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WEIGHT PROBLEMS:
AN ENQUIRY INTO SCALES AND JUSTICE

In 1901, Dr Duncan ‘Om’ MacDougall (c. 1866–October 15, 1920), a 
physician from Haverhill, Massachusetts, devised an experiment to ‘determine’ 
the weight of the soul. He weighed six terminally ill patients just before 
death and then he measured again immediately after they had deceased. He 
found that each of the patients had lost exactly 21 grams after passing away. 
He repeated the experiment with 15 dogs, finding out that they would lose 
no weight through death. He therefore deduced that the human soul must 
weigh 21 grams. Scientists had no hard time in debunking Dr MacDougall’s 
experiments, although his measurements of the ‘weight of the soul’ stayed 
in popular culture (in 2003, Alejandro González Iñárritu directed a popular 
movie entitled ‘21 Grams’; Dan Brown mentions MacDougall’s experiments 
in ‘The Lost Symbol’, etc.). Yet, the idea that the soul has weight and that 
its weight must be measured through appropriate scales is not new but dates 
back at least to ancient Egypt. This essay1 retraces the cultural and visual 
history of these metaphysical measurements, seeking to show their ideological 
implications across cultures and epochs. It focuses, in particular, on ancient 
Egypt, Greece and Rome, and on the early Jewish and Christian contexts. 
Some symbols so skillfully traverse epochs and cultures that they are depicted 
as almost ‘natural’ embodiments of abstract values. The balance is one of 
these symbols, adopted to represent metaphysical justice from ancient Egypt 
until the present time. Power appropriates this ‘natural meaning’ in order to 
construct a rhetoric of fairness. Yet, semiotics unveils that the balance, like 
every symbol, is not natural at all but underpinned by a specific ideology. From 
the semiotic point of view, the balance is a device that produces indexes, i.e. 
causal signs that visually signal an invisible property, weight. Although this 
translation is not automatic but based on specific indexical circumstances 
(such as the type of balance, the weighing techniques and the measuring 
standards that are used), the balance is paradoxically turned into a symbol 
of metaphysical justice precisely because it is depicted as a non-semiotic 
device, as an instrument that cannot lie, as a machine. The essay provides 
initial elements for a transhistorical and cross-cultural study of scales in the 
visual rhetoric of spiritual justice.

Egypt

The idea that the soul has weight and that its weight must be measured through appropriate 
scales dates back at least to ancient Egypt. In a previous IAS lecture2 I have already 

suggested, after a cursory analysis of the rhetoric of weighing in ancient China, that the dialectic 
of opposing imaginaires of weighing and adjudication might characterize also the history of the 
ideologies of law in the West. One of its most ancient roots is to be found in the metaphorical 
use of the balance in ancient Egyptian texts. The Coffin Texts3 – a collection of ancient Egyptian 
funerary spells written on coffins beginning in the First Intermediate Period (c. 2181–2055 
BCE), deriving in part from the earlier pyramid texts – already refer to weighing in the context 
of judgment that dead people must undergo in the afterlife (Grieshammer, 1970, pp. 46–8). 
In one of these texts it is written: ‘Both doors of heaven will be open for your perfectibility, so 
that you egress and see Hathor. Your evil will be cast out, your wrongdoing erased by those who 
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weigh the qualities with the scales on the day of judgment’.4 However, the text does not provide 
precise indications about how the weighing is to be performed.

In another coffin text, weighing is personified under demonic form. The deceased addresses Re 
with a prayer for help: ‘Save me from this God with occult shape, whose eyebrows are the beams 
of the balance, on that day of reckoning with the snatcher, who lays manacles on evildoers, so 
as to lacerate their souls’.5 Using the term ‘soul’ to refer to non-Christian ideas of the afterlife 
is always problematic, the term should therefore go between inverted commas: whereas in later 
texts the judgment of ‘souls’ is performed through a real balance, and usually through scales, in 
this coffin text the impersonal agency of the balance and the subjective agency of its user have 
not yet separated. The judge embodies the weighing mechanism through the curious figure of 
the eyebrow-beam: the outcome of the deliberation will be tantamount to the emotional reaction 
of the judge as expressed on his face; the severe inclination of the brows will correspond to the 
fatal inclination of the beam. 

Nevertheless, another fragment reads: ‘You weigh with the balance of Thoth’,6 which suggests 
that the scene of weighing evolves towards a separation of the balance and the judge, as well as 
towards a separation of their agencies: the act of weighing is demanded of a god, whose specific 
duty is to secure the correct functioning of the balance. Such a cultural evolution is confirmed 
and further specified in the Book of the Dead, an ancient Egyptian funerary text, used from the 
beginning of the New Kingdom (around 1550 BCE) until around 50 BCE.7 Chapter 125 of the 
book describes the famous ritual of the ‘weighing of the heart’.

In this procedure, the heart of the dead is placed on one of the two plates of a grand balance, 
while on the other plate lies the symbol of ma’at, the ancient Egyptian concept of truth, 
balance, order, law, morality and justice (Assman, 2001, pp. 132–6). The deceased must 
perform a recitation in front of the balance, accounting for their deeds. What is at stake is not 
the telling of a life story but the truthfulness of recitation. The heart, indeed, figures as witness 
of the process, and by no means may it disavow the testimony. Several characters, besides the 
defendant, usually participate in the judgment. Anubis, Horus (from the twenty-first dynasty) 
or even Ma’at herself usher the dead toward the weighing scene. Horus and Ma’at also appear 
as weighing-masters and minute-takers, but these roles are more commonly assigned to Thoth, 
as anticipated in Coffin Texts. Osiris presides over the entire judgment. Interestingly, in some 
visual representations, the penis of Thoth seems to be part of the indicator system of the 
balance. The ritual is found depicted in countless contemporary vignettes. Christine Seeber, 
in her book Untersuchungen zur Darstellung des Totengerichts im alten Ägypten (1976), has 
surveyed this abundant but often repetitive iconography, here exemplified in Figure 1.

