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Abstract

Between 1557 and 1565, the Antwerp city council carried out almost all of its exe-
cutions of religious dissidents by drowning them in secret. This presents a puzzle to 
current historiography, as historians of capital punishment have identified the pub-
lic and spectacular nature of early modern executions as their defining elements. To 
understand these secret executions, this article traces contemporary notions of secrecy 
and openness using a wide range of sources, including chronicles, martyrologies, cor-
respondences, and bailiff accounts. It argues that in this period, the concept of secrecy 
had more to do with closing off space than with hiding knowledge, and that both 
hiding and showing were important strategies in the performing of executions. The 
authorities did not control these; rather, by negotiating the dynamics of hiding and 
showing executions, the central authorities, local magistrates, and the religious groups 
whose members were being executed constructed their meaning and effect. As such, 
the case of the secret executions in Antwerp nuances the current paradigm of execu-
tions as public events orchestrated by authorities to display sovereign power.
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On the night of 3 April 1560, three Anabaptists – Lenaert Pluvier, Janneken Eghels, and 
Maeyken de Hont – were executed in the Antwerp city prison, known as Het Steen.1  Earlier 
that day, they had been convicted by the urban court for being baptized as an adult – an act 
which, according to the anti-heresy legislation in force in the early modern Low Countries, 
was punishable by death. That night, they were led to a designated room, probably in the 
basement of Het Steen, where they were put in linen bags, closed with ropes. Then, they 
were drowned in wooden barrels.

The drowning of Pluvier, Eghels, and De Hont was nothing like the more familiar 
execution for heresy that took place in this period all over Europe. Heresy trials and exe-
cutions have been described as theatrical ‘plays’, or as scripted rituals that followed strict 
rules.2 The ‘ideal type’ of an execution of a heretic generally followed the same pattern: 
the procession from prison to scaffold; the dramatic act of repentance; and, eventually, 
the public burning. Heavily charged with symbolism and spectacle, they were meant as 
an example for all subjects. The execution of the three Anabaptists in Antwerp, then, was 
in all aspects the opposite. Instead of a public ceremonial burning, they were drowned in 
secret, without any form of spectacle and without an audience. What is more, during this 
period in Antwerp, their fate was rather the rule than the exception. Between 1557 and 
1565, the Antwerp authorities carried out almost all executions of religious dissidents –  
mostly Anabaptists, but Calvinists as well – by drowning them in secret. Why did the 
authorities do so?

These secret executions present a puzzle to historians. Private executions were usually 
reserved for nobles as a leniency because of their social standing.3 In contrast, scholars 
of capital punishment have identified the public, spectacular, and theatrical character-
istics of early modern executions as their defining elements. In the wake of Foucault’s 

1 Brussels, Algemeen Rijksarchief (hereafter ara), Rekenkamer (hereafter Rk) 12906, Bailiff accounts, 1558-
1560, fols. 248v-249r; Offer des Heeren, 367-372; Outerman, Historie, 275-279.
2 Gregory, Salvation at Stake; Nicholls, ‘The Theatre of Martyrdom’; Flynn, ‘Mimesis of the Last Judgment’; 
Prosperi, Crime and Forgiveness.
3 It was common in England to execute rebellious nobles within the walls of the Tower of London: Parnell, 
Observations on Tower Green, 320-326. See also Westerhof, Death and the Noble Body.
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paradigmatic book Surveiller et punir (1975), public executions have been regarded as 
instruments of state-building and displaying sovereign power.4 This was especially the case 
for religious crimes. As the princes of early modern Europe came to be regarded as God’s 
representatives on earth, heresy was refashioned as a direct attack on the worldly order of 
things and redefined as divine and worldly lese-majesty.5 As such, the need for displaying 
sovereign majesty became most urgent in the case of heresy.6 The public character of early 
modern executions has also been emphasized by historians adopting an anthropological 
perspective, describing executions as redemptive collective rituals.7 As religious crimes 
were considered particularly dangerous for society as they corroded both the social and 
the moral order, purging rituals were especially important in cases of heresy.8 Burning ‘to 
ashes’ came to signify heresy repression all over Europe, not only obliterating, and thus 
erasing the heretic from society, but also denying the sinner resurrection.9

As the public nature of early modern executions is central to all these interpretations, 
the secret executions in Antwerp seemingly do not fit in. To understand how and why 
these particular executions were carried out ‘in secret’, this article questions the public 
nature of early modern executions and proposes a more nuanced analysis of the dynamics 
of secrecy and transparency. Focusing on what contemporaries themselves understood 
and labelled as secret in a cross-section of sources, such as chronicles, martyrologies, 
correspondences, and judicial documents, this article aims to uncover the dynamics of 
secrecy and publicity in execution practices. It is argued that in sixteenth-century Ant-
werp, the notion of secrecy related more to space, than to concealment of information.10 
Rather than regulating knowledge, authorities were trying to regulate the visibility and 
accessibility of executions.

This new reading of secrecy, then, leads to an alternative interpretation of the ‘ritual of 
execution’. Initially, the executions behind closed doors were a solution to the problem of 
heresy contamination, as religious dissidence was regarded as an infectious disease that 
needed to be contained. However, debates on when to resort to secret executions caused 
tensions between city magistrates, nobility, and the central government. This tension, in 
turn, was mobilized by the persecuted groups themselves through martyrological writings, 
and as a result, public executions began to be seen as potentially explosive occasions. As 
public order was now at stake, as well as public morality, city magistrates, the high nobility, 

4 Foucault, Surveiller et punir; Spierenburg, The Spectacle of Suffering; Dülmen, Theatre of Horror.
5 Goosens, Les inquisitions modernes, i.
6 Monter, Heresy Executions, 48-64; Johnson and Koyama, Persecution and Toleration, 123-146. In Ireland, for 
example, Protestant authorities used the execution of Catholics to display their newly established sovereignty: 
Tait, ‘Adored for Saints’.
7 For a bottom-up perspective see: Friedland, Seeing Justice Done; Laqueur, ‘Crowds, Carnival, and the State’; 
Cohen, The Crossroads of Justice; Royer, The English Execution Narrative; Lake and Questier, ‘Agency, Appropri-
ation and Rhetoric’.
8 Davis, ‘The Rites of Violence’; Murdock, Roberts, and Spicer (eds.), ‘Ritual and Violence’. On the importance 
of notions on purity and purging, see Terpstra, Religious Refugees, 74-132.
9 Caswell, ‘Flames and Ashes’, 186-187. See also Barbezat, Burning Bodies; Dülmen, Theatre of Horror, 88-92.
10 For a discussion of the distinction between public and private in the Dutch Republic, see Kaplan, Divided 
by Faith, 173–197. See also the Centre for Privacy Studies established in 2017 at the University of Copenhagen, 
which focuses specifically on notions of privacy in the early modern world, and Green, ‘En privé & en public’.
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and the king’s advisors looked to secret executions as a solution. These secret executions 
were not designed to display the power of the sovereign, therefore, but were instead the 
result of negotiations between the various levels of government, whose interests some-
times aligned but often did not. The decision to carry out these executions in secret was a 
function of compromise, not power.

