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Justice and injustice are two of the most prominent themes during the Golden Age of
Netherlandish art in the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth century.
The dukes of Burgundy wanted to combine their territories in the Netherlands into one political
entity, which in turn occasioned sweeping changes to the judicial system. They established
central institutions, such as the Great Council of Mechelen, thereby effectively curtailing
the authority of the local courts. While the legal process became more professional, it also
became more cumbersome and less accessible. The discovery of the New World, the Dutch
Revolt and the Spanish Inquisition unleashed a rampage of unprecedented horror. People who
were different or held a different opinion were cruelly punished.
Almost all the important painters of this period, from Rogier van der Weyden to Antoon van
Dyck and Rembrandt all focused on the themes of justice, injustice and law in their work. They
were inspired by examples of righteous behaviour in Biblical stories, allegories, myths and
history. Their artworks show how crime is punished and provide solace for injustice.
Contemporary abuses are mocked and denounced. The art of justice and injustice was used to
decorate town halls and churches, and also penetrated the domestic sphere, mainly through
books and prints.

1. Maarten de Vos

The Tribunal of the Brabant Mint in Antwerp
1546 – KBC Snijders&Rockoxhuis, Antwerp
© KBC Antwerpen Snijders&Rockoxhuis

L A DY J UST ICE

This painting almost serves as an introduction to the sixteenth-century iconography
of law. Lady Justice stands in the centre. To her left, we can distinguish Moses and the
Byzantine Emperor Justinian. The Roman king Numa Pompilius stands to her right, and

No single image is so closely associated with the idea of justice as that of Lady Justice. It is

is probably flanked by Pliny the Elder. Moses, Justinian and Numa all played an impor-

easy to see why Maarten de Vos chose to feature her so prominently in the first painting of

tant role in the establishment of a code of law. The author Pliny wrote about the origin

this exhibition. As an important virtue since ancient times, she has always inspired human

of money. They were all considered examples to be followed by the gentlemen in the

action. From the sixteenth century onwards, she also personified law itself. To date, Lady

background, who were all members of the Brabant Mint. This body oversaw all financial

Justice can be found on the façades of law courts throughout the western world.

matters in Brabant. This painting was displayed in their courtroom.

Lady Justice is an allegorical figure. Her appearance and attributes reveal how law and justice
are viewed. The scales refer to the careful balancing of arguments in favour and against
something. Her sword symbolises decisiveness. The blindfold, meanwhile, indicates that Lady
Justice is always impartial.
Lady Justice is not the only figure to be portrayed with these attributes. Christian figures such
as Judith, Synagoga or the Archangel Michael also carry them. The meaning behind Lady
Justice’s image had not yet been fully established. Originally the blindfold referred to the
obstruction of justice.

Detail:
Moses is holding the stone tables with the Ten Commandments. The text on them is in
Hebrew, the language in which the Old Testament was originally written. What’s more, the
Hebrew in this painting is flawless, and contains no errors. De Vos may have possibly had
some help from Ludovicus Nonnius, a Sephardic Jew who had converted to Catholicism
and who lived in Antwerp.

2. Robert Péril

Geneological Tree of the House of Habsburg:
The Four Cardinal Virtues
1540 – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett
The four cardinal virtues are seated in a tree. Justitia (Justice) is sitting at the top left,
holding her sword and a set of scales. At the top right is Prudentia (Prudence), holding
her book and mirror. Fortitudo (Fortitude) appears at the lower left, with the lion, and
Temperantia (Temperance) at the lower right, accompanied by intertwined serpents. This
print is the top page of the 21-page geneological tree of the House of Habsburg. Its coat of
arms is featured at the centre of the foliage at the top of the tree. Princely houses sought to
legitimise themselves by tracing their origins as far back as they could, often to a legendary ruler (in this case, the Frankish King Pharamond).

3.

Justitia
In: Gregorius Reisch, Margerita philosophica, fol. 312v
1505 – Ghent University Library
© Universiteitsbibliotheek Gent, BHSL.HS.0007

A woman is sitting on a throne, with a sword and a book in her hands. The inscription
above her head refers to Lady Justice, here without her characteristic blindfold. She is
flanked by two exempla justitiae (examples of justice): the judgment of Solomon to the
left and the judgment of Trajan to the right. You will encounter these two stories again
elsewhere in the exhibition. This illustration was taken from the Margerita Philosophica,
a philosophy textbook. This version of the book is very special, however, due to its beautiful, full-page illustrations depicting the cardinal virtues (which obviously include Justice).

Detail:
The artist succeeds in subtly creating a sense of unity between the various scenes on this
page. Like Lady Justice, Solomon is wearing a gold garment, lined with ermine. The red
baldachin (under which judges or those practicing law are traditionally seated) of Lady
Justice’s throne is also present in the scene with Solomon, thus associating him directly
with the virtue of Justice.

4. Mansel Master and Simon Marmion

6.

The Four Cardinal Virtues

Justitia and Prudentia

In: Jean Mansel, La fleur des histoires, 1454 en 1467, fol. 448v
Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Brussels

In: Leonardus Lessius, De justitia et jure. Leuven: Jan Maes, 1605, title page
KU Leuven Bibliotheken - Maurits Sabbebibliotheek, Leuven

Jean Mansel, an official at the Court of Burgundy, compiled a variety of historical texts

In the 16th and 17th centuries, a growing number of intellectuals started to question the

into a history of the world entitled La fleur des histoires. The book was an enormous suc-

centuries-old virtue ethics of medieval scholasticism, which was founded on the strict

cess. This beautifully illuminated copy belonged to Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy. In

observance of authoritative texts. In his treatise De justitia et jure (on justice and law), the

this miniature, each of the four cardinal virtues is seated under a baldachin. From left to

Jesuit Leonardus Lessius wonders how the traditional church dogma can be consistent

right, we see Justitia (with her sword and set of scales), Temperantia (with a sieve on a bag

with a thriving trade. He stresses reason and equity in trade transactions. This is why

of coins), Prudentia (who is guarding a small chest) and Fortitudo (with a tower, restrain-

the title page contains an image of Lady Justice looking at her scales. Lessius also urges

ing a dragon). The miniatures in this luxurious manuscript were produced by the famous

people to observe prudence and caution, which explains why Prudence and her mirror are

Simon Marmion and a miniaturist known as the Mansel Master.

featured just as prominently as Lady Justice. The other cardinal virtues (Fortitude and
Temperance) are depicted here as well, albeit on a smaller scale.

5. Jacob Matham (attributed to), Hendrick Goltzius (after)

The Seven Virtues
1588 – Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
These elegant women represent the seven virtues, with their symbolic attributes. From
left to right: Hope (Spes) with chains, Prudence (Prudentia) with a mirror and a serpent, Faith (Fides) with a cross and a chalice, Charity (Caritas) with two children, Justice
(Justitia) with a set of scales and a sword, Fortitude (Fortitudo) with a pillar, and
Temperance (Temperantia) who is adding water to the wine. Hope, Charity and Faith are
theological virtues. Prudence, Fortitude, Temperance and Justice are the cardinal virtues.
Justice, which has been regarded as the most important virtue since Aristotle, towers
above the rest.

7. Peter Paul Rubens

8.

