universal emotions presup
poses the universality of a fixed, predetermined reception of a visual signal 
that passes from the sender to the receiver - a problem that any art historian 
is apt to recognize. Ekman's theories have been challenged by historians and 
psychologists alike, from Rosenwein to James Russell, and it should be clear 
where my allegiances lie. 7 My response to Bosch's panel might be visceral but 
it is also culturally specific. It is predicated on my upbringing, and locates me 
temporally, socially, geographically, and linguistically. Before I respond as a 
trained medievalist and as an art historian, and before I venture to suggest 
patterns of emotional response likely for a fifteenth-century Netherlandish 
viewer, I react and feel as a member of the Russian intelligentsia raised on 
the poetry of Marina Tsvetaeva and Sergey Esenin, who monumentalized the 
notion of Slavic toska in countless doleful verses. 

But even so, my focus on the veronica is not all that anachronistic: this 
is the only face in the painting that confronts and engages its beholders 
directly, and it is therefore made to draw attention to itself. All other pro
tagonists of this disquieting panel turn away from the viewer or their gaze is 
veiled. Christ himself seems asleep on the crossbeam he carries; Veronica's 
eyes are nearly closed as she looks down on her sudarium, as are those of the 
smiling magus and of a tormentor directly above Christ. Others roll their 
eyes, appearing half-blind: for instance, the irises of the man commonly 
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identified as the good thief just barely show above a strip of white. In the 
foreground, grotesque men, the embodiment of the caricatured "other," find 
themselves deep in conversation with the bad thief, their bulging eyeballs 
focused on the thief's deformed face . Simon of Cyrene tilts his head until 
his eyes become swallowed by shadow. It is, instead, the imprint of Christ's 
face on the piece of cloth, made to look like a fleshly disembodied object and 
not an imprint at all, that provides a point of access into the painting. An 
image within an image, an icon within a narrative, it functions as a meta
comment both on image-making and on looking at images - it is an image 
with agency, one that looks back. 8 It is also a visual cue that guides the 
beholder across several echoes of Christ's likeness, arranged on a diagonal 
that cuts across the sweep of the patibulum: the living veronica, the already
dying Christ, and the seemingly dead good thief. In this way, the network 
of missed or averted gazes, along with the veronica's manifest stare, func
tion as well-understood visual signals for those emotional communities that 
cohere around devotional images. 

These communities, guided by what Rosenwein defines as "modes of emo
tional expression that jpeopleJ expect, encourage, tolerate, and deplore," 
structure and are structured and indexed by late medieval devotional images 
such as Bosch's panel.9 One of the key emotions for a community formed 
by the late medieval religious culture of images is empathy, achieved by con
templation and imitation of Christ's pain. 10 Indeed, as Esther Cohen has 
pointed out, it is in the late Middle Ages that we see a wide variety of sources 
that "starkly outline the landscape of pain ... in the most extravagant pos
sible manner." 11 Pain and empathy, and empathy with pain, are extolled in 
numerous devotional treatises, which prescribe what we may call immersion 
exercises predicated on thinking about Christ's passion and re-enacting it in 
the mind's eye. Ludolph of Saxony's Vita Christi, which circulated in a host 
of European vernaculars well into the sixteenth century and was particularly 
important for the practitioners of devotio moderna (with which Bosch was, 
if not directly associated, then certainly familiar), details the dynamics of 
such fervent contemplation that must include the vivid visualization of the 
events of the Passion as well as "speaking, living, and grieving, as though the 
Lord were suffering before thy very eyes." 12 The enormously popular Medi
tations on the Life of Christ, now attributed to John of Caulibus, instructed 
the devout to imagine themselves participating in key moments of Christ's 
life, "feeling I themselves] present in those places as if the things were done in 
I their I presence." 13 In order to aid such pious visualization, the author of the 
treatise provided details about Christ's suffering: the exchange of sorrowful 
glances between John and Mary, the blood stains on the flagellation column, 
the way Christ dressed in front of his tormentors. This kind of particularized 
description aimed to elicit an emotional response, even if it meant exaggera
tion and fictionalizing. The author of the Meditations readily admits that 
his detailed, heartrending retellings of the Passion have little basis in Gospel 
narratives but are told "as if they had occurred," "as if they had actually 
happened,'' and "in accord with certain imaginary scenarios." 14 
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A hallmark of these treatises is the direct address to the reader: the Medita
tions offers up a veritable litany of "you will see" and "watch him closely," 
enjoining the devout to picture Christ's Passion and, in doing so, to "[p]ay 
careful attention here and think about his demeanor in each and every thing 
he does." 15 In his description of the carrying of the cross, the author asks his 
readers to "lf]ocus your attention on him closely as he makes his way, bent 
beneath the cross and gasping for breath. As much as you can, suffer with 
him, as he is placed in the midst of so much agony and renewed ridicule." 16 