Secret Executions and Prosecution for Heresy in Antwerp

The Antwerp city council began to favour secret drowning as a method of execution from 
the late 1550s, a period when both political and religious tensions in the Low Countries 
were increasing steadily. Between 1557 and 1564 the Antwerp hangman carried out 160 
executions, of which eighty-three for crimes in fide (table 1). Of these executions for heresy, 
fifty-five men and women were drowned in secret at the Antwerp Steen, sixteen were exe-
cuted by sword, and only twelve by fire. It is interesting to note that only heresy resulted in 
execution by drowning, and that most of the victims were Anabaptists, though some Cal-
vinists also met their end in a barrel. For the other crimes, the hangman adopted different 
methods. Of the seventy-two executions for thievery, forty-four were carried out by hang-
ing, seven by decapitation, seventeen by fire, and the final four victims were broken on the 
wheel. These numbers clearly show that, in Antwerp during this period, you were more 
likely to be burnt alive for theft than for heresy, even though burning as a punishment is 
strongly associated with the crime of heresy.11 The remaining five executions in this period –  
for murder, breaking of banishment, and causing public unrest – were all carried out with 
the sword. In total, the secret drownings for heresy formed about one third of a total of 
160 executions carried out in this period. A secret drowning was the hangman’s most 
commonly employed method of execution.

As the secret drownings were employed primarily in the punishment of heresy, it is useful 
to look at the organization of the repression of religious dissidence in the sixteenth- century 
Low Countries. Facing religious division in their ancestral and conquered lands from the 
1520s onwards, the Habsburg rulers of the Low Countries adopted a policy of Catholic 
homogeneity and the persecution of religious dissidents.12 Although it is often described 
simply as ‘the Inquisition’, this organization was in reality complex and multi- layered, 
as many levels of authority with overlapping jurisdictions dealt with the prosecution of 
heretics.13 In addition to the episcopal and papal inquisitors that had already been active 
in fighting heresy throughout the medieval period, Emperor Charles v established a novel 
inquisitorial function, appointed by the Habsburg ruler but confirmed by the pope, to deal 
with the theological examinations of dissident beliefs. Even so, it was mainly the Edict of 
Worms of 1521, and especially its French and Dutch version adapted for the Low Coun-
tries, that formed the legal basis of the persecution of heresy by the secular authorities.14 

11 Caswell, ‘Flames and Ashes’; Barbezat, Burning Bodies.
12 Duke, ‘The “Inquisition” ’.
13 On the organization of heresy persecution in the Low Countries, see Gielis and Soen, ‘The Inquisitorial 
Office’; Goosens, Les inquisitions modernes, i.
14 Goosens, Les inquisitions modernes, i, 50-56.
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As the subsequent issuing and reissuing of anti-heresy edicts throughout the sixteenth 
century criminalized concrete actions that were seen as sure-fire evidence of heresy, such 
as the possession of heretical books, the local magistrates and provincial courts of the Low 
Countries were charged with their reinforcement, often without the help of an inquisitor.15

In Antwerp, punishing heresy was foremost an urban affair.16 The city of Antwerp 
held an exceptional position in the Low Countries when it came to the persecution 
of heresy. On the one hand, as the most important trading centre of the Low Coun-
tries and a hotbed of Protestantism, Antwerp functioned as a bellwether that indicated 
the state of the Low Countries as a whole to the central authorities in Brussels and 
Madrid.17 Therefore, officials as well as informants of the central authorities watched 
the city closely.18 On the other hand, Antwerp’s importance for commerce enabled the 
city to negotiate its policies with the central authorities. Both Guido Marnef and Victo-
ria Christman have emphasized the relatively ‘tolerant’ attitude of the city government 
towards religious dissidents, focusing on grace and clemency.19 Moving beyond this 
tolerance-intolerance debate, this article stresses the importance of this negotiation of 
execution practices instead of trying to assess whether the city’s policy was ‘tolerant’, 
‘lenient’, or ‘dogmatic’.

From the 1550s onwards, the rise of Calvinism, complete with its own structure of 
clandestine consistories ‘under the Cross’, posed a new threat to religious homogeneity. 
This was especially true for Antwerp, which emerged as the centre of organized and 
international Protestantism in the Low Countries.20 The repression of Protestants con-
tinued with renewed intensity, with the issuing of the so-called Blood Placard of 1550. 
This edict extended the definition of the crime of heresy to all actions that were associ-
ated with the spread of heresy, even if these were performed by Catholics, and limited 
the possibilities for grace.21 When Philip ii succeeded Charles v in 1555 as ruler over 
the Low Countries, he reasserted his father’s anti-heresy policy, and reissued the Blood 
Placard in 1556.22

15 Gielis and Soen, ‘The Inquisitorial Office’, 51.
16 Van Dijck, ‘Tussen droom en daad’.
17 Soen, ‘Habsburg Political Culture’, 167.
18 Van Schelven, ‘Verklikkers-rapporten over Antwerpen’.
19 Marnef, ‘Multiconfessionalism in a Commercial Metropolis’; Marnef, Antwerp in the Age of the Reformation; 
Christman, Pragmatic Toleration. See also Te Braake, ‘Opereren in een grijs gebied’. 
20 Marnef, Antwerp in the Age of the Reformation, 61-87; Wells, Antwerp and the Government of Philip ii, 321. 
21 On grace, see Vrolijk, Recht door gratie; Schepper, ‘Repressie of Clementie’.
22 The placard was reissued every year: Goosens, Les inquisitions modernes, i, 85-88.

Table 1 Methods of execution and corresponding crimes in Antwerp, 1557-1565.

Drowning Hanging Burning Decapitation Wheel  Total

Heresy 55 0 12 16 0  83
Thievery 0 44 17 7 4  72
Other 0 0 0 5 0  5
Total 55 44 29 28 4  160

Source: ara, Rk 12906, Bailiff accounts Antwerp, 1557-1567.
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In dealing with the new threat of Calvinism, local magistrates drew on their earlier 
experiences. The first execution for heresy in Antwerp, carried out in 1525, was by drown-
ing.23 The cleansing ritual power of water ‘washing away the sins’, associated with baptism 
or holy water, must have played a role, but the importance of the river Scheldt and the 
harbour as symbols of urban pride also comes to mind.24 It was during the successful 1530s 
repression of Anabaptism – the radical strand of Protestantism that rejected all forms of 
secular and worldly authority – that drowning as an execution method became wide-
spread.25 It was not only adopted in the Low Countries, but also in other parts of Europe 
confronted with Anabaptist communities, such as Geneva and Zürich.26 Adult baptism 
was one of the most recognizable elements of Anabaptists, so Anabaptists did not baptize 
their children, which often was the grounds for their being subject to the death penalty. 
The analogy of drowning with baptism is likely to have played a ritualistic function in this 
method of punishment.

