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Objects Celebrating the Battle of Gibraltar (1607)1

Djoeke van Netten

Abstract
How to celebrate a victorious naval battle? This essay starts with the 
Spanish bullet that fatally struck the Dutch admiral Jacob van Heemskerck 
during the Battle of Gibraltar in 1607. It was arguably the greatest mari-
time victory of the Eighty Years’ War, marking the f irst time the Dutch 
triumphed in Spanish territory. While the bullet decided Heemskerck’s 
fate, the story of the battle was told by other objects: a grave, armour, 
several paintings, medals and – most importantly – pamphlets and (news)
prints. As a relatively cheap and easy means to copy and spread the news, 
the paper objects shaped history. This essay demonstrates how a range of 
objects shaped the remembrance of military conflicts and created ‘heroes’.

Keywords: Battle of Gibraltar; memory culture; newsprints; Jacob van 
Heemskerck; naval warfare

In 1607, the Dutch admiral Jacob van Heemskerck was fatally wounded when 
a Spanish bullet struck his left leg. Like Heemskerck’s corpse, the bullet 
made it back from Gibraltar to the Dutch Republic. The object has not been 
handed down to the twenty-first century, but for quite some time it served to 
grind mustard in the village of Velsen, north of Haarlem. We know about this 

1	 This essay has grown out of three lectures, delivered respectively in Lille (for the sympo-
sium ‘The Battlef ield after the Battle, November 2018), online (for the lecture series ‘Maps and 
Society’, Warburg Institute London, April 2021) and Amsterdam (for Object Colloquium ACSEM; 
March 2022). I would like to thank the organizers of these events, Jeroen van der Vliet who 
commented on last-mentioned talk, as well as the audiences, particularly for their questions 
and comments.

Noorman, Judith and Feike Dietz (eds), Objects, Commodities and Material Cultures in the Dutch 
Republic. Exploring Early Modern Materiality Across Disciplines.
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2024
doi: 10.5117/9789048562770_ch03
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The Bullet and the Printing Press� 57

multifunctional metal ball and the story of its life because of a small piece 
of paper, graced with a four-line handwritten poem.2 In 1651 a longer poem, 
starting with the same four lines, was included in a printed collection of 
several Dutch poems (Verscheyde Nederduytsche gedichten).3 Here the bullet 
complains that it is not f itted in gold, nor is it kept in the Escorial, while its 
Dutch enemies are building Heemskerck a grave to uphold his naval honour 
for ages to come. The small piece of paper with the four lines is kept in the 
Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam together with a large print, consisting of three 
sheets of paper glued together (f ig. 3.1).4 Without mentioning the bullet, this 
newsprint provide context. It shows the Battle of Gibraltar, 25 April 1607.

In the battle a Dutch f leet under Heemskerck’s command decisively 
defeated the Spanish. This essay demonstrates how history was written by 
the victors.5 The victors did not only write: they painted, carved, etched, 
wove, moulded and, most of all, they printed history. They produced various 
memorial objects, keeping the memory of the triumph alive.

How was this victorious story conveyed through objects in the Dutch 
Republic? The visual language of the newsprint will be discussed later; what 
is important to start with is materiality – not only the metal of the single 
bullet, but especially the paper and ink of the book and the plate, forming 
letters and lines evoking a Spanish bay and ships f ighting one another. 
Those objects were copied dozens or, more probably, hundreds of times by 
printing presses. Dispersed from their Amsterdam printing houses, they 
spread the battle’s story. In that respect, this essay is not exactly an analysis 
of the object it started with, and not only because the bullet is diff icult to 
analyse because it has disappeared. This contribution demonstrates how 
text and image, in printed, flat, rectangular forms, brought the Iberian scene 
with the naval battle to Holland. Moreover, the poem and the print refer 
to many other objects, made from canvas and paint, marble and various 
metals. These objects make the story literally more-dimensional.

While the pamphlets, newsprints, paintings and other objects discussed in 
this essay demonstrate that the Battle of Gibraltar made quite an impact on 
a contemporary audience, the event has not entered the twenty-first-century 

2	 ‘Op den koogel, waardoor de Admiraal / Jacob van Heemskerck. / Sneuvelde / 25-4-1607. / Ik, 
die weleer den schrik aan Spanje heb benoomen / Toen Heemskerck ’s heldendaad, het gantsche 
land deed schroomen, / Hang hier nu tot gerief van der boeren hut, / En maal de mostaert klein, 
die ’t Velzer ambacht nut’. Attached to the folder preserving: C.J. Visscher after D. Vinckboons, 
The Battle at Gibraltar, 1607, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
3	 Vos 1651, 353–354.
4	 C.J. Visscher after D. Vinckboons, The Battle at Gibraltar, 1607, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
5	 On the disputed origin of the statement, see: Phelan 2019.

