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2 
Openness, enclosure, and communication flows 

 

The jug maker Jacob Jan Jansz was summoned to a Gouda court sitting in 1447. He was to be held 

to account for his immoral and unreasonable behaviour, by both night and day. Upon hearing this, 

Jansz immediately went ‘below in the town hall’, where he picked a fight with the bailiff’s servant. 

For this offence, he was sentenced to undertake a pilgrimage to Wilsnack in northeastern 

Germany, around 550 kilometres away.1 Jansz’s motivations are unclear, as are his initial offences. 

It is possible that the bailiff had demanded his arrest, causing Jansz to retaliate violently by 

assaulting his servant. Jansz likely knew the whereabouts of the bailiff’s servant, who was awaiting 

a forthcoming trial in the town hall. At any rate, Jansz was able to walk into the building and 

confront the servant without a problem. The specification of the location – below in the town hall 

– indicates the first and main floor, the usual location for public court sittings. To reach this space, 

Jansz needed to pass through one threshold: the main entrance of the town hall. Although his 

background as a jug crafter may have been mentioned so as to emphasise his lowly standing in 

relation to an official, it also suggests that the building was easily accessible to people of his social 

place. Other actors even reached further. In 1449, Gouda’s criminal court sentenced Aryaen Dirc 

Volprechts to undertake a pilgrimage to Den Bosch in punishment for trespassing. Earlier that 

year, he had come upstairs and entered the council chamber during a secreet (enclosed) witness 

hearing being conducted by the aldermen, without permission. Upon entering, he had given 

offence to certain persons participating in the hearing.2 In prosecuting Volprechts, the aldermen 

sought to emphasise the chamber’s seclusion and the defendant’s undesirable behaviour. That the 

aldermen of Gouda sentenced the culprit for disturbing such a gathering in their chambers 

indicates tensions surrounding access policies, for Volprechts clearly was not invited.  

 
1 ‘Item Jan Jansz die kannemaker overgeseyt overmits dat hy onsedelic ende onredelic by nacht ende by dage mit 
woerden ende mit warcken geleeft heeft, ende doe hy omme deser saken wille geboden was in te sitten, doe ghinc 
hij ter stond beneden inden raedhuyse ende maecte daeromme een vechtelic te sbailuie knecht. Een correcxie hiernae 
bescreven als dat Jan voers. gaen sal ten heyligen bloede tot Wilsenake van Gouden kermysse naestcomende in achte 
dagen daernae, ende nyet weder binnen die vryeheit vander Goude te voer die tijt dat hij die voirs. bedevaert gedaen 
heeft ende goet betoen daer off gebrocht heeft. Ende voirt noch hier en tenden so sal Jan voirs. gaen een bedevaert 
tot Romen tot der goeder lude vermanynge. Ende dit heeft Jan voers. verwillecoert ende gheloeft volcomelijc te 
houden op zijn lyff’. SAMH, AC2.176, 4. 
2 ‘Aryaen Dirc Volprechts overgeseyt overmits dat hij boven opter raedtcameren ongeroepen gecomen is, dair die 
scepen in secreet saten tuuch hoerende, ende heeft dair onbehoirlike kijfflike sceldede woirden gesproken tegen 
sommigen personen’. SAMH, AC2.176, 14.  
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In contrast to the Jacob Jan Jansz, Volprechts took a different route, coming ‘up into the 

town hall’. Like Jansz, he had to pass through the front door, walk through the main lobby (which 

is where the vierschaar was located). But from this point on he took a longer route, having to climb 

the staircase and enter a closed council chamber. The differences between the offences in terms 

of route and accessibility is not reflected in the severity of the punishments. Of course, the crimes 

diverged. But the aldermen clearly included the location in their records, making a distinction 

between the lower and upper floor of the building. In this way, they communicated the spatial 

circumstances of the incidents. Jansz’s presence on the first floor was logical, for it was the most 

accessible area of the town hall and the location of the public courtroom, to which he was 

summoned. It is also possible he went to that floor immediately upon hearing his charge in the 

aldermen’s quarters. In this scenario, he was on his way out before the assault. Had the culprit 

confronted the servant in his office, the judges would have been likely to have said so in the verdict, 

as in the case of Volprechts. The record concerning the latter, after all, mentioned that he walked 

around on the upper floor, in addition to entering a private meeting. This underlines the fact that 

the upper storey was not the most public area of the building and implies that those in the meeting 

did not expect Volprechts’ entrance. Gouda’s aldermen organised a witness hearing behind closed 

doors, apparently assuming those boundaries would ensure confidentiality, even in an otherwise 

highly accessible building.  

As this chapter shows, the town hall established a circular form of spatial segmentation 

(see below), with various areas serving as different segments of space, each with a particular shape, 

material characteristics, and degree of accessibility.3 By walking into a town hall, people moved 

from one segment of space to another. In entering, they might have left the street, marketplace, 

or adjacent hall (e.g. the meat hall in Leiden). Once inside the building, they encountered new 

segments, some public (entrances, lobbies, corridors, and the public courtroom), others semi-

public (e.g. the orphans’ room, the council chamber), and still others secluded spaces (the 

deliberation room or locked council chamber). Actors often needed to pass through one segment 

of space to reach the other, just as they had entered the town hall by way of the streets. This gave 

rise to a nexus of segments, comprising various boundaries. Although the records concerning 

Jansz and Volprechts do not mention boundaries, the route and number of thresholds over which 

they passed must have differed. And as these examples indicate, the thresholds were meaningful.  

This chapter explains how the town halls occasioned politics of openness and enclosure, 

in which those in control of the buildings strategically enrolled physical boundaries and organised 

 
3 Parts of this chapter appear in a special issue on law and ritual in the Middle Ages. See N. van Kleij, ‘Access to 
Courtrooms in the Late Medieval Town Halls of the Low Countries’, The Mediaeval Journal, Forthcoming. 
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spaces in their interests. Given that town halls were largely accessible, magistrates had to use 

devices including demarcations, doors, and locks to determine which spaces were public and when. 

In doing so, one of their major concerns was to structure and control information and 

communication flows. Occasionally, though, people walking through the building either stumbled 

upon or purposely penetrated secluded meetings. It would seem, then, that boundaries were often 

indefinite in town halls, these being complex public, legal, and political edifices. As I will show, 

forms of seclusion and openness were organised and practised in flexible and adaptable ways. 

Practices of managing accessibility developed throughout the fifteenth century, an era in which 

town hall (re)construction established and amplified these dynamics.  

To study how publicity (and thus its ambiguities) was organised and negotiated, this 

chapter traces visitors’ paths through the buildings. In so doing, I use descriptions of peoples’ 

locations and movement in city accounts, criminal records, statutes, ordinances, and urban 

chronicles. These multifunctional buildings not only hosted a range of different activities (whether 

these be economic, administrative, legal, or otherwise) but various visitors too. I visualise and 

analyse this variety by means of access analysis. This method entails comparing the (number of) 

doorways or access points that a visitor had to pass through or negotiate in order to gain access to 

particular rooms or spaces in the different town halls. Accordingly, I unpack the dynamics between 

town halls’ functions and spatial organisation with regard to physical and sensory access.  

I then go on to look at the location and characteristics of doorways and access points, with 

their doors, locks, and sometimes guards. In this way, I mean to establish which spaces could be 

closed-off and what their enclosure serves to protect. I am also concerned to identify those who 

held the keys to these spaces and who was formally in control of the doors. Lastly, this chapter 

investigates various levels of publicity by exploring mentions of seclusion and openness in the 

administrative and judicial sources. More specifically, I attend to references to spatial elements and 

the use of opening or closing technologies. In understanding these buildings’ functions and 

meanings, it is essential to recognise the relations among agents (especially the aldermen), who try 

to structure publicity and the different reasons for which people visited town halls. Procedures for 

managing forms of openness and enclosure became more fixed over time. This came about, partly, 

because of the materiality of town hall structures and contemporaries’ expectations. The 

increasingly inflexibility of town hall procedures is also visible through resistance to it.  

 

The fluid boundaries of open and enclosed space 

This study draws upon those scholars who jettisoned a strict distinction between public and private 

spaces in the urban built environment in favour of more fluid boundaries. A recent turning point 
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is Joachim Eibach’s article ‘Das offene Haus’, in which he argues that the categories of the 

domestic, public, and private spheres do not apply to the premodern household.4 The work had a 

significant impact on historical research on women and household. Indeed, until recently, many 

historians have seen the house first and foremost as a private sphere.5 Since Eibach’s article, 

though, scholars have increasingly recognised an often neglected and relatively new historiography 

of premodern domestic life. This literature argues that requirements for living were intertwined 

with commercial and religious activities in the house. This multifunctionality was expressed 

materially, in the configuration of the space.6 In the later Middle Ages, the domestic world was 

highly ordered. This is best documented in the case of houses belonging to the higher classes. 

Buildings were physically organised according to a combination of ideas about objects, food, 

society, and space. Accessibility varied for those with different kinds and amounts of power.7 

Interpreting late medieval houses as structured spaces sheds light on much-studied civic buildings 

too. Analysing the social ordering of space helps to both understand and challenge the idea that 

‘hierarchy was inscribed in the building’.8 When Gouda’s aldermen mentioned the town hall’s 

upper or lower storeys and enclosed chambers, for example, they both acknowledged a desire for 

order in town halls and problematised it. After all, many factors were in play in how these buildings 

were organised, not least because spatial organisation was contested. The town hall was neither a 

solely public nor wholly private space. Instead, it was both and the boundaries distinguishing public 

and private spaces were fluid. These buildings were multifunctional, hosting accessible and 

secluded functions at the same time. Their various open and enclosed character also depended on 

specific uses and users of town halls.  

Town halls occasionally hosted festivities and meetings involving prominent or foreign 

guests, such as feasts during Joyous Entries and tournaments. For some of these events, parts of 

 
4 J. Eibach, ‘Das offene Haus. Kommunikative Praxis im sozialen Nahraum der europäischen Frühen Neuzeit’, 
Zeitschrift für Historische Forschung 38, no. 4 (2011): 621–64. 
5 An exception here are historians working on the houses in which traders and merchants lived and worked. These 
scholars present these spaces as flexible. See e.g. W. Pantin, ‘The Merchants’ Houses and Warehouses of King’s Lynn’, 
Medieval Archaeology 6, no. 1 (1962): 173–81. 
6 R. Laitinen, ‘Home, Urban Space and Gendered Practices in Mid-Seventeenth-Century Turku’, in The Routledge 
Handbook of Gender and the Urban Experience, ed. D. Simonton (London, 2017), 142–49; Gilchrist, Medieval Life, 114–15. 
Of course, many other scholars have also influenced new approaches to women in premodern public life, especially 
with regard to how their presence and practices (both on the streets, but also at home) were perceived. For an overview 
of current debates and new approaches, see D. van den Heuvel, ‘Gender in the Streets of the Premodern City’, Journal 
of Urban History, 2018, 1–18. 
7 M. Gardiner, ‘Buttery and Pantry and Their Antecedents: Idea and Architecture in the English Medieval House’, in 
Medieval Domesticity. Home, Housing and Household in Medieval England, ed. M. Kowaleski and P. Goldberg (Cambridge, 
2008), 65. 
8 G. Rosse, The Art of Solidarity in the Middle Ages. Guilds in England 1250-1550 (Oxford, 2015), 135. 
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the town hall were locked and guarded, so that they could be used solely by guests and magistrates.9 

These more exclusive and infrequent occasions emphasise the building’s multifunctionality rather 

than usual ways of managing the town halls’ accessibility. Political gatherings or envoy meetings, 

however, also involved closure and exclusion. As ritualised ceremonies, which often took place in 

spaces asserting authority and power (such as town halls), these events exhibited a similar logic of 

openness and closure in interactions to other occasions involving prominent guests. These 

orchestrated spaces constituted a series of stages that ‘conditioned the different logics and 

outcomes of dialogue’.10 However, this chapter focuses primarily on how town halls were used on 

a daily basis and the more popular politics of aldermen elections.11 It analyses ordinary events that 

took place in the cities under study and included the participation of the audience during parts of 

the procedures. Accordingly, I show that the spatial and organisational logic of town halls 

comprised dynamics of openness and enclosure involving both magistrates and urban society. The 

aldermen tried to assert stricter control over these buildings’ publicness. The Gouda verdicts have 

already served to indicate that inhabitants of the city found ways of negotiating council chambers’ 

boundaries, even though the magistrates expected seclusion. This is confirmed by other cases that 

I go on to examine in this chapter and by attempts to regulate accessibility on the part of the 

aldermen.12 

Robert Tittler has suggested that magistrates’ private rooms functioned as semiotic objects 

that asserted oligarchy.13 However, both the label of oligarchy and the degree to which these rooms 

were private are open to interpretation. For Martha Howell, town halls were civic buildings, in 

which public discussions and procedures flowed between designated spaces (discussions might 

 
9 For example, strict security measures were put in place around the town hall during tournaments in Brussels, where 
guards were paid to control entrances to the building. Damen, ‘The Town as a Stage?’, 61–66. 
10 I. Lazzarini, Communication and Conflict: Italian Diplomacy in the Early Renaissance, 1350-1520 (Oxford, 2015), 168. 
Michael Jucker explains how in the Old Swiss Confederacy envoy meetings were formed irregularly, on an ad hoc 
basis. Different locations were used – often these were town halls. Formal meetings were ‘secret’ in that they were 
held behind closed doors, whereas more informal gatherings were organised in inns and other more accessible venues. 
M. Jucker, ‘Secrets and Politics: Theoretical and Methodological Aspects of Late Medieval Diplomatic 
Communication’, Micrologus: Nature, Sciences and Medieval Societies 14 (2006): 287, 300. In contrast to the larger town halls 
such as Brussels’, which had ceremonial halls, their equivalents in Gouda or Aalst struggled to host larger groups of 
guests. Cloth halls could be used as an alternative space, as they were in Leiden, where the cloth hall was directly 
connected to the town hall. SAL, inv. no. 381, vroedschapsboek, 1455, f.44r. 
11 Maarten Prak discusses elections in medieval Nantes. Given the importance of public participation in electoral 
procedures in this context, he presents these elections as a form of popular politics. This resonates with my discussion 
of examples from the Low Countries in this chapter. Prak suggests that in royal towns, however, such participation 
was uncommon. M. Prak, Citizens without Nations: Urban Citizenship in Europe and the World, c.1000–1789 (Cambridge, 
2018), 63. 
12 This contrasts with Robert Tittler’s argument that sixteenth-century English city halls were accessible ‘only on the 
conscious decision of authorities within.’ Tittler, Architecture and Power, 129. 
13 Tittler, 93. 



