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Foreword

This is the third book in the series Rijksmuseum Studies in History. The publications 
are the result of research carried out in the context of the Johan Huizinga 
Fellowship, which is part of a broader Rijksmuseum Fellowship programme.  
This academic programme was set up in recent years with the help of sponsors, 
to make the Rijksmuseum more accessible to young, curious researchers who 
can open up new perspectives on the collection. The Johan Huizinga Fellowship, 
named after Dutch culture historian Johan Huizinga (1872–1945), focuses 
specifically on historical research into the Rijksmuseum’s collection. With this 
fellowship, the Rijksmuseum’s History Department aims to encourage the use  
of material and visual resources for historical research.
	 Michel van Duijnen is a historian specialized in the visual culture of violence 
in the early modern period. His PhD dissertation, A Violent Imagination: Printed 
Images of Violence in the Dutch Republic 1650–1700 (VU University Amsterdam, 
2019) dealt with the role of violence in late seventeenth-century Dutch print 
culture, specifically the high-quality and explicit book illustrations produced  
in Amsterdam workshops. 
	 As the 2019–2020 Johan Huizinga Fellow at the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, 
Van Duijnen expanded his research on visual violence in seventeenth-century 
Dutch art by investigating early seventeenth-century paintings of naval battles 
between the Dutch and the Spanish that not only show very explicit violence, 
but that moreover were commissioned by Dutch authorities, giving this violence 
a special meaning.
	 In Flying Heads and Snapping Limbs, Van Duijnen explores a new, different 
view on such paintings, by discussing details that were previously overlooked 
and by asking questions that had never been asked before. This is exactly what 
the Johan Huizinga Fellowship is about: researching works of art and objects as 
historical sources and giving them new and often unexpected and unexplored 
meanings.
	 We would like to express our gratitude to the Johan Huizinga Fund/
Rijksmuseum Fund for making the Rijksmuseum Studies in History possible.

Taco Dibbits
General Director Rijksmuseum
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INTRODUCTION

	� The intense burning was horrible [to behold]/ especially when the fire 
reached the gunpowder and ignited/ seemingly raising it into the heavens/  
as if heaven and earth would collapse.1

Few maritime paintings are more spectacular than Cornelis Claesz van Wieringen’s 
(c. 1575–1633) 1621 rendering of the 1607 Battle of Gibraltar in the collection of the 
Rijksmuseum (Fig. 1). The battle itself had been fought as part of the Eighty Years’ 
War (1568–1648), which saw a number of rebellious provinces in the Low Countries 
take up arms against the rule of King Philip II of Spain. The crushing victory of the 
Dutch fleet over the Spanish set the stage for a temporary truce in 1609, which 
entailed a de facto recognition of Dutch independence. In short, for the newly 
found Dutch Republic, this was a battle to be remembered in style. While this work 
by Van Wieringen was commissioned as a test piece for a far larger painting of the 
Battle of Gibraltar (now in the collection of the Scheepvaartmuseum Amsterdam, 
Fig. 2),2 the Rijksmuseum painting is quite large nonetheless, measuring 136.8 by 
187 cm. Unlike the crowded scenes of ships as found in many renderings of the 
Battle of Gibraltar, Van Wieringen’s test piece focuses on a duel between two 
ships. The Dutch ship, angled towards the right, leads the viewer towards the 
imposing and spectacular sight of its Spanish counterpart being ripped apart by 
a sudden explosion. Flames erupt from the vessel’s cracked exterior while cannons, 
wreckage and ship parts are blown into the sky. Amid the shower of breechloaders, 
wooden wreckage and torn rigging, one can discern members of the Spanish crew. 
Some figures are intact, while others are blown to pieces, showing torsos without 
legs, arms without hands, and legs without feet (Fig. 3). Down below, in the water, 
a veritable bloodbath unfolds. Mutilated corpses float in the sea, colouring the 
waves in streaks of red. Those Spanish soldiers and sailors managing to escape 
the ships with their lives are intercepted by sloops full of merciless Dutchmen. 
On the vessel in the centre of the painting, a man raises his oar to smack a 
drowning Spaniard down into the waves (Fig. 4); on the right, a Dutchman with 
an arquebus fires away at the fleeing Spaniards surrounding the exploding Spanish 
ship. (Fig. 41). The Admiralty of Amsterdam, which had commissioned the test 
piece, was sufficiently impressed by Van Wieringen’s spectacular imagination, 
and provided the painter with the order for an enormous painting of the battle 
that was to serve as a gift for the Stadtholder Maurice of Orange (1567–1625). 
And while the exploding flagship was moved to the background in the final 
commission piece, there was still plenty of violence to behold in this work.

