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OF JHERONIMUS BOSCH (AND HIS WORKSHOP) AT 
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Until 2016, when the Catalogue Raisonné of the works of Jheronimus Bosch (1450–1516) was published,
authored by eight scholars from the Bosch Research and Conservation Project (BRCP), the Last Judgment from
the painting gallery of the Akademie der bildenden Künste Wien (GG–579–581) was widely regarded as the
undisputed work of the master from ‘s-Hertogenbosch [fig. 1].1 Members of the BRCP, relying on the research
(and illustrations) of Stefan Fischer and Renate Trnek, due to the unfortunate fact that the authorities of the
Akademie der bildenden Künste did not permit them to have the triptych undergo technical research,
consider the Vienna Last Judgment (which they date to ca. 1500–05) to be the work of Bosch and his work-
shop.2 Despite pointing to many clear stylistic differences in the underdrawing (the drawings done by the
painter himself are interpreted to be only those on the backs of the wings) and the paint layer of the three
panels, they nevertheless consider that the iconography of the triptych as a whole, as well as many individual
motifs and figures reflect Bosch’s imagery.3 Researchers from the Akademie der bildenden Künste’s painting
gallery deem the Last Judgment to be authentic work of Bosch, and date its creation between 1504 and 1508.4

An international group of art historians also concurred this in a short publication released in Vienna on the
five-hundreth anniversary of painter’s death.5

The Vienna Last Judgment is an example of a reinterpretation of a traditional and rather precisely defined
iconography.6 Identification of the triptych as a representation of the Last Judgment, allows the presence of
certain motifs/figures in the central panel: Christ sitting on a double arched rainbow, two groups of apostles,
the Virgin, Saint John the Baptist and angel trumpeters (Matthew 24:29–31; 25:31–46). The left wing in the
highest section shows the fall of the rebel angels (Isaiah 14:12–15) and in the foreground and middle ground
shows three episodes from the Book of Genesis: the creation of Eve (Genesis 2:21–22), the Fall, and the exile
from Eden (Genesis 2:16–17; 3:1–24). The wide panorama of various hellish tortures, highly physical in nature,
depicted in the central panel and the right wing, is in correspondence with the theology of evil presented in
the left wing.7  Its penetration into the earthly realm (it stems from a reality that exists beyond the empirical)
leads to an almost complete destruction of humanity. Whereas salvation, as highlighted by the artist in the
left uppermost corner in the central panel, where angels carry souls towards the light, can only be experienced
by a select few (Matthew 22:14).

Reminiscences and allusions to lust (luxuria) are present in several places within the Vienna Last Judg-
ment.8 Even though a few scenes contain musical instruments, which are often associated with love in art,
not excluding erotic and sexual references, in Bosch literature instruments are often marginalized or even
omitted.9 There are two research goals set forth in this article. The first is to carry out musicological profile
analysis of the emblematic scene in the central panel of the triptych: a man lying on a bed and a dancing wo-
man among demons. The second research objective is an attempt to delve into the ideological sources of con-
nection in Bosch’s vision of afterlife of three elements: penalties corresponding to one of the capital sins as 
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well as music and dance. The essential research horizon is determined by iconographic and literary sources.
Due to the nature of the pursued issues, the article contains some theological reflection with references to
biblical logosphere.

LUST IN CHRISTIAN ETHICS. According to the New Testament teaching “For out of the heart proceed evil
thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies: These are the things which
defile a man” (Matthew 15:19–20).10 The message of the whole pericope (Matthew 15:10–20) is easy to grasp,
yet when it comes to impurity, it is the kind connected to the sexual domain.11 While sexual drive is a com-
mon biological fact, sexuality is defined culturally in every society. Sex, as Ruth Mazo Karras writes, is “a