 

78 

begin inside a town hall, for example, but then go on outside, in a tavern for instance).14 The 

seclusion or openness of spaces was not fixed. Rather, claims to and experiences of legitimate civic 

authority were articulated through a diverse range of open, accessible, and enclosed legal and 

political procedures. Moreover, dynamics of openness and enclosure shaped expectations by way 

of semiotic messages and ritualised legal or political practices. Although often initiated by 

magistrates, these practices were based on widespread ideas and instructions. Among 

contemporaries, discussion about and recognition of what was secluded or open, secret or public 

was subtle; it went beyond whether a door was closed or open. Ideas and practices around 

accessibility will be discussed and analysed later in the chapter, in sections on legal and political 

procedure. First, I examine important factors that shaped dynamics of openness and enclosure: 

namely, people in and around the buildings, daily activities that took place in them, and 

accessibility.  

 

People in and around the town hall 

Town halls were built next to popular places such as market squares and at the crossroads of routes 

leading from city gates. Generally, these routes intersected at the physical centre of the city. As a 

consequence, town halls’ surroundings were rather crowded. According to Raymond van Uytven, 

in 1432 the magistrates of Leuven wanted to enlarge the space in the street in front of the town 

hall, which would eventually create De Plaetse, a square. Changes to the street, which was also a 

major crossroads in the city, were necessary for as things stood it was too cramped for the crowds. 

Given that expanding the street would encroach upon the cemetery of the nearby St. Peter’s 

Church, the magistrates required the permission of Pope Eugene IV (reigned 1431 to 1447). He 

supported the magistrates’ initiative, and sent the dean of Leuven’s St. Gertrude Abbey a charter, 

in which he expressed his concern that the large numbers of people in the streets outside, both by 

day and by night, might be endangering spiritual services. The Pope suggested that the traffic was 

partly the result of the street serving as location of the town hall and the place in which justice was 

administered. In any case, he argued that the street could be readily be expanded, for the graveyard 

still had plenty of space.15 Another example of town halls and their environs being crowded comes 

 
14 Discussion, deliberation, and gossip also took place in the street, tavern, and churchyard. Conversely, the word of 
the street also reached into the town hall. Howell, ‘The Spaces of Late Medieval Urbanity’, 8–9, 12, 14. Kate Giles has 
argued that medieval buildings were too diverse and complex to be labelled in terms of having a civic or oligarchic 
identity. Giles, An Archeology of Social Identity, 6. 
15 ‘[I]n principali parte ipsius opidi consistit longum latamque cimiterium habere dinoscitur, quo dab una parte versus 
plateam communem ante domum scabinorum sive justitie prefatie opidi se extendit, ubi plerumque magnus concursus 
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from Gouda. In 1448 the count ’s steward complained about the quality of the city’s weights, 

which were stored in the town hall. Not only did he deem them too light and worn out, but some 

had been stolen. This did not surprise him, apparently, for he described the building as crowded.16 

Much movement would have taken place before and within the buildings. Merchants, 

artisans, costumers, and travellers from outside the town might pass alongside or visit the building, 

as might public servants. In Leiden, for example, the town hall was located on the main street (De 

Breestraat), which was also the site of several imposing stone houses and St. Catharine’s Hospital 

(Sint Catherinegasthuis).17 The main weekly market was held each Saturday on the east side of the 

Rhine (now the Nieuwe Rijn), just behind the town hall complex.18 Aalst and Haarlem’s town halls 

were located directly on the main square and Gouda’s stood in its physical centre. The common 

location for daily and weekly markets, these places served as a crossroads for commercial traffic. 

In 1410 Gouda’s aldermen ordered that the city’s weekly market should take place on Thursday,19 

with market stalls situated on the south side of the market field, close to the town hall.20 In 

addition, Gouda’s and Leiden’s meat halls were integrated into the town halls or adjacent to them. 

They would have attracted people every day. Although meat halls had their own entrances, other 

trade businesses sometimes operated in the town hall itself. Indeed, Leiden’s cloth hall in Leiden 

could be found in a building attached to the town hall, whereas in Haarlem cloth trade largely took 

place in the town hall’s large hall on Mondays.21 Town halls often contained the city weights and 

measurements. Perhaps this was done to protect them, but it seems that they were frequently used 

as well. Since both the city and count retained only some of the weighing rights, the weights were 

often used in different spaces. For example, in Gouda a separate fifteenth-century weighing house 

(located on the market) still belonged to the count.22 But as I have noted above, city magistrates 

stored weights in Gouda’s town hall, as in Leiden and in Aalst, where the city’s weights and scales 

were located on the first floor (or ‘grand floor’).23 The main entrances of these buildings must have 

been used frequently for accessing and using the weighing facilities. Ghent’s town hall was not 

 
hominum die ac nocte confluere consuevit’. Maesschalck and Viaene analyse and contextualise a full transcription of 
the charter in: M. Maesschalck and J. Viaene, Het stadhuis van Leuven (Leuven, 1979), 34–40; Van Uytven, ‘Flämische 
Belfriede’, 153; R. van Uytven, Het dagelijks leven in een middeleeuwse stad. Leuven anno 1448 (Louvain, 1998), 37.  
16 ‘[D]air veel volcs vertiert’. B. Ibelings, ‘De markt en de publieke gebouwen in het middeleeuwse Gouda’, Tidinge van 
die Goude 2 (1996): 55. 
17 Marsilje, Deel 1. Leiden tot 1574, 51–54. 
18 Marsilje, 101–3. 
19 Abels et al., Duizend jaar Gouda, 128. 
20 Ibelings, ‘De markt en de publieke gebouwen’, 49. 
21 Cerutti, Het stadhuis van Haarlem, 128. 
22 The Leiden aldermen held the rights over weighing and measuring since the mid-fourteenth century. J. Dijkman, 
Shaping Medieval Markets and the Organisation of Commodity Markets in Holland, c.1200-c.1450 (Leiden, 2011), 209–11. 
23 ‘t scepenhuus beneden daer der stede waghe hangt’. ARA, reg. 31476, f.91r.  
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located in an economic hotspot. That said, the markets, grain, and meat halls were close to the Leie 

river, which ran around 200 meters away. 24 The town hall stood opposite the cloth hall and was 

surrounded by several houses of scribes, which would have attracted people on a daily basis.25  

Additionally, city inhabitants came to the town hall for its many community services: 

documenting and validating transactions; orphan care; civil and criminal hearings; fiscal 

administration, and; the registration of marriages, births, and deaths.26 The aldermen met rather 

frequently in the building. The elaborate law books for Den Briel state, for instance, that two days 

every week were reserved for court sittings: Tuesdays for criminal trials and Wednesdays for cases 

between two parties.27  The Aalst magistrates planned court days on Tuesdays and Fridays.28 

Witness hearings or deliberations preceded court days. Consequently, at least some of the aldermen 

were present most days of the week. By the early fifteenth century, Haarlem’s aldermen meetings 

– which were held in the public courtroom or their own offices – often ran from Tuesday to 

Saturday each week.29 Town halls were the site of many other public services too, being responsible 

for enforcing cities’ regulations, overseeing their compliance, and writing reports. As such, town 

halls were workplaces for several city servants. Alongside the secretary and clerks, there were other 

servants who fulfilled functions that were relatively new in the fifteenth century. They worked in 

specially allocated rooms. In 1447, two years after Leiden’s town hall was expanded, the 

magistrates hired a jurist (the secretary or pensionaris) named Reinier Klaasz van Ethen.30 Haarlem’s 

magistrates appointed Steven Pietersz in 1479. The aldermen generally hired such secretaries for 

ten to fifteen years, making them familiar faces in the town hall.31 The same can be said for lawyers, 

although their services were assigned on a more ad hoc basis. Some other officials were only 

 
24 Laleman and Vermeiren, ‘Ruimte en bebouwing in het centrum van het middeleeuwse Gent’, 38–39. 
25 J. Reynaert, ‘Boekbinders, scrivers en boekproductie te Gent ca.1430-1530. Het traditionele ambacht tegenover de 
drukpers: breuk of continuïteit?’, in Geschreven en gedrukt. Boekproductie van handschrift naar druk in de overgang van 
Middeleeuwen naar Moderne Tijd, ed. H. Pleij and J. Reynaert (Ghent, 2004), 92. 
26 With regard to fourteenth-century Den Bosch, Spierings has gauged that on some days around thirty to forty 
documents crossed the aldermen’s desks. These concerned taxes, leases, rents, and inheritance. M. Spierings, Het 
schepenprotocol van ’s-Hertogenbosch, 1367-1400 (Tilburg, 1984), 63–64. Of course, there were other providers of such 
public services in cities, such as guilds and churches. M. van der Heijden, ‘Conflict and Consensus. The Allocation of 
Public Services in the Low Countries 1500-1800’, in Serving the Urban Community. The Rise of Public Facilities in the Low 
Countries, ed. M. van der Heijden et al. (Amsterdam, 2009), 7. 
27 J. Fruin and M. Pols, eds., Het rechtsboek van den Briel, beschreven in vijf tractaten door Jan Matthijsen (The Hague, 1880), 
137, 139; C. Glaudemans, Om die wrake wille. Eigenrichting, veten en verzoening in laat-middeleeuws Holland en Zeeland 
(Hilversum, 2004), 34. 
28 In the year 1415. T. De Limburg-Stirum, Coutumes des deux villes et pays d’Alost (Alost et grammont) (Brussels, 1878), 
223. 
29 Huizinga, Rechtsbronnen der stad Haarlem, 451. 
30 A. van Steensel, ‘Het personeel van de laatmiddeleeuwse steden Haarlem en Leiden, 1428-1572’, Jaarboek voor 
Middeleeuwse Geschiedenis 9 (2006): 207. 
31 SAH, inv. no. 343, 1456, f.34v; Van Steensel, 207–8. 
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employed for one-off tasks or one-day appointments.32 Even so, the number of city servants in 

Leiden and Haarlem almost doubled between 1430 and 1570. Of these employees, around ten to 

twelve people worked in the category of administrative and judicial staff.33 Since 1451, in Haarlem 

two clerks were responsible for documenting proceedings in the vierschaar and fiscal 

administration.34 They were likely to have had an office, but the city accounts first refer to a 

separate writing room only in 1456.35 In Leiden, a writing room is mentioned in 1452.36 The city 

clerks were often present in the town hall, with working hours spread over the whole day, allowing 

for a slight variation across different towns and seasons.37  

For daily tasks of building maintenance, the aldermen assigned wardens or cleaners, such 

as Florijs Pieterszoon, who was appointed in Leiden in 1412-13. Pieterszoon was paid to clean in 

front and behind the town hall, as well as the cellars and water well, all year round.38 In 1463, 

Leiden’s city accounts mention a man called Willem Clap, who closed the town hall, cleaned the 

building, and transported peat, probably for heating. His name returns several years afterwards; 

another name that had featured earlier in the records was that of Dirc Clap.39 Many of the 

carpenters working on the town hall year in, year out were familiar faces, too, receiving 

commissions several years in a row. Like the aldermen and city servants, carpenters were often in 

the building. 40   

In sum, town halls were located in busy surroundings and frequently accessed by many 

people every day. Among the named people who used and visited the town hall were the select 

group of aldermen and city servants, whose working spaces were in the building or who had been 

temporarily hired by the magistrates. Other figures are named in court records, many of whom 

mentioned must have visited the town hall so as to attend a court session. Still, witnesses, lawyers, 

and occasional audiences remain anonymous to modern readers of these records.  

 
32 Van Steensel, 192. 
33 Van Steensel, 200–201. 
34 J. Marsilje, ‘Het Haarlemse klerkambt in de 15e eeuw’, in De Nederlanden in de late middeleeuwen, ed. D. de Boer and J. 
Marsilje (Utrecht, 1987), 182–98. 
35 SAH, inv. no. 343, f.34v. 
36 SAL, inv. no. 523, f.135v.  
37 Town hall’s hours varied seasonally. In the summer, they were open from eight to eleven o’clock and then again 
from two to five o’clock. In the winter, Haarlem’s opened from half-past eight to eleven o’clock and then again from 
two to four o’clock, whereas Leiden’s opened from seven to seven o’clock in summer and eight to six o’clock in 
winter. Huizinga, Rechtsbronnen der stad Haarlem, 444; Van Steensel, ‘Het personeel’, 210–11.  
38 Meerkamp van Embden, Stadsrekeningen van Leiden (1390-1434), 1:269. 
39 For more examples of cleaning services, and elaboration on them, see chapter 3. SAL, inv. no. 530, f.110r; 532, 
f.113r. 
40 A person with similar tasks occurs in the accounts of Aalst. ‘Coppine Baldine van scepenenen camere te vaghene 
ende thout te draeghene’. ARA, reg. 31424, f.68r.  
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The sources themselves rarely report who exactly these visitors were and what activities 

they were pursuing before or after the court session. Accordingly, it is unclear how they arrived or 

whether they were early or late for their appointments, in company (if at all), talkative or silent, or 

presented themselves to the right office or knocked at the wrong door. They may have known the 

building already, having visited for similar or altogether different business in the past. They could 

be merchants and butchers working in the building. Or perhaps a recorded defendant stepped into 

the building for the first time to testify in court. From my perspective in this study, the principal 

contexts in which town hall visitors (both invited and uninvited) should be placed are those of the 

buildings themselves and the boundaries to access and movement that they constituted. 

 

Access analysis 

In serving multiple functions, town halls required accessibility. The front door was probably open 

so that the weights and measurements could be used to determine taxes and excises for traders 

and producers. The writing rooms were probably open for much of the day. Other rooms, such 

as the council chamber, were not in use unless the aldermen gathered for a meeting or to administer 

justice. But did the town hall serve as a regular meeting spot or did people only enter and occupy 

the spaces most suitable and accessible for their purposes? And who determined which these were? 