1	� ‘het gheweldigh branden was vreeselijck/ bysonder 
wanneer het vuyr aen't Buscruyt quam ende op sprongh/ 
schynende hem tot inden Hemel te verheffen/ al ofte 
Hemel ende Aerde vergaen soude.’ Van Meteren 1614,  
fol. 565 verso.

2	� Brand 2015, 10-11. Amsterdam, Het Scheepvaartmuseum, 
the National Maritime Museum, inv. no. A.0724.

3		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 
1607 (Fig. 1). Spanish soldiers and 
sailors are blown apart by the 
exploding flagship. 
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Van Wieringen’s test piece is a unique work of art; no other seventeenth-century 
painting shows in such explicit terms the physical impact of a gunpowder 
explosion at sea.3 At the same time, its focus on the concrete physicality of 
violence is an aspect that returns in a number of large paintings of sea battles 
produced in the early seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. Hendrick Vroom 
(1566–1640), the most influential pioneer of the maritime genre in the Dutch 
Republic, worked numerous violent details into his large paintings of sea 
battles, including scenes of dismemberment and beheading by cannon fire. 
Similar sights can be found in the works by Andries van Eertvelt, an Antwerp 
painter who took on a number of commissions from Dutch patrons.4 
Interestingly, this violent imagination of war at sea seems to have been 
restricted to a particular set of works from a particular period: it can be found 
almost exclusively in large commission pieces produced in the first half of the 
seventeenth century. Around this time, Dutch civic and military institutions 
ordered a number of large and expensive paintings that commemorated the 
naval exploits from the ongoing Eighty Years’ War.5 Violence was a significant 
aspect of these monumental paintings. In contrast, such details were rarely 
found in the smaller paintings of generic sea battles produced for the broader 
Dutch art market, or in the works of the new generation of maritime artists that 
took to the stage from the mid-century onwards. 
	 In 1990, art historian George S. Keyes remarked that maritime art had 
remained the ‘stepchild of the Dutch “golden age” for far too long’.6 Today, such  
a complaint would ring hollow: numerous art-historical and historical studies 
have been invested in the striking paintings, prints, tapestries and pen paintings 
of maritime themes that were created by artists based in the Dutch Republic.  
At the same time, the explicit violence so characteristic of large maritime history 
scenes produced in the first half of the seventeenth century has remained outside 
the scope of academic studies and lacks a cultural historical explanation. Its 
presence has largely been taken for granted and ignored in favour of the study 
of seascapes and ship portraiture. Thus, even as violence has become a popular 
category of analysis in a wide variety of cultural historical and art-historical studies,7 
the imagination and representation of violence at sea has largely remained 
unexplored. This is all the more striking in the light of the unique and distinctive 
imagination of violence as showcased in early seventeenth-century Dutch 
maritime works, an aspect that contrasts strongly with the somewhat sanitized 
contemporaneous portrayal of the conduct of land-based (primarily siege) 
warfare.8

3	 Dillon 2015.
4	� It has been suggested that Andries van Eertvelt had 

worked in the Dutch Republic for some time, perhaps in 
the city of Haarlem. See Russell 1983, 184.

5	 Keyes 1975, vol. 1, 18.
6	 Keyes 1990, 1.

7	� E.g., Terry-Fritsch and Labbie 2012; Decker and Kirkland-
Ives 2015; Graham and Kilroy-Ewbank 2018.

8	� This observation has been made by a number of 
historians, including Johan Huizinga and David Kunzle. 
See Huizinga 1941, 57; Kunzle 2002, xxvii. 