Astraea, Prudentia and Cornucopia

Judith Beheading Holofernes

In: Leonardus Lessius, De justitia et jure. Antwerp: Officina Plantiniana, 1621,
title page
KU Leuven Bibliotheken - Maurits Sabbebibliotheek, Leuven

17th century – Grootseminarie, Mechelen

© KU Leuven Bibliotheken – Maurits Sabbebibliotheek, 2-002654/D

A young woman, bedecked in jewellery and wearing seductive clothing, holds a sword in
her right hand, with the decapitated head of a man in her left. The scene was taken from
the Old Testament. A Jewish woman named Judith has seduced the Assyrian commander

In 1617, Rubens designed a new title page for De justitia et jure, portraying Justitia or

Holofernes and slain him in his army tent. Judith’s act was in repayment of Holoferne’s

Lady Justice as Astraea, the Greek goddess of justice, who is associated with the constel-

cruel siege of her native Betulia. In this painting Judith bears a striking resemblance to

lation of Virgo. On this title page, she is depicted between Leo and Libra, which are also

Lady Justice. Both of these figures are always portrayed with a sword as an attribute.

considered symbols of justice. The lion is associated with decisive justice. To the left, we

Whether or not the bloody sentence carried out by Judith is justified is a matter for

see Prudence (Prudentia) and a serpent. Abundance (Cornucopia) is depicted with

debate.

multiple breasts, bearing the horn of plenty.

Detail:
According to Lessius, man must attempt to control his passions. This is why Rubens
included two chained personifications among the virtues: to the left, Blind Violence and,
to the right Lust, which takes on the form of a satyr in this image. In the depiction of Blind
Violence, the blindfold, as in many early representations of Lady Justice, clearly has a
negative connotation. This personification is also featured on Maarten de Vos’s painting
for the Brabant Mint.

9. Maarten van Heemskerck

Justitia
1556 – Städel Museum, Frankfurt am Main
This female personification with a sword, a set of scales and a blindfold is easy to
recognise. It is obviously Lady Justice. Closer inspection, however, exposes something
very peculiar about the blindfold: it is semi-transparent, revealing the contours of Lady
Justice’s eyes through the fabric. Over the years, the blindfold of Lady Justice has become
a positive symbol. Here, however, it still seems to have a dual connotation. Did ambiguities like this one inspire interesting discussions?

10. Master of the Legend of St. Ursula

13 – 14.

The Synagogue

Allegory of Justice

1482 – Groeningemuseum, Bruges

17th century – Musée départemental de Flandre, Cassel

Although this blindfolded woman looks very similar to Lady Justice, she is the personi-

Justice scenes were often included in larger, decorative works, many of which have been

fication of the Synagogue (the Jewish house of prayer) and the Old Testament. With one

lost over time. These two panels were part of the woodwork in the Hôtel de la Noble Cour

hand, she holds a broken spear with a banner, while holding the stone tablets, which are

of the Castellany in Cassel, France. One panel depicts a dynamic Lady Justice with a

about to slide from her grasp, with the other. The counterpart to this Synagogue is

narrow blindfold, a set of scales and a sword. On the other panel, she embraces Peace

Ecclesia (the Christian Church) and the New Testament. Ecclesia is always depicted

(Pax), who is holding a palm branch. Lady Justice has cast her sword to the ground.

looking ahead decisively, while the Synagogue lives in the past, blind with her head down.

Where justice has wrought peace, weapons are no longer required.

In this context, the blindfold has a negative connotation.

15. Albrecht Dürer (attributed to)
11.

St. Michael Weighing Souls
16th century – Private collection, The Netherlands
Lady Justice has her specific attributes for a reason. The scales and sword were surely

The Fool Blindfolding Justitia
In: Sebastian Brandt, Navis stultorum, oft, der sotten schip. Antwerp: Jan van
Gelen, 1584, p. 144
Museum Plantin-Moretus, Antwerp

inspired by the traditional depiction of the Archangel Michael, who is said to weigh the

Lady Justice, carrying her scales and sword, is being blindfolded by a jester, the symbol

individual’s sins and good deeds on his scales at the Last Judgement. If the sins outweigh

of foolishness. This is one of the oldest representations of Lady Justice with a blindfold,

the good deeds, the soul will inevitably be sent to Hell. Michael uses the sword to separate

which clearly still has a negative connotation in this work. In Das Narrenschiff, Sebastian

the souls, as well as to fight Satan. In this group of sculptures, the devil is represented as a

Brandt heckles the abuses that were common during his time. This print illustrates his

monstrous dragon that is crushed by Michael.

criticism of never-ending, useless and expensive legal proceedings. He has painted heckles
(combs used for processing wool or flax) lying on the ground. This is a reference to a
Dutch expression (iemand over de hekel halen) which means to speak ill of someone.

12.

Allegory of Peace and Justice
c. 1580 – Private collection, Belgium
The representation of Justitia and Pax kissing one another is a reference to Psalm 85
(Verse 11): ‘Mercy and truth are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed each
other’. Although we can recognise the sword of Lady Justice and the olive branch of Peace
(Pax), both attributes are located close to the woman to the left, making it unclear which
personification is Justice and which is Peace. This intriguing question has been the
subject of many interesting debates. Paintings such as this one were once very popular
in scholarly humanist circles.

16. Johann Theodor de Bry, Maarten van Heemskerck (after)

Justitia Falling from a Rearing Horse
1611 – Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
Lady Justice, holding her sword and scales, is sitting on a rearing horse, facing the wrong
way and about to fall to the ground. This work is an emblem: an image with a motto and
a subscription or short poem. As is always the case with an emblem, the message is very
edifying. The subscriptio, which has not survived here, compares the world to a rearing
horse that is unfazed by anything that might attempt to hold it down. Laws and justice
are compromised in a world in which everyone is striving to defend his own interests and
unrestricted freedom.

17. Hermann tom Ring (attributed to)

Allegory of Faithlessness
16th century - Museum van de stad Brussel - Broodhuis, Brussels
© Museum van de stad Brussel - Broodhuis

Since the 16th century, Lady Justice has been represented in various ways. She is
portrayed here as a seductive woman wearing sensuous garments and precious jewellery. Holding a set of scales in her left hand, she looks viewers straight in the eye, as if
confronting them with a pressing question. This painting was donated to the Brussels
town hall in the 19th century. After having been attributed to Hubert Goltzius for several
decades, the work is now listed as having been produced by the Westphalian master
Hermann tom Ring.

Detail:
The objects on the set of scales help to decipher this allegory. The hands in the right scale
are in the shape of a handshake, one of the oldest ways of sealing an agreement.
A feather in the other scale, however, weighs more than the hands. The painter thus
exposes the frivolous way in which people fail to adhere to agreements that have been
made or contracts that have been signed. This symbolism refers to an emblem by the
French humanist Guillaume de la Perrière.

18.

