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3. William of Orange: an iconic rulership image 

 

On 25 October 1555, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V abdicated in Brus-

sels and installed his son Philip II as ruler of the Low Countries. Later 

that year he appointed him as King of Spain and of the Spanish territories 

in Italy and America. Charles transferred his title to his brother Ferdinand 

in 1556 (1503-1564), who already had been acknowledged as ruler of the 

Habsburg territories in Germany, Bohemia, and imperial Italy. Charles 

entered the hall where he read his farewell speech leaning on the shoul-

ders of Prince William,1 which was as much for physical support in ill-

ness, as it was as a token of the special bond between the Houses of 

Habsburg and Nassau.2  

Charles V had taken care of the prince’s education; against the 

will of William’s Lutheran father Willem de Rijke (1487-1559). He lived 

at the Habsburg court of Charles’ younger sister Mary of Hungary in 

Brussels, who was landvoogdes of the Low Countries.3 Recognizing his 

many talents, and also knowing that William would once head the House 

of Nassau (in 1559), Charles appointed him as member of the Raad van 

State, the States-Council, and captain of a bande d’ordonnance.4 Whilst 

securing troop support for the king from German monarchs, William ap-

pears to have been an effective negotiator on behalf of Philip II, and re-

calcitrant Dutch nobles who were tired of marauding underpaid Spanish 

troops in the Low Countries.5 Moreover, he became directly involved in 

resolving the war between Habsburg and France, having a keen interest 

himself in finally obtaining access to his Principality of Orange. William 

became Stadholder of Holland, Zeeland, and Utrecht in 1559, and Brabant 

and Friesland in respectively 1577 and 1580. Aged only twenty-seven, he 

had become a central figure in the diplomacy of King Philip II. 

The ambiguity of William’s power was apparent at this stage in 

his life. As sovereign Prince of Orange he was no one’s fief; he served 

neither the pope, nor the King of France, for he enjoyed judicial equality 

with all of Europe’s sovereigns.6 Still, William accepted the established 

tradition in the Low Countries, where, as stadholder, diverse interests of 

                                                
Image facing page: detail of fig. 1, Cornelis Anthonisz. William of Orange at an early age. 
1 Swart, K.W. ‘Willem de Zwijger.’ In Tamse 1979: p. 48. 
2 Explaining the gesture, William wrote in his Apologie, ‘leunende op ons, van weghen 

sijner zwakheid,’ quoted in Roosbroeck 1973: p. 64. 
3 Rowen 1988: p. 8.  
4 Elite cavalry formations recruited from the aristocracy, see Van Nierop 1984: pp. 658-

659, and his The Nobility of Holland: From Knights to Regents. Cambridge, 1993, p. 160. 

During the Revolt the significance of these bandes declined as professionally managed 

troops took-over. Later, Maurits revolutionized the army, as will be discussed in Chap. 4. 
5 Roosbroeck 1973: pp. 70-72. 
6 Rowen 1988: p. 11. 



 68 

state assemblies, and leading cities had to be met. This balancing act was 

becoming increasingly difficult as Brussels was centralizing its command. 

What had started under Mary of Hungary was gathering pace as it also 

became apparent that Philip II was having the Protestant ‘vermin chased 

out’ by the Duke of Alba (1507-1582).7 As military leader and stadholder, 

and member of the high nobility, William was loosing grip as the Revolt 

was gathering pace.8 But, he maintained a calm, and according to Antoine 

Perrenot Granvelle (1517-1586), a close-mouth demeanor, and ‘William 

the Silent’ never assumed the airs becoming that of a limited constitutio-

nal monarch.  

 Yet, it is as monarch that William is portrayed in Emanuel van 

Meteren’s (1535-1612) widely distributed and much respected history of 

the Dutch Revolt. The Historie was sold until 1786, and William’s print 

must have contributed to the establishment of his myth as the country’s 

pater patriae. The print deserves attention because it is one of the few 

equestrian images of the stadholder. It matches the compositional motifs 

of authority; indeed it has a truly regal aura, and has seldom been ana-

lyzed.9 Intriguingly, the officially authorized Historie of 1614 contained 

equestrian images of Maurits and of many of the country’s adversaries by 

the same maker, but initially not that of William.10 It would take another 

twenty years before this portrait was included in a much later edition, and 

the main question is why it took so long. 

A unique equestrian portrait of William of Orange 

The earliest portrayal of the young prince concerns an equestrian portrait 

that depicts William riding a stallion on the arrival at his residence in 

Breda in 1545 (fig. 1), which he had inherited from his uncle René de 

Chalon in 1544. He is represented by way of equestrian imagery that was 

meant for the high nobility and rulers. The coloured woodcut that Van 

Oostsanen made of the prince fits the 16th century tradition of presenting 

nobles on horseback, and it is reminiscent of the cavalcade of Charles V 

(Chap. 2, fig 1), in which Hendrik III with beret is surrounded by soldiers. 

