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7. Beatrix: revival of equestrian imagery in new media 
 

William’s stumble had a final twist. There is a small molehill reproduced 

in the base of a posthumously commissioned statue by John Bacon (1740 

-1799). It apparently alludes to ‘the little gentleman in the black velvet 

waistcoat…’ who is reputed to have caused the king’s riding accident.1  

Jacobites in the 18th
 century thus toasted William’s end. 

 The statue’s genesis goes back to before William’s death, when 

the residents of the very exclusive St. James’s Square in London wanted 

to replace the central pond with a commemoration of their benefactor. 

Nothing much happened until 1724, when Samuel Travers, a member of 

parliament, showed renewed interest in the project. He left an endowment 

for ‘an equestrian statue in brass to the glorious memory of my master 

William the Third.’2 In 1794, Christ’s Hospital, the holder of the endow-

ment, finally approached John Bacon, whose son John Jr. (1777-1859) 

finished the work in 1808 (fig. 2).3 

  Placed on a high pedestal, William’s horse neither trots nor rears, 

but seems startled, leaning back on its haunches as it raises its right front 

leg—was it the molehill? Its head points in the air with manes and tail 

curled in action. Also William appears surprised, with his right arm raised 

more for balance than command. He is dressed as Roman; surely an ex-

hausted motif by now, though Bacon may have followed Kneller without 

having understood the Aeneas context. It is not a convincing image, and 

one may ask the question of what the statue’s message is? 

 Bacon was out to decorate, and not to commemorate. The statue 

matches none of the archetypical compositions and motifs: he did not 

follow the age-old image tradition of the man directing his horse as he 

would his people; or rearing in triumph whilst leading his troops. Instead, 

Bacon produced an 18th century equivalent of a Walt Disney-type action 

hero. William looks the part, as the sculptor has not bothered to reproduce 

his likeness (fig. 2a), and the pretty horse with its dazzling stance and 

                                                
Image facing page: fig. 1, Queen Beatrix at Katwijk, 29 May 2005.  
1 Quoted in Kiste, John van der. William and Mary. Gloucestershire, 2003: p. 255 (see 

molehill fig. 2, below left hind leg). 
2 Heuven van Nes 2004: pp. 114-117. 
3 Interestingly, there are more equestrian statues of William III in Great Britain than of 

any other public figure, including Wellington. These are by: Grinling Gibbon (1648-

1721), 1701. Bronze, over life-size. Dublin, blown-up in 1929; Michael Rysbrack (1693-

1770), 1733-1736. Bronze, over life-size. Bristol; Peter Scheemakers (1691-1781), 1733. 

Gilded bronze, over life-size. Hull; anonymous, 19th century, Glasgow; John Cheere 

(1709-1789), 19th century. Bronze, over life-size. Petersfield; and that of John Bacon in 

London. See for these Heuven van Nes 2004: pp. 92; 100-103; 109-110; 114-116, respec-

tively. For Glasgow, see McKenzie, Raymond. Public Sculpture of Glasgow. Liverpool, 

2002: p. 68. 
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huge tail hardly looks battle hardened. The pedestal does not fulfil its 

purpose either, being far too high: how well Michelangelo had under-

stood that the distance between ruler and ruled should not be too great. 

For, though he should not be touched, the ruler surely must be within 

reach. But, Bacon was not out to establish that interdependence. It must 

have been his goal to make an ensemble that fitted the local ambiance, 

and produced a pleasant decoration (borne out by the molehill quip). St. 

James Park is quiet where visitors rest. They probably notice the horse, 

and wonder why it seems startled, for that is the motion they sense. But 

they cannot see the molehill, and are spared the irony of a sculptor who 

failed to honour William’s memory, yet left a mark of his death. Function 

has changed form and context it’s meaning. 

 Other 19th century statues share this contextual incongruity. Jo-

seph Bonaparte, for instance, commissioned Antonio Canova (1757-1822) 

to produce an equestrian statue of his brother. The work so displeased 

Napoleon that Canova remodelled it to represent Charles III of Spain 

(how reminiscent of Bernini’s Louis XIV).4 Like Bacon’s William III, 

Canova dressed Charles as Roman. But, Charles disliked war and tried to 

modernize a kingdom his generals had occupied: Naples. The statue was 

devalued to a mere decoration in a city not his own, in a land divided.  