Similarly, the author of the Privity of the Passion - a free Middle English 
translation of Meditations - repeatedly admonishes the reader to " Behold him 
meekly and diligently!", "Behold him carefully!", and follows the description 
of the flagellation with the following reprimand: "If you are able to have no 
compassion for your Lord Jesus, know well that your heart is harder than 
stone." 1- Such direct address, visual or textual, implicates the viewer-reader 
in the "perpetual passion," the concept of Christ's suffering made continuous 
by the ongoing transgressions of the unremittingly sinning humanity. 

It is precisely such direct address that is visualized by the veronica's unav
erted gaze in Bosch's painting, displaying the synergy between devotional 
treatises and emotional expression, located and challenged by later medieval 
material culture. Images were often considered to be an ideal starting point 
for affective meditation: John of Genoa's exhortation that they "excite feel
ings of devotion, these being more effectively aroused by things seen than by 
things heard," was echoed widely, and repeated nearly verbatim two hun
dred years later by Fra Michele da Carcano in a 1492 sermon. 18 That images 
should have a protagonist who draws the viewer in and aids in contempla
tion was far from unusual. When the fifteenth-century Italian theorist Leon 
Battista Alberti postulated in his famous treatise on painting that each image 
should have a figure that looks out and engages the viewer ("tum placer in 
historia adesse quempiam qui earum quae gerantur rerum spectators admo
neat"}, he was codifying an existing convention. 19 Alberti suggested that this 
role of an interlocutor and guide should be played by a secondary character, 
but northern painters, including Bosch, were fond of having Christ himself 
confront the viewer. For instance, Bosch's Madrid version of Christ Carrying 
the Cross has Christ fix the beholder with an accusatory gaze (Figure 8.2). 
The enfleshed Christ on Veronica's veil was a favorite , as was the trajectory 
of the protagonists' gazes: Veronica looks downward, the imprinted living 
image looks at the beholders, and the beholders loo k back (Figure 8.3). 2r

1 

This kind of visual summons was often accompanied - and sometimes 
substituted - by a place within the image made explicitly for the viewer. So, 
in the Nativity scene painted by a contemporary of Bosch, Gerard David, 
Mary, Joseph, and the angels form a half-circle around the infant Christ; the 
other space is reserved for the viewer, who, invited by the shepherd, enters 
through the crumbling brick wall (Figure 8.4). 21 Still more emphatic about 
including the beholder is Master of Heiligenkreuz's Death of the Virgin, in 
which a space was left empty right in front of the Virgin's bed, and a pillow 
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was helpfully placed between the two reading Apostles, for the viewer to 
kneel upon (Figure 8.5). 22 In Bosch's own re-iteration of Christ Carrying the 
Cross, this one in Vienna, Christ moves not exactly within but alongside 
the crowd, and the emptiness to his right is stark and inviting; here, too, a 
protagonist to the extreme left is gazing outward (Figure 8.6). 