                                                
7 ‘chasser cette vermine,’ in a conversation with King Henry II of France, later disclosed 

in William’s Apologie, quoted in Roosbroeck 1973: 79. 
8 Van Nierop 1984: p. 674. 
9 For an iconographic comparison between the equestrian images of William of Orange 

and Philip II of Spain, see Rijkens, Paul. ‘Images of William of Orange and Philip II on 

Horseback: same message – different meaning.’ De Zeventiende Eeuw, 25, no. 1 (2009): 

pp. 53-72. It is argued that through artistic ostentation Rubens’ message seems garbled. 

That may be the reason why the painting has drawn sparse attention from art historians, 

and it helps highlight the communicative effectiveness of the print of William of Orange. 
10 Van Meteren’s Historie, first published in 1593 (see note 13), underwent many changes. 

The 4th Dutch edition was published shortly after his death. His family, bent on receiving 

authorization (privilegie) from the States General, accepted revisions (see pp. 78-79). 
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 However, considering the growing conflict with the sovereign, the 

internal disunity between the provinces, and William’s preoccupation 

with these affairs, it should not be surprising that there was little interest 

in too much display of rulership pretence. Other than this woodcut and a 

print by Hans Vredeman de Vries (1527-1606, fig. 2) and Lucas van 

Doetechum (1530-1608), there are no extant equestrian portrayals of the 

stadholder made during his lifetime. Both prints are exquisite works of art 

because of Van Oostsanen’s traditional style, and Van Doetechum’s 

elaborate framing of the rider.11 Though the first matches the archetypical 

composition of authority, William is too young, or wise, to have rulership 

pretence, and the second seems more decorative than representative.  

 An exception is a print attributed to the etcher Hessel Gerritsz. 

(1581-1632), but only published half a century after William’s assassina-

tion. It portrays the stadholder on horseback against the backdrop of his 

funeral procession (fig. 3). On the lower band below an arched frame it 

reads, ‘Guilhelmus D.G. Princeps Auraicæ, Comes Nassovviæ; Primus 

Ordinum Foederatarum nomine ad annum 1584 gubernavit’ (‘William by 

the Grace of God, Prince of Orange, Count of Nassau, who ruled as 

leader in the name of the States-General until the year 1584’).12  The print 

is an illustration in the authorized history of the Netherlands by historiog-

rapher Emanuel van Meteren. Born in Antwerp, Van Meteren moved with 

his father to London where he earned a living as a merchant. Regularly 

travelling to Antwerp on business, Van Meteren was arrested there on 

charges of colluding with the rebels, but released. As of 1583, he worked 

in London on behalf of the Dutch ‘natie’. There he collected information 

for his extensive history, and published his first book in Nuremberg in 

1593.13 This was revised until the Historie der Nederlandscher ende 

                                                
11 The equestrian portrait of William of Orange is by Hans Vredeman de Vries, who knew 

the prince from his work as architect on William’s castle in Antwerp for which work he 

was paid 12 guilders in 1570. The engraving is framed by ornamental strap-work with 

male and female figures seated on abstracted scrolls and surrounded by angels, birds and 

fruits. See Calster, Paul van (ed.). Tussen stadspaleizen en luchtkastelen: Hans Vredeman 

de Vries en de Renaissance [ex. cat.]. Antwerp: Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kun-

sten, 2002. 
12 ‘Cum Privil. Ord. Foed.’ is marked in the middle of the lower frame, implying that the 

States-General approved it, although in 1614 it was not formally registered. See for a list 

of privileges Orenstein, Nadine M., in A. Golahny, Mochizuki and Vergara (2006): ap-

pendix: pp. 324-346. As early as 1599, Van Meteren was working on various editions in 

Dutch and German of his manuscript then still called his Memorién, when he had part of 

the text printed by Jacob Cornelisz. Vennecool on the condition that the text was ‘oversien 

ende ghevisiteerd’ (checked and approved) by the States-General. See Brummel, L. ‘A 

manuscript of van Meteren’s Historie.’ Quaerendo, 5, part 3, 1975: p. 261.  
13 Meteren, Emanuel van. Historia und Abcontrafeytungh, fürnemlich der Niderlen-

discher Geschichten, und Kriegshendelen, mit höchstem Fleiss beschrieben. Nürnberg, 

1593, unnumbered pages, book 1-8, until 1578. 
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haerder na-buren oorlogen ende geschiedenissen, tot den jare MVIcXII, 

was published after his death (1612) in The Hague in 1614. Though Van 

Meteren (and later his heirs) edited and reworked the texts, and different 

printers produced the books, it is unclear if the family functioned as pub-

lisher. The Historie was successful, underwent many revisions, and was 

translated into German, English and French; it was ultimately sold until 

1786.14 The book must have contributed to the establishment of the notion 

of nationhood in the mind of a reading population, which also makes it an 

appropriate example of the power of the printed press.  

