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Hendrick Avercamp’s painting Riverscape at Kampen | fig. 1 | highlights an array 
of typical summer activities occurring along a river. In the foreground of the 
composition, two male figures seated at the water’s edge direct their atten-
tion to a freshly caught fish being detached from the line of a man wearing a 
hat. His companion looks on and awaits a tug on his line, which he secures by 
sitting on the handle of the rod. A third man, with his fishing rod and basket 
strung on his shoulder, looks on from behind. On the other side of the seated 
men, a dog raises its head to acknowledge the retrieval of the fish. Two small 
boats float by on the expanse of water, each occupied by a pair of figures who 
cast fishing lines into the water. Swans and ducks float calmly past, while two 
cows enjoy the grass and water. To the left of the composition, near the edge 
of the image, a solitary man repairs fishing nets strung between poles. On the 
opposite side, two women with a young child are seated on the grass, while 
their male companion observes a nearby hunter pointing his gun at a bird in 
mid-flight. Behind them, a woman and young child walk along a road with a 
horse-drawn carriage moving in the direction of a city outlined in the distance. 
In the background of the image, the faint outline of buildings and a church 
tower may be discerned. 

Remarkably, none of the fifteen figures gathered along the river appear to no-
tice the two cadavers on the gallows near the water’s edge. These hanging bodies 
are positioned so that they give the impression of overlooking the idyllic sum-
mer activities unfolding before them. In the lower left foreground of the com-
position, positioned near the edge, lies the skull of a horse. Like the hanging 
bodies, this detail seems to go unnoticed by any of the figures in the landscape 
scene. Its inclusion, however, introduces a temporal dimension to the image, as 
it foreshadows the future decomposition of the hanging cadavers. 

Despite the apparent indifference of the figures in Avercamp’s composition, 
civic authorities in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic intended the dis-
play of executed bodies on the gallows to be a remarkable feature of the land-
scape. They were meant to deter illegal actions by vividly reminding potential 
wrongdoers of the grisly consequences of crime. This anticipated reaction is 
rendered quite strikingly in a drawing produced by Anthonie van Borssom in 
1664, | fig. 2 | in which criminal bodies are represented in varying states of de-
composition. Five standing figures direct their attention to the exhibited bod-
ies and appear to be contemplating the fate of the convicts, thereby internalis-
ing the moral messages the spectacle of their corpses was intended to convey. 
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The images by Avercamp and van Borssom provide two contrasting exam-
ples of behaviour at the gallows and in proximity to punished bodies. Neither 
artist was unique in producing images featuring occupied gallows, which 
were depicted in different media and for a variety of contexts. Indeed, such 
images are part of a long and well-established visual tradition that predates 
both compositions. Gallows appeared most commonly in medieval and ear-
ly modern religious scenes depicting Calvary and Christ’s crucifixion. These 
devotional images were meant to provoke contemplation of the earthly 
suffering of Christ, while also prompting reflection on the inevitability of 
death and the afterlife.¹ The gallows were also featured in scenes of country 
life and landscape prints. As Catherine Levesque has noted, their inclusion in 
such images was intended as a reminder of mortality.² While the motif of the 
gallows has carried memento mori connotations since at least the early medi-
eval period, its presence in scenes of seventeenth-century life suggests that 
it also came to be linked to civic authority. Criminals punished by city offi-
cials were displayed on gallows with the explicit intention of deterring future 
offenders through visualizing the consequences of crime. While the suppres-
sion of illicit activities may have been the official intention behind the use of 
the gallows in the Dutch Republic, the production of images like Avercamp’s, 
in which the reprimanded bodies generate no interest, suggests alternative 
possibilities for the site. The range of images of the gallows produced sug-
gests that they were material agents of the ideas and values then circulating 
in society associated with punished, criminal bodies. Instead of only func-
tioning as a reminder of death or a deterrent to crime, the gallows may have 
also served as a visual trope that, at times, exceeded the parameters of control 
over unlawful behaviour. Through close readings of images of the gallows, in 
conjunction with contemporary accounts, this article seeks to explore the 
importance of this site in mediating certain social hierarchies. The import-
ance of visual culture to the creation of a space in which anxieties could be 
tested and debated without direct threat to established power structures will 
also be demonstrated. As scholars like W. J. T. Mitchell have noted, images do 
not function merely as “imitations of life”— they also have the ability to take 
on “lives of their own,” shaping the way people perceive the world around 
them.³ Building on this conception of the vitality of images, the present arti-
cle will explore the potential impact of representations of the gallows on the 
behaviour and beliefs of those who interacted with these images. Given the 
lack of historical information regarding how viewers reacted to or perceived 
the specific images under consideration, some transhistorical psychological 
projection will be employed in the following analysis. This is done, however, 
with due consideration to established historical behaviours, and with the 
intention of expanding the potential connotations and associations of the 
gallows and its prominence in visual culture.

Official Treatment of Executed Bodies

Jacob Bicker Raye recorded his impressions of a public execution he witnessed 
on January 11, 1766. From his diary entry, we understand that executions in 
the Dutch Republic were highly ritualized and followed carefully formulated 
ceremonial procedures. Raye refers to these as “ontsaggelijke plegtigheeden,” or 
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Figure 1. Hendrick Avercamp, 
Riverscape at Kampen, c. 1620–25.  
Panel, 24 × 39.2 cm. Fondation 
Custodia, Frits Lugt Collection, Paris.

