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Introduction 
 

 

‘A queen in command’ was how television viewers interpreted in 1988 

the meaning of a 50 second film, in an interview celebrating the fiftieth 

birthday of Queen Beatrix of Orange-Nassau.1 Watched by some 2.4 mil-

lion viewers, and rated higher than the Dutch team in a European football 

match,2 they witnessed Beatrix riding ahead of her son and Crown Prince 

Willem-Alexander and husband Prince Claus on a beach near The Hague. 

As the queen leans forward, her horse is heard galloping through the surf. 

The film’s director, Rudolf Spoor, had brilliantly succeeded in conveying 

a sense of effortless control and leadership, in what later appeared to be a 

production overseen by the queen herself (facing page: frames of fifty 

second film of Beatrix; see Chap. 7, fig. 10). 

 Nearly five hundred years earlier, painter and tapestry designer 

Bernard van Orley had presented Hendrik III, Count of Nassau, a modello 

for approval, of what was to be a tapestry-series of his Nassau ancestors. 

Though all nine tapestries are lost, even in the extant modello, Van Orley 

managed to create an astonishing sense of liveliness and naturalism. It 

shows Hendrik riding a stallion that calmly strides forward under his mas-

ter’s command, whilst his wife Mencia de Medoza, and two former wives, 

Louise Francisca de Savoye and Claudia de Chalon, also on horseback, 

look on (facing page: detail of modello Hendrik III; see Chap. 2, fig. 10). 

 These are a modern and traditional representation out of some 225 

known images of Nassau on horseback; and they reflect a long and strong 

pictorial tradition indicative of their leadership claims.3 Since Hendrik III, 

stadholders and kings and queens in the Netherlands, joint the ranks of 

European warlords and rulers in being thus portrayed, indeed, continuing 

an image tradition that finds its origin in antiquity. What had started as a 

Greek and Roman communication method of justifying or of propagating 

                                                
The book cover image by Van Thulden (Chap. 5, fig. 38) is illustrative of the fact that stad- 

holders were not rulers, but were handed supreme command by the Staten-Generaal. 
1 A guesstimate based on ca. 30 interviews held in Amsterdam and The Hague in October 

2013, during which the Beatrix short film was shown and unprompted answers recorded. 

Though statistically not representative, above general statement may be indicative of simi-

lar views held in 1988, see Appendix 5. Hella Haasse, who interviewed Beatrix in 1988, 

confirmed this view in a televised memorial aired on Nederland 1, on 16 August 2011. 
2 Bank, Jan. ‘Oranje te Paard: Oude conventies in nieuwe beelden.’ In Kempers, Bram 

(ed.). Openbaring en bedrog: De afbeelding als historische bron in de Lage Landen. Am-

sterdam, 1995, p. 192. 
3 The name Nassau is used here even after the family formally became known as Orange-

Nassau in 1544 (not used before 1625). There are various ways to write Nassau in plural, 

here ‘Nassau’ is used. Throughout this study Dutch spelling is used for names of persons 

or places unless these have better known equivalents in the English language. For exam-

ple, Willem de Zwijger is known as William of Orange, and ‘s-Gravenhage as The Hague.  
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rulership power, gradually begot a religious character and often equestrian 

imagery was used to portray Christian saints as St. George and medieval 

knights on horseback; all fighting in the name of God.4 During the Ren-

aissance a more secular use of equestrian imagery by rulers became part 

of the transition to the Modern Age. 

 During more than two thousand years, authorative leaders have 

been portrayed on horseback by way of marble or bronze statues, on coins 

or medallions, in tapestries and paintings, in print, and recently in film 

and on television. Much has been written about these objects, though 

generally the focus has been on their aesthetic qualities, and much less on 

meaning and function. Yet it is their function, and especially of Nassau 

portrayals, that is the key issue of this dissertation. It investigates what 

these men or their supporters aimed to communicate, and whether there 

was a deliberate strategy, since it seems so unlikely that these hundreds of 

Dutch images were solely made for reasons of self-esteem, and with no 

intended communication function. 

 Raising that question immediately elicits related queries. First, is 

the equestrian image tradition so consistent that, lacking primary sources, 

assumptions concerning meaning can be based on it? Does this imply that 

form must meet its function? Second, what is the source from which Nas-

sau equestrian imagery evolved, and how does this fit in the European 

image tradition? Lastly, if there was/is a Nassau communication strategy, 

how is this influenced by the complex Dutch political system?   

 Since nearly 85% of all known Nassau equestrian imagery was 

produced during the 16th and 17th century, the focus will be on the five 

stadholders; Hendrik III (1483-1538), William of Orange (1533-1584), 

Maurits (1567-1625), Frederik Hendrik (1584-1647), and William III 

(1650-1702). Most Nassau equestrian imagery was made in a land where 

sovereignty rested with the States-General, but where Nassau enjoyed 

much support. The resulting sense of ambiguity persists to this day, as is 

also observed in the final chapter, which explores how Nassau equestrian 

imagery evolved since William III, with a focus on Queen Beatrix (1938). 

 In the Netherlands ambiguity of authority is a political reality that 

has led to a delicate balance of power. It will be introduced below since it 

is an important factor in the interpretation of Nassau equestrian imagery. 

Even so, in the ensuing chapters the issue of ambiguity will only be briefly 

covered, for this study concerns the stadholders/ruler in the context of 

their representations, and not as agents of political history.5  

                                                
4 Prestage, Edgar. Chivalry; A series of Studies to illustrate its Historical Significance and 

Civilizing Influence. London, 1928, pp. 1-33. 
5 The terms ‘ruler’ and ‘rulership’ are regularly used in conjunction with the stadholders. 

But until 1814, when Willem I became the first King of The Netherlands, stadholders had 

neither been sovereigns nor rulers, other than in the minor principality of Orange. These 
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 In contrast to monarchs of many of the surrounding lands, the 

stadholderate was ‘neither fish nor fowl.’6 The stadholder was the local 

Habsburg representative and chief military commander, and had not only 

to steer a prudent course in provinces divided by particularism, but also 

between Spain’s wavering attitudes towards the Low Countries. Moreo-

ver, the stadholderate was not a hereditary institution, but bestowed upon 

the high nobility, and in due course upon the Princes of Orange, on the 

behest of the provincial States.7 

 Politics of particularism had deep roots in the Low Countries, for 

the territory was fragmented; it was a volatile ensemble of provinces with 

different histories and a long tradition of mutual hostility, power strug-

gles, and profound differences in language, religion, income and taxation 

systems.8 Even when Emperor Charles V (1500-1558) managed to weld 

all these entities into a single administrative unit by way of the Pragmatic 

Sanction of 1548, provinces and cities tried to guard their slim margins of 

autonomy. Charles V and later Philip II (1527-1598) delegated some of 

their powers to the stadholder, and much to their family’s (Habsburg) 

governors. Still, the provinces generally obeyed the orders of the Brussels 

government: the governor with the State, Privy, and Finance Councils.  

 The political position of the stadholderate changed dramatically in 

the course of the Dutch Revolt. Following the break with the sovereign in 

1581, and the death of William of Orange, the States-General declared de 

facto independence and sought a regal figurehead particularly for external 

representation and appointed the Duke of Anjou of France (1555-1584). 

After Anjou’s death, the States-General appointed Maurits as stadholder 

when he turned eighteen. With the aim to achieve more centralized con-

trol, Maurits, and later William III, purged some city councils, replacing 

Republicans with Orangists. This upset the political status quo, and when 

in due course political vacuums arose, influential regents in some of the 

larger provinces retaliated and took control after the deaths of respectively 

Willem II, and William III, during periods known as Stadholderless.9 

                                                                                                          
terms are used here for their generic quality denoting those who are perceived to be rulers 

through their leadership qualities. 
6 Rowen, H. ‘The Stadholderate in the Dutch Republic.’ In Rowen and Andrew Lossky. 

Political Ideas and Institutions in the Dutch Republic. Los Angeles, 1982: pp. 1-31.  
7 See for a review of the nature of the nobility, particularly of Nassau, Nierop, Henk van. 