But the world into which the Ghent veronica leads presents a considerable 
problem. One of the goals of immersion into Christ's life was the act of imi
tation: imitatio Christi, certainly, but also imitation of the sacred commu
nity around Christ. And yet, unlike, for example, Rogier van der Weyden's 
famous Deposition altarpiece - where the main actors all reliably model 
appropriate distress, with Mary directly imitating Christ, and with Saint 
John and the Magdalene providing convenient parentheses for this cohe
sively suffering group - Bosch's painting seems to suggest a smorgasbord of 
emotions, which overwhelm and subvert empathetic compassion. 23 Women, 
the archetypes of empathy that populate devotional treatises and images, 
are scarce here, and the Virgin as the exemplar of compassion is missing, 
replaced by the ghostly Veronica who moreover turns away from Christ and 
from the viewer, at best resigned, at worst cold and indifferent. Three figures 
in the foreground coalesce around the bad thief: two, instead of taunting, 
listen to him with avid curiosity, astonishment, and greedy incredulity; the 
magus smiles in quiet satisfaction; and the thief himself is snarling at them 
angrily. Next to the complacent, submissive Christ, a man appears to be 
screaming, his mouth wide open. On the other side a man raises his hand 
in an uncanny, mocking echo of Christ's right hand, while another smiles 
contentedly. The good thief is surrounded by two misshapen characters, the 
one with the tonsure lifting his finger in heated admonition, the other simply 
appearing bored. Veronica's aloof face is underscored by the blank visage 
at the panel's edge, which mimics, disconcertingly, the face on her cloth. 
The three men at the upper register of the panel appear as disfigured choric 
figures: one closes his eyes serenely, a smile playing across his lips; another 
gazes toward the right, seemingly unaware of or indifferent to what is occur
ring; the third has his mouth downturned in what might be the only trace 
of sadness to be found here. The sacred community is replaced by demonic 
countenances that isolate Christ's spectral face. Ugliness dominates: figures 
scowl and leer, and intensely evil hideousness swallows the signs of goodness 
in the suffocating sea of toothy mouths, deformed noses, expressive hands, 
and, especially, gleaming, frightful and frightened, rolled or narrowed eyes. 
If Bernard of Clairvaux once posited that the "beauty of the soul" becomes 
"outwardly visible ... when the motions, the gestures and the habits of the 
body and the senses show forth their gravity, purity and modesty," then the 
filthy gesticulating men, with ostentatiously pierced faces and distorted fea
tures, manifest the outwardly visible ugliness of their spirit. 24 

That the medieval viewer was primed to take immediate notice of this 
ugliness is both a social and a cognitive function. Pious beholders were 
taught to focus on the grisly: detailed descriptions of pain and anguish, after 
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all, stand at the heart of affective meditations on the Passion. These same 
texts also describe those who tortured Christ as the wicked, the pitiless, the 
foolish, and the mad. Just as devotional guidebooks and fervent sermons 
elaborated and exaggerated Gospel narratives for emotive effect, so Bosch 
here elaborates and exaggerates the treatises, exteriorizing the nature of 
Christ's tormentors for that very same emotive effect. But not just medieval 
viewers were trained to see the ugly: our brains, it seems, are also wired to 
do so first, to pick the bad over the good and to assign it a dominant value. 
Cognitive scientists are now looking at the amygdala, activated during a 
host of emotional states, for its function as a "threat center" that recog
nizes, processes, and reacts to even schematic representations of what we 
recognize as a negative emotion long before it registers anything we may 
deem positive. This, quite simply, as Daniel Kahneman puts it, is a "mecha
nism that is designed to give priority to bad news," and images like Christ 
Carrying the Cross reinforce and intensify this priority, especially because 
a positive emotion is scarcely to be found in the ugly horror of the panel. 25 

The crowd gathered around Christ consists, really, of faces: jagged, rough, 
bumpy, and disproportionate faces, obviously irregular and therefore in 
demand of scrutiny, of staring. In human interaction, of course, the face is 
the focus of cognitive and social clues: as Rosemarie Garland-Thomson has 
put it in her discussion of different modes of staring, "faces are consequential 
texts that we read attentively." 26 Our impulse to concentrate on the face has 
fascinated thinkers from Emmanuel Levinas (who reads each face as a moral 
obligation) to Jean-Paul Sartre (who sees faces as "sacred objects" that make 
oneself feel limited).27 But what we expect in a face is a norm, and when this 
norm is upset, we stare: the unexpected draws our gaze and rejects it at the 
same time. Contemporary artists have used this dual response to disfigura
tion to similar effect, in order to induce what Garland-Thomson so aptly 
termed "visual vertigo." As a representative example, she cites Doug Auld, 
who painted a series titled "State of Grace," in which portraits of burn sur
vivors are rendered in uncomfortable close-up (Figure 8. 7). Whether Auld's 
stated purpose, to convert our repulsion and fear into disarming beauty, was 
successful is open to debate, but his other mission - to make his viewers 
look, really look without turning away - was certainly achieved. 

Unorthodox faces -asymmetrical, uneven, again to borrow from Garland
Thomson "irrationally organized" - are visual failures, chaotic caricatures 
of themselves that repulse but fascinate, "captivatf ingl our focus even if 
we deliberately attempt to ignore them. " 28 This is, indeed, their function in 
Bosch's panel. It is not because the unsightly faces crowding the Via Dolorosa 
require an intense version of what the sociologist Erving Goffman terms 
"face-work"; on the contrary, their features are easily recognizable and 
read. 29 It is because the shift and flux of these features - the tip of the nose 
that hangs too low, the bulbous chin that juts out too far, the bridge of the 
nose that disappears, the toothless mouth frozen in silent scream - challenge 
facial norms, exemplified by the symmetrical, properly proportioned face 
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of Christ. This challenge attracts attention and therefore signals danger, the 
danger of looking, of staring, and this signal is, once again, picked up by the 
uncanny veronica whose open eyes appear both in stark contrast with the 
closed eyes of its prototype and in visual echo with the opened eyes of most 
of Christ's tormentors. 