This content downloaded from 145.109.78.208 on Fri, 06 Mar 2026 15:07:31 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



58� Djoeke van Net ten 

canon of Dutch history. In modern histories of the Dutch Revolt, the Eighty 
Years’ War and the so-called Dutch ‘Golden’ Age, surprisingly little attention 
has been given to naval warfare and to this battle in particular.6 There is no 
book-length biography of Heemskerck, and shorter biographical texts (all in 
Dutch) present him, more often than not, in a hagiographical manner, as one 
‘naval hero’ lined up among others.7 The impressive paintings by Cornelis 
Claesz van Wieringen representing the 1607 Gibraltar battle have received 
attention from Remmelt Daalder, Ron Brand and, recently, Michel van 
Duijnen.8 The most elaborate article from an object point of view – Cynthia 
Lawrence’s, focusing on the creation of Heemskerck’s funeral monument – is 
already over three decades old.9

Here I wish to emphasize the long-lasting echo of this battle in seven-
teenth-century print culture (and art, to a lesser extent). Following Lawrence, 
the commemoration of Heemskerck’s victory is considered to have exerted 
a profound impact on the way later Dutch admirals were honoured. This 
contribution aligns with a trend brought about by the material turn: namely, 
that objects be taken seriously as historical sources.10 Those objects and 
the narratives they carried shaped collective memories and thus (national) 
histories. For early modern times and the Dutch Republic specif ically, 
this impact has been addressed by, among others, Judith Pollmann and 
Marianne Eekhout.11 The present essay will account for all the various objects 
commemorating the Battle of Gibraltar, from the monument and the large 
paintings to the medals and the flat printed materials like pamphlets, prints, 
maps and books, which have not yet received much attention. These paper 
objects, though more ephemeral, were also more widespread and (thus) 
influential.12 In considering the prints as objects, this approach differs from 
that of most cultural memory scholars, who see the narrative itself as the 
object, as well as from that of object-based historians, who mostly do not 
include works printed on paper.

6	 Not in: Israel 1982; Brandon 2018; Prak 2020; Frijhoff 2022. In passing in: Israel 1995, 422; 
Groen et al. 2013, 254-255; ’t Hart 2014, 25; Van der Lem 2018, 162; Groenveld et al. 2022, 143. Even 
in Bruijn 1998, an overview of Dutch naval history, this battle gets only one paragraph.
7	 Warnsinck 1941; Van Dissel 1997, 33 and 38; Prud’homme 2005, 47–505; Sigmond et al. 2014, 
26–39; Hellinga 2016, 98–102.
8	 Daalder 2008; Daalder 2010; Daalder 2011; Brand 2015; Hellinga 2016, 98–102; Van Duijnen 
2021.
9	 Lawrence 1992.
10	 Burghartz et al. 2021; Gerritsen et al. 2021.
11	 Kuipers et al. 2013; Van der Ham 2013; Pollmann 2017; Eekhout 2020.
12	 Klinkert 2005; Deen et al. 2011; Segal et al. 2020. Specif ically on naval warfare, see: Black 
2017 (Gibraltar on 40–41).
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Gibraltar will be contextualized geographically and historically before we 
move to an account of Jacob van Heemskerck and the battle of 25 April 1607, 
followed by an analysis of the f irst pamphlets about the battle and the 
text and imagery contained in the more elaborate newsprints, such as the 
Visscher plate mentioned above. In addition, it will be shown how various 
other objects played roles in heroizing Heemskerck after his death. Finally, 
more prints and several paintings will be considered. Analysing where 
Heemskerck is not present yields new insight into the memory of this battle. 
Thus it can be demonstrated, as has not been argued before, how the laurels 
of victory shifted from Heemskerck to the Prince of Orange.

Besides focusing on the human individual central to the Visscher print 
– Jacob van Heemskerck – this essay zooms out as well, considering the 
natural surroundings and the iconic and strategic status of Gibraltar, the 
scene of battle. As will be demonstrated below, a distinct geographical 
framing of Gibraltar was of paramount importance. The moving objects 
carried Gibraltar around, making the Spanish coast, at least as represented 
in print, literally touchable for Dutch onlookers.

Setting the Scene

For the Dutch, after 1607, ‘Gibraltar’ meant more than a place on the map; 
it referred to a moment, a battle won. Like Chatham, Culloden, Trafalgar or 
Waterloo, words that have come to transcend the geographical realm, place 
names of battles transformed into historical turning-points. The place is 
important: the word ‘Gibraltar’ appears no fewer than seven times on the 
Visscher print, which also provides a small topographical map in its lower 
left corner, showing Gibraltar to be a small piece of land adjacent to a bay at 
the southern tip of the Iberian peninsula. Here, Europe and Africa almost 
touch, separated only by the small Strait of Gibraltar.

The strategic location of Gibraltar has always made the island an im-
portant asset, even today, when it is still a British enclave. Captured by 
the British in 1704, it was to remain, according to the 1713 Peace of Utrecht, 
‘forever British’.13 Much earlier, in the early eighth century, Gibraltar had 
been named after the Berber commander Tariq ibn Ziyad, who crossed 
the strait and conquered part of the Iberian peninsula for the Umayyad 
Caliphate.14 Afterwards, Iberian territory was fought over by several Muslim 

13	 Plank 2013; Bradford 2014.
14	 David 2014.
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dynasties and the kings of Castille. In 1501, Gibraltar came under the control 
of the Spanish crown, led by Isabella of Castille. A century later, Isabella’s 
great-great-grandson, Philip III, was king of Spain. One conflict he inherited 
from his father, Philip II, was the Dutch Revolt for independence, later also 
known as the Eighty Years’ War (1568–1648).15

