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Formatting Unity: Representations of 
King Willem i of the United Kingdom 

of the Netherlands (1815-30)

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

•  j e n n y  r e y n a e r t s  •

I n November 1813, when Napoleon’s 
defeat appeared inevitable, Willem 

Frederik, Prince of Orange-Nassau 
(1772-1843), returned to the Nether-
lands to assert his right to power. 
However – in part at the urging of  
his mother, Princess Wilhelmina of 
Prussia – he did not elect to take the 
title of Stadholder or Prince tradition-
ally held by the House of Orange,  
nor that of King of Holland – the title 
adopted by Louis Bonaparte. Instead 
he became the ‘sovereign ruler of the 
United Kingdom of the Netherlands’.1 
On 20 March 1814 he was inaugurated 
under that title in Amsterdam. A year 
later, on 16 March, less than a month 
after Napoleon’s sensational escape 
from exile on Elba, he proclaimed 
himself King of the United Nether-
lands and Duke of Luxembourg. In 
September 1815, after the Battle of 
Waterloo, he was officially installed  
in Brussels as Willem i, King of the 
United Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
and he also became Grand Duke of 
Luxembourg.

The Orange monarchy and the 
composite state were both new 
phenomena, and both had to be 
presented in images to inform the  
new nation’s subjects. Only Louis 
Bonaparte, Napoleon’s brother, had 
preceded Willem as King of Holland 
(1806-10), during the Napoleonic 
regime. Monuments, statues, state 

portraits and paintings of relevant 
historical events were the traditional 
means of introducing new rulers. A 
full-length state portrait, with copies 
hanging in town halls and other public 
spaces, was the most useful of these, 
but it was a relatively new phenom-
enon in the Low Countries. The only 
recent examples were the portraits of 
Napoleon and Louis Bonaparte.

The state portrait of King Willem i 
in the Rijksmuseum’s collection (fig. 1), 
dating from 1819, shows him swathed 
in the royal robe with the regalia. It is 
the most widely reproduced portrait of 
the king and one of only two currently 
on permanent public display; the other 
is in Paleis Het Loo. In fact, this portrait 
is the fourth in a series of probably 
seven painted by Joseph Paelinck 
(1781-1839) between 1814 and 1827.  
The series is ordered and analyzed for 
the first time in this article. Unlike  
the painters of most state portraits, 
Paelinck did not simply produce repeats, 
instead using different attributes to 
make each portrait an allusion to an 
important moment in the history of 
the young United Kingdom.

This series is then compared with  
all the presently known state portraits 
painted by other artists between  
1814 and 1830, the point at which the 
southern provinces seceded. These 
paintings give an impression of the 
creation of an image for the brand new 

	 Fig. 1
joseph paelinck , 
Portrait of Willem i, 
King of the 
Netherlands, 1819.  
Oil on canvas,  
227 x 155.5 cm.  
Lower left:  
j. paelinck peintre  
de s.m. la reine  
des pays bas a 
bruxelles. 1819. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-c-1460; 
on loan from the 
Dienst voor ’s  
Rijks Verspreide 
Kunstvoorwerpen. 
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monarchy, which had to be modern  
yet at the same time leant on the past. 
Artists from the southern provinces 
prove to have played a strikingly 
important role in the process, and  
that fact, too, deserves attention.2 

Paelinck’s Portraits of Willem i
Paelinck’s first commission dates from 
1814. In that year Willem i paid his 
respects, as sovereign ruler, in various 
towns and cities in his new kingdom. 
Although the Congress of Vienna 
would not decide on the final form of 
the Netherlands until the autumn of 
1815, the allies, particularly the British, 
wanted the northern and southern 
Netherlands joined together to create a 
strong, defendable buffer on France’s 
northern border. Willem was also keen 
to add Luxembourg, the German region 
between the Maas and the Rhine and 
his former possessions in Germany 
(Nassau and Fulda) to the territory of 
the Netherlands, but in 1814 he was  
still engaged in negotiations.3 

On 10 September 1814 Willem 
visited the city of Ghent, where he was 
enthusiastically received. This was the 
first of what were known as the Joyous 
Entries, in which Willem followed  
the tradition of the former Habsburg 
rulers.4 The programme included an 
audience granted to a delegation from 
the Society for Fine Arts and Litera-
ture (founded in 1808), who asked him 
to become their patron. The monarch 
agreed – as he did to the Society’s 
request that he should pose for a 
full-length portrait by Paelinck.5 

Joseph Paelinck had been a member 
of the Society for Fine Arts since 1811.6 
He was a farmer’s son, but had trained 
at the Drawing Academy in Ghent.7  
In 1795 the city awarded him a scholar
ship to continue his studies at Jacques-
Louis David’s workshop in Paris. There 
he made his name as a portraitist to  
the Establishment. He received com- 
missions from Napoleon and painted, 
among others, the portrait of Empress 
Joséphine and of the prefect of the 

Scheldt Department, Guillaume-Charles 
Faipoult, under whose administration 
the Society for Fine Arts was estab-
lished (fig. 2).8 Inª 1808, with an 
allowance from the city of Ghent, 
Paelinck went to Rome; he spent four 
years there, cementing his rapidly 
growing fame with large altarpieces 
for the Church of St Michael in Ghent 
and other important commissions.9 
After 1813 his clientele effortlessly 
mirrored the political upheavals, as 
was the case with other artists.10 

Paelinck’s commission to paint the 
king was generally seen as the start of 
the revival of the Flemish School. As 
the Rotterdamse Courant put it: ‘thus 
we see increasingly proclaimed under a 

	 Fig. 2
joseph paelinck , 
Portrait of 
Guillaume-Charles 
Faipoult, Prefect  
of the Scheldt 
Department, 1807.  
Oil on canvas, 
173 x 274 cm.  
Ghent, Museum  
of Fine Arts,  
inv. no. 2005-bl.
Photo: Lukas –  
Art in Flanders/ 
Hugo Maertens.
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paternal and national Government the 
return of the great days of the Flemish 
School.’11 This sentiment expressed 
more than just the revival of the 
glorious age of Rubens and Van Dyck; 
it was a desire for a new Netherlandish 
school of painting that would bring 
renown to the recently created twin 
state – art that would offer an amalgam
ation of the characteristics of the 
Flemish and Dutch painting of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  
In the end, however, no such shared 
style of painting emerged in the fifteen 
years that the United Kingdom existed.12

The king sat to Paelinck twice in 
Brussels.13 The Nederlandse Staats-
courant of 22 December 1814 published 
a lengthy account of the painting, 
which was almost finished. ‘The 
composition is in some respects 
historical; it depicts hrh in the  
large salon of the Count of Hane  
de Steenhuysen, intendant of the 
department, at the moment that his 
highness had signed his name in the 
society’s album [italics jr]; of which  
he declares himself to be the patron. 
The Sovereign’s pose is noble and at 
the same time natural, and his dress, 
according to his wish, very plain.  
This plainness contrasts in the hap- 
piest manner with the opulence of the 
background and of all the accoutre-
ments that are in a sense required in 
such a portrait.’14 The current where
abouts of the portrait are unknown, 
but in view of the versions that will  
be discussed later we may assume  
that the style in which the painter had 
portrayed the king corresponds with 
the portrait of the prefect Faipoult, 
characterized by the smooth execution 
and strong lines of Neoclassicism in 
the manner of David.