 These examples are amongst the hundreds of devalued equestrian 

symbols that encumbered the art of the past centuries. Rulers such as 

Louis XVI, acting in the name of Divine Right, had increasingly been 

troubled by the gradual demystification of their being.5 Besides, with the 

ascent of parliamentarian democracy there was diminishing credibility for 

their justification of power. Of course, rulers continued to use equestrian 

imagery to propagate authority, but with a few exceptions, these would 

never again attain the functional focus, or aesthetic quality obtained dur-

ing the Renaissance. In Europe, but elsewhere too, painting as medium of 

the rulership message lost its exclusivity as commoners joined the ranks 

of the aristocracy in being portrayed on horseback. At the same time, 

equestrian statues of rulers became ever more popular as provincial 

councils rediscovered how these objects could enhance their city centres.  

 Worldwide there are over 900 equestrian statues in 76 countries.6 

Consequently, through overexposure this medium also lost its unique 

aura and communication function. As earlier stated: decorations rather 

than propagations. 

                                                
4 Antonio Canova, Equestrian Monument of Carlo III, 1807-1819. Bronze, over life-size. 

Naples, Piazza del Plebiscoto. See Liedtle 1985: pp. 318-319, pl. 205. 
5 For the change of strategy by Louis XIV and his political and cultural advisors during 

the second half of the 17th century in regards as to how the king was to be presented, see 

Burke 1987: pp. 125-133.  
6 Worldwide list of equestrian statues found in the Wikipedia. 
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Old media - no message: Dutch equestrian imagery 1749-1980  

This final chapter of the study of Nassau on Horseback concerns eques-

trian objects employed as visual rulership communication after the Sec-

ond Stadholderless Period when Prince Willem IV (1711-1751) became 

stadholder in all the provinces of the Dutch Republic in 1749, until the 

investiture of Prince Willem-Alexander (1967) on April 30th 2013.7 Dur-

ing this period ca. 22 paintings, prints, and photographs were made, two 

short films, and 11 memorial statues (6 in Great Britain, Appendix 2), 

which constitutes only 17% of all Nassau equestrian imagery ever made. 

Not only was there a decline in the use of equestrian rulership imagery, 

but also in its effectiveness, as exemplified by the statue of Wilhelmina 

(1880-1962), for though it meets the archetypical composition, it fails in 

its public function. Queen Beatrix (fig. 1) also used equestrian imagery to 

shape her royal image, albeit limited and with new media.  

 The equestrian statues of King Willem II in Luxemburg by An-

tonin Mercié (1845-1916) and The Hague (a copy) are merely decorative, 

for the king looks like a gentleman with a hat in his hand (fig. 3).8 It fol-

lows a similar gesture in an earlier painting by Jan Willem Pieneman 

(1779-1853, fig. 5), and also found in a portrait by Nicaise de Keyser 

(1813-1887, fig. 4). De Keyser’s equine ensemble is reminiscent of Jan 

Wyck’s portrayal of William III at the Boyne (fig. 6, and Chap. 6, note 

108). In these, both men ride white rearing stallions with their respective 

battlefields depicted below. But, whilst William III points his sword 

commandingly forward, Willem II just greets his troops with a hat instead 

of a sword; which gesture hardly is a persuasive propaganda motif. 

 
 

Left to right representations of Willem II, by resp. fig. 3. Mercié; fig. 5. Pieneman;  

fig. 4. De Keyser; and William III, Chap. 6, fig. 6. Wyck. 
 

 This case is vexing for Willem II had been successful at Water-

loo in 1815. Having received his military training in Prussia (where the 

                                                
7 Between 1702 and 1749 the office of stadholder was left vacant in the provinces of Hol-

land, Zeeland, and Utrecht, though in other provinces that office was filled by members 

of the House of Nassau-Dietz (later called Orange-Nassau) during various periods. 
8 In 1922, The Hague’s ‘schoonheidscommissie’ (commission to establish if objects fit 

the public space) found the statue not regal enough. Heuven van Nes 2004: pp. 163-164. 
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family resided during Napoleon’s reign), he served under Wellington in 

Spain and at Waterloo. Initially wounded, he recuperated sufficiently to 

delay Napoleon, which allowed the Prussian army to arrive in time at 

Quatre Bras to sway the numerical balance. Napoleon, in his autobiogra-

phy, hailed the Dutch cavalry’s gallantry.9 Since William III there had not 

been such a significant Dutch military success, and a victorious memorial 

would surely have been fitting, even in pacifist Holland of the 1920s.10 

 Plans for a statue of William III were initiated in 1699, but some-

how nobody was interested, and it would take until 1921 before one was 

erected in Breda.11 An equestrian statue of William of Orange, paid for by 

Willem II, and positioned opposite the Palace Noordeinde in The Hague 

in 1845, is a true rulership monument of the pater patriae, meeting all the 

key motifs. A bronze plate on the base states, ‘Prince Willem the First is 

dedicated by Prince Willem the Second’, and it also commemorates the 

32nd anniversary of the end of the French occupation.12 It is yet another 

example of positioning: in this case Willem II associating himself with 

his forefather in the hope that William’s illustrious image would rub-off. 