Gibraltar’s most notable landmark is the Rock of Gibraltar, not discernible 
on Visscher’s little topographical map in plan view, though its slopes are 
observable in the lower right of the larger picture in the bird’s-eye view. 
Certain mythological rumours held this rock to have been one of the pillars 
of Hercules, the Greek hero who, depending on the variant of the story, had 
opened up or narrowed the waterway. On (copies of) Roman and medieval 
maps, like the Hereford mappa mundi, the pillars or columns can be found, 
sometimes on land, sometimes in the sea or on an island.16 Consequently 
the strait was also known as the Strait of Hercules. This was the end of 
the known world, as the pillars were said to have been inscribed with the 
motto non plus ultra (no more beyond). From the late f ifteenth century 
onwards, this changed to plus ultra – as can still be seen in the Spanish coat 
of arms – and the pillars became associated with European expansion and 
the increase of knowledge.17 In short, for the Spanish at the beginning of 
the seventeenth century, Gibraltar was strategically as well as symbolically 
important.

All this was known in the Low Countries as well. On sixteenth-century 
maps of Spain or Europe, printed f irst in Antwerp and later mostly in 
Amsterdam, the columns are not depicted, but the strait is called the Strait 
of Hercules (in Latin) and the Strait of Gibraltar (in Spanish).18 Moreover, 
the Dutch knew how to sail there. Printed pilot guides combine sea charts, 
written sailing directions and instructions in the art of navigation.19 They 
reflect the knowledge previously recorded in manuscripts as well as orally 
transmitted. The very f irst printed pilot guide, Spieghel der Zeevaerdt by 
Lucas Jansz Waghenaer (Leiden 1584), does not cover the Mediterranean, 
stretching only as far southwards as ‘the beginning of the Strait of Gibraltar’. 
In the text, however, Waghenaer makes mention of the beautiful bay where 
many ships can anchor.20 In the 1590s, Dutch Straatvaart (strait navigation) 

15	 Groen et al. 2013; ’t Hart 2014; Van der Lem 2018; Groenveld 2022.
16	 The famous Hereford mappa mundi is dated c. 1300. See for more examples and a discussion 
of the pillars, especially on maps: Chipulina 2015.
17	 See for example the title page of Bacon 1620.
18	 See for example: Ortelius 1570.
19	 Koeman 1970; Van Netten 2010; Van Netten 2014, ch. 2.
20	 Waghenaer 1584, 19.
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The Bullet and the Printing Press� 61

or trade in the Mediterranean took off, and in 1595 Willem Barentsz provided 
an annex to Waghenaer’s work by publishing a pilot guide of this area. Much 
more knowledge about Gibraltar was available in Holland by then: Barentsz 
elaborates on how the rock looms from different angles, how to sail into 
the bay and how the wind usually blows; he also makes reference to the 
high-quality wine sold there, as well as to two lighthouses and clean soil.21

Almost as important as the place is the hero of the story: Jacob van 
Heemskerck, who had never been an admiral before. His earlier deeds 
sheds light on how he became a naval hero.22 Heemskerck had survived 
the legendary wintering on Nova Zembla in 1596–1597, which had occurred 
during an abortive Dutch attempt to reach China via the northeastern 
route.23 This expedition had been led by Willem Barentsz, mentioned above 
as compiler of a pilot guide of the Mediterranean but remembered almost 
exclusively for his three voyages in the North. Barentsz died in the spring 
of 1597 on his return trip to Holland during his f inal voyage. Heemskerck, 
the expedition’s second leader, made it home. Over the next few years he 
made several voyages to the East Indies, servicing the early companies that 
would later be united in the Dutch East India Company (VOC).24 In 1603 near 
Singapore, Heemskerck seized the Portuguese carrack the Santa Catarina, 
the richest prize ever seized at sea but also an important casus belli, which in 
turn led to Hugo Grotius’s Mare Liberum.25 Although Heemskerck played an 
important role here, his involvement in these events has not become solidly 
associated with him in Dutch collective memory. Gibraltar, in contrast, has.

Heemskerck’s endeavours in the East, however, demonstrate how Euro-
pean war and rivalry among European states had become globalized at the 
turn of the seventeenth century.26 The Dutch struggle for independence and 
their share in the expanding global trade was fought out in the Netherlands, 
in the East and West Indies, and – back to Gibraltar – in 1607. The battle 
occurred, as we can note in hindsight, at almost exactly the midpoint of 
the Eighty Years’ War.

This decisive Dutch victory in April 1607 was a major defeat for the 
Spanish: 21 ships destroyed, and 4,000 deaths – with no Dutch ships sunk 
and only 100 Dutch casualties. This lopsided outcome, of course, greatly 

21	 Barentsz 1595, ‘Beschrijvinghe vande ZeeCusten van Spagnien’, fol. I1r-I2r.
22	 Hellinga 2016, 98–102 is the most elaborate recent description of Heemskerck’s life.
23	 L’Honoré Naber 2013; Roeper et al. 1996.
24	 On the early companies, see general histories of the VOC, e.g. Gaastra 2003. See also Witteveen 
2002; Van Netten 2020.
25	 Van Ittersum 2006.
26	 See for instance Glete 2000, 116–128; Parker 1988, 3–4; Van Groesen 2018, 171–175.
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inf luenced the way the story was told and visualized by contemporary 
writers and would be by later historians. The battle’s tale has not at all 
been told or visualized from the Spanish – losing – side.27 In addition, in 
contemporary Dutch pamphlets and prints, as well as in later history books, 
the commanding Spanish admiral is mostly not mentioned by name. Don 
Juan Álvarez de Avila, an experienced commander who had fought, for 
example, in the famous Battle of Lepanto (1571), did not receive hero status 
due to his losing the last f ight of his life.28 Only the winners made history.