The edition of 1614 contains equestrian images of thirteen gover-

nors of the Netherlands (Landvoogden van de Nederlanden), amongst 

whom are Philip II (fig. 9), the Duke of Alba (which is surprising consid-

ering the carnage his ‘Blood Council’ caused during his tenure), Margare-

tha of Austria (fig. 8), and Prince Maurits (Chap. 4, fig. 1).15 However, it 

only contains a bust portrait of William of Orange by an anonymous en-

graver (fig. 4), probably after a portrait of Michiel van Mierevelt (1567-

1647). It presents the middle-aged prince with receding hairline, dressed 

in armour with a fluted collar, mounted in an oval frame.16 Some twenty 

years later in 1633, the equestrian print of William of Orange by Gerritsz. 

first appeared.17 Why was this print included two decades later?   

                                                
14 Meteren, Emanuel van. Historie der Nederlandscher ende haerder na-buren oorlogen 

ende geschiedenissen, tot den jare MVIcXII. Nu de laestemael bij hem voor sijne doodt 

merckelijck verbetert ende in XXXII boecken voltrocken [...] The Hague 1614; Amsterdam 

1618; The Hague 1623, 1635; Amsterdam 1647, 1652, 1663; 10 vol., Gorinchem/Breda 

1747-1748, 1763; 10 vol., Amsterdam 1786; L'histoire des Pays Bas ou recueil de guer-

res, et choses memorables advenues és dits pays, qu'és pays voysins depuis l'an 1315, 

iusques à l'an 1612, The Hague 1618; Amsterdam 1670; Eygentliche und volkommene 

historische Beschreibung des Niderländischen Kriegs, Amsterdam 1627-1630, 1633-1635, 

1640, 1669.  It has not yet been established how many copies were sold in the 172 years 

of its publication. It may have been thousands, although only a few dozen copies still ex-

ist. Moreover, loose sheet prints of the illustrations were also readily available, as is the 

print fig. 3, owned by me. 
15 Philip II, Margaretha of Austria, Duke of Alba, Lodovicus of Castilia, John of Austria, 

Matthias of Austria, Alexander Farnese Duke of Parma, Franciscus Valesius Duke of 

Alençon and of Brabant, Prince Maurits, Robert Dudley Duke of Leicester, Ernst Arch-

duke of Austria, Albert and Isabella Archdukes of Austria. Some Landvoogden are de-

picted on horseback, and prints of most can be seen via the website of the Rijksmuseum 

under the etcher’s name Hessel Gerritsz.  
16 Michiel van Mierevelt (studio), William of Orange (year unknown), oil on copper, 28 x 

23 cm. The Hague, Mauritshuis, no. 96. For a review of the Nassau portraits by Van Mier-

evelt, see Jansen, Anita [ed., ex. cat.]. De Portrettenfabriek van Michiel van Mierevelt 

(1566-1641), Delft, 2011. 
17 The Rijksmuseum library holds copies from 1614, 1632, and 1663. There were many 

editions, from different printers. For example, an edition held by the University of Am-

sterdam’s Department of Special Collections shows no equestrian images, only ruler por-

traits, yet it dates from 1623. J.F. van Someren dates the edition containing William’s 

print to 1633. See Someren, J.F. van. Beschrijvende Catalogus van Gegraveerde Portret-
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Since there are no markings on any of the prints in the series, the 

Rijksmuseum has based its attribution to Gerritsz. on no other grounds 

than that he is a ‘likely candidate’ because he was a capable etcher work-

ing in Amsterdam at the time.18 Since there are no extant equestrian im-

ages by Gerritsz., it is unknown if he was capable of inventing such a 

large series, and he may well have combined elements from various col-

leagues, or was requested to do so by Van Meteren, or by his heirs.  

Riding a noble stallion, William’s spurs need not drive the animal 

forward; he does so by his commanding manner, and the horse looks in 

the same direction as its rider, as becomes a horse full of anticipation. It 

lifts its left front leg in accord with its right hind leg, not too high, nor by 

force, but expressing obedience. In other words, contrary to portraits of 

riding-school acrobatics, Gerritsz. was able to depict a very natural pose. 

The prince rests his baton on his hip, and his left hand is held high, which 

presumably shields the insigne of the Golden Fleece (he was not a Knight 

of the Garter), of which only the lace can be seen: though he had been 

banned by King Philip II he was never barred from the order.19  

What is unusual is that Gerritsz. chose to depict William as very 

life-like in what is after all a memorial, and when he could have idealised 

the deceased. Equestrian images that are meant to commemorate and 

commissioned by family or officials often show heroised physiognomies 

(as did Verrocchio on behalf of Colleoni, Chap 1, fig. 18). But here there 

was no intention to idealise William, for his hunched shoulders are not 

hidden. These underline the gravity of his responsibilities, as symbolised 

by the hip-resting baton. Gerritsz’s did not invent this pose: Hendrick 

Goltzius’ (1558-1617) did, as is seen in his portrait of 1581 (fig. 5). In 

this he portrayed William in military attire, albeit with facial features 

younger and less strained. In the background, there is a procession with 

ten men carrying the casket bearing William’s heraldry, as is becoming of 

a ruler. Gerritsz. did not borrow Goltzius’ funeral procession of August 3, 

1584, which is a 5m commemorative frieze consisting of twelve prints.20 

                                                                                                          
ten van Nederlanders. Utrecht 1890: II, pp. 13-14, 143a. Strangely, in his review of Van 

