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Hieronymus Bosch (ca. 1450-1516) fascinates because 

of his fantastic figures. Their symbolism is not always 

evident to us today. On my last visit to England I 

admired of course some of the beautiful gardens and 

also came to Upton near Banbury. A collection of 

paintings is exhibited in the adjoining house, mostly Old 

Dutch masters. There is also a version of the Adoration 

of the Magi by Hieronymus Bosch, whose real name 

was Jheronimus van Aken, where he was born, but he 

lived in North Brabant, in 's-Hertogenbosch. Therefore, 

he is only called Bosch as his family name. 

 

The central plant of the middle painting is Broadleaf 

Plantain Plantago major which is painted below the 

kneeling king. This little plant deserves attention. 

The whole picture looks at first glance like a normal 

Renaissance Triptych. And I had already passed it when 

I heard one of the security staff offer a torch to a visitor 

to look at the fantasy figures at the back of the side 



painting. These figures are all painted in black and 

grey, one hardly notices them next to the neighbouring 

brightly coloured figures. I then looked at the front 

paintings as well. A small plant with broad leaves in a 

rosette grows next to the kneeling Joseph in the left 

painting. It has fruit and thus can be recognized as 

Broadleaf Plantain. I took photos - which was allowed. 

The National Trust has no restrictions; it makes its 

cultural treasures available to all. 

 

Back at home I searched through my photos for the 

other flora. Camera and computer can be used very 

well to magnify details. There is yet another plantain in 

the Joseph painting that can clearly be recognized, 

perhaps even a third one. Unfortunately that bears no 

fruit. In addition, four more plants could be broadleaf 

plantain in the two other paintings. A carnation is 

painted in   the  right   corner  below   Maria,  which  can 



easily be detected by the 

dichasiale flower-stand, 

probably the Red Campion 

Silene dioica, which is 

common in the Netherlands 

as well as in Central, 

Western and Northern 

Europe. Even the leaves 

under the flower were 

painted by Hieronymus 

Bosch in a realistic size. 

Carnations are a symbol of 

the Virgin Mary, but also 

associated with the 

crucifixion of Christ. The 

plantain, however, was then already used in medicine 

to treat many diseases, especially of the skin, maybe 

even against leprosy, which was widespread in the 

Middle Ages and the early modern period in Europe, 

today it is common only in India and Nepal, Brazil and 

some African countries. In the Middle Ages, sick people 

were isolated in special houses outside the city walls; 

they also had to wear bells on their feet, so that one 

could hear them approaching and thus able to keep 

distance. 

King Herod the Great is said to have been punished 

with leprosy for the infanticide, as the well-informed 

staff in Upton reported. In the picture you can see 

some skin irritation on his shoulder; actually, one can 

only guess it is there. But the plantain is a further 

indication of this theory. Herod is seen in the central 

painting as the fourth king, wearing only a coat and 

some gold jewellery on his arm and one leg. He stands 

with his followers in the stable and looks out at the 

scene of adoration: He is quite isolated, as was 

common in the Middle Ages. A goldchain hangs 

 



between his feet ending in a 

small bell. It disappears in the 

mantle, pointing up to his 

genitals on which most leprosy 

symptoms usually appear. He 

wears a crown of thorns, but 

they do not sting him, as the 

thorns are facing outwards. The 

symbolism is not obvious, but 

probably indicates that he made 

people suffer. The man behind 

him wears a similar headgear in 

shape, but without thorns. In his 

hands Herod holds the crown of 

the second standing king; it is 

turned upside down. A kind of 

washing scene is shown on its 

rim, at least that is what I 

associated immediately. Is this 

intended to indicate a means of 

protection against leprosy: 

cleanliness? The white linen has been widely 

interpreted as birds. This could be the case and would 

mean that Herod reaches for a crown with herons, the 

symbol of justice. In addition, herons are good as they 

eat snakes, regarded as evil beasts in those days. The 

heron is also seen on the crown of the kneeling king. 

Someone reaches for the rubies on the left edge of the 

crown. This gem should give its owner power, dignity 

and recognition. It should keep away evil forces and is 

meant to be also effective against 

diseases. This fits in with the 

theory that a disease, leprosy, is 

the theme in this triptych. 

Hieronymus Bosch painted it as an 

atonement. 

 
 

 



Plantain is quite clearly an indication of leprosy. The 

plants were pulped and applied to the affected skin 

areas. The genus Plantago includes nearly two hundred 

species, all of which contain the glycoside Aucubin 

which has antibacterial and anti-inflammatory 

properties. 

One of the Magi usually has 

black skin and is named 

Caspar. He wears a white robe 

with a collar with a floral 

pattern which can clearly be 

assigned to the Buckshorn 

Plantain Plantago coronopus. 

This plant grows wild in the 

Netherlands and Germany, but 

only on the coast, and also in 

the Mediterranean. The 

buckshorn plantain has healing 

ingredients, too. It was also 

grown as a leaf vegetable - a 

rarity today - but the seeds for it can be bought. Not 

only the collar, but the shoulder boards and the hem of 

Caspar’s robe are decorated with this pattern. Caspar 

also holds a berry in his left hand which is attached to a 

chain. It probably has some healing properties. In his 

right hand he holds a richly decorated ball with a scene 

from the Bible, a gift which 

Bosch also painted in the 

similar triptych, which hangs 

in the Prado, and in other 

copies. The hem of his cloak, 

however, does not consist of 

buckshorn plantain leaves in 

the Prado copy, but shows a 

story from the Bible. 