Spreading the News

The battle happened almost 2,000 kilometres from the Dutch homeland, 
several weeks away by sail. It is important to bear in mind that in 1607 a 
concept like contemporaneity did not yet exist.29 News could not travel 
faster than a horse could run or a ship could sail. Events happened, and then 
the news of it was consumed days, weeks or months later, depending on the 
distance as well as natural barriers and the weather. It is not exactly clear 
how the news reached the Netherlands, but according to the Resolutions of 
the States General it did so on 2 June.30 For the victory to be celebrated, the 
news had to spread further. Presumably, most of its propagation happened 
orally and has left no material trace. The f irst objects involved in the battle’s 
celebration were written letters and printed pamphlets. Their materiality 
allowed them to be quickly produced: a few pages could easily be printed 
in a few days, if a printer was willing to devote presses and some hands to 
the task.

A pamphlet that lists no date of publication was printed in Delft, claiming 
to be a copy of a letter by Captain Lambert Hendrickxs to the board of 
Rotterdam’s admiralty chamber.31 It asserts that it was signed on the Spanish 
coast on 10 May. By mentioning the name, place and date this paper object 
conveys certainty and trustworthiness. The title narrates how ‘Holland’s 
Armada’ has conquered nine great galleons and some other Spanish war-
ships. It mentions the hero ‘General Heemskerck’ and the place ‘in the 
bay and before the city of Gibraltar’. Because of the haste to be produced 

27	 Also not mentioned in Rodríguez 2003.
28	 He is mentioned in Daalder 2006 though not for example in Sigmond et al. 2014 or in the 
overview works on the Eighty Years’ War previously mentioned.
29	 Dooley 2010.
30	 Rijperman 1970, 30–31; Lawrence 1992, 270.
31	 Anonymous 1607a.
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quickly, the title page shows only a generic woodcut of a ship with full 
sails. It could be a mountain in the background, but the depicted seascape 
is not necessarily a bay, let alone a body of water near Gibraltar. The scene 
depicted is also not a battle.

In his text, Hendricksz skips preambles or context and begins the 
narrative the moment Dutch ships sail into the bay. Neither the route to 
Gibraltar nor any of its geographical features play a role. There is a city, armed 
with artillery defences, but that is all the coast the reader encounters. The 
greater part of the text discusses strategy: the Dutch decided to attack every 
large Spanish ship with two of their smaller vessels.32 Hendricksz’s quite 
unstructured letter ends by noting that the f irst shot taken by the Spanish 
admiral struck the left leg of ‘the General’ (i.e. Heemskerck), resulting in 
the latter’s death. A kind of postscript, given in a different font, adds that 
a certain Englishman and a Scotsman had said that a certain Spaniard 
had declared 2,000–2,500 Spaniards to be dead. The text and the image of 
this pamphlet did not convey fake news, as far as we can tell, but it was, 
nonetheless, vague news, and yet to be confirmed. As is known from research 
into news consumption, early modern readers avidly waited for sources of 
information and compared what news they received to ensure that they 
knew for certain what happened, especially regarding wars fought far away.33

Not much is known about the production of this four-page pamphlet. It 
was printed by Jan Andriesz [Cloeting] in Delft, but it remains unclear when 
it was made and how many copies were printed.34 It is not entirely illogical, 
however, to assume at least several hundreds of copies were disseminated 
in, and probably also beyond, Holland. Later in 1607, more printed material 
on Gibraltar was published – presumably later, since these other pamphlets 
and newsprints have lengthier texts and offer a more polished narrative of 
the battle, and in several cases involve the much more lengthy procedure of 
copper engraving or etching. Two more pamphlets meant that there was a 
mass of paper objects on the (book) market, sold in shops and by pedlars and 
bought by a wide range of literate Hollanders. Possibly they were read out 
loud to reach many more people.35 The ‘history and general description of 
that delightful victory’ by eyewitness Joris van Spilbergen, and the ‘veritable 
story of the f ine sea battle’ both offer a factual sequence of events in a mostly 

32	 Hellinga 2016, 101.
33	 Van Groesen 2013.
34	 Cloeting did much more of this kind of printing; see his titles in the Short Title Catalogue, 
Netherlands.
35	 Deen et al. 2011; Harms et al. 2013.
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chronological order – apart from the death of Heemskerck, presented at 
the end of the narrative.36 While he had been shot, as is mentioned in the 
pamphlets, at the very start of the battle, this became known only when 
the f ight was over and the skies had cleared.37

These two accounts tell a bit more about geography and the natural 
surroundings related to the battle. For the reader they map the entire route 
the Dutch force had taken. After unsuccessful searches around Lisbon 
and Cadiz, informed by reports of spies, rumours and deductions, they 
determined that the Spanish fleet must be in the Bay of Gibraltar. The bay 
is explicitly linked with the city in these narratives, which explains how 
the city’s cannons tried (in vain) to protect the ships in the bay. The water 
and the coastal strip of land are presented together as enemy territory. The 
rock is nowhere mentioned in these written accounts.

