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Inciting despair
Elina Gertsman

51 :-10.1on, JKHJHb so \!He KpenKa;
Yero \!He JKllaTb? TOCKa, TOCKa! . ..

A. C. CTywKttH, Ee2eHuu 0He2UH

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 crossbeam. 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 Carrying the Cross as a site of response that targets the late medieval beholder's complex 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 culturally 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 magnificent 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 witho ut 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 Russian 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 presupposes 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 protagonists 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 metacomment 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 alreadydying Christ, and the seemingly dead good thief. In this way, the network
of missed or averted gazes, along with the veronica's manifest stare, function as well-understood visual signals for those emotional communities that
cohere around devotional images.
These communities, guided by what Rosenwein defines as "modes of emotional 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 contemplation 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 possible 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 Meditations 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 Ithemselves] present in those places as if the things were done in
Itheir 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 exaggeration 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 Meditations 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 unaverted 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 feelings of devotion, these being more effectively aroused by things seen than by
things heard," was echoed widely, and repeated nearly verbatim two hundred 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 contemplation 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 admoneat"}, 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). 2r1
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 imitation: imitatio Christi, certainly, but also imitation of the sacred community 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 cohesively 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 occurring; 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 features, 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 recognizes, 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 "mechanism 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 disfiguration 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 survivors 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 GarlandThomson "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, conceptualized 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 activated 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, beholders 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 inexorably ends in the terrifying event of the Crucifixion. Implicated in Christ's
perpetual passion by the gaze of the veronica, absorbed into the suffocating 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 beginning 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 Corinthians 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 earlier 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 SainteMadeleine 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, bloodgushing demon rips his soul from his body, helping to free it from the spilling 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 Betrayer'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 important to point out that despair was closely associated with melancholy, a temperament 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 unconsecrated 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 monastery 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 (chapter 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 painting temporally and geographically is the famous account that one Gaspar
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Ofhuys, a brother in the Red C loister 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 association 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 Melancho lics 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 intellectua 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 wh ich 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 viewing: 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 spiritually fatal; on the contrary, it can be efficaciously cleansing and therefore
useful for the salvation of the individu al. 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 interpreting 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 conceptions 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 individual, 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 rejection 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 devilish 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 accompanying 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 extending 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 main s, I sa ns espoir de misericorde" ["to be damned fo rever without hope for forgiveness" j. Before giving up, Juda s invokes " dyab les, dyables petis et grans" - akin to those that
Moriens encounters - to give them his bod y and sou l. 62 But the Ars moriendi
provides what Judas so badly lacked: a sure guide to com ba ting despair by
reca lling those w ho sinned grea tly but never lost ho pe and were therefore
forgi ven. The very next image shows the crucified penitent thief, Sa int Peter
with hi s rooster and key, Mary Magdalene with a pot of aromatic oil, and
Saul of Tarsus at the moment of his conversi on (Figure 8.13 ). One demon,
who concedes th at hi s case is lost, crouches on the grou nd, a besti al echo of
Saul's horse; another hides under the dying ma n's bed, only hi s hindquarters
remaining vi sibl e.
That Bosch was familiar with, and inspired by, the Ars moriendi seems
very lik ely. Severa l scholars ha ve po inted o ut that o ne of hi s earlier paintin gs, D eath an d the Miser, features a fairly straightforward interpretati o n of
the fifth temptation found in the Ars moriendi: earthly a ttachments, including 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
temptati on and comfort - recommended to the crucified Chri st by an interceding a ngel. Christ Carrying the Cross itself seems to quote a detail from
the first temptati on th at assails Moriens - the temptation to lose faith as its three doctor-magicians, o ne with a conical headdress, an other with
a fl o ppy hat, find their reflectio n 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-exa min atio n tha n Death and the Miser, and if the Ars
m oriendi - although admitting to the dying ma n's limin a l spiritual state - is
quick to extend co mfort, Bosch's claustrophobic panel does no such thing. 64
H ere, the vice o f despair mutates into a feeling o f despair - a cruci a 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 despa ir and the conseq uent
psychomachia, the soul's struggle, but offers no ea sy signposts to the proper
tristitia path: the struggle to define w hat is and w hat is not "s upra mensuram" will have to take place within each and every indi vid ua l. H ere, Bosch's
preoccupation with eternal puni shm ent, so cl ea r in his many images of the
La st Judgment, comes to the fore; and yet, Christ Carrying the Cross is not
nearly as did actic as any of th em. The panel is not prescriptive; instea d, it
acts as a catalyst, allowing desperatio to blossom in its beh o ld ers, th ereby
emphasizing the impo rtance of hum anity's own agency in the tra jectory of
its salvation and catalyzing a compl ex system of fee lings to be negotiated
and overcome. Van der Weyden's Deposition, with its well-defin ed models
of imitation, suddenly appears impossibl y fa ci le. For Bosch, it is no t simpl y empathy o r compassion, but the most abject despa ir that lead s, just
maybe, to salvati o n. And this des pair is, finally, a fundamental ingredi ent of
what Russians defi ne as toska , ev en if it is, perhaps, much more spiritually
productive.