An interesting aspect of many both verbal and visual representations of the scene of judgment 
in the Book of the Dead is the so-called ‘doubling of Ma’at’. In these depictions, Ma’at appears 
both as entity (usually symbolized by an ostrich feather), against which the heart of the deceased 
is to be weighed, and as personification of the concept of justice, confronting the account of 
the defendant. As a result, the hall of judgment is called ‘the Hall of double Ma’at’. In some 
cases, moreover, a third instance of Ma’at appears as the mystagogue that ushers the deceased 
to judgment. Such multiplication of actors playing the different roles of Ma’at in the judgment 
scene has been variously interpreted (Hornung, 1987). From our perspective, what matters is 
the comparison between such a diffracted scene of judgment and that of the Coffin Texts, where 
the balance, the judge and the executor of judgment were embodied by the same persona. In 
visual representations of the ‘Hall of double Ma’at’, on the contrary, these roles are not only 
distributed among different actors but also presented in an abstract way, so that different 
figures can visualize the various roles of a single principle. Considered in the framework of the 
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long-term evolution of weighing as metaphor of adjudication, this multiplication/abstraction 
points to the progressive shaping of a ‘bureaucracy of weighing’. The subjectivity of the balance/
law/judge/executor is replaced by a complex arena of vectors in which the mechanical agency 
of the balance can emerge precisely insofar as it is abstracted from the other personae visually 
and narratively distributed around the judgment scene.

The transition from Coffin Texts to the Book of the Dead signals an evolution of the ideology of 
law that is the converse of that which I already described in an IAS seminar, in relation to the 
imaginary of weighing in ancient China: in Egypt, the Book of the Dead marks what is probably 
the very beginning of the Western rhetoric of law as impersonal and objective agency, whose 
standardized mechanisms of adjudication are comparable to the functioning of a balance. Thus, 
should this standardization, mechanization and bureaucratization of law be considered as a 
consequence of the so-called ‘democratization of afterlife’, which took place after the First 
Intermediate Period? Is the construction of an articulated scene of transcendent judgment 
to be connected with the parallel evolution of a less hierarchical society, whose stratificatory 
tendencies would express themselves also in the institution of the ‘machine of law’?

These are issues which can only be decided by scholars of ancient Egyptian law. From our point 
of view, it is important to underline that the balance as paradoxical icon of an impersonal and 
numeric practice of law might emerge in connection with historical and cultural contexts in which 
large numbers of people are given access to law and its ways of adjudication. That is certainly 
true as regards the passage to the Egyptian New Kingdom, wherein less rigid boundaries among 
social classes also entailed a progressive widening and professionalization of the ‘Hall of Ma’at’.

Is therefore the ‘visual rhetoric of just power’ to be considered as an inevitable side effect of 
the democratization of law, as an attempt by the vertical power of the king to conceal itself 
behind such an icon of objectivity as the balance? The ideological dilemma inscribed in the 
hermeneutical conflict dividing Han and Song legal scholars in China, on which I already 
expounded, should perhaps be read on an anthropological, transhistorical and cross-cultural 
scale: on the one hand, the more the law turns into impersonal agency, the more it seems 
adequate to give rise to just adjudication in a democratic society, where many, most or even all 
can access the law; on the other, the more the law becomes numerical bureaucracy, the less it 

Figure 1: Horus, Ma'at and Osiris at the judging.
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seems fit to do justice to circumstances, exceptions and subjectivities: all are weighed in the 
same way by the balance of law, but the outcome of this mechanical process is cold measure 
and number, whose potential injustice is even more difficult to detect, for, unlike the monstrous 
balance-judge of the Coffin Texts, the balance no longer has a face.

Athens

The idea of a superior being that presides over the judgment of mortals, determining their fate 
through scales, is not exclusive to Egyptian civilization but transfers by labyrinthine paths to 

ancient Greece.8 Scholars have debated intensely whether and how this move occurred. Golden 
scales bearing the relief of a butterfly – one of the traditional ancient Greek icons of psyché – 
found in Mycenaean shaft graves seem to point at the possibility that this transition took place 
through Crete (Figure 2).

However, recent scholarship tends to downplay the significance of such analogous archaeological 
evidence, claiming that scales were a common technology in the Mediterranean, and might have 
given rise to autonomous imaginaries of metaphysical deliberation. In any case, most of the 
weighing scenes of ancient Greece are not cases of psychostasia, that is, the weighing of the 
souls of dead people, but rather instances of kerostasia,9 that is, the weighing of the fates of 
people who are still alive. Zeus weighs the keres of the Greeks and Trojans in Iliad (8.69–74). 
Furthermore, a famous passage of the Iliad (22.209–13) reads: 

Figure 2: Mycenaean gold scales with butterfly motif.
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Then father Zeus balanced his golden scales (                                ),
and in them he set two fateful portions of
woeful death (                                                                                ), one for
Achilles and one for Hector, breaker of horses. Balancing
it in the middle, Zeus raised it high, and the fated day
(                                   ) of Hector sank down: it went toward the
house of Hades, and the god Apollo left him.10

The Aethiopis, a lost epic of ancient Greek literature, probably composed in the seventh century 
BCE, would also contain a scene of kerostasia,11 which would have inspired a lost work by 
Aeschylus, the Psychostasia (schol. A ad 8.70 and Eustathius on 8.73 (699.31)).12 Also, the 
scales incline towards Oedipus’s guilt in Sophocles’ tragedy13 (847) (Musurillo, 1957, p. 45).