Eibach has argued that, within the private domicile, people living in the same building came into 

contact only in only corridors and on stairs. The many walls limited further contact.41 Public 

buildings, however, diverge from this model. The town hall, for instance, contained spaces that 

were not fully demarcated by impenetrable structures. What is more, the building was spatially 

organised around transit roads: routes that passed spaces and led to others. Some spaces were both 

passages and allocated spaces; this was especially the case with public courtrooms. In the corridors, 

lobbies, and the more public areas of the town hall, it was possible for different users of the 

building to meet and communicate with each other. Locating historical actors and their 

movements, however, cannot be done by means of contemporary floor plans, since none survived. 

The layouts depicted in more modern plans often no longer reflect the original medieval 

dispensation of spaces. Instead, they also show walls, doors, and stairs built much later. Rather 

than using floor plans, I have opted for creating a graphic representation of the building (see figs. 

2.1-2.5). These schematic overviews integrate different spaces and material elements that I have 

found in closely examining city accounts. Where possible, this work has been supplemented by 

attending to occasional mentions of town hall spaces in statutes or legal documentation such as 

 
41 Just how the premodern street facilitated the collective production of the neighbourhood, instead of only traffic. 
Eibach, ‘Das offene Haus’, 624–25. 
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verdicts. I have juxtaposed the spaces, doors, porches, and routes referred to in the sources with 

existing floor plans, as well as with interpretations put forward in other studies.42 

The graphic representations presented here form an overview of points of spatial 

convergence and possibilities for access and movement. In presenting an organised depiction of 

rooms, stairs, doors, and connections between spaces, it is possible to analyse the spatial relations 

and access points that any visitors had to navigate so as to access particular spaces.43 This method, 

which has become known as space analysis or space syntax, was devised by Bill Hillier and Julienne 

Hanson, scholars of architectural and urban morphology.44 Although it is premised on the intuition 

that designs have social effects, Hillier and Hanson’s structuralism reifies social relations in a spatial 

form. In this way, the method can overlook how social spaces interact with other actants, such as 

legal or political procedures.45 Another complication (which I will partially tackle in later sections 

on doors, openness, and enclosure) is that, in the past, visitors experienced buildings’ material 

shapes and routes in different ways than they might today. Access analysis in this chapter, 

therefore, is used not to define experiences, but rather to establish possibilities for movement and 

access.  

Assemblage theory is significant for my analysis in this chapter. As I have explained in the 

introduction, buildings such as town halls can be understood as assemblages. They are shaped by 

ideas, movement, and materiality, and are distinct from their surroundings (i.e. the market place). 

They also consist of different segments: the building itself and several dimensions inside, such as 

separate spaces and various floors. These segments relate to each other. They form a sequence, 

for example, which can be visualised through access analysis. Demarcations, doors, and routes, 

however, are built at different time, continuously changing the building and access possibilities. 

Constructing a door is a deliberate act, as is that of opening one. Accessibility and routes in a town 

hall, therefore, are ultimately a product historical actors, even though they are mutually determined 

by material circumstances – which might, for instance, make it possible to close and open a door 

 
42 For Ghent, Haarlem, and Gouda, publications include plans indicating fifteenth-century walls and spaces. Parts of 
these plans are included in chapter 1 of this study. Van Tyghem, Het stadhuis van Gent; Van Oerle, Leiden binnen en buiten 
de stadvesten: de geschiedenis van de stedebouwkundige ontwikkeling binnen het Leidse rechtsgebied tot aan het einde van de gouden eeuw; 
Dröge, Het stadhuis van Leiden; Piot, ‘L’ancien Hôtel de Ville d’Alost’; Devos, De gemeentehuizen van Oost-Vlaanderen. Band 
1.; Denslagen, ‘Bijzondere gebouwen’; R. Stenvert et al., Monumenten in Nederland. Noord-Holland (Zwolle, 2006), 322. 
Other plans of the Leiden town hall in the eighteenth century can be found in the city’s archives: ‘Stadhuis. Plattegrond 
van het Raadhuis aan de Breestraat. Bouwkundige tekening 3 februari 1739’ and ‘Plattegrond van het Raadhuis aan de 
Breestraat met aanwijzing van de kelders. Bouwkundige tekening 3 februari 1739’ by Peter van Drongen. These are 
available in the online collection (erfgoedleiden.nl) 
43 Giles, An Archeology of Social Identity, 6–7. 
44 Especially chapter 4 in: Hillier and Hanson, The Social Logic of Space, 142 onwards. 
45 Giles, An Archeology of Social Identity, 7. 
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in the first place. As I have discussed in the introduction, some people were privileged in their 

ability to build walls and doors and establish other strategies for controlling movement. For 

instance, aldermen ordered locks to be built and possessed keys for opening and closing them. 

Other people, however, would be ‘produced’ by material circumstances and spatial strategies, as 

Anni Dugdale has put it. This can be clearly seen, for example, when criminals were led from their 

cells to the courtroom.46 

  My graphic representations do not indicate whether spaces were visited more or less often, 

nor the frequency with which passages were used. The few detectable locations of persons and 

their routes in the sources provide only limited data. By juxtaposing mentions of locations with 

access analysis, however, we can deduce the routes that historical actors were likely to have taken. 

This gives strong indications of which parts of the building were visited frequently and of where 

people might possibly have encountered one another. Beyond simply marking the places occupied 

by historical actors in the town hall, as directly indicated by an original source, this method 

connects their position and movements with their spatial context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
46 See also p.30 of the Introduction. Dugdale, ‘Materiality: Juggling Sameness and Difference’. 

Entrance with a documented door (M: main entrance) 

 

Little door  

 

Staircase (LS: little stairs) 

 

Room 

 

Routes 

 

Map legend for Fig. 2.1-5. Access analysis of town halls. Note that routes and rooms do not correspond 

with realistic corridors and spaces, nor distance and size, but show movement possibilities, and 

demonstrable thresholds.  
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 The following examples illustrate how the study of people in the town hall, based on 

written archival sources, benefits from the use of access analysis. In 1482 Gouda, three men – 

Neel de Voel, Adriaen de Voel, and Symon Karstansz – somehow succeeded in gaining access to 

the council chamber. Once inside, they tried to steal a letter, which was stored ‘beneath the 

aldermen in the city’s raet camer’.47 The information that they wanted to retrieve is unknown; the 

record merely mentions a letter. Originally it was recorded as an ‘aldermen’s letter’, but the writer 

crossed out the adjective. Although the aldermen may not have written the document that De 

Voel, De Voel and Karstansz were after, it was definitely under their protection, be it literally or 

symbolically, for it was stored under their seats. The record neither indicates that the letter was 

put away safely in a locked chest or cupboard, nor alludes to doors being broken down. It appears 

that the three men were able to walk into that chamber and pick up the piece of parchment from 

the ground, a table, or a bench, before being caught (perhaps by guards, a warden, clerk, or even 

one of the aldermen themselves).  

 Going by my graphic representation of Gouda’s town hall (fig. 2.2.), the three men had to 

get through at least two doors – the building’s main entrance and council room’s portal – and pass 

by the guards’ chamber. Walking through the lobby, which served as a transit road and was the 

most accessible part of the building, might not have aroused suspicion. Still, guards could have 

asked the three about their businesses or stopped them before they reached the council chamber. 

After all, that chamber was the most important space in the upper part of the first floor: it would 

not have made sense for them to have been there without good reason. There was no other way 

of gaining access to the council chamber. As in the case of the Volprechts, which I discussed in 

opening this chapter, the fact that the three men could readily access the council chamber raises 

questions about accessibility or rather seclusion and protection in the building. Indeed, it seems 

that the council chamber was easily reached and relatively unprotected, although for much of the 

time it was considered out of bounds to the public. Given that in taking the obvious and most 

direct route the culprits would have had to pass through several thresholds, it is most likely that 

they purposely entered the spaces in which they were eventually caught and prosecuted for 

trespassing upon. That this was a deliberate act is also indicated by the fact that the records 

 
47 ‘Alsoe Neel de Voel, Adriaen de Voel ende Symon Karstansz onstuer bedregen hebben ende enen [crossed out: 
‘schepenen’] brief willen nemen die onder scepenen lach inder stede raet camer daer sy om in gseten hebben, [t] welck 
ons van hen noch van nyemeant en staet lyden wair van sy van ons gratie begheert hebben. Dair of dat sy in beteringe 
doen sullen. Inden eersten so sal Neel de Voel voorn. een bedevairt doen tot Coelen tusschen dit ende Sint Jans ende 
Adriaen de Voel voorn. ende Symon Karstants zy sullen doen een bedevaert sGravelande tusschen dit ende Sint Jan 
naestcomende’. SAMH, AC2.176, 91.  
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mention the De Voels’s, Karstansz’s, and the Volprechts’ specific targets in entering private spaces. 

They sought and found something particular: in these cases, a letter and a person. 

 Also searching for information in his local town hall was a certain Pieter Ysbrantsz. In 

1446, he stood outside the portal to Leiden’s council chamber trying to listen to ‘what one did in 

the chamber’. As the record states, a city servant approached and told Ysbrantsz not to stand there 

and ‘inappropriately’ listen to what was happening in the room. Ysbrantsz reacted to this 

reprimand with threats and was therefore subsequently fined.48 It seems that the council chamber’s 

door had been closed, with the law court deliberating within. However, the area around the 

chamber was not secured, nor can there have been a guard at the door, for Ysbrantsz was caught 

in action.49 In this era, the aldermen likely met in a space on the ground floor (fig. 2.4, the former 

aldermen’s room). It is probable that the only threshold separating the aldermen from the public 

lobby was the door at which Ysbrantsz eavesdropped on legal proceedings. Haarlem’s criminal 

records of 1451 also suggest that town hall spaces were relatively easy to access. The aldermen had 

discovered an insulting letter – addressing the clergy and the ‘true estate’ – in the public courtroom. 

At first, they did not know who had placed it there. They demanded that anyone who knew 

something should divulge it to the court within a week, or else face exile.50 Given that the building 

was located right on the edge of the crowded market field, it might have been relatively easy for 

someone to enter the vierschaar without being noticed by town hall officials, although they would 

probably still have had to pass through a locked door (see fig. 2.5). Other options are that someone 

 
48 More specifically, the fine concerned a stone donation. I discuss these types of fines in chapter 3. ‘Alsoe Pieter 
Ysbrantsz nu onlancx leden gecomen is staende int poortael van des gerechtse raetcamer om te horen ende te luysteren 
tselve datmen inder camer dede, ende als hy soe dan stond, ende een vander stede knechten hem dair omme versprack 
dat hem daer niet onbetaende te staen luysteren ende te aenhoeren tselve datmen inder gerechtse raetcamer dede, 
ende om andere onredelike driechlike woirden wille die die [sic] selve Pieter tot der stede knechte spracke, om dat hy 
hem dair om versproken hadde, die tgerecht van hem noch van nyement en staen te lyden ende om dit voirt meer te 
verhoeden. Soe sel Pieter voirs. doen verwerken ande stede veste dairt hem vanden poortmeesteren gewyst sal worden 
tusschen dit ende sinte baven dage naestcomende 3000 steins’. SAL, correctieboek A, f.203r. 
49 Another case can be found for Dordrecht, where Dirck vander Does stood in the portal in front of the council 
chamber, listening to how the aldermen sentenced his servant. Thanks to Janna Coomans, who pointed out this case. 
See: Regionaal Archief Dordrecht, Stadsarchieven: de grafelijke tijd 1200-1575, inv. no. 4, Klepboek 6, 1438-1474, 
f.29r-v. ‘Om veelrehande saken die hij bedreven heeft ende ghehanteert heeft tegens den rechte ende keureboek in 
den eerst omdat hij int poertaell voer die kamer bleeff staen luisteren wat kuere dat die guede luden ghave roerende 
van sijne knecht’. 
50 ‘Also onlancx geleden in der vierscaer tot Hairlem een brieff geset wert inhoudende van vele smadicheit sprekende 
up tie gheestelike staet ende up tie wairlike staet binnen Hairlem, ende also men noch niet en weet, noch in der wairheit 
bevinden en kan, so wie dieghene siin die ’t gedaen moghen hebben, so wairscuwet 't gerecht alle dieghene die raets 
off daets dair off siin off die van dier sake mogen weten, dat sij dat den gerecht anbrengen twisken dit ende een 
sonnendach naestcomende’. Speet, Het register van criminele sententiën van Haarlem, 42. 
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slid the letter through the window railings – although the record tells us it was placed, not thrown 

– or entered the public courtroom through the back entrance.51  

Such examples relate to people being caught in the act of entering or misbehaving in 

secluded rooms or initially occupying them without being noticed. By entering secluded (and 

sometimes locked) rooms, or trying to listen to what was happening behind closed doors, these 

actors contested secluded spaces in town halls. More significant than the acquisition of private or 

exclusive information, or an insulting message being left in a chamber, was the fact these people 

crossed physical and normative boundaries. The aldermen took such infringements seriously. This 

suggests an ideology of enclosure, privacy, and even secrecy. At the same time, though, it affirms 

a certain freedom of movement in town halls. The available sources complicate the question of 

who could enter and walk around. After all, these sources were written by clerks in the magistrates’ 

service. Documents such as verdicts focus on forms of offensive behaviour – including 

eavesdropping, theft, fighting, and insults. They confirmed that the boundaries of the town hall 

were trespassed upon only occasionally. Indeed, these incidents attest to both the building’s 

openness and the expectation (on the part of the magistrates) that parts were secluded.  

The accessibility of town halls was probably required by their multifunctional character. 

Criminal verdicts concerning historical actors infringing upon or purposely entering more secluded 

spaces shed light on contemporaries’ exceptions. However, regular users of the building, above all 

the aldermen, were preoccupied with the implications of the building being open to the public. 

The high expenditure on items such as doors, locks, and other occluding materials in the city 

accounts suggests that preventive measurements were taken to secure certain spaces and control 

thresholds. 