‘Willem van Oranje als edelman: patronage in de Habsburgse Nederlanden?’ Bijdrage en 

mededelingen betreffende de geschiedenis der Nederlanden, 99 (4), 1984: pp. 651-676. 
8 Price, J.L. Holland and the Dutch Republic in the 17th century. The Politics of Particu-

larism. Oxford, 1994, passim. See also Parker, Geoffrey. The Dutch Revolt. Harmonds-

worth, Middlesex, England, 1977: p. 32. 
9 Stadholderless Periods: the First, 1650-1672, the northern provinces retained the Frisian 

Nassau as their stadholders; the Second: 1702-1747 in Holland, Zeeland, and Utrecht; 

Overijssel; Gelre and Drenthe until 1722; Groningen 1711-1718; and Friesland until 1711. 
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 The stadholders’ true power, then, was rooted not so much in a 

formal political position, but in their military leadership capabilities and 

authority as befitting the traditional role of the high aristocracy and the 

prestige of their princely status, besides great Nassau wealth and large 

clientele. As captain-general and admiral, consecutive stadholders had to 

unremittingly deal with the States-General. Nevertheless, during times of 

war the stadholders were able to marshal public support, especially at the 

moment that foreign armies became too threatening, as was the case in 

the rampjaar of 1672, when the country was attacked from both land and 

sea. William III took command and in the course of the next thirty years 

assumed more political power than any Nassau ruler had before.  

 The stadholder’s factual political authority will be discussed at 

various instances, since equestrian rulership imagery (as opposed to battle 

memorials), let alone a full-fledged program of visual propaganda meant 

to be displayed in public spaces, could likely not have been commissioned 

without disconcerting the States-General. Contrary to the representations 

of state-power such, as the Dutch Virgin and Lion, formal equestrian im-

agery of Nassau is scarce.10 Being presented as military leader was within 

the jurisdiction of the stadholder, but as ruler was more problematic.  

 The Netherlands became a kingdom in 1814, and King Willem I 

its first sovereign. Although, the customary ambiguous relationship be-

tween the sovereign and the States-General never really ceased, conflicts 

of interest generally are solved by everyone’s conviction that concord is a 

political necessity. The late Prince Claus of the Netherlands (1926-2002) 

typified the dichotomy inherent to the Dutch political system, when he 

quipped that, ‘...the only difference between the Netherlands with other 

republics is that here the position of the president is hereditary.’11  
  

The central assertion of this study is that Dutch artists capitalized on the 

earlier cited equestrian image tradition when designing imagery on behalf 

of their customers. Some art historians have suggested that, especially 

during the Renaissance, rulership imagery was a reflection of rulers riding 

haute école, which they had learned at specialized riding schools.12 That 

                                                
10 Kempers, Bram (ed.). ‘Assemblage van de Nederlandse leeuw: Politieke symboliek in 

heraldiek en verhalende prenten uit de zestiende eeuw,’ pp. 60-100, in Kempers 1995. 

And see his ‘Allegory and symbolism in Rembrandt’s De eendracht van het land : images 

of Concord and Discord in print, medals and paintings.’ In Paix de Westphalie. L’Art  

entre la guerre et la paix / Westfälischer Friede. Die Kunst zwischen Krieg und Frieden. 

Paris and Munster 1999. pp. 71-112. See also Bos, Saskia (et al.) ‘Zonder aanziens des 

persons: de verbeelding van de staatsmacht.’ Kunstschrift / Stiching Openbaar Kunstbezit. 

24e Jaargang, 1980-3: p. 75-79.  
11 Prince Claus made the remark on 29 January 1998, at Queen Beatrix’s 60th birthday. 
12 See, for example, Liedtke, Walter. Royal Horse and Rider, Paintings, Sculptures and 

Horsemanship 1500-1800. 1500-1800. New York, 1989. See particularly pp. 13-18. 
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may be so, but there are hardly any primary eyewitness accounts, and the 

main equestrian imagery that does depict haute école ‘airs’, was employed 

to venerate a thirteen-year-old French king.13 These should not be taken 

too literally, as it takes many years of schooling, and it may be questioned 

whether it is at all plausible that rulers were able to perform complicated 

manoeuvres outside the confines of the riding school.14 Neither should the 

portrayal of a skilful riding act be confused with what is required to con-

vey a message of triumph or authority. Equestrian rulership imagery is 

about persuasion and suggestion, and the truth is neither here nor there, 

since the viewer must sense real authority being exerted, just as he senses 

the authority of a policeman on horseback.  

 Besides, though there were haute école riding schools in Naples 

and Paris, there were none in the Dutch Republic until the mid-17th
 cen-

tury.15 Local artists, therefore, had to learn from existing sources when 

designing equestrian poses that would meet the needs of their clientele. 

That these were readily available will be seen in Chapter 1, which serves 

to examine Burgundian rulership imagery of Emperors Maximilian I and 

Charles V, and of the Counts of Holland. The chapter commences with a 

brief review of the origin and evolvement of equestrian imagery, by way 

of four iconic objects exemplary of their meaning, form and function. 

  Rulership symbols and ritual in the Middle Ages and Renaissance 

performed an important social function.16 The fact that rulers faced their 

people on horseback, as had been the custom since antiquity, was in itself 

seen as being normal, but it did allow them to demonstrate authority. In 

addition, equestrian rulership imagery used as communication method 

was effectively adopted by various societies and cultural systems. This 

method implies in essence that the originators of such imagery aimed to 

communicate a message that is mainly related to issues of status, authority 

                                                
13 Louis XIII performing ‘airs’ portrayed by Crispijn de Passe II, see Chap. V, note 78. 

Filippo Baldonucci (1624-1697, art historian and biographer) claimed that Pietro Tacca 

had sketched the Duke of Savoy performing such poses. A seldom case of a noble having 

been seen riding ‘airs above the ground’ was purportedly Charles, Duke de Guise, leading 

a carrousel in 1612, see Camins, Laura. Glorious Horseman: Equestrian Art in Europe, 

1500-1800 [ex. cat.]. Springfield (Mass.), Museum of Fine Arts, 1981: p. 30 and p. 53. 
14 The question if 17th century aristocrats could have learned to perform some of the haute 

école ‘airs’, was posed on my behalf to riding master and trainer Anky van Grunsven (3x 

Olympic gold medallist and 2x world champion dressage). She does not preclude that 

some could, but only on special breeds that had been specifically trained for the job.   
15 Antwerp in 1648, Dordrecht in 1650, and Utrecht in 1704. For Antwerp see Worsely, 

Kucy, Ursula Härting, and Marika Keblusek. ‘Horsemanship.’ In Beneden, Ben van, and 

Nora de Poorter (eds.). Royalist refugees: William and Margaret Cavendish in the Rubens 

House, 1648-1660 [ex. cat.]. Antwerp: Rubenshuis, 2006: pp. 37-54. 
16 Kempers, Bram. Paintings, Power and Patronage: The Rise of the Professional Artists 

in the Italian Renaissance (trans. B. Jackson). London, 1992, particularly pp. 245-274. 

See also Schramm, Perry Ernst. Kaiser, Könige und Päpste. Stuttgart, 1968: p. 43. 
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and power. In other words, the ruler’s intention may have been to impress 

his nobles and people of his dignity and grandeur, or his military capabil-

ity and competence; or to justify his hereditary rights and/or his political 

will and power.  

 The intension of both Hendrik III and Beatrix was to demonstrate 

the dynastic potential of their House. In fact, these commissions are two 

of only six instances of which it is documented that a member of the 

House of Nassau was directly involved in the genesis of an equestrian 

portrayal. Therefore, it is argued that lacking written primary sources, the 

evidence of a Nassau communication strategy has to come from the visual 

sources. In the attempt to make these speak, other disciplines may help 

bridge the gap to ascertain the functioning of equestrian rulership imagery. 

For the purpose of this study a conceptual framework has been designed 

that begins with an assessment of how the horse enables a ruler to project, 

and the artist to visualize, his leadership competency. Then, two arche-

typical equestrian compositions are analyzed that artists have traditionally 

employed to portray martial triumph or majestic authority, and the motifs 

that have to be included in these composition for such imagery to clearly 

fulfil a rulership communication function. These are generic compositions, 

and the framework is therefore complemented by an examination of three 

communication methods that artists used to construct an individual ruler-

ship message.  

 Of the ca. 225 known Nassau equestrian portrayals (Appendices 2 

& 3), the most important 73 are analyzed on the basis of this framework. 

