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?be present essay on (Court-house iconograpby of the later Middle Ages' pleads 
for a rather wide relation between text and image to provide a more differ
entiated understanding of allegories like those of justice or of power. City-hall 
iconography should be interpreted without making extensive use of the para
digm of republicanism. Medieval citizens were always proud to integrate 
heroes, saints, nobles, emperors and kings into their history and to turn them 
into citizens. City-hall iconography was not an expression of medieval re
publicanism. Its motifs and programmes rather document the attempt to 
incorporate the city into medieval theology and into the theory of good rule. 

In numerous writings, Quentin Skinner has pointed out that the roots 
of European republicanism go back to the Middle Ages. Further, he pro
ceeded to pursue his investigations in the field of political iconography, 
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Hilcisheim/Ziirich/New York, 1996; Ulrich Meier, 'Vom Mythos der Republik. Formen 
und Funktionen spatmittelalterlicher Rathausikonographie in Deutschland und ItaIien', 
in Andrea LOther, Norbert Schnitzler Ulrich Meier, Gerd Schwerhoff and Gabriela Signori 
(eds), Mundus in Imagine: Bildersprache und Lebenswelten im Mittelalter: Festgabe for Klaus 
Schreiner, Munich, 1996: 345-87; Ulrich Meier, 'Republikanische Ikonographie in 
oberschwabischen Reichsstlidten', in Peter Blickle (ed.), Verborgene republikanische 
Traditionen in Oberschwaben, Tiibingen, 1998: 81-99 . 

.. Philosophische Fakultat, Abteilung Geschichte des Mittelalters, Technische 
Universitat Chemintz, Reichenhainer Stt. 39, D-09107, Chemnitz, Germany. 

TfW. ~ History journal, 3, 1 (2000) 
Sage Pu6Ckations • New De!IU, Thousand" OaRs, Lon4mt 

Downloaded from http://mhj.sagepub.com at Universitaetsbibliothek Bielefeld on Decernber 4,2009 



Downloaded from http:tlmhj.sagepubcom at Universitaetsbibliothek Bielefeld on December 4, 2009 



Justice and Power in tIie Sculptures ruuC Pa.intings of Town Ha.«s • 163 

one product of which has been a fascinating essay on Ambrogio Loren
zetti.2 Skinner interpreted Lorenzetti's frescoes in the Palazzo Pubblico 
at Siena as a pictorial representation of the republic (Figure 1). On the 
right-hand side of the fresco entitled 'The Good Rule' and dated c. 1340, 
we can see the figure of a sovereign, representing Siena and the Bonum 
Commune. This figure is surrounded by secular and spiritual virtues. 
In the lower section of the picture, a group of 24 citizens turns towards 
the sovereign, holding on to a rope that the allegorical figure of Con
cordia is handing to them. The rope is made of threads that meet in the 
hands of Justitia, the central figure on the right-hand side of the fresco. 
An ensemble of notions forming the underpinnings of medieval 
republicanism seems to merge into a harmonious whole: the Bonum 
Commune, justice, the virtues and the citizens, all in perfect harmony 
with each other, presided over by the allegorical figure of Peace and 
united by the bonds of concord. But is this really, as Skinner assumed, 
a 'vision of self-governing republicanism', or is it not simply the repre
sentation of a Buon Governo?3 The answer to this question is relevant 
not only for a correct understanding of the fresco at Siena; it will also 
prove of Utmost importance to the interpretation of the iconography 
of medieval town halls as a whole. 