 

Doors, locks, and key holders  

Every few years, and even annually in the early phases of the building’s construction, Aalst’s 

financial records include expenses on additions to, or replacements of, locks and keys.52 Additions 

to a given door and lock were sometimes directly connected to the allocation or adaptation of 

certain spaces. Occasionally, they coincided with a change in the buildings’ spatial design and 

accessibility. Haarlem’s town hall, for example, purchased three locks in 1436, shortly after the city 

 
51 A lock was added to the vierschaar in 1440. SAH, inv. no. 332, f.167r. 
52 Here, I have studied the records from 1395 to 1564, ARA, reg. 31413 – reg. 31547. During the course of the 
sixteenth century especially, the amount of total expenses on the town hall in the city accounts decreases to only a few 
cost items per year. Of these, locks make up only a small part. 
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accounts mention the dedicated council chamber for the first time (1435).53 Locks reappear as 

priced items in 1440. In this entry, they were designated for the vierschaar and a closet within it. 

These expenses correspond with the actual construction of the public courtroom.54 And in 1475, 

when the accounts mention new rooms (the treasury, burgomaster’s room, and a room for city 

servants or boden), new locks and keys were ordered for the burgomaster’s room itself, kitchen, but 

also the tower and staircase.55  

 Similarly, the reorganisation of Leiden’s town hall around 1449 (ahead of the addition of 

the new council chamber in 1455; see chapter 1), led to the acquisition and replacement of locks 

on a large scale. These locks were meant for the front door, back door, tower, public courtroom, 

a new closet, and the cellar next to the orphans’ chamber.56 More locks were purchased in 1474 

and 1478, replacing or supplementing those used in the council chamber, writing room, orphans’ 

chamber, public courtroom, and latrine.57 In Ghent, however, it took until 1370 – roughly forty 

years after the council chamber was built – for locksmiths to fit door handles and locks. These 

comprised the majority of the town hall’s expenditure for that year.58  
Leiden’s city accounts are exceptional in that they mention the number of keys and key 

holders. Locksmiths delivered only one key for the vierschaar in 1449, for instance, but four in 

1478.59 Allert the locksmith (who made all the locks delivered in 1449) seems to have produced 

two keys for the front door and a few more for the burgomasters. Moreover, the servant of the 

orphan officials received three keys, ‘to be used for the town hall’.60 Some other city servants – of 

whom only Jan Philipsz is named – were also given keys so as to carry out their tasks in the town 

 
53 SAH, inv. no. 329, f.121v. In the same year, a lock was bought for another ‘small room’. Possibly this refers to the 
small office depicted in figure 2.5. 
54 SAH, inv. no. 332, f.167r. 
55 SAH, inv. no. 333, f.154r. 
56 ‘Item gegeven Allert Sloetemakers […] van sloeten ende sloetelen als huer na volcht. Item optie paerts 1 slot 
vermaict ende 1 sluetel coste 5 gl. Item aldaer 1 nu slot mit een platte schoet ende van sluetelen 7 placken. Item aldair 
een slot ende 2 sloetelen an tnuwe scappra coste 13 z. pl. Item andie duer byder vierschair ander wendelsteen een nu 
slot mit een platte schoet ende 1 sluetel coste 12 pl. Item van tsloet vermaect mit 2 sluetelen onder der stede toern 
ende van een sluetel van die halle 5 pl. Item van een nye slot ende sluetelen dienen de tot der kelre andie weescamer, 
10 pl. Item van 2 sluetelen vanden aster poert ende vander voirduer vanden stedehuys, 2. Item noch van sluetelen 
byden burgermeesters gemaict ande stedehuys ende andrie lade. Item voirden weesmeesters knecht van 3 sluetelen 
dienende ande stedehuys. Item voir Jan ende andere dienaeren gemaict voir ende na dienende ande stedehuys van 
sloet ende sluetelen, 9 pl. Item en van 3 hangende sloet vermaect ander waterbomen buyten doer Bostelbregge […] 
ende van 1 ander slot mit 2 crammen. Item van yseren plaet gemaict ander toern andie Hogewoerden poort. Item van 
sluetelen aldaer, 3 pl. Facit tsamen dat van sloet ende sluetelen inde manieren voirsc betaelt is, 8 Lb, 6 d.’ SAL, inv. 
no. 522, f.8r. 
57 SAL, inv. no. 550, f.110r; 564, f.149r-v. 
58 Van Tyghem, Het stadhuis van Gent, 2:38–40 See: 1370, f.xxiii.r – f.xxvi.v. 
59 Pieter Vrericxz produced a similar number of keys for the public courtroom in Gouda (along with a new lock for 
the front door) in 1522. SAMH, AC1.1176, f.38v. 
60 SAL, inv. no. 522, f.8r. 
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hall. This Jan Philipsz would later become the secretary of Leiden. Scholars recognise his 

handwriting in city documents dating back to the early 1440s. Apparently he was already working 

regularly in the town hall before the magistrates gave him a part-time clerk’s position in 1449, upon 

which he received a key. Several of his family members worked in town hall offices too.61 In Ghent 

in 1392, no less than forty-seven clerks and servants of both of the aldermen’s chambers (Keure 

and Gedele) received a key.62 It seems that a significant amount of people possessed keys for at least 

parts of the town hall. As regular users, they would have been able to enter the building and open 

at least some of its chambers at any moment during the day. City accounts from Haarlem in 1482 

suggest that either preventive measures were taken against burglary or that city servants worked 

night shifts. A light, the accounts note, was affixed to the outside of the town hall, next to the 

treasury, so that ‘there would be light inside during the night’.63 By 1537, the clerk’s office in Aalst 

contained a night lock, which allowed the owners of seven keys that had been distributed to access 

the space during the night and close up when they left.64 It seems that this office was generally 

closed during the night, for they accidentally locked up a dog, which had broken several glass 

windows by the time it was discovered there.65 Also in Leiden, in the later fifteenth century, the 

aldermen paid someone (Dirc Clap and, later, Willem Clap) to open and close the building 

throughout the year. This indicates that, at least for the larger public, the town hall had certain 

opening and closing times.66  
Of course, locks were a means of security, especially with regard to chests containing 

privileges, legal archives, or the city weights and measurements. In Aalst in 1498, for instance, Jan 

Coucke made a lock for the suitcase containing the ‘city’s weights’ on the lowest floor of the town 

 
61 Philipsz would be in the town hall’s service until his death in 1502. His father was a guard on the town hall tower 
until 1457. What is more, Philipsz’s children assisted with the fiscal administration, among other things. See the third 
chapter, on the Handschrift Jan-Philipsz: H. Brinkman, Dichten uit liefde. Literatuur in Leiden aan het einde van de Middeleeuwen 
(Hilversum, 1997), 195–96, 198. Unfortunately, Philips’s writings – gathered in a codex largely made up of rhymes – 
barely reflect on his work at all. H. Brinkman, ed., Het handschrift- Jan Phillipsz (Hilversum, 1995).  
62 It is not specified for what these keys served. For later years, Ghent’s city accounts (as collected by Van Tyghem) 
give almost no information on locks and doors. This is explained by the fact that descriptions of expenses became 
increasingly generic. Van Tyghem, Het stadhuis van Gent, 2:45. 
63 ‘Van een lanterne te hangen buyten an der stedehuys an des tresoriers camer om snachts licht daer inne te hebben’. 
SAH, inv. no. 367, f.129v.  
64 ‘Een nieuwe nachtslot an tcomtoir vanden clercken up scepenen huys midts zeven sloetels daer toe dienende met 
ooc twee andere sluetels dienende teenen amaris aldaer tsaemen’. ARA, reg. 31518, f.64v.  
65 ‘Van de ghelaesveynsteren up tcomptoir vander stede gherepareert thebbene die bye ene hondt, daer upghesloten 
zynde, in stucx ghebroken waren’. ARA, reg. 31519, f.25v.  
66 In the years 1462-64. SAL, inv. no. 527, f.161v.; 528, f.167r; 530, f.110r. 
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hall (the location of the weighing house).67 Additionally, weapons and gunpowder were sometimes 

stored in the town hall. In 1484, Henrick Coucke (who was likely Jan Coucke’s father) made an 

‘expensive double lock’ for a gunpowder storage unit underneath the belfry.68 The higher levels of 

this same tower were likewise sealed off. After all, town hall towers often contained a city’s bells. 

Even though they were one of the most likely places to contain a city guard, such towers needed 

additional protection.69 The bells were important in the urban soundscape: magistrates used the 

bells in trying to maintain economic and social order. Bells might be rung to signal working hours, 

sound the alarm in case of fire or a storm, or call the local community to gather in front of the 

town hall. Since bells were so central to civic communications, wherever possible magistrates 

placed them behind locked doors in cities’ belfries or town halls.70 Another of the most valuable 

items in a given town hall were the city’s privileges. Apparently, Aalst’s town hall was a mess 

sometime before 1486, but after a conflict between ‘Germans and Hainaults’ (the forces of 

Maximilian and the rebellious Flemish cities), which took place shortly after the death of Mary of 

Burgundy (1482).71 The combat left corpses and broken windows, and the chords of the city’s 

scales were damaged. Upstairs in the city hall, ‘where the city’s privilege lies’, the door to the 

treasury had been broken down. Although it is very likely this was a deliberate break-in, the 

accounts do not speak of the privileges being stolen. The magistrates nonetheless took action and 

replaced the door: an extraordinary iron structure with a double lock.72  

Documents, weights, and gunpowder aside, town halls did not attract those eager to steal 

precious items or money, even though coins were exchanged in the building. For example, a man 

called Willem Storm came into the Leiden’s town hall in 1394 to pay back a loan. The location was 

 
67 ‘Jan Coucke, ooc slootmakere ende smet, heeft ghelevert ende ghewrocht binnen desen jare, eerst een slot vermaect 
anden coffre daer de stede ghewichten in ligghen beneden int scepenenhuus daermen de waghe houdt’. ARA, reg. 
31483, f.72v. 
68 ‘Henricke Coucke slootmakere es betaelt van eenen costeliken dobbelen slote dat hy ghemaect heeft beneden ande 
deure vanden torrekene onder tbeelfroot daer dbuspoeder in leyt’. ARA, reg. 31478, f.29v-30r. 
69 In 1433 Haarlem: ‘Item Claes Pieters soen die slotemaker gegheven van een slot dat hi gemaect hadde an die camer 
daer dat onrust vander oercloc in staet’. SAH, inv. no. 236, f.19r, and in 1476: ‘Item Henricx Zoen slotemaker van 
twee slotelen gemaect an den pijnthoren 2 stuvers van een slot opter stedehuys aan die dure vande wendelsteen dair 
die clocke hangt’. SAH, inv. no. 361, f.124r. See also: ARA, reg. 31518, f.54v. 
70 There were many other bells in the city, most commonly in churches and gatehouses. They were used to indicate 
ecclesiastical schedules and gate closing times, but also, importantly, the night watch (during which public houses were 
closed). M. Champion, The Fullness of Time. Temporalities of the Fifteenth-Century Low Countries (Chicago, 2017), 38–41. 
71 K. de Groote and J. Moens, Archeologie en geschiedenis van een middeleeuwse woonwijk onder de Hopmarkt te Aalst (Brussels, 
2018), 380. 
72 ‘Item van af ende weder up te slane twee sloten vander yseren deure ande tresorie daer de previlege vander stede 
ligghende boven upt scepenhuus die met fortsen ontstelt ende uut hueren warcke ghewronghen waeren ten tyde als 
tghevecht was tusschen de Duytsche ende de Haynewiers’. ARA, reg. 31480, f.61r; f.22v.  
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recorded as part of a wider description of his misbehaviour during the transaction.73 Some excise 

duties might have been paid in the town hall too, or at least collected by town officials (most 

excises on food and raw material, though, were paid at the city gates).74 And since most sums 

(including loan repayments) were paid in coins, the major part of the city’s supply of coins must 

have been locked up somewhere. 75  There are, however, only indications of small monetary 

transactions and it is unclear where coins were stored.76 It would seem that information was the 

main valuable protected in town halls. Besides privileges, town halls housed city accounts (or at 

least copies of them). In case of Ghent, these were placed behind bars.77 The aldermen also kept 

records of their verdicts and witness statements close.78 Besides these records’ practical value in 

the administration of justice, physical repositories of documents could serve to establish a locus 

credibilis: a place symbolising authority, credibility, and trustworthiness.79 Town halls themselves 

appear to have been reliable places for safely storing documents. Especially when placed behind 

bars, the visible documents came to symbolise political and legal power. 

Locks were common. Indeed, they are regularly found in excavations, including in the 

countryside. They were effective in preventing burglary or at least slowing intruders down.80 At 

the same time, medieval locks are not best-known for their reliability. Doors and chests usually 

contained a warded lock, for which a key with the right profile functioned as a lever. These were 

hardly secure, for the profile could be easily copied.81 This might explain why cost items relating 

to the replacement or repair of such locks crop up every now and then in the city accounts. 

Considering how many keys were distributed keys and the public accessibility of many town hall 

offices and storage spaces, it is questionable how secure these buildings actually were. Even so, 

 
73 ‘Overmids dat Willem Storm smadelike woerde sprac op der stede huus doe hij sijn ghelt betaelde dat hem 
overgheset was der stede te lienen’. SAL, Correctieboek 4, f.3r. 
74 D. Nicholas, The Later Medieval City (London, 1997), 171. 
75 P. Rössner, ‘From the Black Death to the New World (c.1350-1500)’, in Money and Coinage in the Middle Ages, ed. R. 
Naismith (Leiden, 2018), 161–63. 
76 Blok, Leidsche rechtsbronnnen uit de Middeleeuwen, 203. 
77 V. Fris, Dagboek van Gent van 1447 tot 1470, vol. 2 (Ghent, 1904), 88. See also, for instance, SAL, inv. no. 525, f.113. 
‘Om haer boecken ende rekenynge dair inte sluyten ende te bewaeren’. Ghent’s full city accounts were usually kept in 
the tresorie or rekenkamer (the ‘treasury’ or ‘audit chamber’). T. van Gassen, ‘Het documentaire geheugen van een 
middeleeuwse grootstad. Ontwikkeling en betekenis van de Gentse archieven. Te vindene tghuent dat men gheerne 
ghevonden hadde’ (Ghent University, 2017), 266–67. 
78 ARA, reg. 31427, f.109r. 
79 Often, the belfry served as the most important archive, which emphasises its symbolic importance for urban 
identities. R. Makleff, ‘Knowing the City: Municipal Archives in Late Medieval Western Europe and the Narrowness 
of State’ (Unpublished master thesis, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2010), 39, 73. 
80 C. Dyer, ‘English Peasant Buildings in the Later Middle Ages (1200-1500)’, Medieval Archaeology 30, no. 1 (1986): 36. 
81 R. Reith, 'Schloß (Türschloß)', in Lexikon des Mittelalters, 10 vols (Stuttgart: Metzler, [1977]-1999), vol. 7, col. 1491, 
in Brepolis Medieval Encyclopaedias - Lexikon des Mittelalters Online; B. Philips, The Complete Book of Locks and Locksmithing 
(New York, 2005), 5.  
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alongside their pragmatic functions in managing access, doors and locks also influenced 

communication and the semiotics of power, as I discuss in the following sections. 