Although the early heresy placards do not mention executing in secret, it is important 
to note that this method was used incidentally in the face of the threats of heresy in the 
1530s.27 In the 1550s, the regional courts of justice of the Low Countries again started to 
consider this as an alternative to public executions. For example, long deliberations in the 
Council of Flanders in 1551 on the question of whether they should execute eleven reli-
gious dissidents in secret or in public show that secret executions were a serious option.28 
Indeed, in his letter to the regional courts, accompanying the 1556 reissuing of the Blood 
Placard, Philip also remarked on the way of punishing: regarding Anabaptists, the courts 
should consider if ‘they thought carrying them out in secret would be more expedient’.29

An Open Secret

The dynamics of secrecy were more complex than this outline suggests, however. What did 
Philip ii mean when he advised his councils to consider carrying out executions ‘in secret’ 
in 1556? Interestingly, it turns out that chroniclers from Antwerp of various confessional 
backgrounds were well informed about the ‘secret’ executions taking place in their city. 
Describing a prison break of three Anabaptists in 1565, the Lutheran chronicler Godevaert 
van Haecht informs us that:

23 Genard, ‘Personen te Antwerpen’, vii, 141; Van Loon, Antwerpsch chronykje, 25; De Weert, ‘Chronycke van 
Nederland’, 92; Van Haemstede, Historien, 84-85. See also Verwerft, De beul in het Markizaat van Antwerpen, 
178-180. 
24 Van Dülmen, Theatre of Horror, 89-92. On the drowning of women in early modern England see also Akker-
man, Invisible Agents, 110-115.
25 See on the Anabaptist movement in the Low Countries: Zijlstra, Om de ware gemeente; Mellink, De 
wederdopers.
26 On Anabaptism in Germany, see Hill, Baptism, Brotherhood, and Belief.
27 Muller, ‘Gedenkschriften’, 55; Koning, Geschiedkundige aanteekeningen, 88-90; Hoop Scheffer, Inventaris der 
Archiefstukken, 8. See on the specific method of drowning in a barrel: Goldschmidt, Das Ertränken im Faß.
28 Decavele, De dageraad, 439-440.
29 Philip ii to the courts of justice, 30 September 1556, in Gachard, ‘Analectes historiques’, 234: ‘ilz trouvent 
plus expedient de les faire exécuter en secret’.
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The regent duchess of Parma wanted them to be executed in public, and not in secret, as was done here 
in Antwerp for some years, when they usually drowned them in a big barrel with their heads down. But 
now it seems they want to do it in public again, much to the regret of all who must see it.30

As Van Haecht was a Lutheran, he might be expected to be aware of the fates of other 
Protestants, as he might very well fear for his life, too. However, the anonymous Catholic 
author of the Antwerpsch chronyckje also remarked on a public burning in 1567 that ‘these 
were the first after it was issued that they would be drowned, secretly in het Steen, and not 
publicly burned’.31

Indeed, for the Antwerp city council, hiding the executions was never the aim. More 
than with knowledge, or communication, the contemporary notion of secrecy related to 
physical access to certain locations. The sources in middle Dutch consulted for this article 
use the words secreet or heimelijk, the sources in middle French use secret. Their meaning 
was different from the modern sense of ‘secret’, something that is hidden or meant to be 
kept unknown by others. Rather, these words related to space.32 Derived from the Latin 
secretum which had been in use from the fifteenth century onwards, secreet meant within 
a closed room, secluded, isolated, separated.33 In this sense, the word sekreet was used in 
Dutch to refer to the toilet. Heimelijk meant as much as ‘relating to home (heim) or the 
household’ – compare, for example, the German Heimat, which had the same etymology.

It might be better, arguably, to speak of executions behind closed doors, instead of secret 
ones.34 The point was to limit the accessibility to the event. Already before adopting drown-
ing in secret as the main executing method, the Antwerp city council had tried to limit 
access to executions. In 1557 for example, five heretics were executed with fire in Het Steen, 
very early in the morning.35 Although burning someone alive obviously did not go by unno-
ticed, the publicity of the event was limited by executing at a less accessible location (a 
closed-off prison court instead of a public market square) and at a time when only very few 
people would be on the streets. Still, the author of the Antwerpsch Chronyckje found this 
execution noteworthy enough to write down in his chronicle.36 Indeed, even though the 
heresy drownings took place ‘secretly’ in the closed off space of Het Steen, most of them 
were carried out at night, under the cover of darkness, to limit their accessibility even more.

30 Van Haecht, De kroniek, 24: ‘Ende soude naer wille van de regente de hertoginne van Parma corts gestorven 
in ’t openbaer en niet in ’t heymelyck, gelyck men sommighe jaeren gedaen heeft tot Antwerpen, so dat men se 
meestal verdronck in een groote tonne met den hooft nederwaerts. Maer nou scenet dat men ’t weder openbaer 
doen soude, tot spyt van alle die ’t noode sien.’
31 Van Loon, Antwerpsch chronykje, 154: ‘Dit waren d’eerste die, naer dat geordonnneert was dat men se ver-
drincken soude, in ’t heymelyck op den Stenen en niet in ’t openbaer branden en soude.’
32 This observation is based on the definitions given in the database of historical dictionaries from the Institute 
of Dutch language: http://gtb.ivdnt.org/ (accessed on 19 February 2020). The modern Dutch word geheim was 
not commonly used; it probably emerged towards the end of the sixteenth or in the early seventeenth century.
33 See Levy, ‘Evaluation étymologique et sémantique du mot “secret”.’ Note, for example, the name of the famous 
Vatican Secret Archive: the term refers to the fact that it was a separate and private archive belonging to the pope, 
not to its secrecy. The name was changed in 2019 to Vatican Apostolic Archive, for the negative nuances now 
associated with the term ‘secret’. See also the etymology of the English term ‘closet’ and the secretary’s cabinet.
34 Compare with Kaplan, Divided by Faith, 173-197.
35 Genard, ‘Personen te Antwerpen’, viii, 433-434, 437-438.
36 Van Loon, Antwerpsch chronykje, 67.

http://gtb.ivdnt.org/
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That ‘secret’ did not mean hidden becomes clear most of all from the fact that after the 
‘secret’ execution, the bodies of the executed were displayed in the most public way pos-
sible. For every execution the hangman carried out, he was also paid for transporting the 
body to the gallows field. Usually, the head was pinned on a spike and the body itself was 
positioned on a wheel.37 Significantly, the hangman was careful not to damage the body 
too severely, so it could still be publicly displayed. During public burnings, for instance, 
the bodies were not completely ‘reduced to ashes’, but the heads were usually displayed on 
spikes. Indeed, after executing the Calvinist Cornelis Halewijn in 1560, the hangman ‘put 
out the fire, so they could present the roasted flesh on the gallows field, for the birds to feed 
on’.38 This practice challenges the idea that heresy punishments such as burning ‘to ashes’ 
and drowning were primarily aimed at annihilating the convicted: this annihilation only 
took place in a later stage, on the gallows field.

