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Hieronymus Bosch. The Garden of Earthly Delights, 1505-10, oil on wood 



With the work of Hieronymus Bosch (c. 1450-1516), we enter a world of fantastic 

imagination associated with medieval art. Challenging and unsettling paintings such as 

Bosch’s triptych Garden of Earthly Delights have led modern critics to label him scholar, 

mystic, and social critic. There are many different interpretations of the Garden, but a 

few broad conclusions can be drawn.  The subject of the overall work is Sin- that is, the 

Christian belief in human beings’ natural state of sinfulness and their inability to save 

themselves from its consequences. 



The Marriage of Adam and Eve, at the 

left, is brought about by Christ but is 

watched by the owl of perverted 

wisdom. Appearing repeatedly, the owl 

symbolizes both wisdom and folly, 

which was as important as Sin to the 

northern humanists, who believed in 

the power of education: People would 

choose the right way if they knew it.   

 

Here the owl is in a fantastic plant in a 

lake from which vicious creatures 

creep out into the world.  Bosch seems 

obsessed with hybrid forms, unnatural 

unions in the world. Thus it is the 

union of Adam and Eve, not their 

transgression, that is the true subject 

in this panel, which is the conjunction 

of opposites, male and female, in the 

first act of alchemistic creation.  That 

this is a sexual union is stated 

explicitly in the postures of the two 

nudes.  



Surrounded by water, and inaccessible directly, the 

fountain “symbolizes the temptation and falsity that was 

present even in Paradise.  In the circle is an owl, said to 

represent witchcraft. 

 

Below the union of Adam and Eve, a cat carries off a 

mouse, two exotic birds squabble over a dead frog, a toad-

bird swallows down another, a duck-billed fish confronts a 

unicorn-fish, etc… 



In the central panel, the earth teems with revelers, monstrous birds, and fruits symbolic 

of fertility and rapacious sexual abandon. One interesting interpretation of the central 

panel proposes that it is a parable on human salvation in which the practice of alchemy- 

the process that sought to turn common metals into gold- parallels Christ’s power to 

convert human dross into spiritual gold.  In this theory, the bizarre fountain at the 

center of the lake in the middle distance can be seen as an alchemical “marrying 

chamber” complete with the glass vessels for collecting vapors of distillation.  



The association of love and love-making with water was firmly established by Bosch’s 

day.  In scenes of the “labors of the months”, May, the time of love, was illustrated by 

lovers embracing in a tub of water. The circular pool is occupied only by women, while 

the men ride around it on the backs of animals of different species.   

 

The antics of the acrobatic riders suggest that they are excited by the presence of the 

women. To the medieval moralists, who were not very chivalrous about such matters, 

it was woman who took the initiative in leading man into sin and lechery, following 

the precedent set by Eve.  The power of woman was often represented by placing her 

within a circle of male admirers. 



This central pool is also the setting 

where the power of seductive women- a 

relatively new theme in the arts- is 

presented: Women frolic alluringly in 

the pool while men dance and ride 

madly, trying to attract them.  In this 

strange garden, men are slave to 

beauty.  

 

Luscious fruits with sexual symbolism- 

strawberries, cherries, grapes, and 

pomegranates- appear everywhere in 

the Garden, serving as food, as shelter, 

and even as a boat.  Here, the subject of 

Sin is reinforced by the suggestion that 

life is as fleeting and insubstantial as 

the taste of a strawberry. 

 

Many of the fruits nibbled and held by 

the lovers in the garden serve as 

metaphors of the sexual organs. “To 

pluck fruit” (or flowers) was a 

euphemism for the sexual act.  



An early seventeenth-century critic focused on the fruit, writing that the triptych 

was known as The Strawberry Plant because it represented the “vanity and glory 

and the passing taste of strawberries or the strawberry plant and its pleasant odor 

that is hardly remembered once it has passed.” Strawberries were often associated 

with earthly desire because they grew close to the ground.  



The amorous couple enclosed 

in a transparent globe, a 

reference to the transience of 

lust illustrates the proverb: 

“Happiness is like glass, both 

are soon gone.”  