Considering the feeble memorial of him, this attempt failed. Intriguingly, 

if Willem II had commissioned Pieneman, then he may have instructed 

the painter to adopt the ‘hat in hand’ gesture from Thomas Lawrence’s 

painting of Wellington, also of 1818, which shows an identical gesture.13 

In that case, Willem II first positioned himself in 1818 next to Wellington 

at Waterloo, and much later next to William of Orange. While Willem 

presumably never considered his communication strategy from this point 

of view, it may help explain why neither position rooted. 

 In short, no equestrian imagery with any real aim to propagate 

was commissioned between 1751 and 1964, by, or on behalf of, stad-

holders Willem IV, V, or kings Willem I, II, III, and Queen Wilhelmina. 

Dutch rulers apparently no longer felt the need to justify their regal posi-

tion via equestrian imagery, and what was produced only met one or 

other commemorative function. But, even that function is surrounded by 

a sense of ambiguity, as is the case with the equestrian memorial statue of 

Queen Wilhelmina.  

                                                
9 De Chair, Somerset (ed.). Napoleon on Napoleon, an Autobiography on the Emperor. 

London, 1992: p. 269. However, other writers on the battle have contested Willem’s role. 
10  Peppelman, Theo. Nog een vergeten hoofdstuk… De Vereniging voor Volkenbond en 

Vrede, het tijdschrift DE Volkenbond en het pacifisme in Nederland van 1925 tot en met 

1934 (M.A. thesis). Groningen, 2001. Passim. http://www.historischhuis.nl/Scripties/data 

/240904Peppelman.pdf. 
11 Antonius S.N.L. Dupuis, Equestrian statue William III, 1921. Bronze, over life-size. 

Breda. There is also a small (50%) version in a private collection in The Hague. 
12 Heuven van Nes 2004: p. 127. 
13 Thomas Lawrence. Wellington at Waterloo, 1818. Oil on canvas, 156 x 96 cm, private 

collection. A feeble painting depicting Wellington greeting no one in particular. 
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Wilhelmina on horseback: ambiguous city council 

Just about the last thing the average passer-by would think upon seeing 

her statue on the Rokin in Amsterdam (fig. 7) is that it was conceived to 

embody authority and power.14 Flags signalling the tourist attractions mar 

the view of it, and it is wedged between a bridge-railing populated by 

neglected bicycles, a sidewalk filled with pedestrians, and the passing 

traffic of the street. In short, it lacks distinction and stature. The statue 

was commissioned in 1964 by an Amsterdam women’s association 

known as COVA.15 The organization wanted a commemorative statue, 

but it also had specific criteria for its creation, namely, that it be made by 

a female artist; large in scale; and funded by the Dutch people.16 COVA 

selected Theresia van der Pant (1924-2013), who was known for her 

naturalistic sculptures of animals in bronze, to produce the sculpture. 

Discussions progressed slowly. Initial ideas to portray Wilhelmina as the 

‘the mother of the Resistance’ were dropped after Charlotte van Pallandt 

(1898-1887) finished a robust and commanding statue of the wartime 

queen in 1968 (on the corner of the Paleisstraat, opposite Paleis Noord-

einde). Van der Pant therefore decided to depict Wilhelmina as a young 

queen on horseback, photographs of which show her ‘inspecting the 

troops’.17 The artist visited the royal stables in The Hague and the Span-

ish Riding School in Vienna, and she carefully studied equestrian statues 

such as that of Marcus Aurelius.18 The finished product clearly reflects 

this amalgamation of images and ideas. The young queen rides astride, 

and a long cape covers her legs. Her hat is a stylish Spanish one, and she 

loosely holds the reigns as her horse trots sur place. With her head 

slightly tilted, the queen appears at ease. Unpretentious as it is, the statue 

does meet the key equestrian motifs, yet it fails to achieve this goal by 

the context in which it now finds itself. 