Not included are portrayals of military Nassau scenes,17 or memorabilia 

and artefacts that do not contain any real communication function. It is 

not the intention of this study to approach the material statistically. That 

would suggest reliability of too small a data set. Rather, the purpose is to 

seek-out patterns that may assist in identifying rulership visual communi-

cation strategies, presuming that these were conscious decisions to achieve 

specific goals, and not a set of coincidences.18  
  

History of scholarship   
 

A number of studies of equestrian imagery include (but not exclusively) 

an evaluation of their communicative function. This begins with Horst 

Janson’s examination of when the Renaissance started and ended, for 

which he used the equestrian statue as benchmark, and first developed the 

                                                
17 Maarseveen, Michel P., Jos W.L. Hilhuijsen, and Jacques Dane (ed.). Beelden van een 

Strijd: oorlog en kunst voor de Vrede van Munster [ex. cat.]. Zwolle, 1998, pp. 71-105. 
18 A drawback of studying five stadholders and a queen is that this broad approach pre-

cludes such investigation, which might reveal aspects that show the more complete image 

that a particular Nassau may have projected. Nonetheless, the advantage is that it should 

uncover patterns, or lack thereof, in Nassau communication strategies. 
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notion that tomb sculptures could have political meaning beyond that of 

the memorial function.19 Adolf Reinle’s detailed study of representational 

imagery includes the ruler on horseback.20 Laura Camins produced an in-

depth survey of equestrian imagery in an exhibition catalogue of 1981, in 

which she refers to ancient literature on riding, the influence this had on 

riding schools in the Renaissance, and the use of horses during festivals 

and triumphal entries. Walter Liedtke’s Royal Horse and Rider empha-

sizes the role of aristocrats riding haute école, and the influence this had 

on Renaissance artists. His corpus of images is the most complete of any 

publication on the subject.21 Ulrich Keller’s review of absolutist rulers on 

horseback is limited to sculpture.22 Various articles include an evaluation 

of specific equestrian works of art and their communicative function and 

also reception. A noteworthy case concerning the rejection by Louis XIV 

of his equestrian statue produced by Bernini, is discussed below. 

 Other then the Nassau Inventories and the Rijks Geschiedkundige 

Publicatiën (RGP), no primary source material can be used as guidance.23 

In the Netherlands art historians have generally not dealt with the issue of 

the communication function of equestrian imagery. Still, Charles Dumas 

produced the most comprehensive overview to date of Dutch equestrian 

paintings between 1550 and 1900 for an exhibition in 1980 (unfortunately 

without prints). For this current study his catalogue serves as main sup-

plier of information.24 Michel Maarseveen included a thorough section on 

Nassau in his study of war imagery of the Dutch Revolt.25 In 2000, the 

Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam held an exhibition to commemorate Maurits’ 

                                                
19 Janson, Horst. ‘The Equestrian Monument from Cangrande della Scala to Peter the 

Great, Aspects of the Renaissance.’ 16 Studies, New York, 1970: pp. 159-189. 
20 Reinle, Adolf. Das Stellvertretende Bildnis, Plastiken und Gemälde von  der Antike bis 

ins 19. Jahrhundert. Zurich and Munich, 1984. 
21 Liedtke’s Anthology, 1989. See also his and John Moffit’s ‘Velásquez, Olivares, and 

the Baroque Equestrian Portrait.’ The Burlington Magazine, Vol. 123, 1981: pp. 528-537.  
22 Keller, Ulrich. Reitermonumente Absolutistischer Fürsten, Staatstheorische Vorausset-

zung und Politische Functionen. Munich and Zurich, 1971. Keller gives a thoughtful ex-

pose of the political function of the statues produced on behalf of absolute rulers. 
23 The Orange-Nassau inventories provide the most important documentary material. 

These are part of the Nassau Domeinraad (Council of Nassau Domains) housed in the 

Algemeen Rijksarchief (General State Archives). Used here is: Drossaers and Lunsingh 

Scheurleer. Inventarissen van de inboedels in de verblijven van de Oranjes en daarmee 

gelijk te stellen stukken, 1567-1795, 3 vols. The Hague, 1974-76. The Nassau Domein-

raad also include the treasury accounts, but here the work by Leupe in De Nederlandse 

Spectator 44, 1875, is used. Various patents (octrooi) are found in Roelvink, J. Resolutien 

der Staten-Generaal, in the Rijks Geschiedkundige Publicatiën (RGP). The Hague, 1989. 

All are cited in the secondary literature. 
24 Dumas, Charles. In het Zadel, het Nederlandse ruiterportret van 1550 tot 1900 [ex. 

cat.]. Leeuwarden, 1980. See also Dumas, Charles. Haagse Stadsgezichten: 1500-1800, 

Topografische schilderijen van het Haags Historisch Museum. Zwolle, 1991: pp. 648-659. 
25 Maarseveen 1998, see particularly pp: 96-99, and fig. 80-83, 86, 91-95. 
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victory at Nieuwpoort in 1600, for which a detailed and illustrated cata-

logue was produced.26 Monumenten voor Nassau en Oranje provides a 

wealth of information and pictorial material.27 As result of a number of 

articles published in the Netherlands in the 1970s there is some consensus 

that the print-maker Romeyn de Hooghe (1645-1708) worked as propa-

gandist ‘in the service’ of William III, which therefore suggests that there 

was an explicit rulership strategy. 

 The position of the stadholder in visual propaganda was subject of 

an illustrated and detailed review by the Jaarboek Oranje-Nassau issue of 

2006. Covering the period 1570-1700, contributing authors focused on 

contemporary prints and the way the image of five stadholders was 

shaped.28 The central theme was that the stadholders’ military imagery 

best fitted the overall strategy of war propaganda aimed at the enemy, but 

that it also was meant to unify a nation at war. Although sporadically   

included, Nassau equestrian imagery received less attention, and the ques-

tion of what the stadholders themselves were aiming to communicate was 

not raised. Others have also neglected this issue. For example, in a well 

illustrated review of the life and times of William of Orange by Robert 

van Roosbroeck, sketches of the now lost monumental tapestry set by 

Bernard van Orley (1487-1541), also known as the Nassau Genealogy, 

depicting nine generations on horseback, are discussed without the ques-

tion being once raised what these were meant to communicate in the first 

place.29 Similarly, Hugh Dunthorne, in his review of William III in con-

temporary portraits and prints,30 when discussing Godfrey Kneller’s  

(1646-1723) equestrian portrait of the king, mentions the painting’s many 

shortcomings, particularly when compared to Anthony van Dyck’s (1599-

1641) equestrian portrait of Charles I. However, he fails to mention the 

fact that Kneller’s monumental portrait should be seen as being part of a 

much larger decorative program at Hampton Court, exalting William III, 

and the question is what impact this had on the final message, presuming 

that William wanted his authority to be promptly understood.  

                                                
26 See particularly Kloek, Wouter. ‘Prins Maurits en de beeldende kunst’: pp. 139-159, in 

Zandvliet, Kees. Maurits. Amsterdam, 2000-2001. 
27 Heuven van Nes, Emerentia, Anne-Marieke van Schaik, and Marieke E. Spliethoff (ed.). 

Monumenten voor Nassau en Oranje. Rotterdam, 2004: passim. 
28 Craft-Giepmans, Sabine, Charles Dumas, Simon Groenveld, and Elmer Kolfin (eds.). 

‘Stadhouders in beeld. Beeldvorming van de stadhouders van Oranje-Nassau in contem-

poraine grafiek,’ Jaarboek Oranje-Nassau Museum, 2006. See also Stern, Jill. Orangism 

in the Dutch Republic in word and image. London, 2010. 
29 Roosbroeck, Robert van. Willem de Zwijger. Antwerp, 1973: pp. 40-51. 
30 Dunthorne, Hugh. ‘William in Contemporary Portraits and Prints.’ In Mijers, Esther and 

David Onnekind (eds.). Re-defining William III. The Impact of the King-Stadholder in 

International Context. Aldershot, 2007: pp. 270-271. 
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Method and conceptual framework 
 

On behalf of this study a framework is constructed in order to investigate 

the process of image-making by the House of Nassau, that is, to examine 

the choices made by artists and patrons, and to assess if the use of eques-

trian imagery was a matter of tradition or strategy. Through the analysis 

of the portrayals of rulers on horseback from antiquity until the 20th cen-

tury, explanatory hypotheses are formulated about the meaning, form and 

function of equestrian rulership imagery. In addition, modern communi-

cation methods are used such as fashioning, positioning, and fabrication, 

as well as sociological concepts as distinction. These also appear to have 

been connected during the period under investigation with the images of, 

respectively, the ruler’s virtues, and their placement in between biblical 

and antiquity’s heroes, in order to create a personalized rulership message. 

Again, these methods do not lead to a theory, but they are explanatory 

hypotheses that are useful in contributing to our understanding of what 

may actually have taken place. 

 The effect portraits can have on spectators is an important issue 

here. One is frequently reminded of how these are seen as substitutes of 

persons, and everything they represent, when watching angry crowds 

decimate statues or posters of their ruler. In such instances the image 

functions as a representation of power, and the viewer is fully aware of 

this, because in reality the dictator may be dead or has flown. As Dario 

Gamboni wrote in his survey of the destruction of art, ‘The portrait of a 

sovereign is a paradigm of the symbolizing power of images in general as 

well as their political function in particular,’ adding, ‘it is because images 

are used to express, impose and legitimize a power that the same images 

are misused in order to challenge, reject and delegitimize it.’31 It is parti-

cularly the political function that makes equestrian imagery so potent, for 

people intuitively sense that the control demonstrated by such a man on 

his horse is an indication of authority. 