2. Jheronimus Bosch, The Ship of Fools (ca. 1500–1510). Oil on oak
panel, 58.1 × 32.8 cm. Paris, Musée du Louvre, R.F. 2218.
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particularly complicated issue because it involves questions of religious morality, public order, and gender
relations as well as the individual psyche.”12 In the moral teaching of the Church, certain sexual behaviours
like adultery, concubinage, debauchery, prostitution, and relations contra naturam, are considered unclean,
therefore, sinful.13 The consequence of evil deeds committed through free will is eternal damnation. Saint
Paul warned: “Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived: nei-
ther fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, nor
thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God” (1
Corinthians 6:9–10). Under the scope of medieval Christian ethics, many behaviours that were favourable
to, or lead to any fornication outside the marital bed (or even in the marital bed but not procreative), were
considered impure. This meant anything along the lines of lustful thoughts, wistful glances, sensual dances
or songs about carnal love.14 

The tradition of teaching about the capital sins, one of which is lust, reaches to the patristic era. Gregory
the Great (540–604) birthed the separation of the seven deadly sins, specifically the seven major vices (septem
principalia vitia) in Moralia in Job (31.45 & 87), which after a few modifications, became accepted into me-
dieval theology and has survived in the teaching of the Catholic Church to the present day.15

LUST AND MUSIC IN BOSCH’S PAINTINGS. The sin of lust is portrayed in three works and is completely
spotlighted in the Haywain Triptych. This clearly shows the emphasis that the painter placed on that sin,
perhaps even the commissioners themselves. Here is the list of paintings in which the dating of Bosch’s

3. Jheronimus Bosch, Gluttony and Lust (ca. 1500–1510). Oil on oak panel, 34.9
× 31.4 cm. New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery, 1959.15.22.
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works proposed by the scholars from BRCP was accepted: the left wing of the Wayfarer Triptych: the Ship of
Fools/Gluttony and Lust  (Paris, Musée du Louvre / New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery, ca. 1500–10)
[figs. 2 & 3], the central panel of the Haywain Triptych (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, 1510–16) [fig. 4]
and The Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, ca. 1510–20) [fig. 5].16

In the Ship of Fools, lust is personified by Clarisse or Beguine and a Franciscan singing with an accom-
panying lute.17 Right next to them on a wooden board is a plate of cherries, displaying erotic connotations.
A fool finds himself among the passengers of the boat full of food and drink, also enjoying sensual pleasures,
which clearly points to the stupidity of the crowd. Impure love in Gluttony and Lust is invoked by a couple
drinking wine in a tent, while other people, along with a man sitting on a barrel and playing a lituus-kind
instrument, remain connected with the sin of gluttony. In the Madrid triptych as a representation of trans-
gressive love is interpreted the scene at the top of the haystack in the central panel.18 A pair in an intense
embrace is accompanied by a lute player and a vocal duet. The scene is framed by an angel in prayer looking
towards Christ on the left, and a demon accompanying the musicians, playing an aerophone that forms part
of his nose, on the right. In The Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things, a painting of Bosch’s workshop or
a follower, lust characterizes itself as couples from upper classes. Two people sit at the entrance of a tent
drinking wine from the same vessel, while inside a man and a woman stand, devoting themselves to
flirting.19 A fool crawls his way towards the pitcher for wine and a table, on which there are, among others,
an orange and some cherries. A man stands behind the fool and holds a large wooden spoon upwards, just
a split-second away from hitting the fool on his posterior. This motif most likely derives from an old Dutch

4. Jheronimus Bosch, Lust, fragment of the central panel of the Haywain Triptych (ca. 1510–
1516). Oil on oak panel. Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, P002052.
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saying “door de billen slaan” (to strike the buttocks) which is an allusion to profligate, dissolute behaviour.20

Musical instruments make themselves present in the scene to accompany sinful love, alongside food and
drink. The harp, flute and drum, lie in the grass by the crawling fool, unused.

Bosch, in combining certain expressions of impure behaviour with eating, drinking (not being analysed
in this article) and music, portrayed the sui generis symbiosis 

of the rudimentary elements of his contemporary social life.21  The first of these, though not fitting into
the system of ethical norms (burgermoraal) in the Netherlands, was heavily condemned by the Church, calling
upon a moral teaching formulated on biblical terms.22 Music, though part of the Church’s liturgy in the late
Middle Ages generally as monophonic and polyphonic compositions a cappella, was criticised in instrumental
form (as well as certain genres and modes of singing) since patristic times.23 The presence of instrumentalists
and singers in Bosch’s scenes of lust evokes aspects of real performance practice in the context of private
music making in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.24 However, the impossibility of verifying the
auditory experiences of Bosch himself does not allow for the in-depth musicological exploration of the
cultural sphere influenced by the activities of Franco-Flemish composers.25