In 1947, Wilhelm Fränger argued that the triptych's center panel portrays a joyous 

world when mankind will experience a rebirth of the innocence enjoyed by Adam and 

Eve before their fall. Fränger wrote that Bosch was a member of the heretical sect 

known as the Adamites. This radical group, active in the area of the Rhine and the 

Netherlands, strove for a form of spirituality immune from sin even in the flesh and 

imbued the concept of lust with a paradisical innocence.   

 

Many critics have disputed Fränger’s hypothesis that this work was created as a 

devotional triptych for a mystery cult.  Nevertheless, the unusual nature of this work 

and Fränger’s acute observations have kept the debate going. 



The idea of “guiltless sexuality” is hard 

to defend, however, with such overt 

images such as the owl, which appears 

again in the central panel.  

 

The traditional medieval meaning of 

the owl as a bird of perverted wisdom 

that sees only in the darkness suggests 

that its presence here, in the very 

center of the panel, is an evil not a 

favorable omen. 



Much of the imagery in The Garden of Delights derives from The Romance of the Rose.  

This allegorical poem on love, modeled loosely on Ovid’s Art of Love, remained the most 

popular literary work in France for nearly three centuries. The title of Bosch’s painting 

actually comes from the garden where the lover conquers his lady, whose symbol is the 

rose.  As in the picture, the central feature is a fountain, where Narcissus fell in love 

with his reflection, thus giving rise to natural, or earthly, love.  



The man in the cave in the lower right-

hand corner is often identified as Adam 

while the resting woman is thought to 

be Eve.  

 

Bosch may be depicting the first couple, 

Adam and Eve, as witnesses to the 

transgressions of their descendants in 

the “days of Noah” before the eve of the 

great flood. 



In Hell, in the right panel, 

buildings burn in the 

distance. The scene is 

filled with elaborate 

tortures and dismembered 

body parts taking on a life 

of their own.  Musical 

instruments that cause 

pain rather than pleasure 

reflect the medieval notion 

that music was the work of 

Satan.  

 

One figure is crucified on 

the strings of a harp, and 

another is impaled on a 

long flute.  A seated 

monster, probably Satan 

himself, swallows one soul 

and simultaneously expels 

another through a 

transparent globe.  A pair 

of ears with no head is 

pierced by an arrow. 



At the center of this vision of hell is a 

monster whose body resembles a broken 

egg, possibly a reference to the alchemical 

egg.  

 

His egglike body is cracked open to reveal 

a witch serving a table of sinners.  On his 

head, the eggman balances a disk with a 

bagpipe, which is a traditional symbol of 

lust.   

 

Peering out from under the disk, and 

seemingly weighed down by it, is an 

individualized face, which could be Bosch’s 

self-portrait.  The specific nature of the 

face and its self-conscious appeal to the 

observer are conventional aspects of 

artists’ self-portraits when they are 

incorporated into larger narratives.   

 

Like the fantastic complexity and 

tantalizing obscurity of Bosch’s images in 

this work, however, the meaning of the 

face remains unexplained. 



Hieronymus Bosch. Man Tree, c. 1470s.  

 

Little is known for certain of the life of  

Bosch or of the commissions or influences 

that may have formed the basis for the 

iconography of his work. His birthdate, 

education and patrons remain unknown.  

 

There is no surviving record of Bosch's 

thoughts or evidence as to what attracted 

and inspired him to such an individual 

mode of expression. Through the centuries 

art historians have struggled to resolve this 

question yet conclusions remain 

fragmentary at best.  

 

Scholars have debated Bosch's iconography 

more extensively than that of any other 

Netherlandish artist. His works are 

generally regarded as enigmatic, leading 

some to speculate that their content refers 

to contemporaneous esoteric knowledge 

since lost to history. 



The hunted-become-hunter 

well expresses the chaos of 

Hell, where the normal 

relationships of the world 

are turned upside down.   

 

This is even more 

dramatically conveyed in 

the innocuous everyday 

objects which have swollen 

to monstrous proportions 

and serve as instruments 

of torture; they are 

comparable to the 

oversized fruits and birds 

of the central panel.  