Figure 8 .1 Hieron ymu s Bosch , Christ Carrying th e C ross, c. 1490-1510 , o il o n
pan el, H: 76 .7 cm , \'</: 83. 5 c m , M use u m voo r Sc ho ne Kunsrrn , Ghe nr
(T he Arr Archiv e a r Arr Reso urc e, NY ).
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Art Resource, NY).
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Figure 8. 14 Hieron ymu s lfosch, Death and the Mise r, c. 14 85-14 90, oil on panel,
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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 , a nd for th eir va lua ble work o n thi s chapter; to Robert Ca rrol l, as a lwa\'S, fo r hi s glorio us editin g ski ll s; a nd , of course, to Barbara Rose nwe in
\\·ho ha; bee n an inspi ra ti o n for manv, manv vears.
Thi s d isc ussio n is usu a ll y centered on the ex tra o rdin ary featu res o f th e remarkab le ho rd e th a t surround s C hri st. See La rr v Si lver w ho, in discu ssing Christ
Carrying th e Cross in th e context of Bosch's ot her ha lf-length pa ssion images,
suggests that painting indeed be lo ng s to Bosch, a nd points out a vi sua l co ntinuitv bet ween this and Bosc h's o th er Ca rrying of the Cross , now in Vi enn a, Hi eronymus Bosch (New York : Abbevil le Press Publi shers, 2006 ), 329-37, esp. at
334-35 . See a lso seve ra l essavs in Hiero nym us Bosch , New l11sights into His Life
and Work, eels. Jos Kold eweij , Bernard Vermet, wi th Barbera va n Kooij (Gh ent:
Ludi o n , 200 1 ), wh ich m entio n th e painting . In chapter 3, "Hieronvmus Bosc h
a nd Ita ly?" Bernard Aikema dismi sses the influ ence of Leonard Da Vinci 's study
of gro te.sq ue heads o n th e pa nel (2 7-2 8) and p o ints instead to northern passio~
sce nes and th e prints of the Martin Schongauer a nd Master E.S., a m o ng oth ers.
In chapter 17, "Paral lels between Hi ero n vmu s Bosc h's lm agen1 a nd D eco rated
Material Cu lture from the Peri od betwee n C irca 1450 and 1525," H a n s j assen,
O la f Goub itz, and Jaap Kottman a ttribute to the fac es "Sa tani c C ru elt v" (191 );
o n I 08, Roger van Sch o ure, H elene Verougstraete, and Carm en Garr ido discuss
th e co n serva ti on of th e p a nel in "Bosch a nd hi s sphere. Tec hniqu e." See a lso
Walter Bosing, Hiero nymus Bosch, C. .1450-'/ 516: Between H eaven and Hell
(Co logne: Tasch en, 20 04 ), 77- 78 .
2 E.g., Barbara H . Ros enwein , " Wo rr yi ng abo ut Emo ti o n s in Hi stor y," Th e American Historical R eview l07.3 (2002): 35.
3 Alexa nd er Pu shkin , Eugene 0 11egi11: A Nove l in Verse, tra n s. J a mes E. Fa len
(Oxfo rd: Oxford Universitv Press, 1995), 219 .
4 Aleksa nd r Pushkin , Euge11e Onegin : A No vel i11 Verse, trans. and comm.
Vlad imir Na bokov, vo lum e 2 (New York: Bollingen Foundation 1964 ), xxx iv,
note 8.