Cope depicting the Last Judgement
First half of the 16th century – Church of St. Amandus, Hooglede
A series of scenes from Genesis, the first book of the Bible, have been embroidered on the

THE E X A MPLE OF THE
BIBL E A N D A N TIQU IT Y
What is justice? Philosophers have been asking themselves this question since ancient times.
Visual artists are often tasked with representing the concept of justice in a way that everyone
can understand. They often use the Bible or ancient Greek and Roman culture for this, which
are teeming with striking examples such as the judgements of the Jewish king Solomon or the
Roman emperor Trajan.
The old and new law are very different. Compare Moses with the Tablets of the Law by Philippe
de Champaigne with Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery. The
former depicts the unwavering precepts of the God of the Old Testament, which have been
carved in stone. The law is the law. In Bruegel’s work, Christ writes his law in the sand. There
is plenty of margin for compassion and interpretation.
Rulers often liked to associate themselves with righteous figures from the past. Bernard van
Orley’s Crucifixion with Mary and St. John portrays Margaret of Austria as Caritas or the virtue
of charity. In Lucas de Heere’s Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, Solomon looks suspiciously
like Philip II.

front of this liturgical vestment. They tell the story of the first human beings on earth:
Adam and Eve, and their sons Cain and Abel. It is a story about disobedience to God
and God’s punishment. We see God forbidding Adam and Eve to eat fruit from the tree
of good and evil; Eve, who does so all the same; their expulsion from Paradise, and Cain
murdering Abel.
The back of the vestment bears a large-scale representation of the Last Judgement, the
final event in the Bible. This liturgical garment thus emphasises God’s role as a legislator
and judge throughout the history of mankind.

19. Peter Paul Rubens and Workshop

The Judgement of Solomon
c. 1613-1614 – Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid
© Museo Nacional del Prado

In this work, Rubens depicts a story from the Old Testament (1 Kings 3:16-28). It is one
of the most popular exempla justitiae (examples of justice). Two women, who live in the
same house, each assert that they are the mother of a child. A second child has died. The
women bring their dispute to King Solomon, who renders judgement and orders that
the living child be divided in two. The woman who begs him not to do this is recognised
as the child’s real mother. Rubens emphasises the muscular executioner, who is about to
carry out Solomon’s gruesome order.

Detail:
In this painting, Rubens emphasises the unfolding drama, the interaction between the
characters and the emotions on their face. The emotions of the two self-declared mothers
are especially remarkable. Bitter tears roll down the cheeks of the real mother, while the
other woman looks at her in exasperation.

20. Lucas de Heere

Solomon and the Queen of Sheba
1559 – St. Bavo’s Cathedral, Ghent
© www.lukasweb.be - Art in Flanders vzw, photo: Dominique Provost

This painting features an interesting contemporary interpretation of the Biblical story of
the visit of Queen of Sheba to King Solomon. The queen was very impressed with Solomon’s wisdom. Here the latter’s features clearly resemble King Philip II. This artwork was
created by the painter and poet Lucas de Heere on the occasion of the 23rd Chapter of the
Golden Fleece, in Ghent, in 1559. The Queen of Sheba in this scene may possibly refer to
the Netherlands, offering their riches to the king, in hopes that he will act as a just ruler in
return.

Detail:
The figure on the far left of the painting portrays Viglius Aytta (1507-1577). He was a
member of the Great Council of Mechelen from 1543 onwards. In 1549, he was appointed
as president of the Secret Council. Five years later, he was made President of the Council
of State.

21. Bernard van Orley (design)

Allegorical Crucifixion with Misericordia and Justitia
c. 1523 – Colecciones Reales, Patrimonio Nacional, Real Monasterio de San
Lorenzo de El Escorial
This crucifixion scene features the Apostle John and the Virgin Mary to the right of the
cross, along with two other figures who are less commonly portrayed in such scenes.
Misericordia (Mercy) kneels to collect Christ’s blood in a chalice. Justice is easy to recognise, due to her sword, which she is placing in its sheath – she too will show mercy in the
execution of her task. This tapestry is a section of the baldachin of Margaret of Austria’s
throne. The archduchess wished to use this unusual iconography to emphasise the core
values of her policy.

22. Bernard van Orley

24. Philippe de Champaigne

Crucifixion with the Virgin Mary and St. John the Evangelist

Moses with the Tablets of the Law

c. 1525 – Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam

c. 1640-1648 – The Schorr Collection, London

Margaret of Austria commissioned this crucifixion scene from her court painter, Bernard

A bearded man, wearing an opulent blue cloak, stares at the spectator with a penetrating

van Orley. As portrayed in the baldachin, Margaret stressed the virtues that she would

yet compassionate gaze. This is obviously Moses, and he is carrying the stone tablets

strive to apply in her policy. In the sky on the left, we can see Charity (Caritas) caring for

bearing the Ten Commandments, in which God outlines how people should live their

several children. To the right, Justice sheathes her sword. It is interesting to note that

lives. Moses holds the tables like a codex or book of law that has been flipped open. The

Charity has Margaret’s features, while Justice bears a striking resemblance to Margaret’s

Ten Commandments are depicted here in the vernacular language, French. Moses’s hand

niece, Isabella of Austria – an example of blatant propaganda.

and the left tablet extend slightly beyond the stone parapet, reinforcing the illusionistic
power of this painting. The work invites us to read and reflect. The artist, Philippe de
Champaigne, was born and trained in Brussels, although he worked primarily in France.

23. Adriaen Collaert, Maarten de Vos (design)

Sacrifices according to the Law of Nature, the Law of Moses
and the Law of the Gospel
1588 – Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Brussels
© Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, EST P° XVI NL - Collaert Dynasty - NHD 1068 - S.IV 86279
(Magazijn - Prentenkabinet)

The left oval depicts three Old Testament sacrifices that pre-date the Law of Moses. To the
left are Noah and his family, with Abraham and Isaac to the right and Cain and Abel in
the background. In the background of the central scene, Moses receives the law from God.
In the foreground, the animals for the sacrifice of Moses and Aaron are being prepared
according to detailed rules. The right oval contains a depiction of a law of Christ: the
Catholic sacrament of the Eucharist, which is celebrated during Mass. This print has a
clear Counter-reformist message: the Catholic Eucharist is founded on Old Testament
precedents.

25. Jan Brueghel the Elder, Pieter Bruegel the Elder (after)

Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery
c. 1593-1597 – Private collection, Belgium
© Museum Hof van Busleyden, Mechelen, photo: Dries Van den Brande

Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery is one of the few paintings that Pieter Bruegel
the Elder left to his children, who barely knew him. His son Jan must have cherished this
precious work, as he copied it several times. The scene refers to a passage in the Gospel of
John (7:53-8:11). In the centre of the canvas, we see an elegantly dressed woman looking
down affably. She has been accused of adultery, and the scribes and Pharisees want to
stone her. They are opposed by Christ, who is kneeling at the front left of the scene.

Detail:
The surprised spectators point at Jesus, who is writing in the sand with his finger, ‘Die
sonder sonde is die…’ (Let him who is without sin…), inspiring us to add spontaneously
‘cast a stone at her’. We can see several stones lying on the ground, ready to be cast.
They remain on the ground, as Christ convinces the scribes that they should not be so
strict in applying the laws of Moses, which are depicted elsewhere in this exhibition as the
‘old law’, hewn in stone in a painting by de Champaigne. Here, Christ suggests a new law,
which is reasonable, flexible and subject to change. The bystanders leave, looking guilty.

26.

Moses Receives the Tables of the Law
c. 1475-1525 – Museum Hof van Busleyden, Mechelen
This limestone console was taken from the refuge of St. Hubert’s Abbey in Mechelen.
A refuge was a space to which nuns or friars could flee in case of danger. Known as a
corbel, this architectural ornament was used to support the ceiling. In the console, Moses
triumphantly holds up the stone tablets with God’s law. In line with tradition, they are
curved at the top. Moses is depicted with horns, a reference to a centuries-old error in the
translation of the Hebrew word karan, which could mean either ‘horned’ or ‘radiant’. The
expressiveness of Gothic sculpture is evident in the angular folds of Moses’s robe.