 In his Art and Agency, Alfred Gell argued that existing theories of 

art history are specifically western oriented and as a result too much tied-

down by issues of aesthetics, and, therefore, incapable of understanding 

other art forms, especially not if western art theory is applied to these ar-

tefacts. In his view, art is a manifestation of human behavior, relational 

based, and from an anthropological point of view, as explainable as are 

customs like war and marriage.32 Within his general theory a key notion is 

that ‘art objects’ in a certain context, are ‘social agents’. Effectively, Gell 

strips away aesthetics in order to focus on agency, intention, causation, 

                                                
31 Gamboni, Dario. The destruction of art: iconoclasm and vandalism since the French 

Revolution. London, 1997: p. 27. 
32 Gell, Alfred. Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Oxford, 1998: p. 4. 
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and on result. Accordingly, works of art generate human behaviour, as 

intended by the artist, the patron, or as a result of circumstance (e.g. the 

hype, which the Mona Lisa has caused with the general public). Gell also 

focused on representational art. In his view, such imagery serves as an 

effective mediator of social agency, ‘because the act of representation 

itself confers power over the entity represented, even if this power is only 

imaginary.’33 For example, the portrait of Louis XIV by Hyacinthe Rigaud 

(1659-1743) in the throne room at Versailles was seen as representing the 

king, ‘To turn one’s back on the portrait was an offence, like turning one’s 

back on the king.’34  

 Memorials are of course not only scorned but also venerated,35 

because these possess the unique ability to keep the dead present amongst 

the living.36 Indeed, as will be seen throughout this study, it was usual for 

the stadholders to commission rulership imagery that included living as 

well as deceased family members. For instance, the equestrian portrait 

series by Anselmus van Hulle (1601-1674), produced in the mid 1640s, 

includes portraits of the deceased William of Orange, Filips Willem, and 

Maurits. Frederik Hendrik, who likely commissioned this series (Chapter 

5), obviously had more in mind than to simply memorialize his ancestors, 

and surely discussed with the artist his visual communication intentions 

before any paint was committed to the canvas.  

 It is proposed here that portraits reflect the intentions of those who 

commissioned them, and they may therefore be seen as a ‘transaction’.37 

Point of departure is the notion that the artwork itself is a de facto primary 

source. This line of thinking has sound theoretical support.38 Peter Burke, 

for example, raised the important issue of the usefulness of the artwork 

itself versus primary sources, in his study of historical anthropology.39 In 

fact, he gives paintings, just like literary texts, the same status as he does 

                                                
33 Ibid: p. 102. Gell extends these thoughts with a concept called the ‘Distributed Person’. 
34 Burke, Peter. The Fabrication of Louis XIV. London, 1992: p. 9. Burke recalls that the 

artist Charles le Brun was described as representing in a king ‘all the high qualities, as if 

in a very clear mirror.’ Moreover, ‘other portraits presided over festivals in the king’s 

honour in the provinces.’ Burke, p. 9. 
35 Panofsky, Erwin. Tomb Sculpture; Four Lectures on its Changing Aspects from Ancient 

Egypt to Bernini. New York, 1964: pp. 83-85, figs. 378-94. 
36 Freedberg, David. The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response. 

Chicago, 1989: p.12. 
37 Peter Burke used this term in his Historical anthropology of early modern Italy. Essays 

on perception and communication. Cambridge, 1987: p. 153.  
38 Falkenburg, Reindert L, Jan de Jong, Herman Roodenburg, and Frits Scholten (ed.). 

Image and Self-Image in Netherlandisch Art. 1995: pp. 6-11 (introduction by Rooden-

burg). See also Falkenburg, Reindert L. ‘Iconologie en historische antropologie: een toe-

nadering’, in Marlite Halbertsma en Kitty Zijlmans (ed.). Gezichtspunten. Een inleiding in 

de methoden van de kunstgeschiedenis. Nijmegen 1993: p. 139-172. 
39 Burke 1987: pp. 3-4. 
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primary textual sources. It has been said in response that iconography 

tends to view images as ‘inadequate texts’, which can only be explained 

by ‘real’ texts. Eric Jan Sluijter countered this argument by reasoning that 

‘thoughts and associations evoked by images are in the first place 

grounded in pictorial traditions and iconographic conventions, which con-

stitute the frame of reference within which the work is understood by both 

maker and viewer.’40 Others have shown that aspects such as pose and 

gesture in an image, whether consciously or non-consciously, and put in 

scene by the represented person or artist, ‘have symbolic meaning within 

non-verbal communication of social behavioural conventions.’41  

 Despite our verbal culture, words are often inadequate to describe 

ideas or emotions, but symbols can fill that void. ‘A symbol is the expres-

sion of some idea, or emotion, or collective experience that is understood 

by a diversity of people who may not even share that same experience.’42 

Visual communication is the act of conveying symbols, and works only if 

others interpret these being used correctly.43 Equestrian imagery may 

communicate its meaning through one symbol, such as the ‘collected trot’ 

(authority through control), or by a combination of symbols such as the 

horse ‘rearing’ (triumph) over fallen enemy (pathos). These symbols are 

now part of an image tradition on which rests the strategies chosen by 

rulers to propagate their power or commemorate their deeds.  

 A main postulate is that when artists have not managed to make 

convincing portrayals that then either the image failed in its communica-

tion mission, or it was never designated as such in the first place. A rare 

example of how an equestrian work of art was received concerns Louis 

XIV’s (1638-1715) brusque reaction on 14 November 1685, when he first 

saw his equestrian statue by Bernini in the Orangerie at Versailles, and 

demanded it destroyed (which order was not carried out).44 It was not just 

any statue (fig. 1), but the work by one of the great sculptors of his age. 

                                                
40

  Sluijter, Eric Jan. ‘Belering en verhulling? Enkele 17de-eeuwse teksten over de schilder-

kunst en de benadering van Noordnederlandse schilderijen in de periode.’ De zeventiende 

eeuw 4, 1988: pp. 3-28. See also Taylor, Paul (ed.). Iconography without Texts. Warburg 

Institute Colloquia 13. The Warburg Institute, London, Turin, 2008, pp. 6-8. 
41 Roodenburg, Herman. Anthropologists, Historians and the Pulse of the Archive. VU 

University, 2010. (Oratie 18 September 2009, Amsterdam). 
42 Martineau, Pierre. Motivations in Advertising. New York, 1957: pp. 133-144.  
43 Burke’s notes that the place of symbolism in everyday life has tended to be neglected by 

both cultural historians (concerned with ‘works of art’) and social historians (concerned 

with ‘social reality’). See for a concise review of the past, present, and future of cultural 

history, Burke, Peter. What is Cultural History. Cambridge, U.K., 2004. 
44 The statue was transformed into a Marcus Curtius, and today is placed at the entrance of 

the Louvre. See for this Wittkower, Rudolf. ‘The Vicissitudes of a Dynastic Monument. 

Bernini’s Equestrian Statue of Louis XIV,’ in M. Meiss (ed.). De Artibus Opscula XL: 

Essays in Honor of Erwin Panofsky. New York, 1961: pp. 497-531, see particularly: p. 

497, and, Hoog, Simone. Le Bernin, Louis XIV une statue “déplacée”. Paris, 1989: p. 5. 



 16 

Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598-1680) had been briefed by Louis’ minister of 

finance Jean-Batiste Colbert (1619-1683); he worked the marble for three 

years (1670-1673, his students two more). Bernini died before the statue 

was delivered. Later, Domenico Bernini recorded his father’s following 

comments, “Since a jovial face and a glorious smile are proper to he who 

is contended, I have presented the monarch in this way.”45   

 This case raises some issues concerning the relationship between 

the ‘form and function’ of equestrian imagery: a relationship, which is at 

the core of this study. It is proposed that this imagery serves above all to 

communicate a message of authority, which only works if the recipient 

understands it. In short, the form of the object must meet its function. 

Clearly to Louis this goal had not been achieved.46 Indeed, he may have 

felt that his representation entailed far more than just being an image, but 

that in fact it was an essential aspect of his public authority, which the 

statue’s unconventional ‘jovial face’ thwarted. Another example of such a 

failure is not, as is the case of Bernini, brought about by too much display 

of artistry, but, on the contrary, by a total lack of artistic capability, which 

also has as a consequence that the form does not tally with the image the 

viewer expects. Such an instance is found in a print showing William III 

on a rearing steed jump over the stadholderate quarters in The Hague (fig. 