As with the inset topographical map in the Visscher plate mentioned 
above, the pamphlets bring the other side of the strait into view as well. This 
area is called Barbaria, a land that – from a Christian European perspec-
tive – was inhabited by ‘others’: Muslims, whom the Dutch generically 
called ‘Turks’. In this narrative, they are not only geographically close by 
but are also presented as friends. For the Dutch, they were the enemy of 
the enemy, and apparently cheered the humiliating defeat inflicted upon 
the Spanish. Barbarians or not, these people helped the Dutch to repair 
their ships and sails.38

Celebrating the Hero

Fatally struck down at the beginning of the battle,39 Jacob van Heemskerck 
could not be credited with heroic deeds during this particular battle. The 
texts therefore emphasize that it was Heemskerck who led the Dutch to their 
encounter with the Spanish Armada and that it was he who had thought out 
the battle strategy. In (news)prints in 1607, his likeness appeared everywhere. 
His portrait takes centre stage in Visscher’s newsprint, a man in full armour 
who is bareheaded, since he needed to be crowned with a laurel wreath 
and thus be presented as a victor. On a very similar portrait, engraved by 

36	 Van Spilbergen 1607; Anonymous 1607b.
37	 Hellinga 2016, 102.
38	 Van Spilbergen 1607, last page.
39	 More on the trajectory of the bullet that killed him in Van Meteren 1614, fol 565v; Van Duijnen 
2021, 57.
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Christoffel van Sichem, the wreath is replaced by the Bay of Gibraltar.40 The 
words ‘baije de Gibraltar’ appear on either side of his head, convincingly 
suggesting, like the mountains around the bay, foreign territory. The bay 
literally frames the man. Heemskerck and Gibraltar became interlocked, 
as Nelson would later be inextricably entwined with Trafalgar.

More elaborately, the same sort of linkage can be found on Visscher’s print. 
Heemskerck is surrounded by the ubiquitous word ‘Gibraltar’ and no less than 
three depictions of the bay, each time with mountains, a lighthouse and a typical 
windmill – all emphasizing the Spanishness of the scene. The whole print has to 
be read as a counter-clockwise comic strip, as is also indicated by the lettering 
in the upper pictures.41 The portrait of Heemskerck and the topographic map in 
the lower left corner serve as static exceptions, defining the location and the hero 
of the story. The rectangles in the upper corners show the situation just before 
and just after the battle. The battle itself is pictured in the lower two-thirds 
of the print. It is remarkable (though not rare) that the ships are not rendered 
on the same scale as the bay is: relatively large, they overpower the Spanish 
fleet and the onlooker’s gaze. While the scene seems at first a bit chaotic, on 
further consideration one becomes aware of the same order as is narrated in 
the pamphlets. Larger Spanish ships are attacked by two smaller Dutch ships at 
once. The one admiral is confronting the other admiral, and the vice-admirals 
are together as well. What must have been obvious to early modern onlookers 
was all the flags flaring eastwards, indicating a favourable wind supporting the 
Dutch. Such a providential, or Protestant, wind – which had also blown in 1588 
against the Spanish Armada – indicated the apparently well-deserved help of 
an almighty God.42 As in the texts, this visual narrative makes the surrounding 
coast, especially the castle and the city, part of the battlefield. Viewing the 
picture, it becomes immediately clear that the cannons on the shore, there to 
protect the Spanish vessels, could only have damaged these ships.

Though the portrait in the Visscher print suggests a living hero, stating 
his age as 39 (Heemskerck actually turned 40 a few weeks before the battle), 
his coff in and his funeral are depicted next to the portrait. On 8 June, 
Heemskerck was given a public state funeral, the f irst since William of 
Orange’s in 1584. He was the f irst (but def initely not the last) naval hero 
to be bestowed with such an honour. Cynthia Lawrence has argued that 

40	 C. van Sichem, Portrait of Jacob van Heemskerck, ca. 1607, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
41	 A-D-CB from left to right. The pictures also contain lowercase lettering indicating ships 
and numbers indicating objects surrounding the funeral, though a legend has not been handed 
down.
42	 Degroot 2018, 198.
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he became almost instantly a ‘secular saint’,43 an exemplar of courage and 
virtue most welcome as the Dutch struggled for freedom and independence.