 At the time of this study, the city of Amsterdam has not removed 

the bicycles and flag posts surrounding the equestrian statue. This should 

not inherently be taken as a personal affront to the legacy of the queen, 

but foremost as an indication of the city’s poor management of public 

                                                
14 Theresia van der Pant, Wilhelmina, 1972. Bonze, over life-size. Amsterdam, Rokin. 
15 COVA: Het Contactorgaan van Vrouwenorganisaties in Amsterdam (female organiza-

tion). See Bank in Kempers 1995: p. 186. 
16 Notes from the personal archives of Theresia van der Pant are in the possession of a 

distant relative, Floris van der Pant, who has documented the history of the monument in 

Beroering om brons: het verhaal achter een monument, pp. 1-5, in Van der Pant Kunst-

zaken. F.M. van der Pant, 10 Mar. 2010. Web. 5 Aug. 2010. 
17 There are photographs of Wilhelmina inspecting the troops riding side-saddle. She even 

participated in a film by Willy Mullens titled Holland Neutraal, which led to some anti-

military protest, despite the film’s pacifistic title. See Bank 1995: pp. 183-185, and fig. 7.  
18 Van der Pant 2010:  p. 2. 
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space. Consider, for instance, the statue’s current location. When the 

sculpture was finally finished in 1972, it was to be installed in the square 

next to the old stock exchange on the Damrak, where it would have en-

joyed a space commensurate with the sitter’s status. Some thought, how-

ever, that this placement was too close to the World War II monument on 

Dam Square. Instead, a small area was chosen on the old bridge of the 

Rokin leading to the Langebrugsteeg. Appropriately, this site faces the 

art-society Arti et Amicitiae, which enjoyed Wilhelmina’s patronage.19 

But this site required a column to lift the statue above the railing of the 

bridge, so as to not impede the flow of pedestrian traffic. Architect Karel 

Sijmons’ pedestal, practical though the rectangular block may be, hardly 

complements the elegant character projected by the young female rider. 

Besides, rather than appearing to ‘inspect the troops’, as was the original 

idea, she is now lost in the melee of passing traffic. Neither the citizens 

of Amsterdam, nor it’s city government, seem to regret the ineffective 

placement of the statue, considering the missed opportunity to relocate it 

during the recent building of a subway directly below.  

 One cannot blame the powerful if they conclude that equestrian 

imagery has lost—since Napoleon—most of its communicative relevance. 

Jan Bank, in his study of 20th century Dutch royals out riding, correctly 

focuses on the new media used to portray them, and on their sportive 

abilities. However, he fails to question as to what extend this imagery 

was intended to represent their authority in the first place.20 It is useful to 

note, therefore, that the recently abdicated Queen Beatrix developed a 

well-defined rulership image during her reign, using new media, in which 

the horse played a prominent role.  

New media - classic message: 1980-2013, Queen Beatrix 

Indeed, members of the House of Orange-Nassau learned to ride well 

during the last half of the 20th century. Still befitting the old aristocratic 

tradition, they followed in the footsteps of Prince Bernhard (1911-2004, 

married to Queen Juliana, 1909-2004), who was an accomplished rider. 

In a televised interview with the royal family’s former riding master, he 

recalls how well and spirited they rode; how Bernard had a special course 

built at Soestdijk Palace, and won the Prix St. George during the concours 

hippique of 1956 in Rotterdam.21 There is a seldom-aired film fragment 

of a young Princes Beatrix galloping through the hilly countryside, and 

finally the short television film that is central to this section.  

                                                
19 Heuven 2004: p. 89. 
20 Bank 1995: pp. 169-194. 
21 Aired on 16 July 2011, by the Dutch broadcaster EO, it can still be seen as Het paard 

en de Oranjes: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zn34RwwBeo0&feature=youtu.be. 
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 Still, besides this film, none of the other equestrian images 

contributed towards solidifying the Nassau rulership image. Of course, 

they fit, as Bank suggests, in the traditional convention of thus being  

presented as a ruler.22 However, ‘just fitting’ is not enough to persuade, 

particularly not in an age where people are overwhelmed by images. 

Nowadays persuasion requires two basic success-factors: unique imagery 

and much repetition. Political persuasion is not that different from 

advertising. Political parties, for instance, like commercial enterprises, 

require vast media budgets. But, now and then an image is so unique that 

it receives massive coverage on its own merits. Beatrix being kissed by a 

commoner on her birthday in 1988 was such an instance, since it drew 

much media attention, though some argued that the media-moment was 

arranged.23 If true, it was brilliantly executed; for just a fleeting moment 

the otherwise aloof queen seemed within reach.  

 “Image has become everything,” declared world-renowned pho-

tographer Erwin Olaf (1959) recently, “and if anyone understands that 

this requires orchestration, it is our royal family,” when he suggested im-

provements Nassau could consider in terms of their public image.24 Olaf 

touched on two issues at the core of this study: image-making and or-

chestration. Orchestration is used here rather than the earlier discussed 

communication method of fabrication that included allegorical systems, 

which exaggerations by today’s standards are no longer meaningful. It is 

not know if Olaf’s reference to the family’s orchestration capabilities is 

based on his experience (he made portraits of Princes Maxima [1971] on 

behalf of her 40th birthday), or generally on his professional judgement. 