 

 



The kneeling King looks at the 

baby Jesus, the other two kings 

look into the distance, as well as 

Joseph who does not pay 

attention to his water jug, but 

raises his eyes. Next to the 

king/magi another broadleaved 

plantain clearly grows. There is a 

leaf lying next to him on the white floor, probably 

sprinkled with white sand for cleanliness. It is a 

cinquefoil from the Potentilla species. This plant is also 

used as an anti-inflammatory, but is less effective with 

skin diseases; it is effective, however, on the oral 

mucosa, which can also be afflicted with leprosy. The 

leaf could be the burnet Sanguisorba officinalis. In the 

roof next to the owl, a bunch of dried herbs is painted 

with thick, round flowers which are 

burnets. Its herbs and roots contain 

tannins and were used, among others, 

for treating wounds; the blossoms and 

seed pods painted here were not 

applied so often. Competent people 

(like my mother-in-law!) collected the 

flowers, made a water extract, let it 

ferment lightly and used it sweetened 

as a drink. 

There is another broadleaf plant on the right picture to 

be found at the bottom to the left. In the right corner, a 

medium-tall plant with many round capsules is 

standing, arranged prettily in two 

rows. At first I thought of the yellow 

henbane Hyoscyamus alba, but the 

leaves are missing next to the fruit 

which look slightly different. Mashed 

leaves of henbane are used in Israel 

against diseases of the skin. Then I 

 

 

 



looked at the small basket 

next to the kneeling king, 

his gift. The basket 

contains a mandrake 

recognizable by the round 

fruit as they were 

displayed in old books, 

such as in Hortis Sanitatis 

of 1497. A little man is 

shown below the fruit who 

probably indicates the 

magic power of the plant. 

This could have a link to 

the berry carrying plant in 

the right picture, which is 

of the Mandragora species, 

recognizable by the many 

rosette leaves. Mandrakes were regarded since ancient 

times as a medicinal plant with magical powers. Their 

roots are often split; they have two tap roots that look 

like human legs. Mandrakes have become well known 

since Harry Potter learned to harvest them. The ancient 

medicinal mandrake plant is Mandragora officinarum, 

but its magic lies only in eliciting fantasies about 

themselves. 

  

 



There are other plants yet to be 

discovered depicted on the 

picture of Joseph. At the 

bottom right-hand corner one 

can see kidney-shaped leaves 

that can be assigned to the 

lesser celandine Ficaria verna. 

The young leaves contain 

vitamin C and were used 

against scurvy. Warts, another 

skin disease, were treated with 

the juice of their root-stocks in 

the Middle Ages. Whether parts 

of the body suffering from 

leprosy were wetted with it, is 

not known; but one probably 

tried everything when in need. 

Directly above the lesser 

celandine the Asian reed-like 

sweet flag Acorus calamus can 

be identified, which was known 

as a medicinal plant in Europe since the 12th century. A 

plant grows behind Joseph that cannot be identified, 

nor the creeper on the wall above. 

Plants are not painted in Bosch’s very similar triptych in 

the Prado - with one exception. Indeed the scenery is 

almost the same as in Upton; Herod is seen with bare 

arms and jewellery including the bell between his legs. 

But evidence of leprosy cannot be detected. Caspar 

again wears a white robe with a plantain collar and 

shoulders, but not at the hem. The early owners of the 

triptych in Upton are unknown, and certainly not the 

patron, see Wikipedia. It can be assumed that a death 

in a family led to the order of the altar in Upton, 

perhaps in Hieronymus' own family. He may even have 

 

 



painted it for himself. Perhaps the sick person is 

displayed. A man looks through a hole in the wall 

behind Maria, at the holy act 

of worship. People with 

leprosy were not allowed into 

church in the Middle Ages, but 

they were allowed to look at 

the altar through an opening 

in the wall, the so-called 

hagioscope. The second man 

behind the wall smiles and 

enjoys the scene. 

Peeter Scheyfve ordered an 

altar, and Hieronymus and/or 

his workshop painted the same pictures again, but 

these varied, largely leaving out the symbols for 

leprosy, but added the patron. There was then hardly 

any room for Joseph. This triptych is now in the Prado. 

It is amazing that Joseph huddles up small in the 

background. On the roof a couple with musical 

instruments was inserted. The Prado picture is thus 

cheered up and therefore defused. One thing is clear 

through the symbolism: the Triptych in Upton is the 

original one, being the first version that was then 

copied afterwards without incorporating the evidence of 
leprosy.  

I only discovered most of the plants at home; no good 

photos, therefore, were made except of the owl. It 

killed the evil mouse and must be interpreted as being 

positive. Also I had to brighten the images and made 

the contrast look stronger to highlight the plants better. 

And finally: visitors to gardens in England or admirers 

of Hieronymus Bosch must go to Upton in 

Warwickshire! 

 
 



 

The Plantain at Joseph's feet made me to think about 

the importance of the other plants. I cannot determine 
all of them.  

The depiction of a caring and clean father! Is this an 
indication that leprosy can be avoided with cleanliness?  

Wohlert Wohlers. June 2017 in German. Authorized translation 



 

Although the Infant Jesus is worshiped, he and Mary 

are not the main characters. The two are even 

relatively boring, while the three kings are full of 

mysticism and symbolism. I cannot identify the plant in 

front of the kneeling king. Perhaps I can do that on my 

next visit to Upton. 

   

 

Hieronymus Bosch is a challenge. 

Where is the mouse that eats a fish 

the same size as itself? 

 

Photos: W. Wohlers. 

The two mandrakes 

are from Wikipedia. 
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