27. Hubert and Jan van Eyck (copy after)

The Knights of Christ and The Just Judges
Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen
This is a copy of two panels of The Mystic Lamb (1432) by Hubert and Jan van Eyck,
which is on display in the Cathedral of St. Bavo in Ghent. The ‘just judges’ are depicted
on the left, with the knights of Christ standing to the right. These two groups represent
the worldly powers who are on their way to adore the Christ. In this work, the ‘judges’
are the rulers, who also administered justice. The faces of several of the just judges have
features that are quite similar to those of contemporary rulers, including Philip the Good,
the Duke of Burgundy. After the panel was stolen in 1934, the painter Jef Van der Veken
created a copy in the 1940s, in which he gave one of the judges the features of the Belgian
King Leopold III.

28. Jan van der Straet (alias Joannes Stradanus)

The Justice of Trajan
c. 1563 – Private collection, Belgium
The Bruges artist Jan van der Straet emigrated to Italy, changing his name to Stradanus
and achieving considerable fame in the Medici court in Florence. This drawing shows a
very popular exemplum in the Christian world, based on a story from Roman history.
A child is being crushed to death by one of Trajan’s cavalrymen. At the bottom of the
drawing, the mother is standing next to her son’s body, begging Trajan for justice. Trajan
then orders the man’s execution. According to various sources, the cavalryman was
Trajan’s own son.

29. Maarten de Vos

The Calumny of Apelles
Last quarter of the 16th century – Private collection, Luxembourg
The Roman poet Lucian described a complicated allegorical painting by the Greek artist
Apelles. The work was irretrievably lost, and painters have been attempting to imitate
it for centuries. Maarten de Vos is the only Netherlandish painter who was so bold as to
paint a large-scale version of it. Suspicion and Ignorance advise the king, depicted here
with long, asinine ears. Calumny approaches, bearing a torch and dragging along the
accused, who is a mere child. Calumny is accompanied by Treason, Deceit and Envy
(an elderly masked man). Repentance wears a black robe and is overcome with sorrow.

Detail:
A bearded and winged old man holds a nude woman in front of him. The old man is Time,
with an hourglass floating above his head. He is presenting his daughter, Truth, to us (consider the expression ‘the naked truth’). Time was de Vos’s own addition, as Lucian’s text
makes no mention of her. A scholarly, humanist audience would have understood that
de Vos was attempting to add a dimension of hope to this scene about injustice: in time,
truth will always prevail.

30. Pieter Bruegel the Elder

The Calumny of Apelles
1565 – The British Museum, Londen
Pieter Bruegel the Elder also painted a version of Apelles’s work, based on Lucian’s
description, although he adhered to the Latin text more closely than Maarten de Vos
did. In this depiction, the figure of Time is absent, and Truth sits helplessly in a corner,
while Repentance gazes at her mournfully. The setting is more austere, and the figures
are dressed less lavishly. Moreover, Bruegel has added the names of the personifications.
Bruegel’s version is several decades older than the painting by de Vos.

31. Quinten Massijs

Passion triptych: Ecce Homo
1517 – Museu Nacional de Machado de Castro, Coimbra
© Museu Nacional Machade de Castro, Coimbra - Ecce Homo, Quentin Metsys - Photo: José

ECCE HOMO

Pessoa - Direção-Geral do Património Cultural / Arquivo de Documentação Fotográfica (DGPC/
ADF)

In his characteristic ermine coat, the chief justice Pontius Pilatus is presenting Christ
In the Christian world, for a long time one single miscarriage of justice made all others pale

– in a cloak and a crown of thorns – to the jeering crowd. This is the right panel of the

into insignificance. The conviction and execution of Christ by the Romans was considered the

passion altarpiece painted by Quinten Massijs for the convent of Santa Clara in Coim-

most flagrant injustice in history.

bra, Portugal. The scene is set in the 16th century, as evidenced by the clothes worn by

Representations of the suffering and death of Christ often had a contemporary meaning in
the visual arts. Christ comes to represent every person who is treated unjustly. Likewise, the
Roman soldiers represent all the unrighteous rulers and the Jewish high priests personify
all unreliable members of the clergy. This also explains why the Biblical story often unfolds
against a contemporary setting. Take, for example, the sixteenth-century church tower in
Quinten Massijs’ Ecce Homo or the seventeenth-century façade in Rembrandt’s Christ
presented to the People.
During the first centuries after Christ, many of his followers were sentenced to death in a
similar manner because of their faith. They are called martyrs. Centuries later they were still
regularly portrayed in the visual arts. Anyone who was confronted with injustice drew solace
and strength from their plight. At the same time, these artworks glorified the act of dying for
your faith, which is why they sometimes feel uncomfortably relevant for us today.

the characters and the church tower in the background. By setting this scene of suffering
in the spectator’s time, the artist emphasis the contemporary relevance of the injustice
committed against Christ.

Detail:
This work has a clear anti-Semitic message. The pointed hats and the long noses indicate
that Pilate and the crowd are Jews. In the 16th century, many people still held the Jews
accountable for the sentencing, suffering and death of Christ. Further reinforced by grotesque, caricatural representations (such as the one presented here), this belief justified
the mistrust of and racism against Jews, which would continue for several centuries.

32. Nicolas van der Veken (attributed to)

Christ on the Cold Stone
Second half of the 17th century – Church of St. Catherine, Mechelen
The detailed rendering of the body – beaded with numerous drops of blood –and the use
of polychromy make this Christ figure eerily realistic. The representation of Christ on the
Cold Stone is a reference to an apocryphal episode that was later added to the story of the
Passion. After bearing the cross, and being stripped of his cloak, Christ rests and reflects
on his fate. Such a sculpture urges the viewer to do the same, reflecting on the injustice
committed against Christ. This sculpture is attributed to the Mechelen sculptor Nicolas
van der Veken.

33. Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn

Christ Presented to the People
1655 – Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Brussels
© Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, S.II 5793

A crowd is standing before a dais, where Pontius Pilate, wearing a turban and holding the
rod of authority, is presenting Christ to the people. The scene is purposefully set in
Rembrandt’s own time. Instead of a palace in ancient Jerusalem, the façade of the
building in front of which the scene unfolds is similar to a typical Dutch town hall.
The crowd is a cross-section of the population, with children and elderly people, young
noblemen and crippled beggars.

Detail:
The building’s portal is flanked by two caryatids or herms, sculptures of women that
were used as pillars. The caryatid on the left represents Lady Justice. She is blindfolded,
carrying a set of scales and something resembling a sword or rod of authority. To the right
is Fortitude, leaning on a pillar. The lion skin and club are reminiscent of Hercules, who
was associated with the Dutch Republic at the time. With the two caryatids, Rembrandt
was supposedly attempting to represent an effective – or perhaps overly decisive – justice
system, as the judge in this scene blithely condemns an innocent man to death.