Until 1830 the portrait was part of 
the collection of the Society for Fine 
Arts. It features in first place on the  
list of objects in the collection drawn 
up between 1829 and 1831: ‘Portrait  
of hm the King of the Netherlands, 
patron of the Society, painted by  

Mr J. Paelinck’.15 In the 1836 catalogue, 
however, neither the portrait nor the 
king’s patronage appears.16 Belgian 
independence was proclaimed in 1830 
and the fervently Orangist city of Ghent 
had been in a state of siege since 1831. 
Statutory regulations prohibited any 
reference to Willem i or other Orangist 
matters.17 

In February 1815 the Prince of 
Orange visited Paelinck’s studio and 
admired the portrait of his father. In 
April Paelinck was able to show it to 
the king himself, who was very pleased 
with it.18 At the king’s invitation, the 
artist went to The Hague to present it. 
Given that the Ghent portrait was in 
the collection of the Society of Fine 
Arts there, this must have been a new 
portrait. Willem I was satisfied and 
awarded Paelinck the commission for a 
full-length portrait of his wife, Queen 
Wilhelmina.19 The reminiscences of 
Anton Reinhard Falck, recorded in 
1844 by Ghent member of the Society 
of Fine Arts, L.J. Kesteloot, man of 
letters and Falck’s physician, provide 
additional information. Paelinck 
visited Kesteloot with the finished 
portrait on 30 January 1815 and met 
Falck, who was also there.20 At that 
time Falck was Secretary of State, a 
very senior position with direct access 
to the king. According to Kesteloot, 
Falck was so enthusiastic about the 
painting that he invited Paelinck to 
visit the court in The Hague at his 
expense. Oddly, Kesteloot describes 
the king as ‘dressed in the royal robes’. 
His memory must have been playing 
tricks on him, because this would  
have been impossible in January 1815; 
Willem i was not officially inaugurated 
as king until the September of that year. 

The ‘Hague’ portrait is now in Paleis 
Het Loo (fig. 3). It corresponds in 
broad outline to the description of  
the Ghent painting reported in the 
Nederlandsche Staatscourant. It is a 
powerful composition with the accent 
on vertical lines. The setting has been 
kept quite simple, so may well differ 
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from that of the Ghent portrait, which 
was described as a sumptuous inter-
ior. Willem Frederik is dressed in the 
uniform of a general of the Konink-
lijke Landmacht – the Royal Army – 
which he had officially established on  
9 January 1814.21 He wears a dark blue 
jacket with red piping, gold buttons 
and gold braid epaulettes, an upstand-
ing collar and cuffs in red, embroidered 
with gold thread, grey pantaloons and 
an Orange sash around his waist.22 His 

general’s cocked hat with a plume lies 
on the table. We can date this picture 
with reasonable precision because the 
king is wearing the star of the British 
Order of the Garter. After 30 April 
1815 the king no longer wore this 
British decoration, but the Willems
orde, the highest Dutch military order, 
which he created on that date. This, 
taken in conjunction with a reference 
to a payment to Paelinck on 8 April 
1815 in Willem i’s cashbook, enables us 

	 Fig. 3
joseph paelinck , 
Portrait of King 
Willem i (1772-1843), 
1815.  
Oil on canvas,  
216 x 149 cm.  
Not signed or dated. 
Apeldoorn,  
Paleis Het Loo,  
inv. no. sc413;  
on loan from the 
Royal Collections,
The Hague.



t a n g i b l e  m e m o r i e s :  w a t e r l o o  r e l i c s  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y

263

f o r m a t t i n g  u n i t y :  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  k i n g  w i l l e m  i  o f  t h e  u n i t e d  k i n g d o m  o f  t h e  n e t h e r l a n d s  ( 1 8 1 5 - 3 0 )

referred to above, where Willem signs 
the Society’s album as its patron. The 
inkwell and quill pen on the table re- 
inforce this impression. We will only 
know how the two versions compare  
if and when the first one surfaces. 

Paelinck finished the pendant portrait 
of Queen Wilhelmina in September 1815 
and was rewarded with his appointment 
as court painter to the queen (fig. 4). 
This portrait was also extremely well 
received; the likeness was praised for 

to date this second version to around 
April 1815.23

Willem i rests his left hand on the hilt 
of his sword; with his right he points  
to the table, on which lies a book open 
at the map of his new kingdom.24 The 
tablecloth is partly folded back to 
reveal the leg of the table – a stylized 
lion as a reference to the Dutch lion. 
The open book, which does not have 
any actual function, is reminiscent of 
the description of the Ghent work 

	 Fig. 4
joseph paelinck , 
Portrait of  
Wilhelmina of Prussia 
(1774-1837), 1816.  
Oil on canvas,  
223 x 151 cm. 
Apeldoorn,  
Paleis Het Loo,  
inv. no. e193;  
on loan from the 
Kanselarij der 
Nederlandse Orden. 
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the ‘gentle impression it leaves of the 
engaging character of the queen’, her 
position and pose, ‘the beauty of the 
drapery, the execution of the accesso-
ries, the liveliness and power of the 
palette’.25 

A portrait of Wilhelmina dated 1816 
is on show in Paleis Het Loo as the 

pendant to the portrait of the king. 
According to the reports in the press, 
her portrait had already been finished 
in September 1815, but Paelinck may 
have done further work on it. The  
king did not pay him until May 1816.26 
The painting is akin to the portrait  
of Willem: the pilasters behind the 

	 Fig. 5
joseph paelinck , 
Portrait of King 
Willem i of 
Orange-Nassau 
(1772-1843), 1817.  
Oil on canvas,  
225 x 153 cm.  
Right: J.Paelinck/
Brux/1817.  
Providence, R.I., 
Rhode Island School 
of Design, Museum  
of Art, Museum 
Works of Art Fund, 
inv. no. 56.090a.
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king have an abbreviated echo in the 
background to the queen. But there is 
also a striking difference: whereas there 
are no royal attributes in Willem i’s 
portrait, Wilhelmina stands before a 
throne-like armchair in Empire style, 
albeit without her embroidered initials.27 

The portraits of Willem and 
Wilhelmina were hung in the queen’s 
private apartments in Noordeinde 
Palace, in the tea salon, previously 
called Her Majesty the Queen’s salle de 
réunion or salon.28 It was here that at 
four o’clock every day, when he was 
working at home, the king would take 
tea with the queen and her ladies-in- 
waiting.29 In the room there were also 
portraits of the king’s mother, Princess 
Frederika Sophia Wilhelmina of Prussia, 
and his sister, Princess Louise, painted 
by the Antwerp artist Cornelis Cels in 
1817 and 1819 respectively.30