Figure 2. Anthonie van Borssom, 
View of the Gallows Field at Volewijk 
Outside of Amsterdam, 1664. Pen 
and brown ink, watercolour on 
paper, 20.5 × 31.8 cm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam.
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awesome ceremonies, that included not only the actual moment of execu-
tion, but also processions preceding the exhibition of certain bodies after 
death.⁴ These carefully choreographed spectacles were intended to project 
the impression that civic officials were in control of city boundaries, as well as 
the activities occurring within their borders. Public executions typically took 
place on a structure built specifically for the occasion outside the Town Hall. 
According to the instructions of some official sentences, the bodies of certain 
criminals were then moved to the gallows for further display. While not all 
felons condemned to death were sentenced to have their bodies decompose 
on the gallows, approximately half were given this additional penalty. For 
example, 214 of the 390 criminals sentenced to death in Amsterdam between 
the years 1650 and 1750 were also subject to this punishment.⁵ The lawbreak-
ers strung on the gallows were considered the worst and most frequent 
offenders. These included those who committed murders or violent robber-
ies, as well as those who combined crimes against the body, such as assault, 
with crimes against property, such as robbery. It was also the penalty for those 
whose previous offences and convictions had reached a critical point.⁶ 

In the province of Holland, twelve gallows fields were located just outside 
areas of urban settlement.⁷ Executed criminals would be transported there 
in what was another component of the formalized rituals that accompanied 
public punishments. In Amsterdam, for example, the main gallows field — the 
Volewijk — was located at the northern border of the city, along the central 
shipping route.⁸ Following execution, corpses would be collected from out-
side the Town Hall and either placed on a wagon, which was pulled by a horse, 
or physically dragged through the streets by the executioner. An anonymous, 
seventeenth-century print visualizes the manner in which these punished 
bodies were transported during the procession to the gallows. | fig. 3 | After 
being dragged or carted away from the Town Hall, the corpse would arrive at 
the water’s edge. Once there, it would be taken to the Volewijk via boat, where 
it would be placed on the gallows located at this marker of the city. 

A crowd of onlookers often accompanied the transportation of the dead 
body from the Town Hall to the Volewijk. The anonymous print indicates this 
through the inclusion of a number of boats, represented in the foreground of 
the composition, some of which are filled with the passengers who made the 
journey with the executioner. In one of the boats, at the centre of the com-
position, lies the unclothed, lower torso of an executed felon. While it is pos-
sible to see that the cadaver’s legs have been bound, its upper torso is cut off 
by the edge of the image. Two men, likely the executioner and his assistant, 
are in the process of dragging this body from the boat. In the background of 
the image are examples of the possibilities that await the newly arrived body. 
The artist has included a number of other cadavers already exhibited in a var-
iety of positions. Some have been strung from the gallows, others are tied on 
top of a wheel, while the remaining criminals have had their heads fitted into 
V-shaped poles, with their bodies hanging limply below. To the left of the com-
position, a group of well-dressed figures appears to have just disembarked 
from the empty boats behind them. These men are shown observing the con-
demned bodies already on view and serve as witnesses to the process unfold-
ing as the corpse is removed from the boat by the executioner. The artist has 
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even included an outline of the city in the background of the composition, and 
a church spire and buildings are discernible on the horizon. While images like 
this cannot be taken as exact recordings of what occurred at the Volewijk, they 
do corroborate written accounts, such as Raye’s, regarding the spectacular and 
public nature of the events that transpired there. Images like this may have 
been intended to provide an account of what occurred to punished cadavers 
after they left the Town Hall for those who did not travel to the Volewijk with 
the executioner. However, this meaning was not necessarily stable. As Stuart 
Hall has noted, intended meanings do not always survive the passage through 
representation intact. Meaning changes depending on context, usage, and cir-
cumstance, and is, therefore, in constant negotiation.⁹ While images of pun-
ished bodies displayed at the gallows may have been intended to signify control, 
this meaning had the potential to be manipulated or misconstrued by viewers.

