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Abstract: Under the thin ideological crust of the danger of wandering, of distancing oneself from Christian
ethics, which determined the overly simplistic classification of the work as satire, lies a profound discourse
of self-discovery, in an unexplored space, caught between two shores: an old, abandoned one, and a new,
still undefined one. The flight from physical suffering, its exile in a space of exclusion seems to have become
the source of a new utopia: a ship moving, on the waters of the Rhine, towards an illusory space-
Narragonia. In Foucaultian exegesis, the source of inspiration is the Ship of the Argonauts®, although at
the end of the poem, the Ship of Fools seems much closer to Charon's Boat. But Brandt's Ship seems to
have had a real existence: foreigners and madmen expelled from cities were entrusted to the boatmen, on
a pilgrimage that is difficult to relate to the search for reason. The exiled madman, entrusted to the sailors,
left to his fate, is part of a semi-mythical geography, in which navigation is associated with the Great
Crossing, with uncertainty. The man on the edge (horos anthropos) is the prisoner of a pointless crossing,
without a stable reference system. The irrational is associated with water and wandering.

The image of the madman and madness, the main topic of this paper, can be analyzed and
understood starting from the need for autonomy devoid of responsibility, from free will substituted by the
servant of the arbitrariness, from the necessity of self-perimeterization in a subjective paradise, devoid of
innocence.

Keywords: Narragonia,; Christian ideology; Christian philosophy, Sebastian Brandt, Hieronymus Bosch;
madman archetype;

Introduction

A first reading of Sebastian Brandt's work* orients the interpretation towards human moral
vulnerability, individual existence being just a voyage "on the sea of temptations", and guilt, with
the meaning of Christian sin, impossible to avoid.

Apparently, the work is built on the idea of parepidemia’®, which reduces existence to the
search for individual, illusory happiness.

In the Foucaultian paradigm of understanding Brand's text, finding oneself, complicity with
the self beyond any ethics, implies the suspension of reason and loss on the sea of temptations.
The impure madman thus constructs a mythical geography in which navigation becomes
synonymous with the Great Passage. Locked on the ship, he is entrusted to uncertainty, to
expectation. The madman is horos anthropos - the man on the limit, the man at the crossroads, the
prisoner of a passage without a clear meaning, but with a known end, because "no one can escape
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Hades". Transient, he does not belong to any common reference system, but to a multitude of
trajectories that lead nowhere. The soul-boat (a motif present in 15th-century mysticism) floats on
the Sea of Desires, without the anchor of Faith®. The Madman hypostasizes the Truth
(Unforgetfulness), looks at himself in the broken mirror of his illusions, claims his proximity to
happiness. In Brandt's work there is a mixture of madness, restlessness, eros and thanatos, but also
a delicate relationship, sometimes difficult to understand, between verb, image and symbol. The
tree in the heart of Paradise becomes the mast of the Ship of Fools; the ship itself becomes a
representation of the deviated transcendent. The classical Greek dasmos (the clear limit between
things, between up and down, sacred and profane) and the Christian taxis (the generally accepted
hierarchy of the world) are annihilated in a crossing through the darkness of ignorance. The victory
of Madness is accompanied by the arbitrary, the undifferentiated, the monstrous. Imagination
bursts from the darkest areas of the Inner Theater.

1. Narragonia, Sebastian Brandt and Hieronymus Bosch

In the background of the scene with the Ship of Fools crossing a space that leads nowhere,
old dualities are glimpsed: Hope-Despair, Mercy-Avarice, Chastity-Debauchery. Madness leads
the chorus of vices. Christian monotropy is hijacked, redefined in a negative sense, as a distance
from the Christian shore, but also from ancient ethics. The old horos anthropos is redefined in the
sense of denying the limits in the taxis/dasmos of the world’in exchange for a "pleasant wander"®.