 

A slothful man is visited in 

his bed by demons, and the 

glutton is forced to 

disgorge his food, while the 

proud lady is compelled to 

admire her charms 

reflected in the backside of 

a devil.  



The Garden of Earthly Delights was commissioned by an aristocrat (probably Count 

Hendrick III of Nassau) for his Brussels town house, and the artist’s choice of a triptych 

format, which suggests an altarpiece, may have been an understated irony. In a private 

home the painting surely inspired lively discussion, even ribald commentary, much as it 

does today in the Prado Museum. Perhaps that, rather than a single meaning or 

interpretation, is the true intention behind this dazzling display of artistic imagination. 



Because the triptych was publicly displayed in the palace of the House of Nassau, it was 

visible to many, and Bosch's reputation and fame quickly spread across Europe. The 

work’s popularity can be measured by the numerous surviving copies—in oil, engraving 

and tapestry—commissioned by wealthy patrons, as well as by the number of forgeries in 

circulation after his death. Most are of the central panel only and do not deviate from the 

original. These copies were usually painted on a much smaller scale, and they vary 

considerably in quality. 



Matthias Grunewald. Isenheim Altarpiece (closed),   

c. 1510-1515, oil on panel 



German art during the first decades of 

the sixteenth century was dominated by 

two very different artists, Matthias 

Gothardt, known as Matthias 

Grünewald (c. 1480-1528), and Albrecht 

Dürer (1471-1528).   

 

Grünewald’s unique style expressed the 

continuing currents of medieval German 

mysticism and emotionalism, while 

Dürer’s intense observation of the 

natural world represented the scientific 

Renaissance interest in empirical 

observation, perspective, and a reasoned 

canon of human proportions.   

 

Both artists sympathized with religious 

reforms, which affected their later lives, 

and their deaths in 1528 occurred just as 

the Protestant Reformation gained 

political power in Germany. 



 The work for which Grunewald is best known today, the Isenheim Altarpiece, created 

around 1510-1515, illustrates the same intensity of religious feeling that motivated 

reformers like Martin Luther.  It was created for the Abbey of Saint Anthony in 

Isenheim, whose hospital specialized in the care of patients with skin diseases, 

including the plague and leprosy.   



 

The altarpiece commemorates a major saint- the fourth-century Egyptian Anthony the 

Hermit- and was thought to be able to heal those who looked upon it.  In fact, viewing 

the altarpiece was part of the medical care given to patients.  The altarpiece is no 

longer mounted in its original frame, but it is nevertheless monumentally impressive 

in size and complexity. 



On weekdays, when the altarpiece was closed, viewers saw a shocking image of 

the Crucifixion in a darkened landscape, a Lamentation below it on the predella, 

and the lifesize figures of Saints Sebastian and Anthony Abbot standing on 

trompe l’oeil pedestals on the fixed wings.  Grunewald represented in the most 

horrific details the tortured body of Jesus, covered with gashes from being beaten 

and pierced by the thorns used to form a crown for his head.  



At the right, John the Baptist points at Jesus and repeats his prophecy, “He shall 

increase.”  The Baptist and the lamb holding a cross and bleeding from its breast into 

a golden chalice allude to the Christian rites of Baptism and the Eucharist and to 

Christ as the Lamb of God.  



The gangrene often compelled amputation, and scholars have noted that the 

two movable halves of the altarpiece’s predella, if slid apart, make it appear as 

if Christ’s legs have been amputated.  The same observation can be made with 

regard to the two main exterior panels.  Due to the off-center placement of the 

cross, opening the left panel “severs” one arm from the crucified figures.  

 

Jesus’ bereaved mother and friends prepare his racked body for burial – an 

activity that must have been a common sight in the abbey’s hospital next to the 

where this altarpiece was installed.  