Doors and locks determined access and communication flows. Georg Simmel writes that 

the wall ‘is mute, but the door speaks’.82 Doors influence and shape lines of sight and soundscapes; 

add to the number of thresholds through which a given visitor must pass (possibly delaying them), 

and; function semiotically to communicate openness or closure.83 As Bruno Latour has noted, 

locks (or rather non-automatic locks) actually humanise the door, presenting it as something that 

someone might use if they have a key.84 After all, a door does not just connect an inside with an 

outside, or one space with another. It also puts inside and outside into relation with one another, 

signals an opening or closure, and maintains possibilities for both opening and closing. The door, 

then, is a threshold. The ways in which thresholds were used reflected people’s ideas concerning 

behavioural codes in the spaces that they defined.85  

Aldermen and city servants literally held town halls’ keys in their hands. They decided 

whether spaces should be opened or closed and thus who could legitimately participate in a certain 

activity. Accordingly, they controlled seclusion and publicity in town halls. The aldermen of 

Haarlem probably realised that they had the monitor such servants. In 1528 they forbade the 

warden Pieter van Leeuwarden (who had the keys to the town hall) to bring anyone to the cellars 

or anywhere else in the building, or to gather with people inside the building.86 In addition, the 

aldermen often deliberately used doorsteps as a stage for communication. Aalst’s city accounts, 

for example, equate the town hall’s front door with the location where the announcements were 

made.87 As for Ghent, ordinances instructed that they be published in public spaces, including on 

 
82 G. Simmel, ‘Bridge and Door’, Theory, Culture & Society 11 (1994): 7. 
83 ‘Doors, for instance, can exist in more states than merely open or closed, and even the meaning of an open or 
closed door is not constant. It has been observed that doors can function as a ‘communication system’ and that ‘door 
position is a communicator of socializing intent’. D. Jütte, The Strait Gate. Thresholds and Power in Western History (New 
Haven, 2015), 4–5. 
84 B. Latour, ‘Mixing Humans and Nonhumans Together: The Sociology of a Door-Closer’, Social Problems 35, no. 3 
(1988): 10–21. 
85 B. Siegert, ‘Doors: On the Materiality of the Symbolic’, trans. J. Peters, Grey Room 47 (2012): 8–9, 12. 
86 ‘Yemant inde kelder of elders upter stadthuys te setten of gelagen te houden’. Van Steensel, ‘Het personeel’, 219–
20. 
87 ‘Item een slot vooren an de doere van scepenehuis daer men plecht te ghebiedene’. ARA, reg. 31424, f.68r. (1417). 
The gebiedhuisje, an extension of the town hall situated right beside its front door, came into use around 1474. It 
constitutes a unique example of a specially built publication platform. It was renovated around 1486, only to be 
demolished and replaced in 1543. De Potter and Broeckaert, Geschiedenis der stad Aalst, 2:58–60; P. de Win and F. 
Moens, ‘De ‘roepstenen’ en ‘kerkpuien’ in de provincie Oost-Vlaanderen. Bijdrage tot de orale bekendmakingen in 
het verleden’, Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent, 1988, 7.  
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the town hall’s front door.88 Doors displaying documents became information boards, constituting 

a form of publicity even when they were closed. Non-governmental agents recognised this 

function and its potential impact on the circulation of information. This is clear, for instance, in 

cases of people nailing pamphlets to the door of Ghent’s town hall around 1451-1453, which called 

for the sitting magistrates to be overthrown.89 The door and lock on the front door to the town 

hall of the city Mons in the southern Low Countries (fig. 2.6) even resembled an architecture of 

publicity and enclosure. The fifteenth-century lock depicted a gate, indicating protection. In 

particular, it suggests control over entry, for a key was needed to open it. The handle resembles a 

balcony, from which a city crier promulgates a message, perhaps city ordinances.90 Such doors 

sealed spaces off, attesting to the aldermen’s ability to decide what was done behind closed doors, 

and what was being published. Indeed, as I show in the next section, for the medieval town hall 

the door, like other means of enclosure, crystallised the indefinite boundaries between openness 

and enclosure, the revealed and the concealed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
88 ‘Ende een fine diet nyemende cause en hebben van ignorancien zo es gheordineert dat men de voorghebot hanghen 
zal in diverche openbare plecken te wetene een ander voord duere vander scepenhuuse een ander ande voordduer 
vanden vleeschhuuuse en an elck kercduere een’. SAG, series 93, no. 26, f.11r.  
89 M. Boone, ‘Urban Space and Political Conflict in Late Medieval Flanders’, The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 4, 32 
(2002): 630–31. Another example comes from 1456 in Haarlem, where Mosselt Claesdochter van Schoten placed 
critical letters and poems on the ‘door of the court’. This likely referred to the public courtroom, which was visible 
from the market square. Speet, Het register van criminele sententiën van Haarlem, 54. 
90 Christian Liddy discusses the same lock and handle, arguing that it marks the spatial boundary between public and 
private. C. Liddy, Contesting the City. The Politics of Citizenship in English Towns, 1250-1530 (Oxford, 2017), 155–56. 

Fig. 2.6 Replica of the fifteenth-century lock at the town hall in Mons (or Bergen, 

currently Wallonia, Belgium). 



 

99 

Openness and enclosure in legal and political procedure 

The town hall was a stage for public rituals relating to the election of aldermen and criminal and 

civil justice. Before any such public proceedings or proclamations, however, legal and political 

procedures went through concealed or secluded stages. Those involved in these processes often 

made use of town halls’ material features to both hold exclusive, confidential meetings and 

communicate in public. Sources describing events such as criminal trials and elections of aldermen 

(including legal treatises, criminal verdicts, and urban chronicles) commonly enrol the words 

openbaer and secreet. In medieval Dutch, writers used openbaer, meaning ‘open’ in the sense that 

something was visible or commonly known. If an event was in the openbaer, then, it was understood 

as being open or knowable. The word secreet, in contrast, diverges from its modern equivalent, 

‘secret’. Indeed, by and large secreet did not refer to a secret or geheim, in modern Dutch. Rather it 

indicates seclusion or affairs that were not (yet) to be communicated to the public or in open 

spaces. In a literal sense, het secreet could mean exclusive access or confidential information. It could 

refer to the city’s archive or a toilet (basically the best place to privately conceal oneself; it is why 

toilets were often called ‘the private’, de priveye).91 

In legal and political procedures, it was important what was known and what remained 

unknown. The dynamics surrounding openness and enclosure, and how these were understood, 

were delicate. Closed doors did not necessarily ensure that the information behind them never 

reached urban society at large. As Luise White has explained, secrecy has more to do with a certain 

kind of information than with a form of concealment.92 A lot depends on who knows about 

seclusion in a given context. Closing a door implies that those outside it recognise their exclusion 

and that there might be information being kept away from prying eyes and ears. People are 

particularly primed to recognise all of this when exclusion happens according to expectations, such 

as in the case of the legal and political procedures under study in the following sections. 

Paradoxically enough, the visibility of seclusion constitutes a form of communication. Closing a 

door or passage between open and enclosed spaces conveys a message. Even when part of a legal 

 
91 ARA, reg. 31467, f.115v. In Ghent, the belfry’s lower level was known as the secreet. In 1431 the aldermen disclosed 
and read all privileges that were ‘resting well-hidden’, because they were very difficult to find. What is more, they 
reorganised and archived the documents in closets and two books, of which one was also ‘well-hidden’. A. van Heule, 
Memorieboek der stad Ghent van ’t jaar 1301 tot 1793, vol. 1 (Gent, 1852), 136, 193. In 1444, the Council of Holland asked 
the magistrates of Leiden, Haarlem, and Gouda to explain excise duty that had been raised on the initiative of the so-
called secrete vroedschap. This ‘secret’ council remained hidden (even for modern historians) until the sixteenth century, 
when it began writing their advice down. The council was formed by previous burgomasters. Marsilje, Deel 1. Leiden 
tot 1574, 90–91. 
92 L. White, ‘Telling More: Lies, Secrets, and History’, History and Theory 39, no. 4 (2000): 22. 
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or political procedure played out behind closed doors, transitions between open and enclosed 

segments of the process could make their significance unambiguous and understandable.93  

Openness and exclusion, therefore, are not opposites. For example, Roberta Gilchrist 

argues (with regard to hospitals and lepers) that separation is also a form of display. Adapting the 

Foucauldian account of surveillance, she states that liminal areas – such as sites on the boundaries 

of the city – coincide with places of transition and transportation, entrance and egress.94 This 

observation indicates that mechanisms of visual exclusion are not unique to the administration of 

justice and political meetings. Indeed, it pertains to spatial segregation in general, which implies 

not just exclusion, but the display of exclusion too. As I go on to argue, withdrawal and expulsion, 

as well as people and things being either locked in or locked out, were exhibited so to underline 

seclusion – to give it meaning.95 My point here resonates with what Beryl Bellman calls ‘the 

paradox of secrecy’. For Bellman, the practice of concealment should, almost by definition, go 

unmentioned. However, this is ‘contradicted by the fact that secrecy is constituted by the very 

procedures by which secrets get communicated’.96 Conversely, mechanisms of publicity actually 

constitute customs of concealment too.97  

Despite its exclusions and sequestered areas, the town hall also contained spaces that were 

used for open communication. When announcements were made from a town hall’s balcony, 

windows, or doorsteps, for example, the magistrates made information and decisions public that 

had hitherto been withheld. Sometimes this happened daily.98 In addition to notices attached to 

the doors of town halls, churches, or meat and grain halls, these announcements gave rise to 

 
93 G. Althoff, ‘The Variability of Rituals in the Middle Ages’, in Medieval Concepts of the Past. Ritual, Memory, Historiography, 
ed. G. Althoff, J. Fried, and P. Geary (Cambridge, 2002), 80. 
94 R. Gilchrist, ‘Medieval Bodies in the Material World: Gender, Stigma and the Body’, in Framing Medieval Bodies, ed. 
S. Kay and M. Rubin (Manchester, 1994), 43–61. Gilchrist builds particularly on the concept of panopticism, as 
explored Foucault’s Discipline and Punish. M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish. The Birth of the Prison (New York, 1977), 195 
and onwards. 
95 To cross a threshold is to incorporate oneself into a new world. A. van Gennep, The Rites of Passage (Chicago, 1960), 
20. Threshold crossing is a well-known procedure with regard to anchoresses, for example, whose enclosure was 
accompanied by performances, including the bricking up of the entrance to their location. This ritual marked and 
communicated anchorhold. A. Mulder-Bakker, Lives of the Anchoresses. The Rise of the Urban Recluse in Medieval Europe 
(Philadelphia, 2005), 69–70. 
96 B. Bellman, ‘The Paradox of Secrecy’, Human Studies 4, no. 1 (1981): 21. 
97 G. Geltner, ‘Fighting Corruption in the Italian City-State. Perugian Officiers’ End of Term Audit (Sindacato) in the 
Fourteenth Century’, in Anticorruption in History. From Antiquity to the Modern Era, ed. R. Kroeze, A. Vitória, and G. 
Geltner (Oxford, 2017), 115. See also: J. Weintraub, ‘The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction’, in 
Public and Private in Thought and Practice. Perspectives on a Grand Dichotomy, ed. J. Weintraub and K. Kumar (Chicago, 1997), 
1–42. 
98 ‘Presentie ter veynstren, daer men daghelicx pleeght te bannene’. V. Fris, Dagboek van Gent van 1447 tot 1470, vol. 1 
(Ghent, 1901), 163. 
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publicity.99 Indeed, during public meetings in public courtrooms, which were cordoned off by 

fences that featured a little door, communication was not limited to the circumference of the hall. 

In some cases, the visual and aural information might reach those outside the building too. This is 

plausible in the case of Ghent, where the wall facing the street contained an opening inset with 

railings and in Haarlem, where the courtroom directly overlooked the market field.100 Of course, 

not everybody would be able to attend public announcements – many, for example, will have had 

to work elsewhere in the city. Distance, as well as people’s varying capacities for hearing, seeing, 

or reading, could also influence reception. In principle, however, no barrier stood between the 

messenger and receiver. 101  That said, the decision-making processes themselves, like the 

administrative and legal procedures that preceded and informed them, took place inside the town 

hall, sometimes behind closed doors. I now analyse how town halls were used for public and 

enclosed sessions in the fifteenth century, and how these meetings were were set up. In so doing, 

I also stress how dynamics of openness and enclosure vary in different contexts. First I attend to 

the more common judicial and administrative practices, before focusing on a specific political 

event, the annual elections of aldermen. 

 

a. The administration of justice 

The fifteenth-century town hall was a location of both civil and criminal justice. The aldermen, 

sheriff and bailiff made use of several spaces during legal proceedings. As I demonstrate, 

contemporaries had clear ideas about when which room was most suitable. In the case of criminal 

justice, trials began by ex officio means. The bailiff, whether acting on information provided by 

others or investigating crimes himself, demanded that the defendant be captured or summoned, 

after which this person had to await trial in custody. A sense of the procedures involved in criminal 

trials in a slightly later period was recorded by Gerard Rooseboom, a secretary for the city of 

Amsterdam, in 1644. At that time, the town hall was largely used as it had been in the medieval 

period. I will first describe and then analyse these procedures.  