At the end of the poem, the storm takes the Ship of Fools on a race to the end of the world.”.
The ship is absorbed in a monstrous interiority, which we can imagine with the help of Bosch's
paintings. The two recurring symbols in the work of the Dutch painter: the torch (the light of
reason) and the owl (ancient symbol of wisdom) become landmarks in a landscape in which
numinous no longer means the mixture of feelings of the ephemeral creature in front of the eternal
Creator, but a mixture of wonder, fear, uncertainty, resulting from the discovery of the monstrous
Self.

But critical thinking does not disappear in the process of psychomachia. Madness is defined
by contrast with Reason and Coherence. Madness and Reason "build on each other"'°.

In Brandt, the search for a locus voluptatis requires a map whose reference points are the
"forbidden pleasures" of the Christian ethos. Each poem-monologue in a suite of 113 is a stop, but
also a new clue in configuring the itinerary towards Narragonia, and implicitly, in the effort of
self-knowledge. But, as the "ship" advances and the monologues follow one another, the sought-
after Paradise seems to retreat, to let the characters discover themselves without fear of
eschatological punishment. The Ship of Fools explores a new world, in which facets of identity
rejected by Christian morality come to light in a surprising manner.

The ship's deck becomes the stage of an inner theater on which forbidden identity
hypostases appear, delivering their exculpatory discourse in front of a single spectator - the Self
who watches the play of its duplications.

The self that confesses needs a new horizon of expression - the "sea of temptations" that
takes on the dimensions of the primordial waters over which the divine Logos of Genesis floated.
Brandt proposes a reconfiguration of individual space with the value of a subjective Genesis. The
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fictionalization of the self that assumes the role of demiurge corresponds to the fictionalization of
the world, the replacement of the constraining space of the City with a space without coordinates,
and of the Garden of Eden with the island of Narragonia.

The rebirth of the inner universe implies a return to the mythologized self. Whether it is
the range of hypostases of the self exculpated by moving away from the horizon of Christian
meanings, or the exploration of the hidden facets of identity, the rediscovery of subjective reality
occurs in a new, autonomous space, located between the Christian and the classical mythical
reference system.

The personifications of vices in Brandt's work, and the crowning of Madness as mistress
of the world, are radical forms of assuming identity metamorphoses by modern man.

The goddess Madness and the gods of vice are proof of the need for a subjective pantheon,
of the elaboration of personal divine figures, capable of replacing both classical and Christian
mythology, providing heroic models impossible to match. The gods of vice in Stultifera Navis are
ephemeral gods, of private happiness. The reconstruction of the subjective space superimposes the
mythic-religious motifs of the Demiurge and his work: the individual assumes the freedom of
identity multiplication.

In Sebastian Brandt's work, the monologues of personified vices can be interpreted as
answers to the questions of the individual engaged in the adventure of self-knowledge, whose
directions are the Biblical Paradise or the subjective Narragonia.

Placed beyond any moral prohibition, the space of Narragonia is a space of liberating
negativity, in which the fears provoked by Christian demands and the perishability of free will are
attenuated.

Narragonia is the terminus of the search for self, of the identification of an inner Paradise.
The ship, the characters and their monologues are the expression of particular experiences,
hermetically related to the individual space. Their conversion into the common language of the
Stultifera Navis had as a consequence the mythologizing of the self. Brandt's solution was to
suspend the dialogue, and replace it with a series of monologues that define a mysticism of self-
love.

The ship outlines the map of a compensatory space, a refuge built through a game of
devaluation of traditional Christian reference systems. Escape from the world replaces an
inconvenient reality with an ideal, subjective alternative.

The characters of the two works are, from the perspective of Christian ethics, anti-models,
anti-heroes, non-conforming to the typologies sketched in Antiquity and the Middle Ages. The
mixture of spontaneity, joy, restlessness, mystery defines the enkomion of madness and reduces
sin (understood as a mixture between pagan hubris and Christian bitterness) to the dimensions of
infantile error, inherent in the adventure of self-search. The exculpation through the exploration of
the inner labyrinth is accompanied by the metamorphosis of the person into the character,
understood as a negative duplicate.