 

The intensity of feeling here has suggested that Grünewald may have been inspired 

by the visions of St. Bridget of Sweden, a fourteenth-century mystic whose works- 

including morbidly detailed descriptions of the Crucifixion – were published in 

Germany beginning in 1492.  His ashen body, clotted blood, open mouth, and blue lips 

signal his death. In fact, he appears already to be decaying, an effect enhanced by the 

palette of putrescent green, yellow, and purplish-red – all described by St. Bridget. 



In contrast, the altarpiece when first opened displays Christian events of great joy- 

the Annunciation, the Nativity, and the Resurrection- expressed in vivid reds and 

golds accented with high-keyed pink, lemon, and white.  Unlike the awful darkness of 

the Crucifixion, the inner scenes are illuminated with clear natural daylight, 

phosphorescent auras and halos,  and the glitter of stars in a night sky.  

 

The central panels show the heavenly and earthly realms joined in one space. In a 

variation on the northern European tradition, the new mother adores her miraculous 

Christ Child while envisioning her own future as queen of heaven amid angels and 

cherubims.  



The second opening of the altarpiece reveals sculptural panels by Nikolaus 

Hagenauer. This was reserved fro the special festivals of St. Anthony. The wings on 

this second opening show to the left the meeting of St. Anthony with the hermit St. 

Paul, and to the right St. Anthony attacked by horrible demons.  



One of the most memorable scenes is the 

Temptation of Saint Anthony, immediately 

to the right of the interior sculptured shrine.  

It is a terrifying image of the five 

temptations, depicted as an assortment of 

ghoulish and bestial creatures in a dark 

landscape, attacking the saint.   

 

In the foreground Grunewald painted a 

grotesque image of a man, whose oozing 

boils, withered arm, and distended stomach 

all suggest a horrible disease.   

 

Medical experts have connected these 

symptoms with ergotism (a disease caused 

by ergot, a fungus that grows especially on 

rye).  Although doctors did not discover the 

cause of this disease until about 1600, people 

lived in fear of its recognizable symptoms 

(convulsions and gangrene).   

 

The public referred to this illness as “Saint 

Anthony’s Fire,” and it was one of the major 

diseases treated at this hospital.   



The meeting of the two hermits in 

the desert glorifies the monastic life, 

and in the wilderness Grünewald  

depicts medicinal plants used in the 

hospital’s therapy. Grünewald  

painted the face of St. Paul with his 

own self-portrait, while St. Anthony 

is a portrait of the donor and 

administrator of the hospital, the 

Italian Guido Guersi, whose coat of 

arms Grünewald  painted on the 

rock next to him.  

 

Grünewald’s involvement with the 

Peasants’ War may have damaged 

his artistic career. He left Mainz 

and spent his last years in Halle, 

whose ruler was the chief protector 

of Martin Luther and a long-time 

patron of Grünewald ‘s 

contemporary Albrecht Dürer. 



To many if not most people in the 

sixteenth century, physical illness 

was a sign of sin, the physical 

disease reflecting an internal, 

spiritual malaise; and so, to a great 

extent, the sick and dying in the 

Isenheim hospital would have been 

lectured to about the ever-presence 

of sin in their lives, corrupting their 

minds and their bodies. On the outer 

right hand panel, behind St. 

Anthony, a demon shatters the 

window and transmits the plague 

through his poisonous breath. 

 

The panel on the left depicts St. 

Sebastian, who was invoked as 

protector against the plague.  

Sebastian was a Roman soldier who 

was converted to Christianity.  As 

punishment he was tied to a pillar 

and shot at with arrows.  Having 

survived the ordeal, he confronted 

the Emperor with a renewed avowal 

of faith, and was put to death.   



Prayer was the principal source of solace and relief to the ill before the advent of 

modern medicine. The Strasbourg sculptor Nikolaus Hagenauer shows three tiny 

men- their size befitting their subordinate status – kneeling at the feet of St. 

Anthony, St. Jerome, and St. Augustine. The three men kneeling are Jean d’Orliac 

(the donor) and two men offering a rooster and a piglet. In the predella below, 

Jesus and the apostles bless the altar, Host, and assembled patients in the 

hospital. The sculpted limewood figures were painted and gilded to enhance its 

resemblance to a metalwork reliquary.  