Recent studies of paintings and sculptures in German town halls allow 
for a deeper understanding of the problem. The authors all express a 
sense of regret over the absence of such beautiful programmatic paintings 
as known from Siena, centring on a specific conception of republican
ism. In addition, they miss a sense of Biirgerlichkeit, or civic consciousness, 
in Germany. In spite of the prevalent assumption that Italian political 
iconography does not easily lend itself to comparison with other regions 
and traditions, I would like to argue in favour of the usefulness of com
paring the differing cityscapes of Italy and Germany in medieval and 

2 Quentin Skinner, 'Ambrogio Lorenzetti: The Artist as Political Philosopher" Pro
ceedings of the British Academy, vo!. 72, 1986: 3-56. For further discussion of the Sienese 
pictorial programme in the Sala dei Nove of the Palazzo Pubblico see: Randolph Stam, 
'The Republican Regime of the Sala dei Nove in Siena: 1338-1340', in Randolph Starn 
and Loren Partridge (eds), A rts of Power: Three Halls afState in Italy, 1300-1600, Berkeleyl 
Los Angeles! Oxford, 1992: 9-80; Maria Monica Donato, 'La "bellissima inventiva": 
Immagini e idee nelIa Sala della Pace'. in Enrico Castelnuovo (00.), Ambrogio Lorenzetti: 
It buon governo, Milan, 1995: 23-41; Nicolai Rubinstein, 'Le allegorie di Ambrogio 
Lorenzetti nella sala della pace e il pensiero politico del suo tempo', Rivista Storica ltaliana, 
vol. 109, no. 3, 1997: 781-803. 

3 See Meler, 'Vom Mythos'. 
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early modem times. It is only through comparative studies that peculiar
ities as well as common features can be recovered. 

However, as I see it, it may be advisable to drop, for the time being, 
the paradigm of republicanism. The same ought to hold for the search 
for civic qualities 'Burgerlichkeit' in public paintings. If ever medieval 
political theorists treated city-states as equal to the monarchy, this was 
more an exception than the rule. In fact, the city was never viewed as a 
real alternative to monarchy, let alone as representing a superior con
stitutional model.4 Therefore, it would appear to make more sense if 
one examined the forms and functions of town-hall iconography, in
stead of insisting on republicanism as the starting point of a compara
tive analysis. In the following-somewhat summary-investigation, I 
would like to follow a grid of categories that will enable us to analyse 
pictorial programmes in public buildings in Germany and Italy. Sculp
tures, frescoes and paintings in city halls could be subdivided into the 
following three groups: 

• Representations of 'The Last Judgement' and of trials; 
• pictures that offer advice on the proper organisation of order, that 

is, advice on how to defend it and what sacrifices to make for it; 
and 

• a third set of pictures dealing with the integration of one's own 
city into History or into the lmperium Romanum. 

While my primary focus will be on Germany, I shall, for methodo
logical reasons, take Italian examples into account where necessary. 

Representations of 'The Last Judgement' 
and Trials in the City 

Depictions of scenes portraying both 'The Last Judgement', as well as 
worldly trials, form a substantial thematic group in the decoration pro
grammes of ceremonial rooms like the council hall and the arcade.s 

4 Ibid.: 380. See also idem, Mensch und Burger. Die Stadt im .Denken spatmittelalterlicher 
The%gen, Pbilosophen unt! Juristen, Munich, 1994. 

5 Georg Troescher, 'Weltgerichtsbilder in Rathausern und Gerichtsstatten', Wallraf 
Richart:zJahrbucb, vol. 11, 1939: 139-214; Ursula Lederle. Gerechtigkeitsvorsteliungen in 
deutschen und niederlJindischen Rathausern, M.Phil Dissertation, University of Heidelberg, 
1937: 14-26; Wolfgang Schild, 'Bemerkungen zur Ikonologie des Jiingsten Gerichts', 
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The presence of these paintings underline the notion that the town hall 
was the seat of a law court and of justice; the notion of a just urban 
order is inextricably linked with that of a similar world order. A paint
ing by Derick Baegert in the town hall at Wesel, 1493-94, (Figure 2), 
depicts a trial and on the left wall of the room in the form of an image 
of 'The Last Judgement' .6 Over the years, representations of 'The Last 
Judgemene underwent various changes and shifts of emphasis. Analo
gous to the development of law and the formation of the state in Germany 
and Italy, Christ was gradually transformed within such representations 
into an active president of the court'? In earlier images, he had figured 
simply as a judge, formally chairing the trial, while leaving the entire 
judicial office to the jurors~a situation that accorded entirely with con
temporary patterns and procedures in the administration of law. 