The next state portrait Paelinck 
painted was again at the king’s request 
and again from life (fig. 5). On 1 August 
1817 the Journal de la Province de Lim- 
bourg reported: ‘Mr Paelinck is about 
to complete the portrait of our august 
monarch, commissioned by himself 
and destined for England’ and ‘hm 
having had the generosity to grant the 
necessary sittings, the painter has skil-
fully profited from this to reunite with 
the perfect likeness the traits of affa- 
bility that characterize our sovereign’s 
face.’31 The painting was intended 
either for the English court or for 
Richard Le Poer Trench, second Earl 
of Clancarty (1767-1837), whose name 
is on the document on the table. At the 
Congress of Vienna (1814-15) and later 
as British ambassador in Brussels,  
this Anglo-Irish diplomat had made 
the case for uniting the southern and 
northern Netherlands. From 1815 
onwards, Clancarty had tirelessly 
mediated between the Netherlands  
and Germany about various border 
disputes, large and small, that had 
arisen out of the agreements reached  
at the Congress of Vienna.32 Without 
this British patronage there would 

have been no United Kingdom of the 
Netherlands.33 The portraits of Willem i 
and his consort can consequently be 
seen as evidence of appreciation and 
also, of course, as a demonstration of 
their new position. At the same time 
Clancarty had his portrait painted  
in Brussels by Paelinck, dressed in 
parliamentary robes as a member of 
the peerage and the House of Lords 
(fig. 6).34 

Again Willem i elected to have 
Paelinck paint him in his general’s 
uniform. His inauguration had taken 
place two years before, but the king 
expressly presented himself here not 
as monarch, but as commander-in-
chief of the Dutch army. He wears the 
Military Willemsorde and the Orange 
ribbon that goes with it. The compos
ition, background and position of the 
king are very similar to the painting 
made two years earlier, except that the 
king now looks the other way. 

	 Fig. 6
joseph paelinck , 
Richard Le Poer 
Trench, 2nd Earl  
of Clancarty, 1817.  
Oil on canvas,  
77.3 x 63.8 cm. 
London, National 
Portrait Gallery,  
inv. no. npg 5252.
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There are also significant differences: 
once again the king points to a map on 
the table, but now it covers the United 
Kingdom including the Grand Duchy 
of Luxembourg, which the king was 
granted by the Congress of Vienna  
in 1815 as his personal property in 
compensation for the lost principal
ities of Nassau and Fulda. The letter  
on the map contains the words ‘A  
Lord Clancarty, Ambassadeur de sa 
Majesté Britani [que]’. 

The tablecloth covers the whole table 
and its legs, but the reference to the 
Dutch lion is now found in the arms  
of the chair. A throne-like armchair 
has been added, however without  
the embroidered laurel wreath with 
Willem’s initial that later became 
standard. The chair is very similar to 
the one behind Wilhelmina in the 1816 
portrait in Paleis Het Loo. Curiously, 
Wilhelmina’s chair in the pendant 
portrait does have embroidered initials 
in a laurel wreath (fig. 7). Although it 
will become clear in later portraits that 
in the absence of a real throne artists 
were able to give their imagination free 
rein, here again we see a discrepancy  
in the hierarchy between the king and 
queen. A possible explanation could be 
that Wilhelmina was of higher rank 
than Willem i.35

Since 1956 the portraits with a 
British provenance have been in the 
collection of the Rhode Island School 
of Design Museum in Providence.36  
As early as 1991, David E. Stark, then 
curator, expressed doubts that they 
belong together. Aside from the 
difference in the thrones, the king’s 
dress does not correlate with the 
queen’s. She wears a magnificent gown 
and a crown-like tiara, so – like the 
throne – her dress is more ‘royal’ than 
Willem’s, who is not dressed in state.37 
Although it is signed by Paelinck, the 
portrait of Wilhelmina looks more like 
a rather clumsy copy of a possible, as 
yet unknown, portrait dating from 
1815.38 In particular, the length of her 
left arm is imperfectly conceived and 

unworthy of Paelinck. The position  
of the arms is reversed relative to the  
1816 portrait.39 It is therefore more 
likely that the portrait of Wilhelmina 
in Providence was made from a first 
state portrait of the queen after the 
inauguration in September 1815 or a 
print of it. It is evident from a litho-
graph published in 1815 by Jobard that 
such a portrait existed.40 This implies 
that there was also a state portrait of 
the king in royal robes. And there is 
indeed a lithograph by Jean-Baptiste 
Madou (1796-1877), again published by 
Jobard, of the king, full length, in full 
dress and ermine robe, captioned 
‘d’après Paeling pr Madou’.41 But this 
print or edition is not dated and so 
could also have been made after a later 
portrait. For now, there is no known 
state portrait of the king in royal robes  
and with regalia by Paelinck dating 
from before 1818.42

In Full Regalia: Portraits of 
the King by Paelinck

The portraits discussed so far were 
commissioned by the king himself, 
with a specific destination. The same  
is probably true of two otherwise 
unknown versions that are mentioned 
in the sources: one for the court  
in Berlin and one for the court in  
St Petersburg. De Bast also refers to 
portraits for the court in London,  
but these could be the portraits for 
Clancarty. All these portraits were 
intended for members of the family,  
by blood or marriage, who were also 
allies of the king and queen.43 In the 
Dutch National Art Collection, for 
instance, there is an unsigned half-
length portrait of Willem i in full  
dress uniform with the ribbon of the 
Grand Cross of the Willemsorde on 
his chest, which must therefore have  
been painted after 30 April 1815.44  
The background with the fluted 
pilasters echoes the portrait of  
April 1815, so that this portrait could 
possibly likewise be dated to 1815  
or 1816. Paelinck also painted other 
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members of the royal family, among 
them Princess Marianne.45 

The first known state portrait of 
Willem i with the royal robe, throne and 
regalia dates from 1818, and was painted 
by Paelinck for the assembly chamber 
of the Provincial States as a commis-
sion from the members of Brussels city 

council (fig. 8).46 The format is by now 
familiar: the king stands in a virtually 
full frontal pose in the centre of the 
space and looks to his left, away from 
the viewer. In this case, he wears the red 
robe he wore at his inauguration over 
his military dress, now the full-dress 
general’s uniform that can be identified 

	 Fig. 7
joseph paelinck , 
Portrait of Wilhelmina 
of Prussia (1774-1837), 
1817. 
Oil on canvas,  
225 x 143 cm.  
Right: J.Paelinck/
Brux/1817. Providence, 
R.I., Rhode Island 
School of Design, 
Museum of Art, 
Museum Works  
of Art Fund,  
inv. no. 56.090b.
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by the white pantaloons. The robe was 
embroidered with climbing lions, lined 
and edged with ermine and had an up- 
standing collar. With his right hand  
he points to the table, on which lies a 
document bearing the Dutch words 
that translate as ‘Constitution of the 
United Kingdom’.47 On the table beside 
the king, the inkwell and quill pen of 
the earlier portraits have made way for  
the regalia. The changed setting is also 
significant: the king is now on a dais in 
an otherwise unidentified room. This 
version of the throne behind the king 
is elaborately carved, and embroidered 
on the back is a laurel wreath which we 
may assume contains his initial. 