Late medieval culture considered looking to be a potent act: visible 
things were believed to leave physical impressions on the malleable human 
body and the equally malleable human spirit. Much has been written about 
the importance of the trope of stamping in medieval discourses on vision, 
memory, and spiritual reformation. Here, I will simply reiterate that in 
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the intromission model of 
seeing - at least as articulated two centuries prior by Roger Bacon, and 
based in no small part on Alhazen's writings - remained prevalent. 30 The 
visual species, which multiplied in the air to be impressed first on the eye 
and then on the brain, to be subsequently interpreted and conscripted to 
memory and to the heart, carried transformative power. 31 The physical 
and moral mutability of the body, dependent on optical imprinting, con
ceptualized the reformation of the individual, and its uses for devotional 
purposes are clear: images had direct somatic and spiritual effects on the 
viewer because one's body received appropriate visual signals and acti
vated the process of reformatory change. 12 Still, the change was not always 
positive: Bernard of Clairvaux, for instance, describes "the prurience of 
delighting in iniquity" that marks memories "with a bitter impression" 
and "dirty footprints." 33 The impact of such impressions was discussed by 
Flemish and Dutch theologians, among them Jan van Ruusbroec and of 
Geert Grote, the latter a founder of the Brotherhood of Common Life that 
flourished in Bosch's home town. 34 

It is no accident that the only protagonist of Bosch's painting to engage 
with the viewer is not a protagonist at all but an imprinted image that has 
gained living agency. In addition to carrying complex semiotic baggage, the 
imprinted veronica thus signals the theological physiology that is at work 
in this image. Christ's eyes are closed, shielded by paper-thin eyelids; he 
does not see the raging horror of depravity around him, and neither does 
Veronica, who turns away conspicuously. But the viewers do: along with 
whatever spiritual rehabilitation they receive from seeing those two, behold
ers are assailed with a veritable blitz of depravity, assaulted by the visual 
"otherness" that is certain to leave "dirty footprints" in their memories, 
their bodies, and their souls. Like the cloth stamped with the Holy Face, 
the viewers are stamped as well; and the obvious fact that Veronica's veil 
looks nothing like an imprint of blood and sweat, and very much like a 
painted face, serves not only as a self-referential comment on the power of 
the painted image, but also as a suggestion that the thing that is seen and the 
thing that is imprinted is, in the end, one and the same. 
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Ludolph of Saxony can well remind the devout that they "must carry the 
cross of the Lord, and be pleased to carry it. " 35 And yet, the painting forbids 
it; in order to step in, to carry the cross alongside Simon of Cyrene, one 
must push through the thicket of flesh and be conducted by the sinful throng 
down Via Dolorosa, the road indexed by the crossbeam, the road that inex
orably ends in the terrifying event of the Crucifixion. Implicated in Christ's 
perpetual passion by the gaze of the veronica, absorbed into the suffocat
ing crowd of the overpoweringly ugly sinners, imprinted and transformed 
by their moral ugliness, lost without the usual models for compassionate 
imitation, ignored by Christ, Veronica, and Simon, the viewer is left - led, 
really - to experience an emotion well known to the righteous devout in 
Bosch's Low Countries: that of despair, an emotion that was understood to 

result from the recognition of one's sinful nature and, to paraphrase Bernard 
of Clairvaux, one's unlikeness to God. 36 