4		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 1607 
(Fig. 1). A man raises his oar to smack 
a Spaniard down into the waves.
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The goal of this study is to turn the spotlights on the unfortunate mangled 
human bodies that populate the paintings of sea battles: to study these 
monumental works in the context of the concrete physical violence that they 
portray. Rather than taking this type of violence for granted, this study questions 
the presence of violence as culturally meaningful. In this sense, the goal is to 
use violence as an analytical category in order to contextualize the unique 
characteristics of early seventeenth-century Dutch history paintings of naval 
warfare. Such an approach places paintings like those of Van Wieringen, Vroom 
and others within the broader context of the visual culture of war, rather than 
that of maritime art exclusively. Consequently, this study deals less with the 
traditional focal points of research into maritime paintings, such as the nature 
of seascapes, cartography, and ship portraiture,9 and more with the cultural 
historical role of violence in visual media in the burgeoning Dutch Republic. 
Since large history paintings of naval warfare were almost exclusively commis
sioned by maritime or civic authorities, explicitly violent visual elements raise 
important questions concerning the glorification of violence, the self-image of 
the Dutch Republic as a military power and the unique place of naval warfare in 
Dutch visual culture.
	 The following analysis consists of three chapters. The first introduces the 
historical context for the production of large paintings of naval warfare in the 
early seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. Who made these paintings, for whom 
were they produced and what type of subject material did they engage with? 
And, consequently, how did paintings relate to other forms of art and media that 
were used to portray sea battles, such as prints, tapestries, pamphlets and 
history books?
	 The second chapter deals with a close reading of a number of paintings and 
inventories the visual elements of physical violence unique to early seventeenth-
century Dutch maritime paintings. The chapter deals with a select number of 
large paintings depicting historical events that stand out for their inclusion of 
explicitly violent details. How did these violent elements relate to representations 
of sea battles in other forms of art and media, whether textual or visual, as well 
as the actual practice of naval warfare?
	 The final chapter digs deeper into the cultural significance of violent imagery 
for the early seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. What can these paintings tell 
us about the self-image of the Dutch elites, who invariably were the commis
sioners of these types of paintings? In short: Why did the elites of the Dutch 
Republic decorate their places of power with paintings of flying heads and 
snapping limbs?

9	 E.g, Keyes 1990, Gaschke 2008.

PAINTING MARITIME VIOLENCE DURING AND AFTER THE TRUCE

PAINTERS, COMMISSIONS AND THE INSTITUTIONS OF THE DUTCH REPUBLIC

	� There is in Alkmaar, situated in a house of the gentleman Bardesius, a 
[painting of a] sea battle in the large hall/ dreadful to behold, paid for  
with large amounts of money.10

In his comprehensive 1648 city history of Haarlem, writer Theodorus Schrevelius 
(1572–1649) proudly named all the famous maritime painters that had made 
Haarlem their home. Naturally, he started with the great Hendrick Vroom, whom 
Schrevelius considered to be the most successful maritime painter of his 
generation. Vroom’s works, Schrevelius wrote, were extremely popular with 
people in places of power – in particular the Stadtholder and the heads of the 
Dutch Admiralties.11 Unsurprisingly then, Vroom was also known as an extremely 
expensive painter. In this context, Schrevelius succinctly described a sea battle 
by Vroom situated in the main hall of the Alkmaar house of the patrician 
Bardesius (better known as the ‘Hof of Sonoy’),12 as ‘dreadful to behold, paid for 
with large amounts of money’.13

	 While we do not know much about this now lost Vroom painting, the words 
‘expensive’ and ‘dreadful’ neatly cover the most important characteristics of the 
paintings at stake in this study. In the first few decades of the seventeenth century, 
the civic and military institutions of the burgeoning Dutch Republic commissioned 
a significant number of large – and thus expensive – paintings of sea battles from 
the still ongoing war with Spain. Up until the Twelve Years’ Truce of 1609, a number 
of naval battles of varying sizes had taken place in and around the many waters 
surrounding the Low Countries.14 Most prominent were the early operations in 
the shallow waters of Zeeland (1572–1576), the full-scale Battle on the Zuiderzee 
(1573), the crushing rebel defeat at the Haarlemmermeer (1573), and the clashes 
with Frederico Spinola’s galleys (1602–1603). Slowly but steadily, victories of the 
rebel fleets in the coastal provinces cemented the military advantage of the 
Dutch at sea. After Spanish forces ceased to be a direct threat in Dutch waters, 
fleets set out to project the force of the newly found United Provinces to distant 
shores.15 In a spectacular show of might, a combined fleet from Holland and 
Zeeland destroyed the Spanish fleet anchored off the Bay of Gibraltar in 1607, 
bringing the fight to Spain’s doorstep. At the same time, the war was extended 
to the Spanish and Portuguese colonial empires and their seaborne supply routes. 