Lucas Cranach the Elder (c. 1472 1553), 

was a German Renaissance painter and 

printmaker in woodcut and engraving. 

He was court painter to the Electors of 

Saxony for most of his career, and is 

known for his portraits, both of German 

princes and those of the leaders of the 

Protestant Reformation, whose cause he 

embraced with enthusiasm, becoming a 

close friend of Martin Luther.  

 

He also painted religious subjects, first 

in the Catholic tradition, and later 

trying to find new ways of conveying 

Lutheran religious concerns in art. He 

continued throughout his career to 

paint nude subjects drawn from 

mythology and religion. He had a large 

workshop and many works exist in 

different versions; his son Lucas 

Cranach the Younger, and others, 

continued to create versions of his 

father's works for decades after his 

death. 



The largest proportion of 

Cranach's output is of 

portraits, and it is chiefly 

thanks to him that we 

know what the German 

Reformers and their 

princely adherents looked 

like. He painted not only 

Martin Luther himself 

but also Luther's wife, 

mother and father.  

 

He also depicted leading 

Catholics like Albert of 

Brandenburg, archbishop 

elector of Mainz, Anthony 

Granvelle and the Duke of 

Alva. 



Lucas Cranach the Elder. Law and Gospel, c. 1530, woodcut 



In Law and Gospel, a woodcut dated about a dozen years after Luther set the 

Reformation in motion with his Ninety-five Theses, Lucas Cranach the Elder gave 

visual expression to the doctrinal differences between Protestantism and 

Catholicism. Cranach contrasted Catholicism (based on Old Testament law, 

according to Luther) and Protestantism (based on the Gospel belief in God’s 

grace) in two images separated by a centrally placed tree.  



On the left half, judgment day has arrived, as represented by Christ’s appearance 

at the top of the scene, hovering amid a cloud halo and accompanied by angels and 

saints. Christ raises his left hand in the traditional gesture of damnation, and, 

below, a skeleton drives off a terrified person to burn for eternity in Hell. This 

person tried to live a good and honorable life, but despite his efforts, he fell short. 

Moses stands to the side, holding the tablets of the law- the Ten Commandments 

Catholics follow in their attempt to attain salvation.  



In contrast to this Catholic reliance on good works and clean living, Protestants 

emphasized God’s grace as the source of redemption. Accordingly, God showers 

the sinner in the right half of the print with grace, as streams of blood flow from 

the crucified Christ. At the far left are Adam and Eve, whose original sin 

necessitated Christ’s sacrifice. In the lower right corner of the woodcut, Christ 

emerges from the tomb and promises salvation to all who believe in him.  



Lucas Cranach the Elder. Law and Gospel, c. 1529, oil on wood (located in Gotha, 

Germany) 

 

The Law and the Gospel is concerned with two roles that God plays, to judge and to 

show mercy. On the one hand, God judges and condemns human sin; but on the 

other hand, God also shows mercy and forgiveness, granting unearned salvation to 

sinful believers. 



In this painted version, the nudity of the male figures stands out even more than 

they do in the print. On the right hand side, a nude man regards Christ on the 

Cross prayerfully, following the direction of John the Baptist. The risen Christ 

stands triumphant above the empty tomb, acting out the miracle of the 

Resurrection. This nude figure is not vainly hoping to follow the law or to present a 

tally of his good deeds on the judgment day. He stands passively, stripped down to 

his soul, submitting to God’s mercy. 



Pieter Jansz Saenredam. St. 

Bavo in Harleem, 1648, oil on 

panel 

 

In addition to doctrinal 

differences, Catholics and 

Protestants took divergent 

stances on the role of visual 

imagery in religion. Catholics 

embraced church decoration as 

an aid to communicating with 

God. In contrast, Protestants 

believed images of Christ, the 

Virgin, and saints could lead to 

idolatry and distracted viewers 

from focusing on the real 

reason for their presence in 

church- to communicate 

directly with God.  