The withdrawal into the inner space accompanied by the play of characters that express the
hypostasis of individual identity accentuates the difference between narcissistic self-knowledge,
which excludes identity masks, and Pygmalionistic self-knowledge, which produces them.

The detachment from the known shore, in search of Narragonia can be understood as a
consequence of the individual's need for autonomy, for non-conformity with the world, for
authenticity, for expansion of personality. The search for new personal reference systems is the
consequence of doubt over the options for self-discovery provided by classical and Christian
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philosophical thinking. The adventure of self-discovery takes place in a new space, in which the
therapy of exculpation is done through a series of monologues-confessions of personified vices.

Narrenschiff - Ship of Fools imagined by Sebastian Brandt takes on the appearance of
successive confessions, necessary for individual catharsis and the discovery of one's own paradise.

The impression left by the 113 songs of Narrenschiff is that all the monologues are
presented at the same time, as evidence of sincerity towards oneself. For Brandt, madness is a state
of perpetual search for the poles of identity.

The popularity of Sebastian Brandt's work was due to his light and free style, but also to
his manner of working: short satirical poems, which present the foolishness of human nature, for
the amusement and education of contemporaries. The style is typical of the 15th century!!. Brandt
appeals to the authority of the classics, the description of each vice being accompanied by
references to ancient authors or biblical sources, which gives the work a stromatic aspect.

Among the Greek authors, Plutarch is preferred (in Latin translation), and among the
Latins, Ovid, Juvenal, Catulus, Virgil, Seneca, Cicero. From the Old Testament (also used as a
source of inspiration for the book's illustrations, which enjoyed the same popularity as the text)!?
passages from Proverbs, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiastes are preferred.

The poem is divided into sections that present, except for a brief introduction and
conclusions, the sins, vices, and extravagances of the time '3, with an obvious pedagogical purpose.

Alexander Barclay's translation, from 1509, is not entirely faithful to the original text, as
the translator himself admits in the prologue to his edition'.

Barclay also inserts a very brief explanation of the title. The book is called The Ship of
Fools because this world is nothing more than a turbulent sea, on which we wander, overwhelmed
by temptations, "through ignorance or stubbornness"'>.

With Brandt, madness enters the universe of a philosophical discourse having as landmarks
truth and lie, life and death. In Ship of Fools there is no dialogue. Each vice-character respects the
rule of the monologue, addressing an imaginary audience. The poems seem to be built around the
idea of individual responsibility. Each character is independent, positioned in its own cutout,
Brandt's intention probably being to convey the idea of freedom of moral decision. The entire work
is structured by the idea of defining virtue by what it is not.

The journey in Narrenschiff has two points of reference: the ship and the island to which it
is heading. The ship and its target, Narragonia, are the coordinates of a psychogeographic space in
which the deconstruction of the self-image becomes possible. Narragonia is the external mirror
that reflects the stages of withdrawal into a subjective, dystopian space. The voyage thus becomes
the symbol of opening and entering into oneself, and the ship and the island become symbols of
the self-image and its monstrous double. The narratives built around the idea of travel, exploration
have been interpreted as forms of manifestation of the psychological need for self-knowledge,
which resulted in the birth of the subject and subjectivity in pre-modern Europe!'®.

11 Narrenschiff was published in a princeps edition in Swabian dialect in 1494, translated into Latin in 1497 and 1507, and into
German, English, and French.

12 The authors of the illustrations come from the school of Holbein, and Martin Schén from Colmar, but the most appreciated
remained Diirer's engravings for the German editions.

13 The passengers of the ship are the greedy, the slanderers, the drunkards, the fornicators, the proud, the angry, the gluttons, those
who misinterpret Scripture.

14 Sebastian Brandt, op. cit., p. 68.

15 Ibidem.

16 Tom Conley. 1996. The Self-Made Map. Cartographic Writing in Early Modern France. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, pp. 2-11.
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Brandt describes a downward psychogenetic trajectory, dominated by negative
mechanisms of self-awareness formation. Narragonia is a counter-Paradise, a space of self-
abandonment.