Officials paid attention to how bodies were treated after death in an effort 
to ensure the maximum legibility of forbidden actions. For example, objects 
referencing either the weapon used in a murder or a stolen item would be 
hung with some bodies, for days or even weeks, as a means of emphasizing 
the nature of the crime.¹⁰ The effectiveness of this practice is made evident in a 
note by Richard Rawlinson, a British lawyer and antiquary, who visited the gal-
lows field in Amsterdam on September 20, 1719. According to Rawlinson, there 
were several executed criminal bodies, and “[some] on the wheels had several 
pistols over their heads to denote that they were assassins.”¹¹ The inclusion of 
the weapons hanging overhead made the nature of the crime being punished 
apparent to even a foreigner. Beyond the exhibition of weapons, execution-
ers were also paid additional fees for a variety of actions to be performed after 
death. Some of the officially recorded requests made of executioners include 
cutting off various body parts, placing severed parts of the body on the cadav-
er’s trunk, drowning the corpse, and scorching its face. For example, the execu-
tioner would have been paid three guilders extra to drag a body to the Volewijk, 
seven if a carriage was used, six to hang it from the gallows, three to hang a 
weapon above the convict’s head, and twelve for ropes and cords to support 
the body.¹²
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In certain cases — when a crime was considered to be particularly harm-
ful to the civic good, and therefore in need of severe punishment — special 
mechanisms were constructed to impress this fact upon the public. Simon 
Fokke produced a series of images recording the harnesses that were made 
to contain the bodies of a group of mutinous sailors. Dutch prosperity was 
largely derived from overseas expansion and trade, so the need to control 
the behaviour of sailors was imperative to the continuation of economic 
success. To send a message that mutiny would not be tolerated, the sailors 
were sentenced to be broken on the wheel and their bodies placed in special-
ly constructed harnesses. Fokke’s images depict the harnesses from varying 
angles and demonstrate the intricacy of planning involved in the construc-
tion of these contraptions. | fig. 4 | Based on their elaborate nature, it can be 
surmised that their production costs would have been sizable. Such expense, 
coupled with the added payment made to the executioner for any addition-
al actions performed on the dead bodies, is indicative of the level of symbolic 
significance attached to how criminal corpses were handled. By including spe-
cial instructions for the transportation and gibbeting of bodies in their offi-
cial sentences, judicial authorities were actively conveying messages to those 
who would view and come into contact with these bodies. 

Anthonie van Borssom’s image View of the Gallows Field at Volewijk Outside 
of Amsterdam visualizes another type of activity that could occur at the gal-
lows following the spectacle of transfer from the Town Hall. | fig. 2 | Like the 
anonymous print discussed above, this drawing highlights the physical div-
ision of the gallows field from the urban centre through its separation by 
water and the inclusion of the city’s outline in the background of the image. 
Two boats are also shown at the edge of the water, indicating the method 
of transport that would have been required to arrive there. As noted earli-
er, the figures in van Borssom’s drawing have travelled to the gallows and 
are depicted focusing their attention on the punished bodies. Quiet, calm, 
and solitary self-examination was an important component of Protestant 
teaching, and van Borssom’s image visualizes this process in the observing 
men.¹³ At the right of the composition, a body is secured to a stake with an 
axe suspended above ; this was an object associated with the crime. As Raw-
linson’s account makes clear, contemporary viewers would have understood 
the meaning of these suspended objects. Similarly, the figures pictured in van 
Borssom’s image are depicted contemplating the cast-out criminals. It may be 
surmised that this contemplative act was part of a process of internalizing the 
laws governing a cohesive community. Furthermore, van Borssom’s image 
may have elicited the same pensive turn inwards in the viewer of the drawing, 
who considers the depicted spectators scrutinizing the corpses. Through rep-
resentation, the act of reflecting upon the fate of wrongdoers at the site of the 
gallows may have been extended to viewers of this image. 

Images like van Borssom’s and the anonymous print not only commemor-
ated what occurred to some bodies following public execution, they also vis-
ually differentiated the spectators from those being punished. | figs. 2, 3 | The 
movement and accompanying formalized procession of the criminal corpse 
to a location outside the city limits can be viewed as a symbolic cleansing of 
the unacceptable transgressions committed by the offender. The process 

13. Jonathan Sawday, “Self and 
Selfhood in the Seveenteenth Cen-
tury,” in Rewriting the Self : Histories 
from the Renaissance to the Present, ed. 
Roy Porter (London and New York : 
Routledge, 1997), 31.

14. Angela Vanhaelen, Comic 
Print and Theatre in Early Modern Am-
sterdam : Gender, Childhood and the City 
(Aldershot, uk, and Burlington, vt :  
Ashgate Publishing Company, 
2003), 152.

15. Fr de Witt Huberts, De Beul En 
Z'n Werk (Amsterdam : Andries Blitz, 
1937), 53. 

16. Spierenburg, The Spectacle of 
Suffering, 57–58.

17. William Brereton and Ed-
ward Hawkins, Travels in Holland, the 
United Provinces, England, Scotland, and 
Ireland, 1634–1635 (London : Printed 
for the Chetham Society, 1844), 49.

18. Ibid.

Figure 4. Simon Fokke, 
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broken on the wheel, 1764. Drawing.  
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of expelling the body of the wrongdoer from the city, and the subsequent 
images that recorded such events, were important tools in establishing cultur-
al cohesion in the community. As Angela Vanhaelen has argued, the repeti-
tion and ritual of expelling criminal bodies from the city allowed civic officials 
to “divide a purified interior from a polluted exterior, and to separate bodies 
within the walls from bodies arrayed on the outside.”¹⁴ Images of these rituals 
and the place of symbolic and physical expulsion thus solidified this demarca-
tion beyond the temporal limits of the ontsaggelijke plegtigheeden and the eventu-
al decomposition of the displayed bodies.

The decision to expose an executed cadaver on the gallows was thus 
intended to ensure that the repercussions of unlawful activity would be made 
evident to the maximum number of viewers. The careful management of the 
gallows and the bodies exhibited there — as evidenced, not only by the accom-
panying rituals, but also by the expenses incurred by officials — illustrates the 
importance of this site to the projection of power and control. The gallows as 
a marker of law is reinforced by reports that soldiers were required to salute 
them when they passed by.¹⁵ Additionally, during periods of war, a city’s gal-
lows were often a target for opposing forces as a symbolic destruction of the 
city’s authority.¹⁶ The hanging bodies symbolically asserted that criminal and 
deviant behaviour would not be tolerated within the confines of the city under 
the jurisdiction of civic officials.