5 O n th e discus sio n o f toska a nd socia l co n structi vism vs. bas ic emotio n see Anna
Wi erzbicka, Seman tics, Cu lture, and Cogn ition: Universal Hum an Co ncep ts
i11 Cu lture-Specific Configurations (Oxford: Oxford Uni ve rsit y Press, 1992 ),
169-76, w ho savs, " If th ere are some pan-human em o ti o na l prototypes, th ev
canno t be identifi ed by m ea ns of Eng li sh fo lk-catego ri es such as a nge r, shame,
o r disgust; th ev ca n o nl v be identified in a culture-independent se mantic meta la ngua ge" (l 76). There exists a rob ust bibli ograph y in Russia n d evoted to the
conce pt of toska in literarv, lingu istic, and cogn iti ve studi es .
6 See, e.g., Paul Ekman , Em otions Revealed: R ecog11izi11g Fa ces and Feelings to
lmproue Commu nica tion and Emotional Life (New York: Times Books, 2003 ).
7 Fo r a thorough critiqu e of universa li se and presentist attitudes tow a rd emotions,
see Ba rbara H . Rose n we in , "Problem s a nd M eth ods in th e Hi storv of Emo tions, " Passions in Context: In ternational .J ournal for th e History and Theory of
Emotions l.l (2010 ): 1-32, es p. 2-10.
8 Im age agenc y a nd the attendant co nc ept o f respo n se have beco me hotly pursued
ro pi cs a m ong hi sro rian s of medi eva l a nd earlv modern a rt, w ho use , eve n w hil e
acknow led ging th eir limita ti o n s, David Freedb erg's The Power of Images : Studies in th e H istory and Th eory of Response (C hicago : Uni versitv of C hica go Press,
1989) and Alfred Cell 's Art and Agency: An A11thropological Th eo ry (Oxford:
C larendo n Press, 1998 ) as th e fo und a ti o n for th eir own work.
9 Rose n we in, " Worrving about Emoti o ns, " 842 .
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10 See, e.g., a recent case study by David Areford , The Art o f Empath y : Th e Mother
of Sorrnius i11 No rth ern Re11aissa11ce Art a11d Devotio11 (Jackso nvill e: The C ummer ~1useum, 2013 ), a catal og ue that accompanied the exhibition The Art o f
Emp athy: Th e Cummer Mother of Sorrows i11 Context.
11 Esther Cohen , The Modulated Scream: Pain in Late M edieval Cu lture (C hicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 3.
12 Ludolph adds: "Your part will be ... to put aside all other preoccupations; a nd
then, with all the affection of your hea rt ... ma ke yourself present to what the Lord
Jesus has said and done, and to what is being narrated, just as if you were actualIv
there, and heard him with your own ears, and saw him with yo ur own eves. " (The
Hours of the Passion Take11 from The Life of Christ by Ludolph the Saxon, ed. and
trans. Henrv Ja mes Coleridge [London: Burnes and O ates 1887], 2).
13 Meditatio ns 011 the Life of Chris t, an Illustrated M anuscript of th e Fou rteenth
Century, trans. Isa Ra gusa and Rosa lie B. Green (Princeton , NJ: Princeton Universitv Press, 1961), 387. Thi s edition, based o n BN ms. Ital. 115, still a ttributes
the te.xt to Saint Bonaventure; l will use this as well as the mo re recent translation by Francis X. Taney, Sr. , Anne Miller, and C. Mary Stallings-Ta ney, which
nam es John of Caulibus as the author: Medita tions on the Life of Christ (A sheville: Pegasus Press, 2000). Sta llings-Taney has also recentl y edited the Latin text
as lohannis de Ca ulibus Meditaciones vite Christi : olim S. Bo11ave11turo Attributae (Turnhout: Brepol s, 1997 ). For th e purposes of thi s chapter I will idenrifv th e
auth or as .John of Caulibus, although this identificati o n is far from definitive ; see,
e.g. Sarah McNa mer, " The Origins of the M editationes Vita e Christi, " Sp eculum 84 (200 9) : 905-55.