There are no statements made on the subject by the queen herself in any 

of her interviews or speeches.25 Moreover, there are no primary sources, 

and the Dutch state information service (Rijksvoorlichtingsdienst - RVD) 

discloses little. The popular press and various commentators that have 

been involved in so-called ‘press moments’ with the royal family seem 

unanimous about the orchestration quality of the RVD, but one often had 

the impression that the queen was the main conductor.  

                                                
22 Bank 1995: pp. 193. 
23 Called ‘the kiss in Amsterdam’, the spontaneous kiss from a stranger on the Queen’s 

birthday in 1988. The kiss produced much goodwill, though possibly set in scene. Still, 

true or not, the goodwill effect was achieved anyway. 
24 Erwin Olaf, in the television program, ‘Zomergasten’, VPRO, August 29th, 2010. He 

was making a comparison with the carefully orchestrated photo-shoots of the British 

Queen. Olaf repeated his view in the television program ‘College Tour’, NTR, 21 Febru-

ary 2014, at which time he also apologized to the king for his critical statement.  
25 Klinken, J. van. Openhartig. Beatrix zelf over... Apeldoorn, 2011. Compilation of four 

formal interviews given by Beatrix during her reign. Passim.  
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 A case in point is that of a ‘staatsie’ portrait commissioned by 

Beatrix in 1995. The portrait was on display in every government build-

ing and in many private offices. Five artists were invited for sittings from 

which two were selected: Sam Drukker and Carla Rodenburg.26 Drukker 

managed to produce a superb likeness of the majesty, with her character-

istically styled hair holding a diadem (fig. 8). Appearing friendly yet def-

erential, the portrait obviously was based on a photograph made at the 

sitting: quite straightforward—maybe too straightforward. Besides, the 

queen felt that Drukker’s portrait was not reproducible, albeit the artist 

later made a fine lithography of it. 

 Rodenburg’s portrait, on the other hand, is a modern version of 

the classical rulership portrayal: of the ruler who, though not looking 

down at the people, appears aloof (fig. 9). This is achieved not only by 

Beatrix’s tilted head, but also by her eyes looking diagonally upwards. 

But, even more powerful are the colours the artist used to unite the queen 

with her nation. The three colours of the Dutch flag: red, white, and blue 

underline in three broad strokes Beatrix’s lilted head and hat, and follow 

her eyes in the same direction. This image is pure symbolism: the union 

signifies the justification of her role, and the forward-looking expression 

signifying her strength. Rodenburg’s Beatrix is unique in its composition; 

for no other formal representational portrait closed-in just on the face of 

the ruler, instead of the traditional full-length portrayal, and it is unique 

for its dynamic and patriotic symbolism.  

Orchestrated symbolism 

Symbolism is also involved in a short equestrian film of Beatrix. But, in 

appraising this, the explanatory hypothesis concerning the form of eques-

trian images must be taken into account. This is explicit: if a certain im-

ages does not match the archetypical compositions and motifs, then the 

exception needs to be explained if it is to be termed propaganda: as was 

the case with the cavalcades by Van de Venne. In addition, if the image 

has propagandistic purposes then the message must be found in the image 

itself. Then, the image has the same quality as a written source, if not 

more so, since the rulership portrayal is a clear reflection of the negotia-

tions between the artist and commissioner: a ‘transaction’ as Burke said.27 

 When the Dutch broadcasting association (Nederlandse Omroep 

Stichting - NOS) aired an interview between author Hella Haasse and 

Beatrix, titled Beatrix Koningin, on the occasion of the queen’s 50th 

birthday on 29 April 1988, the programme ended with a short television 

film of a cavalcade showing the queen out-riding with her husband 

                                                
26 The RVD had selected the artists, and the queen posed for two and a half hours. 
27 Burke 1987: p. 153.  
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Prince Claus (1926-2002), and their eldest son and heir apparent, Prince 

Willem-Alexander. The program was watched by on average 2.4 million 

viewers, and was much appreciated, even beating a usually high-scoring 

football match of a Dutch team in the European football league by 7.8 to 

7.6.28 The programme was repeated some days later, and has steadfastly 

been part of documentaries on the queen’s life and reign. The 50-second 

film (stills, fig. 10) appears simple enough: three Nassau riding leisurely 

on a broad Dutch beach accompanied by their dog. At a certain moment 

the camera zooms in on the queen who seems to be charging ahead, and at 

the end they regroup whilst the camera stays on the young prince-heir.  