The king had only paid for the first 
three portraits for which he actually 
sat, so Paelinck probably copied his 
earlier work for the Brussels portrait.48 
This was a normal and even desirable 
practice given the essential recogniz-
ability of the monarch in a state por- 
trait. The changes in the attributes  
are now related to the fact that Willem 
is pictured at the moment when he 
accepts the monarchy, pointing to  
the constitution. The press expressed 
delight at the likeness of the king:  
‘Mr Paelinck has recently completed 
the full-length portrait of hm the King, 
which portrait was commissioned by 
the government of Brussels and will be 

	 Fig. 8
joseph paelinck , 
King Willem i of the 
Netherlands, 1818.  
Oil on canvas,  
246 x 177 cm.  
Lower left:  
J. Paelinck peintre  
de S.M. la Reine. 
Bruxelles 1818. 
Brussels, City Hall. 
Photo: kik-irpa, 
Brussels.
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placed in the great assembly chamber 
of the Provincial States. This portrait, 
which is life size and in which hm is 
depicted in his royal robes, is regarded 
as the most like of all the portraits of hm 
that have originated from the brush of 
this artist, and it is generally agreed that 
it will raise the fame of the artist to its 
peak.’49 The painting was reproduced 
in a catalogue of the exhibition of 
paintings in Ghent in 1820 (fig. 9).50

It is equally unlikely that the king 
posed for the portrait in the Rijks
museum, which was painted in 1819  
for the Dutch East Indies (figs. 1, 10).51 
The versions in Brussels and the Rijks- 
museum are the most similar of 

	 Fig. 9
c. normand after 
joseph paelinck , 
Portrait of  
King Willem i,  
from L. De Bast,  
Annales du salon de 
Gand et de l’Ecole 
Moderne des Pays Bas, 
1823, p. 3.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum 
Research Library,  
75 f 1.

	 Fig. 10
Detail showing the 
map (fig. 1).
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Paelinck’s series, save that in the 1819 
portrait the king points to a map of 
Java, which had just been returned by 
the British. The map is titled ‘Kaart  
van het Ryk van Bantam, Jacatra & 
Cheribon op het eylant Java’. 

Just how important all these his- 
toric moments were, each recorded  
in the documents on the table – the 
territory of the kingdom, the signing  
of the constitution, acknowledgement 
of the assistance of Great Britain,  
the recovery of the colony – is clear 
from the attention the press devoted  
to each new version of the portrait.  
In the case of the portrait for the 
Dutch East Indies, it was as if the  
king himself, and not just his likeness, 
was making the journey. The name  
of the vessel (De Vrouwe Maria), the 
owner (A. Hoboken), the captain  
(H. Wehmhoff) – everything was 

	 Figs. 11a, b
Title page and first 
verses of Hendrik 
Tollens, Op de 
beeldtenis des 
Konings, geschilderd 
door den heer Paelinck 
[On the Portrait of 
the King, painted 
by Mr Paelinck], 
Rotterdam 1819.  
Amsterdam,  
University of 
Amsterdam, Special 
Collections, kf 61-625, 
o 63-427 (1).

announced, and celebrated in poems  
by Hendrik Tollens (fig. 11) and  
P. Wittigs.52 This painting was des- 
tined for Buitenzorg, the Governor-
General’s summer residence, where 
it can be seen in a photograph dating 
from 1921 (fig. 12).

Representation of Post-
Revolutionary Monarchy

In the Europe of the Restoration – the 
post-Napoleonic period – the position 
of the monarch was, more than ever 
before, a balancing act. The guillotin-
ing of Louis xvi had shaken the Euro- 
pean dynasties to the core and made 
them realize that their power was 
given not by God, but by the people. 
The imperial ambitions of the upstart 
Napoleon, who kept court as if he  
were the Sun King, were if possible 
even more shocking.
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Napoleon used traditional state por- 
traits that were dispersed throughout 
the empire, such as the one by François 
Gérard (fig. 13). He also chose new 
ways of putting his message across. 
Jacques-Louis David’s famous paint- 
ing of the general crossing the Great  
St Bernard Pass shortly after his defeat 
of Italy shows him as a victor astride 
his horse, like an equestrian statue (see 
fig. 16 on p. 247).54 The equally famous 
full frontal portrait of the emperor on 
his throne by Jean-Auguste-Dominique 
Ingres (1806) – probably not commis-
sioned, but certainly acquired by the 
emperor – portrays Napoleon as a 
medieval king or saint, the huge laurel 
wreath on the throne doubling as a 
halo.55 Save for his face, his body has 
disappeared; his personality has been 
subordinated to the symbols of imper- 
ial power.56 

	 Fig. 12
‘Portrait of Willem i’ 
(centre) in the 
Governor-General’s 
Residence in 
Buitenzorg (now 
Bogor), 1921. 
Amsterdam, 
Tropenmuseum,  
inv. no. 60023405. 
Photo: Thilly  
Weissenborn,  
Lux Fotostudio.

At the same time Napoleon had had  
to overcome the same resistance to  
the monarchy as the later new rulers  
of the Restoration. He, too, had had  
to distance himself from the image of 
kings that had grown up since Louis 
xvi and been so brutally punished by 
the revolutionaries. And how could  
he give his emperorship legitimacy 
without any dynastic claim? Napoleon 
opted for a bold historical under
pinning and based his right to rule on 
the Roman emperors and Emperor 
Charlemagne. In his case, it was not 
consanguinity, but kindred ambitions. 
The Empire Style that developed at  
the Napoleonic court reflected his 
expansionism; the association with 
Charlemagne was more personal,  
as a national, religious (witness his 
anointment as emperor in 1804) and 
military precedent.53
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These new ways of expressing king-
ship or emperorship were classified  
as ‘the invention of tradition’ by Eric 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger in 
their influential book of the same name 
published in 1983. The invention of 
tradition implies not just the introduc-
tion of new traditions, but also an 
emphasis on or reintroduction of 
customs with old roots.57 This theory 
has proved extremely useful in the 
analysis of the European monarchies 
after 1815. Almost all the rulers who 
found themselves back in the saddle 
after the Congress of Vienna had to 
think carefully about a new image.58 
For although the symbolism and 

attributes the Emperor of France had 
exploited to legitimize his rule had 
proved extremely effective, imitating 
them was not without risk. 

How should King Willem i, son of a 
Prince-Stadholder of Orange-Nassau, 
present himself? In the euphoria after 
the victory at the Battle of Waterloo, 
where his son’s heroism had made him 
highly popular, giving his kingship a 
military connotation seemed an obvious 
step to take. One of the earliest goals 
the king had set himself, as soon as he 
had accepted sovereignty at the end  
of 1813, was to raise a standing army. 
This professional force was to be 
supplemented by conscripts. The 
French would thus be driven out for 
ever, and Willem hoped that it would 
also strengthen his claims to a United 
Kingdom of the Netherlands at the 
Congress of Vienna.59

In the first two years of the king’s 
reign, Paelinck painted Willem i in  
his general’s uniform. The portraits 
present a ruler who has defended his 
country and is still prepared to lay down 
his life for it. The reality – Willem had 
done very little military service, and 
that with a marked lack of success –  
was beside the point; what mattered 
was to project an image of resolve and 
security.60 Willem as a soldier is at the 
service of his country. Above all, in 
these early years of the monarchy, it  
is how Paelinck did not paint him that 
is important: he was not clad in the  
full regalia of a king of the ancien 
régime, nor were there references to 
his descent from a European dynasty. 
The commissioning history reveals  
the king’s personal input into this 
decision.	