14 Emphas is mine. Taney, Sr., \<1iller, and Stallings-Tanev, Meditations 011 the Life
of Ch rist, 4.
15 Ibid ., 249.
16 Ibid., 250.
17 "The Privity of the Passion, " in Cu ltures o f Piety: Medieval E11glish D evotio11al Literature in Tra11slatio11, eds. Anne Clark Bartl ett and Thomas H. Besrul
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell Universitv Press, 1999), 91.
18 Discu ssion a nd tran slation of original excerpts a ppear in .J o hn F. M o ffitt , Painterly Pers pective and Piety: Religious Uses of th e Va11ishi11g Point , from the
Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Centuries (Jefferson: ~1cFarland, 2008), 53-54 .
John of Genoa is discussed a nd tran sla ted in Michael Ba xa nd a ll , Painting a11d
Exp erience in Fifteenth Century Italy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988 ), 41.
Examples of this type of discourse a re num erous; e.g. Alhertus ,\fa gnus similarl y suggests that "something is no t sec ure enough by hearing, but it is m ade
firm by seeing " ; see the discussion by Mary Carruth ers, Th e Book of Memory:
A Stu d y of M emory in Medi eval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992 ), 17. The bibliogra phv on image-guided meditati o n is too hroad to
include here.
19 Leon Battista Alberti, Della pittura, ed. Luigi Malle (Florence: Sansoni, 1950), 75.
20 On the relation of th e Veronica and the na ture of 1·isual representa ti o n, see,
first an d fo re most, essavs in The H oly Face a11d th e Paradox o f R epresentatio11: Papers from a Co lloquium at the Bibliotheca Hert::ia11a , Ro me and the
Villa Spelman, Florence, 1996, eds. Her bert Kessler a nd Gerhard Wolf (Bologna :
N uova Alfa Editoriale, 1998); Jeffrey Hamburger, "Vision and th e Veronica,"
in The Visual aizd th e Visio11ary: Art and fem ale Sp irituality in Late Medi eva l
German y (New York: Zone, 199 8 ); and Alexa Sand, "Saving Face: The Veronica
and th e uisio dei, " in Vis io n , D evotio n , and Self-Represe11tation in Late M edieval Art (Cambridge: Cambridge Universitv Press, 2014), 27-84.
21 See H enrv S. Francis , "The Na tivi ty by Gerard Dav id," The Bulletin of th e
Clei·eland Muse um of Art 45 (1958): 225-36; Wolfgang Stechow, b1ropean
Pai11tings /Jefore 1500, Cata logue of Paintings: Part 0 11e (Cleveland: Clevelan d
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Museum of Art, 19 74 ), 150-5 3, cat. 53; Junko N inagawa, "A Succession of
Wishes: The Tripcych of che Baptism of Christ by Gerard David, " Z eitschrift fur
Ku11stgeschichte 76 (2013): 13- 50.
22 O n the painting, see, a mong others, Henry S. Francis, "A Panel by the Master of Heiligenkreuz, a Memorial to John Long Severa nce," The Bulletin of
the Cleveland Museum of Art 24.10 (193 7): 15 3-56; Hol ger A. Klein, Stephen
K. Fli ege l, and Virginia Brilliant, Sacred Gifts and Worldly Treasures: Medieval Masterworks from th e Cleveland Museum of Art (Cleveland: Cleveland
.\ 1useum of Art, 2007), 236, ca t. 87; Heinrich Theodor Musper, Altdeutsche
Malerei (Cologne: Du~font Schauberg, 1970), 27, 93; and .Jorg Oberhaidacher,
Die Weiner Tafelmalerei der Gotik um 1400: Wekgruppe11-Maler-Stile (Wien:
Bohlau Verlag, 2012), 33, 343, no. 12.
23 The bibliography o n this painting is vast; see especiallv Ono van Simson, "Compassio a nd Co-redemptio in Rogier Van Der Weyden's Descent from the Cross,"
Art Bulletin 35. 1 (1953 ): 9-16, and , most rece ntl y and inve nti vely, Amv Powell,
Depositions: Scenes from th e Late Medieval Church and the Modem Museum
(Kew York: Zone Books/MIT Press, 2012), w ho sees it as "perpetual se lf-absenting " (35).