34. Peter Paul Rubens

36. Jan Provoost

The Flagellation of Christ (modello)

The Martyrdom of St. Catherine of Alexandria

c. 1614 – Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Ghent

c. 1500 -1510 – Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen

Blood is running down the back of Christ, who is hunched over, seeming to shrink even

The eloquent Catherine of Alexandria was sentenced to death for daring to protest to the

more with each stroke of the whip on his body. An executioner aims a cruel kick at one of

pagan Roman emperor Maxentius about the persecution of Christians. Appearing in the

his legs. Rubens has represented this scene with all of his usual virtuosity and typically dy-

background is the wheel on which she was supposed to be killed, but which was destroyed

namic brushwork. White accents add depth to the scene. We can almost feel the injustice

by divine intervention. The emperor, who is holding a rod of authority, then ordered that

that is being wrought against Christ. Rubens created this oil sketch, in preparation for

Catherine be beheaded. Inspired by a woodcut by Albrecht Dürer, Provoost moves the

a monumental painting for St. Paul’s Church in Antwerp, which is still on display today.

executioner and his victim more into the foreground, stressing the gruesome outcome

The painting is part of a series about the 15 Mysteries of the Rosary, to which 11 Antwerp

of this unjust sentence.

artists contributed works.

37 – 44.
35. Simon de Vos

The Martyrdom of St. Philip
1645 or 1648 – Palais des Beaux-Arts, Lille
© Photo RMN-GP - Jacques Quecq d’Henripret

The Legend of St. Victor
c. 1510-1520 – Museum Hof van Busleyden, Mechelen
These eight panels are part of a series of 16 panels about the martyrdom of Saint Victor
of Marseilles (died c. 290 CE), an officer in the Roman army. When Emperor Maximian

After he had criticised the local pagan religion, the apostle Philip was sentenced to death

visited the region, Victor openly called on everyone to practice the Christian faith. The

by crucifixion in Hierapolis, in present-day Turkey. Philip prayed to God and caused an

emperor ordered his capture, but Victor succeeded in converting his guards. When Victor

earthquake. The spectators to the left are looking up, with expressions of guilt and fear.

denounced the worship of idols, even to the point of kicking one to the ground, his foot

The executioners try to silence Philip by bludgeoning him. Following Rubens’s death,

was cut off. He was then sentenced to being crushed to death between two millstones.

Simon de Vos specialised in cabinet paintings in the style of the master. These small

When the millstones broke, he was beheaded instead. After his death, several miracles

paintings were especially popular with private collectors. The glossy appearance is due to

occurred around or near his grave. These paintings were probably commissioned for the

the fact that it is painted on copper. The story of St. Philip emphasises the injustice of the

Mechelen convent of the sisters of the Order of St. Victor.

sentence imposed on the apostle

45. Frans Hogenberg

Execution of Counts Egmond and Horne
Second half of the 16th century – Ghent University Library
This print is part of a series of historical prints about events taking place in the 16th

INJUSTICE IN THE
SI X T EE N T H CE N T U RY
The sixteenth century is commonly considered the beginning of modern times. Our sense of
injustice mainly developed during this period. Two situations are largely responsible for this:
the violence between Reformers and Catholics during the Reformation and the atrocities of

century, primarily in the Netherlands. The prints were produced by the Mechelen artist
Frans Hogenberg. The two men in this print are being executed in a horrific manner, as
a crowd looks on. One of the two men, above whom the artist has inscribed the name
‘Egmond’, has already died. ‘Horne’ is about to undergo the same fate. Shortly after his
arrival in the Netherlands, the Spanish Duke of Alva ordered the decapitation of Counts
Egmond and Horne. The two noblemen became the symbol of the injustice against the
Netherlands under Spanish rule.

the Spanish conquistadores in the New World. They have become prototypical examples of
injustice against a different faith or race.

46.

The development of printing contributed to spreading reports about these abuses. Books

William of Orange’s Soldiers Raid the Carthusian Convent at
Roermond

and prints could be easily produced and widely distributed, often in different languages. As a
result, the Dutch Revolt was big news throughout Europe. The Spanish missionary Bartolomé
de las Casas reported on the injustice against the native population in the Americas from the
other side of the world.
The often gruesome images in these publications are difficult to forget. Powerful imagery
played an important role in raising awareness about injustice, just like it still does in today’s
media.

In: Richard Verstegan, Théâtre des cruautez des héréticques de nostre temps.
Antwerp: Adrien Hubert, 1588, p. 61
Ghent University Library
During his studies at Oxford, the writer Richard Verstegan converted to Catholicism. He
fled England and moved to Antwerp in 1586. This work depicts a French translation of
his book, Theatrum Crudelitatum haereticorum, in which Verstegan lists the atrocities
committed by ‘heretics’ (often Protestant) throughout Europe. This illustration depicts a
murderous raid by Dutch Calvinist noblemen (geuzen), who were searching for money in
the church of the Carthusian convent in Roermond. Verstegan’s one-sided opinion about
the religious turbulence of his time was a true propaganda tool, as it encouraged Catholics
to combat the injustice wrought by the Protestants.

47. Jan Luyken

Anneken Hendriks Burned to Death in Amsterdam in 1571
In: Tielemans Jansz. van Braght, Het bloedig tooneel, of, Martelaers spiegel der
doops-gesinde of weereloose Christenen. Amsterdam: H. Sweerts, 1685, p. 539
Ghent University Library
This work depicts Anneken Hendriks, an Anabaptist (i.e. Protestant advocating adult
baptism), being cast into the fire. She has been tied to a ladder. Catholic priests and
monks have had her sentenced to death. Jan Luyken depicted Hendriks and 103 other
martyrs for the second print of Tieleman Jansz. van Braght’s Het Bloedig Tooneel, of
Martelaers Spiegel. This ‘book of martyrs’ is a collection of stories about the horrific
deaths of Christian martyrs. Such books were very popular with Anabaptists. They associated their persecution with earlier Christian martyrdom, starting with that of Christ.

48. Dirck van Delen

Allegory of the Tyranny of the Duke of Alva
c. 1630 – Museum Catharijneconvent, Utrecht
© Museum Catharijneconvent, Utrecht / photo Ruben de Heer

The Duke of Alva is seated in a classically inspired hall under a red baldachin. The duplicitous cardinal Granvelle is advising him, with the support of the pope and the devil. The
17 Provinces (depicted here as women with coats of arms), kneel in front of his throne,
imploring him. Documents with the rights and titles of Dutch noblemen have been torn
apart. The paper under Alva’s foot reads, ‘Religie wert vervolgt’ (Religion shall be prosecuted), which does not bode well. This composition, which is an indictment of the Duke
of Alva, became very popular, and exists in several different versions.

Detail:
Attentive viewers will notice a small, very sinister scene in the background. A crowd has
gathered around the gallows, where two men are about to be executed. Anyone viewing
this painting at the time it was produced would recognise this current event: the execution
of the Count of Egmond and the Count of Horne. Their deaths symbolised the tyranny of
Alva and the ‘Council of Troubles’, which he appointed. The scene suggests that the
supplications of the 17 Provinces will fall on deaf ears with the cruel tyrant.

49. Theodor de Bry, Joos van Winghe (design)

Conquistadors Committing Atrocities against the Indians
In: Bartolomé de las Casas, Narratio regionum Indicarum per Hispanos
devastatarum. Frankfurt am Main: Theodor de Bry, 1598, p. 10
© Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, VB 11.396 A 1 RP, Bibliotheek van België, Brussels

Spanish soldiers are engaged in a mass execution, even killing children. In his book
Brevísima relación de la destrucción de las Indias, the Dominican Bartolomé de las Casas
condemned the Spanish atrocities against the Native American population. He is therefore often regarded as the father of the ban on slavery. What is often forgotten, however,
is that las Casas thought that the Indians should be replaced by African slaves. His ideas
were nevertheless very progressive as compared to the prevailing notion at the time that
the Spanish were superior to the ‘barbaric Indians’.

