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Conclusions: genesis of a powerful visual tradition 
 

Nassau on Horseback is a reconstruction of the rulership image-making 

by, or on behalf of, stadholders and rulers of the Netherlands since the 16th 

century. Given that there hardly exists primary source material relating to 

their commission and/or reception, and that historians have generally not 

investigated the function of Nassau equestrian portraits, I have analyzed 

the most important Nassau equestrian images according to a tailor-made 

conceptual framework. This shows that equestrian images that meet certain 

archetypical compositions and motifs have generic rulership communica-

tive purposes and effects, and that artists could/can enlarge upon these to 

create personalized rulership messages on behalf of their clientele.  

 The analysis reveals that the House of Orange-Nassau and its en-

tourage developed an explicit visual message of propaganda: namely, to 

promote the idea that their dynasty, both by descent and virtue, provides 

the Netherlands with rulership continuity, and a prominent role on the 

European political stage. The image tradition of cavalcades that includes 

deceased family members is in effect uniquely Dutch, and finds its origin 

in prints of the Counts of Holland, which not only portrays counts and 

countesses on horseback, but also does so going back many generations.  

 This main conclusion is based on a clear pattern found in Nassau 

equestrian imagery ever since the early 16th century. Hendrik III first ex-

ploited above visual message via his Nassau Genealogy, a tapestry series 

depicting nine generations of the Nassau line, which series was continued 

to be exploited by Frederik Hendrik and William III through the remakes 

of, and additions to, this ensemble. These tapestries were on display for 

two hundred and sixty years, and constitute a class of imagery in itself, 

having no equal in the history of equestrian ruler representation.  

 This message is also found in Van de Venne’s cavalcades, Delff’s 

widely distributed print derived from it, Hillegaert’s Nassau outings, Van 

Hulle, Issaacsz., and Van der Merck’s series, and the cavalcade by Spoor. 

Moreover, these portrayals were meant for public display, or nation-wide 

publication. Notable is that of the ca. 225 objects, Nassau and/or Orangists 

commissioned particularly these cavalcades.1 Apart from Gerritsz’s print 

of William of Orange, and Kneller’s monumental portrait of William III, 

they are among the most important objects analyzed.   

                                                
Image facing page, Chap. 5, fig. 42. Pieter Nason, Four Generations of Princes of Orange. 
1 It is unknown to me how many of Van de Venne’s cavalcades were acquired by Nassau. 

Not included is Van Thulden’s Triumph of Frederik Hendrik, since it was not commis-

sioned during the stadholders lifetime. Not commissioned by Nassau, but meeting the 

same theme is De Hooghe’s Equestrian Portrait of William III as Captain General of the 

United Netherlands. It must be stressed that the list of Nassau objects is my best estimate, 

and does not preclude the existence of other Nassau equestrian objects. 
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  In essence, the House of Orange-Nassau had found a convincing 

and credible propaganda message that was not too monarchic for Dutch 

tastes, that is, a dynasty, which does not seek to rule, but to reign and pro-

vide continuity of service to a nation ambivalent about authority. The 

market responded, and many more prints and paintings depicting Nassau 

on horseback were acquired, and the image of the royal family presented 

as a dynasty has become tradition.  

 This visual strategy made sense particularly during the early years 

of the Republic, given the fragmented political climate characterized by 

competing interests of the stadholders, political factions, provinces, cities, 

regents, bourgeoisie, and immigrants, and the relationship between these 

bodies in the larger conflict of central versus regional and local control. 

The (initially military) continuity offered by Nassau provided the stability 

within which this dynamic process could happen, and still does.  

 Besides this dynastic strategy there is no evidence of any other 

attempts by the stadholders/rulers of having influenced Dutch popular 

opinion through equestrian imagery. The case of De Hooghe demonstrates 

the present-day confusion about this point. A popular notion among 

scholars of the artist is that he worked in the ‘service of the stadholder.’ If 

this were true, it would imply that there had been an explicitly personal 

visual propaganda strategy. Analysis of De Hooghe’s equestrian portraits 

of William III does not support this view.  

 One of the most important communication methods employed is 

that of positioning by which powerful men associated themselves with the 

heroes of antiquity. William III’s portrait by Kneller, in which he sought 

to compare himself with Aeneas, demonstrates this point clearly. Moreo-

ver, it is likely that a similar positioning of his grandfather fifty years ear-

lier had inspired him. Although Virgil’s classical epos was not explicitly 

mentioned in the correspondence connected to the commissioning of the 

Oranjezaal, the group of paintings commemorating Frederik Hendrik’s 

birth should be interpreted as a reference to the appearance of a new 

Aeneas. William must have felt justified in positioning himself as such, 

for he was a prince who had founded a glorious new age in a distant land. 