The funeral procession through Amsterdam is shown right next to 
Heemskerck’s head. During this possession, and afterwards, objects featured 
prominently. As can be seen in the image, not only his coffin with his sword, 
but also his shield, armour and helmet, were carried. The image on the left 
shows how these pieces later hung above Heemskerck’s grave. The armour 
is now kept in the Rijksmuseum and was included in Gijs van der Ham’s 
‘history of the Netherlands in 100 objects’.44 Van der Ham states that the 
left leg is missing, consistent with the story of Heemskerck’s end in the 
letters and the pamphlets. Meanwhile, stylistic differences and the fact 
that Visscher’s print shows a two-legged piece of armour led Van der Ham 
to conclude that the armour now in the Rijksmuseum is not the armour 
that hung in the Oude Kerk, and presumably neither was the armour worn 
by Heemskerck in battle.45 Nonetheless, this demonstrates how objects 
play a role in rituals – a funeral being at once a commemoration and a 
celebration. The stories carried by objects are much more important than 
their authenticity.46

The most monumental carved marble object in this story is Heemskerck’s 
sepulchral monument in the Oude Kerk, designed by Hendrick de Keyser 
(f ig. 3.2). It has been extensively analysed by Lawrence. The stone includes 
a longer Latin and a shorter Dutch text.47 The latter states how Heemskerck 
lost his life in service to his country at Gibraltar. The Latin text is f illed 
with even more geographical references. Voyages to Nova Zembla near the 
North Pole, and to the East Indies in the direction of the South Pole, are 
mentioned, thus emphasizing the global reach of the hero. His last battle 
is localized near ‘the castle and the city of Gibraltar’. We read as well that 
‘with Herculean courage he destroyed the fleet in the Herculean Strait’. This 
phrase has led Lawrence to suggest that the columns on either side of the 
stone refer to Hercules as well.48 This last association is not fully convincing. 
Not only because many other earlier and later tombs and monuments (like 
those devoted to William of Orange and Michiel de Ruyter) feature columns, 
but also because the pillars are nowhere else described or depicted in the 
accounts of Heemskerck’s death or this battle. More obvious examples for 

43	 Lawrence 1992. See also Rommelse 2016.
44	 Van der Ham 2013, 116–120.
45	 Van der Ham 2013, 118.
46	 See for example Van Deinsen et al. 2018.
47	 Translated in Lawrence 1992, 294 (appendix I).
48	 Lawrence 1992, 276.
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Figure 3.2 Hendrick de Keyser, Sepulchral Monument for Jacob van Heemskerck, 1609, Amsterdam, 
Oude Kerk.
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this visual spectacle would be the title pages of Waghenaer’s pilot guide 
Spieghel or Ortelius’s atlas Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (1570).49

The lower part of the tombstone is nowadays too worn out to distinguish 
anything on it, but a seventeenth-century print clearly shows the same 
view that we f ind in Visscher’s print: a bird’s-eye perspective from the strait 
encompassing the bay full of ships, the castle and the slopes of the mountain 
on the right, with the indispensable Spanish windmill in the background.50 
On some other objects, made of metal, we encounter the same view. In 1611 
Dirck Strijker succeeded in copying the entire print on two sides of a medal 
with a diameter of 5 centimetres.51 One side depicts the bay with the city 
and the ships, including words referring to the topography and the ship’s 
commanders; on top, the portrait and the bay before and after the battle are 
shown. The other side contains representations of the funeral procession 
and Heemskerck’s grave. The medals indicate how this scenery of Gibraltar 
had become standardized, and how the story of Heemskerck and the battle 
had become the basis for collector’s items.

Shifting the Laurel

‘Gibraltar’ became incorporated into collections of medals and into collective 
memory. The battle’s history was also recorded in many paper objects that 
were more voluminous: books. Newsprints were collected in albums to 
present an overview of recent history, as evident, for example, in the many 
prints by Frans Hogenberg and his son Abraham from their workshop in 
Cologne.52 They are famous for their visualizations of key moments in the 
Dutch Revolt, and they also printed a depiction of the Battle of Gibraltar, 
in 1607 or shortly thereafter.53 The image commemorating the victory is 
comparable with Visscher’s – we see ships in the bay, viewed from the 
strait – but Hogenberg put his own spin on the story (f ig. 3.3).

There is a bird’s-eye view as well, but the vantage point is higher up, 
allowing the viewer to see only half the bay (including a windmill); the rock 
is diminished. The Hogenberg image is a bit more dramatic than Visscher’s 
because of the centrality of the burning Spanish ship and the soldiers in 

49	 Lawrence 1992, 282–283 mentions Waghenaer in this regard, but not Ortelius, whose title 
page is even closer, with the cloth and the head at the bottom.
50	 Heinsius 1616, 2.
51	 Dirkx 2018.
52	 On Hogenberg: Voges 2019.
53	 F. Hogenberg (atelier), Naval Battle at Gibraltar 1607, 1607–1609, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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the water. More than in Visscher’s image, the perspective makes it possible 
to stack the ships and show different parts and stages of the battle at the 
same time. Like Visscher, Hogenberg provides a topographical inset map, 
featuring compass lines, anchors and, in his case, depths, suggesting the 
precision and reliability of a sea chart. Heemskerck himself, though, is 
lessened. Below the image his name is mentioned at the beginning of a short 
poem in German (in the Latin version there are only Batavi in general). In 
addition to there being no portrait, it is not even clear, in the quite chaotic 
representation of the battle, which ship is the Dutch admiral’s. The legend 
below refers only to Spanish buildings and Spanish ships (though without 
specif ically naming any Spanish ships or people).