Later medieval theology recognized this self-knowledge as the begin
ning of the path to salvation. It was, however, a dangerous path, studded 
with demonic presence. Despair, after all, is the devil's weapon: as the Vitae 
patrum tells us, "The closer a man comes to God, the more he sees himself 
a sinner. " ·1- Despair, as does its parent tristitia - sorrow - is thus defined 
by its dual nature. In Corinthians, Paul identifies one aspect of despair as 
"sorrow according to God" that achieves redemption through penitence, 
and the other as the "sorrow of the world" that "works death" (2 Corin
thians 7:10). Late medieval mystical texts, from the Cloud of Unknowing 
to Walter Hilton's Scale of Perfection, warned of the danger of despair that 
comes with the necessity of introspection. Hilton compared despair to the 
dark night, a comparison similarly drawn by the palette of Bosch's panel. rn 
In a curious diagram of vices, engraved at the end of the fifteenth century 
in Italy (Figure 8.8), Despair is not only related to a variety of sins, but 
also dominates them all. It appears as one of the daughters of Lust, herself 
an adopted daughter of Pride, and one of the daughters of Sloth who was 
associated with Melancholia - an important point to which I will shortly 
return. Above the tree appears a set of inscriptions, one of which, in the 
large circle, lists the five "damnable ways" that "may give offense to God, 
and they are called sins in the Holy Spirit"; one of them is "Desperatione 
dela misericordia de dio. " 1'> This genealogy of sins is rooted in much ear
lier representations of the tree of vices, such as the early thirteenth-century 
German diagram from the Speculum Virginum, produced at the Cistercian 
abbey of Himmerode, which also emphasizes Superbia as the main culprit 
but isolates Tristitia as the cardinal vice and indicates Despair, along with 
Sloth, as one of its fruits (Figure 8.9). 

In exploring later medieval definitions of despair, Susan Snyder suggests 
that despair was seen "as a pathological upset of emotional balance," at 
times rational, at times irrational.40 The famous nave capital from Sainte
Madeleine Church at Vezelay figures despair as a mad demon, plunging a 
sword into its twisting body, its open toothy maw, here with a lolling tongue, 
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and its maddened gaze more than a little reminiscent of the demonic faces in 
Bosch's image (Figure 8.10).41 Another demonic face marks a similar act of 
self-destruction by a madman at Notre-Dame-des-Fontaines in Brigue: this 
time it is Judas, whose dead eyes watch, in horror, as a sharp-horned, blood
gushing demon rips his soul from his body, helping to free it from the spill
ing organs with his long pointed claws (Figure 8.11 ). 42 Sorrow for one's sins 
can be, as Origen writes, "supra mensuram" (beyond measure): so intense 
was Judas's despair that it led to suicide - despair so hopeless as to induce 
the loss of faith. 41 The apocryphal Acts of Andrew and Paul describe Judas 
who, "in despair," wanted to ask Jesus for forgiveness, but instead decided 
to hang himself and meet Jesus in the abode of the dead - a plan that did not 
quite work out.44 It is no accident that the personification of despair is often 
shown in the act of committing suicide by hanging, a clear reference to Judas's 
death- and that the figure of Judas sometimes refJlaces the figure of Despair as 
it apparently did in the now-destroyed mausoleum of the Liege bishop Erhard 
de la Marck.45 Judas's despair exemplified the kind of tristitia that worked 
spiritual as well as physical death: in this way, as Aquinas suggests, the Betray
er's remorse was poisoned by fear and sorrow "because he lamented his past 
sin; but he did not have hope. And such is the penitence of the wicked." 46 

In light of the physiological underpinnings of medieval visuality, it is impor
tant to point out that despair was closely associated with melancholy, a tem
perament that resulted from the humoral predominance of black bile located 
in the spleen. Caesarius of Heisterbach, a Cistercian prior and the author of 
the gripping Dialogues on Miracles, dedicates book four of the Dialogues to 
temptations, among which is despair, which he directly links to melancholy 
and suicide.47 In chapter 40, he tells of a nun who attempted to drown herself 
in the Moselle because she was "distressed by the vice of melancholy, and so 
much troubled by the spirit of blasphemy, doubt, and unbelief, that she fell 
into despair." Her attempted suicide was meant to avoid her prior's threat 
that, unless she came to her senses, he would be forced to bury her in uncon
secrated ground: she reasoned that rather than having her corpse torn apart 
by beasts, she would give it to the flow of the river. And although Caesarius's 
moralizing stories, by and large, carry happy endings - heathens convert, 
blasphemers repent, the wicked are smitten and the good rewarded - this one 
remains ambiguous, because despair is intimately connected to the doctrine 
of the uncertainty of salvation. The saved nun was carried back to the mon
astery to be watched over by her sisters, but what became of her, Caesarius 
does not say; although she was "a chaste virgin, devout, dependable, and 
religious," the fate of her soul remains undetermined.48 More certain is the 
fate of a lay brother whom Caesarius claims to have personally known (chap
ter 41 ), who became melancholy, and, greatly fearing his sins, "completely 
despaired of eternal life ... Afflicted as he was with the vice of melancholy, 
he was overtaken by sloth, and so in his heart despair was born." 49 The man 
subsequently drowned himself in a nearby fish pond. Closer to Bosch's paint
ing temporally and geographically is the famous account that one Gaspar 
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Ofhuys, a brother in the Red Cloister near Brussels, composed between 1509 
and 1513 . Ofhuys, writing a couple of decades after the fac t, describes an 
incident involving a fellow brother, the painter Hugo van der Goes, who, 
upon becoming a converso, succumbed to melancholy and "unceasingly said 
that he was doomed and condemned to eternal damnation land ! even wanted 
to injure himself physically or commit suicide." 511 

