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The Festive Entry of Joanna of Castile into
Brussels

An Introduction*

On 30 July, 1517 Antonio de’ Beatis visited the city of Brussels in the company of
Cardinal Luigi d’Aragona. He noted down his first impressions as follows:

Brusseles è terra assai grande et bella; parte d’essa sta in piano et parte in monte;
et è il capo di Brabantia. Vi habbiamo visto uno palazzo de la communità con
una alta et grossa torre; inante a una piazza ben spatiosa, silicata di certe pietre
piccole, come se usa per tucte quelle parte, et veramente che sono assai belle. Per
tucto decto palazzo che è ben grande se può andare ad cavallo commodamente,
dove dentro sono XXXVI fontane de quali alcune ne ascendeno in fine al mezzo
de dicta torre. In la piazza è una fontana bellissima; et per tutta la terra, secundo ne
referì il burgomastro, che è il principale officio de tucte la terre tanto de la Magna
Alta come defols la Bassa et se muta ogni anno, sono Fontane CCCL.

Brussels is a very large and beautiful city, situated partly on the plain and partly
on a hill; it is the capital of Brabant. We saw here a town hall with a large and
solid tower; in front of it is a very spacious square with a beautiful pavement
made of certain small stones, such as are used everywhere for paving in these
parts. In the entire town hall, which is very large, one can comfortably ride
around. Inside there are thirty-six fountains, some of which rise to half the
height of the tower. There is a very beautiful fountain in the square, and there
are 350 in the whole town, as the mayor told us, who holds the most important
office in the entire city, both in the upper city and in the lower city, and it [the
position] changes every year.1

This colourful account was written only twenty-one years after the Spanish princess
Joanna of Castile (1479-1555), daughter of Queen Isabella of Castile and King
Ferdinand of Aragon and wife of Philip the Fair (1478-1506), came to Brussels for

* I am grateful to Claire Billen and Wim Blockmans for their insightful comments that helped me to improve my
first draft; thanks to Lisa Beaven and Annemarie Jordan Gschwend for checking my English.

1 de Beatis, Antonio, Die Reise des Kardinals Luigi d’Aragona durch Deutschland, die Niederlande, Frankreich und
Oberitalien, 1517-1518, ed. by Ludwig von Pastor (Freiburg i.Br.: Herder, 1905), p. 116.
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the first time in her life (fol. 31r).2 On this occasion, when she was sixteen, the city
prepared a festive entry for the young Archduchess, and she was welcomed in regal
style.3

Jean Molinet, the great chronicler of the Burgundian court, informs his readership
in detail about Joanna’s arrival in Zeeland and the reception she received from the city
of Antwerp on 19 September 1496. Surprisingly, he does not mention a word about
the spectacular entry into Brussels, which took place three months later, on 9 De‐
cember 1496.4 Instead, Molinet concentrates on Margaret of Austria’s (1480-1530)
journey to Spain, where she was to marry Juan of Castile (1478-1497), Joanna’s older
brother.5 He also dedicates a lot of space to the meeting of Joanna with Margaret
in Antwerp. At the time, all the court’s hopes were pinned on Philip the Fair’s sister
Margaret, as she was seen as the future queen of Spain.6 As it turned out, her life
took a different turn, but in 1496 her destiny was perceived to be that of a Spanish
monarch.

It is a great stroke of luck that a detailed account of the Brussels entry with sixty
full-page miniatures has survived. This manuscript offers an excellent insight into
the city’s elaborate welcoming ceremonial, entitled Joyeuse Entrée or festive entry.
Since Joanna arrived in the city of Brussels without her husband, the festival booklet
is an invaluable testimony to her role as the female head of the ruling family of
the country.7 The manuscript 78 D5, preserved in the Berlin Kupferstichkabinett, is,
therefore, the focus of this in-depth study.

The manuscript consists of two parts. Part I (fols 1v-31r) concentrates on the long
parade of officials from church, craft associations, chambers of rhetoric, shooters’
guilds and civic government that went to the outskirts of Brussels to greet the young
princess and escort her to the centre of the city. Part II (fols 31v-59r) showcases
the elaborate stages that were erected along the inner-city itinerary. This section
is followed by two folios with coats of arms (fols 60r and 61r). The manuscript
concludes with a detailed description of the Brussels town hall with all its splendid
features (fols 63r-63v).8

2 On Joanna’s first visit to the Netherlands see the essay by Fagel, Raymond, ‘Joanna of Castile’s first residence in
the Low Countries (1496-1501): the transformation of a Trastámara Princess’.

3 It would be worthwhile to compare the efforts made in the cities in the Burgundian Netherlands with the
festivities organized in places like Burgos after Joanna’s return to Spain; see: Porras Gil, María Concepción,
‘Magnificentia y política. El banquete celebrado en Burgos (1502) en honor de los archiduqes de Austria’, Potestas
22 (2023), 47-66; Porras Gil, María Concepción, De Bruselas a Toledo. El Viaje de Los Archiduques Felipe y Juana
(Madrid: Doce Calles/ Valladolid: Ediciones Universidad de Valladolid/ Fundación Carlos de Amberes, 2016).

4 Molinet, Jean, Chroniques, ed. by Georges Doutrepont, and Omer Jodogne (Brussels: Palais des Académies,
1935), II (1488-1506), chapt. CCLXXI, pp. 428-32; see also Herrmann, Max, ‘Lebende Bilder’, in Forschungen
zur Deutschen Theatergeschichte des Mittelalters und der Renaissance (Berlin: Weidmann, 1914), 366.

5 Molinet, Chroniques, II, chapt. CCLXXII, p. 432-34.
6 Molinet, Chroniques, II, pp. 429-30. He describes how Margaret travelled from Namur, via Brussels and

Mechelen, and, in the company of Margaret of York (1446-1503), further on to Antwerp to welcome her
sister-in-law.

7 No documentary sources of this civic event have survived in Brussels, as the archive lost all records from this
particular period. See the essay by Remco Sleiderink and Amber Souleymane in this volume.

8 See the essay by Sascha Köhl on this aspect of the manuscript: ‘The Brussels Town Hall. A Worthy Emblem for a
Capital City’.
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