Frans Hogenberg. Print of the destruction in the Church of Our Lady in Antwerp, 

the "signature event" of the Beeldenstorm, August 20, 1566 

 

The Protestant concern over the role of religious imagery at times escalated to 

outright iconoclasm- the objection to and destruction of religious imagery. In 

encouraging a more personal relationship of God, Protestant leaders spoke out 

against much of the religious art being produced.  



In an episode known as the Great Iconoclasm, followers of John Calvin (1509-1564) 

visited Catholic churches in the Netherlands in 1566, shattering stained-glass 

windows, smashing statues, and destroying paintings and other artworks they 

perceived as idolatrous. These strong reactions to art not only reflect the religious 

fervor of the time but also serve as dramatic demonstrations of the power of art- and 

of how much art mattered.  



Right: "Free will does not exist,” 

Luther's letter to Erasmus 

translated into German by 

Justus Jonas in 1526  

 

Above: Hans Holbein. Erasmus of 

Rotterdam, c. 1523, oil on panel 



 

He had great respect for Martin Luther, and Luther 

always spoke with admiration of Erasmus's superior 

learning. Luther hoped for his cooperation in a work 

which seemed only the natural outcome of his own. 

In their early correspondence, Luther expressed 

boundless admiration for all Erasmus had done in 

the cause of a sound and reasonable Christianity and 

urged him to join the Lutheran party. Erasmus 

declined to commit himself, arguing that to do so 

would endanger his position as a leader in the 

movement for pure scholarship which he regarded as 

his purpose in life. Only as an independent scholar 

could he hope to influence the reform of religion.  

 

When Erasmus hesitated to support him, the 

straightforward Luther felt angered that Erasmus 

was avoiding the responsibility due either to 

cowardice or a lack of purpose. Erasmus held to 

Catholic doctrines such as that of free will, which 

some Reformers rejected in favor of the doctrine of 

predestination. His middle road approach 

disappointed and even angered scholars in both 

camps. 



Marginal drawing of Folly by Hans 

Holbein in the first edition of Erasmus's 

Praise of Folly, 1515 

 

Erasmus's best-known work was The 

Praise of Folly, a satirical attack on the 

traditions of the European society, of the 

Catholic Church and popular 

superstitions, written in 1509, published 

in 1511, dedicated to his friend, Sir 

Thomas More, and inspired by De 

triumpho stultitiae, written by Italian 

humanist Faustino Perisauli.   



Above: Hans Holbein the 

Younger.  

Self Portrait,  

c. 1540-3, colored chalk on 

paper 

 

Right: Hans Holbein. The 

French Ambassadors, 1533, 

oil and tempera on wood 



The last great German painter of 

the High Renaissance was Hans 

Holbein the Younger (c. 1497-1593).  

He synthesized German linear 

technique with the fifteenth-century 

Flemish taste for elaborately 

detailed surface textures and rich 

color patterns.  

 

Perhaps his greatest achievements 

were his portraits.  Holbein’s family 

came from the southern German city 

of Augsberg, which, like Antwerp, 

was a center of international trade.   

 

At the age of eighteen, Holbein 

traveled to Basel, where he met 

Erasmus and painted his portrait. 

(seen left) 



The young Holbein learned his craft in 

his father's workshop in Augsburg (top 

left),  a city with a thriving book trade, 

where woodcut and engraving 

flourished. Augsburg also acted as one 

of the chief "ports of entry" into 

Germany for the ideas of the Italian 

Renaissance.  

 

By the time Holbein began his 

apprenticeship under Hans Herbster 

in Basel, he was already steeped in the 

late Gothic style, with its unsparing 

realism and emphasis on line, which 

influenced him throughout his life. In 

Basel (bottom left), he was favoured by 

humanist patrons, whose ideas helped 

form his vision as a mature artist. 



While in England, Holbein 

painted a double portrait 

of the French 

ambassadors to England, 

Jean de Dinteville and 

Georges de Selve.  

 

The two men, both ardent 

Humanists, stand at 

either end of a side table 

covered with an oriental 

rug and a collection of 

objects reflective of their 

interests: mathematical 

and astronomical models 

and implements, a lute 

with a broken string, 

compasses, a sundial, 

flutes, globes, and an open 

hymnbook with Luther’s 

translation of Veni, 

Creator Spiritus and of 

the Ten Commandments. 