Meteren’s publications (I, pp. 31-51) there is no mention of any equestrian imagery al all. 
18 From a telephone conversation with Huigen Leeflang (curator of prints at the Rijkspren-

tenkabinet, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam). An earlier attribution to Christoffel van Sichem 

(1581-1658) had been rejected.  
19 Members of the Order of the Golden Fleece were by law and tradition exempt from 

arbitrary arrest. Exceptions were made for offenders of acts that hindered public order, 

and even then a final decision was not made until the king and the States-General had 

come to a final ruling. See Geurts, P.A.M. De Nederlandse Opstand in pamfletten, 1566-

1584. Nijmegen, 1956: p. 14. 
20 Hendrick Goltzius, Begrafenisstoet van Willem van Oranje, 3 augustus, 1584. Engra-

ving, 12 plates each 15.8 x 23.5 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, Rijksprentenkabinet. 

F.M.h. 894; Hollstein VIII, H265-276. 
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Maybe he followed Frans Hogenberg (1535-1590), who produced a simi-

lar funeral procession on behalf of King Frederic II of Denmark (1534-

1588), also showing officials meandering towards a church.21  

The vivid image of William is supported by the lifelike portrayal 

of his horse. It is a steed with noble bearing, but not smaller in scale than 

his rider, as is the case with Marcus Aurelius (who is seen from below). 

William’s print is similar to Giambologna’s (1529-1608) statue of Cosimo 

I in Florence (1587-1599, fig. 6), and of Tempesta’s print after it (fig. 7).22 

Both show a fine balance between the image of the classical Greek horse 

(Marcus Aurelius, the Horses of San Marco), whilst at the same time they 

are portrayed after nature in terms of the way they seem to ‘breathe’ life, 

with flaring nostrils, and manes and tails full of motion.23 Born as Jean 

Boulogne in Douai, Flanders, he studied sculpture as an apprentice with 

the architect-sculptor Jacques du Broeucq in Mons (ca. 1505-1584), and it 

is likely that he had seen Flemish hunting scenes on tapestries. Indeed, it 

is even possible that Giambologna’s Cosimo I is based on Van Orley’s 

Hendrik III. Conversely, Gerritsz. could only have seen Tempesta’s print: 

the Nassau Genealogy was gone, and there are no records of his travels. 

Still, the similarities in these equestrian postures are intriguing (below). 
 

  

 

Left to right details of resp. [Chap. 2. fig. 10], Van Orley, Hendrik III; fig. 6, Giamblogna,   

          Cosimo I; fig. 7. Tempesta, Cosimo I; and, fig. 3, Gerritsz. William of Orange.           
 

If Gerritsz. had not invented the equestrian ensemble, who had?  

Other landvoogden depicted in the Historie, such as Margaretha of Austria 

and Philip II (fig. 8 and 9), ride horses decorated with plumed headgear, a 

                                                
21 Frans Hogenberg, The Funeral Procession of Frederic II, King of Denmark, 1589. En-

graving, 16 plates, Hollstein IX, 60-75.  
22 In the print Tempesta has placed Cosimo on a high pedestal and against a battle scene, 

and with putti holding his escutcheons. In his monograph of the artist, Leuchner suggests 

that the pedestal is too high and overbearing. See Leuchner, Eckhard, Antonio Tempesta. 

Ein Bahnbrecher des römischen Barock uns seine europäische Wirkung, Petersberg: 2005: 

p. 16, plate 18, note 33.  
23 Roman, The Horses of San Marco. Date disputed. Gilded bronze, over life-size. Venice, 

Cathedral of San Marco. For stylistic issue, see Perrocco, Guido (ed.). The Horses of San 

Marco. (trans.) John, and Valerie Wilton-Ely [ex. cat.]. New York: Metropolitan Museum 

of Art.  New York, 1979: pp. 15-40. 
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feature that reminds of the equestrian portraits made by Crispijn de Passe 

the Elder (1564-1637). Similar are the horses’ anatomies (with very small 

legs, heavy rumps, pronounced open mouths, and strangely contorted 

poses); the background scenes that extend high up in the picture-plane; 

but above all, De Passe’s particular method of shading (Chap. 4, fig. 9, 

10, and 11). It seems as if Gerritsz. used De Passe’s equestrian prints as 

guideline and together with the other pieces moulded these into one dis-

tinct series. A hallmark of 17th century portraiture was the simultaneous 

existence of original artistic solutions alongside imitations of other artists. 

Thus, it was common practice for Dutch printmakers to use examples 

such as these by Goltzius and De Passe, as basis for their own portrayals. 

Since identical architectural arches frame all the equestrian ensembles, it 

is very likely that Gerritsz. made the whole series at the same time, and 

by inference, shortly before the Historie’s publication in 1614. 

