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I. Introduction 
 

The Marie de’ Medici Cycle is a series of twenty-four paintings made by Petrus Paulus 

Rubens to compose one of the galleries of the Luxembourg palace in Paris, currently 

exposed in the Rubens’ Gallery in the Louvre Museum. The cycle of paintings was 

supposed to represent the life of Marie de’ Medici, wife of Henry IV and mother of 

Louis XIII, exposing her glories as a Queen Regent after the assassination of her 

husband and picturing her as a clever female sovereign. Thus, the Gallery was designed 

to be a representation of the monarchy and of the sovereign, in a period of history which 

lay the foundations of the modern State.   

In the Cycle, The Council of the Gods1 opens a succession of works placed on the right 

side of the gallery in the Louvre (and which were placed alike in the initial gallery in the 

Luxembourg palace). The painting represents a council of the gods in the Olympus 

governed by Jupiter on the left side, and the expulsion of the furies on the right side.  

The choice of this work for our study is mainly due to the high charge of symbolic 

elements in it. Unlike the other paintings of the Cycle, The Council of the Gods does not 

directly represent the Queen or other historical characters, preferring to use 

mythological elements to represent the moment of the political decision.  

It is our view that The Council of the Gods is a political painting. This is so not only 

because the painting intends to illustrate a political moment of decision, but also 

because it creates an account of history and law through a political act of representation. 

The pictorial elements of the painting refer to politics and law as perceived by baroque 

era, but their very existence also contributes to reinforce a given perception of politics 

and law. The painting represents a moment of decision, but this representation is also a 

choice, and as such it is political. Thus, The Council of the Gods can bring to light some 

fragments of the political action as such, as well as its relation with law. 

Along these lines, we adopt the “extremist” view that “the representation of an idea can 

under no circumstances be considered successful unless the whole range of possible 

extremes it contains has been virtually explored”.2 It is only possible to understand the 

                                                           
1 Rubens, Petrus Paulus. Le Concert (ou Conseil) des dieux pour les mariages réciproques de la France et 
de l'Espagne, dit autrefois Le Gouvernement de la reine, oil on canvas, 1621-1625 (Musée du Louvre, 
Paris). http://cartelfr.louvre.fr/cartelfr/visite?srv=car_not_frame&idNotice=25685&langue=fr  
2 (Benjamin and Steiner 2009, p. 47). 
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concept of law in “a contact or an encounter with a singularity that exceeds or eludes 

the concept”.3 We believe that is the case of the representation of Rubens. The painting 

represents the decisional moment where law is created, and, at the same time, the 

painting is the very moment where this specific representation of law is created. In this 

sense, it precedes law, even though it witnesses the origin of law. It is a borderline 

object, 4  and as such, the painting keeps in its heart the duality between law and 

destruction.  Thus, it is our claim here that The Council of the Gods constitutes an 

account of law in a pure political moment, and that as such it contributes to the 

discussion on the contours of law.  

In order to sustain this claim, we will present our reading of the painting in three 

sections. In the second section, we will show how The Council of the Gods represents a 

moment of creation of law, paying particular attention to the original violence involved 

in this process. In the third section, we will focus on Rubens’ representation of law, and 

on his dialogue with contemporary legal and political notions. In a fourth section, we 

will see how the constant tension inherent to law is represented at the heart of the 

painting as a duality between law and destruction. Finally, in the fifth section, we will 

conclude the paper.  

II. The Council of the Gods: the divine creation of law by 
Rubens 

 

In this section, we propose that Rubens’ The Council of the Gods can be read as a 

picture of the creation of law, and of the violence inherent to this action. In order to do 

so, we present different interpretations of the painting, to further sustain that such 

interpretations are bound by the constitutive elements of the painting as initially defined 

by Rubens. In this sense, the painting is a normative representation comparable to law, 

in which we can identify elements of violence.    