 Jan Bank noted how the scene keeps the traditional rulership 

symbolism of ruler and horse intact, albeit in a modernized form. Though 

correct, this qualification seems too passive. Rather, it is suggested here 

that this is a cleverly orchestrated instance of image-making. What is so 

brilliant about this short film is that it all appears casual and spontaneous: 

although it is not! Even a 50-second film requires weeks of preparation. 

The shoot is planned, and the location chosen, in this case Scheveningen 

beach, with which the queen is familiar.29 Having horses gallop by a fixed 

camera is hardly interesting, for they come and go in mere seconds. It 

was therefore decided to film Beatrix by way of a moving camera. The 

film’s director, Rudolf Spoor, was to stand next to the cameramen in a 

jeep provided for by the court.30 In the first frames of the film the jeep’s 

tracks can be seen in the sand. The actual shoot went well: whilst the 

queen actually rode between her husband and son, she appears at least 

half the time to be charging ahead. The camera had zoomed-in on a re-

laxed queen enjoying her charge. She totally succeeded in conveying a 

sense of control and leadership, as water splashed up, amidst the sound of 

galloping hooves.31 Still, things never go as planned. Instead of galloping 

hooves, Spoor, joint by the royal family, heard the sound of the jeep. 

Watching the TV monitor, it was the prince who came up with the idea to 

have a recorder strapped to his back, so that he could record the sound of 

hooves. After three runs everyone was delighted with the results. Later, 

well-chosen background music was mixed into the soundtrack of the film. 

It is an appropriate example of regal orchestration. Haasse and Spoor got 

their interview, and the queen the symbolism she wanted portrayed.  

                                                
28 Bank 1995: pp. 192-193. See also Kempers, Bram. Vermogend en toch matig. Vijf eeu-

wen kunst van Oranje. Amsterdams Sociolologish Tijdschrift. Zestiende Jaargang nummer 

2, oktober 1989: pp. 97, also published as a book. 
29 Scheveningen pier can be made-out in the background of the first frames of the film. 
30 Rudolf Spoor is a renowned television director. The reporting of major events such as 

the Apollo space program, and those relating to the royal family, highlighted his career. I 

am grateful to him for having spoken openly about the making of the royal beach scene. 
31 See App. 5, and Intro note 1, supporting the notion that viewers understood the message. 
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  Beatrix was a meticulous manager of her personal cabinet and 

agenda; a fully prepared member of the Council of Ministers; and a su-

perb orchestrator of her public image and of that of her House.32 In his 

introduction to a book presenting seventy years of Beatrix imagery, and 

cleverly titled The Queen as Work of Art, Kempers paints a picture of a 

queen much in control of the media.33 He shows how Beatrix always 

dressed for the occasion, managed the overall representation in detail, 

knowing how she wanted to be seen, and understood the symbolism of 

her royal position. The cavalcade on the beach matches the ancient Nas-

sau visual tradition of presenting dynastic unity, which in turn is matched 

by the recent Orange-Nassau tradition of showing its members together 

at various formal and informal functions. 17th century cavalcades were 

meant to show Nassau willingness to serve in times of war. The unity 

shown today stands symbolic for dynasty’s continuity, and its ability to 

serve as unifier in a nation often marked by diversity. 

 Another example demonstrating Beatrix’s eye for tradition and 

symbolism was her meeting with the Ghanese Ashanti King Asantehene 

Otumfuo Osei Tutu II in 2002, four hundred years after the Dutch first 

set foot on African soil. Trade had been their main business: first gold 

and copper and later slaves. The Dutch trading post St. George d’Elmina 

remained independent through an exclusive alliance between the WIC 

(West India Company) and the West Africans. Becoming of tradition, 

they sent as late as 1837, two princes to The Hague as collateral to a deal 

on the Dutch supply of soldiers.34 Presumably Beatrix and Asantehene 

were aware of this episode when both were seated in front of one of Hol-

land’s most symbolic royal paintings: Jacob Jordaens’ The Triumph of 

Frederik Hendrik (fig. 11). Tradition has it that the priest Okomfo Ano-

kye conjured the famous Golden Stool from the sky and landed it on the 

lap of king Osei Tutu, the first king of the Ashantis.35 The fetish priest 

declared that the soul of the new nation resided in the stool and that the 

people must preserve and respect it. Asantehene may have been honoured 

to share a golden couch with his colleague at Huis ten Bosch; yet surely 

he was also aware that Africa’s most potent symbol of power—the lion— 

                                                
32 Wonderfully demonstrated by a gaff only minutes after her abdication, when standing 

on the Royal Palace’s balcony, Beatrix whispered - with microphones wide open for mil-

lions to hear - that they [Beatrix, and the new king and queen] should wave to the crowd. 