Notions of jurisdiction and justice found visual expression in images 
not only of trials and of 'The Last Judgement'; there also existed numerous 
variations on the iconography of Justitia depicting her as a single 
allegorical figure holding a pair of scales, or as one of the virtues. Exempla 
of fair judges were a further recurrent theme in town-hall iconography. 
At the outset, the representation of significant examples was confined 
to a fairly limited range of subjects,· wherein 'The Judgement of Solo
mon' was the most popular theme. During the late Middle Ages and 
the Renaissance, however, painters came to draw upon a broader range 
of sources. The following motifs inspired by example are among those 
most frequently encountered. To begin with, there is. the story of 
Herkinbald, who stabbed his sister's son to death. This gruesome act 
exemplified perfect justice meted out to a guilty individual who had 
sought to escape a sentence. Then, there is a tale of T raj an, the Roman 

Forschungen zur Rechtsarchaologie und Rechtlichen Volkskunde, vol. 10, 1988: 163-201; 
idem, Bilder wn Recht und Gerechtigkeit, Cologne 1995; Jerome Baschet, Les justices de 
l'au-dela: les representations de I'en/er en France et en Italic (XIIe-XVe siecle), Rome, 1993; 
Samuel Y. Edgerton, Pictures and Punishment: Art and Criminal Prosecution During the 
Florentine Renaissance, IthacalLondon, 1985; Iris Grotecke, Das Bild des Jiingsten Gerichts: 
Die ikonographischen Konventionen in Italien und ihre politische A ktualisierung in Florenz, 
Worms, 1997; idem, 'Representing the Last Judgement: Social Hierarchy, Gender and 
Sin" The Medieval History Journal, vol. 1(2), 1998: 233-60. 

'Rudolf His, 'Das Weseler Gerichtsbild des Derick Baegert', West/aim, vol. 22,1937: 
237-41. For further examples of images that combine 'The Last Judgement' and trial scenes, 
see: Wolfgang Schild, 'Gott als Richter', in Wolfgang Pleister and Wolfgang Schild (eds), 
Recht und Gerechtigkeit im Spiegel der europaischm Kunst, Cologne. 1988: 45-85. 

7 ~child, 'Gott als Richter': 72. 
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emperor, who redressed an act of injustice done to a widow whose son 
had been executed, even though he had been innocent. T rajan in per
son delivered the emperor's son-the real wrongdoer-to the widow.s 

Support in Word and Deed 

'Supponing someone in both word and deed' is a phrase that might be 
said to appropriately characterise the pre-modern relationship between 
an individual and society. Within the feudal system, this relationship 
came to be reduced to the formula auxilium et consilium. Such dualism 
is central to many pictorial programmes of the time. The subject of 
good advice is a case in point. The group of advisors was usually repre
sented by Biblical figures. Prophets were very popular, with or with
out a banderole, either painted, carved, or chiselled. If we exclude church 
architecture, frescoes showing prophets first appeared north of the Alps 
in 1370, depicted on the north wall of the Hanseatic Room in the town 
hall of Cologne. These frescoes served to elevate the rank of the secular 
building. This was followed by the erection, in 1406, of a ceremonial 
tower and a new Council Chamber within the town hall. For the deco
rative programme of the latter room, the Council commissioned, once 
more, statues of eight prophets that were to be sculpted in oak. And so 
'The Chamber of the Prophets' was created. The texts on the bande
roles belonging to the frescoes as well as to the statues have been pre
served, as they were copied shortly after 1500.9 

Apan from exhonations to fear God's justice, the sayings proclaimed 
that the utilitas publica was to be privileged over self· interest, and also 
exhoned the maintenance of secrecy in official matters. A further say
ing held out the promise of eternal fame to those who sacrificed their 
lives for the common weal, pro republica. A large number of medieval 
town halls possessed depictions of the prophets. Together with ancient 
philosophers and writers, the latter often shared the function as teachers 