As well as painting him in military 
uniform it was also important for the 
artist to idealize the king’s appearance: 
Willem looks young, handsome and 
athletic. The first portrait was de-
scribed thus: ‘The sovereign’s bearing 
is noble and at the same time natural 
and likewise his dress, at his own 
request, is very simple.’61 The Neder-

	 Fig. 13
workshop of 
françois pascal 
simon gérard 
(baron) , Emperor 
Napoleon I in 
Coronation Robes,  
2 December 1804,  
c. 1805-c. 1815.  
Oil on canvas,  
226.5 x 146 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-c-1120;  
on loan from  
Museum Boijmans 
Van Beuningen.
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landse Staatscourant describes the 
Hague portrait of April 1815 in similar 
terms: ‘All those who have been able  
to see this magnificent painting agree 
that it couples the merit of an excellent 
likeness with complete fullness of 

detail in all of the said parts; and it  
may rightly be said that the subject has 
been handled in a way worthy of His 
Majesty. We flatter ourselves that the 
features of our beloved sovereign have 
been painted with so much truth and 

	 Fig. 14
charles howard 
hodges , Portrait  
of Louis Bonaparte, 
King of Holland 
(1806-1810), 1809.  
Oil on canvas,  
223 x 146 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-a-653;  
gift of Louis  
Napoleon Bonaparte.
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skill, by one of the best history painters 
in the kingdom …’62 

In his analysis of the Brussels state 
portrait of 1818, Stefan Dudink pointed 
to the Neoclassical ideal of beauty that 
had been introduced under Napoleon.63 
The state portrait of Louis Bonaparte, 
dressed as a colonel in the cuirassiers 
regiment of the royal guard, presents 
this same masculine ideal (fig. 14). In 
reality Louis Bonaparte was a sickly 
man, and partially paralysed. And 
likewise, when King Willem i accepted 
power he was already forty-two, and 
had suffered strife, worries and wander- 
ings half his life. Neither portrait shows 
this human side, however. The emphasis 
is on an idealized likeness combined 
with dignity and simplicity – precisely 
reflected in the Neoclassical style of 
Paelinck’s teacher, David, and also 
entirely in accord with what people 
required of a modern Dutch king. 

In the 1818 portrait of the king for 
Brussels town hall, Paelinck as it were 
added a layer on top of the first military 
representations of Willem i. The king 
still wears the full dress uniform of a 
general, the uniform he actually wore 
at his inauguration as king.64 But the 
royal robe has now been placed around 
his shoulders, and the crown and sceptre 
lie on a cushion on the table, in front of 
the general’s cocked hat with its white 
plume. These are the attributes that 
reinforce his position as ruler of the 
United Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
the symbols of his power. At the same 
time the king’s personality changes, his 
body is less visible, concealed by the 
royal robe. The message is now more 
about the expression of his power than 
his personal dedication.65 Dudink refers 
in this context to theatricality, the 
staging of power.66 Paelinck’s portrait 
series chronicles the transition from 
Willem i as a person – Willem Frederik, 
Prince of Orange-Nassau – to King 
Willem i, a symbol of the state. The 
military portraits are about Willem’s 
conduct – a general defending his 
kingdom – in the royal portrait he is 

the embodiment of that kingdom. It is 
this portrait, therefore, that was the 
one copied for the Dutch East Indies 
and by other artists in the kingdom. 

Portraits of the King by 
Other Artists, 1814-30

Paelinck’s five (or seven, if the ones 
supposedly made for Berlin and  
St Petersburg are included) portraits  
of the king make up a substantial  
group within the totality of full-length 
portraits of the king made during his 
reign up to 1830, when the southern 
provinces seceded. Altogether there 
are nineteen to twenty-one paintings 
made in this period – strikingly, fifteen 
to seventeen of them were done by 
Southern Netherlandish painters.  
With a few exceptions these portraits 

	 Fig. 15
matthijs ignatius 
van bree, Portrait  
of King Willem i 
(1772-1843), 1814.  
Oil on canvas,  
215 x 150 cm.  
Brussels, Royal 
Museums of Fine  
Arts of Belgium,  
inv. no. 200.
Photo: J. Geleyns/ 
Ro scan.
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are unique and were not repeated 
before 1820. It was not until 1827,  
when Paelinck’s series was finished, 
that there were new versions of state 
portraits by other artists (see appen-
dix). It is also noticeable that the 
Southern Netherlandish portraits were 
made in the first ten years of his reign, 
while the Northern Netherlandish 
portraits were mostly painted in the 
eighteen-twenties. Two questions arise 
here: how was the king presented in  
all these portraits and are there 
constants or, on the contrary, signifi-
cant differences between them and 
Paelinck’s versions? And why were so 
many more state portraits painted in 

the Southern Netherlands than in the 
northern provinces? 

At the same time as Paelinck painted 
his first portrait for the Society of Fine 
Arts in Ghent, the Antwerp artist 
Matthijs Ignatius Van Bree (1773-1839) 
also portrayed the king (fig. 15). In his 
portrait the king stands in front of a 
throne and points to the ‘Grondwet 
van het Koninkryk der Nederlanden, 
1815’ – the constitution – which must 
be a later addition.67 Opinions differ  
as to the genesis of this portrait. 		
	 Koolhaas-Grosfeld and Rademakers 
assert that Van Bree painted the 
portrait on his own initiative, in 
gratitude for the role Willem i had 

	 Fig. 16
matthijs ignatius 
van bree, Portrait  
of Prince Willem 
Frederik of Orange- 
Nassau, at his 
Inauguration  
as Sovereign Ruler  
of the United 
Netherlands,  
The Hague  
30 March 1814, 1816.  
Oil on canvas,  
253 x 173 cm.  
Signed and dated 
right: M.J. Van Bree  
ft 1816. Antwerp, 
Museum aan de 
Stroom,  
inv. no. kbmk 1142bis/
av.1924.009.001.
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played in the recovery of works of art 
stolen by Napoleon and their return 
to the city of Antwerp.68 Fühler, on  
the other hand, wrote that it was made 
in 1814 on the instructions of curator 
Guillaume Bosschaert of the then 
Stedelijk (later Koninklijk) Museum  
in Brussels. The museum’s current 
catalogue, however, gives 1834 as the 
year of purchase.69

A subsequent state portrait by  
Van Bree is dated 1816 and is the only 
one to show Willem I at the time of  
his inauguration as sovereign ruler in  
the Nieuwe Kerk in Amsterdam on  
20 March 1814 (fig. 16).70 The head 
appears to have been copied from  
the portrait Van Bree painted in 1814. 
This inauguration portrait is now in 
the collection of the Museum aan de 
Stroom [mas] in Antwerp, but was 
originally made for that city’s town hall. 
It was later moved to the Vleeshuis-
Brouwershuis there, and then to the 
Statenzaal (the States Chamber) in 
Antwerp.71 On 9 October 1817 this 
painting – or a copy of it – hung in the 
Throne Room of Ghent town hall, on 
the occasion of the solemn installation 
of the University of Ghent, which  
was established by Willem i (fig. 17). 
Eeckhout quotes the Procès-verbal de 
l’installation de l’Université: ‘The back 
of this large room is decorated with  
the royal dais, above which is placed 
the portrait of hm. In front of the dais 
is an empty armchair.’ 72 