15

10	� ‘Daer is t’Alckmaer in wesen een huyse van de Heer 
Bardesius, in de groote Sael een Scheepsslag/ schrickelijck 
om sien/ voor groot geldt betaelt,’ Schrevelius 1648, 389.

11	 Schrevelius 1648, 389.
12	� This was probably a copy of an English commission 

portraying the defence of ‘The Revenge’ against a Spanish 
squadron. See Russell 1983, 162. Vroom also created a design 
for a tapestry of the same scene, see Van den Donk 1994.

13	� ‘schrickelijck om sien/ voor groot geldt betaelt’, Schrevelius 
1648, 389. When Schrevelius’s work was first published in 
Latin in 1647, the Hof of Sonoy was no longer in the hands 
of the family Bardesius, but the painting was mentioned 
already in a 1616 letter written by the Englishman Sir Dudley 
Carleton. This would connect the painting to Willem Bardesius, 
Lord of Warmenhuizen (1563–1619), a patrician whose father, 
an Amsterdam burgomaster also called Willem Bardesius, 
had bought the Hof of Sonoy in 1591. Van den Donk 1994, 91.

14	� For an overview of Dutch naval engagements during the 
Eighty Years’ War, see Brand 2015.

15	 Bruin 1998, 25.
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From the very beginning, the Dutch expeditions to the East and West Indies 
were military ventures as much as trade enterprises, featuring open war with 
Spanish and Portuguese competitors as well as with local populations.16

	 By and large, the rise of the Dutch Republic as a maritime power coincided 
with the inception of maritime painting as a specialized genre. Both of these 
developments were in no small part caused by the successful Spanish recon
quest of much of the Southern Netherlands. The fall of Antwerp to Spanish 
troops in 1585 had caused a massive movement of Southern Netherlandish 
traders, artisans and artists towards the Dutch Republic – people who brought 
with them connections, expertise and capital. At the same time, the ensuing 
Dutch naval blockade of Antwerp facilitated the growth of port cities in the 
Republic – especially in Holland. Amsterdam quickly replaced Antwerp as the 
central trading hub in the Low Countries and experienced an unprecedented 
level of economic growth – even as much of this newfound economic wealth 
would accumulate in a small circle of rich burgher families.17

	 As the Republic enjoyed an economic boom, the market for works of art of all 
kinds grew substantially. It is not unsurprising that maritime art was one of the 
niches that profited greatly from the spending habits of a new and self-confident 
Dutch elite. The early seventeenth century saw the founding of the Dutch East 
India and West India Companies, as well as the consolidation of the different 
Admiralties that had been arranged by decree of the States General in 1597.18 
From that year onward, the Republic counted five Admiralties: three in Holland, 
one in Zeeland and one in Friesland. These institutions were tasked with organizing 
a military fleet in times of war.19 Despite the desire of the States General to 
centralize the navy, as had been accomplished with the army, military maritime 
matters would remain a decentralized affair until the demise of the Republic in 
1795. In this respect, the navy fit right in with the multi-layered landscape of 
competing civic and military authorities in the Dutch Republic, which was crowded 
with, among other things, city councils, the provincial states, sovereign trading 
companies and city militias.20 And all of these institutions had boardrooms to 
decorate, connections that required gifts and a patriotic identity to display. 
Monumental paintings could cover all of these requirements.
	 Maritime painting and the Republic’s rise to power were thus closely entwined, 
though it would go too far to see the former as a subsidiary of the latter. As art 
historian Margarita Russell has pointed out, Hendrick Vroom’s expertise in maritime 
themes developed years before the Republic’s ascendency as a maritime power. 
When Vroom started to receive lucrative commissions from civic and military institu
tions, his reputation as a maritime painter had already been firmly established.21 

16	� On the intimate connection between violence and the 
maritime world in the early modern period, see Glete 
2002, 40-41.