2). Produced by Frederick de Widt (1630-1706), who was engraver, map-

maker, and publisher, working out of the Witte Pascaert in Amsterdam. It 

is unknown if he made this particular print himself or just published it, 

but the depicted scene is not convincing. The young prince hardly looks 

regal and out of proportion in relation to his huge steed, whose manes, 

even if referring to the Spanish trophy (Chapter 4), look comical. Besides, 

such rears are very difficult to perform by a boy.  

 These, then, are falsifying examples where equestrian images meet 

the archetypical compositions, but fail to communicate authority. Though 

these artists made the right choices in terms of the archetypical composi-

tion, they appears to have been unable to imbue their images with regal 

meaning, and the question is what the communicative value of the prints 

are. It is proposed here that convincing images are those whose message 

is directly understood in terms of their rulership claims.  

                                                
45 Bernini, Domenico. Vita del Cavalier Gio. Lorenzo Bernini. Rome, 1713, XX: pp. 147-

54, quoted from Camins 1981: p. 33. Louis XIV’s rejection of Bernini’s statue has been 

discussed in Burke 1992: pp. 32; and in Berger, R. W. ‘Bernini’s Louis XIV Equestrian: A 

Closer Examination of its Fortunes at Versailles.’ The Art Bulletin, 63, no. 2 (1981): pp. 

232-248. 
46 Bernini was not totally to blame. Colbert had briefed him that Louis wanted a statue 

similar in style to his [Bernini’s] portrayal of Constantine the Great (Vatican). It was after 

this incident that the king wished his triumphant representations to become more regal and 

classical. See Burke 1992: p. 24. 
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The role of the horse in rulership imagery 

Until the arrival of the carriage, nobles rode horse on a daily basis. It has 

been said of Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II (1195-1250) that he spent 

two thirds of his life in the saddle.47 Different types of horses were used in 

military action, hunting, tournaments, and for the display of status.48 Julius 

Held once wrote: ‘… the horse serves only (my cursive) as a grand base 

for the elevation of the ruler.’49 In this sentence Held captured the essence 

of the socio-psychological distance the ruler desires, which is a careful 

balance between distance and aloofness, as well as and nearness and pro-

tection. Distinction serves the ruler’s interest but also that of the people, 

whose idealization of him, or of his effigy, cannot happen if he is too 

commonplace and familiar. The horse thus creates plausible distance, as 

does the throne in other representations of religious or rulership power. 

 However, the horse is far more than a base as it is a medium in its 

own right, since it also allows demonstrating a message of leadership. The 

message that the iconic statue of Marcus Aurelius in Rome communicates 

by way of the lose reigns and pacifying gesture is, ‘as I control this horse, 

so I rule you’, and his horse, by its very bearing, enforces that message 

(ca. 175 AD, fig. 3). But horses, as do their riders, have to be trained. 

  Xenophon of Athens (430-355 BC) first recorded instructions on 

behalf of the armed forces of the horse’s special abilities, and how to gain 

its confidence and attain control.50 By his riding method the trained rider 

can capitalize on the animal’s natural ability to prance. The ‘collected trot’ 

thus originated, as is demonstrated by the statue of Marcus Aurelius. The 

emphasis is on the word ‘trained’ since it requires much effort to achieve 

control. Especially horses are sensitive to those who guide them. Control 

is a prerequisite for submission: control not by undue force, but under-

standing of, and respect for, their responsive nature. And just as the horse 

will sense this, so will the onlooker read the depicted body language of 

the rider where various signs complement each other to make the intended 

message clear, namely, to demonstrate leadership through a gracefully 

controlled steed, or bravery through a rearing warhorse.  

                                                
47 Valentiner, Wilhelm R. The Bamberg Rider. Los Angeles, 1956: p. 144. 
48 Selzer, Stepfan. ‘Reitende Macht. Condottieri und ihre Pferde im 14. und 15. Jahrhun-

dert,’ in Poeschke 2008. For a detailed review of the role of the riding master through 

history see: Franz, Patricia M. The Horseman as a work of Art: The Construction of Elite 

Identities in Early Modern Europe, 1550-1700 (diss.). The City University of New York, 

2006, pp. 156-284. See also Wissekerke, Jan Egter van. Van kwade droes tot erger. Een 

historisch onderzoek naar de rol van het militaire paard in de oorlogsvoering, zijn leven, 

zijn lijden en zijn veterinaire verzorging (1762-1874) (diss.). Utrecht, 2010. 
49 Held, Julius. ‘Le Roi à la Chiasse.’ The Art Bulletin, 40, no. 2 (June 1958): p. 149. 
50 Xenophon. On Horsemanship (ca. 350 BC). H. G. Dakyns (trans.). London, 1998. See 

also the 16th century adaptation of Xenophon by Frederigo Grisone’s Ordini Di Cavalcare 

et Modi di Conoscere, which was published in Venice in 1590, by Andrea Muschio. 
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Two archetypical equestrian compositions   

A striking feature about twenty-three hundred years of equestrian imagery 

is how unchanged these seem in terms of composition. Over time there 

are variations in style and execution, but all share the essential elements 

that communicate power. It appears as if these images reflect the same 

basic human needs.51 Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527) proposed in Dis-

courses on Livy that the exertion of power, as a strategy for survival, is a 

constant factor. An ardent student of classical antiquity, he believed that 

human nature basically does not change, which led to his conviction that 

philosophies of history and the science of government are therefore pos-

sible.52 The invariability of equestrian imagery seems to bear this idea out.        

In short, if power is a constant in human society, than so is its expression. 

 The main objective in the visualization of martial triumph or of 

majestic authority is the effectiveness with which these are conveyed so 

that the viewer readily understands the message. This means that the artist 

has to draw on familiar forms, and to put these at service of selling the 

message, indeed to make them subordinate to the one overriding function: 

to make the patron’s representation an essential aspect of his authority. 

This section focuses on two age-old archetypical pictorial compositions 

that artists employed during the period of research in their endeavour to 

create effective equestrian visual communication. These are described and 

compared to Liedtke’s anthology, in order to further support the claims 

made here about the archetypes.53   

 The archetype defined as ‘martial triumph’ contains the following 

key compositional motifs: the horse rears or leaps over a fallen enemy, 

the latter added for pathos;54 the rider energetically leans into the horse’s 

motion often with swaying coat whilst his arm gestures command; and 

horse and rider project an air of bravery and power as befits a triumphant 

military commander. This visual tradition started with the Greeks, was 

adopted by the Romans, and is exemplified by Alexander the Great (356-

323BC), as depicted on the so-called Alexander Sarcophagus (fig. 4).55 

                                                
51 Machiavelli’s concept of fundamental/constant human needs has found much support in 

the 20th century by a/o. Manfred Max Neef (1932) and Abraham Maslow (1908-1970). 
52 In Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli described this universal human nature and used it to 

justify the study of history in a chapter entitled, ‘That Men Born in One Province Display 

Almost the Same Nature in Every Age,’ see for this Machiavelli, Niccolò. Discources on 

the first ten books of Titus Livy. Ca. 1517. Book III, Chapter 43. 
53 Liedtke 1989: pp. 142-329. 
54 Hölscher, Tonio. The Language of Images in Roman Art. Cambridge, 2004: p. 22-37. 
55 The sarcophagus, discovered in 1888, actually is of King Abdalonymos of ca. 322 BC. 

Interestingly, it depicts one of the earliest known images of a horse showing a ‘collected 

trot’. See for a description of the sarcophagus, Pasinli, Alpay. Istanbul Archaeological 

Museum. Istanbul, 2010: pp. 85-101. Another example of a ‘triumphant’ Alexander con-

cerns a statue found in Herculeum, which is discussed in Chap. 1, and see figure 1. 
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 The archetype defined as ‘majestic authority’ contains the follow-

ing key compositional motifs: the horse moves in a collected trot as token 

of obedience; the rider sits up-right pointing a hand in a gesture of greet-

ing or pacification, or holds a commander’s baton; and the ensemble is 

elevated thereby projecting the sense of aloofness and authority becoming 

that of a ruler. The statue of Marcus Aurelius exemplifies this tradition. 

 Roman rulers understood that the efficacy of equestrian statues as 

representational medium was maximized when these were majestically 

displayed on important squares, crossroads, or in front of their palaces. 

The base of the statue also needed to achieve the proper distance as earlier 

discussed. Renaissance rulers/sculptors followed suite.56 Michelangelo’s 

marble base for Marcus Aurelius of 2.20m (statue 4.40m) was specifically 

designed for this purpose: the statue was to be well seen, but not touched.57 

Conversely, the base and placement of the statue of Queen Wilhelmina, 

clearly falls short (Chapter 7). It goes without saying that monumental 

equestrian tapestries or paintings require stately halls, and that as conse-

quence of the mass media, equestrian images benefit by being distributed 

to large audiences, or by achieving high television coverage. 