Abundant literature on the topic has focused especially on Iliad (22.209–13), seeking to solve 
that which modern readers perceive as a paradox: if the fate of Hector is already doomed, 
why does Zeus weigh his ker on the scales against the ker of Achilles? Most commentators 
have underlined that, in this passage, the scales are not an instrument of adjudication, but 
a narrative device, signalling that the poem will allow no further deviations from the destiny 
of the two characters. Thus, Willcock (1976, pp. 86–7) claims that the weighing is ‘not a 
process of decision by Zeus; it is rather a symbolic representation of what is fated to happen’. 
Vermeule (1979, p. 76) points out that it is ‘not a judgment, but an external affirmation of 
destiny’. For Erbse, (1986, p. 289), the scales ‘only serve to give an expression of necessity’. 
Similarly, Edwards (1987, p. 294) argues: ‘the scales are an indication of what will happen, an 
artistic means of creating tension, not a real decision-making device’. Analogously, referring to 
Iliad 8.69–74, Taplin (1992, p. 141, note 20) comments: ‘the scales do not decide this [the 
victory of Troy]; they mark a crisis in the narrative. In some passages, indeed, they become a 
purely figurative way of indicating a turning point’. Not dissimilarly, Morrison (1997, p. 293) 
circumscribes the meaning of Zeus’ scales to the narrative dimension:

What is significant about kerostasia is that it brings the three contexts together. The 
setting out of the scales is an action by the gods. Yet the effect is to determine the 
future of heroes fighting on the field of battle. Finally, in narrative terms, kerostasia 
signals the imminent fulfillment of the story as earlier foreshadowed by divine and 
poetic predictions.

From our point of view, though, all these comments seem to miss an important aspect of Zeus’ 
kerostasia. They all argue that, since the fate of Hector is decided before the weighing of his 
ker on the scales against that of Achilles, then the scales themselves cannot be considered 
as a decisional device, as an instrument of adjudication. However, one could argue that the 
juridical relevance of this and similar passages consists precisely in instituting the scales as 
symbolical reference to a transcendent order, whose impersonal determinations dominate the 
subjective and personal decisional inclinations of Zeus. The symbolical shift by which the 
agency of adjudication is stripped from Zeus and attributed to his instrument is analogous to 
that which conceals the personality of judgment behind the symbol of the scales in most of the 
Western history of this icon of law and justice. Hence, the scales that tilt in disfavour of Hector 
are not only a narrative device, signalling that no further deviations from fate will be admitted 
in the plot of the Iliad, but also a meta-juridical device, displacing the agency and responsibility 
of judgment from Zeus to Moira or Aisa, impersonal destiny.

Depictions of kerostasia seem to confirm this interpretation (Shapiro, 1990). The oldest visual 
representation of kerostasia appears on a dinos, a mixing bowl, from Caere, now Cerveteri, 
dating from 540 BCE (Vienna, 3619) (Figure 3). 
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In a scene probably inspired by the Aethiopis, Zeus determines the outcome of the battle 
between Achilles and Memnon by weighing their keres on the plates of a scale, while the heroes 
are sided by their mothers, Thetis and Eos. However, with a distribution of roles that reminds 
one of the ancient Egyptian psychostasias, Zeus does not perform the weighing himself but 
simply observes the outcome of the weighing carried out by Hermes.

In a coeval or slightly later depiction, on a cup by Epiktetos, now in the museum of Villa Giulia 
in Rome (57912), Hermes handles the scales, while Zeus and Hera observe from a distance 
the scene of the infuriating battle between Achilles and Memnon (Simon, 1959, pp. 72–82; 
Slatkin, 1986, pp. 3–4, n. 5) (Figure 4). Other examples include a plate at the Louvre (G399 
– 450 BCE), an amphora also at the Louvre (CA 2243 – 470 BCE) – where Hermes appears 
aloof while holding the scales – and a lekythos at the British Museum (B639 – 500–480 BCE).

In all these depictions, Zeus takes no decision on the outcome of the mortal combat but rather 
appears as the mediator of superior or collateral agencies, such as that of moirai, the Greek 
incarnation of destiny. In the Roman cup, the lack of Zeus’ personal agency in weighing, judgment 
and determination of fate is further emphasized by the ‘professionalization’ of weighing itself. 

Figure 3: Kerostasia on a bowl from Caera (Cerveteri).

Figure 4: The battle of Achilles and Memnon on a cup in the Villa Giulia, Rome.
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As in the Book of the Dead the handling of the scales was delegated to Thoth, so in the Attic 
iconography, Hermes, the Greek god of ruse, figures as ‘impersonal technician of weighing’.

The Greek scene of adjudication significantly differs from the Egyptian one. In the former case, 
living human beings are weighed and judged, not dead people. Furthermore, judgment does 
not involve comparison between recitation and heart but between two simulacra – eidola – of 
the battling contenders. The Egyptian scene of weighing and judgment, moreover, displays an 
evident character of initiation which the Greek scene lacks completely. Yet, something connects 
the two imaginaries at a more abstract level: both seem to be underpinned by an ideology of law 
in which the conception of a superior ontological order, from which judgment of the inferior one 
emanates, is accompanied by the institution of an impersonal agency, symbolically embodied 
by the scales, which implements the order established in the upper dimension and applies it to 
the lower one, but without personal, subjective intrusion of the former into the latter. Judgment 
proceeds from a superior ontology, yet its agency remains hidden in the automatic mechanism 
of the scales, whose correct functioning is entrusted to Hermes’ technique.