• Anna Maria Cetto, [)er Berner Traian· und Herkinbald· Teppich, Bern, 1996; Hugo van 
der Velden, 'Camhyses for Example: The Origins and Function of an exemplum iustitiae 
in Netherlandish Art of the Fifteenth, SiXteenth and Seventeenth Centuries" Simiolus, 
vol. 23(1), 1995: 5-39; Tipton, Res publica bene ordinata; also see short narratives of all the 
quoted stories in Wolfgang Schild, 'Gerechtigkeitshilder', in Pleister and Schild, Recht . 
und Gerechtigkeit: 86-171. 

<) Eduard Trier, 'Die Propheten-Figuren des Kolner Rathauses', Parts I and n, Wallraf
Richartz-Jahrhuch, voI. 15,1953: 79-102 (the prophets), and vol. 19,1957: 193-224 (the 
frescoes). 
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of law and order. The figures on the lost frescoes of the fourteenth
century Hanseatic Room had also included ancient philosophers and 
writers in their midst, as the sayings copied also quote Cato Uticensis, 
who had preferred death to tarnishing the reputation of his city. Other 
banderoles refer to words of advice from Virgil and Horace, Aristotle, 
Lucan, and Seneca.10 

To turn from the leitmotif 'word' to its counterpart' deed'. Among· 
the themes of this category of public paintings, we find heroes and 
heroines, emperors, kings, commanders, and, last but not least, citizens 
who had staked their lives in the struggle for their community. Let us 
look, once again, at the decorative programme of the Hanseatic Room 
at Cologne. As pointed out, here prophets and philosophers urged the 
citizens to die for their country. Yet within these representations, the 
act of individual sacrifice itself was not embodied either by the prophets 
or philosophers or ancient writers. This function was exemplified within 
another group, that is, men of the high nobility who enacted such deeds. 
These comprised 'The Nine Good Heroes' depicted on the south wall 
of the chamber.11 Following conventions of visualisation, the nine fig
ures are divided into triads: the pagans (Hector, Alexander and Caesar), 
the Jews Ooshua, King David and Judas Maccabaeus), and the Chris
tians (Charlemagne, Arthur and Godefroy de Bouillon). The triads, at 
the same time, effect a division of history into three major epochs. The 
motif of 'The Nine Heroes' originated in a courtly romance about 
Alexander, written in France in 1313. The heroes stood for their mili
tary deeds. As citizens in medieval times also carried arms, representa
tions often drew upon the best available examples from history and 
legend, upon the figures from romances such as that of King Arthur or 
of Emperor Charlemagne, both of whom counted among favourite 
characters in literature. 

10 Trier, 'Die Propheten-Figuren', n. 
11 Norbert H. Ott, 'Neun Gute Helden\ Lexikon des Mittelalters, vol. VI, Munich/ 

ZUrich, 1993: 1106; Ham Schroeder, [)er T opas tier Nine Worthies in Literatur und biJdenJer 
Kunst, Gottingen, 1971; Robert L. Wyss, 'Die neun Helden: Eine ikonographische Studie', 
Zeitschri/t for Scbweizerische A rchaologie und Kunstgeschichte, vol. 17, 1957: 73-106; Wim 
van Anrooij, Helden van weleer: De Negen Besten in de Nederlanden (1300-1700), Amster
datn,l997. Especially on 'The Nine Worthies in Cologne': WalterGeis, 'Die Neun Guten 
Helden, der Kaiserunddie Privilegien', in Walter Geis and Ulrich Krings (eds), Koln: Vas 
gotiscbe Rathaus und seine historische Umgebung (Stadtspuren-Denkmliler in Koln 26), 
Cologne, 1999. 
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The motif 'struggle and sacrifice for the community' belongs to one 
of the most exciting chapters of the iconography of medieval town 
halls. Themes in this genre bring together secular struggles of the com
munes for political autonomy with specific notions of history, wherein 
local particularities come into focus. These representations opened up 
a space within which middle-class citizens came to be included within 
ceremonial decor, among warriors and protectors of the Fatherland. 
Suffice to mention here the example of images depicting the successful 
struggle which the Mayor of Cologne, Grin, waged against a lion who 
had been set free by two clerics, symbolising the conflict between the 
citizens and the bishopric during the thirteenth century. This particu
lar episode was sculpted in 1407 on one of the brackets in the tower of 
the town hall, and later, during the sixteenth century, as part of a relief 
panel in the main town hall building. Within the corpus of themes, one 
particular personage enjoyed enormous popularity. I refer here to the 
figure of Judith, the young and beautiful widow from Bethulia, who 
risked her life to deliver her community and native town from the 
invading Assyrian tyrant Holofernes. According to the story, Judith 
had gone to the tent of Holofernes, accompanied only by her maid. 
She managed to win Holofernes' trust, and when the man was drunk, 
chopped off his head. While many well-known painted works have 
illustrated this subject, as for example, Donatello's 'Judith at Florence', t2 