According to Rooseboom, after the sheriff collected evidence and interrogated the 

defendant, the trial started in a ‘private’ (besloten) room. There, the defendant confessed or denied. 

The sheriff then presented the case and charge. The law court then tried to come to a decision as 

to the sentence. This also took place in a ‘private’ room. The proclamation of the sentence took 

 
99 SAG, series 93, no 26, f.11r.  
100 Cannaert, Bydragen, 127–129. The vierschaar of e.g. late medieval Amsterdam also contained railings on the outside 
of the building. K. Fremantle, ‘The Open Vierschaar of Amsterdam’s Seventeent-century Town Hall as a Setting for 
the City’s Justice’, Oud Holland 77, no. 3–4 (1962): 206–9. 
101 An important exception here is the disturbance caused by noise or people, as I discuss in chapter 3. 



 

102 

place around noon on a scheduled day, for which the sheriff and aldermen moved from ‘the 

council chamber into the open public courtroom’. The sheriff positioned himself in the middle of 

the law court, with aldermen on both sides, after which the court confirmed that the sun is indeed 

high enough to administer justice. In other words, there had to be daylight. The sheriff summarised 

the offence of which the defendant was accused, after which the aldermen left the public 

courtroom in an orderly manner to consult with one another in the burgomaster’s room. If they 

considered the defendant guilty, the aldermen returned to the vierschaar where the sheriff 

announced the sentence. Again, the men moved into the burgomaster’s room to vote on the 

sentence. They then returned to the public courtroom once more to publicly assent to the sentence, 

which the secretary read out loud. A public punishment or execution followed immediately 

afterwards.102 

 The repetition of movements from room to room is striking; during the sentencing 

process, the criminal court arrived in the public courtroom no less than three times. Emerging 

from their own room, they came to the vierschaar so as to listen: first to note that the conditions 

were right for sentencing to proceed; then to hear the presented case, and; lastly to receive the 

charge. Both the charge and case material were already known to them, however, which means 

that the prescribed procedure was a performance. The full daylight required for the ceremony 

emphasises both the public courtroom’s openness and the enclosure of the court’s deliberation 

upon withdrawal.103 The aldermen’s movements were orderly and followed a specific route – ‘from 

above, into the burgomaster’s room’. This indicates the importance of the fact that the court’s 

 
102 ‘Item, op den bestemden dagh tegens den middagh, gaet den Schout met Schepenen uytten Schepen-kamer inde 
openbare Vierschaer, alwaer den ghevanghene mede gebracht wort, ende sittende aldaer den Schout in ’t midden, 
ende de Schepenen ter weder zijden, wort by den Schout van ’s Heeren weghen, vermaent het Vonnisse, of het hoogh 
ghenoegh op den dagh is, om Vierschaer te spannen, ende Recht ende Justitie te administreren, naer oude costume 
ende privilegie deser stede […] gaen Schepenen uytte openbare Vierschaer ordentlijck van boven af in de kamer van 
Burgermeesteren, om aldaer te stemmen […] Indien jae, soo gaen schepenen wederomme uytte kamer van 
Burghermeesteren, inde voorsz. Vierschaer’. Rooseboom, Recueil, 33–35. 
103 The aldermen indeed managed their time strictly. In a civil case in Gouda around 1500, the court refused to allow 
a man called Marten Ghyshertszoon to hear his accusations, because he had arrived too late. Gyshertszoon told the 
court they had closed the public courtroom too early, claiming ‘Lord schout, it is early enough, you are incorrect in 
closing the vierschaar!’ The aldermen told him that they were not permitted to do otherwise. ‘Willem Claesz tuucht by 
sine eede dair hy mit recht toe gebroch twert als dat in tijd voir leden gecomen is Marten Gyshertz, dair den scout sat 
te recht, seggen: “Heefter nyemeant meer te recht te doen”, eenwerf anderwerf ende drie werf. Doen riep Marten: 
“Heer scout ic heb wat te doen”. Doen seyde den scout: “Marten ghy coomt te laet”. Doen seyde Marten: “Heer scout 
tis vroe genoech, ghy breect de vierscaer qualic op”. Doen seyde den scout: “Ic breecke rechtelic op, dat vonnis vraech 
ic u Wllem Claes, of ic de vierscaer rechtelic opgebroken heb dan niet”. Doen wesen scepenen dat niet sculdich en 
waren enich vonnis te wijsen ofte laden sonder vierscaer ende scepenen seyde ofte vierscaer rechtelic of onrechtelic 
opgebroken was, dat en staet hemluyden niet te wijsen. Ende sy hebben Marten Gyshertz ten naesten vierscaer op alle 
alsulke recht geset als hy te voren scout soude verbeuren’. SAMH, AC2.126, loose folio at f.52r. The rising sun was 
associated with justice. In Amsterdam’s seventeenth-century town hall, defendants had to face east whilst hearing the 
death penalty as adjudication. Fremantle, ‘The Open Vierschaar’, 229. 
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withdrawal was visible. Given that both the vierschaar and burgomaster’s room were located next 

to each other, the aldermen only needed to walk into the town hall and scale a few stairs. In doing 

so, however, they left an open space and moved into the town hall itself, out of public sight, and 

gathered in a secluded internal room. The enclosure of their deliberation and their orderly 

procession underscores the court’s confidentiality and trustworthiness. The defendant and 

onlookers received the same information as the court itself during this legal ritual. These dynamics 

reinforced the perception of transparency.104 

 Further judicial writings confirm that practices of openness and closure recurred in this 

period. According to legal historian Marie-Charlotte Le Bailly, witness hearings in civil cases took 

place in secreet in the presence of at least two aldermen, after which the clerk recorded their 

statements. These documents were never made public, but used only by members of the law court 

in officials’ chambers, once they had been verified by the witnesses. In some cases, up to six 

persons underwent interrogation in one trial 105  Philips Wielant suggested that the Haarlem 

aldermen would deliberate over legal proceedings on a weekly basis, in enclosed chambers. 

Whenever they were unable to come to an agreement, they could either consult the Council of 

Holland or reopen an investigation, if the available evidence was deemed insufficient. In that case, 

the validation of witness accounts or new hearings needed to take place secretelic and ex officio – 

meaning that the parties involved were not informed. (This had everything to do with the integrity 

of witnesses or possible lack thereof). Then, the vierschaar’s clerk wrote down and proclaimed the 

verdict in the presence of all parties and their lawyers. Wielant, however, does not mention the 

physical space of the courtroom in which this took place.106 

It is possible that some personal disputes were settled without a larger audience being 

present. Other cases, such as those concerning debt, were held in an open setting. This is 

confirmed by the jurist Joos de Damhouder (1507-1581). According to him, the exchange of 

evidence, witness hearings, and deliberation all took place before the final, public stage of the 

proceedings, as in criminal cases. As soon as a definitive verdict was made, the judge 

communicated this publicly, in daylight and openly. This took place in the vierschaar – ‘the usual 

 
104 Analogies for this instance of visible withdrawal can be found in procedures for officially confirming burghers and 
especially retracting people’s citizenship. Although these denaturalisation decisions were published on the ‘blue stone’ 
in the street, the preceding deliberation took place in the public courtroom. During this procedure, the aldermen and 
clerks moved between the two different spaces. Orlers, Beschrijvinge der stad Leyden, 21–23. 
105 M. Le Bailly, Recht voor de Raad. Rechtspraak voor het Hof van Holland, Zeeland en West-Friesland in het midden van de vijftiende 
eeuw (Hilversum, 2001), 159; See as well: de Limburg-Stirum, Coutumes d’Alost, 340. 
106 J. Fruin, ed., Instructie, voor de stad Haarlem ontworpen door Philips Wielant (Amsterdam, 1874), 100, 105, 107. 
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place’ – with both parties present or at least summoned.107 This was clearly common practice. In 

Den Briel’s ordinances from around 1405, city clerk Jan Matthijsen states that ‘without an 

organised public courtroom, there will be no verdict, as one cannot adjudicate without a ghebannen 

vierscharen’. 108  According to Wielant’s widespread Corte instructie, the burgomasters, aldermen, 

council, and clerk first had to go to the council chamber as a collective before they could 

communicate the verdict. The final conviction in criminal cases always needed to be performed in 

the public courtroom. 109 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
107 ‘Alle definitive sententien moeten ghepronuncieert werden op den mondt vanden rechter / sittende ter vierschare 
ter plaetse daaer hy ghewoon is vonnisse te wijsen / op schoonen daghe / openbaerlijk / partije present / ofte ten 
minsten geroepen’. J. de Damhouder, Practycke in civile saecken, seer nut, profijtelijck ende nodigh alle schouten, borghemeesteren, 
magistraten ende andere rechteren (The Hague, 1626), 567. 
108 ‘Ende wair dair gheen vierschair ghebannen, so en waren die gheen vonnesse; wantment wijst gheen vonnes dan 
an ghebannen vierscharen’. Fruin and Pols, Het rechtsboek van den Briel, 130. 
109 In case of ecclesiastic courts, they could also be staged in the consistory (with exception of the Council of Flanders). 
‘Ende in allen hoven in Vlaenderen, useren zy de condempnatie te doene in consistorien of vierschaeren in de presence 
van den crimineulx’. J. Monballyu, ed., Filips Wielant verzameld werk, I: De Corte instructie in materie criminele (Brussels, 
1995), 75. 

Fig. 2.7. ‘Pronouncing the sentence’, an etching published in Joos de Damhouder, 
Practycke in civile saecken, seer nut, profijtelijck ende nodigh alle schouten, borghemeesteren, 
magistraten ende andere rechteren (The Hague, 1626), 566. It is worth noting members 
of the public looking on through the windows. 
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The importance of the procedures described here is underlined by a complete case file 

from Gouda in 1512. The document comprises many descriptions of the legal proceedings that 

went on as part of a trial concerning Willem Benne, who had a rather astonishing criminal record, 

accumulated in several cities. He had threatened several people with a knife, for instance, cut 

someone’s clothes, and barely missed two men with a polearm (his wife pulled him back just in 

time). In reaching their verdict, Gouda’s aldermen consulted their counterparts in Leiden; case 

files were sent back and forth, accompanied by legal advice composed by Leiden’s magistrates. In 

bringing this together, Gouda’s clerk carefully reconstructed the case, possibly creating a new set 

of files. These mention that after receiving pleas from the witnesses and defendant, ‘the aldermen 

went in with their obtained knowledge and deliberated about the articles and facts with great 

care’.110 As soon as they made a decision, the bailiff spoke to Willem Benne, confirming that his 

guilt had been proven. This confirmation was made ‘under the blue sky’. Benne pled his innocence, 

telling the court that he had been afraid and drunk. Again the court ‘went inside’ and came to a 

verdict. When the verdict was read out along with the evidence on which it was based (including 

a statement that culprit had been sober on at least one occasion), Benne admitted that he had 

misbehaved, once again ‘under the blue sky’. (He had been drunk, he noted, just not on that 

particular occasion).111 The curious case of Benne’s trial attests to the fact that courts visibly 

withdrew into closed off spaces, before communicating and validating their decision in public 

afterwards. It is most likely that Benne had been accused by the sheriff and summoned in the city 

itself. He was then brought into custody so as to give evidence in the council chamber before 

being tried in the public courtroom. The record describes how the aldermen moved into their 

 
110 ‘Mitten welke kennisse dese scepenen binnen gegaen syn ende hebben op elke artikelen ende faite mit groter 
aernsten gelet ende gedelibeert’. SAMH, AC2.187a. Several loose pages (letters by Gouda and Leiden magistrates). 
The case at f.1v.-f.4r.  
111 ‘Welke voirscreven punten ende feyten de bailiu vander Goude den voirscreven Willem heeft angeset vande stede 
voirscreven dat hy die geleden heeft voir scepenen, los vry ende buyten allen pyne, ende onder den blaewen hemel’. 
SAMH, AC2.187a, f.2r; ‘Item alle dese voirscreven artikelen ende faiten heeft Willem voirscreven voir scepenen onder 
den blaewen hemele geleden nae onder gewoente vander stede vander Goude’. f.3v. The aldermen of Gouda did not 
know which sentence was fitting in Benne’s case. This is why they sent these files to Leiden. The Leiden court advised 
exile and, in view of his crimes, that his eyes be gouged out. Although the Gouda aldermen accepted this advice, 
another body of correspondence indicates that neither Gouda, Leiden, nor Haarlem possessed a tool for executing 
this punishment. Gouda’s aldermen sent another letter asking whether Leiden’s magistrates would allow them to use 
a scalpel instead, promising that the process would not be more painful and gory. Benne had been convicted twice 
previously, in 1509 and 1510. After the 1512 conviction, he mounted a successful higher appeal in the Court of 
Holland, where it was argued that his misdemeanours called for a civil instead of a criminal case. Leiden’s law court 
had no authority over civil cases. The magistrates of Gouda then brought the case to the Great Council of Mechelen, 
which ruled against Benne and the Court of Holland. It is unknown how the case was eventually closed. J. van 
Herwaarden, Opgelegde bedevaarten. Een studie over de praktijk van opleggen van bedevaarten (met name in de stedelijke rechtspraak) 
in de Nederlanden gedurende de late middeleeuwen (ca 1300 - ca 1500) (Assen, 1978), 317–19. 
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deliberation room. In explaining this procedure to Leiden’s aldermen, however, Gouda’s clerk 

refers to neither a chamber nor the public courtroom. Instead, he describes an inward and outward 

movement and characterises the vierschaar as being ‘under the blue sky’ – that is, outside. This 

expression was not unique to the clerk: in the seventeenth century, Amsterdam’s public courtroom 

was also referred to as ‘under the naked sky’.112 The law court thus saw, or at least presented, the 

public courtroom as an open outdoor space. This is emphasised by phrases recalling its open 

character – such as ‘in the open air’, ‘in the morning’, and ‘by full light’ – as well as by material 

means: the open fences allowed for public visibility.  

 Four points arise from the treatises mentioned above and the example of Benne’s trial. 