A plethora of medical and devotional texts expounded on the asso
ciation between despair and melancholy, including the English treatise 
"Agayne despayre," in which a downcast student who recollects his "many 
great sins" is lectured by a learned doctor who offers remedies against 
despair.5 1 Melancholics were particularly prone to being impressed with 
visual species because of the ostensible nature of their brain cells that were 
physiologically forged so as to preserve imprints of visib le and intellec
tua l knowledge. ' 2 According to Ramon Llull , a Cata lan mystic and the 
inventor of the ars inveniendi veritatis, melancholy was associated with 
earth, "a dense medium, in which the impressions of the species are held 
for the memory; and therefore melancholy men are disposed to acquiring 
great learning through the multiplication of many species." <l Here, again, 
Bosch's ueronica provides a self-reflexive comment on the nature of view
ing: Christ's face, of course, is soaked in and impressed upon the cloth. 
It signals the potential of the image to act most directly upon those who, 
through their melancholy nature, were already prone to despair, whose 
supple earthlike brain cel ls were most readily impressed with visual species, 
and most capable of retaining them. In a world that intimately correlated 
the physical and emotional natures of the individual, thi s association was 
hardly surprising. Indeed, when writing about despair, Saint Bonaventure 
likened it to a humor that overwhelms others in the human body; he also 
held excessive fear to be directly responsib le for despair. 14 Aquinas, as we 
saw, brought up fear as poisonous to remorse and an ingredient for despair 
as well - and Auld, incidentally, also mentions fear when discussing his 
portraits of burn survivors.' 1 

;:.;:.;:. 

Yet the kind of despair that torments the righteous need not always be spir
itually fatal; on the contrary, it can be efficaciously cleansing and therefore 
useful for the salvation of the individual. To quote Hugh of Saint-Victor, 
"Many have fallen and have arisen better than they were before they fell." 11' 

In addition to fear, Aquinas mentions hope as the only way to obtain pardon 
for one's sins . This lesson was taught both in word and in image: long before 
Bishop de la Marek commissioned his mausoleum, Hope (5/Jes) conquered 
Despair in numerous late medieval images.57 Similarly, the Golden Legend 
implies that hope could have saved Judas himself from damnation. In inter
preting the first seven days of Christ's life that preceded his circumcision on 
the eighth, Jacobus discusses the tropological meanings of each day, with the 
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seventh symbolic of hope of forgiveness: "for although Judas," he writes, 
"confessed his sin, he did not hope for pardon and therefore did not obtain 
mercy. "58 

Precisely this spiritual lesson is taught in the guidebook for proper 
dying, the Ars moriendi, a popular manual that would have been well 
known to Bosch's contemporaries, and which encapsulates concep
tions of the bona mars, the "good death," death in one's own home, 
surrounded by family, and accompanied by proper sacraments. 59 Ars 
moriendi unfolds as a dramatic performance of sorts, a staged moral 
event that turns into a cosmic battle for the soul, wherein the Virgin, 
the Trinity, the angels, the devil, and the demons of hell all proffer their 
personal attention in order to determine the fate of the dying individ
ual, Moriens. Moriens is beset by five temptations (to reject faith, to 
despair over sins, to become impatient, to indulge in vainglory, and to 
succumb to avarice), and is guided by five comforts, or inspirations (to 
confirm faith, to hope for mercy through the act of contrition, to sustain 
patience through suffering, to humbly recollect one's sins, and to become 
detached from the material world). 