The two represent different sectors 

within the diplomatic corps, named 

after their styles of dress: “l’homme 

de robe courte” and “l’homme de 

robe longue.” Men of the short robe 

were worldly ambassadors; those 

with long robes were clergymen.  

To be sent on a diplomatic mission 

by the king was an honor, but 

seldom a pleasure in the 16th 

century.   

 

Above all, it was expensive.  The 

king granted fiefs, benefices and 

allowances to both clergy and 

nobility.  In return, these were 

obliged to perform services, a duty 

extending to the disposal of their 

incomes.  They were thus expected 

to pay for their stay in foreign 

lands out of their own pocket.  Once 

there, they were generally treated 

with due politeness, but also with 

suspicion. 



Contemporary manuals and memoirs give 

us some idea of the abilities expected of a 

diplomat: First of all, he should cut an 

appropriately representative figure, 

wearing clothes that were fine enough, and 

expensive enough, to be worthy of his 

master.  He should be eloquent, have an 

excellent knowledge of Latin (the lingua 

franca of the day), and be educated to 

converse with scientists and artists.   

 

His manner should be urbane, charming, 

never too curious; he must be able to retain 

full composure while listening to the worst 

of news, and be skilled in slowing down or 

speeding up negotiations whenever 

necessary.  His private life should be 

impeccable, precluding even the slightest 

hint of a scandal.  His wife must stay at 

home, of course; after all, she might gossip.  

It was considered of the utmost importance 

to retain an able cook; good food is often a 

ticket to the best information. 



As a young man, the English king Henry VIII had 

married Catherine of Aragon.  She was an aunt of the 

powerful Spanish king, Charles V. Henry and 

Catherine had a daughter, Mary, who herself became 

engaged to Charles V of Spain.  However, while Mary 

was still a child, Charles V dissolved his engagement 

to her, for he wished to marry Isabella, the Infanta of 

Portugal a  match which would directly increase his 

wealth and sphere of influence.  Henry, meanwhile, in 

whose opinion Charles V was becoming altogether too 

powerful, sought to ally himself by marriage with 

France.   

 

Before remarrying he needed the pope to declare his 

marriage to Catherine null and void.  But the pope 

had been dominated by Charles V since 1527.  He was 

therefore unable to annul Henry’s marriage.  The 

matter was made even more complicated by the Privy 

Council, who wished to see the English noblewoman 

Anne Boleyn, rather than a French princess, on the 

throne of England.  It was against this background, in 

the spring of 1533, that a French ambassador was 

sent to London. 

Henry VIII (above) 

and Catherine of 

Aragon (below) 



Jean de Dinteville was an archetypal 

Renaissance nobleman: a humanist with an 

interest in music, painting and the sciences. 

The artist portrays the nobleman with the 

Order of St. Michael hung on a long golden 

chain around his neck. This was the French 

equivalent to the Spanish order of the Golden 

Fleece or the English Order of the Garter.  

 

Francis I, the French king, had sent Jean de 

Dinteville to London for the first time in 1531.  

In the spring of 1533, he was sent to London 

again, for in the meantime, the alliance 

between the two countries had become even 

more confused.  Henry VIII had secretly 

married the pregnant Anne Boleyn in 

January, though the pope had not yet 

annulled his previous marriage.  Francis I 

offered to use his influence in the Catholic 

Church on Henry’s behalf.  



Bishop Georges De Selve, opposite him, wears the robe of a clergyman and rests his right 

elbow on the Bible on the upper shelf, as the representative of the church. The free 

central axis that links the two worlds is occupied by a high table with two tiers, and the 

instruments and objects displayed differentiate the upper from the lower, the domain of 

the heavens and that of earth. This is clearly presented, first of all, by the two globes.  