While in Amsterdam Heemskerck’s memory was being upheld – the 
epitaph in the Oude Kerk was prepared in 1609 – another tradition of remem-
brance was already starting. The battle starring Heemskerck now became 
one of the many victories of Stadholder (later Prince) Maurice of Nassau. 
One more print of the victory, the perspective and the outline strongly 
reminiscent of Visscher’s central scene, albeit more crudely executed, was 
inserted in a book by Jan Jansz Orlers titled ‘the laurel wreath of Nassau, 
description and illustration of all the victories … that the almighty God has 

Figure 3.3 Frans Hogenberg (workshop), Naval Battle at Gibraltar 1607, 1607–1609, etching, 245x320 
mm, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv.no. RP-P-OB-78.784-331.
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provided to the States of the United Netherlands, by the wise and brave 
generalship of Prince Maurice of Nassau’ (1610).54 The laurel goes quite 
explicitly to the Nassaus here. In the text Heemskerck receives some praise, 
but the paratext refers to Maurice, the States General and the Dutch fleet: 
Heemskerck is not in the image, the titles, the header or the text in the 
margins.55

Paintings ultimately celebrated the victory at Gibraltar, though these 
began to appear much later than all the paper objects devoted to the battle. 
Obviously the materiality of paintings dictates a much longer production 
process than would be necessitated by the cheap manufacture of printed 
objects. It took a decade for the f irst painting to be f inished: in 1617 Adam 
Willaerts presented the battle, with a remarkable focus on the Spanish cav-
alry on land (f ig. 3.4).56 The ships form little more than a background scene, 
together with the rock viewed from the west and thus given unprecedented 
prominence. A few years later, Willaerts again painted Gibraltar with the 
ships in the background. The landscape is recognizably that of Gibraltar but 
is confusingly a mirror image (the windmill is on the other side of the rock). 
According to Peter Sigmond, the reverse orientation was adopted because 
this painting served as a model for an engraving.57 In the foreground there 
is an allegory which shows the Dutch Republic f ighting with Spain over a 
golden stick, symbolizing sea power. Other countries are watching. The 
battle in the background is assumed to refer to the war’s outcome, which 
in the 1620s was, however, not at all certain.

In 1621, after the Twelve Years’ Truce, the war resumed. Just afterwards, 
and not unrelated to the continuance of hostilities, the painter Cornelisz 
Claesz van Wieringen created the largest representation of the Gibraltar 
battle.58 The painting, f ive meters wide and over two meters high, is impos-
sible to reproduce in a book. The viewpoint is even lower than Visscher’s, 
rendering the landscape vague, although the rock and the windmill are un-
mistakeably present. The drama comes to the fore even more in Wieringen’s 

54	 B.W. Dolendo, Naval Battle at Gibraltar, 1607, 1607–1610, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. Also 
see: Orlers 1610, 206–207.
55	 Orlers 1610, 206–212.
56	 A. Willaerts, The Victory over the Spanish at Gibraltar, 1617, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. Also 
see: Sigmond et al. 2014, 32-34.
57	 A. Willaerts, Battle for the Golden Stick, c. 1615–c. 1630, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. Also see: 
Sigmond et al. 2014, 34–35.
58	 C.C. van Wieringen, The Battle of Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 [modello], c. 1622, Amsterdam, 
National Maritime Museum. Also see: Daalder 2008; Daalder 2010. On Cornelisz Claesz van 
Wieringen, see also several articles and a work in progress by Ron Brand.
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test piece, where he highlighted only the clash between the two admirals’ 
ships (f ig. 3.5).59 Michel van Duijnen wrote a booklet titled Flying heads 
and snapping limbs about this painting, focusing on the rare rendering of 
violence in the image (mostly absent from the printed representations).60 
The test piece and a so-called modello (a sketchy painting in a smaller 
format) were required since the large painting was a gift by the Admiralty 
of Amsterdam for Maurice of Nassau.61 Such a present could only be grand 
and impressive. Besides, it is a piece of propaganda for Maurice, and this 
comes at Heemskerck’s expense. The admiral is nowhere to be seen in the 
painting. Maurice’s yacht, adorned with his coat of arms, occupies the 
foreground of the visual narrative. In the modello it is not yet there, so the 
work’s commissioners must have asked for it specifically. Maurice, obviously, 
had not been present at Gibraltar, or at any naval battle – though in this 
painting the victory is claimed for him.

59	 C.C. van Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar 1607. Exploding of the Spanish Admiral’s Ship, c. 1621, 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
60	 Van Duijnen 2021.
61	 C.C. van Wieringen, The Battle of Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 [modello], c. 1622, Amsterdam, 
National Maritime Museum. Also see: Daalder 2011.