Ambushed Landscapes

Upon approaching the town of Haarlem during his tour of the United Prov-
inces in 1634, the English traveller Sir William Brereton noted in his diary 
the presence of gallows publicly displaying the bodies of executed convicts. 
According to Brereton, 

Here before we came to the town we saw a dainty gallows : three pillars of brick, iron bars 
overcross, whereon hang two men in chains, all flesh consumed. A woman executed 
stands here fixed to a post : she suffered for murdering her own child. She was put to a 
most cruel death upon a wheel. Another man’s proportion [body] stands here, latterly 
erected and fastened to a new post.¹⁷ 

Brereton was no doubt describing the gallows recorded some years earli-
er by the artist Esaias van de Velde, who frequently painted landscape scenes 
around the town of Haarlem. | fig. 5 | Van de Velde’s composition and 

Figure 5. Esaias van de Velde, 
Landscape with Gallows, 1619. 
Oil on Panel, 13.5 × 27 cm. 
Gothenburg Museum of Art, 
Sweden.
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Brereton’s diary entry provide further evidence of the encounter with damned 
bodies that people would have experienced in daily life. Van de Velde’s image 
Landscape with Gallows includes the decomposing body of a criminal placed on 
an iron bar supported by three brick pillars. A man, perhaps a weary traveller, 
is depicted seated in the foreground of the composition with his back turned 
to the gallows. He appears relaxed and undisturbed by the scene behind him, 
and does not appear to register the corpse blowing in the wind. Similarly, 
Brereton quickly noted in his diary the presence of the decomposing bodies 
on the “dainty gallows” outside the town of Haarlem, but he does not include 
an emotional response to the sight. Once the brick structure that held the 
offending corpses is noted, he shifts his focus to describing the economic his-
tory and governance of the city.¹⁸

Brereton’s lack of overt emotional response or sustained discussion of the 
displayed bodies recalls the actions of the figures in Avercamp’s Riverscape at 
Kampen. | fig. 1 | Gallows were to be found in many cities and may have there-
fore become, for travellers like Brereton, a common feature of the landscape. 
Their inclusion in a range of visual culture may have also worked to desensi-
tize others to their presence. This familiarity with decomposing human 
remains in public spaces would have been critical to mediating anxieties sur-
rounding death, criminality, and the body. Through a process of normalizing 
the gallows as an intrinsic component of the landscape, such images helped 
to promote a level of familiarity with the decomposing corpse. While anx-
ieties over the power and contaminating effects of the criminal corpse were 
not completely erased in practice, images of the rotting and broken body pro-
vided an opportunity for viewers to destabilize the officially sanctioned mes-
sages these images were intended to convey. As established above, official 
representations of the gallows field were important tools in the projection 
of authority and order. However, certain types of images held the potential 
for generating subversive ideas regarding the ability of officials to ensure the 
safety of the community from crime and illicit activity. This is notably evident 
in situations requiring travel between cities or towns. 

Travel throughout early modern Europe was often difficult and potential-
ly dangerous, as robbery by gangs of bandits was a real possibility. Levels of 
crime directed at travellers varied depending on location and other factors, 
such as war and economic instability. Generally speaking, towns in Hol-
land were well governed. They had prosecutors, a chief constable, deputies, 
assistants, and a team of night watchmen tasked with crime prevention and 
detection. For example, until the end of the eighteenth century, the city gates 
of Amsterdam were locked at night and iron barriers lowered into the can-
als, thus preventing unauthorized access by either land or water.¹⁹ In spite 
of these precautions, concern over certain types of illegal activity remained a 
reality for travellers. This was markedly so in the Dutch countryside, where the 
power and influence of authorities was less strong. Evidence of concern over 
safety can be found in the growing popularity of images that record instances 
of criminal behaviour. Representations of banditry and ambush, produced for 
sale in the open market, became an increasingly popular subject during the 
seventeenth century. 
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One such image, a print by Jan van de Velde ii titled Ambush of a Wagon, | fig. 6 | 
pictures an attack occurring at the boundary between the city and country. A 
cluster of structures, including a church, can be discerned through the trees. 
Groups of people are depicted gathered in front of these buildings, com-
pletely oblivious to the robbery taking place just beyond the city limits. In the 
foreground of the composition, the carriage driver is shown raising a dagger 
toward the approaching assailant in an attempt to defend the occupants and 
goods in the wagon. The woman in the wagon is in a state of alarm, as two rob-
bers approach her from their place of cover in the forest. The Latin text includ-
ed below the image tells the story of a merry group of travellers making their 
way home, while reminiscing about their visit to the countryside. Their enjoy-
ment, however, comes to a sudden end as a “savage” group of outlaws attack 
their wagon. The text states : 

In his own countryside the citizen has completed his annual joys, 
and with his family happily, look, makes his way home from here. 
But secretly a savage race of thieves runs up to the replete people 
and all their joy the barbarous mob snatches away. 
This is fortune’s game, and a scene of fleeting things : 
adverse pain suddenly succeeds prosperity.²⁰

Through both the visual and textual elements, the viewer is made aware of the 
potential harm that can occur to travellers in the liminal spaces beyond city 
walls and the reach of law. The accompanying text also directs attention to the 
fleeting characteristic of fortune and the cyclical nature of prosperity and pain. 