representations of Judith also abound in German towns.13 Probably 
the most fascinating interpretation of this motif was painted for the 
Bundesstube in the town hall at Nordlingen in the early sixteenth cen
tury (Figure 3). The commission to execute this work measuring some 
10 square metres was awarded to the artist Hans Schaufe1ein in 1515.14 

The painting shows the town of Bethulia besieged by a huge army. In 
the middle-ground, towards the front, a graceful and sumptuously 
dressed J udith appears in front of Holofernes. To the left within the 
picture frame, the artist has painted the following scene of the narra
tive, where the heroine places the commander's chopped head into a 
sack which the maid holds out to her. Such an image had a central place 

12 Volker Henner, 'Die "Judith" der Med.ici\ Zeitschrififor Kumtgeschkhte, vol. 43, 
1980: 139-80. 

13 Adelheid Straten, Das Juditlr 7bema in Deutschland im 16: Jabrhundert: Studien %UT 

Ikonographit-Materialien und Beitrage, Munich, 1983. 
H Kar! Heinz Schreyl, 'SchaufeleinsJudith-Wandbild im Nordlinger Rathaus', in Ham 

Schaufokin, Vortrage, gehalten anlafllich des Nordlinger Symposiums im Rahmen tier 7. Rieser 
Kuitllrtage in der Zeit wm 14. Mai his 15. Mai 1988, Nordlingen, 1990: 183-239. 
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within a culture of the communes, where during processions and festive 
occasions the memory of victories over external enemies and dangers 
was kept alive and became a part of an on-going ritual. 

Imperial Imagery and History 

The last complex of pictorial representations of rule is, once again, a 
stringing together of various themes all of which are, nonetheless, re· 
lated to each other in some way. Depicted here are emperors, groups of 
electoral princes, and narratives of the town's history, often integrated 
into far-reaching conceptions of imperial history or of Heilsgeschichte, 
that is, an interpretation of history stressing the central role of God's 
saving grace. The object of such a wide range of motifs was to situate 
the history of a particular town within a broader field of autonomy, 
empire and historia sacra. In Germany, the highest degree of diffusion 
was enjoyed by a programmatic set of figures consisting of the electors 
and the emperor, the figure of Charlemagne being the one that recurred 
most frequently.ls 
This latter ensemble spread throughout the regions of Germany during 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The presence of the emperor 
together with the seven electoral princes may be read as a manifesta
tion of an iconological dual strategy within the pictorial programmes 
of the free cities. The free cities had belonged to the emperor and were 
part of the empire. Still, it was not only the emperor, but also the seven 
electoral princes who could personify the impmum. It was, however, 
easier to express the conception of the empire as a corpus politicum in a 
painting, if the body of the seven electoral princes was used as a topos. 
Their plurality was an appropriate mode through which the legal fiction 
of the whole could be referred to in an exemplary way. For it became 
increasingly attractive for the cities to portray themselves as part of a 
whole (that is, the Empire) and not only as the emperor's subjects. Be 
it a picture of homage, or the sculpture of an emperor or of the group 
of electors, the citizens in any case could adequately find expression for 
their pride in being members of the empire. Commemorating battles is 