Figure 3.5 C.C. van Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar 1607. Exploding of the Spanish Admiral’s Ship, c. 
1621, oil on canvas, 136,8x187 cm, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv.no. SK-A-2163.
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This way of presenting Gibraltar as just one of Maurice’s many victories 
can also be found on a print titled Liberum Belgium (1624). There the Stad-
holder (then also Prince), honoured as ‘protector of religion and freedom’, is 
literally surrounded by his victories, including Gibraltar.62 As with Orlers’s 
work, Heemskerck is mentioned, but it is immediately clear who is the hero. 
A comparable strategy is discernible on the title page of Pieter Bor’s ‘history 
of the Dutch wars’ (1634), where Maurice is surrounded by some of the cities 
he has successfully besieged, as well as by depictions of the f irst Dutch ships 
to the Dutch East Indies and the wintering on Nova Zembla – which was 
experienced, even led by Heemskerck, though increasingly presented as 
having been in the service of the Prince.63

Conclusion

The great victory at Gibraltar in 1607 did not lead to territorial or political 
changes. The Dutch may have won the naval battle but they did not conquer 
Spanish territory. Later, Emanuel van Meteren claimed that they would 
have if Heemskerck had not been killed.64 Some historians have posited 
that the victory contributed to the 1609 truce between the Dutch rebels 
and the Spanish king, while others have argued it only lengthened the 
war.65 In any case, the victory was a victory, and it remained a good story 
for centuries to come, for example in the seventeenth-century histories by 
Bor and Van Meteren.66

Jacob van Heemskerck became a hero. The fact that he died in battle, a 
battle the Dutch won, was of paramount importance for his funeral and his 
later status. In this respect, the part played by the Spanish bullet cannot be 
overestimated. Later, Heemskerck’s role was diminished, made subordinate 
to a nationalistic story centring on Maurice. In the nineteenth century, 
however, he was rediscovered as a national hero (mostly, but not exclusively, 
with Barentsz in relation to the Nova Zembla episode).67 Over the course 
of the twentieth and the twenty-f irst centuries, Heemskerck’s fame faded, 
certainly compared to that of other naval heroes like Tromp or De Ruyter. 

62	 S. van de Passe after a design by A. van Nieulandt, Maurice as Protector of Religion and 
Freedom, or: Liberum Belgium, 1624, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
63	 Bor 1634.
64	 Van Meteren 1614, fols. 563v–566v.
65	 For a discussion, see: Luyckx 2023, especially ch. 2.
66	 Van Meteren 1614; Bor 1634.
67	 On Heemskerck’s other heroic deeds, see: Tollens 1819. See also Visser 1904.
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He did not even earn a place on the longlist of more than 200 persons on 
the 2002 election of ‘the greatest Dutch person’ of all time.68

Regarding the impact of the story, the hero was as important as the 
surrounding landscape. In the battle’s visual representations, the bay, the 
mountainous coast, the rock, the windmill and the city of Gibraltar served 
as memorial aids to honour the victory in foreign territory. See, for example, 
another painting of Gibraltar by Willaerts (1639), featuring what had become 
the standard viewpoint from the strait, visually referring to Wieringen 
but with the rock shifted northwards, to bring it into full view, as he had 
painted it before.69

Heemskerck and Gibraltar became inextricably intertwined. The story of 
the fallen hero and the victorious engagement was commemorated by many 
portable objects, bringing Heemskerck and the landscape from Gibraltar to 
the Netherlands. The sepulchral monument and the large paintings were 
made for eternity, and indeed they are still on display in Amsterdam. The 
bullet is lost, as well as the vast majority of the paper objects related to the 
event. In their own time, because of their sheer numbers and dissemination, 
these paper objects had a far greater impact on contemporary audiences than 
what are currently deemed the most impressive objects. Short pamphlets and 
single-sheet prints could be produced quickly and copied easily. Comparing 
the f irst pamphlets, the later newsprints and the much later paintings, 
it becomes clear how the materiality of each reflected their production 
process and is associated with their timing. In the seventeenth century, 
many more people must have seen a printed representation of the Gibraltar 
battle than viewed one of the paintings. Due to the prominent place of Van 
Wieringen’s work in the Rijksmuseum and the National Maritime Museum 
in Amsterdam, the reverse is the case in the twenty-f irst century.

The story was created and conveyed not by the bullet but by ink on paper. 
We know about the bullet because of the slip of paper and the poem written 
about it. Another case in point is the fact that Heemskerck’s tombstone 
and the aforementioned medals were represented in print as well. Later, 
songs about Heemskerck and Gibraltar were collected and printed.70 Here 
a caveat needs to be inserted: history was not only written and published 
but also spoken and sung by the victors. The focus on objects yields many 

68	 The whole list can be found on Wikipedia. URL ‘De Grootste Nederlander/ Genomineerden’, 
2002: https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/De_grootste_Nederlander/genomineerden (last accessed 
1 November 2023).
69	 A. Willaerts, The Victory on the Spanish at Gibraltar, 1639, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
70	 See for example: Valerius 1626, 201–202.
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new insights but can also obscure the not-so-tangible past. An even more 
comprehensive story of Gibraltar and the Eighty Years’ War in general should 
also include songs and music, showing how materiality and orality formed 
the early modern world of experience.

The conversational turn would be a fascinating next step, after, over the 
course of this essay, we have realized how far the material turn has brought 
us. An interdisciplinary approach helps take text and image into account. In 
this research, maritime and naval history were infused with insights from 
recent history on memory culture and the spread of news via printed media. 
The combination of a broad range of objects and a wide range of disciplines 
yields a more-dimensional picture of the past. A whole web of objects, held 
together by intertextual and intervisual links most importantly entrusted 
to paper, made the battle literally tangible to, and able to be celebrated by, 
a large audience in the land of the winners.
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