The gaff was not noted by the media, which confirms how they accepted Beatrix’s style. 
33 Kempers, Bram. ‘De koningin als kunstwerk’, introduction to: Beatrix, zeventig jaar in  

beeld, by Carl Nix, Wormer (Netherlands), 2008: pp. 6-18. 
34 See for the trade history, Kessel, Ineke van. Driehonderd jaar Nederlands-Ghanese 

handelsbetrekkingen, http://www.historischnieuwsblad.nl/00/hn/nl/154/artikel/print/5677/ 

Driehonderd_jaar_Nederlands-Ghanese_handelsbetrekkingen.html; see for the Ashanti 

princes, Japin, Arthur. De zwarte met het witte hart. Amsterdam, 1997. 
35 See http://www.info-ghana.com/ ashanti_empire.htm. 
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had to make way for the charging quadriga on the painting above. It is 

unlikely that this was intentional; the queen would not want to embarrass. 

But she must have understood the power of symbolism, and knowing how 

to position and associate herself, with Frederik Hendrik’s golden age. 

 The method of positioning also applied to regents and governors 

who would gladly associate themselves with the stadholders, as seen in 

Chapters 5 and 6. An example of how positioning through association can 

work was recently demonstrated, when former prime-minister Jan Peter 

Balkenende (1956), was handed a critical report concerning the decision 

that led to Dutch military involvement in the Iraqi war, by commission 

chairman Willibrord Davids, on 1 December 2010. He received the report 

at his Ministry of General Affairs in The Hague (which office essentially 

supports the duties of the prime-minister, and briefings relating to the 

Royal family). Two equestrian paintings by Jacob Fransz. van der Merck 

are on display in these chambers. The painting of Maurits (Chap. 5, fig. 

32) is found in the Statenzaal. This is the assembly hall leading to the 

Trêveszaal, the grand chamber overlooking the Hofvijver, in which for-

merly the States-General, and today the Council of Ministers convene.36 

The painting of Willem II (Chap. 5, fig. 34) is placed in the large stair-

well leading to these historic rooms. Was it just chance, then, that when 

Balkenende received the report (fig. 12), he stood in front of the painting 

depicting Maurits at Nieuwpoort? Surely the symbolism of Maurits’ con-

flict with the States-General over the outcome of the Battle of Nieuw-

poort cannot have escaped his attention. Be as it may, this method is also 

reminiscent of American presidents who regularly position themselves in 

front of an equestrian painting of Theodore ‘Rough Rider’ Roosevelt, 

when wishing to project political steadfastness.37 

The devaluation of the equestrian image  

The above section has concerned itself with symbolism mainly related to 

ruler and horse in conjunction with image-making and propaganda. It has 

presumed that the public at large can relate to such political messages 

and equestrian images, or conversely, that image-makers feel justified in 

                                                
36 The Trêveszaal displays paintings of Willem of Orange, Maurits, Frederik Hendrik, 

Willem II, and, William III. The Statenzaal displays the paintings of Kings Willem II and 

III. These are never moved. As earlier mentioned, Van der Merck’s painting of Frederik 

Hendrik is privately held by a member of the royal family. I am grateful to the Ministry 

of General Affairs for having discussed the issue of their decoration program in detail. 
The paintings are on long-term loan from the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague, which had 

seldom displayed them. 
37 For example, on February 24, 2004, president George Bush appeared in front of an 

equestrian painting of Theodore Roosevelt as ‘Rough Rider’ when he endorsed an 

amendment banning gay marriage. 
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that belief. COVA commissioned the statue of Wilhelmina years after her 

death, at a time when this imagery no longer performed a prominent role 

in society other than for commemoration. Yet, the film of Beatrix was 

made with a specific purpose and her approval. Is there any reason to be-

lieve that this old rulership tradition will therefore soon vanish? Recently, 

Willem-Alexander approved a photo-shoot whilst out riding with Princes 

Maxima on a private visit to Argentina (fig. 13). On 30 April 2013, he 

was inaugurated as king. The new royal family’s image-making program 

will take time to develop. Without doubt the king will continue in the 

footsteps of Beatrix, and the age-old Nassau tradition of presenting the 

dynasty at it’s fullest. But, will the symbolism of the horse be retained?  