Although the Antwerp authorities relied on earlier practices, the drownings for heresy 
in the 1550s and 1560s differed from those in the 1530s. In the earlier period this punish-
ment was mainly reserved for women, but it was now also applied to men. Punishing these 
men with a method usually limited to women might have been regarded as degrading and 
thus more severe.39 Again, the ritual inversion of baptism could have been an important 
reason for also drowning men. In any case, drowning in secret was not considered by 
the Antwerp city council as the most convenient or cheapest option – indeed, in a letter 
to the regent from 1565 the magistrates requested permission to execute by sword from 
then on, arguing that the drownings were ‘not profitable because it happened in secret’.40 
Apparently, only seeing the drowning take place could convey its ritualistic power. Indeed, 
as Van Haecht’s chronicle entry cited above demonstrates, the ritualistic connotations of 
these punishments were not lost on the chronicler. Not only did Van Haecht know about 
these executions taking place, he also explicitly mentioned that they were ‘drowned in a 
large barrel with their heads down’.41 Tellingly, this remark recalls not one but two  methods 
that were used in the first wave of Anabaptist executions, when some of the accused were 
hanged from the gallows upside down.42 However, the request also suggests that for the 
Antwerp city council, the ritual function of drowning was less important than the practical 
issues of daily government.

All the evidence demonstrates, then, that executions behind closed doors were not 
meant to be completely hidden from the Antwerp community. On the contrary, the dis-
play of bodies after the execution suggests that the city council took great care to publicize 
them. Interestingly, when in 1556 Philip ii advised the provincial courts to execute the 

37 The women, however, were usually not displayed, but buried underneath the gallows, as is evident from the 
payments to the hangman. See for example ara, Rk 12906, Bailiff accounts, 1558-1560, fol. 256v.
38 Van Haemstede, Historien, 546: ‘het vuer geblust […] om datmen het gebraden vleesch de voghelen tot spijse 
soude voorstellen op het Galghe velt’.
39 Van Dülmen, Theatre of Horror, 89. Although the first drowning for heresy in Antwerp involved a man, later 
on this method was mainly used for women.
40 Prims, ‘De briefwisseling’, 85-86: ‘het een wreed schouwspel is en niet voordeelig daar het geheimlijk gebeurt’. 
The hangman had to purchase special linen bags for the drownings: ara, Rk 12906, Bailiff accounts, 1557-1567.
41 Van Haecht, De kroniek, 24: ‘verdronck in een groote tonne met den hooft nederwaerts’.
42 Geraerts, The Prosecution of Anabaptists in Holland, 37.
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Anabaptists in secret, he emphasized that ‘we consent that you can execute them in secret, 
provided of course their process be legitimate and according to the law, and the sentence 
against them publicly pronounced, according to the customs and through which good 
justice is carried out’.43 Rather than keeping these executions completely out of sight or 
unknown by their subjects, the authorities did everything they could to make them as 
public as possible in order to show that they conformed to the lawful procedures, while 
ensuring the actual act took place in camera.

Indeed, both the concealment and the communicating of policy were important tactics 
in early modern governance.44 Laws, placards, and proclamations were read aloud and 
hung in public places for everyone to see.45 Suspected criminals or witnesses were sum-
moned to court through public proclamations. Sentences of criminals, including heretics, 
were publicly read and posted. Similarly, although confessions were often made under 
torture, they were only legally valid if they were repeated out in the open. The trials them-
selves were open to the public, too: the importance of transparency even becomes clear in 
the architecture of the tribunal itself.46 The Antwerp tribunal, like other tribunals, did not 
have a roof: justice was done ‘underneath the open sky’. The area meant for the public was 
only separated from the courtroom itself by a barred fence.47

Secrecy Contested

This alternative reading of secret executions makes sense considering the reasons why 
authorities carried them out. For the central authorities, the only good reason for exe-
cuting in secret was the risk of ‘heresy contamination’ of public executions – the fear for 
the spread of heresy through public executions. Already in the 1520s, it became clear that 
many Protestants actually wanted to die for their confession, so they could claim the crown 
of martyrdom.48 Their sacrifices were considered testimonies of their true faith and were 
meant as examples for fellow believers. The central authorities thus regarded heresy as if it 
were a contagious disease, spread through the actions and words of heretics. The best way 
to deprive them of their stage was to carry out the execution not in public, but somewhere 
secluded. This was important not only during executions, but also when the heretic was 
kept in prison.49 On the other hand, the authorities wanted to set an example in public, 
but this only served its purpose if the heretic repented rather than use the occasion to 

43 Philip ii to the courts of justice, 30 September 1556, in Gachard, ‘Analectes historiques’, 234: ‘Nous con-
sentons que leur pourrez permettre de les faire exécuter en secret, bien entendu toutesfoiz que leur procès soit 
légittimement et deuement instruit, et la sentence contre iceulx publicquement pronuncée, à l’accoustumé, et 
selon que en bonne justice se trouvera appartenir.’
44 Griffiths, ‘Secrecy and Authority’.
45 The regulations regarding proclamations are described in Laenens and Leemans, De geschiedenis van het 
Antwerps gerecht, 52-56. See also Deen, Amsterdam ‘Moorddam’, 33-35.
46 I am grateful to Nathan van Kleij for sharing his thoughts on this matter. See also Kleij, Beyond the Façade.
47 Laenens and Leemans, De geschiedenis van het Antwerps gerecht, 59-63. 
48 Gregory, Salvation at Stake, 97-138.
49 Margaret of Parma to Middelburg city council, 7 November 1564, in Pekelharing, ‘Bijdragen’, 296.
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turn their execution into martyrdom. The solution was to enlist the help of an inquisitor, 
who was educated as a theologian and could assess whether a heretic would repent or not. 
Therefore, the king emphasized that secret executions were only allowed following consul-
tation with an inquisitor.50

The involvement of an inquisitor posed a big problem for the city of Antwerp, as the city 
council feared an infringement of local privileges.51 As explained above, there never was 
a full-blown inquisitorial tribunal at work in the Low Countries, but Philip ii did appoint 
a number of individual inquisitor-generals whose duty it was to assist the secular courts 
in implementing the anti-heresy legislation.52 By April 1557, the city council had already 
requested that the regent grant permission to decide autonomously whether executions 
should take place in public or in secret.53 Although executing in secret was also in the 
city’s interest, the magistrates wanted to do so without the interference of the inquisitor. 
After that, the Antwerp city council discussed the secret strategy also with the Council 
of Brabant on multiple occasions. In a letter to the council dated 22 November 1558, the 
Antwerp city council reported on the secret execution of two Anabaptists, carried out four 
days earlier.54 On 28 November, the pensionary Jan Gilles replied that in the future, the 
city councillors should ask the court for permission if they wanted to execute in secret, 
and insisted that they had to send documents to Brussels regarding each case, undoubtedly 
for the inquisitor-general to interpret.55 However, it seems as though the magistrates only 
took partial note of this advice. Although they requested permission from the Chancellor 
of Brabant, who presided over the Council, to execute another two Anabaptists in secret in 
1559, the numbers show that executing in secret became the rule instead of the exception, 
and no other requests for permission can be found.