	 Fig. 17 
matthijs ignatius 
van bree , The 
Solemn Installation  
of the University of 
Ghent by the Prince  
of Orange in the 
Throne Room of the 

Town Hall on 
9 October 1817, 
1817-30.
Oil on panel,  
52 x 66 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-a-4088.
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The king is dressed in a white costume 
with the royal robe he wore at this 
event according to a print by C. van 
Waardt and Nicolaas van der Meer  
(fig. 18). The suit of clothes is held at 
Paleis Het Loo.73 Both portrait and 
print show the simple red robe that 
was used at this ceremony. It was not 
embroidered and it was merely edged 
with ermine, not lined with the fur. 
The king’s tunic and knee breeches 
were made of white satin, embroidered 
with silver thread and spangles. In  
both style and opulence his costume 
has more in common with the Ancien 
Régime than with the military culture 
that Paelinck’s early portraits project. 
The eighteenth-century habit habillé 
– the elaborately embroidered cos- 
tume with long waistcoat and knee 
breeches – had been reintroduced in  

all its elegance at Napoleon’s court, to 
be sure, but for obvious reasons it fell 
out of favour after 1815.74 

Willem wears the British Order of 
the Garter that we saw in the 1814 
Hague portrait. Given the date, Van 
Bree’s portrait is essentially an invention 
based on contemporary sources. The 
king’s hand rests on a cushion bearing 
the constitution of the Netherlands, 
dated 1815, another anachronism.75 The 
depiction of the throne likewise suggests 
it sprung from the imagination of the 
artist, who used the design idiom of 
the Empire, such as the clustered 
shafts of the leg and the gilded balls  
on the arm and back. The arms of the 
Netherlands are cut out in the back 
with the letters [Ee]ndracht (Unity). 
Van Bree was evidently not happy  
with his throne in the 1814 portrait. 

	 Fig. 18 
c. van waardt 
(draughtsman) 
and nicolaas  
van der meer 
(engraver) , The 
Confirmation of  
the Constitution by 
hrh Willem Frederik, 
Prince of Orange & 
Nassau Sovereign 
Ruler of the 
Netherlands, 1814. 
Amsterdam,  
City Archives,  
fig. no. 010097014164.
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Although there is no hard documen-
tary evidence about commissions for 
the two portraits, it is clear that in the 
early years of the Orange monarchy 
Van Bree was still searching for the  
right image for the king. Neither of 
these portraits was repeated, nor was 
Willem ever pictured again in such an 
elegant costume in the French style.

It was likewise 1816, two years after 
Willem accepted sovereignty and a  
full year after his inauguration as  
king, before the first Northern Nether- 
landish state portrait was done. Com- 
missioned by the City of Amsterdam, 
it was painted by Charles Howard 

Hodges (1764-1837; fig. 19).76 As an oil 
sketch of the king’s head reveals, it was 
taken from life (fig. 20). Hodges was an 
Englishman who made a career for him- 
self in the Netherlands with flattering 
portraits. This one was intended for the 
council chamber in Amsterdam town 
hall. Compared with Van Bree’s por- 
trait of the same year, Hodges’s work 
projects a very modern spirit. Again, 
the king is dressed in the uniform of a 
general. The painting has a much more 
neutral feel than Paelinck’s and Van 
Bree’s military versions. Aside from 
the Willemsorde there are no allusions 
to Willem’s sovereignty, the files on 

	 Fig. 19
charles howard 
hodges , Portrait  
of King Willem i 
(1772-1843), 1816.  
Oil on canvas,  
230 x 146 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Amsterdam Museum,  
inv. no. a-1770.
Photo: Bob 
Goedewaagen.

	 Fig. 20
charles howard 
hodges , Willem i 
(1772-1843), King of 
the Netherlands 
(study), 1815-16.  
Oil on canvas,  
4.5 x 26 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-a-2125.
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the table give no indication of their con-
tents and the king does not point to 
them. The painting was shown at the 
Amsterdam Exhibition of Works by 
Living Artists in the autumn of 1816 and 
enthusiastically received by the public.77

Two years later the Frisian artist 
Willem Bartel van der Kooi (1768-
1836) painted the king in the new robe, 
now embroidered and fully lined with 
ermine, used at the inauguration in 
Brussels, with the regalia on the table 
to his right and his sword on his left 
hip (fig. 21). Instead of military uniform, 
here the king wears the dress jacket 
embroidered with silver thread that  
he wore for the inauguration. This 
portrait was also painted from life,  
as we know from two drawings by  
the painter, one with traced lines and 
the other with a grid for transfer.78 It 
was commissioned for the assembly 
chamber of the Overijssel Provin- 

cial States in Zwolle.79 It appears to 
hark back in almost every respect to 
Paelinck’s familiar format, albeit that 
again there is no specific document, 
and hence no historic moment, to which 
reference is made. The pilasters in  
the background have become heavy 
columns, which make the king look 
smaller than he does in the other por- 
traits. In terms of the likeness in the 
full-length portrait, Van der Kooi does 
not achieve the standard of a bust-
length portrait painted that same year, 
paid for by the king, which may have 
preceded the full-length work (fig. 22).80 

Hanging state portraits in public 
buildings was much more popular in 
southern towns and cities than in the 
north, continuing the old traditions  
of the Habsburg period. In 1819 Karel 
Pieter Verhulst painted a portrait in 
general’s uniform for the town of 
Mechelen that was derived directly 
from Paelinck’s portrait of 1817 (see  
fig. 5).81 In 1820 Joseph Ducq (1762-1829) 
supplied Bruges with a portrait based 
on Paelinck’s 1818 portrait (see fig. 8). 
The artist made some changes to the 
king’s pose and the drapery of the robe 
and placed him in front of a balcony.  
In the distance we see orange trees, a 
standard reference to the House of 
Orange, and Bruges’ Halle Tower  
(fig. 23).82 The formula was copied by 
Désiré Donny (1798-1861), one of 
Ducq’s pupils at the academy in 
Bruges. His 1821 portrait for Courtrai 
is essentially a copy of Ducq’s, except 
that the Halle Tower has been replaced 
with the tower of the local St Martin’s 
Church.83 The king had not sat for any 
of these artists; their works were all 
based on Paelinck’s portraits. 

Among this group, only the portraits 
by Van Bree (1814) and Hodges (1816) 
show the king in military dress. From 
1818 onwards, Willem i was usually 
portrayed wearing the royal robe 
without much in the way of narrative 
attributes – at most something with a 
local connotation. The focus here was 
the king as a symbol. This seems to 

	 Fig. 21
attributed to 
willem bartel  
van der kooi , 
Portrait of King 
Willem i, c. 1816. 
Oil on canvas,  
98 x 64 cm.  
Apeldoorn,  
Paleis Het Loo,  
inv. no. x19540069;  
on loan from the 
Museum Arnhem.
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have been the thrust of the formula 
between 1818 and 1823.