As follows, The Council of the Gods has long been considered to represent the blessings 

of the regent’s government, and was for this reason initially named The Government of 

the Queen. This reading has been proposed by chronicles of the arts in the XVII century, 

                                                           
3 (Weber 1993, p.7). 
4 Reference to the notion of borderline concept in: (Schmitt and Strong 2006, p.5; Weber 1993, p. 7; 
Agamben 2005, p.1). 
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such as André Félibien and Moreau de Mautour. Thus, in the seventh volume of his 

entretiens published in 1685, Félibien asserts that “le peintre a voulu représenter la 

conduite de la Reine, & le soin qu’elle prend du royaume pendant sa régence: comment 

elle surmonte tous les mouvements de la rébellion, & les désordres de l’Etat, 

representez sous différentes figures monstrueuses”.5 Yet, he adds: “Junon montre avec 

le doigt l’Amour, qui conduit le globe du Monde, tiré par les colombes de Vénus ; & 

comme cette action est représentée dans l’obscurité de la nuit, on voit Diane dans son 

char qui éclaire le Ciel, & répend autour d’elle une foible lumière”.6 The Louvre 

Museum has long adopted this interpretation in the official description of the painting in 

the gallery. This is indicated by Saint-Planchez’s comments to the painting in a volume 

published by the museum in 1882, where the author asserts that Rubens has used images 

and symbols of the Olympus to picture the great events of the regency.7 

This first reading of the painting has evolved after the publication by Jacques Thuillier 

in 1969 of a manuscript dating of 1622 mentioning the Marie de’ Medici Cycle, which 

was found in the the Baluze Archives. This document referred to the painting as a 

representation of the double marriage of the princes of France and Spain, politically 

orchestrated by Marie de’ Medici. In this new reading, Jupiter and Juno, goddess of 

marriage, appear stablishing piece in Europe through the alliance between France and 

Spain. This alliance is represented by four doves linked to each other on the top of the 

globe of Earth. The left side of the painting is described as follows: “avec l’assistance 

de la paix et de la concorde, Apollon et Minerve chassent la Discorde, la furie de la 

fraude qui veulent emppescher l’effet du mariage”.8 This is the description that now 

figures in the Louvre’s gallery.  

We are interested in these readings because they illustrate different perceptions of the 

aesthetic object that we are trying to study, and to the extent that they can enrich our 

own reading of it. Indeed, both interpretations highlight a single effort to create a 

peaceful and everlasting order by banishing the furies of the Olympus. This common 

object is not related to the historical facts to which it makes reference, but to the internal 

textual connections between the different constitutive elements of the painting.  

                                                           
5 As cited by: (Thuillier and Foucart 1969, pp. 86-88). 
6 As cited by: (Thuillier and Foucart 1969, pp. 86-88). 
7 (Saint-Planchez 1882, comment to the Pl. XV) 
8 As cited by: (Thuillier and Foucart 1969). 



6 
 

It is to say that, at the foundational moment of the painting, the choice of the elements 

that would compose Rubens’ narrative founded the basis of any further interpretation of 

it. Thus the relation between the painting and law cannot be confined to the object of the 

representation. This object is also important in order to expose this complex relation, 

but it will be addressed in the following sections. Currently, we are interested to know 

how the creation of representation in The Council of the Gods by Rubens already 

represents as such a political and normative act. As a matter of fact, the elaboration of 

the painting creates a normative order of interpretation.  

Following the initial arrangement of different elements in the painting by Rubens, any 

interpretation of the painting becomes necessarily linked to this initial arrangement 

(which is different of saying that it is linked to Rubens’ initial intentions). Interpretation 

can go in several directions, but still will be attached to that foundational moment. Thus, 

in the two descriptions that we have presented, the interpretation is built based on the 

pictorial elements of the painting, and completely dependent of it. They both consider 

the painting in a different way, but they are both bound by the same pictorial elements 

and by their respective arrangement in the painting. 

This view calls a reference to the notion of pure violence (reine Gewalt) or divine 

violence developed by Benjamin, considered as the violence or power that exists 

beyond the law.9 This revolutionary violence is at the origin of any normative order, it is 

the power necessary to establish this order, as well as the notion of justice which lies 

beyond it. Indeed the notion of justice appears to be directly connected with this 

constitutive power, as defined by Derrida in his comment on Benjamin: “in the founding 

of law or in its institution, the same problem of justice will have been posed and 

violently resolved, that is to say buried, dissimulated, repressed. Here the best 

paradigm is the founding of nation-states or the institutive act of a constitution that 

establishes what one calls in French l’état de droit”.10 In the present case, l’état de droit 

in the painting is determined by Rubens’ aesthetic choices, and all notion of just or 

legitimate interpretation will necessarily refer to his initial decisions whilst ordering the 

elements in the painting. 