Detail:
This is the Latin translation of the book by las Casas. The work was illustrated by two
Dutch artists: Joos van Winghe and Theodor de Bry. The outfits of the Spanish soldiers
would have been easily recognised by 16th-century Dutch readers, immediately reminding
them of the atrocities committed by the Spanish occupying forces during the Eighty Years’
War. It should therefore come as no surprise that las Casas’ book was a true best-seller in
the rebellious Netherlands.

50. Theodor de Bry and Sons

Torture of a Conquistador by Indians
In: Girolamo Benzoni, Americae pars quarta. Frankfurt am Main: Johann
Feyerabend, 1594, p. 20
Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Brussels
© Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, II 14.250 C 4

Girolamo Benzoni was an Italian merchant and explorer. He described his American
travels in the Historia del Mondo Nuovo, in which he voices his explicit hatred of the
Spanish. The book was based in part on the writings of Bartolomé de las Casas, and it was
illustrated with prints by de Bry. Most of the prints condemn the atrocities committed by
the Conquistadors. This print is an exception, as it depicts the Indians subjecting their
colonisers to cruelty. Although De Bry never travelled outside Europe, his prints depicting
the New World were an enormous success. In some cases, he misrepresented the truth
(whether deliberately or unintentionally).

Detail:
Although several gruesome instances of cannibalism are depicted in the background of
this scene, the bizarre ritual in the foreground draws our attention first. Native Americans
are pouring molten gold down the throat of a Spanish soldier. Such ‘mirror punishments’
were very popular in Europe at that time, with the nature of the punishment often reflecting the crime. The amputation of a thief’s hand is one example. This print is similar in the
sense that it depicts the punishment of the Spaniards’ lust for gold. Imagine how the sight
of this scene would have delighted the Protestant audience at whom this book was aimed.

51. Philips Galle, Pieter Bruegel the Elder (design)

Justitia
c. 1559 – Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Brussels
© Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, S.II 135128

JU RISDICTION
PORTR AY ED
Pieter Bruegel the Elder portrayed the various stages of the sixteenth-century legal
process in minute detail in his Justitia print. It features, among others, the trial, the
torture, the corporal punishment and the death sentence.
It is quite exceptional that the visual arts offer us an insight into the legal practice of this
era. We mainly rely on written treatises for this. In some instances, they are illustrated, as
is the case for the writings of the Bruges lawyer Joost de Damhoudere. Artists such as Peter Paul Rubens, meanwhile, take a keen interest in the anatomy of the punished human
body.
Lawyers, public prosecutors and notaries are frequently portrayed in the visual arts, often
in a less than flattering manner. They are money-grubbers and are easily bribed, abusing
their clients’ ignorance and the slow legal system. Strangely enough, many lawyers chose
to hang such works on the walls of their offices. The message was very simple: while their
colleagues may engage in such offensive behaviour, they most definitely do not.

This Bruegel print is part of a series about the seven virtues. The various steps in the legal
process can be distinguished in the swarming surrounding the blindfolded Lady Justice,
who is holding her set of scales and sword. To the bottom right, two suspects appear
before the court, one holding a cross in his hand. At the bottom left, another suspect is
being tortured. The bailiff and the court clerk are writing down his confession. A sentence
is being carried out in the background. The bailiff to the left raises his sword to decapitate
somebody. The crowd behind him is watching someone being flogged. In the building to
the right, a man’s hand is being chopped off.
Legend: Scopus legis est, aut eum quem punit emendet, aut poena eius caeteros meliores
reddet aut sublatis malis caeteri securiores vivant (‘The aim of the law is to improve those
who are punished, or to improve others by his punishment or to ensure a better life for
those remaining behind after evil has been eliminated’).

Detail:
The gallows field was situated at the edge of the city or slightly beyond, as depicted to
the left in the background of the print. The convicts have been hanged on the gallows or
bound to a wheel, and left as prey for the hungry birds. A crowd witnesses another convict
being burned at the stake. In the top left corner, a miniature crucifixion scene serves as a
subtle reminder of the death of Christ, as well as a warning to legal practitioners that this
historic injustice must never be repeated.

52. Marinus van Reymerswale

The Lawyer’s Office
1545 – New Orleans Museum of Art Museum Purchase through the Ella West Freeman
Foundation Matching Fund

This merciless satire provides a glimpse into in a 16th-century lawyer’s office. A very old
client hands his corpulent lawyer a bag of gold, while a clerk takes notes. The three men
to the right represent the three different ages of man, insinuating that trials can last a
lifetime. We can actually read what is written in the procedural documents, which refer
to a real court case from the village of Reimerswaal, where the painter was born. The case
lasted 12 years and was finally brought before the Great Council of Mechelen – endless
proceedings, a practice that continues even today.

53. Pieter Brueghel the Younger

The Peasant Lawyer
1620 – Groeningemuseum, Bruges
© www.lukasweb.be - Art in Flanders vzw, photo Hugo Maertens

While this painting is usually referred to as The Peasant Lawyer, it has been suggested
that it actually depicts a solicitor. In Brueghel’s day, this person would defend the interests
of one party in court, taking care of all the formal deeds and procedural documents.
Unlike the lawyer, the solicitor did not have a university degree. The distinction between
the two professions was very vague, especially in rural areas. In this painting, Brueghel
presents a merciless picture of legal practice. The villagers bring all kinds of goods to the
lawyer’s office, to pay him in kind. Where there should be some semblance of order, chaos
reigns.

Detail:
One striking element in this painting are the bags on the wall, in which all procedural
documents were kept. A note on each bag indicates the case to which it refers.
The expression ‘the case is pending’ refers to the use of these bags. The lawyer in this
painting is anything but orderly, and the torn documents on the floor raise questions
about the quality of his work.

54. Aegidius Dickmann, Pieter Brueghel the Younger (after)

57.

Peasants Visiting the Lawyer

Two Forms of Summons

1618 – Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

In: Joost de Damhoudere, Practycke in civile saecken. The Hague: weduwe
Hillebrant Jacobsz van Wouw, 1626, p. 117
Ghent University Library

Attentive viewers will notice that Dickmann painted a mirror image of Brueghel’s
The Peasant Lawyer, as is common with engravings. This engraving was produced three
years after Brueghel’s painting. Dickmann added inscriptions in Latin and German, both

The prints that de Damhoudere prepared for practycke in civile saecken depict the steps

ridiculing the legal world. The engraving and inscriptions demonstrate the rapid pace at

involved in 16th-century civil proceedings. This print shows two forms of summons. The

which Brueghel’s merciless satire was disseminated internationally. The problem of care-

bailiff is presented in the foreground, carrying a short rod, handing a sealed document to

less and rogue lawyers was apparently not restricted to the Netherlands.

the summoned party. One interesting detail is that the latter is sitting in a pub called
De Zwaan (The Swan), which was once symbolic of a brothel. If the summoned party
could not be found, he could be summoned ‘by edict’, as shown in the background.