Van Meteren’s series was reused years later in the Atlas des 

Grossen Kurfürsten of 1664, also known as the Mauritius-Atlas.24 The 

atlas was a gift by Count Johan Maurits of Nassau-Siegen (1604-1679) to 

Frederik William, Elector of Brandenburg, whom he served as governor 

of Cleves. Johan Maurits had commissioned famous cartographers such 

as Blaeu, Visscher, Allardt, Colom, Danckerts, Janssonius, and Hondius, 

to produce it, and with a height of 170 cm and weight of 125 kg, the atlas 

was known as the largest book in the world. It contains 35 land and 18 

large sea-maps.25 The map of the Dutch Republic (Nieuwe ende Waar-

achtighe Beschrijvinghe der Zeventien Nederlanden) is headed by images 

of twelve equestrian rulers and aristocrats that are the same as those in the 

Historie of 1614, and also included in this map is the print of William of 

Orange as ruler on horseback.26 It is remarkable that images, which had 

been made half a century earlier, were thus reused. Maybe it was Johan 

Maurits’ subtle manner to remind the Elector of Brandenburg, sixteen 

years after the Peace of Munster, of the successful outcome of the Dutch 

Revolt, and at the very time that the House of Nassau was without formal 

power during the First Stadholderless Period.  

                                                
24 The Atlas has no title page, but the cover page opens with: ‘Serenissimo, Potentissimo, 

Principi Friderico Wilhelmo, Dei Gratia. Marchioni Brandenburgico. Sac. Rom. Imp. Ar-

chicamerario, et Principi Electori […].’ 
25 Only two complete Atlases are known: the German State Library in Berlin holds the one 

donated to the elector, and the British Museum owns another full-sized atlas, which pre-

sumably is Johan Maurits’ copy. The original gift copy was restored in 2007, and it is no 

longer on view in the Berlin library, although the librarian did allow me to study and even 

photograph it, for which I am grateful. A leather-bound facsimile edition of 750 copies, 

reduced in size to 81 x 56 cm, was published in 1971. 
26 From left to right: King Philip II, Margaretha of Austria, Duke of Alba, King Louis XIII 

of France, John of Austria, Mathius of Austria, Alexander Farnese Duke of Parma, Duke 

of Alenconia, William of Orange, Maurits of Nassau, Albert and Isabella of Austria. 
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To sum-up, the print of William of Orange served two purposes. 

It is a memorial of a highly placed person; witness the funeral procession. 

More importantly, of all equestrian images in the Historie, it is the only 

print that has the aura of authority. It meets all the archetypical composi-

tion and motifs; the stadholder is placed high above the people, he rides 

an obedient, but not servile horse, and gestures command. This cannot be 

coincidental. Someone, but most likely Van Meteren himself, wanted his 

readers to discern a clear distinction between the pater patriae and his 

foes. However, there are reasons to believe that this imposing image met 

with resistance from the state authorities.  

The making of a myth 

It is a paradox that William, who was by no means a revolutionary rebel, 

had led the Dutch revolt.27 The Prince of Orange had gone out of his way, 

at least until 1566, to appease the differences between Philip II (who, 

though King of Spain, effectively was duke, count, or lord of each of the 

provinces of the Low Countries) and the Dutch. In essence, William’s 

justification of his resistance to the established Habsburg authority was 

based on the belief that the relation between ruler and ruled is one of ‘mu-

tual obligation’.28 Philip’s enforced religious orthodoxy coincided with 

increased Dutch resistance against the burden of having to participate, 

militarily as well as financially, in the Habsburg war against France (as 

they had resisted Charles V in 1539). Moreover, the major office holders 

and merchants wanted to hold on to their established privileges. Conflicts 

of interest between the provinces only exacerbated the situation. There 

was no cohesion, and within this mêlée of cultural, political, economic, 

and religious problems the prince had to steer a clear course.29 This was 

politically complex, for his own religious position ‘vacillated between a 

vague private Lutheranism and a hypocritical public Catholicism.’30 Some 

                                                
27 Rowen, Herbert. ‘The Dutch Revolt: What Kind of Revolution?’ Renaissance Quar-

terly, 43, no. 3 (1990): p. 587. See also Koeningsberger, H.G. Estates and Revolutions: 

Essays in Early Modern European History. New York, 1971: pp. 224-252. 
28 Orange, William of, Apologie, ofte Verantwoordinghe des doerluchtighen ende hoogh-

geborenen vorsts ende heeren, heeren Wilhelms ... Prince van Orangien ... Teghen den 

ban ofte edict by forme van proscriptie ghepubliceert by den Coningh van Spaegnien ... 

Hier is oock bygevoeght den voorsz. ban ofte proscriptie: by Charles Silvius, Leiden, 

1581. William of Orange’s Apologie is his reaction to having been banned by Philip II, 

and his justification for rejecting absolutist rulership and tyranny. See for rulership con-

tracts Höpfl, Harro and Martyn P. Thompson, ‘The History of Contract as a Motif in po-

litical Thought.’ The American Historical Review, 84, No. 4  (1979): pp. 919-944. 
29 Duke, Alistair (ed.). ‘Reformation, Revolt, and Civil War in France and the Nether-

lands.’ Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen Verhandelingen, Afd. 