A Modern King 
Two portraits painted in 1823-24 by 
Joseph-François Navez of Brussels 
(1787-1869) broke with this pattern 
(fig. 24). The king sat for the first 
portrait, done in 1823, which was a  
gift from Willem i to the Duke of 
Wellington.84 The Romantic sensibil-
ity in Navez’s portrait contrasts with 
Paelinck’s stately Classicism. Roman
ticism dominated modern painting in 
the eighteen-twenties, and the classically 
trained Navez followed the trend. The 
king, back in the dress uniform of a 
general, has large eyes with an almost 
visionary look and the likeness is 
extremely flattering, particularly given 
that he was now over fifty. Navez also 
suggests greater depth in the compos
ition, thanks to the effect of the vista 
introduced by Ducq. Strikingly, the 
regular attributes, specifically the regalia, 
are absent. The throne has been casually 
turned around and over its back hangs 
a dark coat, not the royal robe. 

	 Fig. 22
willem bartel 
 van der kooi , 
Portrait of Willem i  
of Orange-Nassau, 
1818.  
Oil on canvas, 
79 x 64.5 cm.  
Signed upper left.  
The Hague,  
Royal Collections.

	 Fig. 23 
joseph-françois 
ducq , Portrait of  
King Willem i, 1820.  
Oil on canvas,  
224 x 175 cm. Bruges, 
Groeningemuseum, 
inv. no. 0000.
gro0448.I.
Photo: Lukas – Art  
in Flanders/Hugo 
Maertens.
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Moving away from all the earlier por- 
traits, Navez added objects that clearly 
place the king’s historical and dynastic 
status in the spotlight. Behind the king 
stand the busts of both William of 
Orange (the Silent) and his son, Prince 
Maurits. There is an allegorical relief 
on the plinth supporting William of 
Orange: Liberty, with the freedom hat 
on a lance, broken chains at her feet 
and a club in her hand, places a laurel 
wreath on the head of Prosperity, who 
carries a horn of plenty. Before her sits 
a lion holding a shield bearing the arms 
of the United Kingdom of the Nether-
lands, with ‘Guillaume’ written above 
it.85 From the outset the legitimacy of 
the Orange monarchy was based on 
these ancestors: William the Silent and 
Maurits had both endeavoured to unite 

the northern and southern provinces.86 
This iconography occurs with increas- 
ing frequency in the eighteen-twenties. 
In The Triumvirate Assuming Power in 
the Name of the Prince of Orange (c. 1828), 
for instance, depicting the moment  
in 1813 when Willem accepted sover-
eignty, Jan Willem Pieneman painted 
portraits of William of Orange and 
Prince Maurits on the wall of the room 
Willem enters (Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
sk-a-1558).

But Navez did not confine himself  
to the king’s historical claims. He 
portrayed him at the same time as  
a modern entrepreneur – one of  
his nicknames was the Canal King.  
On the floor at his feet lie books and 
papers with inscriptions alluding to  
the colonies (Batavia coloni), national 

	 Fig. 24
françois-joseph 
navez , Portrait of 
King Willem i, 1823.  
Oil on canvas,  
220 x 164.3 cm.  
Signed and dated 
lower right:  
f.j. navez, 1823.  
London,  
English Heritage 
(Wellington Museum, 
Apsley House),  
inv. no. wm 1463–1948.
Photo: © Historic 
England.
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industry and the construction of  
waterways like the Brussels-Charleroi 
Canal, on which work was to start in 
1827. A harbour in the distance refers 
to the Netherlands’ maritime interests.87

Navez made a second version of this 
painting in the same year.88 Although 
the king is in the same pose, with the 
same look in his eyes, the setting has 
been changed to an interior and is 
rather less dramatic. Only the bust of 
William the Silent remains, and the 
theme is now the promotion of pros- 
perity through the arts and sciences 
rather than infrastructure and trade. 
The king holds an announcement  
for the ‘international exhibition of 
industry in Haarlem 1825’, where the 
painting was indeed shown.89 Across 
the books on the table lies a sheet of 
paper bearing the words ‘arts, sciences, 
commerce, factories, horticulture’.90 

The Seated King
Around 1826/27 it seemed that Paelinck’s 
model had had its day. The king’s pos- 
ition was now more or less established 
and he was well over fifty, so it was 
time for a new image. Idealization 
made way for a genuine likeness, and 
this produced a more human feel.  
An unsigned portrait attributed to 
Matthijs van Bree and Joseph Denis 
Odevaere (1775-1830) must have been 
painted during this period for the 
Province of Antwerp. It gives a very 
different impression of Willem i  
(fig. 25). His seated pose is a radical 
break with the firm stance he adopted 
previously, and the formidable throne 
makes him look small and powerless.91 
Behind him towers a larger than life- 
size bust of William the Silent. On the 
base is written ‘Prins Willem Ruwaart 
1577’, a reference to the year William 
of Orange became regent of Brabant, 
replacing Philip ii. The aim of this 
portrait was probably to underline  
yet again the king’s position as ruler  
of the United Kingdom including the 
southern provinces.92 We may wonder 
whether this was effective: Willem 

appears to be weighed down by the 
burden he bears and feeling his age. 
The new way the royal robe is depicted 
is also interesting; the king has thrown 
it back off his shoulders and is sitting 
on it.

From 1827 onwards, the portraits 
present a portly, greying king who 
looks small in a large space. This is 
certainly true of the portraits painted 
by the Southern Netherlandish artist 
Jean-Jacques Delanghe (1800-1865)  
for Ypres (1827), the Louvain artist 
Jean Baptist van der Hulst (1790-1862), 
probably for Noordeinde Palace  
(1830; fig. 26), and by their Northern 
Netherlandish counterparts Willem 
Bartel van der Kooi for Leeuwarden 
(1828) and Cornelis Kruseman (1797- 
1857) for The Hague (1830). Unlike  
the works painted in the period up to 

	 Fig. 25
attributed  
to matthijs 
ignatius van  
bree and joseph 
denis odevaere , 
Portrait of King 
Willem i, 1815-30  
(rkd dating).  
Oil on canvas,  
363 x 209 cm. 
Undated and 
unsigned.  
Antwerp, Royal 
Museum of Fine  
Arts Antwerp,  
inv. no. 1142bis.
Photo: Lukas – Art  
in Flanders/Hugo 
Maertens.
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around 1820, copies, sometimes as 
busts or three-quarter length, were 
made of many of these portraits.93 In 
both Van der Hulst’s portrait and 
Cornelis Kruseman’s for The Hague, 
the king has again cast off the royal 
robe and it is draped over the throne. 
The symbols of royal power – throne, 
robe – are thus referenced only in 
passing; in the portrait by Van der 
Hulst even the crown and sceptre are 
missing. Paelinck’s old formula was 
retained, however; the king points to 
files or the constitution on the table. 

 In the series of portraits at a more 
advanced age the king distributed his 
favours rather more fairly among 
artists of the southern and northern 
provinces, alternating them year by 
year. This balance is absent in the  
first series: from 1814 to 1827 fifteen 
full-length portraits were painted 
(excluding the two unknown works  
for the courts in Berlin and St Peters-
burg), thirteen of them by artists from 
the Southern Netherlands and two  
by artists working in the Northern 
Netherlands (Hodges and Van der 
Kooi). Between 1827 and 1830 two 
Northern Netherlandish artists – Van 
der Kooi and Cornelis Kruseman – and 
two artists from the Southern Nether-
lands – DeLanghe and Van der Hulst 
– painted the king. There seems to 
have been a conscious cultural policy, 
in line with the purchases of contem-
porary art in these years.94

Conclusion
At first sight the state portraits of 
Willem i appear to function as all such 
portraits do, up to the present day. They 
make the likeness of the new monarch 
or ruler widely known and represent 
the king himself in public places. If  
any state ever needed this manner of 
representation, it was Willem i’s 
United Kingdom – the state had been 
configured out of formerly separate 
territories around the negotiating 
table, and the concept of monarchy 
itself had to be introduced to the 

northern provinces, who had had only 
a short taste of it during the alien reign 
of Louis Napoleon. 