                                                           
9 (Agamben 2005, p. 53). 
10 (Derrida 1989, p. 963). 
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In this sense, Rubens is to The Council of the Gods the creator. He drafts the 

constitution of the painting, and determines the relationships among its central elements. 

His discretionary decisions are the basis of a just interpretation. This process is a 

political one, and as such is embedded of violence. Thus, violence and force are 

inherent to the law and to justice. As discussed again by Derrida, enforceability “is the 

force essentially implied in the very concept of justice as law (droit), of justice as it 

becomes droit, of the law as ‘droit’ (…) The word ‘enforceability’ reminds us that there 

is no such thing as law (droit) that doesn’t imply in itself, a priori, in the analytic 

structure of its concept, the possibility of being ‘enforced,’ applied by force”.11 Thus, 

the purest essence of law is the force. The Council of the Gods shares a fragment of this 

initial force of law. It creates law and it creates representations of the law, which further 

determines our notions of justice.   

III. The Council of the Gods: a representation of law in Rubens’ 
work 

 

In this third section, we will leave the analysis of The Council of the Gods as a text 

which constitutes a normative order of interpretation in itself, and focus on its 

contribution to the representation of law in the baroque era. If Rubens was influenced 

by the legal and political ideas of his time in the elaboration of The Council of the Gods, 

we believe that his work has also contributed to the adoption of a model of 

representation of the State which is still in place. Thus representation of the law by 

Rubens shall be interpreted as a political act which creates new representations of law.   

As briefly mentioned above, The Council of the Gods addresses the creation of a new 

legal order by banishing the furies of the Olympus. This general object points to some 

issues fundamental for the legal and philosophical thought of the XVII century, i.e. the 

sovereign’s ability to govern his subjects and maintain peace, and his ability to protect 

the stability of his power against any foreign or internal enemy. Once law has been 

created, it is important to keep it in force. In this line, the representation of the sovereign, 

rebellion and peace in the The Council of Gods is not hazardous. The stability of the 

State (a notion then being created) and the power of the sovereign were of crucial 

importance in the whole baroque period. Hence, Rubens had the intention to address 
                                                           
11 (Derrida 1989, p. 925). 
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these issues in his work, and his entire representation is a political point of view on 

power, sovereignty and law, which played an important role at his time.  

This is all the more so that the cycle of paintings seems to have been considered as a 

matter of politics. Otto von Simson, for example, highlights the role of Richelieu during 

the works: “le chef-d’œuvre de la peinture “politique” est incontestablement la Galérie 

Médicis de Rubens… Aucune autre création artistique n’est aussi mêlée à la politique 

de son temps ; elle doit être comprise elle-même comme acte politique. Elle est issue 

d’une étrange collaboration entre Rubens et le plus grand homme d’Etat de son époque: 

Richelieu”.12  

Hence, not only was Rubens representing sovereignty and the State in his paintings, but 

also was he contributing to its creation. He provides useful devices of representation on 

which can be based the sovereign power and the State. The work of Rubens is to be 

assimilated to the work of Hobbes in the creation of the Leviathan, considered as a 

baroque device of political representation: “le leviathan apparaît comme un décor, un 

théâtre et une représentation. Il est une œuvre baroque en tant qu’œuvre elle-même, et 

par la création même de cette œuvre”.13 In this line, we can consider that the paintings 

of the Cycle participate in the ontological construction of the State. Thus, it is important 

to provide here a legal interpretation of The Council of the Gods. Our reading will 

follow three main elements in the painting: Jupiter on his throne, the doves at the top of 

the globe and the expulsion of the furies. 