Scenes of ambush and robbery were not only depicted in prints but also in 
paintings. Images of travellers being attacked by bandits developed into an 
established visual formula in Netherlandish painting in particular.²¹ Esaias 
van de Velde i’s Wooded Landscape with Armed Men Attacking a Wagon Party stands as 
an example of this genre. | fig. 7 | The image depicts a wagon barred from pro-
gressing along the country road by a group of armed men, who emerge from 
the cover of the forest on all sides. An attacker on the left of the composition 
has just fired his gun, which is aimed at one of the passengers in the covered 
wagon. The latter appears to be in the process of falling from the wagon as a 
result of a wound inflicted from the still smoking gun. To the right, five men 
carrying weapons charge out of the thick trees. In the background of this 
central scene, a lone figure runs away from the ambush. This man is presum-
ably one of the drivers of the wagon, since his white horse stands abandoned 
at the front of the convoy. The scene takes place in a landscape framed on 
all sides with dense trees and shrubbery. With the exception of a dilapidat-
ed country house, just discernable behind the cover of trees on the right of 
the composition, there are no other buildings in view. This suggests that the 
attack is occurring well outside the city limits.

As this image attests, potential dangers awaited travellers as they went 
beyond city boundaries. Traditional representations of the countryside tend-
ed to present it as calm, safe, and peaceful. As Christopher Heuer has noted, 
Dutch art, and especially Dutch landscape art, tended to be positioned by crit-
ics as a “minute and happy transcribing of the visible world.”²² Representa-
tions of landscapes that are not happy and benign thus deviate from this norm, 
and their production and circulation can reveal tensions about this projected 



Anuradha Gobin Picturing Liminal Spaces and Bodies  : Rituals of Punishment and the Limits of Control16

Figure 6. Jan Van de Velde II 
after Esaias van de Velde, Ambush 
of a Wagon, 1603–1641. Etching 
and engraving, 28.0 × 42.2 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

Figure 7. Esaias van de Velde I, 
A Wooded Landscape with Armed Men 
Attacking a Wagon Party, 1673.  
Oil on canvas, 30.5 × 52 cm.  
Image Courtesy of the Sackville 
Collection/National Trust Images. 
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Figure 8. Esaias van de Velde, 
Travelers Attacked by a Bandit, 
1627. Drawing, 18.9 × 30.6 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

Figure 9. Esaias van de Velde, 
Ambush of a Wagon, 1626. Drawing, 
19.8 × 31.5 cm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam. 
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image of security. Artists were “ambushing expectations” of what would typ-
ically be pictured in images of the countryside.²³ The fact that scenes of assault 
and banditry were produced in a variety of media suggests that the public — the 
primary consumers of these images — was preoccupied with matters concern-
ing criminal behaviour and safety. The number and variation of surviving 
images depicting scenes of ambush and plunder is indicative of an active mar-
ket demand for compositions that deviated from the calm and pastoral scenes 
that were also immensely popular during the period.²⁴ These two, seemingly 
contradictory manners of representing the Dutch landscape reveal a tension 
between the projected image of safety and what the reality of the situation 
may have actually been. 

The concern over security and the effectiveness of punishment rituals 
comes to the fore in images that position scenes of ambush against the gal-
lows, which function in this instance as symbols of the law. Esaias van de Velde 
produced two drawings depicting assaults on travellers occurring in front 
of occupied gallows. The first, a drawing from 1627, pictures three travellers 
being attacked by a bandit. | fig. 8 | On the right of the composition, one sees 
a gibbet and wheel located on an elevated mound. The gibbet is occupied by a 
hanging corpse, which appears to survey the scene of assault taking place on 
the road below. The second drawing, Ambush of Wagon from 1626, | fig. 9 | shows 
a horse-drawn carriage that has been stopped by a bandit wielding a sword. 
Two other assailants run toward the wagon carrying weapons in their hands. In 
the background, loose lines suggest the outlines of the city this convoy has left. 
As the drama unfolds in the foreground of the image, a single body hanging 
on the gallows seems to bear witness to the illicit deeds. This striking juxtapos-
ition of criminal activity and its potential repercussions seems to foreshadow 
a probable outcome for the scene depicted. The unexpected combination 
could also be seen as an overt manifestation of anxieties about the effective-
ness of law. This drawing is just one of a number of extant compositions that 
feature bandits blatantly ambushing people and property within sight of the 
gallows. This suggests that the gallows failed as a potent means of preventing 
future crime by warning of consequences. 