Different dimensions of love, connected to music and dance, are shown in late medieval representations,
whether as drawings, paintings or engravings, such as a May Boat, Garden of Love and Children of Venus. A
good example of the latter is the drawing (fol. 15r) in the medieval Hausbuch (private collection; until 2008
in Castle Wolfegg, Kunstsammlungen der Fürsten zu Waldburg-Wolfegg, ca. 1475–85) [fig. 6].26  In the multi-
figure scene with erotic motifs, exposed food and drink, the music and dance elements deserve a special
attention. In addition to the alta cappella (two shawms and a slide trumpet), there is a hurdy-gurdy, plater-
spiel as well as a pipe and tabor. The musician playing the pipe and tabor accompanies two young men from
a rural environment jumping merrily, while the alta cappella accompanies the dance of four noble couples.
Excluding the unverifiable experiences of the artist himself, in this iconosphere are rooted the main sources
of the musicalized scenes of lust depicted in the aforementioned works of Bosch.

5. Jheronimus Bosch (workshop or follower), Lust, fragment of the Seven Deadly Sins and the
Four Last Things (ca. 1510–1520). Oil on poplar panel. Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado,
P002822.
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DAMNED COUPLE (LUXURIA DAMNATA), MUSIC AND DANCE IN THE VIENNA LAST JUDGMENT. As to the
punishment for the sin of lust and sensual pleasures in the Vienna Last Judgment, one is guided to a scene
taking place on a rectangular platform, on the left side of the central panel [fig. 7].27 A naked man lies or
sleeps on a red bed, alongside some zoomorphic demons. An anthropomorphic female demon, wearing a
horned hat (a double hennin), leans over the man, scratching his back. An unclothed woman, with a serpent-
lizard around her loin, is led in a dance by a dragon which holds a candle in its right paw. Amongst the infer-
nal creatures twirling around the damned pair, two play music. The accompaniment to the dance is perform-
ed by a demon playing the lute and another whose beak’s end is an aerophone. 

6. Anonymous artist, Children of Venus (fol. 15r) in the Hausbuch (ca.
1482), fol. 15r. Pen on parchment, 25 × 15 cm. Private collection; until
2008 in Castle Wolfegg, Kunstsammlungen der Fürsten zu Waldburg-
Wolfegg.
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The item which shows the explicit the erotic connotations is the red bed, the locus peccati on the earthly
side of life, while in the vision of Bosch, the place of punishment. A piece of furniture of the same color and
a pair of sinners are found in the medallion illustrating Hell in The Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things
[fig. 8]. A bed with a condemned man in the tent of pleasure is also visible in the central panel of the Bruges
Last Judgment (Bruges, Groeningemuseum, ca. 1495–1505), which is now considered to be an autograph work
of Bosch [fig. 9].28 The motif of a bed on which a sinner or an unchaste soul must lie in hell appears in late
medieval Dutch literature, among others, in Dat sterf boeck (fols. 65r, 120r), an incunabulum printed in 1488,
in Zwolle and Delft.29 One miniature (fol. 6r) which provides a clear visual example of an erotic scene being
carried out in bed is in the Talbot Shrewsbury Book (London, The British Library, MS Royal 15 E VI, 1444–45)
[fig. 10]. It shows Nectanebus and Olympias in a bed, next to it sits a dragon. Undoubtedly, in the scene in
the Vienna triptych one must combine the procuress (the hennin wearer) with the damned couple for a
complete picture of lust, and according to Dirk Bax, also the two-legged lizard with the toad-like creatures
that are found on and under the bed.30

The analyzed scene, due to the presence of the hennin wearer and other particular characters, evokes his-
torical realities, for we know that musicians performed in brothels and other places of questionable repute.
The miniature (fol. 244r) in Facta et dicta memorabilia of Valerius Maximus (Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, MS Dep.
Breslau 2, vol. 2, ca. 1470), showing a bathhouse with a musician playing the lute for a naked throng (in some
medieval towns these public buildings were tolerant of prostitution), confirms to some extent the literary
evidence that has survived [fig. 11].31