In this general scheme, temptation to despair is second only to the rejec
tion of faith. Illustrated versions of Ars moriendi feature several demons 
that gather at Moriens's bed to drive him to despair and force him to lose 
hope in salvation by enumerating his sins: perjury, avarice, fornication, even 
murder (Figure 8.12 ). One of the demons holds a list of the man's sins in his 
hand while others point to figures who bear witness to these sins. The devil
ish accusers, whose physiognomies exteriorize Moriens's transgressions, are 
every bit as ugly and disfigured as Christ's tormentors in Bosch's painting, 
who similarly exteriorize a wide range of moral ugliness. The accompany
ing text relates that demons are making the dying man recall Christ's words 
at the Last Judgment ("Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from 
me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels'" 
!Matthew 25:4], and "For judgment without mercy to him that hath not 
done mercy" [Epistle of St. James 2:13J). Fear of predestination is another 
building block of despair: even those who have tried to live piously cannot 
be sure that they have succeeded, and a demon quotes Ecclesiastes 9:1: "No 
one knows if he is worthy of love or hate." These demons incite despair 
as masterfully as Despair herself - the personified Desesperance - incites 
Judas to commit suicide in the late fifteenth-century Mystere de la passion, 
Jean Michel's re-working of Arnoul Greban's passion play. 60 After extend
ing to him the many tools of her trade (daggers, knives, an icepick, matches, 
awls, and, finally a rope), she urges him to give in: "Oeuvre ton cueur et 
metz dedens I deisejsperance et tu n'as garde; abrege ta vie et te pends:/ 
vecy ung las que je te garde" I "Open your heart and place inside I Despair; 
then you won't hesitate./ Go hang yourself; do not abide!/ I've saved this 
rope to seal your fate"j. 61 Satan appears in order to inquire whether Judas 
relinquishes all hope in the possibility of a divine pardon, and the Betrayer 
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agrees tha t hi s fate is "estre dampne pour le mains, I sans espoir de miseri
corde" ["to be damned fo rever without hope for forgiveness" j. Before giv
ing up, Judas invokes " dyab les, dyables petis et grans" - akin to those that 
Moriens encounters - to give them his body and sou l. 62 But the Ars moriendi 
provides what Judas so badly lacked: a sure guide to comba ting despair by 
reca lling those w ho sinned grea tly but never lost hope and were therefore 
forgiven. The very next image shows the crucified penitent thief, Sa int Peter 
with his rooster and key, Mary Magdalene with a pot of aromatic oil, and 
Saul of Tarsus at the moment of his conversion (Figure 8.13 ). One demon, 
who concedes that his case is lost, crouches on the ground, a bestial echo of 
Saul's horse; another hides under the dying man's bed, only his hindquarters 
remaining vi sible. 

That Bosch was familiar with, and inspired by, the Ars moriendi seems 
very likely. Severa l scholars have pointed o ut that one of his earlier paint
ings, D eath and the Miser, features a fairly straightforward interpretation of 
the fifth temptation found in the Ars moriendi: earthly a ttachments, includ
ing attachment to property (Figure 8.14 ). 6

l Here a man on his deathbed, 
just like Moriens, is beset by demons, but still - in a visual conflation of 
temptation and comfort - recommended to the crucified Chri st by an inter
ceding angel. Christ Carrying the Cross itself seems to quote a detail from 
the first temptation that assails Moriens - the temptation to lose faith -
as its three doctor-magicians, one with a conical headdress, another with 
a fl oppy hat, find their reflection in the tormentors in the lower right of 
Bosch 's panel (Figures 8. 15a and b). But Christ Carrying the Cross is a more 
complex call fo r self-examinatio n than Death and the Miser, and if the Ars 
m oriendi - although admitting to the dying ma n's limina l spiritual state - is 
quick to extend comfort, Bosch's claustrophobic panel does no such thing. 64 

H ere, the vice of despair mutates into a feeling of despair - a crucia l event. 65 

Rooted in the doctrine of the uncertainty of sa lva tion, the painting fo rces 
viewers to confront their sinful nature, inciting despair and the conseq uent 
psychomachia, the soul's struggle, but offers no easy signposts to the proper 
tristitia path: the struggle to define what is and w hat is not "supra mensu
ram" will have to take place within each and every individua l. Here, Bosch's 
preoccupation with eternal punishment, so clea r in his many images of the 
Last Judgment, comes to the fore; and yet, Christ Carrying the Cross is not 
nearly as didactic as any of them. The panel is not prescriptive; instead, it 
acts as a catalyst, allowing desperatio to blossom in its beholders , thereby 
emphasizing the importance of humanity's own agency in the tra jectory of 
its salvation and catalyzing a complex system of fee lings to be negotiated 
and overcome. Van der Weyden's Deposition, with its well-defined models 
of imitation, suddenly appears impossibly faci le. For Bosch, it is no t sim
pl y empathy o r compassion, but the most abject despair that leads, just 
maybe, to salvation. And this despair is, finally, a fundamental ingredi ent of 
what Russians define as toska , even if it is, perhaps, much more spiritually 
productive. 