1S Paul Hoffmann, Die bildlichen Darsteliungen des Kurforstenkollegiums von den 
Anfongen bis zum Ende des Heiiigen Romischen Reiches {13.-18. Jahrhundert}, Bonn, 1982; 
Armin Wolf, 'Von den Konigswahlern zum Kurfiirstenkolleg: Bilddenkmale als 
unerkannte Dokumente der Verfassungsgeschichte'. in Reinhard Schneider and Harald 
Zimmermann (eds), Wahlen und Wahlen im Mittelaiter (Vortrage und Forschungen 37), 
Sigmaringen, 1990: 15-78. 
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one particular mode of collectively recapitulating the past. In Florence, 
Siena or Venice, it was common practice to paint the military victories 
of the city on to the walls of municipal palaces. A similar phenomenon 
prevailed in Germany, though to a lesser extent. Yet, source material 
suggests that paintings commemorating military successes were not rare. 
The wall paintings in the Chamber of Hearings of the town hall at 
Liibeck (around 1440) were painted over in 1796. During the recent 
years, it has been possible to restore a few of them. Among the redis
covered motifs is a scene of a decisive victory over the Danish king in 
the battle of Bomhoved in 1227: the armed citizens are depicted pray
ing for help to Mary Magdalene, the saint of that day (Figure 4).16 The 
final military success had been of vital importance to the fate of the city 
and the Hanseatic League. 

Concluding Remarks: The Imagery of Rule 
and Town-Hall Iconography 

At the beginning of this essay I had suggested that the iconography of 
town halls be interpreted independently of the paradigm of republican
ism, essentially by keeping aside the question of the civic qualities of 
the works of art. In my opinion, research on the forms and functions 
of civic iconography does not for the present require such models. It is 
difficult to underline the specifically 'republican' or 'civic' features in 
pictures of 'The Last Judgement' and in paintings of trials, as well as in 
representations of' The Nine Heroes') and in programmatical depictions 
of emperors and electoral princes, prophets, philosophers and sibyls. 
No doubt, the urban context of the reception of such motifs must be 
taken into consideration. It is, however, difficult to talk of' republican
ism' in this context. Where, in fact, is the borderline between the view 
of a specific civic constitution and alternative models? There is none: 
the citizens were invariably proud to be able to integrate heroes, saints, 
nobles, emperors and kings into their history and to turn them into 
citizens. Town-hall iconography was not an expression of medieval 
republicanism. Rather, its motifs and programmes document the at
tempt to incorporate the city into medieval theology and the theory 
of good rule. This is equally true of the Sienese cycle of frescoes by 

16 Annegret Mohlenkamp, 'Die Ausstattung der Ratsstube Un Lubecker Rathaus Un 
14. und 15.}ahrhundert-ein Rekonstruktionsversuch', Nordelbingen, vo!. 67,1998: 11-27. 
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Benediction of Mary Magdalen during the Battle of Bomhoved, fragment of a 
wall painti:zg, first half of the fourteenth century. Uibeck. Town hall 
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Ambrogrio Lorenzetti. Needless to say, in a world dominated by kings 
and noblemen, this in itself was no mean achievement. We are dealing 
with an age that could barely imagine (and depict) rule without a touch 
of illustriousness and an aura of majesty. The iconography of medieval 
town halls in Germany and Italy contain no trace whatsoever of the 
Aristotelian citizen, who rules in turn. 

The Mufi.evaCHistory journal (Voc. 2J No. 2) 
Simona Slanicka is Wissenchaftliche Mitarbeiterin, Historisches Seminar, 
Hirschgasslein 21, CH-41S0 Base1, Switzerland. 
Her affiliation was inaccurately stated. The error is regretted . 

• 

Downloaded from http://mhj.sagepub.com at Universitaetsbibliothek Bielefeld on December 4, 2009 