Ship of Fools is therefore an exception in an archetypal landscape dominated by the
Argonauts' ship!’, or the ships of Odysseus'®, Aeneas!®, Cosmas Indicopleustes? associated with
the idea of a founding journey, of an itinerary of self-discovery, of an inner Paradise. Ithaca and
Rome, coordinates of the axial, heroic self, have nothing in common with Narragonia, the illusory
paradise of fools, from Brandt's poem. Stultifera navis is, rather, an eschatype of Charon's ship,
embarked on an itinerary of self-forgetfulness.

Ship of Fools embarks on a journey that overlaps the old themes of exile and exodus,
charging them with a profound negativity. The personified vices are driven from the Christian
shore, exiled to Narragonia, an ambiguous, dystopian land, from the perspective of Christian
morality. The road to Narragonia is transformed from exile, into exodus towards a paradise freed
from the constraints of the Fortress, an antitopos of the "Promised Land".

In the late Middle Ages, Ship of Fools stigmatized vices and mortal sins resulting from the
loss of reason. Sebastian Brandt was a devout Catholic, and a supporter of Maximilian I, who
became emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in 1491. Brandt was convinced that Germany was
destined to lead the Christian world, but that its people had to morally assume this role.

From the perspective of Christian morality, Narragonia is a counter-image of reality, which
it retouches in a negative sense. The Narragonian paradise does not have an eschatological
character, but is placed in a subjective space, of self-indulgence. The forbidden Eden after the
Adamic fall is opposed by the alternative of the paradise accessible through the fall, by distancing
oneself from Christian morality.

The idea of "removal therapy" was taken up again in 1532 by Rabelais?!. In search of the
oracle of Saint Bacbuc, Pantagruel discovers the islands to which the sins of the 16th century were
exiled: the island of the papefegi (those who renounced the papacy), the engastrimiti (false
magicians), and the gastrolatris.

The gigantic figure of madness, wearing a bell-shaped hat, was frequently invoked in the
Renaissance.?” The theme of the procession of madness and the deadly sins had also been
addressed in Hieronymus Bosch's cycles of vanities and luxuries.?.
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19 Vergilius. 2000. Aeneid, translated by Dan Sluganschi. Bucharest: Paideia Publishing House.

20 Wanda Wolska. 1962. La Topographie chrétienne de Cosmas Indicopleustés, Théologie et science au Vie siécle. Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France.

2l Frangois Rabelais. 1967. Gargantua and Pantagruel, translated by Alexandru Hodos. Bucharest: Publishing House for Universal
Literature, passim.

22 Johan Huizinga. 2002. Twilight of the Middle Ages. Bucharest: Humanitas Publishing House, passim.

2 The Cure of Madness, The Seven Deadly Sins (1475-1480), The Ship of Fools (1490—1500), The Garden of Earthly Delights
(1503-1504) and The Wandering Fool (undated), Walter Bosing. 1973. Hieronymus Bosch, London: Thames and Hudson Ltd,
passim.
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Fig.1. Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights, 1500, oil on oak panel, 205.5
x 120 cm, Prado Museum, Madrid; image source:https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-
collection/art-work/the-garden-of-earthly-delights-triptych/02388242-6d6a-4¢9¢-a992-
el311eab3609

In the Garden of Earthly Delights?#, demons appear in a fantastic and grotesque universe,
with hybrid creatures that punish human sins in a moralizing vision, not presenting evil as an
abstraction, but as a visual, perceptible reality, in which the fear of eternal punishment had to be
imprinted in the collective consciousness. The message is a pedagogical one: it instills the fear of
sin and the desire for salvation. The work, representative of Bosch's artistic maturity, depicts the
earthly paradise, the creation of woman, the first temptation and the expulsion from Paradise. The
painting's beautiful and disturbing images of sensuality and the dreams that torment those living
in a world of pleasure evoke Bosch's iconographic originality with terrible force. The main
characteristic of his work is probably its oneiric dimension; A variety of naked human bodies,
giant birds and horses struggle and play in an unearthly landscape, fascinated by the improbability,
and all the elements combine to create a harmonious and perfect whole.