Figure 8 .1 Hieron ymu s Bosch , Christ Carrying the C ross, c. 1490-1510, o il o n 
panel, H: 76 .7 cm , \'</: 83. 5 c m , M use um voo r Sc ho ne Kunsrrn , Ghe nr 
(T he Arr Archive a r Arr Reso urce, NY ). 
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Figure 8.3 Hans 1\ilem li ng, Saint Veronica !obve rs e!, c. 14 70-14 75, o il on pane l, 
p<1inred surface: .10 .. 1 x 22.8 cm I I ·1 1511 () x 9 in ches, ove ra ll pane l: .1 1.2 
x 24.4 cm I 12 5/ 16 x 9 5/8 inc hes, Nariona l Gal lery of Arr, Wash ingron, 
I)( :, Sam uel H. Kress Collccrion 1952.5.46.a (Arr Resource , NY) . 
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hgtm! R.5 ~vl a s tcr of H eilige nk reuz, Death o f the Virgin , c. 1400, tempera anJ 
oil wi th go ld on pane l, im age: 66.00 x 5 .1.30 cm (25 15/1 6 x 20 ·15; 16 
inches) , unframeJ: 7 1.00 x 54.00 c m (27 15/ 16 x 2 1 1/4 inches) The 
Cleve land Muse um o f Art , G ift of th e rri enJ s of The Cleveland M uscum 
o f Arr in memorv of .J o hn Long Severa nce 1936 .4 96 (© T he Cleve land 
Museum o f Arr ). 
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hg1m' H.7 Doug Auld, J<ehecca and Louise, diprych, oi l on linen, 80 x 50 inches, 
2005 (0 dougau ld 2005 , phoro courrcsy Doug Au ld ). 
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fig11rl! 8. 9 The Tree o f Vices, from rh c Spec11!11111 uirg1 1111m , Himm erod c, German y, 
tir-,r quarrcr of rhc rhirrecnrh crnrurv, Walrcrs M s. W. 72, fo l. 2.'iv (Phoro: 
T he Walrers Arr Muse um ). 



Figure 8.1 0 Oesperntio and L11xuria lor, DespairJ , I 12.'i- 11 40, derai l of demon 
from na ve carital (south face ), north aisle, second pier, French Roman
esq ue, Chu rch of Sa inte-Madeleine, Vb.clay, France (hito i\larhurg I 
Art Resource, NY). 
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f-/imsel( lor, S11icide of j11das J, 14 92 , fr esco, C hape lle N orre-Da 1ne-des
Fo nr ,1i nc>, La Hri g ue, Fra nce (0 Fra n-;oi, Cucnct I A rt Rc,o urcc, Y). 
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Figure H. /.l H ore for Forg ive ness, Ars Moriendi, German y, c. 1466, The Library 
of Congre,s, Rosenwa Id 20 (Photo: co urreS)' of rh e l.ess i ng Rose n wa Id 
C:o llccri o n , Rare Boo k divi sio n , rh e Libra ry of Co ngress). 



Figure 8. 14 Hieron ymus lfosch, Death and the Miser, c. 14 85-1490, oil on panel, 
overa ll: 9.1x .11 I36 S/8 x 12 .\/ 16 inches, Na rional Gallcrv of Arr, Wa,Ji 
ingron, DC, Samuel H. Kress C:o llc..:rion , 1952 . .'i .. 13 (A rr Resource, NY ). 



Figurt' 8. /Sa Tt:mptation to Lost: Faith , d l' tai l, Ars Moril'/1(11 , Cnmanv, c . 14 66 , Th t: 
Li b rary o f C:o ngrt:>>, Rmc nwa ld 20 (Ph oto: co urtesy o f th l' Lt:ss in g 
Ro,t:nwa ld Coll ectio n , Rare l~oo k di vi, io n , the Li b rary of Co ngress ). 
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Notes 

.\ h · thanks to ,\la ureen Miller and Edward Wheatlev for inviting me to speak a t th e 
Newberrv sv mposium , and for th eir va lua ble work o n thi s chapter; to Robert Ca r
rol l, as a lwa\'S, fo r hi s glorio us editing ski ll s; and , of course, to Barbara Rosenwein 
\\·ho ha; bee n an inspi ra tion for manv, manv vears. 
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o n I 08, Roger van Scho ure, H elene Verougstraete, and Carm en Garrido discuss 
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tions, " Passions in Context: In ternational .J ournal for th e History and Theory of 
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