Before long, however, the activities of the inquisitor-generals became part of the myth 
formation of the ‘Spanish Inquisition’.56 Although Philip was never planning to intro-
duce such a system, elites and inhabitants in the Low Countries exploited the fear that the 
Spanish king would introduce a centralized and state-controlled organization of heresy 
repression, modelled on the Inquisition in Spain. Before 1559, stories about the Spanish 
tribunal had already circulated in Antwerp, which housed the main publishing centre of 
the Low Countries, having been brought to the city by foreign merchants. Also, German 
propaganda circulating in the Low Countries warned of the ‘tyrannical inquisition’ that 
would be established here.57 The 1558 publication of the Histoire de l’estat du Pais Bas, et de 
la religion d’Espagne by the Spanish humanist and reformer Fransico de Enzinas heralded a 

50 Philip ii to the courts of justice, 30 September 1556, in Gachard, ‘Analectes historiques’, 231-234.
51 Marnef, Antwerp in the Age of the Reformation, 61-87; Wells, Antwerp and the government of Philip ii, 
230-275.
52 Soen and Gielis, ‘The Inquisitorial Office’, 62.
53 Wells, Antwerp and the government of Philip ii, 332-333.
54 Antwerp, Stadsarchief (hereafter saa), pk 313, Antwerp city council to Court of Brabant, 22 November 1558.
55 saa, pk 2396, Pensionary Jan Gilles to Antwerp city council, 28 November 1558.
56 Thomas, ‘De mythe van de Spaanse inquisitie’; Duke, ‘A Legend in the Making’, 132. On the role of political 
propaganda in the Dutch Revolt in general: Arnade, Beggars, Iconoclasts and Civic Patriots; Pollmann and Spicer 
(eds.), Public Opinion; Deen, Amsterdam ‘Moorddam’; Duke, Dissident Identities.
57 Duke, ‘A Legend in the Making’, 129.
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new phase in the myth formation.58 During his stay in the Low Countries, Enzinas had wit-
nessed heresy executions in Leuven in 1543, the horrors of which he polemically described 
in his work. This fear increased following Philip ii’s 1559 proposal to reorganize the dio-
ceses in the Low Countries, and again following the end of the Council of Trent in 1563.59 
In the view of the central government, an update of the twelfth-century structure was long 
overdue, and it was expected that a reorganization would be an important stimulus for 
religious life. Yet from 1561 onwards rumours started connecting this reorganization with 
the introduction of the Spanish Inquisition, claiming that the new organization was just a 
cover to enforce the ‘Inquisition’.

Both the high nobility of the Low Countries and the city of Antwerp were among the 
fiercest opponents of this plan. Because the Antwerp city council was afraid that the inquis-
itors might infringe their privileges and have a negative effect on their flourishing trade, 
it strongly opposed Philip’s plan.60 In 1559, Antwerp had sent a delegation to Spain and 
successfully prevented the installation of an episcopal see in the city, for the time being, 
at least.61 The high nobility, for their part, feared for their position as ruling elite.62 After 
Philip had left for Spain in 1559, the Low Countries were, in their view, degraded to the 
periphery of political power, and they now had to compete with the king’s trusted advisor 
Atoine Perrenot de Granvelle as power brokers in Brussels.63 The proposed reorganization 
of the dioceses would diminish their influence even more: not only would new bishops 
be required to have a doctorate in theology, which excluded noble families, but the bish-
ops appointed by the king would also be attending the meetings of the States of Brabant. 
Moreover, Granvelle would be appointed as archbishop of Mechelen, the highest church 
office in the Low Countries. From the early 1560s onwards, the dissatisfied ruling elite 
increasingly used the Inquisition’s negative reputation in the Low Countries for their own 
purposes, and encouraged the formation of its mythos through propaganda campaigns.64 
By orally spreading rumours, and posting handwritten bills and printed pamphlets on 
buildings, they stimulated this negative image.65 Indeed, in 1562 the king assured the 
nobles that he did not intend to introduce a Spanish Inquisition, and that they were to 
stop spreading false rumours.66

Interestingly, the concept of secrecy played an important role in the propaganda war 
against the ‘Spanish Inquisition’.67 Adopting the inquisitive court procedure from which 
its Spanish nemesis derived its name, the court could summon witnesses who sometimes 

58 Enzinas, Histoire de l’estat du Pais Bas.
59 Dierickx, De oprichting der nieuwe bisdommen.
60 Wells, Antwerp and the government of Philip ii, 308.
61 The delegation consisted of Godevaart Sterck, schepen Reinier van Ursel, and pensionary Jacob van Wesen-
beke. See also Marnef, Antwerp in the Age of the Reformation, 21.
62 On William of Orange’s attitude towards the Inquisition, see Derveaux and Soen, ‘Tegen de inquisitie’.
63 Soen, Vredehandel, 41-43; Geevers, Gevallen vazallen, 41-56.
64 Thomas, ‘De mythe van de Spaanse inquisitie’, 340-341; Duke, ‘A Legend in the Making’, 29-30.
65 Duke, ‘Posters, Pamphlets and Prints’, 29-30; Soen and Verberckmoes, ‘Broadsheets Testing Moderation’, 
273. Granvelle himself was well aware of the benefits of propaganda: Wouk, ‘Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle’.
66 Geevers, Gevallen vazallen, 99.
67 Thomas, ‘De mythe van de Spaanse inquisitie’, 325.
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testified in secret. This practice led to the secretive and mysterious reputation of the inqui-
sition and the widespread fear that no one would be safe. Moreover, rumours circulated 
in this period about Philip ii’s ‘spies’. Indeed, as discussed above, the central government 
regarded the state of affairs in Antwerp to reflect that of the Low Countries as a whole, and 
Philip had several informants keeping him abreast of the latest developments.68 Granvelle, 
the main opponent of the high nobility of the Low Countries, was often portrayed in prop-
aganda as whispering in Philip ii’s ear.69

The propaganda war of the inquisition’s political adversaries played directly into the 
hands of Protestant propagandists. Martyrologists had always portrayed their prosecutors 
as cruel and unjust, but now they could exploit the climate of fear and uncertainty created 
by the rumours regarding the Spanish Inquisition and its secrecy. As such, the Calvinist 
martyrologist Adriaan Van Haemstede, in his account of the public burning of Corne-
lis Halewijn, emphasized that although the execution was carried out in public, sentence 
had been passed in secret, ‘so the people did not know about it’.70 Van Haemstede was 
active as a Reformed minister in Antwerp and this was where he wrote his martyrology, 
the first edition of which appeared in 1559, following which it was regularly reprinted 
with updated lists of martyrs. Van Haemstede made good use of the tensions between the 
central government and the Antwerp city council as well as the latter’s resistance against 
the ‘Inquisition’, addressing the councillors directly in his martyrology and urging them 
to stop the executions. Van Haemstede also connected the council’s policy of executing 
heretics in secret to the rumours circulating about the Inquisition, stating that ‘the govern-
ment of Antwerp gained a bad reputation among the foreign trade corporations, because 
it secretly murdered men and women in Het Steen’.71