The dance that the nude led by the dragon performs, accompanied by the two musicians (it calls to mind
the basse danse), seems a prelude to the retributional act that will take place together with the man and possibly
the zoomorphic demons. It is this exact form of entertainment that Sebastian Brant (1457–1521) saw as a serious
threat to the morality of his contemporaries. In The Ship of Fools, a poem published in 1494, he writes: 

7. Jheronimus Bosch, Lust, fragment of the central panel of the Last Judgment in Vienna.
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The dance by Satan was invented
When he devised the golden calf
And taught some men at God to laugh,
And Satan dancing still doth use
To hatch out evil, to abuse.
It stirs up pride, immodesty,
And prompts men ever lewd to be.
The pagan Venus gives her hand
And purity is rudely banned (61).32

The dancing pair painted in the Vienna Last Judgment is a similar motif to one found in the right wing
of the Garden of Earthly Delights (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, ca. 1495–1505), a work most likely com-
pleted earlier [fig. 12].33 On a round platform on top of the “Tree-man’s” head, named by Reindert Falken-
burg a “speculum of Luxuria”, three pairs dance around a bagpipe (one of the hellish dance leaders holds
a torch instead of a candle).34 Naked dancing figures also find themselves around a similar bagpipe in the
central panel of the Bruges Last Judgment. Perhaps the basse danse, popular court dance for couples depicted,
among others, by Israhel van Meckenem (ca. 1445–1503) in an engraving Dance of the Daughters of Herodias

8. Jheronimus Bosch, Hell, medallion in the Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things.
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(New York, Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, no. 1958–122–5, ca. 1490), found its reflection in
the Garden of Earthly Delights.35 In turn, the dance motif in the Vienna Last Judgment can be seen as the auto-
quotation from the Garden of Earthly Delights [fig. 13]

Illuminated manuscripts, which undoubtedly fueled Boosch’s imagination, contain numerous examples
of dance, with clear allusions to amorous and indulgent behaviour.36 Among the few miniatures in Breviari
d’Amor of Matfre Ermengaud (London, The British Library, MS Royal 19 C I, ca. 1300–1325) that show temp-
tations of lovers, one portrays a dance of five upper class people (fol. 204v; fig. 14). Their leader is a devil,
accompanied by two creatures of darkness that play trumpets. One of the miniatures in Roman d’Alexandre
(Oxford, The Bodleian Libraries, MS Bodl. 264, ca. 1338–1344), portrays a monk with his right hand raised
and a stick clasped in the other, seemingly trying to hold back, or maybe even condemning the dance pro-
cession of five people swaying to a chordophone (fol. 21v). The dance is led by a person dressed as a stag,
followed by a woman, two men dressed as a wolf and a rabbit and one other woman. The lower part of the
miniature in Cité de Dieu of Saint Augustine (The Hague, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, MS RMMW, 10 A 11, ca.
1475) shows five naked people dancing (fol. 36v, fig. 15): two women and three men in masks, and a naked

9. Jheronimus Bosch, Pleasure tent, fragment of the central panel of the Bruges Last Judgment
(ca. 1495–1505). Oil on oak panels. Bruges, Groeningemuseum, 0000.GRO0208.I.

272



Music in Art XLVI/1–2 (2021)

musician, playing a pipe and tabor who accompanies them. Instances of the dance of death (danse macabre)
with musical elements also appear amongst the influential sources of artistic inspiration. The illustrations
in the incunabulum Der doten dantz mit figuren / clage vnd antwort schon / von allen staten der werlt (Heidelberg,
Universitätsbibliothek, GW M47257, ca. 1488) are good examples [fig. 16]. One of them portrays a young
woman led by Death with a snake in its jaw and a toad on its skull (fol. 20r).