2% The Garden of Earthly Delights (n.d.). Retrieved on February 27, 2026 08:42 from https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-
collection/art-work/the-garden-of-earthly-delights-triptych/02388242-6d6a-4¢9e-a992-¢1311eab3609.
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Fig. 2. Hieronymus Bosch, Table of the Seven Deadly Sins, 1505-1510, 119 x 135cm, oil
on poplar panel, Prado Museum, Madrid; image source:https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-
collection/art-work/table-of-the-seven-deadly-sins/3fc0a84e-d77d-4217-b960-8a34b8873b70

The message presented by Bosch in the Table of the Seven Deadly Sins is found on the
five circles of the work. In the center of the largest central circle, which resembles a huge eye or a
concave mirror, Christ is depicted rising from his tomb as the Man of Sorrows, showing the wound
in his side. Two bands, one above and one below the central circle, contain Latin texts from
Deuteronomy (32:28-29 and 20), which warn against the payment of sin. The man, lacking reason,
seems to have set off in an unbridled pursuit of the Seven Deadly Sins. However, all is not lost:
Christ, depicted in the innermost ring of the central circle, is ever alert. According to the Latin
inscription below him: Cave cave dominus videt (Beware, beware, the Lord watches). These three
texts link the omnipresence of God to human freedom and the fruits of sin. As in The Hay Wain,
the dismantled triptych The Pilgrimage of Life, and The Garden of Earthly Delights, the message
conveyed by the Table of the Seven Deadly Sins is that Hell awaits those who stray from the path
of God.
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Bosch highlighted the negative of spiritual destiny. The painter constantly refers to the
biblical quote, to build the theoretical, meditative support of the images. The Hay Wain triptych is
populated, in the background, by human illusions and a procession of attitudes that express the
moral distortion of man.
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Fig.3. Hieronymus Bosch, The Hay Wain, 1512-1515, oil on wood panels, 147 x 224.3

cm, Prado Museum, Madrid; image source:https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-
work/the-haywain-triptych/7673843a-d2b6-497a-ac80-16242b36c3ce

In the image of the journey of life, within the triptych, the dominant figures are the poor
wanderer through the world, and the madman exiled to the edge of life, a character forgiven by the
conviction for immorality.>> Bosch's madman, banished, frightened, aged, dominates the world
through his inadequacy to it; he is stultus in relation to the absurdity, inconsistency, violence of
life.

Working in the late 15th century, around the time of the Renaissance, Bosch created works
that are unmatched by anything else from that period. Once you've seen a painting by Dutch artist
Hieronymus Bosch, you'll likely never forget it. His paintings are full of extraordinary imagery.
At first glance, they seem like ordinary biblical landscapes, but if you look closer, you start to see
all sorts of bizarre creatures, grotesque things, and human suffering.

His father, grandfather, and great-grandfather were painters, as were several of his uncles.
All lived and worked in and around the Dutch province of 's-Hertogenbosch. His father was artistic
advisor to the Illustrious Brotherhood of the Holy Virgin, a religious order that Bosch himself
joined in the late 1480s.

25 The Haywain Triptych (n.d.). Retrieved February 27, 2026 09:15 from https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-
work/the-haywain-triptych/7673843a-d2b6-497a-ac80-16242b36¢3ce.
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As a teenager, Bosch witnessed a fire that devastated his hometown of Den Bosch,
destroying over 4,000 houses. The trauma of this event is believed to be present in many of his
paintings, with burning buildings seen in the background of several of his works. Much of the
imagery in his work is filled with symbolism, despite its often otherworldly nature. This has long
been the subject of interpretation. Since he left no written records of his work, we are left to
speculate.