17	 Prak 2005, 125.

18	 Sigmond 2013, 232.
19	 Van Nimwegen and Sicking 2013, 193.
20	 Prak 2005, 186-200.
21	 Russell 1983, 91.
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However, the focus of early seventeenth-century Dutch maritime artists on large 
history paintings of naval battles was, without a doubt, a direct result of the 
generous patronage of the Republic’s elites and the importance they attributed 
to the Dutch victories at sea.22 Unlike the more generic maritime paintings made 
for the broader market, these large history paintings were made exclusively on 
commission, and thus catered directly to the needs and wishes of their powerful 
commissioners.
	 Unsurprisingly, prestigious commissions fell mostly to a select group of painters. 
In the early seventeenth century, the most prolific and successful artists that 
pursued such commissioned works were Hendrick Vroom, Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen and Adam Willaerts.23 Vroom’s name has already been mentioned a 
number of times, and this is not without reason. Vroom was one of the first Dutch 
painters to specialize in maritime subjects, and his skills were held in high regard 
by his contemporaries.24 Already in 1604, Flemish painter and art theoretician 
Karel van Mander (1548–1606) praised Vroom, whom he knew personally, in his 
famed Schilder-boeck. The picture that emerges of Vroom is that of a man of the 
adventurous sort; the artist travelled extensively before finally settling down in 
his native Haarlem – a city that became the primary hub of maritime painting in 
the Republic. Like Schrevelius, Van Mander remarked that those who desired one 
of Vroom’s paintings would have to be prepared to reach deeply into their pockets.25

	 Vroom’s ability to request exorbitant prices must have been partly related to 
the fact that he was the pioneer of the maritime genre, but in due time plenty of 
other painters started to turn to the painting of ships. Vroom’s own son, Cornelis, had 
a short career in maritime painting, but later changed to landscape painting – a 
choice informed partly by shifting market demands, yet possibly also by a fallout 
with his quick-tempered father.26 More lasting contributions to the maritime genre 
were made by Vroom’s fellow townsman Cornelis Claesz van Wieringen. Van 
Wieringen had been a seafarer before turning to painting, and his knowledge of 
life at sea undoubtedly contributed to his success as a maritime painter. As art 
historian Ron Brand has shown, it is unlikely that Van Wieringen was trained by 
Vroom, though both artists would have been familiar with one another and each 
other’s work.27 Commissioners at least considered Van Wieringen to be not far 
removed from the skill of Vroom. So when Vroom angrily broke off negotiations with 
the Admiralty of Amsterdam for the production of a painting of the Battle of 
Gibraltar, Van Wieringen was called in to take over the commission – for a much 
more reasonable price than the one that had been demanded by Vroom.28

	 Along with these two Haarlem artists, Utrecht painter Adam Willaerts (1577–1664) 
was one of the most successful maritime artists in the niche of large commissioned 