 When these two archetypes are compared to Liedtke’s anthology, 

and his equestrian images are thus ranked, they are equally represented, 

and nearly 70% are images of rulers, followed by nobles and ministers at 

20%, and commoners at 10%. More crucial, of the ruler imagery, over 

95% matches one of two of the archetypes.58 Although this high percent-

age may imply that the motifs are too general, it can equally be argued 

that patrons and artists felt justified to stick to the accepted conventions. 

A more detailed scheme does exist. Johannes Bergemann, in his seminal 

study of surviving Roman equestrian statues, found nine, although seven 

are variations of the triumphant type, which supports the reduction to just 

two archetypical compositions.59 The above implies that, unless proven 

otherwise, portrayals that meet these two archetypes have communicative 

purposes that relate to status, authority and power.   

                                                
56 Gunst, Barbara. Sockel und Reiter in den Reitermonumenten des Quatrocento bis 

Seicento: Untersuchungen zur Proportionen und Ikonographie (diss.). Bonn, 1999: p. 12. 
57 Claudio Parisi Presicce. ‘Il basament micheangiolesco de Marco Aurelio.’ In Sommella, 

Anna Mura, and Claudio Parisi Presicce (eds.). Il Marco Aurelio E La Sua Copia. Rome, 

1997, pp. 47-49. 
58 It has to be emphasized that in the 15th and 16th century sculptors/foundries had not yet 

managed to cast a leaping horse and rider in bronze. Pietro Tacca (1577-1640) made the 

first leaping over life-size statue, in this case of Philip IV, in 1636-1640 (Madrid). This 

may explain why the statues of warlords such as Bartolomeo Colleoni, Venice (Chap. 1, 

fig. 18); and Da Narni by Donatello, 1453, Padua, still assume authorative poses.  
59 I discussed these differences in criteria with Johannes Bergemann in 2008. He agreed 

that a breakdown into two main schemas would be sufficient for my purposes. See also his 

Römische Reiterstatuten Ehrendenkmäler im öffentlichen Bereich. Mainz am Rhein, 1990. 
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 Since more than half of Liedtke’s list concerns equestrian images 

made during the 17th century, the question may be posed to what extent 

the use of equestrian imagery as medium of image-making or commemo-

ration was particularly fashionable during that period. However, if taken 

into account some fifty equestrian sculptures from French and Spanish 

Romanesque churches,60 seventeen medieval equestrian memorials in 

France, Italy, and Germany,61 seventeen bronze statues commissioned 

during the 16th century, but for various reasons never completed,62 and 

hundreds of equestrian statues made since the 18th century,63 then it must 

be concluded that though this manner of displaying triumph and authority 

saw a revival during the Renaissance, it is part of a well established im-

age tradition.  

 Even though these two archetypical equestrian compositions are 

indicative of leadership communication, in essence they are generic. The 

statue of Marcus Aurelius, for instance, was long thought to have been of 

Constantine the Great (see Chapter 1), but Romans, or visiting pilgrims, 

presumably did not feel any less impressed by the represented presence of 

authority. Similarly, whilst the Nassau equestrian representations subject 

of this study will be judged according to these archetypes, this exercise 

will not reveal what the relevant stadholder/ruler was aiming to commu-

nicate personally. To establish that three key leadership communication 

methods are examined below. These are part of the conceptual framework 

and will help to understand the ‘message’ of Nassau equestrian imagery. 

                                                
60 Crozet, Renée. ‘Le thème du cavalier victorieux dans l’art roman de France et d’ 

Espagne.’ Centre international d'études romanes, Paris: 1970: pp. 14-58. See also Kings-

ley Porter, A. Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads, 3 vols. (1923), 1:187-192. 
61 Anonymous, gilded bronze, undated, Louvre; the Bamberg Rider, ca. 1237, stone, Bam-

berg; the Magdeburg Rider, ca. 1240, stone, Magdeburg; Can Grande della Scala, 1330, 

stone, Verona; Paolo Savelli, ca. 1420-45, wood, Venice; Taddeo della Volpe, date un-

known, wood, Venice; Ladislao di Durazzo, ca. 1424, marble, Naples; Spinetta Mala-

spina, ca. 1430, marble, Verona; Nanni di Bartolo, ca. 1432, marble, Tolentino; Francesco 

Spinola, date unknown, Genoa; Cortesia da Serego, ca. 1432, marble, Verona; Ludovico II 

Camponeschi, ca. 1432, marble, San Biagio; Erasmo da Narni (Gattamelata), 1453, bronze, 

Padua; Bartolommeo Colleoni, ca. 1481-96, bronze, Venice; Louis de Brézé, marble, 

Rouen; Louis XII, sandstone, Blois; Bartelommeo Colleoni, ca. 1476, bronze, Bergamo. 
62 Not completed tomb memorials in Italy: John Hawkwood, 1394-1436; marble tomb 

memorial of Niccolò da Tolentino, 1394-1436; bronze statue of Borso d’Este, ca. 1450-

53; bronze statue Alfonso I of Aragon, ca. 1452; bronze Sforza-monument, 1473-82; 

bronze monument of Ercole d’Este, 1492-1501; bronze grave monument Trivulzio, 1508-

12; bronze French statue, 1517-19; bronze grave monument of Francesco Gonzaga, 1519-

37; bronze statues of Charles V and François I, 1529-35; bronze grave of monument Gio-

vanni delle Bande Nere, 1526-39; bronze statue of François I 1544; bronze statue of Char-

les V, 1546; bronze statue of Charles V, 1550; bronze statue of Charles V, 1558; bronze 

statue of Emanuele Filiberto, 1583-1669; list assembled by Arjan de Koomen, University 

of Amsterdam. 
63 Worldwide there are over 900 equestrian statues in 76 different countries, see Chap. 7. 
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Three leadership communication methods 

Though it is unknown what terms Early Modern rulers used to discuss 

their individual representation requirements, the word ‘propaganda’ was 

not amongst these. Historians trace the first use of church propaganda as a 

method of persuasion to the Congregatio de propaganda fidei, established 

by Pope Gregory XV (1554-1623) in 1622 during the Counter Reforma-

tion.64 Strictly speaking, this was more for the selling of the faith in reac-

tion to the Thirty Years’ War in Germany than for the propagation of a 

political idea or ideology: for that is its true meaning. Today the word 

propaganda has a sinister ring, which is relatively new and is due to the 

various ideological struggles of the 20th century.  

 In propaganda theory the focus tends to be on the sender of the 

message: on the systematic attempt to manipulate and persuade in order 

to steer behaviour. But there can only be a sender if equally there is a re-

ceiver. And, in a country with many opposing receivers, with for instance, 

states-disposed and prince-disposed (staatsgezinden, prinsgezinden), the 

sender had to tread carefully, or use allegorical systems in order to avoid 

too direct confrontation. Image-making has a more benign character than 

the propagation of a political idea, although in essence it still aims to per-

suade and to influence people. It also is important to make a distinction 

between propaganda, image-making, and reporting.  

There are no primary sources that elucidate the function of Nassau 

equestrian images, and it is unknown what the vocabulary was in which 

such matters were discussed. Therefore, the communication methods de-

tailed below explain in modern terms how powerful men most likely 

wished to be portrayed. First is that of ‘fashioning’, whereby the identity 

of the ruler was constructed after the classical ideal of virtus, or as sign of 

dignity. Second is that of ‘positioning’, where the ruler was presented in 

the manner of someone of a higher order, or in the presence of a heroic/ 

mythical figure, thereby capitalizing on that figure’s reputable image, 

hoping that it would rub-off on their own image (method used to this day). 

Finally, there is the most comprehensive method of ‘fabrication’, whereby 

an extensive multi-media programme was employed to communicate the 

desired rulership image to a broad public audience over a longer period of 

time, and even with varying messages. Some authors have pointed to the 

danger of anachronism when such modern-day terminology is used that 

had not been developed as ideas, or coined as words, during the period 

under review. But, image-making is an old practice and these modern 

terms are only adopted in order to facilitate a discussion on portraiture.  

                                                
64 For propaganda carried out on behalf of papal rulers, see Jan L. de Jong. The Power and 

the Glorification: Papal Pretensions and the Art of Propaganda in the Fifteenth and Six-

teenth Centuries. Pennsylvania State University, USA, 2013, passim. 
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The fashioning of dignity, virtue, and majesty 

Frederick II’s stable master Jordanus Ruffus wrote in 1252, ‘No animal is 

more noble than the horse, since it is by horses that princes, magnates and 

knights are separated from the lesser people, and because a lord cannot 

fittingly be seen among private citizens except through the mediation of a 

horse.’65 ‘Fittingly’ is related here to Pierre Bourdieu’s (1930-2002) con-

cept of ‘distinction’ to differentiate a person’s aesthetic dispositions, in 

other words, to depict his status and distance him from lower groups.66 

Bourdieu hypothesized that these dispositions are internalized at an early 

age and are guidance towards the appropriate social position, towards the 

behaviors that are suitable, and befitting of that person’s class. Moreover, 

he argues that a class is defined as much by its ‘being-perceived’, as by 

its ‘being’, which is at the core of image-making, where perception counts. 