Moreover, Van Haemstede used the secret executions themselves as a marker for 
harsh repression, similar to public burnings. Although executing heretics in secret 
deprived them of their place in the spotlight in the theatre of martyrdom, martyrolo-
gists found new ways to publicize the deaths of their fellow believers. In doing so, they 
restaged them as arguments for their own righteousness or as demonstrations of the 
fear the authorities had for their truth. For instance, Van Haemstede account of the 
report of the execution of Jan de Bosschere in Antwerp in 1561, first published in the 
1566 edition, uses its secret nature to go into gruesome detail to emphasize its cruelty. 
After ‘manly and persistently’ confessing his true faith during his trial, the martyrol-
ogy reports, De Bosschere was secretly drowned in the night, a ‘gruesome murdering’, 
because the hangman tried to drown De Bosschere using too little water, and in the end 
had to stab him.72 Again, De Bosschere’s case shows that these ‘secret’ executions were 
not secret at all: apparently anticipating the execution, some of his coreligionists had 
been walking around Het Steen that night, ‘to hear how the patient would be handled’.73 

68 García and Rivas, Espías de Felipe ii.
69 See for this motive in propaganda prints: Horst, De Opstand in zwart-wit.
70 Van Haemstede, De Gheschiedenisse, 452: ‘op dat het volc daer niet af weten soude’.
71 Van Haemstede, De Gheschiedenisse, 448: ‘Maer want de Overheyt van Antwerpen onder vreemde Nacien 
een quaet geruchte kreech, om datse mannen ende vrouwen om des Religioens wille op den Steen heymelick 
vermoordden’.
72 Van Haemstede, Historien, 578: ‘groote ende mannelyke stantvastigheydt bewesen’; ‘grouwsame moorderije’.
73 Van Haemstede, Historien, 578: ‘om te hooren hoe men met den Patient handelen soude’.
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The tale of Jan de Bosschere’s execution shows that martyrologies made public what was 
supposed to stay hidden. Because nobody could have seen exactly what had happened 
during the executions, the martyrologists were given carte blanche to describe events 
as best suited their purpose – and this invariably meant in as gruesome a manner as 
possible.74 Also in describing the fate of De Bosschere’s body after the execution, Van 
Haemstede inverted the authorities’ strategy. The martyr book mentions how De Boss-
chere’s body was displayed on the gallows field but taken away by the coreligionists to be 
buried, thus hiding what was supposed to stay public.

In a similar way, Het Offer des Heeren, the most influential and very popular Anabaptist 
collection of martyr stories, letters, and songs, reported on ‘secret’ executions.75 The col-
lection was probably first published in 1562 (the first edition is now lost) and contained 
many stories and songs that already circulated in the preceding years. The book contains 
much information about martyrs from Antwerp, since the city housed one of the most 
important Anabaptist communities in the Low Countries. The collection might even have 
been produced in Antwerp and was probably widely distributed and read there. In the 
collection, the connection between secret executions and true faith is emphasized. In a dis-
pute between the soon-to-be-martyred Joos Kint from Kortrijk and the bailiff of that city, 
the latter assured Kint that ‘they will prevent him from speaking’ during his execution.76 
Kint replied: ‘Just do that, put me bravely in a bag, and smother me during the night, so 
no one will see: He, who sees through heart and soul, will see, and then the people see 
enough.’77 An Anabaptist song commemorating the executions of twelve martyrs in Ghent 
also emphasized the connection between true faith and the secret character of executions:

Because I follow the Lord’s command,
with tricks evil they want
to drown me maliciously,
smother me in a tub.78

From Secret to Public

With their political and religious adversaries using the secret executions and the ‘secret’ 
Inquisition to strengthen their position as ‘innocent victims’, the policy of executing in 
secret began to look like a questionable solution to the heresy problem. By this point, how-
ever, the alternative available to the Antwerp city council was hardly any better. Protestants 

74 According to Brad Gregory, the martyrologies usually provided accurate accounts of executions, precisely 
because there was a large audience present and people would have noticed if the martyrology was unreliable: 
Gregory, Salvation at Stake, 16-25.
75 Het offer des Heeren. As with most early modern bestsellers, we know it was often reprinted, but few copies 
have survived.
76 Het offer des Heeren, 230-231: ‘Men sal v tspreken daer wel beletten.’
77 Het offer des Heeren, 231: ‘So doet, steect my coenelijc in eenen sac, ende versmoort my by nachte, dat gheen 
menschen en sien, sietet hy die herten ende nieren doorsiet, daer sietet volcx genoech.’
78 Het offer des Heeren, 555: ‘Om dat ick volge des Heeren raet/Willen sy met listen quaet/My verdrencken 
opstinaet/In den tobbe versmooren.’ See also Vermeersch, Multimedia in de stad, 57-58.
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became more and more confrontational in their actions, encouraged by the martyrologies 
and the political propaganda against the Inquisition that was spread by the grandees of the 
Low Countries. Executions increasingly became events where authority was challenged or 
even denied by execution audiences. In Valenciennes, Tournai, and Leiden, for example, 
audiences interfered with executions, sometimes even freeing prisoners from the stake.79 
In 1562, during the first synod of the Reformed Churches ‘under the Cross’, held in Ant-
werp, it had even been decided that armed resistance was allowed in order to save fellow 
believers.80 Not only heresy contamination, but open riot was the danger now.

To be sure, rebellion formed an integral part of urban politics in this period. The cities of 
the Low Countries had inherited late medieval traditions that involved revolts of burghers 
against urban elites.81 For centuries, urban populations had been able to shift the balance 
of power within cities in this way, but openly defying the rule of law was something new. 
A riot during an execution would register as a failure on the part of the city council to 
keep order and peace, and seriously undermine its legitimacy as government, not only 
within the city but also, and more importantly, in the eyes of the central authorities. The 
only means the city council had at its disposal to maintain order during public executions 
were the civic militia, but their cooperation was not assured: notions of civic unity often 
prevailed over strict religious homogeneity, and they were reluctant to use force against 
their fellow citizens.82 Therefore, the city council sought to prevent executions from taking 
place in a space where such a revolt might occur. However, this was not an argument it 
could easily make to the central government, because then it would seem as if it was not 
in control of its own city; an open invitation for interference by royal troops. Instead, the 
Antwerp city council emphasized ‘practical’ reasons for executing in secret. In the letter 
to the Chancellor of Brabant to request autonomy regarding the decision to executing in 
secret, the council argued that shopkeepers and homeowners around the market square 
feared that their houses might be damaged from violence during executions.83

For Philip ii, who had left the Low Countries in 1559 and had since resided in Spain, the 
importance of exemplary punishment might have been greater than the need for hiding it. 
Significantly, in the very first month following his return to Spain, Philip had witnessed an 
auto-da-fé, a spectacular and theatrical religious ritual supervised by the Spanish Inquisi-
tion, which consisted of a public penance for heresy and reading of sentences.84 After the 
ritual, attended by hundreds of people and contested by none of them, some of the heretics 
were burned and others absolved. It seems plausible that Philip wanted to increase the 
use of ritual spectacle in his Low Countries as well, seeing the disciplining effects of the 
auto-da-fé.