People’s familiarity with Willem 
Frederik of Orange-Nassau was ob- 
viously greater in the Northern Nether- 
lands than in the south. Even there, 
though, his assumption of power was 
not a matter of course. The proclam
ation of his sovereignty in November 
1813 was in fact a coup d’état by the 
statesmen Van Hogendorp, Van 
Limburg Stirum and Van Duyn van 
Maasdam to ensure that the power 

	 Fig. 26 
jean-baptiste  
van der hulst , 
Portrait of King 
Willem i, 1830.  
Oil on canvas,  
270 x 176 cm.  
The Hague, Royal 
Collections.
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vacuum after the defeat of Napoleon 
did not degenerate into civil strife as  
it had at the end of the eighteenth 
century. Willem’s lineage assured him 
almost automatic acceptance in the 
northern provinces. In terms of terri- 
tory, this region was largely the same as 
the former Republic, so the king could 
lean comfortably on the fame of his fore-
fathers and a past shared by the people 
and the dynasty. But monarchy as an 
institution was emotionally charged, 
witness Princess Wilhelmina’s warning 
to her son in 1813 cited above.

The situation was different in the 
south. These provinces’ shared past 
with the Republic of the Seven United 
Netherlands had ended in 1588, since 
when they had been part of the Habs- 
burg Empire. In the decades leading up 
to 1815, moreover, the south’s orienta-
tion had been towards France. In con- 
sequence, the monarchy was less of  
an issue in the south than it was in the 
northern provinces – it was the form 
of government that they had known 
for centuries. But the House of Orange 
was not familiar, so it was important 
for the king to literally show his face  
as the new ruler. It was to this end that 
in 1814 Willem i undertook his tour  
of the most important towns and  
cities in the south, such as Antwerp 
and Ghent, where he commissioned 
portraits of himself and sometimes 
also of his queen. Els Witte recently 
demonstrated that Orangism in the 
southern provinces was associated not 
so much with the common memory of 
the Revolt, or the statesmen William 
of Orange and Maurits, but rather  
with the 1815 monarchy, the person  
of the king himself.95 His personality, 
portrayed as strict but paternal, had  
to become the link that connected the 
two parts of the country.96 The other 
members of the dynasty were also 
deployed in this charm offensive, 
especially Willem, Prince of Orange,  
in his role as hero of Waterloo.97

Willem i, like any ruler, was acutely 
aware of the role artists could play in 

creating the image of his sovereignty. 
The portraits are part of a group of 
paintings, commissioned or acquired 
by the king, with an unmistakable 
representational and propagandist 
function. Like the portraits, these 
works were not necessarily intended 
for public buildings, but they did 
underscore his claim to power. As 
Michael Putter argues in his article 
elsewhere in this Bulletin, though the 
initiative for these commissions lay 
more often with the artists than with 
the king, he acquired them for himself 
or for public buildings. The theme of 
all these paintings is reconciliation and 
harmony – essential to the future of 
the United Kingdom. By promoting 
the exhibition of paintings of subjects 
from the Orange past, Willem i 
anchored the new monarchy in the 
history of the House of Orange-Nassau. 

The series of portraits by Paelinck 
reveal that the painter took the tried 
and tested formula of the full-length 
standing portrait in Neoclassical style, 
which he also used, for example, in  
the portrait of the prefect of the 
Scheldt Department, and adapted it 
with topical elements and changing 
attributes. It can be inferred from this 
just how much the image of the new 
king still had to coalesce. At the same 
time the image of the monarchy itself 
evolved: where Willem i initially 
exploited the defeat of Napoleon and 
the power conferred on him by the 
Congress of Vienna, as the military 
portraits sent to allies testify, around 
1818 there was a shift to a format 
centred on the symbolism of monarchy, 
with all the associated paraphernalia. 
Willem Frederik as a person made  
way for Willem i as a political symbol. 
From the eighteen-twenties onwards, 
moreover, in the tradition of history 
painting, more emphasis was placed  
on the dynastic claim, and important 
ancestors from the Orange-Nassau 
past were brought into play. This  
was particularly evident in the state 
portraits by Navez and the one by  
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Van Bree and Odevaere. As with 
history paintings, by commissioning  
or accepting portraits and allowing 
them to be shown in the palaces of 
friendly rulers, public buildings and 
exhibitions, Willem i made his dynastic 
claims manifest, particularly in the 
southern provinces.

Was the choice of a majority of 
Southern Netherlandish artists also  
a strategic one? Northern Nether-
landish painting had a strong tradition 
of portraiture and it is therefore 
noteworthy that the king nevertheless 
chose mostly artists from the Southern 
Netherlands. He might also have con- 
sidered Adriaan de Lelie and Charles 
Hodges, who worked in Amsterdam, 
the Haarlem-born Wybrand Hendriks 
or the Frisian Van der Kooi. It is un- 
likely, though, that De Lelie and 
Hendriks, who chiefly made realistic 
Dutch burgher portraits, could have 
satisfactorily depicted Willem’s royal 
aspirations. Hodges and, to a lesser 

extent, Van der Kooi did so, but still 
only received single commissions. The 
Southern Netherlandish artists, and 
Joseph Paelinck in particular, were 
more successful in lending Willem i 
royal flair in line with the prevailing 
European, Neoclassical ideal. Over and 
above this, Willem Frederik was a far 
less familiar figure in the Southern 
Netherlands than in the old provinces 
of the Republic, so it was all the more 
important to use a local painter to 
disseminate his likeness. The fact that 
the state portrait with which Willem i 
established his royalty was painted by 
an artist from Ghent who had trained 
in Paris seems to have been a calculated 
choice in every respect.
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 	 Year	 Southern Netherlands 	 Northern Netherlands

1814	 Paelinck, Ghent	 Van Bree, Antwerp

1815	 Paelinck, The Hague 

1816	 Van Bree, inauguration portrait	 Hodges, Amsterdam 

1817	 Paelinck, London (Clancarty)

1818	 Paelinck, Brussels 	 Van der Kooi, Zwolle 

1819	 Paelinck, Buitenzorg	 Van der Hulst, Mechelen

1820	 Ducq, Bruges

1821	 Donny, Courtrai

1820-1830	 Van Bree/Odevaere, Antwerp

Before 1823	 Paelinck, Berlin?

1823	 Navez, London (Wellington) 

1824	 Navez, exh. Haarlem

1827	 Paelinck, St Petersburg?	 DeLanghe, Ypres

1828	 Van der Kooi, Leeuwarden

1830	 Van der Hulst, Noordeinde Palace	 C. Kruseman, The Hague 

a p p e n d i x  
Formatting Unity

Fig. 3

Full-Length Portraits of Willem i Painted in the Period of the United Kingdom of 
the Netherlands (1814-1830)
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