 Erving Goffman (1922-1982) proposed persuasively that the so-

called art of ‘impression management’, as ways and means to improve 

‘face’, is the positive image of self that individuals have when interacting 

with others, which helps to cultivate a personal ‘front’, and that ‘self-

fashioning’ is therefore an act or performance. Moreover, he argued that 

portraits should be regarded as a form of communication, indeed, as an 

effective means to the ‘representation of self.’67   

 Much earlier, Baldassare Castiglione (1478-1529) had described 

what constitutes the ideal ‘front’.68 In this he relates how a courtier was to 

ride,69 hunt, and dress well; be versed in art and in literature; and to make 

it all appear easy and self-evident (for example, hunting and riding well 

functioned as metaphor of military and/or rulership competence). Whilst 

Castiglione wrote about how to behave according to one’s station in soci-

ety, Machiavelli advised rulers in The Prince (1532) on what it takes to 

                                                
65 Jordanus Ruffus. ‘The book about equerry,’ ca. 1251. In Piggott, Stuart. Wagon, Char-

iot, and Carriage: Symbols and Status in the History of Transport. London, 1992: p. 69. 
66 Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction, A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (trans. Richard 

Nice). London, 1984: pp. 466-484. 
67 Goffman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York, 1959: passim. 

See also Greenblatt, Stephen. Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From Moore to Shakespeare. 

Chicago & London, 1980. 
68 Castiglione, Baldassare. Il Cortegiano d’ Baldassare Castiglione. Ferrara, 1528. See 

also Singleton, C.S. (ed.). B. Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier. New York, 1959. 
69 ‘I wish our courtier to be the perfect horseman’, quoted in Singleton, Esther. Painters as 

Seen and Described by Famous Writers. London, 1899, Chap. 22: p. 38, There are nu-

merous references by Castiglione to the relationship between hunting, aristocratic life and 

good behaviour. For example he writes, ‘There are also other exercises which, although 

not immediately dependant on arms, still have much in common therewith and demand 

much manly vigour, and chief among these is the hunt, and it seems to me, because it has 

a certain resemblance to war. It is a true pastime for lords, it befits a courtier, and one 

understands why it was so much practised among the ancients.’ Singleton, Chap. 22: p. 

38. See also Liedtke 1998: p. 79. 
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govern, which was an advice to rulers on how to act decisively, and being 

seen to do so.70 Although these men did not write about portraiture, their 

texts have relevance for the interpretation of the artist’s choices where it 

concerns image-making. Burke notes that the painter had the power to 

adjust the appearance of the sitter to befit a certain social role. Whilst this 

might diminish the value of the portrait as a historical source, it does, he 

argues, ‘turn them at the same time into a faithful representation of the 

values of their age.’71 Goffman also examines the many ‘props’ that the 

sitter could employ to empower the message. Already noted is Marcus 

Aurelius’ expression of control by way of his pacifying gesture, but many 

images include a baton, which had no value other than to signal the com-

mand associated with military leadership. Similarly, armour, as a sign of 

valour, provided the fitting virtue for rulers and aristocrats, whether they 

actually fought in battle, or not.72 Practically exclusive to the equestrian 

image of triumph is (sometimes literally) the prop of the fallen enemy 

beneath the horse’s rearing hooves.  

 Machiavelli was much read, and his classical Roman concept of 

virtus was an inspiration for self-fashioning.73 Nobles first in Italy, and 

soon from all over Europe, were able to acquire prints of Roman emper-

ors derived from a standard created in 1530 by Titian (ca. 1488/90-1576), 

after Frederico II Gonzaga had commissioned him to paint half-length 

portraits of the Twelve Roman Emperors.74 Placed in Gonzaga’s so-called 

Camerino dei Cesari in Mantua, these were noted by Stradanus (1523-

1605), who combined Suetonius’ accounts of the emperors with his own 

knowledge of equestrian triumphant portrayals to serve as model for his 

Twelve Roman Emperors on Horseback. Suetonius had described each 

emperor’s morality and character, and Stradanus augmented this with his 

                                                
70 Machiavelli, Niccolò. The Prince, particularly chapters XV-XIX. It was written in Flor-

ence in 1513 but not published until 1532. Edition used here: Marriott, W. K. (trans.). 

Machiavelli. www.constitution.org/mac/disclivy.pdf. 
71 Burke 1987: p. 153. 
72 Cosimo I was often portrayed as such, but he never fought. Burke 1987: p. 159.  
73 For a symposium report specifically on the subject of Virtus in the Renaissance, and its 

link to antiquity, see Poeschke, Joachim, Thomas Weigel, and Britta Kusch-Arnhold (ed.). 

Praemium Virtutis III Reiterstandbilder von der Antike bis zum Klassizismus, Munster, 

2008. This publication is part of a broader research field on which the university of Mun-

ster is focussing: Symbolic Communication and Public Value Systems during Antiquity, 

the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Sonderforschungsbereich 496, Project B2, ‘Sym-

bolische Kommunikation und gesellschaftliche Wertesysteme.’ Westfälische Wilhelms-

Universität, Munster, 2006. 
74 For a detailed review of how the equestrian image of the Twelve Caesars evolved, see 

Leuchner 2006: pp. 11-20. In this he also demonstrates that the rearing pose, which Diego 

Velázquez employed in his Count Olivares on Horseback (Madrid, Museo del Prado), was 

likely derived from one of these Roman Emperor images (e.g. François Chéreau’s Othon), 

rather then from riding school imagery, see Leuchner, fig. 23.  
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choice of equestrian poses. The end result was that the buyer of the print 

could thus associate himself with, or fashion his image after, the particu-

lar virtues of an emperor of his liking. 

 The most virtuous (and powerful) leaders were called ‘majesty’: 

the ultimate dignity bestowed on a ruler.75 This standing had to be trans-

lated to a leader’s representation. Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), for 

example, advised Archduke Charles in 1516 that ‘it is important that in 

art the king is portrayed with the necessary wisdom, and be dressed sober 

and firm.’76 In fact, Erasmus was describing rulership portrait conventions 

dating back to antiquity; conventions that with the rise of Absolutism 

united in one image both the state and sovereign.  

 Gabriele Paleotti (1522-1597), Archbishop in Bologna, and sup-

porter of the Counter Reformation, took a particular interest in the ration-

ale behind the portrait and statue of a ruler. In his discourse of 1582, he 

posed that the people should want to commemorate their ruler via a 

statue. He recognized two functions: on the one hand the statue served the 

people as assurance and reminder of the ruler’s virtues, on the other hand 

it served the ruler to confirm his position whilst demanding obedience.77 It 

can also be argued that rulership portraits aimed to idealise the very being 

of the ruler and to create an image that met the expectations of the people 

in order that they would accept the justification of his rulership.78 Either 

way, the statue had to project a presence otherwise it served neither func-

tion well. These tractates concern not only the function, but also the form 

in which the ruler was to be portrayed.  

Men positioned among antiquity’s historical figures 

Positioning by association with someone exceptionally elevated as com-

munication method hinges on the notion that it is more effective to ma-

nipulate what’s already in the mind, than to try to create something en-

tirely new and different. Again, it is not suggested here that this term was 

used in the period under review, but it does imply that as method it was. 

A clarification of its recent use may help explain this. Al Ries introduced 

the term and method of positioning in 1969, when he created advertising 

                                                
75 The title ‘majesty’ was first used by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, followed by 

King Francis I of France, and by King Henry VIII of England. In the Dutch Republic, the 

States General greeted Frederik Hendrik with the acclamation ‘Highness’, as of 1637. 
76 Erasmus quoted in Cremadus, Fernando Chesa. ‘Art and Power.’ In Soly and Van de 

Wiele 1999-2000: p. 89. See also Sharpe, Kevin. Image Wars, Promoting Kings and 

Commonwealth in England, 1601-1660. Yale, 2010, Chap. 6, on the ‘Depiction of Virtue 

and Majesty’ of Charles I, of England: pp. 190-229. And see Panofsky 1964: p. 85. 
77 Paleotti, Gabriele. Discorso intorno alle immagini sacre profane. Bologna, 1582, Chap. 

2, quoted in Keller: p. 3.   
78 Borrmann, N. Kunst und Physiognomik. Cologne, 2004, p. 78.  
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for Avis Rent-a-Car.79 In a famous slogan, ‘We’re second, so we try 

harder’, Avis compared itself to market leader Hertz, suggesting equality. 