The transfer of adjudicating agency from Zeus to the scales is paralleled by the historical and 
cultural process through which the Greek civilization first conceived the abstract idea of justice, 
as well as the germane notion of righteousness, then impersonated them through feminine, 
ideal goddesses, subsequently endowed with scales. However, this process did not entail that 
the scales of justice regained an aspect of personality and subjectivity, since the passage from 
the justice of Zeus to that of Dike, from a male to a female agency, implied, on the opposite, 
its de-personalization. Dike takes shape as a personification of justice in Hesiod’s Theogony 
(901),14 but it is in the Homeric Hymns15 that its name is associated with the instrument of the 
scales (                                              , 324).16 By the fifth century, the balance became a customary 
attribute of Dike, as is evident from Aeschylus, Libation Bearers17 55 ff: ‘But the balance of 
Justice keeps watch: swiftly it descends on those in the light; sometimes pain waits for those 
who linger on the frontier of twilight; and others are claimed by strengthless night’;18 as well 
as from Bacchylides,19 Fragment 5: ‘If some god had been holding level the balance of Dike 
(Justice)’.

Rome

The Greek pantheon imperfectly translates into the Roman one. Nevertheless, continuity can 
be seen between Dike and Dikayosune on the one hand and the Roman goddesses of Iustitia 

and Aequitas on the other hand. In the Roman case too, female embodiments signify further 
abstraction of agency. The semantic fields of Aequitas and Iustitia often overlap, and so do their 
iconographies (Manders, 2012, p. 182). Cicero refers to them interchangeably in De Officiis 
(2.5.18; 3.6.28), but overall Iustitia seems to preside more over the letter of the law, Aequitas 
over its spirit. Modern commentators therefore translate the latter in English as ‘fairness’, as 
a quality that is required not only for legal judgment but also for moral assessment (Strack, 
1931–7, 1, pp. 154–64; Noreña, 2001, p. 158).

The enlargement of the semantic field of Aequitas in relation to Iustitia implies a further 
democratization, but also a further vulgarization, of the symbol of the scales. In the Roman 
pantheon, Aequitas turns into the minor goddess of fair trade and honest merchants. Moreover, 
it too, like Iustitia, becomes one of the indispensable virtues of Roman imperial power and 
rhetoric, but with a significant specification. In its variant of Aequitas Augusti, its female 
personification abundantly appears on coins,20 visually declaring the fairness of the Emperor in 
vouching for the correct measure of precious metal contained therein (Wallace-Hadrill, 1981, 
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n. 57). The identification of Aequitas with Iuno Moneta under Galba,21 then, entailed further 
relevant consequences.

First, the association of the scales with Aequitas-Moneta suggests that an increase in the 
abstraction of agency behind the mechanism of weighing is inextricably linked, in this context 
too, with further democratization of the process of adjudication. The scales are not associated 
with a god who presides over the momentous judgment of the dead, or the determination of fate 
in epic battle; instead, they become a device of ‘everyday adjudication’, used by merchants in 
trivial transactions.

Second, the progressive vanishing of the scales’ aura is confirmed by their iconographic 
reproducibility. The scales do not appear in individualized contexts such as the Coffin Texts, 
vignettes related to the Book of the Dead (Egypt), Homeric verses or Attic vases (Greece). The 
scales, instead, are inscribed on the objects that epitomize the standardization of value in the 
history of humanity: coins. Examples are countless. Figure 5 shows an assarius minted under 
Titus.22 On the verso, it bears a representation of the Roman goddess Aequitas holding the 
scales in her right hand. Significantly, a capital ‘S’ appears between the plates of the scales; 
on the other side, symmetrically, a capital ‘C’ is clearly visible, with the same size and font. 

Unlike gold and silver issues, Roman Imperial bronze coins, following the coinage reform of 
Augustus in 23 BCE, contained less than their full nominal value in metal. Their value was 
supported by the decree of the Senate ‘Senatus Consulto’, or SC. Representing Iustitia with her 
scales on such bronze coins was, therefore, a visual and symbolical expedient rhetorically to 
counterbalance the fact that coins were actually worth less than their weight. The cornucopia 
customarily represented in the left hand of the goddess, absent in the iconography of Iustitia, 
was also part of this visual rhetoric. When Domitian23 accepted to host the Senate bronze mint 
in the same place as the Imperial gold and silver mint, that is, in proximity of the temple of 
Juno Moneta, the name ‘Moneta’ started to replace ‘Aequitas’ on the verso of bronze coins. If 
one compares these two coins with previous ones minted under Claudius, which would simply 
contain the effigy of a hand holding the scales, it is easy to realize that the introduction of a 
goddess instead of the abstract hand was probably meant to attribute yet more rhetorical force 

Figure 5: Third-century coin: Aequitas with scales and cornucopia.
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to the idea of the fairness of the minting process. Aequitas appears as late as on the reverse 
of antoniani [2 Denarii], struck under Roman Emperor Claudius II24 in the third century. The 
goddess holds her symbols: the balance in perfect equilibrium, in the right hand, and the 
cornucopia, in the left. The verso contains a relief effigy of the Emperor himself, his profile head 
radiating. The implicit message contained in this visual rhetoric is that a subjective, personal 
agency, open to interpretation, is not necessary anymore, supplanted by an abstract principle of 
fairness that is vouched for by a numerical device, coins. The icon guarantees the value of the 
coin, but the coin simultaneously multiplies and dilutes the value of the icon. Aequitas is in the 
hands of everybody because it is in the hands of nobody. It is, literally, a measure, a digit, an 
entity that excludes all human interference.