First of all, Jupiter is painted as the image of a sovereign sat on his throne with a sceptre 

on the hand, deciding on the course of history. This representation is not different of the 

description of Benjamin referring to the sovereign in the German baroque theatre 

(trauerspiel) as almost an incarnation of history:  “the sovereign is the representative of 

history. He holds the course of history in his hand like a sceptre”.14 This image is 

confirmed by the political philosophy of the era. In a treaty by Cardin Le Bret published 

in 1632, the author develops an argument on the nature and origin of the monarch’s 

power, preventing any kind of political contestation: “sa première marque est de ne 

dépendre que de Dieu seul. Les Rois de France ne tiennent leur sceptre que de Dieu 

                                                           
12 Otto von Simson, “Rubens et Richelieu,” in: l’Oeuil , n. 125 (mai 1965), p.4, as cited by: (Thuillier and 
Foucart 1969, p. 18). Bold added. 
13 (Angoulvent 1992, p. 182). 
14 (Benjamin and Steiner 2009, p. 62 and 65). 
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seul”.15 Hence, the power of the sovereign appears to emanate from a pure or divine 

power that established the law. And this power gives to the sovereign the legitimacy of 

the use of force to punish any breach of the law,16 as reminds the dark eagle behind 

Jupiter in what could be a representation of the eagle that punished Prometheus in 

Greek mythology. 

Moreover, it is interesting to note how the doves on the top of the globe are determining 

in the contrasting interpretations that we have presented in the second section. Indeed, 

the object of the all painting was defined by a shift in the meaning given to the doves. 

On the one hand, Juno is said to point out with her finger to Love, who is running the 

globe of Earth, pushed by the doves of Venus. In this case, the doves are to represent 

the establishment of a peaceful government in Earth by the Queen, supported by the 

gods. On the other hand, the doves represent the princes of France and Spain and the 

laces linking them represent their contract of marriage. The contract of marriage is 

supported by the gods, creating peace and stability in Europe.  

Our reading is that the two interpretations are not contradictory. As a matter of fact, the 

doves of Venus, guided by Love, can represent the contract of marriage between the 

princes of France and Spain. Thus, the contract of marriage is presented as the legal act 

which gives birth to the law. In Ruben’s representation, the contract is a central element 

legitimating the entire scene (at least 25 years before the publishing of the Leviathan by 

Hobbes), in what can be considered as a “pure political moment” or, as discussed by 

Derrida, a revolutionary moment (“the foundation of all states occurs in a situation 

which can thus call revolutionary”).17  

The presence of the contract in the painting is not astonishing. The baroque is 

theoretically related to the break of equilibrium, and to the representation of the 

movement which breaks this equilibrium. In this sense, the contract (just like a statue) is 

this magical and mystical moment of equilibrium18 of law before it disrupts again. 

Hence, the contract is  the politico-juridical equivalent of the baroque moment “qu’il 

faut ensuite fixer par une extraordinaire coercition, pour en maintenir les effets”.19  

                                                           
15 Cited in: (Cornette 1985, p. 36). 
16 (Derrida 1989, p. 927). 
17 (Derrida 1989, p. 991). 
18 (Angoulvent 1992, pp. 179 - 185). 
19 (Angoulvent 1992, p. 185). 



10 
 

This brings us to a last element in The Council of the Gods: the expulsion of the furies. 

Apollo and Minerva remove the furies of the Olympus with arrows and a sword, whilst 

Diana flights over the scene with her chariot. Ordered by Jupiter, the gods are expelling 

the furies of the Olympus. Apollo and Minerva represent the legitimate force of the 

sovereign which maintains the law against any threats. Law has been established but 

now it has to be enforced. This is also so for Ruben’s representation of law, the success 

of which will depend on its constant enforcement.  

IV. The Council of the Gods: A picture of law as duality  
 

Once we have studied The Council of the Gods as a system of representation in itself, 

and as one possible representation of law, we will sustain that the entire work is 

founded upon a central element of tension and possible disruption of the law.   

In this way, it is worthy to emphasise the line of dark and light colours which crosses 

the painting, indicating the zones where are respectively placed the gods of the Olympus 

and the expelled furies. This line is built upon a different use of light by Rubens, but 

also by the presence of some characters. On the two extremities, there are Apollo and 

Minerva, and Diana on her chariot. Between the extremities, there is Mars hold by 

Venus. This line of shadow is an important element of Rubens’ representation of law. 