Instruments depicted in the scene discussed were commonly used during the painter’s lifetime in the
court and city/town milieu; both instruments frequently appear in late medieval iconography.37 The lute
represents a melodic chordophone from the group of soft instruments (basse musique), used in chamber music.
The aerophone of the demon-musician, which is a part of the beak of the creature, is related to the shawm,
a loud instrument (haute musique), usually forming part of the alta cappella.38 It should be noted that in the
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century performances, both were not played together, and the lute was not a typical
instrument for dance accompaniment. In this function pipes and tabors as well bagpipes were very common;
shawms and slide trumpets were reserved for the court dances.39

The genesis of the lute and “organic” shawm duet stems from manuscript painting. Original musical
motifs decorate the margins of, among others, the Rutland Psalter (London, The British Library, Add MS
62925, ca. 1260). People as well as animals and fantastic hybrid beasts are shown with various musical
instruments (for example fols. 45r, 48v, 49v, 5v, 52v, 53v, 54r, 54v, 56v, 73r, 73v, 86v, 100r). The lute played
by a humanoid creature similar to one of the demon-musicians is depicted in the right margin of the minia-
ture in a Breviary for the use of Rome (New York, The Morgan Library & Museum, MS M.8, ca. 1511; fol. 219r;
fig. 17). Whereas  prototype examples of the beak-aerophone appear in the margins of a few miniatures (fols.
7r, 20v, 53v, 193v) in the Missal of Richard Chambellan (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 879,

10. Nectanebus and Olympias in bed, Talbot Shrewsbury Book (ca. 1444–1445), fol. 6r. Tempera on parchment.
London, The British Library, MS Royal 15 E VI.
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ca. 1485–90) [figs. 18 & 19].40A demon-musician with a similar appendage is also visible in the right wing of
the Vienna Last Judgment and in the central panel of the Temptation of Saint Anthony (Lisbon, Museu Nacional
de Arte Antiga, ca. 1500–10) [fig. 20].41 In turn, a lute player coming from the same evil environment can be
found in both abovementioned paintings and is also present in the work by Bosch’s workshop after the Last
Judgment (Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, ca. 1510–20).42

One can deduce that the music is of a perverse nature from the way the demon plays the lute held
unnaturally above his head (similarly to the demon-harpist in the right wing of the Vienna triptych), and
from the pose of the second musician.43 Their musical rendition stands opposite to the euphonic sound of
angelic choirs and ensembles.44 This duet of the lute and “organic” shawm is interpreted as an accompani-
ment to dance, nevertheless, its important aspect is to torment the sense of hearing, which is so essential to
ars amandi.45  Furthermore, the original sonic-visual conglomerate seems to be also an allusion to the moral
ugliness, spiritual disharmony of the damned.

11. Bathhouse with a musician (fol. 244r) in Facta et dicta memorabilia of Valerius Maximus 
(ca. 1470). Tempera on parchment, 44.2 × 33.4 cm. Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, MS Dep.
Breslau 2, vol. 2.
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INTERLUDE. Although the iconography of hell shows many varied punishments, especially in illuminated
manuscripts, it is very rare to see inscriptions allowing torments to be connected with a specific class of sins.46

The key to interpreting Bosch’s paintings is the medallion with Hell in The Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last
Things. The inscription luxuria appears on the headboard of a bed that a pair of lovers share with some
demons. The author of this article is unaware of miniatures depicting hell in which punishments of extremely
erotic/sexual connotations are combined with musical and dance elements; there are relatively few represen-
tations of hell in which devils or demons are portrayed with musical instruments.47 In Netherlandish panel
painting of the fifteenth century and the first decade of the sixteenth century there is no such connection
besides Bosch’s works.48

LUXURIA IN LITERARY SOURCES: HELL IN CHRISTIAN TEACHING AND PUNISHMENTS FOR LUST. The
Catechism of the Catholic Church states that hell is a “state of definitive self-exclusion from communion with
God and the blessed” (CCC 1033), and the essence of punishment is the “eternal separation from God” (CCC
1035).49 A similar thought runs through translated into almost all European languages, and thus widely read
Tundale’s Vision (1149): “For no punishment is more serious than to be separated from the companionship
of divine majesty and of the holy angels” (9).50 The Brabant mystic and theologian Jan van Ruusbroec (1293–
1381) concurs with the above mentioned idea in his treatise The Christian Faith (2.2). The theological interpre-
tation of the punishment of loss, the deprivation of the vision of God (poena damni), explained in such a way,
was hardly reflected in the iconography of hell, which was, in turn, inspired by visionary literature along