Jerusalem

Through complex historical ways and cultural patterns, which cannot be summarized in this 
context,25 the Egyptian, Greek and Roman imaginaire of the balance, together with the Jewish 

biblical one, constituted the background against which the Christian idea of the ‘weighing of 
the souls’ evolved.26 In the Hebrew Bible, the notion of ‘spiritual weighing’ is common, mostly 
in association with the word ‘mo’zen’, ‘the balance’, which occurs 15 times in the text, usually 
with metaphorical meaning; for instance: ‘Let me be weighed in an even balance, that God may 
know mine integrity’ (Job 31:6); ‘Surely men of low degree are vanity, and men of high degree 
are a lie: to be laid in the balance, they are altogether lighter than  vanity’ (Psalms 62:9); ‘A 
false balance is abomination to the LORD: but a just weight is his delight’ (Proverbs 11:1); etc. 
Here I list all these occurrences:

Leviticus 19:36: ‘Just balances, just weights, a just ephah, and a just hin, shall ye 
have: I am the LORD your God, which brought you out of the land of Egypt.’

Job 6:2: ‘Oh that my grief were thoroughly weighed, and my calamity laid in the 
balances together!’

Job 31:6: ‘Let me be weighed in an even balance, that God may know mine integrity.’

Psalms 62:9: ‘Surely men of low degree are vanity, and men of high degree are a lie: 
to be laid in the balance, they are altogether lighter than vanity.’

Proverbs 11:1: ‘A false balance is abomination to the LORD: but a just weight is 
his delight.’

Proverbs 16:11: ‘A just weight and balance are the LORD'S: all the weights of the 
bag are his work.’

Proverbs 20:23: ‘Diverse weights are an abomination unto the LORD; and a false 
balance is not good.’

Isaiah 40:12: ‘Who hath measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, and meted 
out heaven with the span, and comprehended the dust of the earth in a measure, 
and weighed the mountains in scales, and the hills in a balance?’

Isaiah 40:15: ‘Behold, the nations are as a drop of a bucket, and are counted as 
the small dust of the balance: behold, he taketh up the isles as a very little thing.’

Jeremiah 32:10: ‘And I subscribed the evidence, and sealed it, and took witnesses, 
and weighed him the money in the balances.’
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Ezechiel 5:1: ‘And thou, son of man, take thee a sharp knife, take thee a barber's 
razor, and cause it to pass upon thine head and upon thy beard: then take thee 
balances to weigh, and divide the hair.’

Ezechiel 45:10: ‘Ye shall have just balances, and a just ephah, and a just bath.’

Hosea 12:7: ‘He is a merchant, the balances of deceit are in his hand: he loveth to 
oppress.’

Amos 8:5: ‘Saying, When will the new moon be gone, that we may sell corn? and 
the sabbath, that we may set forth wheat, making the ephah small, and the shekel 
great, and falsifying the balances by deceit?’

Micah 6:11: ‘Shall I count them pure with the wicked balances, and with the bag 
of deceitful weights?’

However, the same concept is also conveyed through the Hebrew word ‘shaqal’, which expresses 
the primary idea of suspending a balance, equivalent to the Latin ‘pendeo’ and the English 
‘poise’. In one of the most intriguing passages of the Bible, both terms appear in their Aramaic 
version, that is, ‘mo’zen’, ‘balances’, and ‘tĕqal’, ‘to weigh’. They occur in the passage of Daniel 
5, wherein the corrupt king Belshazzar anxiously summons the Jewish youth so that he might 
decipher the threatening message left by a mysterious hand on the wall of the palace during a 
sinfully opulent banquet. The message is well known for it has also given rise to an abundant 
iconography, the artistic peak which is Rembrandt’s 1635 version of it. The mysterious message 
– which Rembrandt transcribes in Hebrew but cleverly scrambles through using the gematria 
learned from his Jewish friend Menasseh Ben Israel27 – is usually transliterated as ‘mene mene 
tekel upharsin’. It has attracted a myriad of interpretations, among which it is worth mentioning 
the one that the French Orientalist Charles Simon Clermont-Ganneau proposed in an article 
published in 1886 after the discovery, in 1878, in the British Museum, of a Babylonian weight 
bearing the Aramaic inscription ‘pe – resh – sin’. Clermont-Ganneau linked such inscription 
with the Hebrew ‘pe – resh – samekh’, which designates half a mina, and read ‘tekel’ as 
‘shekel’ and ‘mene’ as ‘mina’. The mysterious divine graffiti would therefore contain a metaphor 
based on the biblical units of weight, according to the following equivalence, ascertained by 
scholars: 1 talent = 60 minas = 3,600 shekels. The ciphered message would therefore allude to 
Nebuchadnez’zar as to a mina, to his son Belshazzar as to a shekel – that is, a very small part 
of a mina – and to the Babylonian kingdom as to a mina destined to be broken into two pieces 
and divided between Medes and Persians. Clermont-Ganneau’s solution is fascinating because 
it adds to the semantic levels stemming from the polysemy of Hebrew – already identified by the 
Talmudic exegeses – a further semantic level, singled out thanks to historical and archaeological 
erudition. To conclude: the divine graffiti would mean not only that God has numbered the 
kingdom of Belshazzar and led it to an end, so that his kingdom is split and given to the 
Persians and to the Medes. It would also, in a more hidden and subtle way, mean that God is 
progressively annihilating the Babylonian kingdom, teaching those who do not know how to 
exert it and are destined to lose it that power is a matter of scale.