In fact, Avis as brand name was relatively unknown, but by this slogan 

the company positioned itself near the market leader. Consumers ‘bought’ 

this proposition, and the company became the number two in the market. 

 The question that may be posed is how about the truth? But, for 

those wishing to be positioned, the truth is subordinate to what the re-

ceiver of the message perceives (or can be made to belief). What counts is 

credibility. It may be questioned, for example, if commoners being posi-

tioned by way of equestrian imagery meant for rulers, achieved much ap-

plause. When Dirk Tulp (1624-1682), bought a painting in 1653 that its 

original commissioner Count Johan Maurits of Nassau (1604-1679) could 

not pay for, he had his portrait inserted, and may have felt elevated. How-

ever, although the country was without a stadholder, one wonders if his 

peers shared this view. This may explain why so few equestrian portraits 

of commoners were produced at the time, and those that were, only during 

the First Stadholderless Period.80   

It was quite usual for medieval, Renaissance, and Early Modern 

rulers as Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821),81 to position themselves amid 

antiquity’s heroes.82 Chapter 2 reveals how Hendrik III used this method 

in the decoration of his uncle’s tomb, and in Chapter 4, how Maurits posi-

tioned himself next to Caesar, as the tenth ‘Worthy’. The Worthies were 

first adopted in the Burgundian Netherlands.83 Arranged in triads, les neuf 

                                                
79 Ries, Al, and Jack Trout. Positioning, The Battle for the Mind. New York, 1972: p. 38. 
80 Paulus Potter, Dirk Tulp on Horseback, 1653. Canvas, 122 x 108 cm. Amsterdam, Six 

Collection. Johan Maurits commissioned Potter to paint a large equestrian portrait in ca. 

1650. However, he proved to be in financial trouble and was unable to pay Potter, who 

managed to rework it and sell it to Tulp in 1653. See Dudok van Heel, S.A.C. (et al.). 

Nicolaes Tulp; leven en werk van een Amsterdams geneesheer en magistraat. Amsterdam, 

1991: pp. 90-93. Other examples of Dutch commoners on horseback: Thomas de Keyser, 

Pieter Schout, 1660. Canvas 86 x 69.6 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum; Rembrandt, Eques-

trian Portrait of Frederick Rihel, 1663 (commissioned after Rihel had welcomed Mary 

Stuart to Amsterdam in 1662).  Canvas, 294.5 x 241 cm, London, The National Gallery.  
81 Jacques-Louis David’s work is a prime example of positioning since it puts Napoleon 

on par with the conquerors of antiquity; Hannibal and Charlemagne, who also had crossed 

the Alps in search of victory, and whose names appear engraved next to his in the fore-

ground rocks. See Jacques-Louis David, Napoleon Crossing the Alps at St. Bernard, 

1800. Canvas, 260 x 220 cm. Rueil-Malmaison, Château de Malmaison.  
82 Campbell, Thomas P., with contributions by Maryam W. Ainsworth (et. al). ‘Tapestry 

Patronage in Northern Europe, 1380-1500.’ In Campbell, et al. 2002: pp. 13-27. 
83 Anrooij, Wim van. Helden van Weleer, De Negen Besten in de Nederlanden (1300-

1700). Amsterdam 1997: p. 67. Anrooij supports the medieval identification of Jacob van 

Maerlant, as the author of the text of the Nine Worthies, and as the inventor of the theme. 

See also Seznec, Jean. The Survival of the Pagan Gods. The Mythological Tradition and 

Its Place in Renaissance Humanism and Art. New York, 1953: p. 12; and see Wyss,   

Robert, L. ‘Die neun Helden, eine ikonographische Studie.’ Zeitschrift für Schweizerische 
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preux were heroes of courage (Hector, Alexander the Great, and Julius 

Caesar), righteousness (Joshua, David, and Judas Maccabee), and good 

governance (King Arthur, Charlemagne, and Godfrey de Bouillon). When 

the Worthies were depicted on horseback these images were empowered 

by the inherent connotations of authority and triumph. 

The fabrication of majesty 

Larry Silver, Henk van Veen, and Peter Burke used modern terminology 

to define rulership image building programmes such as the ‘marketing’ of 

Maximilian I,84 the ‘self-representation’ of Cosimo I,85 and ‘fabrication’ of 

Louis XIV. These terms are used to describe on-going communication 

processes involving different media and methods (positioning and fash-

ioning) to convey one or even a variety of messages in establishing ruler-

ship authority. The distinctive quality of these processes is the intercon-

nectedness in terms of content, style, and image. And since, at the time, 

these processes were imbued with symbolism and metaphor, in this study 

the generic term ‘fabrication’ will be used. 

 One of the earliest image-building programs of the Early Modern 

Period is that by the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I (1459-1519), 

who fabricated the Habsburg genealogy to enhance his political position 

and thereby improving his dynastic claims. Declaring to have descended 

from the House of Troy enabled him to assert political control, and his 

supposed descent from Clovis, the first Christian King of France, allowed 

him to do likewise over the Burgundian territories. Maximilian also con-

templated a bid for the papacy when he argued that his registration in the 

line of the Holy Roman Emperors and his saintly Habsburg forebears 

gave him that right. His effort to position himself as the ‘last Christian 

knight’ (named himself after his success against the Turks) are found in 

his prayer book illuminations, and on engraved objects such as armour 

decoration. In Chapter 1, it will be shown that his grandson Charles V 

carried his legacy as Christian knight forward. 

 Maximilian had an extensive marketing program, as Silver dem-

onstrated. His main communication medium was by way of woodblock 

                                                                                                          
Archäologie und Kunstgeschichte 17, 1959: pp. 77-82. And Starn, Randolph. ‘Reinvent-

ing Heroes in Renaissance Italy.’ In Rotberg and Rabb 1988: pp. 67-84. 
84 Silver, Larry. Marketing Maximilian: the visual ideology of a Holy Roman Emperor. 

Princeton, 2008: p. 1. And see Burke 1992: p. 4. 
85 Van Veen, Henk. Cosimo I de’ Medici and his Self-Representation in Florentine Art 

and Culture. Cambridge, 2006. The author deftly argues (pp. 4-7) that, contrary to the 

view held by contemporary art historians who have observed little political meaning in 

Cosimo’s major architectural and art commissions, these in fact were part of a carefully 

designed and implemented plan to further the political position of Florence, and in so 

doing, that of himself and his dynasty. 
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prints. The Habsburg genealogy and territorial claims were revealed, 

amongst others, in Maximilian’s Triumphant Arch from the workshop of 

Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528).86 Some fifteen hundred prints were made of 

192 separate woodblocks, and these were united for displayed in city halls 

and in the princely palaces of the Holy Roman Empire. Still, whilst this 

was a cost effective propaganda medium when compared to handwritten 

manuscripts, it was the only monumental print project to be completed.87 

 The question if Maximilian’s communication strategy was effec-

tive has been subject of some debate, with opinions varying between his 

pursuits of megalomaniacal self-aggrandisement, to having conducted 

serious imperial reform as a consolidating process.88  

 Louis XIV had the most extensive public image plan of any ruler 

of the period for which he used a variety of different media to establish 

his position of absolute power. Louis’ communication campaign lasted 

throughout his political life. It was a concerted effort by the king and the 

State. Not only Colbert was involved, but also state officials and artists 

assembled in a committee known as the ‘small academy’. Whilst Burke 

does not explain it this way, it can be argued that the state of France also 

positioned itself via its monarch, as the most magnificent state in Europe 

(as it does so to this day). A recent exhibition of Louis’ art at Versailles 

displayed Burke’s evidence of fabrication, and the visitor is reminded of 

his famed statement “L’état c’est moi”, in seeing the cross-over between 

state and personal propaganda.89  

  The word ‘fabrication’ implies something else too. It has conno-

tations of manufacture and assembly, as well as of fable and of fiction. 

Fabrication can therefore also be used to describe the process of myth- 

making. It is a process that Eric Hobsbawm might have described as the 

‘invention of mythology’ parallel to his term ‘invention of tradition’ in 

his classical work of 1983.90 Hobsbawm argued that for traditions (and 

presumably myth) to be established these must be invariant and often re-

peated.91 In the Dutch Republic there are, at first sight no such examples. 

The ensuing study will verify if this is so. 

                                                
86 Workshop Albrecht Dürer, Family Tree of Maximilian I, from the Triumphant Arch, ca. 

1517-18. See also Silver 2008: pp. 52-53, ill. 21.  
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stalled at a major Albrecht Dürer exhibition in Frankfurt (October 2013-February 2014). 
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