Despite accusations of heresy over the centuries and the shocking content of some of his
paintings, Bosch was actually a devout Christian. Much of his work documents contemporary
medieval interpretations of hell and the suffering that a life of sin could cause.

His work often focuses on themes such as temptation, sin, and judgment. It is believed that
many of the monsters and horrific creatures depicted are based on his own demons and his fear of
straying from the virtuous path. Many of his works, such as the painting of Saint Christopher,
depict bizarre worlds and creatures. Fish with legs, along with demons and monsters, are recurring
motifs in Bosch's work.

In addition to his unusual choice of imagery and subject matter, Bosch was highly
unorthodox in his application of paint. Unlike many of his 15th- and 16th-century Dutch
contemporaries, who strove for perfection, Bosch applied the paint thickly, creating a rougher,
almost sketchy texture.

Fig.4. Hieronymus Bosch, The Wayfarer, 1500, oil on wood panel, 71 x 70.6 cm,
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam; image
source:https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/4c/Jheronimus_Bosch -
The Pedlar - Google Art Project.ipg
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The theme of the human journey through life is also found in The Wayfarer. The fact that
no one goes through life unscathed is demonstrated by the hole in his trousers and the bandage
around his leg. The basket on the man’s back represents the burden that each person carries with
them. Bosch often used shocking images to show people what awaits them if they stray from the
right path, the narrow biblical path of light and truth. In this work, this idea is depicted quite
literally. The traveling salesman walks along a narrow path towards a gate that, curiously, is free
in an open space. He could easily bypass it, but he must continue to follow the narrow path. The
gate represents the boundary between life and death.

The black and white coloring of the magpie on the gate symbolizes the final judgment: it
will be heaven (white) or hell (black). Behind the gate we can see a well-fed cow and a flowering
tree. A better life after death is the reward for the peddler, because he stayed on the narrow path
and turned away from the sinful temptations of life. Bosch depicted these temptations in this
painting in an unmistakable way, with an inn that is actually a brothel.

His visual language is not exclusive. These motifs can also be found on the pilgrim badges
that were produced in large numbers in the Middle Ages. But Bosch created wonderful visions
with these images and had a clear purpose in doing so. As a follower of Modern Devotion, Bosch
opposed the belief in predestination, but sought to demonstrate that by living a good and righteous
life, a person can indeed influence his fate and earn a place in Paradise.

2. Conclusions

Sebastian Brandt's work can be approached from various perspectives of interpretation:
moral-Christian or, on the contrary, hedonistic, from the perspective of self-determining
individualism or the need for sincere self-expression, bordering on madness and/or wisdom, of
self-exile in search of the Subjective Paradise or of forced expulsion from the community. But
regardless of the chosen paradigm, the conceptual structure of the text (madness-wisdom-journey-
exile-adventure), its symbolic versatility allow the construction of subtexts from the reader's
perspective and subjective ways of understanding freedom.

Ship of Fools hides the tension between paradise lost and the substitute paradise, accessible
by assuming anti-Christian values?. Narragonia could only be designed starting from the
dissociation from the real space, from which the Madman-character feels alien, in favor of a
radically different space. The convenient alterity of Narragonia urges exodus, dissociation from
reality. Narragonia is a utopia of evasion?’, of refuge, the escape from reality being accompanied,
however, by the deconstruction of identity.

Ship of Fools it also has a therapeutic dimension. The ship has the meaning of a
pharmacon?® which takes on individual sins, morally healing society.

26 Eduardo Colombo. 1982. L'imaginaire subversif. Interrogations sur 'utopia. Lyon: Editions Noir, p. 34.

27 Fernando Ainsa. 2000. The Reconstruction of Utopia. Cluj: Clusium Publishing House, p. 42.

28 In ancient Greece, the expiatory ceremony of pharmakos aimed to remove from the city everything that was considered impure
or evil. An individual, maintained for a year by the members of the city “was impregnated like a sponge” with all the mistakes and
impiety committed by the citizens, then he was expelled from the polis or killed.
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