12. Jheronimus Bosch, Dance of three damned pairs around a bagpipe,
fragment of the right wing of the Garden of Earthly Delights (ca. 1495–1505).
Oil on oak panel. Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, P002823.
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with eschatological biblical texts. “As therefore the tares are gathered and burned in the fire; so shall it be
in the end of this world. The Son of man shall send forth his angels, and they shall gather out of his kingdom
all things that offend, and them which do iniquity; And shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there shall be
wailing and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 13:40–42). The same Gospel says: “Depart from me, ye cursed, into
everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41). In the Gospel according to Mark, we
find out that in the place of eternal punishment, “their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched” (Mark
9:48). In the Apocalypse, a place of torment is the lake in which the devil, the Beast and the False Prophet
“shall be tormented day and night forever and ever” (Apocalypse 20:10). Debauchers also partake “in the
lake which burneth with fire and brimstone” (Apocalypse 21:8), as well as seven other categories of sinners
alongside them. Additionally, darkness is an inherent property of hell (Matthew 8:12; 22:13; 25:30).51

The doctrine behind the eternity of condemnation, based within the New Testament, was proclaimed
by Pope Innocent III (ca. 1160–1216) in his Profession of Faith (DS 801) at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215.
On the other hand, the Profession of Faith (DS 856) of Emperor Michael VIII Palaeologus (1223–1282)
presented at the Second Council of Lyon in 1274, includes a decision on the differences of punishments in
hell. The foundation of this teaching lies in the Bible, where we read in the Book of Jeremiah: “I the LORD

search the heart, I try the reins, even to give every man according to his ways, and according to the fruit of
his doings” (Jeremiah 17:10).52 This citation goes on par with a sentence from The Imitation of Christ, a spiritual
treatise of devotio moderna, attributed to Thomas à Kempis (ca. 1379–1471): “There [in hell], no vice will lack
its proper tormen” (1.24).53

13. Israhel van Meckenem, Dance of the Daughters of Herodias (ca. 1490). Engraving on white paper, 21.4 × 31.8 cm.
New York, Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, no. 1958-122-5.
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Saint Paul taught: “For this ye know, that no whoremonger, nor unclean person, nor covetous man, who
is an idolater, hath any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God” (Ephesians 5:5). Similar formulas
for excluding sinners from the saved can be found in other letters of the apostle (1 Corinthians 6:9–10;
Galatians 5:19–21). Despite the fact that the letters of Saint Paul contain important eschatological message,
just like in the doctrinal statements of the Church, there are no references to the nature of punishments
corresponding to individual sins. In general, within literary sources including early Christian apocalypses,
medieval visions and mystical writings, the primary infernal element is fire (poena ignis), which we see in two
panels of the Vienna Last Judgment.54 In the chapter dedicated to the Judgment and punishment of sins, the
author of The Imitation of Christ warns: “Truly, we deceive ourselves by our excessive self-confidence. What
else will the fire feed up upon but your sins? The more lax you are now and the more you attend to bloating
your own self-importance, the more severely will you pay for it later on—and the more fuel will you gather
for the burning […]. There, the luxurious and the lovers of pleasure will be drenched in burning tar and
stinking brimstone” (1.24).55

Those convicted with eternal suffering are granted various kinds of punishments, and a few writings
describe penalization directly inflicted on sexual organs. In the Apocalypse of Peter (before 135), once incor-
porated into the canon of the New Testament, the following torture is prescribed for men engaged in pros-
titution: “And the men who laid with them [women] in fornication will be hung by their loins in that place
of fire.”56 In the already-mentioned Tundale’s Vision, from the twelfth century, a time of the greatest flourish-
ing of the genre, we have another description. In the passage devoted to punishment for fornicators, the
monk Mark writes: “They were also tortured in their genitals with great pain; but in response their genitals,
putrid and corrupt, seemed to gush with worms” (9).57 The medieval picture of the afterlife was equally
formed by Tundale’s Vision as by Saint Patrick’s Purgatory (ca. 1180–1184), both from the same Irish environ-
ment. The penalties described by Henry of Sawtry are not accompanied by explanations. Nevertheless, the
parts of the body that are subjected to torture mentioned in the work can sometimes be associated with speci-
fic sins or a class of sins. In one of the passages we read: “Some were hung over the flames by hot iron hooks
passed through their eyes and noses, others by their ears and mouths, others by their breasts and genitals”.58