79 Tracy, Holland under Habsburg Rule, 201-202; Duke, ‘Building Heaven’, 76-77; Arnade, Beggars, Iconoclasts 
and Civic Patriots, 72-74.
80 Gelderen, The Political Thought, 74-82.
81 Lantschner, ‘Revolts and the Political Order’; Boone and Prak, ‘Rulers, Patricians and Burghers’.
82 For the decisive role of the civic militia in this period in Holland, see Grayson, ‘The Civic Militia’; Prak,  
‘Citizens, Soldiers and Civic Militias’.
83 Wells, Antwerp and the government of Philip ii, 332-333.
84 Parker, Imprudent King, 86. On the Spanish ritual of auto-da-fé, see Flynn, ‘Mimesis of the Last Judgment’; 
Bethencourt, ‘The Auto da Fé’. On the importance of this event for Protestant propaganda: Civil, ‘Leyenda negra’.



Drownings in the Dark: The Politics of Secret Executions in Antwerp, 1557-1565 89

The case of the execution of Christoffel Fabritius in 1564 clearly shows how explosive 
public heresy executions had become. The Antwerp city council had sent a request to 
the Chancellor of Brabant to execute Fabritius in secret, ‘for the market square is still 
completely occupied by materials for the construction of the new town hall’.85 Again, 
the letter referred to a more pragmatic argument to obscure the fact that the city council 
was actually afraid to lose control. The regent Margaret of Parma also interfered with a 
letter written on 31 August 1564, in which she pressed for a public execution of Fabri-
tius and suggested his German coreligionist was released in order to avoid a diplomatic 
scandal.86 Although the city council had to execute Fabritius in public, they did so in as 
least a public manner as possible. They carried out the sentence early in the morning, 
around 7 am, to prevent unrest. Furthermore, Fabritius was tied to a pole inside a small 
wooden house, which was to be set on fire. This prevented potential rioters from freeing 
the heretic from the stake, but also kept the actual burning of Fabritius out of sight: 
the execution was public and secluded at the same time.87 Again, this practice points at 
the authorities’ concern with regulating the accessibility and visibility of the execution, 
rather than its hiding.

However, things went differently than the city council had hoped. The early hour of 
the execution failed to prevent a large crowd from gathering on the market square.88 And 
what the city council feared most, indeed happened: some people in the audience began to 
throw rocks at the bailiff and the guards, of whom one was struck down. The rioters used 
the stones lying on the square for the construction works of the new city hall: the symbolic 
meaning of pelting the authorities with their own foundational stones must have been 
clear to everyone. In the correspondence with the Brussels authorities that followed, the 
city council desperately tried to explain the events in the most favourable way possible. 
They immediately sent a letter to Margaret of Parma, worried as they were that she would 
receive a garbled rumour of what had happened, and they urged the Antwerp deputies in 
Brussels to ‘mitigate and acquit the case as much as possible, so that the city will not be 
wrongly defamed’.89 In their letters, the city councillors emphasized that they had only 
carried out the execution this way because Parma had ordered them to do so, against 
their better judgement. They also downplayed the threat posed by the audience during the 
execution. The stone-throwing was the work of ‘misbehaving rascals and schoolboys’, who 
were ‘rash and insolent’.90

85 saa, pk 314, Margrave and city council to Chancellor of Brabant, 3 August 1564: ‘zoo de groote merct noch 
geheellyc becommert leegt met stoffen ende materialen dienende tot het maken van den nieuwen stadthuyse’.
86 Margaret of Parma to Antwerp city council, 31 August 1564, in Genard, ‘Personen te Antwerpen’, ix, 184-185.
87 See also Enzinas, Histoire de l’estat du Pais Bas. This was a common method of public burning in this period. 
Other instances can be found in Antwerp in 1567, in Ypres in 1566, 1569, and 1570, and in Ghent in 1568: Van 
Hernighem, Eerste bouck, 32, 75, 77; Van Vaernewijck, Van die beroerlicke tijden, iii, 250-254.
88 Genard, ‘Personen te Antwerpen’, viii, 205.
89 Antwerp city council to envoys in Brussels, 4 October 1564, in Genard, ‘Personen te Antwerpen’, viii, 191: 
‘ende de sake alsoe seer versueten ende verschoonen als megelyck is, opdat nyet, tonrechte, de stadt gediffameert 
en worde’.
90 Informacie genomen by Meesteren Pauwelse Schuermans, 5 October 1564, in Genard, ‘Personen te Antwer-
pen’, viii, 194: ‘cleyn leckers oft jongers, slechtelyck gehabitueert’; ‘groote brootdronckenheyt ende insolentie’.
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However, this public relations strategy backfired when the regent discovered that this 
was not entirely true. The night before the execution, a Calvinist crowd had gathered in 
front of Het Steen and had started singing psalms, as part of a deliberate and organized 
attempt to free the prisoner. The next day, a group of people, probably those who had been 
singing the night before, tried to prevent the execution by throwing stones. Fearing that 
the regent would find this enough reason to station a garrison of royal soldiers inside the 
city walls, the city council stressed that it had taken extra security measures by installing a 
civic guard. On request of the regent, the city council eventually tracked down at least one 
of the stone-throwers, and executed him in public as an example. This execution by sword 
was the first to take place in front of the newly constructed town hall. Again, the symbolic 
meaning of this event on this location will not have been lost.

The Fabritius case proved to the Antwerp government that public executions were far 
too dangerous. But the drownings in Het Steen ‘caused disputes’ in the community as well. 
Therefore, the magistrates argued, it would be better to execute the heretics in secret by 
sword. As beheading was considered the most honourable way to execute, the city council 
must have thought this would reduce the controversy. Of course, the convicts were only to 
be executed ‘after receiving their sentence in public in the tribunal’.91 Again, it is evident 
that the city council actually tried to make the executions behind closed doors as public 
as possible, in an attempt to stave off criticism from the community and from the central 
authorities.

Despite all these preventive measures, the city council apparently did not dare to exe-
cute any heretics in public after Fabritius, because no more executions for heresy appear 
in the records. Instead, it seems as though the Antwerp magistrates turned to other, less 
contested executions as a kind of ‘diversion’ and to show that they could still ensure law 
and order. Strikingly, in 1565, the mayors of Antwerp suddenly decided to reintroduce the 
old practice, out of use for over a century, of breaking upon the wheel.92 On 14 July, two 
young men accused of robbery with murder and vandalism were tied to a wheel, where-
upon the hangman proceeded to break all the bones in their bodies with an iron stick. As 
the entire Antwerp community must have regarded these street violators as a threat to 
the safety of the city, these very spectacular and highly visible executions were probably 
intended to fulfil a uniting function in society by its scapegoating nature, meant to divert 
attention from the contested secret executions for religious reasons. Indeed, two Antwerp 
chronicles reporting on this period both describe the event, even though one of the chron-
iclers barely mentions any other executions.93 This suggests that the spectacular execution 
made a big impression on the Antwerp inhabitants.