 It has already been noted that over 900 equestrian statues in 76 

countries represent as many rulers and generals. The possibility that this 

enormous exposure will ultimately diminish the aura of authority and 

triumph depends on who the viewer is. In North Korea, for example, the 

people appear to be much in awe, whether orchestrated or not, of their 

leaders, witness the silent prayers offered to an equestrian statue of Kim 

II-Sung and the late Kim Jong-II, in central Pyongyang on 17 December 

2012 (fig. 14). The people of Spain, on the other hand, apparently wished 

no longer to be associated with their former generalissimo Francisco 

Franco, when they had his statue removed on 18 December 2008 (fig. 

15). Time will tell if one day his deeds have been sufficiently forgiven 

for it to return. Though all of Louis XIV’s statues were destroyed during 

the Revolution, since then four have been replaced.38  

 The 17th century printed press, with its limited scope, enabled the 

myth-fabrication of the Battle of Nieuwpoort, and established Maurits as 

a great leader; but will the social media now slaughter such attempts? 

President Nicolas Sarkozy of France, for example, projected a great aura 

of determination when, mounted on a white stallion, he faced a herd of 

ferocious Spanish bulls on 20 April 2007 (fig. 16). If it had not been for 

the press the world may never have known (fig. 17). Similarly, Russian 

President Vladimir Putin surely surprised the citizens of Kyrgyzstan’s 

capital Bishkek on 15 August 2007, when he arrived on horseback (fig. 

18) —and left by car (fig. 19). And, though Michael Jackson amazed the 

world, one wonders if visitors to the Art Basel exposition in Miami in 

December 2009, felt much impressed (fig. 20). In short, the equestrian 

image has, in communication terminology, been ‘milked’ to a point where 

it seems irredeemable.39 

                                                
38 Versailles, Montpellier, Lyon, and Paris (Place des Victoires). 
39 With particular thanks to Hans Aarsman for having provided the photo material in fig-

ures 14-20. 
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From one horsepower to a thousand 

At about the same time of Willem-Alexander’s Argentine photo-shoot, 

the official website of the British monarchy at St. James’s Palace, re-

leased a 60-second You Tube film celebrating Britain’s Prince William’s 

(1982) graduation from the RAF Valley flying school.40 There he was 

trained to fly helicopter rescue missions. It reminds of Beatrix’s ride on 

the beach: short, quasi spontaneous and informal, yet full of symbolism. 

It is imagery of a young prince capable of leading risky operation, and 

presumably signalling his readiness for more important duties. After-

wards, shorter versions made their rounds on the social media.  

 The image of this young flying prince is reminiscent of pictures 

taken after World War II, showing Prince Bernhard in flying gear and 

with Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses, and posing in a cockpit or descended 

from the steps of an airplane plane (fig. 20). He had shown his mettle 

during the war, and became a highly experienced pilot, having flown 150 

different types of planes.41 A dazzling image it was, and in local cinemas 

Dutch audiences had a glimpse of royal prestige. Interestingly, the char-

acteristics of flying are uniquely similar to those of equestrian iconogra-

phy: flying requires special leadership skills and authority, positions the 

pilot high above the onlooker, and other than for commercial flying, it is 

the hobby of the elites; today’s modern aristocracy. Other royals adopted 

that what Bernhard had pioneered. King Hussein of Jordan (1935-1999), 

for example, was a much publicized fighter pilot in the 1950s. These ex-

amples demonstrate the effectiveness of a modern royal image by way of 

a new form.  

  One of these royals is Willem-Alexander (fig. 21), who learned 

to fly at the State Airline Academy (Rijksluchtvaartschool - RLS), and 

received his license in 1994 (at which occasion his wings were handed 

him by Bernhard, who, at the time, was the oldest Dutch licensed pilot 

still flying).42 Since then the prince regularly flies on family, but also on 

formal missions. It remains to be seen whether Willem-Alexander, as 

King of the Netherlands, will recognize the enormous photogenic and 

image-making potential of being presented as an ultra-modern royal, but 

to quote the 19th century political writer Walter Bagehot, ‘To be invisible 

is to be forgotten… To be a symbol, and an effective symbol, you must 

be vividly and often seen.’43 

 

                                                
40 Prince William’s RAF graduation: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxOv655TWwk. 
41 Koninklijke Luchtmacht, Vliegende Hollander, 61st edition, 2005: p. 13.  
42 Prince Willem-Alexander receiving his wings: http://nos.nl/koningshuis/video/15071-

militair-vliegbrevet-voor-prins-willemalexander.html 
43 Walter Bagehot quoted in Bank 1995: p. 170.  