Below is an exacting reproduction of a terrestrial globe, the type designed by a German 

geographer, Johann Schoner, in Nuremberg in 1523. Directly above it is the larger 

celestial globe with various heavenly constellations indicated: Galacia, Perseus, Pisces, 

etc… 

 

 In keeping with this division of heaven and earth, the intricate instruments scattered 

across the top shelf are those used for the measuring of altitudes, positions, and times of 

the heavenly bodies: two sundials; a quadrant and a torquetum, both used for 

determining angular altitudes and positions; and an unidentified object. 



The lute, a traditional symbol of harmony, has a broken string suggesting the 

growing discord between Catholics and Protestants that was to lead to bitter 

warfare. Holbein refers to the notion of reunification by means of a hymnal lying 

open on the lower shelf.  The book is neither French nor English, but he German 

Johann Walther’s Book of Hymns, printed at Wittenberg. The book lies open at two 

of Luther’s hymns.  In content and tradition both are good ‘Catholic’ texts, 

emphasizing the common ground between the new Lutheran and old Roman 

Catholic standpoints. De Selve evidently had some sympathy for Luther’s endeavors 

as a reformer; he nevertheless opposed the division of the Church.  



By Selve’s left hand is a sundial showing the 

date April 11, 1533, a crucial point in the 

ambassadors’ lives. Easter week 1533 was 

the moment England effectively broke away 

from the Catholic Church, and established 

the Church of England with their monarch, 

not the Pope as its head. 

 

Religion was not the only cultural arena in 

which major shifts were taking place in the 

sixteenth century. New wealth, emergent 

nationhood, and artistic developments were 

also impacting the lives of Europeans. 

Holbein’s painting is in some ways 

traditional, drawing on familiar iconography 

to convey its message of mortality. At the 

same time, the opulence of the objects 

portrayed and the evident delight Holbein 

took in painting them suggest a changing 

perspective—one in which worldly existence 

is not to be eschewed entirely, but balanced 

carefully against the requirements of 

salvation. 



All of the instruments located between the two 

figures are linked in some way or another to 

applied mathematics. (Music, too, was considered 

a mathematical art at the time.) Both men had 

been to university, where mathematics had 

become one of the most important academic 

disciplines of the Renaissance.  This contrasted 

with the Middle Ages, when a religious 

explanation of the world had been considered 

more appropriate than the study of natural 

sciences, and mathematics had consequently 

fallen into neglect.   

 

However, as times changed, scientists began to 

search once again for laws of mathematics and 

physics which would make it possible to explain 

how the world functioned.  Even painters occupied 

themselves with the study of mathematics.  In his 

Instructions for Measurements taken with the 

Level and Compass, Holbein’s compatriot Albrecht 

Durer had celebrated geometry as the true 

foundation of all painting.  



One recent theory proposes that the predominance of curious still life details rightly 

belongs to the subject of vanitas, and that the painting is a warning against pride in 

learning and the arts. The notion of “vanitas” had wider connotations at the time 

than it does today.  It meant blindness towards the most important things in life; 

also, the futility of human endeavor.  A vain person believes that science can given 

him knowledge of the world.  In a pamphlet in Latin in 1529, shortly before Hans 

Holbein executed this painting, the German writer Cornelius Agrippa complained of 

the “uncertainty and vanity of all art and science.” 



Everything in Holbein’s painting, whether persons or things, is represented more or less 

realistically, with one exception: the skull suspended above the floor.  At first glance it is 

hardly identifiable.  It is only recognizable as a skull when seen from the right or left 

edge of the painting, and only when it is viewed through a lens which alters its 

proportions altogether does the image become quite distinct.   

 

Anamorphoses, or distorted images of this kind, were a well-known trick at the time. In 

Holbein’s meticulously real-seeming picture, the distortion also functions as a signal that 

reality, as perceived by the senses, must be viewed ‘correctly’ to reveal its full meaning.  

A frontal nod of recognition at the worldly semblance of things is not enough. 



Holbein created a series of 

woodcuts called the Dance of Death 

(1523–26), refashioning the late-

medieval allegory of the Danse 

Macabre as a reformist satire. 

Holbein's series shows the figure of 

"Death" in many disguises, 

confronting individuals from all 

walks of life. None escape Death's 

skeleton clutches, even the pious. 
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