Jan van Ruusbroec, when writing about eternal damnation in The Christian Faith, recalls the topos of fire
known from the Bible, recognizing that this element has a dual nature; it is both spiritual and carnal (2.2).
The mystic believed that the punishments in hell are not only subject to differentiation in relation to indi-

14. Dance of five nobles with music-making devils (fol. 204v) in Breviari d’Amor of Matfre Ermengaud (ca. 1300-1325).
Tempera on parchment, 35.0 × 25.5 cm. London, The British Library, MS Royal 19 C I. 

277



Grzegorz Kubies, Luxuria damnata in the Last Judgment of Jheronimus Bosch (and His Workshop) in Vienna

vidual sins, but also have different degrees of intensity. “But you must know for sure that greatness of pain
shall correspond to greatness of pleasure sought and practiced against God’s commandments and the ordi-
nances of holy Church. And people shall be particularly tortured and suffer great pain in the same members
they serve the devil and the flesh with” (2.2).59

The following two sources deserve special attention within the context of this research. In Thurkill’s Vision
(1206), where Saint Julian the Hospitaller guides the villager from Essex through hell, we find a description
of a theatre, where devils are entertained by a spectacle of earthly sins. The damned perform sex to
eventually be dismembered. “An adulterer was now brought into the sight of the furious demons together
with an adulteress, united together in foul contact. In the presence of all they repeated their disgraceful love-
making and immodest gestures to their own confusion and amid the cursing of the demons. Then, as if
smitten with frenzy, they began to tear one another, changing the outward love that they seemed to entertain
toward one another before into cruelty and hatred. Their limbs were torn to pieces by the furious crowd
around them.”60 Mechthild of Magdeburg (ca. 1207–ca. 1294), the German Beguine and mystic, describes a
three-part structure of hell in The Flowing Light of the Godhead. The first level, the dominium of Lucifer, consists
of fire, darkness, stink and horror. Here Christians are subjected to varied and extremely severe punishments.
“Those who were unchaste together on earth have to lie bound in like manner before Lucifer; but if such a
one comes there alone, the devil is his partner” (3.21).61 The scene of the man lying on bed with the company
of monsters (perhaps zoomorphic incarnations of the devil), waiting for the woman, seems to be a reminis-
cence of the erotic threads outlined in Thurkill’s Vision and The Flowing Light of the Godhead.62 However, for
a true symmetry to exist between these writings and the scene in the Vienna Last Judgment, there is admit-
tedly a lack of musical and dance elements. 

15. Dance of five naked people with a musician (fol. 36v), Cité de Dieu of Saint Augustine (ca. 1475).
Tempera on parchment, 44.0 × 30.0 cm. The Hague, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, MS RMMW, 10 A 11. 
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Medieval sermons on penance are worth mentioning in the pursuit of sources for Bosch’s inspirations.
The fifteenth century had its fill of wandering preachers who conducted their activities primarily in the south
and west of Europe, focusing their public speeches on the seven deadly sins and the four last things. These
preachers were able to attract audiences in the thousands. However, most of these sermons have not survived
to this day, and we know them mostly from descriptions. Moreover, in penitential sermons, there is a tendency
to focus on pointing to the way to salvation rather than enumerating and describing infernal punishments.63