First, with regard to cases involving the public courtroom, there is a clear division between rooms 

intended for deliberation and those meant for promulgation. Second, movements among different 

spaces emerge as important performative acts. The court relocating to another room is publicly 

visible. Third, it is clear that the various stages of legal and public procedures were to be conducted 

in an orderly manner. And fourth, the public courtroom setting entailed full daylight, suggesting 

the highest degree of openness. This was a pragmatic measure: town halls were most active around 

when daylight was at its fullest. Each of the features enumerated here concern clarity, reliability, 

confidentiality (on the part of both aldermen and audience), or transparency. The spatial layout of 

town halls facilitated both the open and enclosed aspects of these procedures, as well as the court’s 

transition between rooms during trial.  

The details of these rituals of openness and enclosure varied among different cities, for the 

town halls and public courtrooms were laid out differently in each case. As the access analyses 

presented in figures 2.1 to 2.5 indicate, the vierscharen were situated close to these buildings’ main 

entrances (with exception of Aalst, where the public courtroom was located upstairs in the council 

room). From there, the aldermen had to leave the vierschaar through a little door, thus departing 

from the most accessible space. Magistrates in Aalst would enter the deliberation room; they stayed 

rather close to the public courtroom. In Gouda, they had to take the stairs, which might have 

meant that the door to the council room was out of sight of the public. The aldermen in Ghent 

could either go through to the council chamber and deliberate there or possibly take the spiral 

staircase to the collatiesolder. In Leiden the aldermen left the vierschaar and deliberated in their council 

chamber upstairs, whereas in principle Haarlem’s magistrates could use two different routes. One 

would lead them over the market field to the town hall’s main entrance, then through the hall and 

 
112 By the seventeenth century, however, the court only proclaimed death penalties in the vierschaar. The burgomasters 
oversaw that procedure from their own interior balcony, which extended above the public courtroom. Fremantle, 
‘The Open Vierschaar’, 212. 
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into the council chamber right above the public courtroom. It is more likely, though, that the 

magistrates would leave through the door at the back of the courtroom, then take a staircase 

leading directly to the entrance of the council chamber. This is more similar to the routes that 

magistrates took in other town halls. In all cases, save for the possible outdoor route in Haarlem, 

the transition between outside and inside took place within the town hall. All of the spaces used 

for deliberation created at least some distance between the defendant awaiting the verdict, parties, 

and onlookers on the one side, and the withdrawing law court on the other.  

Scholars have tended to interpret the legal practices or trials that took place in council 

chambers as restricted sessions and the vierschaar as a public space. 113  In Ghent, however, a 

distinction obtained between meetings in closed and open chambers. This allowed for situations 

in which there were other participants and ‘allies’ of either the defendant and plaintiff.114 Several 

judicial records from Ghent demonstrate this, referring to openbare camer – public chambers.115 Here 

we encounter the possible difference between a locked and an open chamber. Still, the phrase ‘in 

public’ is ambiguous. It is unlikely that there were audiences in the ‘public chambers’. Rather, this 

phrase indicates the presence of town servants, secretaries, lawyers, or other parties. Their presence 

marked the difference between whether a meeting of the law court or council was enclosed or 

public. Records thus refer to ‘bystanders’ or ‘folk’.116 In 1482, for instance, a man called Fransoys 

Merotin from the town of Sint-Winoksbergen (which is close to Dunkirk in France) came to 

Ghent’s criminal court. He had spread false information in the chambers of the town hall, ‘openly’ 

(openbaerlic) and ‘in presence of all bystanders’. 117  Indeed, he lied under oath or made false 

allegations. However, this incident took place not in the public courtroom, but in the chambers. 

Nonetheless, the record mentions an audience and suggests that the aldermen perceived the act as 

being done ‘openly.’ Merotin had disseminated misinformation in public. In all probability, the 

presence of other people was a major motivation for Merotin’s prosecution. This sensitivity 

 
113 Decavele, ‘Bestuursinstellingen’, 289. 
114 The accounts refer to vrenden or magen – friends or relatives who could accompany someone during trial. SAG, 
series 261ter, f.50r. Similar spatial practices were used in the Parisian parliament, for example. F. Camphuijsen, 
‘Scripting Justice. Legal Practice and Communication in the Late Medieval Law Courts of Utrecht, York and Paris’ 
(University of Amsterdam, 2017), 60–62; C. de Mérindol, ‘Les salles de justice et leur décor en France à l’époque 
médiévale’, Histoire de la Justice 10 (1997): 5–80. 
115 SAG, series 212, no.1, Ballincboec’ 1472-1537, f.169r. ‘Dat scepenen ten openbarer cameren ptien gheexpediert 
ende ghedynght hadden’. As well as in the criminal records: SAG, series 214, no. 1, f.1r. 
116 ‘Volc’ and ‘Bystanders’. SAG, series 212, no. 1, f.21r, f.23r and f.61v. 
117  ‘Fransoys Merotin van Sente Winnecxbergh. 50 jaer. Omme dat hy onlancx in cameren vander kuere ter 
jeghewoordicheyt van allen bistanders openbaerlic seyde dat een persoon van Sente Winnocxberghe vele quade, 
blamerlyke, ende scouffierlicke woorden ghesproken hadde ten laste van dese stede van Ghend ende den ghemeenen 
poorters, waeraf ter torcondscip ende informatie daer op gehoort de contrarie warachtich bevonden es ende de voors. 
persoon onbesculdich vanden voorn. woorden’. SAG, series 212, no.1, f.61v.  
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surrounding public communication in the town hall is an effect of the importance accorded to 

confidentiality and secluded spaces in the building. 

Although the council chamber could be used for secluded discussions, sometimes during 

a trial, the existence of separate deliberation rooms indicates a need for a further level of enclosure 

so as to protect the exchange of information. In Aalst, magistrates probably added a deliberation 

room simply because, during trials, the council room itself became the public courtroom. It seems 

that a simple internal wall with a door was not enough, however, for in 1456 they had a double 

wall built ‘so one could not hear the arguments of the aldermen.’ 118  A guards’ chamber is 

mentioned in the city accounts for the first time a year later. In addition to providing a clear 

justification for the construction of the double wall, the accounts suggest that the aldermen wanted 

their rooms to be better secured. And although there were already separate guards’ and council 

chambers, the aldermen deemed it necessary to erect an extra wall between these spaces in 1481.119 

Magistrates were regularly concerned with information leaks or disturbances of closed-off legal 

discussions. In Ghent in 1513, the aldermen listed forty-one regulations regarding legal procedures, 

beginning with the following stipulation: ‘When, during the deliberation of the aldermen, the 

pensionaris (or somebody else) has said that the camere needs to be cleared, nobody is allowed to stay 

in the camere’.120 As it seems, the law court of Ghent was unsure about the seclusion of confidential 

meetings due to what they perceived as the lawyers’ annoying behaviour.121 Accordingly, the 

alderman reaffirmed that lawyers and the public were prohibited from entering the chamber during 

the aldermen’s closed deliberations assembled, unless they had official consent.122  

Contemporaries were aware of these regulations and the law court punished any 

disturbance of such procedure of confidential discussions. In 1477, Jan de Scepper Pieterszoon 

stood in the Ghent vierschaar and shouted rudely at some of the city servants: ‘I will stop you and 

refuse to allow you to deliberate about a verdict!’ In response, they tried to put an end to his 

 
118 ‘In dandre weke van octobre wrachte Rubbine de Pleckere upt scepenen huus ende maecte een dobbel weech inde 
vertreccamere omme dat men de argumente van scepenen niet hooren en zoude’. ARA, reg. 31450, f.56r; 31451, f.31v. 
119 ARA, reg. 31475, f.40v, f.42r. Those walls also gave rise to complications. In 1468 the aldermen ordered that two 
windows be installed in the wall of the council chamber, which could be opened during mass. By means of these 
windows, those ‘out of service’ could watch the mass from the lobby. ‘Item betaelt Pieteren Den Monic, scrynmakere, 
van ghemaect thebbene twee nieuwe spiersche veynstren int scutsel van Scepenen camere omme die oepen te doene 
als men messe doet upden voors. autaer ten hende dat de liede van buten den dienst zouden moghen zien doen up 
den vorsten zoldere, mids den verthenden naglen daer toe dienende’. ARA, reg. 31462, f.44r. 
120 ‘Eerst zo wanneer int vergaderen van scepenen bijde pencionarissen oft anderssins gheseyt es de camere ter rumure 
ende datmen vallyden zoude dat hem niemant en vervoordere binnen der zelver camere te blivene’. SAG, series 261ter, 
f.50r. 
121 SAG, series 261ter, f.50r. 
122 ‘Item zo verbietmen den taellieden ende procurers vanden camere vande keure zonder tconsent vande voir scepene 
ofte colege inde camere te comene als scepenen vergadert zijn ende de camere ghesloten es’. SAG, series 261ter, f.50r. 
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‘unmannered’ behaviour. The law court sentenced him to an exile of fifty years.123 Likewise, the 

aldermen prosecuted those who trespassed upon confidential witness hearings and deliberations, 

as I indicated at the beginning of this chapter. Enclosed deliberations, then, were neither secret, 

nor completely concealed. The fact that they went on and the functions they served were common 

knowledge. Secluded meetings were a normal part of legal procedures. Still, they took place in 

functioning buildings, around which various people roamed, whether in using different offices or 

as part of legal practice. Formally it was for the aldermen to decide who could watch and listen to 

their debates in the chambers. A central reason that walls and doors were constructed, then, is to 

ensure that, at key points in wider legal procedures, law courts and witnesses could communicate 

confidentially, in seclusion. 

Members of town councils were personally responsible for protecting seclusion and 

confidentiality. In his Haarlem treatises, Philips Wielant indicates the significance of exclusion and 

material demarcations in civic processes. According to Jacobus Fruin, this interpretation is derived 

from the Gesta Romanorum (which was written sometime in the early fourteenth century). The 

section of Wielant’s account in question here concerns members of councils who unlawfully 

disseminated information outside their chambers. ‘Once, a great lord built a council room, and in 

front of it a portal… [And whenever a member of the council] is sinful, he [the judge] would cast 

him away and lock him out of the room’.124 The enclosure of the room and exclusiveness of 

information was taken very seriously. Indeed, it was an important feature of the aldermen’s oath. 

In his treatises, the Den Briel clerk Jan Matthijsen stated that this oath entailed taking responsibility 

for maintaining the heymelicheden (confidentiality) of the council and law court. ‘From premature 

disclosures, revelations and notifications about the court and heymelicheden come sins such as 

treason, and violation of justice’.125 An alderman who did not take this responsibility seriously 

could expect a heavy punishment. This happened in Ghent in 1481, when one of the town’s 

 
123 ‘50 jaer buten land van Vlaenderen omme dat hy staende in wette ghebannen vierscharen, daer hy te doene hadde 
jeghen partien, gheseyt heft ende gheroupen met luuder stemmen ende ruude worden tot eenighen vanden dienaren 
van scepenen, die hem corrigierden van zynde onghemaniertheden die hy maecte te presentien van heer ende wette 
ende vele goede mannen inde zelve vierschaer: ‘ic houde hulieden over partie ende weere hulieden te zittene over t 
maken vanden vonnesse.’ Met noch vele meer andere ruude worden zulk als dat die niet sculdich en zyn te blivenene 
onghecorrigiert’. SAG, series 212, f.14r.  
124 ‘Hoe eens een groet heer dede maken een raetcamer, daer hy dede een portael voir maken [...] die onghetrouwe 
ende medlere des raets des scependoms off gherechts hem ontsie; bevint die rechter hem in die onduecht, hy sal hem 
uut die camer des raets stoten ende sluyten’. Fruin, Instructie door Philips Wielant, 79.  
125 ‘Nadat hy desen eedt ghedaen heeft, verbonden is te helen die heymelicheden ende raet der steden ende tgherechts, 
ende dat yghelike ymmer doe; want uut voirbodinghen, openbaringhen ende meldinghen des raets ende 
heymelicheden des gherects comen veel ondeuchden, als verradenisse, vercrachtinghe des rechts ende verlies vanden 
steden ende luden; ende die melders verliesen den naem van eeren ende worden meeneedich ende scalke’. Fruin and 
Pols, Het rechtsboek van den Briel, 77. 
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aldermen, Jan van Nortich Symoens, was banished for fifty years. He had broken his oath by 

‘disturbing’ the secreet, having shared what was most likely information concerning a deliberation 

outside the council chamber. In this way, he deceived the whole council.126  

The secretaries, city servants (boden), and pensionaries also had to take oaths involving 

pledges to maintain confidentiality. The secretaries vowed that they would keep ‘all cases the court 

or council deliberated within the chambers secretelijck, and [not] reveal or publish [them] outside 

the chamber’.127 City servants had to promise to keep secreet ‘all [that they] saw and heard of the 

law court, be it within the chamber or outside’.128 The pensionaries agreed to share no information 

discussed in the chamber with anyone ‘without an oath’ – that is any non-governmental agent.129 

Everything happening behind closed doors was supposed to be confidential. Whereas it was up to 

the aldermen to reveal aspects of what was discussed in their chambers, secretaries could decide 

what information could be shared outside. By no means, however, were city servants or 

pensionaries to take such decisions.  

Oaths taken secured secrecy in advance, anticipating the possibility that city servants might 

see or overhear confidential information, even if they were not directly involved in a case. 

Together, oaths and regulations were designed to clarify which spaces were to remain secluded 

and which were intended for publication, as well as who could communicate information in the 

open and when. Aldermen’s elections were marked by similarly delicate dynamics surrounding 

openness and enclosure. These procedures, which also took place inside the town hall, entailed 

even more complex practices of enclosure and openness on the part of the aldermen.  