Looking more closely at these two images, the ambiguity of meaning asso-
ciated with the gallows becomes evident in additional ways. A number of 
black birds circle above the decomposing bodies, | figs. 8, 9 | referencing the 
obvious fact that birds of prey consume cadavers. Furthermore, the birds’ con-
sumption of the condemned corpse often formed part of official sentences. In 
one sentence, it was decreed that the felon “never be committed to the earth, 
that the wind will blow him apart and the crows, ravens and other birds will 
tear him up and consume him.”²⁵ Another, similar sentence stipulated that 
the executed criminal’s body be placed on public view at the gallows field “to 
be consumed by the air and the birds of heaven.”²⁶ Seventeenth-century sen-
tencing formulas reveal a preoccupation with the deviant body being con-
sumed by birds. This is even underscored in the name of the gallows field in 
Amsterdam — the Volewijk — possibly derived from vogel wijk, which means the 
region of the birds.²⁷ 

The link between the gallows and the birds’ attraction to the exposed bod-
ies was clearly evident to contemporaries, as bird catchers would often gather 
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at this location to hunt and set out traps. Avercamp’s Riverscape at Kampen 
includes a bird hunter among the multiple groups of people gathered. | fig. 1 | 
More strikingly, Jan van de Velde ii’s 1615 etching Landscape with Bird Catchers at 
their Nets visualizes how elaborate such activities around the gallows could 
become. | fig. 10 | In it, a party of well-dressed men and women is huddled in 
the shade provided by a large tree at the corner of the print. A male member 
of this party holds the strings attached to the nets laid out on the ground just 
below the gallows. The fact that a decomposing body is still attached to a post 
at the gallows seems to offer no deterrent to this elaborately attired party. No 
one in the pictured group even glances at the dead body, which attracts the 
birds they have come to catch.

While sentencing formulas expressed a desire that the criminal’s body 
“never be committed to the earth,” in reality pieces of decomposing flesh 
would inevitably fall from the gibbet to the ground below. These human 
remains would, over time, serve as a source of nutrients for the grass and 
vegetation growing around the gallows. This grass would then become 
the food source for animals, like cows — another quintessential symbol of 
Dutch identity. In a number of images with gallows, cows and goats wander 
unhindered around the displayed bodies. | fig. 1, 5, 10 | In Avercamp’s River-
scape at Kampen, two plump cows lazily eat grass and drink the water around 
the gallows. | fig. 1 | Goats graze while curiously observing the bird catchers in 
Jan van de Velde’s etching. | fig. 10 | In Esaias van de Velde’s painting of 1619, 
a centrally positioned cow is in the process of consuming grass at the foot of 
the gallows. | fig. 5 | This cow is more prominent and represented with even 
greater detail than the human figures ; its presence highlights the cycle of 
life and death, while also pointing to its role in enabling the deviant body to 
re-enter the purified limits of the city. The lone cow at the base of the gallows 
will soon re-join its companions on the other side of the fence, transgressing 
the established boundary between interior and exterior, polluted and purified. 
Furthermore, the material life of drawings, prints, and paintings that record-
ed the gallows also enabled this transgression and blurring of boundaries, 

Figure 10. Jan van de Velde II, 
Landscape with Bird Catchers at their 
Nets, 1615. Etching, 12.1 × 31.8 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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as they would have been purchased by residents and taken into their homes 
within city limits to be displayed on walls, or included in print albums to be 
viewed, contemplated, and discussed with friends and family. This points 
to an interest in what occurred to bodies cast out beyond city borders, thus 
underscoring the prominence of visual culture in considerations of safety and 
the cycle of life and death more generally.

Landscape’s Limits

Since the gallows were typically found just beyond city limits, this intermedi-
ate location allowed artists to represent, and thus work through, the implica-
tions of authorities’ failings. As Elizabeth Honig has argued, the city’s outer 
fringes — the banlieue, as she categorizes it — was a place with its own charac-
ter, where behaviour that defied the expectations associated with regular city 
or country conduct could occur. For Honig, the banlieue was a critical space, 
as it became the location in which resolutions to social tensions “could be 
imagined and even tested without threatening the fundamental orders of 
place and society.”²⁸ Honig’s characterisation of the banlieue recalls the work of 
Arnold Van Gennep on liminality, in which he also asserts the ambiguous and 
indeterminate attributes of this state.²⁹ Situated in the banlieue, the gallows 
existed in a liminal position that enabled people from diverse social spheres 
to mix in ways not possible within the confines of the city. It permitted the slip-
page of defined categories through participation in leisure activities and enter-
tainment that occurred, most peculiarly, near exposed criminal bodies.

Anthonie van Borssom’s pen and ink drawing of the Amsterdam gallows 
field gives the impression of an ordered and sombre place meant to provoke 
quiet, internal reflection and contemplation. | fig. 2 | As already seen with the 
bird catchers, as well as those gathered along the river near Kampen, this inter-
nal reflection was not always the reaction the gallows elicited. | fig. 1, 10 | It also 
attracted the curious and those seeking entertainment and recreation. Fam-
ilies, groups of friends, and travellers would gather to enjoy the pleasures of 
the seasons with apparently little concern for, or alarm at, the exposed bodies 
that were in such close proximity to their leisure activities. The location of the 
gallows in the open space outside city limits facilitated the mixing of people 
from diverse social spheres in ways that were not possible within town. This 
again reinforces the connection between the gallows field and the banlieue, as 
both permitted the slippage of defined categories through participation in lei-
sure activities.³⁰ Images of the gallows and its decomposing bodies also reson-
ate with accounts of grotesque and comic spectacles in which, as Mikhail Bakh-
tin notes, “the limits between the body and the world are erased.”³¹ 