Letterkunde, Nieuwe Reeks, deel 176, Amsterdam 1999: pp. 115-116. 
30 Rowen 1990: p. 547. 
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historians believe that the prince was as much a victim as an instigator of 

the many conflicts of interest,31 whilst others, again, suggest that with his 

astonishing ability to mediate between different groups, he played a 

quasi-Machiavellian role.32 Late 16th
 century historians showed similar 

contrasting opinions, and these have become a fruitful foundation for the 

formation of myth.  

 Three contemporary authors assembled the main historical infor-

mation: Van Meteren, Pieter Bor Christiaensz. (1559-1635), and Everhard 

van Reyd (1550-1602). In their books, at least the internal conflicts of 

interest were smoothed over, and the Revolt, and particularly William’s 

role in it, was justified by recalling the ‘Plakkaat van Verlatinghe’ of 

1581. This official state-act rationalised the separation from the otherwise 

legitimate Spanish authority. In the 17th century Pieter Cornelisz. Hooft 

(1581-1647) and Hugo de Groot (1583-1645) were to carry the interpreta-

tion of events surrounding the death of William of Orange forward, each 

in his own way, but often in the style of classical historians from antiquity, 

such as Publius Tacitus (ca. 55-120 AD).33  

 Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder (1520-1590) first put the mythical 

idea of William of Orange as the pater patriae in a caption under a print 

of 1576 (fig. 10),34 and Orangists probably capitalized on this thought.35 

The armoured prince on an elaborately decorated pedestal is depicted as 

St. George fighting the dragon (tyranny), clawing a virgin (the Low Coun-

tries), whilst he holds a shield with an image of the Virgin Mary (the 

Church). The print was made on the occasion of the Pacification of Ghent 

in 1576 (which ultimately led to the break-up of the northern and south-

ern Dutch provinces). It is the first time that William is portrayed as the 

pater patriae, and is identified as such in the inscription on the pedestal.36 

                                                
31 Duke, Alistair. ‘From King and Country to King or Country? Loyalty and Treason in 

the Revolt in the Netherlands.’ Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 32 (1982): 

pp. 113-135. 
32 During the Revolt this term was regularly used and generally connoted unscrupulous 

political behaviour, see Geurts 1956: p. 270. See also Wells, Guy. ‘The Unlike Machiavel-

lian: William of Orange and the princely virtues.’ In Mack and Jacob 1987: pp. 85-94. 
33 Haitsma Mulier and Janssen 1984: p. 17. Full name, Publius Cornellus Tacitus. 
34 Becker, Jochen. ‘Een tropheum zeer groot? Zu Marcus Gheeraerts Porträt van Willem 

van Oranje als St. Georg.’ Bulletin van het Rijksmuseum, 34 (1986): pp. 3-36. 
35 Stipriaan, René van. ‘De pen als wapen. Het literaire netwerk van Willem van Orange,’ 

Toegang Tot Oranje: Culturele en Politieke Netwerken Rond het Hof, Amsterdam, Sep-

tember 2008: lecture. 
36 Inscription on Marcus Gheeraerts’ pedestal: ‘Ter eeren ende memorie des Doorluchtich-

sten ende Hoogh-gheboren Vorst, H. William van Nassouwen, Den Alder-vroomsten Prin-

ce van Orangien, &c. Regierder van weghen ons Ghe.Hee.Phil. des II. Coninck van Hisp. 

&c. over Holland, Zeelant, &c. Vader des vaderlandts: Om dat zijn Vorstelycke Ghe. 

Door Gods hulpe die barbarische tyrannie overcomen, tVaderlandt daer af verlost, de 

Christelycke Religie van Superstitien ghesuyuert, des Lants Vrijheyt, Rechten, Privile-
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The pater patria idea gathered pace at the time that it was deemed expe-

dient to close ranks against the Spaniards. Others portrayed William as 

coming to the rescue of the Republic riding a quadriga driven by Neptune, 

or as Perseus freeing Andromeda.37 There also was discontent against this 

overly heroic image. Nicolaas Burgundius (1586-1649), the Flemish and 

pro-Spanish writer, suggests in his Historia Belgica (1629) that William 

was a Machiavellian troublemaker, arguing that the prince’s resistance to 

Granvelle, political advisor to Margaret of Parma was not driven by relig-

ious consideration at all, but purely by political expediency.38 He writes, 

‘… of which it is believed that he had learned of the dire Machiavellus, 

whose books he had studied copiously, as Granvelle witnessed.’39 Moreo-

ver, pamphlets were written with obviously hostile propaganda purposes.40 

By focusing on the greatness of Charles V, the Dutch indirectly under-

mined the authority of Philip II, and by repeating this process, a negative 

public image evolved. This was by no means a one-way ‘paper war’. The 

Spaniards countered and William was painted as the locus of all ‘the 

troubles’. Specific political occurrences were exaggerated in pamphlets in 

which he was described as the rebel who caused his own ban.41  

 William’s public image in pamphlets during the first years of the 

Revolt was not only heroised for political, but also for commercial rea-

sons: burghers increasingly identified with the cause, and eagerly paid for 

images that made it all the more tangible.42 In the course of the 16th cen-

tury there were numerous illustrations in which William opposes Philip 

                                                                                                          
gien, ende VREDE den ghantschen Nederlanden met rechtveerdicheyt wederghebrocht-

heeft, Is dese Figure ghestelt.’ 
37 Anonymous (Dutch school), Allegory of the Rescue of the Dutch Republic by William of 

Orange with Arian, a dolphin, and Neptune, ca. 1642, panel, 28.9 x 27.4 cm. Private col-

lection; see also Johan Wierix’s print after Crispijn van den Broeck depicting William of 

Orange preparing to free Andromeda while behind her the sixteen provinces of the Repub-

lic bemoan their continued captivity by Spain, see Brink and Hornbostel 1993: cat. no. 