Indeed, law appears as a duality between good and bad, heaven and hell. Indeed, the 

moment of political action which is represented in the painting appears here also to be 

the moment where the sovereign decides on the expulsion of the furies. 

This curious line in the painting can be linked to the notion of the state of exception, 

considered as an uncertain frontier between law and politics.20 Once law has been 

established, the sovereign has to protect it against the furies which are threating it. For 

this reason, the sovereign is the only legitimate to determine on the exception.21 The 

discussion on the exception has been fundamental to the notion of sovereignty during 

the baroque era. Thus, Benjamin stresses, referring to Schmitt, that “whereas the 

modern concept of sovereignty amounts to a supreme executive power on the part of the 

prince, the baroque concept emerges from a discussion of the state of emergency, and 

                                                           
20 (Agamben 2005, p. 1- 31). 
21 (Schmitt 2006, p. 1-15). 
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makes it the most important function of the prince to avert it”.22 Accordingly, we can 

state that the line crossing the painting can be read as its most relevant element. 

Being so, it is important to pay some attention to the central picture on this line, which 

is the representation of Mars and Venus. Mars, the god of war, is painted holding his 

sword inclined to the furies, and detained by Venus who holds his arm. This element 

has been subject of contrasting interpretations in history. Whereas most commentators 

consider that Venus holds him because he wishes to punish the furies, the manuscript 

found in the Baluze files considers instead that “Mars veut secourir les Furies qui est 

retenu par Vénus”.23 This shift is fundamental to our comprehension of the idea of law 

behind Rubens’ painting. Indeed, the image of Mars and Venus can be read as a mise en 

abîme of The Council of Gods. This picture is placed exactly on the line between the 

day and the night and may represent the entire duality between gods of the Olympus 

establishing the law, and the threat to law represented by the furies.  

In this context, it is important to clarify one point: why would be Mars helping the 

furies if he is one of the gods of the Olympus, and he owns obedience to Jupiter? This 

answer is only possible related to the notion of state of exception. If Mars helps the 

furies to break through the Olympus and reverse Jupiter, he would be the new sovereign 

thanks to a coup d’état. This revolution would represent a founding violence capable of 

changing the relations of power. But “the State is afraid of fundamental, founding 

violence, that is, violence able to justify, to legitimate or to transform the relations of 

law”. 24  This is why the state of exception appears in Rubens’ representation as a 

measure essential to the stability of the painting, at the heart of the entire picture.     

Along these lines, the key to understand the representation of law in The Council of the 

Gods is the notion of duality. The destruction of law lies beside the creation of law in 

the centre of the painting. The only thing stopping the destruction of the entire 

established order is the delicate hand of Venus. Thus, the entire law appears as an 

extremely fragile baroque moment, dependent on the confrontation of powers between 

Venus and Mars. As Agamben has noted, the field of law is market with this essential 

ambiguity: “on the one hand, a normative tendency in the strict sense, which aims at 

                                                           
22 (Benjamin and Steiner 2009, p. 65). 
23 (Thuillier and Foucart 1969, p. 86-88). 
24 (Derrida 1989, p. 989). 
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crystallising itself in a rigid system of norms […]; and, on the other hand, an anomic 

tendency that leads to the State of exception”.25  

V. Conclusion 
 

In brief, The Council of the Gods provides an account of law in a pure political moment, 

when law is either being created or being disrupted. This account is essential in order to 

identify the limits and fragilities of the law, as well as its relations with justice and 

violence. Thus we have initially seen that the work of Rubens can be understood as a 

piece of law per se, and that the external violence exercised by the painter in printing 

symbolic elements in his work becomes inherent to his intended representation of the 

law and of the State. Then, we have observed the connection between the creation of 

legal representations in the baroque era and Rubens’ own account of law. Whereas his 

account of law is influenced by the spirit of his time, it also adds to the law providing 

devices of representation. Finally, we have seen that Rubens placed the discussion on 

the state of exception at the heart of his discussion on the foundation of law. It is to say 

that law carries the core of its own destruction in its very heart, and that all violence 

inherent to the law is explained by this ambiguity. Thus, the founding political violence 

employed by Rubens to create his narrative of law remains necessarily linked to the 

existence of the narrative device.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
25 (Agamben 2005, p. 73). 
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