It should be recalled that his portrait was commissioned in 1697, the year 

in which the Treaty of Rijswijk was signed, and through which Louis XIV 

recognized ‘by the grace of God,’ William as King of England. His shift 

in status is reminiscent of Charles V’s position as Count of Holland, but 

once crowned, he moved up the ladder to become a Habsburg monarch.  

 The practise of positioning by association is used to this very day. 

Beatrix’s use of Huis ten Bosch as her main residence, for example, is 

symbolic of her association with the nation’s glorious past, and formal 

photographs with important dignitaries taken in the central dome hall, in 

which she is positioned directly beneath Jordaens’ triumphant image of 
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Frederik Hendrik, is indicative of her understanding of the importance of 

image-making. This is a benign form of propaganda, as has been argued in 

the study’s introduction, and shown throughout. 

 What remains unresolved is the question if the comparisons of 

Frederik Hendrik and William III to Aeneas were strategic communica-

tion decisions on the part of Amalia van Solms, and later William himself, 

or if these decisions followed the established tradition of comparison with 

antiquity’s heroes. Strategy in this respect is a consciously chosen ap-

proach to achieve well-defined goals, and not a set of coincidences that 

with hindsight might be deemed as being strategy. However, from a com-

munication point of view, Amalia and William’s image-making intentions 

are neither here nor there, since it only matters how their messages were 

ultimately perceived. Were Frederik Hendrik and William ever seen as 

being a new Aeneas? We do not know since the effect on the public has 

not been documented. 

 Conversely, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that many saw 

Maurits as being a new Caesar, although we do not know to what extend 

he conceived of that positioning himself, or if his supporters devised it. 

Moreover, the triumphant image of Maurits on a rearing horse did not 

originate from within his circles, but was based on a visual tradition that 

began with Alexander the Great, and was revived during the Renaissance 

by artists such as Stradanus and Tempesta. Thereafter, Orangists, the press, 

artists, and publishers who recognized the receptive market, capitalized 

upon this imagery and distributed large numbers, especially in print, of the 

stadholder on horseback. It is a good example of how an image, matching 

the traditional archetypical composition and motifs, was intuitively under-

stood as having the communicative values related to triumph. 

 The image of a triumphant Maurits at Nieuwpoort was repeated 

so often that the importance of the battle rapidly also became a myth. 

Whether consciously fabricated or not, it was beneficial to the Republic 

because it gave Maurits an aura of invincibility. The Spanish warhorse 

captured at Nieuwpoort became part of that story, and was immensely 

popular during the war. Eventually nearly 40% of all Nassau equestrian 

images include a white horse: a surprisingly high percentage for a country 

that essentially had no such native breed. 

The myth-making of William of Orange as pater patriae may not 

have been a strategic decision either, which is why it was not termed as 

such in this study. It was not William’s aim to achieve independence, but 

freedom of religion. The publishers of Van Meteren’s Historie book may 

initially not have wished to irritate the States-General with the inclusion 

of the print of William of Orange on horseback; it being too powerful a 

representation of rulership. But in due course it became part of the ac-

cepted image tradition. Indeed, before slipping into obscurity after the end 
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of the Republic, the print had supported the pater patriae myth for one 

hundred and fifty years through the regularly reprinted history of the 

Dutch Revolt. 

The fashioning of a virtuous rulership image was not a communi-

cation method much used by members of the House of Orange-Nassau in 

the Dutch Republic, or thereafter, though William III did so in England at 

Hampton Court. With hindsight that should not be surprising. The stad-

holders, particularly during the Revolt and war with Spain were above all 

soldiers, and the equestrian image was the ideal vehicle to communicate 

their military command and authority.   

The central assertion of this study is that Dutch artists capitalized 

on the age-old equestrian image tradition when designing imagery on be-

half of their regal clientele. This notion finds support in the fact that, other 

than Van Hulle’s constructed levade on behalf of Willem II, all Nassau 

poses are based on an image tradition originating in antiquity. In effect, 

artists, commissioners and viewers, intuitively sense authority thus being 

represented. Indeed, in a wider perspective, some 900 equestrian statues 

displayed in 76 countries attest that this is relevant to this day. Still, these 

may gradually lose their aura of authority through over-use, and rulers 

wishing to communicate such message will have to find other means.  

 Finally, the tailor-made conceptual framework of explanatory hy-

potheses describing the form and function of images, can serve as a tool 

for political historiography when written sources are lacking. In this case 

it illustrates that throughout the ages a vast majority of equestrian images 

meet two basic compositions, and that as a consequence, there is not much 

room for artistic variation upon the equestrian theme. Whilst some images 

excel in their decorative function, these fail as rulership representation. 

The art of successful rulership imagery implies the proper balance be-

tween form and function. Only then can the idea that the reality of power 

is inseparable from its representation be upheld; only then may it be said 

that image is power.  

  

 