III.44. See also Pegasus und die Künste (ex. cat.). Hamburg, Museum für Kunst und 

Gewerbe, 1993, cat. no. III.44; and see Sluijter, E.J. ‘Herscheppingen in prenten van Hen-

drick Goltzius en zijn kring,’ II, Delineavit et Sculpsit 5 (1991): p. 5.  
38 Olaf Mörke suggests that William’s role as charismatic figure was never questioned, not 

even by his enemy: Mörke, Olaf, ‘res publica mixta’ or ‘res publica pertubata?’ The 

House of Orange and the Republic - Contact and Detachment,’ at the conference: ‘Toe-

gang Tot Oranje: Culturele en Politieke Netwerken Rond het Hof,’ Amsterdam, Septem-

ber, 2008. 
39 Burgundius quoted in Haitsma Mulier and Janssen 1984: p. 45. For a review of opposi-

tion to William’s role as pater patriae, see Roosbroeck 1973: pp. 426-437. 
40 Geurts 1956: pp. 258-298. 
41 Ibid: pp. 157-189. 
42 Horst, Daniel, R. ‘Door Gods genade vroom in zijn daad. Het beeld van Prins Willem I 

in propagandaprenten uit de eerste jaren van de opstand.’ In Craft-Giepman 2006: p. 18. 

See also Pollmann, Judith and Andrew Spicer. Public Opinion and Changing Identities in 

the early modern Netherlands. Leiden 2007: p. 27. 
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and Alba. Many of these had a narrative character supported by explana-

tory texts, which left little to the imagination regarding the stadholder’s 

political agenda.43 Though generally presented in military outfit, William 

never is depicted on horseback. Since republican tendencies grew in the 

course of the 17th century, the Dutch Lion and Virgin became the main 

political symbols of state.44  

William in the Nieuwe Kerk 

The question as to why William’s equestrian image was not used until 

1633, reminds of another memorial to the prince that was also delayed: 

his monumental tomb in the Nieuwe Kerk in Delft. It was commissioned 

thirty years after William’s death during the Twelve Year’s Truce, in 

1614, on the instigation of his widow Louise de Coligny (1555-1620), 

after dithering by the States-General (who may have had more pressing 

issues). Designed by Hendrick de Keyser (1565-1621), the Amsterdam 

architect and sculptor, it was not finished until 1622. It reflects the am-

biguous reality William had faced for so long. The stature that the States-

General had withheld from the stadholder during his lifetime was now 

granted after his death: he is memorialised like a true ruler, albeit without 

a crown and sceptre. Intriguingly, De Keyser chose a catafalque design in 

the tradition of the great Habsburg monarchs who popularised these large 

temple-form constructions placed over the corpse of the deceased, when 

their funerals acquired an increasingly ‘theatrical character’.45 Seated in 

front of the monumental catafalque and facing the long isle and main 

church entrance, William is depicted fully armoured (fig. 11), holding his 

commanders baton, a pose similar to Gerritsz’s print, but now showing 

his readiness for duty as military leader (and justifying the inscription on 

his grave slab). On three corners of the memorial, marble statues of the 

rulership virtues Justitia, Fortitudo and Religio are found, while on the 

fourth, Libertas holds a lance bearing a hat, signifying the freedom that 

William had spent his life fighting for. It is an image that reappears in the 

monumental portrait of William of Orange in the former town hall of 

Harderwijk. 

                                                
43 See for example, anonymous, A mourning Alba, surrounded by his deceased successors, 

as Governor of the Netherlands, where Mathias of Austria and William of Orange allow 

freedom to triumph, 1578-1579, print, Atlas van Stolk, nr. 684, Rotterdam, in Kempers, 

Bram. ‘Assemblage van de Nederlandse leeuw. Politieke symboliek in heraldiek en ver-

halende prenten uit de zestiende eeuw.’ In Kempers 1995: pp. 76. 
44 Kempers 1995: pp. 60-100; Kempers 1992: pp. 31-47; and Kempers 1999, pp. 71-112. 
45 Scholten, Frits. Sumptuous Memories, Studies in seventeenth-century Dutch tomb sculp-

tur. Zwolle 2003. See also Ex, Nicole, and Frits Scholten. De Prins en de Keyser. Restau-

ratie en geschiedenis van het grafmonument voor Willem van Oranje. Bussum, 2001; and 

see Heuven van Nes 2004:  pp. 82-83. 
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At face value there is little doubt as to the monument’s function 

with the pater patriae lying in-state, waiting, as it were, for his resurrec-

tion: RESSURECTIONEM EXPECTAT GUILELMUS PRIMUS PATER PATRIAE, 

as is inscribed on the two-ton marble slab over the nearby crypt.46 But, 

what is the meaning of the armoured effigy? William was no Caesar, who 

forged a republic with the sword, for the prince was more the political 

leader than a soldier.47 That, however, was not the States-General’s view 

of the role of the stadholderate in the Republic. In the end, sovereignty 

remained in the hands of the provinces, and was the exclusive possession 

of no one. Ambiguity prevailed, for William is presented as a military 

leader in a tomb that suggests it to be of a sovereign.  