It was clear not only to the city council, but also to the high nobility, that public execu-
tions for religious crimes were too potentially explosive. In their functions as governors 
of various cities and provinces in the Low Countries, it was also their responsibility to 
maintain order. While their resistance was initially centred against the reorganization of 

91 Antwerp city council to Margaret of Parma, in Prims, ‘De briefwisseling’, 85-86: ‘hun vonnis publiek gekregen 
hebbende in de vierschaar’.
92 ara, Rk 12906, Bailiff accounts, 1565-1567, fols. 354r-354v, 372r.
93 Van Loon, Antwerpsch chronykje, 64; De Weert, ‘Chronycke van Nederland’, 147.
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the dioceses and the introduction of a Spanish Inquisition, the heresy persecution itself 
became increasingly contested.94 The main argument was that because of the large numbers 
of Protestants, rigid legislation was just no longer enforceable. Clearly, they regarded their 
duty to keep order as more important than religious conformity. It was decided that the 
Count of Egmont would be sent to Spain, primarily to urge the king to return to the Low 
Countries. According to Egmont’s instructions, he was also to discuss ‘necessary changes 
regarding religion’, but no clear position was taken on the matter.95 When asked for his 
advice by the king, it seems that Egmont once again recommended the secret option, 
because public executions were counterproductive. Indeed, in this period the debate on 
the heresy problem had more to do with the way the executions were carried out than with 
heresy prosecution as such.

As a result of Egmont’s mission, Philip ii consented to convene a commission, consist-
ing of nine bishops, theologians, and councillors, to deliberate on matters of religion.96 It is 
important to emphasize that religious tolerance or freedom of conscience were not at stake 
here: the problem to be discussed was the lack of efficiency and enforceability of the heresy 
placards. The commission acknowledged that the current legal framework was too rigid to 
be carried out properly. Therefore, although the legislation should not be altered, they did 
plead for moderation in the enforcement of the heresy edicts and in extending the possibil-
ities of grace for the repentant. Moreover, instead of burning at the stake, heretics should 
be drowned or decapitated. Once again, secret executions were presented as a solution.97 
Philip ii was not convinced by the pleas for moderation by either the religious commission 
or the nobility. In his experience, granting rights to Protestants only made matters worse. 
However, he did listen to some of the advice: in the letters he sent to Margaret of Parma in 
1565 from the Woods of Segovia, the king’s advice on the execution of three Anabaptists 
was that she ‘should consider whether they ought not to be executed in secret in some way 
or other (though it is true that a public execution also serves to set an example)’.98 The only 
concession Philip made, was thus executing in secret.

Yet the promulgation of the Tridentine decrees and the events of 1566 disrupted this 
precarious balance. In the spring, a group of gentry of different confessional convictions 
offered Parma the so-called Smeekschrift, a petition to suspend the ‘Inquisition’, a term 
which by then was used to refer to all heresy legislation, including the imperial placards. 
Not authorized to make such a decision on her own account, Parma agreed to a temporary 
relaxing of the edicts.99 With more room for manoeuvre because the persecutions were 
suspended, the underground Protestant movement came out in the open. Things got out 
of hand in the summer of that year, when the Beeldenstorm (Iconoclastic Fury) swept 
across the Low Countries, and churches, monasteries, and chapels were destroyed and 

94 Soen, Vredehandel, 48-49.
95 Geevers, Gevallen vazallen, 130.
96 Soen, Geen pardon zonder paus, 125-128.
97 Soen, Vredehandel, 51.
98 Philip ii to Margaret of Parma’, 17 October 1565, in Mellink and Kossmann, Texts Concerning the Revolt, 55.
99 On the moderation debate, and especially the role of pamphlets, see Verberckmoes and Soen, ‘Broadsheets 
Testing Moderation’. On the Tridentine decrees: Soen, ‘The Council of Trent’, 255.
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pillaged.100 Beginning in the French-speaking part of the Netherlands, the storm reached 
Antwerp on 20 August.

The events of 1566 convinced the authorities in Madrid and Brussels that they had been 
wrong to listen to the advice of local powers, such as the city magistrates and the nobil-
ity. Once again, events proved to the king his belief that leniency in matters of faith only 
made things worse. Many more public executions were about to follow, especially after 
the establishment of the Council of Troubles, a tribunal for the punishment of the main 
instigators of the troubles of 1566, which handed down an unprecedented number of judg-
ments, including banishment, execution, and confiscation.101 Still, in some cases the king 
continued to consider secrecy as a course of action. When the 1568 spectacular execution 
of the Count of Egmont and Horn caused much controversy, both in the Low Countries 
and beyond, Philip decided to secretly strangle the Baron of Montigny, Horn’s brother, in 
the castle of Simancas. The king declared in his letters that the baron died from an illness 
and took the secret – in the modern sense of the word – to his grave.102

Conclusion

Facing the rise of Calvinism in the 1550s, authorities in the Low Countries fell back on 
their earlier experiences and repertoires in dealing with the repression of religious dissi-
dents during the Anabaptist revolts of the 1530s. While executing in secret had already 
been used incidentally in the 1530s, by the late 1550s it had become the standard method in 
Antwerp. But keeping executions ‘secret’ did not mean they were meant to be completely 
unknown, as the inhabitants were well aware of this ‘open secret’, and death penalties had 
to be announced publicly. The practice of displaying the bodies after the secret executions 
demonstrates that the Antwerp city council never intended to hide these executions at all: 
rather than relating to knowledge or communication, the notion of secrecy had a spatial 
meaning and should be interpreted as executions behind closed doors. Authorities were 
trying to limit the accessibility and visibility of these executions. The fact that the secret 
executions were carried out by drowning, a method that had strong symbolic, religious, 
and ritualistic connotations, also suggests that despite the secrecy, authorities still tried to 
set an example, and that hiding them completely was never the aim. 

Yet from the start, tension had existed between various government actors on when 
to carry out executions in secret. According to the central authorities, it was up to the 
inquisitor to decide whether executions behind closed doors was necessary – that is, when 
a heretic was not likely to repent. This requirement, however, became closely entangled 
with resistance against the ‘Inquisition’, which was led by the city of Antwerp and the 

100 Scheerder, De Beeldenstorm. See also the special issue by Van Bruaene, Jonckheere, and Suykerbuyk (eds.), 
‘Beeldenstorm’.
101 See Soen and Junot, ‘User ou abuser’. The council sentenced about 10,000 persons to death. Only around 
ten percent of these sentences were actually carried out, the rest were tried in absentia, leading to banishment and 
confiscation.
102 Van Nuffel, ‘De terechtstelling’; Parker, Imprudent King, 195-213.
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high nobility of the Low Countries. Reformed martyrological propaganda drew on these 
tensions, inflaming violent resistance from Protestants, as is evident from Fabritius’s exe-
cution. As a result of the explosive situation on the ground, the Antwerp city council’s 
strategy of carrying out executions in secret was echoed by the advice of Philip ii. In the 
negotiations on the enforceability of heresy legislation, secret executions were put forward 
as a compromise. However, this compromise did not last long, as the Beeldenstorm defin-
itively tilted the balance towards a policy of exemplary punishment.

The Antwerp case shows that these executions cannot be seen as either redemptive 
collective rituals or as manifestations of sovereign power and state building, and as such 
nuances the public execution paradigm. Instead, they should be interpreted as the result of 
negotiations between various levels of authority, whose strategies were often determined 
by actions of the executed and the audiences of these executions themselves. The form 
of punishment – drowning in secret – was thus the outcome of this tense and protracted 
‘negotiation’. Perhaps it is time to reconfigure this debate, by delving into the more com-
plex dynamics of negotiation and compromise in early modern executions.
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