The first Christian mentions of the scales in relation to metaphysical evaluation and judgment 
are metaphorical. In the seventh book of the Divine Institutes28 (‘De vita beata’, ‘on blessed 
life’), third-century Christian rhetorician Lactantius29 writes that, after death, ‘[tum] quorum 
peccata vel pondere, vel numero praevaluerint, perstringentur igni atque amburentur […]’30 

(‘those whose sins will prevail for their weight or their number will be reprimanded and scorched 
by fire’), introducing, probably for the first time in Christianity, the idea that sins have a weight 
and that this weight burdens the soul at the moment of individual judgment. In the following 
century, then, Saint Ambrose,31 in the second letter to Constantius, a newly-appointed bishop, 
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was perhaps the first Christian author to suggest that the words of men can be weighed, explicitly 
to deploy the metaphor of the balance (Latin, ‘statera’), and to quote the Old Testament in order 
to support such metaphorical usage:

Therefore let every man weigh his words, not with deceit and guile, for a false
balance is abomination to the Lord. I do not mean that balance which weighs the
wares of others, (though even in lesser matters deceit often costs dear), but that
balance of words is hateful to the Lord, which wears the mask of the weight of
sober gravity, and yet practises the artifices of cunning.32

One of the first explicit mentions of the balance in technical descriptions of the divine judgment 
is, however, in early Greek sources. In Book XXIII, chapter 116 of the Speculum historiale, a 
world history compiled by Vincent of Beauvais33 in the thirteenth century, the author quotes 
fourth-century Father of the Church Gregory 
of Nazianzius,34 according to whom ‘omnia 
pendebunt in statera iusticie gesta scilicet verba 
et cogitationes nostre’, (‘all our actions, words, 
and thoughts will be weighed in the scales of 
justice’).35 In the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 
written in the fifth to sixth century by Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite, one reads, in chapter 
VII, paragraph 3, section 6, that ‘those who 
have passed their life piously, the most bright 
and divine life is given in return, according to 
their due, by the most just balances’.36

However, it was, again, left to the Venerable 
Bede, with his unique imagination and narrative 
style, to transform these rather metaphorical 
mentions of the balance in the concrete image 
of a supernatural measurement. In the second 
of the books De miraculis, Bede tells the story 
of a monk whose terrifying nocturnal vision 
encouraged him to undergo a thorough shriving 
and, as a consequence, save his soul. At night, 
he had dreamed that a multitude of gloomy 
men, with deformed faces, had brought some 
big scales, having his soul on one plate and, 
on the other, his deeds: ‘Allatae sunt ab eis 
lances geminae, in quarum una animam meam, 
in alia operam meam cernebam’ (PL 189: 
952). This episode already shows a certain 
‘bureaucratization’ of the divine judgment, in 
line with the abovementioned passage by the 
Venerable Bede. Indeed, it is only through the 
intercalation of a supernatural layer, defending 
his cause, that the monk escapes his spiritual 
condemnation and can return to life in order to 
confess his sins.

In general, in Christian civilization too, the more 
the idea of an individual judgment of the soul 
immediately after death gained upon the idea of 

Figure 6: The Monasterboice high cross with St Michael, 
scales and staff.
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a final judgment to which all souls would be subject at the end of times, the more the agency 
of spiritual judgment and adjudication turned abstract, professional and impersonal, and the 
scales of metaphysical weighing became increasingly displaced from the personal hands of God 
or Jesus to those of specialized agents like the Archangel Michael.37 The earliest depiction of 
Saint Michael weighing the soul is in the eighth panel on the East side of the Muiredach’s High 
Cross, a high cross from the tenth or possibly ninth century, located at the ruined monastic site 
of Monasterboice, in County Louth, Ireland (Figure 6). The relief shows Saint Michael holding 
with his left hand the scales, the right plate bearing, as is customary in this iconography, the 
soul to be judged; with his right hand, though, the Archangel holds a staff that transfixes the 
head of a small demon, prostrated at the bottom of the balance, preventing him from tipping the 
scales in his devilish favour. According to specialists, this iconography would have no equivalent 
in any other Irish cross (Macalister, 1914); it might indeed have somehow reached Ireland from 
Eastern Christianity, where the iconography of Saint Michael holding the scales of judgment 
is very abundant and has its first known instance in the west wall mosaics of the Cathedral of 
Santa Maria Assunta in Torcello, in the Venetian lagoon, probably dating from the eleventh 
century. In this case, the two little demons on the right hold not only staves with which they will 
try to influence the fair weighing of the soul but also some flasks. Their meaning is probably to 
be found in the legend recorded by Jacobus de Voragine in chapter 18 of the Legenda Aurea.38 
Macarius saw Satan entering the monastery disguised as a man, carrying several flasks. The 
monk asked him what he was doing and the devil answered that he was bringing drinks to the 
monks, as many and various drinks as they pleased. All the monks refused the drinks, except 
one, called Theotistus, so Macarius rushed to him and convinced him not to accept the devil’s 
drinks anymore. On his second visit, Satan was disappointed to find that none of the monks 
accepted his flasks anymore.  

Saint Michael holding the balance embodies a bureaucratization of metaphysical weighing that, 
however, does not concern only the religious domain but also the secular one. The iconography of 
justice as a blind or blindfolded goddess appears at the dawn of modernity, translating a cardinal 
virtue into a civic ideal, and coincides with the disappearance of a series of topoi, motives and 
representations that would point out, on the contrary, the inevitable humanity and subjectivity 
of adjudication, its pathos and the suffering that it both feels and inflicts in the painful process 
of judgment (Resnik and Curtis, 2007). Cesare Ripa’s39 1618 version of Iconologia, also called 
‘Nova iconologia’, printed in Padua, contains, among its 318 xilographies, an allegory of justice 
(Figure 7), which the text, as in the first Roman version of 1593, describes as ‘donna in forma 
di bella vergine, coronata, & vestita d’oro, che con honesta seuerità, si mostri degni di riuerenza 
con gli occhi di acutissima vista, con un monile al collo, nel quale sia un’occhio scolpito’ 
(p. 222). In this allegory, which Ripa takes from the second-century Roman polymath Aulus 
Gellius, Iustitia is endowed not only with ‘occhi di acutissima vista’, ‘extremely sharp eyesight’, 
but also with a necklace pendant, representing a ‘third eye’. However, only seven years later, 
the 1625 Paduan version of Ripa’s Iconologia, also known as ‘novissima’, and the last one to 
be edited directly by the author himself, contains a supplementary description that contradicts 
the original one: ‘Donna vestita di bianco, habbia gli occhi bendati’; ‘woman dressed in white, 
blindfolded’.