55. Cornelis Saftleven

Satire on Litigious Farmers
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam
© Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam / Photographer: Studio Tromp, Rotterdam

Saftleven was a painter from Rotterdam who liked to paint peasant scenes and animal
satires. He enjoyed poking fun at people, representing them as animals, with a great sense
of detail. In this painting, the lawyer is easy to recognise. Wearing a beret and a fur collar,
he is depicted as a bespectacled owl – sighted, but not seeing. This does not bode well for
his clients, including the pig that is handing him a gold coin. Above the lawyer, the painter has added an inscription: Die wil regten om een koe, die blijft vrij tuys en brengt er nog
een toe (fighting over a cow will cost you at least another), warning the viewer against the
consequences of endless legal proceedings.

56. Pieter Coecke van Aelst (environment of)

Allegory of Just Justice
Second quarter of the 16th century – STAM, Ghent
The judge in this stained-glass window is easily recognised, as he is holding a rod of
authority. A wealthy gentleman and a beggar in rags are addressing him. The judge is
turned towards the poor man, unimpressed by the bag of money that the rich man is
thrusting at him. The scene is framed by grotesque decorations. The central scene and
the verses at the bottom incite judges to be neutral. Bribery was a major problem in court
cases, as the judges were often paid by the parties involved in the proceedings.

58. Jacob Jordaens

Saint Ivo
c. 1630-1640 – The British Museum, Londen
The lawyer in this coloured drawing is wearing a beret and an opulent cloak lined with
ermine. A poor family is begging him and his clerks for assistance. This scene is not a
detailed study of the daily life of a lawyer. It was a preliminary study for a devotional
portrait of Saint Ivo – a 13th-century lawyer and the patron saint of all legal scholars and
practitioners. In other paintings (KMSKB, Brussels; KMSKA, Antwerp; Louvre, Paris),
Jordaens depicts Saint Ivo standing, like a lawyer arguing his case before the court.

Detail:
Saint Ivo is usually portrayed in the typical costume of an ecclesiastical judge, wearing
a red toga with an ermine collar. The yellow cloak in this drawing is thus very unusual. In
other paintings of Saint Ivo, Jordaens does depict him in a red toga.

59. Peter Paul Rubens and an Italian master (Francesco Salviati?)

Two Chained Prisoners
First half of the 17th century – Musées d’Angers
© Musées d’Angers

This drawing refers to a fresco by Francesco Salviati in the Palazzo Farnese in Rome,
in which two prisoners are standing alongside the ruler, Ranuccio Farnese, as a symbol
of his military power. The first sketch of this drawing was probably made by an Italian
artist (possibly Salviati himself ). Peter Paul Rubens retouched it at a later date, adding
four bands to the sides. Rubens emphasises the heroism and drama of the prisoners. He
designed similar chained figures at other points during his career, as in the title page that
he created for De justitia et jure by Lessius, which is included elsewhere in this exhibition
(no. 7).

60. Peter Paul Rubens (attributed to)

Male Nude, lying down
1st half 17th Century - Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett
The artist needed only a few strokes of his pen to draw this chained prisoner. The drawing
was possibly inspired by a figure by Pieter Bruegel the Elder: the tortured man in the
lower left of the Justitia print, on display elsewhere in this exhibition (no. 51). Rubens’s
apprentice, Antoon van Dyck, copied this figure in his Antwerp sketchbook. Rubens painted a similar recumbent man in his Triumph of Victory (Wilhelmshöhe Palace, Kassel).
Not surprisingly, the deft drawing presented here is often associated with Rubens or his
apprentices and colleagues.

61.

Torture
In: Joost de Damhoudere, Practycke in criminele saken. Rotterdam, Pieter van
Waesberge, 1650, p. 55
Ghent University Library
We are witnessing a gruesome scene of torture. The executioner slowly tightens the ropes
with which the suspect is tied between a wall and a bench. The judge, who is holding
the rod of authority, looks on unperturbed. There is no sign of emotion anywhere in this
scene. The figures are either undergoing, executing or observing the punishment impassively. This illustration was featured in Joost de Damhoudere’s Practycke in criminele
saken. This book owes its bestseller status to the prints that were added at the insistence
of de Damhoudere – a good move, in terms of marketing.

62. Peter Paul Rubens

Landscape with Gallows
c. 1635 – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie
This stormy landscape, which Rubens has painted with great skill, portrayed gothic horror
before it was known as such. To the left, flashing in the dark, is the white capirote of the
convict, whose corpse is dangling from the gallows, swinging in the wind. Next to the
gallows, a few limbs have been left behind on a rickety breaking wheel. The fragility of
human life contrasts strongly with the menacing fortress in the background – could this
be where the convict was sentenced? Although menacing, like a storm, justice is of vital
importance, like the rain which will soon wash over the barren land.

63. Korneel Berincx (copy after)

The Great Council under Philip the Handsome on
22 January 1503
19th century – Municipal Archives Mechelen

A RT A N D THE DECOR AT I O N O F L AW C O U R T S
A N D TOW N H A L L S
Can art make better human being of us? In the early modern Netherlands, people certainly
seemed to believe this was possible. Justice scenes were prominently featured in courtrooms
and were created to encourage judges to fulfil their duties with integrity and with honesty. The
artworks often portrayed gruesome scenes from the Bible, from legend and from history, depicting judges who applied the law unfailingly, even if this meant sentencing their own relative
to death.
Sometimes the crime itself leads to art. In this case, the convicted criminal must commission a
work of art - as part of his punishment - that will keep the memory of his offence alive. These
so-called ‘sentence pieces’ are publicly displayed to prevent others from committing the same
crime.
Many courtrooms also had portraits of rulers on their walls, as is still the case today in our law
courts. But judges also liked to be portrayed, as you can see in the painting by Maarten de Vos
at the beginning of the exhibition. The sketches of a now lost painting by Antoon van Dyck for
the Brussels town hall also feature judges.

© Photo BD Digitalisering – KU Leuven

The Great Council (the supreme court of the Netherlands) was officially established in
Mechelen on 22 January 1503. This is a 17th-century evocation of the inaugural plenary
session, which was chaired by Duke Philip the Fair. The members of the Great Council are
seated on the benches. The coats of arms above their heads offer clues to their identity. To
the left and right of Philip are the portraits of a king and queen (possibly Philip himself
and his wife, Joanna of Castile). An unidentified painting is hanging to the right (any
suggestions about its identity are gladly received at the museum’s information desk).

Detail:
The person under the twelfth coat of arms is Hiëronymus van Busleyden, who served on
the Great Council from 1503 until his death in 1517. He was also an important humanist
and a friend of Erasmus and Thomas More, as well as the owner of the palace you are
visiting.

64. Jan van Brussel (attributed to)

Dual Justice
1477 or 1499 – Municipality of Maastricht
This panel was created for the Dinghuis (courthouse) of Maastricht, where the aldermen
rendered judgement. The upper register consists of a traditional Last Judgment scene:
the elect are accompanied by Christ (depicted on a rainbow), the Virgin Mary (left) and
St. John the Baptist (right). The bottom register is less commonly used in paintings: an
angel cautions the judges, warning them to render just judgement and reminding them
of the journey to Hell, which awaits them should they fail to do this. To the left, the seven
aldermen/judges must rule impartially concerning the fate of a rich man and a poor man.
One would hope that the judges will not be tempted by the gold coins that the devil is
offering them.