The pursuit of pleasure in the shadow of the gallows took place through-
out the year, including in the middle of winter. Hendrick Avercamp’s can-
vases commonly feature the pastimes of winter, another popular theme 
of seventeenth-century Dutch painting. Avercamp’s Enjoying the Ice Near a 
Town | fig. 11 | shows a large group of people enjoying diverse leisure activ-
ities on a broad expanse of frozen water near a town. Enjoying the ice are a 
number of women, whose wealth is indicated by their ermine-lined cloaks 
and the fashionable masks worn to keep their faces warm.³² An analysis of 
the type of dress and activities of the various groups reveals that there are also 
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burghers, peasants, beggars, and children on the ice. In essence, this winter 
scene brings people from all walks and stations of life together to socialize 
and seek entertainment. In the left, middle ground of the composition, one 
sees a row of tents set up to sell refreshments. Even horses are shown on the 
ice, as they were used to pull sleds transporting people and goods. Many of 
the figures depicted by Avercamp are engaged in activities such as ice fish-
ing and playing kolf ; he even included a group of gipsy women telling the 
fortunes of those gathered on the ice. What is of particular relevance in this 
image, however, is Avercamp’s inclusion of a gallows on the right middle 
ground of the composition. Discretely located, yet still visible behind an over-
turned, partially submerged boat, the bodies of three felons are displayed. As 
seen in previous images, not one of the dozens of figures depicted in the com-
position appears to notice the suspended bodies. Unlike the drawing by van 
Borssom, | fig. 2 | the punished criminals do not inspire contemplation and 
internal reflection. Instead, Avercamp’s image presents the area surrounding 
the gallows as one on the outskirts of the city in which people from different 
social classes and backgrounds mix in the pursuit of entertainment and leisure. 

The freezing of canals and rivers during the winter would have disrupted 
daily activities, as waterways were, and still are, crucial to the transport of 
goods and people in the Netherlands. This change in daily routine would have 
inspired a festive atmosphere, and the activities taking place on the ice and in 
the vicinity of the gallows resemble those that would occur during a carnival 
or a fair. A commonly discussed aspect of early modern fairs is their ability to 
blur boundaries between varying social classes, thus providing an opportun-
ity for established social hierarchies to be inverted. As Peter Stallybrass and 
Allon White have noted, fairs were agents of transformation that “promot-
ed a conjecture of discourses and objects favourable to innovation.”³³ That 
Avercamp depicts these types of festive activities occurring beside the gal-
lows suggests that such representations would have also generated discourse 

Figure 11. Hendrick Avercamp, 
Enjoying the Ice Near a Town, c. 1620.  
Oil on wood and textile, 
47 × 89 cm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam; long-term loan  
from private collectors.
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among viewers about the place of the grotesque, illicit body and the rituals 
that accompanied these public events. The festive atmosphere of the image 
would have prompted interrogation, discourse, and innovation, much like 
that experienced at the actual fair.

While Avercamp’s representation highlights the pleasures of winter and 
the festive atmosphere it produced, closer inspection also reveals the hard-
ships and realities of life. For the less-affluent and working classes, the win-
ter held the possibility of suffering or death due to food shortage and cold. 
While many of the figures are engaged in leisure activities, there are others 
who are actively fishing or searching for eels. There are also beggars who seek 
alms from those gathered on the ice. The continued need for commerce and 
trade is also emphasized by the movement of goods and products across the 
ice. Read in conjunction with these overt signs of the difficulties of daily life, 
the signification of the gallows takes on new meaning.³⁴ As an overt sign of 
death, their presence indicates that, despite the disparate circumstances of all 
the people depicted, not everyone would survive the winter. The potential for 
death looms over the lives of all and, much like the common vanitas compos-
itions of Dutch paintings, reminds viewers of the transience of life and earthly 
pleasures. 

The inclusion of the gallows in images that feature entertainment can be 
further read as a warning and a call for caution and balance, as evidenced by 
a detail included in Enjoying the Ice Near a Town. | fig. 11 | The grotesque, crim-
inal body that will eventually decompose upon the gallows can be linked to 
the concept of degradation, which is associated with the lower stratum of the 
body, including the act of defecation. This process of degradation can be both 
destructive and regenerative. According to Bakhtin, “To degrade an object 
does not imply merely hurling it into the void of nonexistence, into absolute 
destruction, but to hurl it down to the reproductive lower stratum, the zone 
in which conception and new birth take place.”³⁵ In the case of Avercamp’s 
composition, a visualization of this concept of degradation associated with 
the grotesque can be discerned through the inclusion of a man defecating at 
the foot of the gallows.³⁶ | figs. 11, 12 | Considered within the context of popu-
lar Netherlandish proverbs and sayings, this detail takes on further signifi-
cance, since to defecate at the foot of the gallows meant to be unconcerned 
with the outcome of one’s irreverent and potentially subversive actions 
against authority.³⁷ 