16. Young woman led by Death (danse macabre) (fol. 20r) in Der doten dantz mit
figuren, clage vnd antwort schon von allen staten der werlt ([Heidelberg]: [Knoblocht-
zer], ca. 1488). Heidelberg, Universitätsbibliothek, GW M47257.
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LEX TALIONIS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT. In the attempt to consolidate the three elements of Bosch’s vision
of the hereafter: the infernal domain of luxuria as well as music and dance, one must take the Bible into
account, an important source of artistic inspiration, and what is more, one that is widely available.64 The
principle of lex talionis of the Old Testament, the law that states that punishment must be equal to the crime/
offence, is phrased as such: “And if a man cause a blemish in his neighbour; as he hath done, so shall it be
done to him; Breach for breach, eye for eye, tooth for tooth: as he hath caused a blemish in a man, so shall
it be done to him again […]. And he that killeth a man, he shall be put to death” (Leviticus 24:19–21; see also
Judges 1:7). In The Imitation of Christ the same law is present: “In whatever ways you have sinned, in those
same ways will you be severely punished” (1.24).65 The two scenes in the Ship of Fools and the Haywain
Triptych and their corresponding scene in the Vienna triptych, indicate the creative reflection of Bosch on the
excerpt from the Book of Leviticus and The Imitation of Christ. Elements that appear both in the earthly realm
and in the ultimate reality are suitors or lovers, damned, demons and musical instruments which are used
as accompaniment for singing or dancing. The correspondence between these motifs proves the existence
of a coherent mental-ideological system in the Bosch’s workshop, where the punishment of eternal damna-
tion bears the stigma of earthly pleasures. What was once performed voluntarily and was pleasurable
becomes inverted in the new reality.

SOUNDS OF HELL. Sound phenomena constitute an inherent element of ultimate reality, as medieval
literature attests.66 Music resounds through heaven, and all kinds of acoustic effects are also heard in hell,
its negative counterpart, where they complement the “wailing and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 13:42) of the
damned. Henry of Sawtry in Saint Patrick’s Purgatory writes that during the first meeting of Owen with the
demons, “a noise was heard around the building, as if all the people in the world, with the animals and
beasts, were making it.”67 Many writings ascertain that hell has its own sonosphere, however, there are only
a few that actually mention instruments. The author of the article is not aware of literary sources in which
tools for making sounds are associated with penalties for lust. It is worth paying attention to the description
of the entrance to hell found in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville (ca. 1357), one of the bestselling works of the

17. Humanoid creature playing the lute in the marginal decoration of the Breviary for the use of Rome, fol. 219r (France,
ca. 1511). New York, The Morgan Library & Museum, MS M.8. —18 & 19. Fantastic creatures in the marginal decorations
of the Missal of Richard Chambellan, fol. 7r and 53v (ca. 1485-1490). Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 879.
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late Middle Ages: “A little way from that place towards the River Phison [Ganges] is a great marvel. For there
is a valley between two hills, about four miles long; some men call it the Vale of Enchantment, some the Vale
of Devils, and some the Vale Perilous. In this valley there are often heard tempests, and ugly, hideous noises,
both by day and by night. And sometimes noises are heard as if of trumpets and tabors and drums, like at
the feasts of great lords. This valley is full of devils and always has been, and men of those parts say it is an
entrance to Hell” (31).68

CODA. The originality of the scene analyzed in the article lies in the unconventional visualization of the
existence of condemned souls in the afterlife, specifically earned through the sin of lust perpetrated in earthly
life. Luxuria in Bosch’s vision receives its inverted comeuppance (dance and sexual act). The musical instru-
ments appear as tools of penitence used by the demons for their tasks of retribution.69 In light of the thoughts
expressed in Tundale’s Vision (9) and The Christian Faith (2.2), as to the severest punishment being the feeling
of the absence of God, one can admit that the sight of the hellish creatures serves to enlighten the damned
as to the scale and vastness of their misfortune, placed beyond the threshold of linearly running time, in
eternity. Even though, there are particular motifs in the analyzed scene in the Vienna Last Judgment which
can be sourced from illuminated manuscripts and incunabula, the narrative form undertaken by Bosch using
the potential of his imagination, powered by certain literary ideas is equally innovative and unique in late
medieval religious iconography.70 The connection of penalties corresponding to lust as well as music and
dance in Bosch’s vision of hell can not be derived directly from any work cited in the article. Of the literary
sources of inspiration for the painter that we have considered the most important are the Bible (Leviticus
24:17–21) and The Imitation of Christ (1.24).

Translated by Kimba Frances Kerner

20. Jheronimus Bosch, Demon musicians, fragment of the central panel of the Temptation of Saint Anthony (ca.
1500–1510). Oil on oak panel. Lisbon, Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga, inv. 1498.
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