65. Remoldus Eynhoudts, Peter Paul Rubens (after)

The Judgement of Cambyses
1636-1680 – Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
© Rijksmuseum

The Brussels town hall was largely destroyed during a French attack in 1689. Many of
the justice scenes were destroyed in the process, including a painting by Rubens about
the just judgement of the Persian King Cambyses. Fortunately, several copies of this work
were preserved, including this engraving by Remoldus Eynhoudts. The protagonist,
Cambyses, is easy to recognise, with his turban, sword and short rod of authority. The
young son of the corrupt judge Sisamnes is seated on the throne, holding a long rod of
authority.

Detail:
One gruesome detail in this scene is the skin that has been stretched above the throne.
The sunken eyes of the flayed head are simply terrifying. These are the remains of
Sisamnes, a corrupt judge. The Persian King Cambyses ordered him to be flayed alive as
punishment. Sisamnes’s son, Otanes, was then forced to sit on a judicial throne, which
had been covered with his father’s skin. To emphasise the visual effect, Rubens depicts
the skin of Sisamnes above the throne (as a baldachin) rather than covering it. This cruel
scene was intended to warn judges about the consequences of accepting bribes.

66.

The Legend of Herkenbald: Herkenbald Slays his Nephew
16th century – Koninklijke Musea voor Kunst en Geschiedenis, Brussels
The artist has depicted a complex tale with great virtuosity on this tiny glass disc. As he
lays dying, Judge Herkenbald of Bourbon cuts the throat of his nephew, who has assaulted a lady in waiting. This is explained in the tiny window to the right. The people around
the bed are astounded at this gruesome act, including the priest who is about to administer the last sacraments to Herkenbald. In the scene in the background, the consecrated
host all of a sudden magically flies into Herkenbald’s mouth, a sign of divine approval of
his sentence.

67. Hubertus Quellinus, Artus Quellinus the Elder (after)

The Judgement of Zaleucus
In: La premier [sic] partie de plusieurs figures et ornements, de la Maison de
Ville d’Amsterdam. Amsterdam: Dancker Danckerts, 1661
Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Brussels
© Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, II 92530 C (M-5 Rec) (Magazijn - Prentenkabinet)

The judge Zaleucus devised a law whereby an adulterer’s eyes were to be gouged out as
punishment. When his own son was caught engaging in adultery, he ruled that only one
of his eyes be gouged out, choosing to have one of his own eyes gouged out as well. The
sculptor Artus Quellinus created this solemn sculpture for the town hall on Dam Square
in Amsterdam between 1650 and 1658. The story of Zaleucus was sculpted in a relief for
the courtroom (vierschaar). The scene has a certain antique grandeur. The artist’s brother,
Hubertus, created this and other prints based on the sculptures of Artus, thereby immortalising the Zaleucus relief for posterity.

Detail:
According to the historian Valerius Maximus, the story of Zaleucus was set in the Italian
town of Locri. Quellinus chose a different setting for this scene: Rome. The Romanesque
architecture is a striking feature of this print, as is the Vestal Virgin sculpture, which
resembles many of those that can still be found in the Forum Romanum today. In the time
of Quellinus, ancient Rome was regarded as the cradle of justice, and Roman legislation
and regulations were taken as the guiding principle for all jurisprudence. Perhaps
Quellinus is attempting to emphasise this here.

68. Guillaume Danolle

71. Antoon van Dyck

Jehan de Bove, the Bailiff of Marcoing, Requesting Pardon
from Justice (wooden modello for a sculpture for the façade
of the former Maison de Paix in Cambrai)

Head of a Bearded Man wearing a Wheel Ruff
c. 1634-1635 – The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
Presented by Chambers Hall, 1855

1551-1552 – Musée des beaux-arts de Cambrai
Like the bust of justice (n°69) and the fist of justice (n°70), this artwork was created as
part of a punishment. The figure to the right is a bailiff, Jehan de Bove, who had extorted money. He is represented with amputated hands, the traditional sentence for a thief,
asking Lady Justice for forgiveness. This modello was a preparatory study for a bronze
sculpture on the façade of the town hall in Cambrai. It served as a potent reminder of the
bailiff ’s crime and punishment. The actual sculpture no longer exists.

72. Antoon van Dyck

Head of a Man wearing a Falling Ruff
c. 1634-1635 – The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
Presented by Chambers Hall, 1855
Around 1634-1635, the painter Antoon van Dyck created an impressive group portrait for
the Brussels town hall. With this depiction of seven magistrates surrounding Lady Justice,
he combines portrait with allegory, like Maarten de Vos had done 40 years before. Van

69. Jan van der Toolne

Dyck’s masterpiece was lost during a French attack on the town hall in 1689. An impres-

Bust of Justice

sion of the original canvas can be reconstructed based on eyewitness accounts and the

1464 – Bruggemuseum, Bruges

preliminary studies, which have been preserved. The painter created studies of the heads
of the seven magistrates, several of which are still extant. Two are featured here. Van Dyck

This is an example of a ‘sentence/punishment/penance’ piece, which a convicted criminal

renders their characters with amazing virtuosity. The layered, high ruff (a ‘wheel ruff ’) of

was required to commission as part of a sentence. Such works usually depicted a hand or

the magistrate on the left was exorbitantly expensive in those days, pointing to his wealth.

a head, which was displayed in the local courthouse. This bust was commissioned by

The other magistrate faces us with a melancholy gaze. The preparatory sketch, which is in

Pieter van der Gote from Dudzele. Although we have no idea which crime was involved,

a museum in Paris, reveals that he was standing to the utmost right on the canvas.

we do know that the piece was produced by Jan van der Toolne, a silversmith from
Bruges. It was created for the courthouse of the Brugse Vrije (Liberty of Bruges). It is the
only known bust of its kind to have been produced in silver.

70.

Fist of Justice
c. 1405-1417 – Bruggemuseum, Bruges
This fist of justice was also displayed in the courthouse of the Brugse Vrije. It might
have been produced as part of the same sentence as the bust. In 1417 or 1418, the Bruges
locksmith Claise van Steenackere produced a tinned iron handle for attaching this fist, as
can be seen from the holes in the fist. In many cases, the form of the sculpture was related
to the crime. Fists were often imposed for ‘rebellion against the authorities’. Perhaps the
offender had engaged in a fistfight with the bailiff.

73. Nicolaas van Galen

The Administration of Justice by Count William I
1657 – Old Town Hall, Hasselt (Overijssel)
© Gemeente Zwartewaterland

This spectacular work is the only work to be attributed to Nicolaas van Galen with
certainty. The example shown here is not a story from Antiquity or from the Bible, but
from Dutch history. A peasant refuses to sell his best cow to the bailiff, who replaces it
with a starving cow. Duke William, who has been struck down by illness, gives orders
from his bed that the peasant is to be compensated and the bailiff beheaded. In justice,
a powerful bailiff and an ordinary peasant are deemed equal. The painting was made for
the old town hall of the Dutch town of Hasselt, where it can still be viewed today.

Detail:
Van Galen depicts this subject in an original manner. The characters are painted in an expressive style, with bold chiaroscuro effects. For example, the tip of the sword that is used
to behead the bailiff is almost white, due to the light falling on it. This is the painter’s way
of subtly stressing a gruesome detail of William’s sentence. The bailiff is to be beheaded with his own sword. The condemned sits in the shadows, with only his exposed neck
illuminated – a reference to his impending doom.
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