This last version recorded the iconographic invention attributed to Albrecht Dürer,40 A Fool 
Blindfolding Justice, an engraving originally executed in 1494 to illustrate Das Narrenschiff, 
by the German humanist and satirist Sebastian Brant41 (Figure 8). Originally conceived as a 
critique of the preposterous slowness of bureaucratic justice, the image significantly became 
the icon of modern adjudication per antonomasia.
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Conclusion

The cultural and emotional distance of this modern blindfolded goddess of justice from 
the Egyptian god-balance, whose angry frown would embody the tilting of the scales of 

judgment, is vast. We certainly would not like to regress to that imaginaire, which is all too 
vividly engrained in present-day dictatorial ‘legal systems’ around the world. Yet one should be 
sceptical not only about icons of law in which idiosyncratic interpretation occupies the entire 
arena of judgment, marginalising the regularity of any legal habit, code and system, but also 
about icons of law that, on the contrary, expunge any reference to the subjectivity and humanity 
of judgment in order to elevate the quality of cold, objective and numerical weighing.

Self-evidently, we would not like to be judged by dictatorial agents, who would tilt their balances 
as they please and attribute weight at their discretion. But would we like to be judged by 
balances that no human hand sets and operates, by machines, for which judgment is inexorably 
deductive extraction of results from the cold matching of rules and cases? If the cross-cultural 
exploration of the millennial imaginaire of the scales serves a purpose, it is not that of suggesting 
an answer. Instead, the aim of this comparative study is to show that the question itself is 
incorrect and that behind every self-operating balance, and every rhetoric of cold measurement, 
and every discourse of impassive statistics, there still lies an Egyptian god, impulsively frowning 
at the world, although his eyebrows are now so distant and well-disguised under the beam of 
sophisticated scales, that we no longer recognize them. 

Figures 7 and 8: Ripa’s and Durer’s versions of lustitia.
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Notes

1 The essay is partially based on Leone, 2017.

2 ‘Tipping the Balance: A Comparative Study of the Scales in the Visual Rhetoric of Justice.’ 
(St Cuthbert’s Society, University of Durham, 10 October 2016; see https://www.dur.ac.uk/ias/ 
recordings/).

3 See Faulkner, 1973–8. Hereinafter CT.

4 CT I 181a–e [44]. In this and subsequent quotations from the Coffin Texts I follow, with small 
changes, the translation provided in de Buck, 1935–2006.

5 CT IV 298a–301a [335].

6 CT I 209d [47].

7 For an introduction, see Faulkner and von Dassow, 1994.

8 A classic, but still tentative and much debated study of this transition is in Wüst, 1936. For 
a criticism, see Björk, 1945. For a discussion, see Dietrich, 1964.

9 On the difference between kerostasia and psychostasia, see Burgess, 2004.

10 

                                                                                                       English translation 
R. Lattimore, 1951.

11 For a discussion, see Irvine, 1997, p. 43 and Rozokoki, 2009, p. 9.

12 Between 499 and 456 BCE.

13 429 BCE.

14 Composed c. 700 BCE.

15 The oldest of which dates from the seventh century BCE.

16 For a discussion of this personification, and its association with the scales of Zeus, see
Gagarin, 1974, p. 189.

17 458 BCE.

18
 
                                                                                     English translation H. Weir Smyth, 
1926.

19 Fifth century BCE.
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20 Aequitas types represent about one quarter of all virtue types on denarii minted between
69 and 235 CE. See Lichocka, 1974, but cf Metcalf, 1977.
21 Emperor Servius Sulpicius Galba Caesar Augustus, Terracina, current Italy, 24 December 3 
BCE – Rome, 15 January 69 CE.

22 Reigned 23 June 79–13 September 81.

23 Reigned 14 September 81–8 September 96.

24 Reigned September 268–January 270.

25 See Schuck, 1936.

26 Literature on this evolution is very rich. See Schuck, 1936, for a study of the transition from 
the Roman to the Christian scales, and meticulous survey of previous (esp. nineteenth-century) 
literature on the topic.

27 See Leone, 2013.

28 Divinæ institutiones.

29 Africa, 250 circa – Gallia, after 317.

30 PL 6: 802.

31 Augusta Treverorum, Gallia Belgica, Roman Empire (present-day Germany), c. 340 CE – 
Mediolanum, Italia annonaria, Roman Empire (present-day Milan, Italy), 4 April 397.

32 ‘Ponderet ergo unusquisque sermones suos, non cum fraude et dolo: Statera fallax improbabilis 
apud Deum (Prov. XI, 4): non illam stateram dico quae mercem appendit alienam, (et in vilibus 
quidem rebus caro constat fallacia) sed statera verborum ipsa apud Deum est exsecrabilis, quae 
praetendit pondus gravitatis sobriae, et subnectit versutiae fraudulentiae’; Ambrose, Epistola to 
Constantius, PL 16: 883; English translation H. Walford, 1881.

33 1190–1264.

34 Arianzum, Cappadocia, 329 CE–25 January 390.

35 ‘De meritorum discussione’, Speculum Historiale, Ms. Douai 797, fourteenth century.

36 English translation J. Parker.

37 An extensive analysis of the development of the Christian medieval symbolism and 
iconography of the scales is in Perry, 1912 and 1913. On the Jewish roots of the imaginaire of 
the psychostasy, see also Barasch, 2005. On its iconography, see Markow, 1983–4 and 1984. 
On the theological and juridical evolution of the idea of individual adjudication of souls, see 
Gaiffier, 1952; Baschet, 1995 and 2008.