24 Bernard of Clairvaux, "Ad cl ericos de conversione (On Conversion)," in Selected
Works, ed. and trans. Gillian R. Evans (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1987), 69.
25 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux , 2011 ), 301.
26 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Staring: H ow We Look (Oxford: Oxford Universitv Press, 2009), 98.
27 See, e.g., Emmanuel Le vinas, Basic Philosophical Writings, ed. Adriaan T. Peperrnk, Si mon Critchlev, and Robert Bern asconi , Srudies in Continenta l Thought
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana Uni versity Press, 2008); Jean-Paul Sartre, L'Etre et le
neant: essai d'o11tologie phenomenologique (Pa ris : Gallimard, 1943 ).
28 Ga rl and-Thomson, Staring, 21.
29 En·ing Goffman, " On Face-Work" (1955), in Social Theory: The Multicultural
and Classic R eadings, ed. Charles Lemert (Boulder: Wescview Press, 1999),
338-4 3.
30 See Roger Bacon, "De Multiplicatione Specierum," in Th e "Opus majus" of
Roger Bacon, ed. and intro. John Henry Bridges, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1897-1900), 2, 405-552. Medieval theories of vision are discussed most
fullv in David C. Lindberg, Th eories of Vision from al-Kindi to Kepler (C hicago:
Un iversi tv of Chicago Press, 1981); Katherine Tachau, Vision and Certitude in
th e Age of Ockham: Optics, f.pistemology, and the Foundations of Semantics,
12S0-1345 (Leiden: Brill, 1988 ); and Suzannah Biernoff, Sight and Embodiment
in the Middle Ages (New York: Pa lgrave, 2002 ). Ir should be said that the concept
of intromi ssion remained a presence at least through the seventeenth century.
3 ·1 On medieval memory see, first and foremost, Carruthers, Th e Book of Memory;
Frances Yates, The Art of Memory (London: Routledge, 1999 [1 966]); Paolo
Rossi, Logic and the Art of Memory: The Quest for a Universal Lm1guage, trans.
Stephen Clucas (London: Athlone Press, 2000). For early modern memorv and
its mechanisms, see Lina Bolzoni, Th e Gallery of Memory: Literary and Iconographic Models in the Age of the Printing Press, trans. Jeremv Parzen (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2001 ).
32 Hi sroria1~s of medieval art have engaged with this subject; see especiallv Michael
Cam ill e, "Before the Gaze: the interna l senses and late medieval practices of seeing. " and Cv nthia Hahn, "Visio Dei: changes in medieval visualitv" in Visuality
Before and Beyond the Renaissance: Seeing as Others Saw, ed. Robert S. Nelson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 169-223 ; Cynthia Hahn,
"Vision," in Companion to Medieval Art: Romanesque and Gothic in No rthern
Europe, ed. Rudolph Conrad (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 44-64; and Alexa Sand,
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"Visuality," Studies i11 Iconography 33 (2012), 89-95. For a case study that interrogates the processes of visual and mnemonic impressions in terms of late medieval print culture, see Elina Gertsman, "Multiple Impressions: Christ in the Wine
Press and the Semiotics of the Printed Image," Art History 36.2 (2013): 310-37.
33 Bernard of Clairvaux, Ad clericos de co11versio11e, 69.
34 Jan van Ruushroec, De omatu spiritalium nuptiarum (Die geestelike hrulocht)
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2010); Geert Grote, "A Treatise on Four Classes of Subjects
Suitable for Meditation: A Sermon on the Lord's Nativitv," in Devotio Modema: Basic Writings, intro. and trans. John Van Engen (Ne~v York: Pauli st Press,

1988), 98-118.
35 Charles Abbott Conwav, The Vita Christi of Ludolph of Saxony and Late Medi-
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eual Devotion Centred 011 the lncamatio11: A Descriptwe Analysis (Salzburg:
lnstitut fiir Englische Sprache und Literatur, Universitat Salzburg, 1976 ), 136.
Studies on affective devotion are numerous; I signal here Sarah McNamer's
recent study, Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval Compassion
(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010).
In exploring later medieval definitions of despair, Susan Sm·der draws attention
to Bernard of Clairvaux's De gradihus humilitatis et superhiae, which defines
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