The use of proverbs, such as the one featured in Avercamp’s image, was part 
of far-reaching oral, written, and visual traditions in the Netherlands.³⁸ As 
Stephanie Porras has argued, “Proverbs encouraged the production of mean-
ing through the performance of interpretation, discussion and debate.”³⁹ 
Proverbs were thus continually expanded and revised, which suggests that 
their meanings transformed over time. Large-scale paintings, like Pieter Brue-
gel the Elder’s Netherlandish Proverbs (1559), visually illustrated popular sayings 
and even included the figure of a man defecating at the gallows.⁴⁰ These oral, 
textual, and visual precedents suggest that viewers of Avercamp’s composition 
would have understood the meaning of this figure. Similar to textual anthol-
ogies of proverbs, these images also prompted dialogue, not only about the 
meaning of a given adage, but also about its implications for contemporary 
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social issues. This was especially so in images that explored proverbial sayings 
through a comedic lens.⁴¹ The humorous detail of the defecating figure below 
the scaffold would have thus elicited responses similar to those occasioned 
by the images of ambush occurring in the vicinity of the gallows. Seen in the 
context of seventeenth-century attempts to impose order and impart author-
ity within the confines of the city, this detail in Avercamp’s composition could 
also have provoked considerations of the ineffectiveness and limits of the 
law. This painting was one of many visual images that drew attention to the 
boundaries of the city, the movement of bodies, and the cycle of life and death 
more generally. The site of the gallows field and its representation in visual 
culture could thus be imbued with references that subverted what the physic-
al structure of the scaffold and the criminal bodies placed on it were intended 
to signify.⁴² In the case of Avercamp’s winter scene, this subversion occurred 
within an atmosphere of humour and comedy embedded in the festive cul-
ture of the liminal space that the gallows could also become.

Conclusion

The “awesome ceremonies” (ontsaggelijke plegtigheeden) accompanying crimin-
al punishments, including the added stipulation that certain executed bodies 
be placed on display at the gallows field, was intended to project the impres-
sion that deviant actions and unlawful behaviour would not be tolerated by 
officials. The location of the gallows at significant boundaries and visible 
entrances to major cities was an important means of asserting authority and 
control. Representations of the Dutch landscape were central to the formu-
lation of a cohesive, communal cultural identity, and so the image of the gal-
lows within the landscape took on added social significance. Unlike other 
European countries, where monarchs served to symbolize national identity, 
the Dutch Republic turned to the land to signify the nation. According to Ann 
Adams, the land provided a ready and unclaimed site for the negotiation of 
potentially fragmenting issues.⁴³ In a society comprised of people with differ-
ent origins, and from varying economic, political, and religious backgrounds, 
representations of the Dutch landscape offered a space where communal 
identities could emerge and flourish. This was achieved while civic authorities 
overlooked, surveyed, and managed behaviour to ensure the continuation of 
a safe and peaceful city. By casting out the illicit body, and stipulating that its 
physical remains not pollute the land, civic officials were declaring their con-
trol over deviance as well as the purity and security of the nation. 

The sight of the decomposing criminal body denied a proper burial was 
intended to trigger inner reflection concerning the impact of immoral actions 
on the overall wellbeing of the social body. While images and elaborately 
staged processions to the gallows were intended as warnings against actions 
that harmed the peaceful and ordered workings of the city and its residents, 
the circulation of certain types of images would have elicited a contradictory 
interpretation from some viewers, thus taking on ambiguous and poten-
tially subversive meanings. In the case of scenes that coupled the imagery of 
ambush or robbery with that of the gallows, the juxtaposition of these two 
events drew attention to the inevitability of death. These images also point 
toward the ineffectiveness of law enforcement and judicial authorities when 
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Figure 12. Hendrick Avercamp, 
Enjoying the Ice Near a Town 
(detail) c. 1620. Oil on wood and 
textile, 47 × 89 cm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam; long-term loan  
from private collectors.
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it came to truly protecting residents and travellers from attack. The fact that 
an active market existed for representations that depicted illegal acts taking 
place within sight of punished criminals on the gallows suggests that such 
forms of visual culture provoked dialogue among viewers about the ability of 
authorities to ensure their continual safety and maintain order in the places 
they were charged with overseeing. The production of these types of rep-
resentations underscores the role of images in bringing to the forefront anx-
ieties associated with personal safety and the cycle of life.

Diverse people would also gather near the gallows field to engage in pleas-
urable leisure activities, such as skating, fishing, hunting, and picnicking. 
The close proximity of this jovial atmosphere to the gallows confers upon 
this site a status similar to the banlieue, where the disruption of established 
social order occurred through the mixing of people in pursuit of pleasure in 
the shadow of death. The visual representation of the proverbial man who 
defecates at the foot of the gallows invited viewers to reflect on the efficacy 
of authorities in ensuring their safety and the deterrent that the prospect of 
death held to transforming behaviour. Imagery of the gallows thus carried a 
multiplicity of meanings. Depending on the location of the image, its mobil-
ity and circulation, as well as the activities it represented taking place in the 
shadow of outcast bodies, it could signify varying degrees of order and con-
trol. Authorities could not, therefore, fix all of the meanings associated with 
the gallows field. The proliferation of this subject, as well as its circulation in 
diverse genres of visual culture, underscores the role of representations of the 
criminal body in activating discourses that went against the officially sanc-
tioned message of civic power, thus underscoring the limits of control real-
ized in punishment rituals. ¶
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