38 Chapter 18, ‘De Sancto Macario’.

39 Perugia, 1555 or 1560–Rome, 22 January 1622.

Institute of Advanced Study Insights

16



Institute of Advanced Study Insights

40 Nuremberg, Holy Roman Empire, 21 May 1471–6 April 1528.

41 Strasburg, 1457 or 1458–10 Mai 1521.
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     Middle Ages
2 Fabio Zampieri   The Holistic Approach of Evolutionary  Futures II
     Medicine: An Epistemological Analysis
3 Lynnette Leidy Sievert  Choosing the Gold Standard: Subjective  Futures II
     Report vs Physiological Measure
4 Elizabeth Edwards  Photography, Survey and the Desire for ‘History’ Futures II
5 Ben Anderson   Emergency Futures    Futures 
6 Pier Paolo Saviotti  Are There Discontinuities in Economic Development? Futures II
7 Sander L. Gilman   ‘Stand Up Straight’: Notes Toward a History of Futures II
     Posture
8 Meredith Lloyd-Evans  Limitations and Liberations   Futures II

2013 Volume 6

1 David Martin-Jones  The Cinematic Temporalities of Modernity: Deleuze, Time
     Quijano and How Tasty was my Little Frenchman
2 Robert Levine   Time Use, Happiness and Implications for Social Time
     Policy: A Report to the United Nations
3 Andy Wood   Popular Senses of Time and Place in Tudor  Time
     and Stuart England
4 Robert Hannah   From Here to the Hereafter: ‘Genesis’ and  Time
     ‘Apogenesis’ in Ancient Philosophy and Architecture  
5 Alia Al-Saji   Too Late: Racialized Time and the Closure  Time
     of the Past
6 Simon Prosser   Is there a ‘Specious Present’?   Time

2014 Volume 7

1 Robert Fosbury   Colours from Earth    Light
2 Mary Manjikian   Thinking about Crisis, Thinking about Emergency Time
3 Tim Edensor   The Potentialities of Light Festivals   Light
4 Angharad Closs Stephens  National and Urban Ways of Seeing   Light
5 Robert de Mello Koch  From Field Theory to Spacetime Using Permutations Time
6 Jonathan Ben-Dov  What’s In a Year? An Incomplete Study on the Time
     Notion of Completeness
7 Lesley Chamberlain  Clarifying the Enlightenment   Light
8 Fokko Jan Dijksterhuis  Matters of Light. Ways of Knowing in  Light
     Enlightened Optics

2015 Volume 8

1 Valerie M. Jones   Mobile Health Systems and Emergence  Emergence
2 Stéphanie Portet   Studying the Cytoskeleton: Case of   Modelling
     Intermediate Filaments
3 Peter Cane   Two Conceptions of Constitutional Rights  Emergence
4 Nathan J. Citino   Cultural Encounter as ‘Emergence’: Rethinking Emergence
     US-Arab Relations 
5 N. Katherine Hayles  Nonconscious Cognition and Jess Stoner’s  Emergence
     I Have Blinded Myself Writing This
6 Alice Hills   Waiting for Tipping Points    Emergence
7 Margaret Morrison  Mathematical Explanation and Complex Systems Emergence 
8 Tim Thornton   Emergence, Meaning and Rationality  Emergence
9 John Heil   The Mystery of the Mystery of Consciousness  Emergence
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No. Author    Title      Series 

10 David C. Geary   Sex Differences in Vulnerability   Emergence
11 Richard Read   Negation, Possibilisation, Emergence and the Emergence  
     Reversed Painting  

2016 Volume 9

1  George Williams      An Australian Perspective on the UK Human Rights Evidence
     Act Debate  
2  James E. Gardner       Can We Gain Evidence About Volcanic Pyroclastic  Evidence
     Flows from Those Who Survive Them?             
3  John Brewer       Art and the Evidence of Attribution. Giovanni Evidence
     Morelli, Morellians and Morellianism: Thoughts on
     ‘Scientific Connoisseurship’  
4  Claire Langhamer       An Archive of Feeling? Mass Observation and the Evidence
     Mid-Century Moment
5 Heike Egner   The IPCC’s Interdisciplinary Dilemma: What Natural Evidence
     and Social Sciences Could (and Should) Learn from
     Physics             
6 Barbara Dancygier  Reading Images, Reading Words: Visual and Textual Evidence
     Conceptualization of Barriers and Containers 
7 William Downes   Two Concepts of Relevance and the Emergence Emergence  
     of Mind       
8 Martin Coward   Crossing the Threshold of Concern: How   Emergence  
     Infrastructure Emerges as an Object of Security

2017 Volume 10

1 Ted Gup    America and the Death of Facts: 'Politics and the Evidence
     War on Rationalism'      
2 Jan Clarke   Back to Black: Variable Lighting Levels on the  Light 
     Seventeenth-Century French Stage, Lavoisier
     and the Enigma of La Pierre philosophale
3  Heather Douglas      Sexual Violence and Evidence: The Approach of Evidence
     the Feminist Judge
4  David T. F. Dryden     What Have Restriction Enzymes Ever Done For Us? Evidence
5  Jessica Brown       Evidence and Scepticism    Evidence
6 Richard Walsh   Complexity, Scale, Story: Narrative Models in Will Scale
     Self and Enid Blyton
7 Julia Prest   Performing the Racial Scale: From Colonial  Scale
     Saint-Domingue to Contemporary Hollywood
8 Jon Hesk   Greek Thinking, Fast and Slow. Euripides and Scale
     Thucydides on Deliberation and Decision-Making 
9 Frances Morphy & Howard Morphy Relative Autonomy, Sociocultural Trajectories and Emergence
     the Emergence of Something New
10 Carlo Vecce   The Fading Evidence of Reality: Leonardo and Evidence
     the End
11 Andrew Baldwin   Theorising Climate Change and Migration:  Emergence
     Affect, Politics and the Future Conditional
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