 

b. The aldermen elections 

Commotion broke out amid the annual election of aldermen in Ghent’s town hall in 1451. Evening 

had already fallen, but a decision was yet been made. Frustration at the delay mounted and a large 

armed crowd gathered before the town hall. Pamphlets were found around the building the 

 
126 It is unknown exactly what information was published without the council’s consent. ‘Jan van Nortich Symoens, 
50 jaer omme dat hy onlanxleden, contrarie zynen eede ghedane als scepenen vande kuere ende metten achtende de 
andre die hy […] sculdich ware te draghene. Ende hebbene te dese stede waren tsecreet van scpenenen ghereneteert, 
ende uter camere ghedreghen heeft […] Dan mede metten allen bedrieghende tghemeen collegie van scepenen, zinne 
medegheselle, ende onder voornoemde revelatie vertooghende dat hy gheene saghe tverlies ende falaertie van dese 
goede stede, ende heeren dekenen vande rechte, priviliegien ende vryhede, de zelve twelkc niet en behoert te lidenen 
zonder purgratie’. SAG, series 212, f.52r.  
127 Huizinga, Rechtsbronnen der stad Haarlem, 444. 
128 Huizinga, 444. 
129 Huizinga, 450. 
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following day, stating: ‘You, cowards (slapscheten) of Ghent […] we will ask for a new Artevelde’.130 

By expressing a desire for a new James of Artevelde, the famous insurgent and Ghent’s political 

leader around 1340-45 (his statue decorates the Vrijdagsmarkt today), the people signalled their 

distrust in the current magistrates’ ability to oppose Philip the Good.131 During the period known 

as the Ghent Revolt (1449-1453), which followed rising tensions over salt taxes in 1447, annual 

elections of aldermen were carefully watched by all parties.132 In 1449, the duke tried to influence 

the election by sending commissioners who denied the rebellious aldermen to run for office.133 

The election lasted between two and three days, after which the new aldermen refused to oversee 

the commissioners when it came to the proclamation and swearing their oaths. As a consequence, 

a crowd of people showed up to make their doubts about the procedure known.134 The procedure 

of installing new aldermen usually comprised four phases: a festive reception of the count’s 

commissioners; a conclave; the public proclamation of the decision, and; finally a ceremony in 

which the new aldermen swore oaths.135 Clearly the city inhabitants thought that the count’s 

intervention was corrupt, especially given that it deviated from established election rituals in 

Ghent.136 It is likely that their suspicions were only reinforced by the duration of the enclosed 

phase of the procedure, as well as by the fact the aldermen did not show up during the public 

proclamation of the electors’ decision. Indeed, this is why a crowd gathered in a subsequent 

election in 1451, when the conclave’s door remained shut until late evening. In holding new 

elections in 1449, Philip the Good meant to purge the aldermen. From that time on, there were 

 
130 ‘Maer zy was eerst uutgheroupen, mits dat de kiezers nyet eens gheworden en consten, tsondaechs-avont, up Onser 
Vrauwendach alfougst, ontrent den 10 hueren in denavondt, daer ‘t volc wel quam ghewapent ende in groter menichte, 
want daer inne zeere verwonderde […] Item, tsmaendaechs den 4e van der zelver maent, waren vonden ghestroyt 
ontrent den scepenhuuse diversche brieven, in substancien inhoudende: “Ghy slapscheten van Ghendt, Die nu hebt 
’t regiment, Wy en zullen ’t hu nyet meer ghewaghen, Maer zullen ’t eenen nyeuwen Artevelt claghen”’. 
This is mentioned in the city chronicles, written by the city clerks. Fris, Dagboek van Gent, 1:128–29. 
131 J. Haemers, ‘Social Memory and Rebellion in Fifteenth-Century Ghent’, Social History 36 (2011): 453. This incident 
is the first example in what would become a long tradition of Ghent’s inhabitants recalling van Artevelde. G. 
Deneckere, ‘De resurrectie van Jacob van Artevelde in de 19de-eeuwse Gentse arbeidersbeweging: over het verlangen 
naar “de Grote Man”’, Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent 51 (1997): 155–87. 
132 Boone, Gent en de Bourgondische hertogen, 225. 
133 Van Bruaene, De Gentse memorieboeken, 207. 
134 Van Leeuwen, De Vlaamse wetsvernieuwing, 51–58. 
135 During the conclave, thee lectors were locked in the collatiesolder, where they were supposed to stay until they had 
made a decision. Nobody was allowed to enter that room. Fris, Dagboek van Gent, 2:83; J. van Leeuwen, ‘Het decor 
van een machtswissel. Ruimtegebruik bij de Gentse wetsvernieuwing in de vijftiende eeuw’, Handelingen der Maatschappij 
voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent, no. 57 (2003): 50. A similar system functioned in Bruges, although no secret 
vote was cast. Deliberation was done beforehand, after which commissioners read letters in public (in French and the 
local language). This was followed by the proclamation and ‘publication’ of the aldermen, to which the public could 
express their opposition or agreement. Van Leeuwen, De Vlaamse wetsvernieuwing, 195–96. 
136 J. van Leeuwen, ‘Ritueel en publiek. De rol van toeschouwers bij de wetsvernieuwing in Gent, Brugge en Ieper in 
de vijftiende eeuw’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, no. 117 (2004): 323–24. 
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many ducal supporters among the new aldermen. For this reason, some of Ghent’s inhabitants did 

not trust the electors and kept a close eye on the procedure unfolding in the town hall.137 Shortly 

after the unrest, Philip the Good sent the city of Ghent a letter, complaining that craftsmen had 

influenced the elections. In the city chronicles, however, Ghent’s clerk described events in terms 

of the public’s vigilance in the face of a deviation from received election procedure.138  

 These elections were part of a political struggle. Nevertheless, the different explanations 

put forward by both Philip the Good and Ghent’s aldermen regarding the unrest before the town 

hall touch upon the ambiguity surrounding thresholds and enclosed meetings. During elections, 

closed doors could mitigate peoples’ fear that candidates or electors were being corrupted and 

electoral processes disturbed or influenced.139 For this reason, the publics’ exclusion from certain 

steps and spaces of political procedure did not signify a lack of transparency. Or rather it did, but 

this was not considered problematic. Burghers of the city, for example, knew where the aldermen’s 

offices and chambers were located and knew electoral procedures. The relative exclusivity of these 

sites and process served to ensure trustworthy decision making. That said, a door remaining closed 

for too long, and the impression of opacity that it gives, could lead people to suspect corruption.  

Here too, however, what was considered to be ‘in public’ was bound up with a delicate 

dynamic of openness and enclosure. This can be observed with regard to elections held in Ghent 

in 1479. In that year, electors told the aldermen, bailiff, and commissioners that they did not agree 

with the other five electors, ‘publicly in the chamber’. However, besides electors no one else was 

supposed to receive such information at this stage of the election. In this case, five electors inside 

the building had failed to preserve the secreet, even before citizen outside the building had become 

involved. The electors committed a crime (and were banished for fifty years accordingly), for they 

had broken their silence before coming to a decision (besides the fact that they chose not to align 

themselves with the clear majority, which was prescribed).140  

One of the electors was Willem van der Scaghe, who, despite his exile from Flanders, 

showed up in Bruges. With the help of an intervention on the part of Maximilian, Ghent’s 

aldermen again sentenced van der Scaghe to banishment. Moreover, the culprit had to order two 

metal heads (each the size of a human equivalent). One was to be placed outside the public 

 
137 Boone, Gent en de Bourgondische hertogen, 227. 
138 Van Leeuwen, ‘Ritueel en publiek’, 330. 
139 B. Hanawalt, Ceremony and Civility. Civic Culture in Late Medieval London (Oxford, 2017), 61. 
140  ‘Gheseyt hebben openbaerlic inde camer voor ende ter presentie van smijne heeren de commissarisse, de 
hooghballiue, scepenen van beede den bancken ende beede de dekenen doe wezende, dat zy hemlieden gheelic ende 
al afdronghen de keure bijden anderen vijf kiesres ghedaen ende daer omme ghenen voix en hadden latten gaen’. SAG, 
series 212, f.35r. 
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courtroom, the other at the collatiesolder, with inscriptions on metal plates placed beside them. 

Whereas the head destined for the courtroom was accompanied by a text referring to van der 

Scaghe’s punishment,141 that placed in the attic (where van der Scaghe’s election had taken place) 

was flanked by a quite different text:  

 

Noble persons of high names, authorised to renew the law, commit to this discreetly and 

appropriately [that] to maintain the clarity and decency of the privilege, and the honesty of 

the prince; think carefully about all cases, administer justice wisely and in harmony; mirror 

yourself to this, so you will have peace. 142 

 

This passage is actually an adaptation of a poem about the aldermen’s elections of 1449. It was 

integrated into the memorieboeken, a collection of various writings by city servants that circulated in 

Ghent from the fourteenth century onwards.143 It was no coincidence that the aldermen decided 

to reuse the text (and record it once again in the memorieboeken) in 1479: the city had recently seen 

a rebellion against the monarch and the inscription beside the head in the attic referred to another 

ducal intervention. 144  Significantly, the text hung in the room in which deliberations were 

conducted in the presence of representatives of the monarch. Most importantly, this was where 

the annual aldermen’s elections were held. The inscription’s message, in combination with the 

reference to Willem van der Scaghe, reflected critically on the duties of electors – those who could 

renew the law (that is, elect new aldermen). And although it referred to van der Scaghe’s crime, it 

also emphasised the discretion expected of the election procedure, according to which it was 

imperative that the conclave be secluded and only the rightful decision promulgated.  

That the whole conclave took place in the town hall emphasises the importance of the fact 

that the deliberation was visually secluded from the urban community, eligible aldermen, and 

overseeing commissioners. In all probability, similar procedures existed in the other cities of the 

Low Countries, although the presence of the collatiesolder makes Ghent a distinct case. During 

elections, deliberation usually took place in the council chamber.145  

 
141 Cannaert, Bydragen, 127–29. 
142 ‘Notabele persoonen van hoogher namen; gheauctoriseert omme tvermaken der wet; Committeert discretelic naer 
betamen; Persoonen van heeren uut elc let; Omme tprivilegie zuuver ende net; Tonderhaudene ende ’s prinschen 
eerlichede; Overdynck alle saken hoe ende bet; Hem alle dync voucht, in eendrachtichede; Spiegelt u hier an, so heb 
dy vrede’. Cannaert, 127; van Heule, Memorieboek, 1852, 1:317.  
143 Van Bruaene, De Gentse memorieboeken, 207. 
144 This happened a year before the actual revolt against Maximilian. Nicholas, Medieval Flanders, 395. 
145 Van Leeuwen, ‘Het decor’, 55. A similar procedure was used for the election of treasurers in Gouda. Abels et al., 
Duizend jaar Gouda, 68. 
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Although electors could have used another building, this too would not have assured full 

confidence. By using the town hall, they could adopt principles of seclusion and openness that 

closely resembled those pertaining to the administration of justice. For the elected aldermen would 

present themselves publicly immediately after the electors had made their final decision. In so 

doing, they moved out of the secluded conclave and into the open space in a visible, ceremonial 

way. The proclamation of the new aldermen itself consisted of an elaborate ritual, which included 

the playing of music,146 that slotted into the daily routine of announcements made from the 

window of the aldermen’s house.147 There, each new alderman swore his oath. This involved 

proclaiming – out loud and in public – that he would maintain the seclusion of the aldermen’s 

chamber.148 

 

Conclusions  

Although town halls were accessible buildings, located in crowded areas, they contained a number 

of rooms intended specifically for deliberations among limited participants. This chapter has 

reconstructed how the dynamics of openness and enclosure functioned in such buildings. 

 In the daytime, many town halls welcomed frequent visits from city inhabitants. They 

contained offices for several city servants and, a few days a week, the aldermen. The building was 

multifunctional and accessible. In general, people entered and occupied those spaces that were 

best suited to their purposes. Despite the fact that the number of walls, doors, and locks grew 

through the fifteenth century, different visitors and users frequently came into contact with one 

another. The many thresholds helped the aldermen to structure communication and information 

flows according to legal regulations and experiences concerning which aspects of procedures 

should be public and which enclosed.  

Deliberations were not conducted behind closed doors out of a desire to withhold 

information from the larger public indefinitely. Indeed, the proclamation of sentences and 

decisions before a larger public, whether in an accessible public courtroom or on the street, was a 

central part of legal and political procedures. Urban society gathered information at the town hall. 

 
146 Ironically this is known because of a case of 1469, for which Charles the Bold decided to change the procedure: 
‘Ernyeut wart de wet 'ts avonts by commissarysen van myns gheduchs Heeren weghen, zonder eeneghe andre kiesers 
ende gheordonneert dat men 't voortan alle jare alzo doen zoude, maer men riep se noch men lasse uute ter veynsteren, 
met tortsen ende speellieden openbaerlic, alzoo men 't daer te vooren ghehuuseert hadde ghesyn.’ Fris, Dagboek van 
Gent, 2:225; J. van Leeuwen, ‘Geluid, muziek en entertainment. Het gebruik van auditieve middelen tijdens het ritueel 
van de wetsvernieuwing in Gent, Brugge en Ieper (1379-1493)’, Revue belge de philologie et d’histoire 83, no. 4 (2005): 1029–
57.  
147 Fris, Dagboek van Gent, 1:163. 
148 Fris, 1:164–65. 
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At the same time, aldermen enrolled several devices to ensure confidentiality, including internal 

partitions (which were often soundproof), doors, locks, and a deliberate organisation of spaces 

within the town hall. Indeed, the deliberation room being the most remote of all the rooms in the 

building. These measures notwithstanding, unsanctioned visitors occasionally infiltrated 

confidential meetings. This challenged the boundaries of secrecy in town halls, which appear to 

have been indefinite. 

Publicity and seclusion, then, had to do with location, materiality, and public attitudes 

towards those with the authority to decide upon the character of a given civil procedure. 

Magistrates claimed transparency and legitimacy by means of ritual. These entailed political and 

judicial demonstrations that were both open and enclosed, such as the magistrates’ publicly visible 

withdrawal from the courtroom into the council chamber and subsequent return. Town halls, it 

emerges, were not simply hierarchical buildings. Rather, they allowed for both public and secluded 

sessions, having been organised in such a way as to strengthening a complex interplay of openness 

and enclosure. These dynamics were given shape by different agents, including the buildings’ users 

(such as the magistrates and different urban inhabitants), material environment, and legal and 

political procedures. 

The town hall was a site of publicity. As I show in the following chapter, though, its 

accessibility and multifunctionality also had its disadvantages, challenging some of the practices of 

procedures that went on inside.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