The portrait in context 

What, then, may have been a reason why the print depicting William as 

ruler had been withheld from publication for so long? Had he not earned 

sufficient esteem, or his image as pater patriae found sufficient footing, 

to warrant an equestrian portrayal? One possibility, in line with the mean-

ing of the armoured effigy in the Nieuwe Kerk, is that the States-General 

was sensitive about the issue of the division of power, and therefore did 

not wish to acknowledge the role of the stadholder to be anything other 

than military. It must be recalled that whilst after the separation from 

Spain the stadholder retained military responsibility, the assembly gained 

political leadership.  

 It is not suggested here that the States-General intervened or re-

quested the publisher of the Historie to revise certain matters. However, it 

has already been noted that when Van Meteren had his earlier Memorién 

printed in 1599, it was on the condition that the text was ‘oversien ende 

ghevisiteerd’ by the States-General,48 as in that year the States of Holland 

had also appointed Van Meteren official historian.49 That Van Meteren’s 

heirs had to be cautious was also recognized by librarian J.F. van Someren 

in 1890, when he noted about the 1614 edition, ‘Fourth Dutch edition, of 

which the text was ready for printing when the author died. His heirs, 

bent on the income from the privilegie by the States-General, allowed that 

the text, on account of Her Highness,50 was revised and amended, as a 

                                                
46 William the First, Father of the Fatherland, awaits his resurrection (my translation of: 

Op de wederopstanding wacht Willem de Eerste, Vader des Vaderlands). 
47 William of Orange’s military capabilities have generally been underestimated, as was 

argued in a well researched dissertation by Eric Swart, see Krijgsvolk: Militaire profes-

sionalisering en het ontstaan van het Staatse leger, 1568-1590 (diss.). Amsterdam, 2006. 
48 Op. cit. note 12. 
49 Brummel: p. 260.  
50 Presumably Van Someren meant with HH: Hare Hoogheid (Her Highness), referring to 

Louise de Coligny, William’s fourth wife. Following William’s death she ceaselessly con-



 79 

result of which the edition acquired a certain official character [my cur-

sive].’51 Protection by the States-General was used to head-off piracy.52 It 

must therefore have been of interest to Van Meteren’s heirs to protect his 

legacy, and their income, by withholding the print of William of Orange. 

The issue may not even have been brought to the attention of William’s 

son and successor Maurits. But even if it had, he likely would have re-

frained from insisting on the elevation of his father’s noble memory. For 

like William, Maurits had hardly demonstrated regal ambitions. Though 

his courtiers urged him to accept the countships of Holland and Zeeland, 

he appeared reluctant to start a process that could ultimately lead to a mo-

narchial status.53 

 Eulogizing the virtues of Nassau through William’s legacy in print 

and by way of his cenotaph represented the use of a somewhat contrived 

myth of the stadholderate as the foundation of the Republic’s wealth and 

international glory. William had hardly shown interest in the northern 

provinces, and at the time there was no such thing as a patria. But as time 

passed, and Maurits’ half-brother Frederik Hendrik’s status grew at home 

and abroad, the representation of the House of Nassau became less of a 

precarious issue. Still, the pater patriae theme was not pursued until the 

19th century. Instead, the portrayal of dynasty, introduced by Hendrik III, 

returned as main visual equestrian propaganda topic, but not before a 

great soldier had freed the way.  

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

                                                                                                          
tinued to further the interest of the House of Nassau, writing nearly 200 letters to diplo-

mats and royals all over Europe. From a presentation by Ineke Goudswaard at a sympo-

sium on the occasion of the first publication of Eikema Hommes, Margriet, and Elmer 

Kolfin. De Oranjezaal in Huis ten Bosch: Een zaal uit louter liefde. Zwolle, 2013.  
51 Van Someren writes, ‘Vierde Hollandse uitgave, waarvan de kopij voor de pers gereed 

was, toen de schrijver overleed. Zijne erfgenamen, belust op het privilegie der Algemene 

Staten, lieten toe dat de tekst van wege HH. HH. Mog. werd herzien en gewijzigd, waar-

door deze druk een zeker officieel karakter heeft gekregen.’ Someren 1890: I, p. 39, nr. 28. 
52 Keblusek, Marika. Boeken in de hofstad. Haagse boekcultuur in de Gouden Eeuw. Hil-

versum, 1997: p. 124.  
53 Rowen 1985: p. 12. 