22	 Keyes 1975, vol. 1, 18.
23	 Keyes 1990, 12.
24	 Russell 1983, 142.
25	 Van Mander 1618, fol. 202 verso.

26	 Russell 1983, 187; Keyes, 1975 vol. 1, 12-13.
27	 Brand 2015, 8.
28	� Vroom had asked the outrageous amount of 6.000 

guilders, whereas Van Wieringen was satisfied with a 
price of 2.400 guilders. Bredius 1916, 676, 679.
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pieces. With few direct competitors in the city of Utrecht, Willaerts was able to 
run a highly profitable business.29 The fact that the province of Utrecht had  
no Admiralty of its own proved to be no obstacle. With regard to large history 
pieces, Willaerts is most famous for his different Gibraltar paintings, of which at 
least three have survived the test of time. A unique interpretation is found in 
Willaerts’s painting of the battle seen from the viewpoint of the Spanish troops 
marching along Gibraltar’s beaches (Fig. 5).
	 Apart from Vroom, Van Wieringen and Willaerts, there were a number of other 
painters that contributed to the production of large history paintings of naval 
battles in the early seventeenth century. Among others, important contributions 
were made by Antwerp painter Andries van Eertvelt (1590–1652), Abraham de 
Verwer (1585–1650) and Aert Antonisz (1579–1620). Wherever relevant, these 
painters and their work will be referred to in the coming chapters. The focus  
on Vroom, Willaerts and Van Wieringen, however, is not just because of their 
significant output and the fact that many of their large history paintings have 
survived to this day. As will become clear in the following chapter, these painters 
did not only stand out because of their success and skill, but also because of  
the violent and gory details that they incorporated in their works. Whether such 
details were present in paintings now lost, such as Vroom’s 1609 painting of  
the Battle of Gibraltar,30 or De Verwer’s Gibraltar painting made somewhere 
between 1622 and 1628,31 will sadly have to remain a mystery.
	 Vroom, Willaerts and Van Wieringen worked for a wide variety of commis
sioning institutions. To give a sense of this diversity, the paintings made of the 
Battle of Gibraltar provide an excellent case in point. Vroom’s Gibraltar painting 
was ordered by the States General and served as a gift to the Prince of Wales.32 
Van Wieringen’s test piece and final commission were paid for by the Admiralty 
of Amsterdam and gifted to the Stadtholder, Prince Maurice of Orange.  
A Gibraltar painting by De Verwer had been similarly commissioned by the 
Admiralty of Amsterdam, and ended up being offered for sale to sovereigns  
in the Far East. Two of Willaert’s large Gibraltar paintings were situated in  
the Statenkamer in Utrecht (the chamber of states), and were in all likeliness 
commissioned by the States of Utrecht themselves. An interesting and large 
rendering of the battle by an altogether little-known artist called Geeret op 
Gielder (c. 1600 – unknown) from 1620 somehow turned up in the in the 
inventory of a poorhouse in Deventer, though the work was in all probability  
not commissioned by the institution itself.33

29	 Gaschke 2008, 184.
30	 Van Gelder 1963, 543.
31	 Van Gelder 1947.

32	 Van Gelder 1963.
33	 Bolten 1999, 32.

5		 Adam Willaerts, Victory over 
the Spanish near Gibraltar by a  
Fleet Commanded by Admiral Jacob 
van Heemskerck, 25 April 1607, 1617  
Oil on canvas, 94.5 × 187.3 cm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. SK-A-1387



Despite the significant costs associated with these large history paintings of 
naval battles, documentation on the commissioners themselves has not always 
survived. The subject matter and the prominence of particular ships and flags 
do, however, often give some insight in the potential commissioners. Vroom’s 
rendering of the Battle of Sluis, for instance, shows the weapon of Prince Maurice 
on the central ship, the Zwarte Galei (Black Galley), with other Dutch galleys 
displaying the flag of Zeeland (Fig. 6). On the basis of these elements, historian 
Peter Sigmond has suggested that the work might have been commissioned by 
the Admiralty of Zeeland, or made as a gift to either Maurice or the States of 
Zeeland.34 The deeply divided nature of the Low Countries in the first stages of 
the Revolt also made sure that some battles could only be used as subject 
matter by certain cities or admiralties. At the Battle on the Zuiderzee and the 
Battle on the Haarlemmermeer, for instance, Amsterdam still fought on the side 
of the Spanish crown – a fact that was readily referred to through the Amsterdam 
flags on ‘Spanish’ ships in commissioned pieces made by rivalling cities like 
Hoorn (in De Verwer’s rendering of the Battle on the Zuiderzee) and Haarlem  
(in Vroom’s Battle on the Haarlemmermeer). Commissions were thus not only 
used to cement the internal unity of the newly found Republic, but also to play 
out the many regional rivalries that riddled the United Provinces.35 In this sense, 
civic and military institutions could point to their own role in the defence of the 
Republic in general, while at the same time underlining their ‘superior’ position  
in this endeavour vis-à-vis other cities or admiralties.
	 Most of the sea battles chosen as subjects for monumental early seventeenth-
century paintings were the stuff of older and bygone generations; Abraham de 
Verwer’s painting of the Battle on the Zuiderzee of 1621 was produced almost 
50 years after the fateful battle. The same goes for Vroom’s Battle on the 
Haarlemmermeer, painted at least 56 years after the Spanish victory that brought 
Haarlem to its knees. However, the most popular subject by far, the famed Battle 
of Gibraltar, was significantly closer in time to the commissioners and painters. 
Many works of the 1607 battle were produced within the following 15 to 30 years. 
Without a doubt, both the scale of the battle and its consequent framing as a 
‘national’ victory contributed to this timeline: this was a victory not just for 
Holland and Zeeland, the provinces that had supplied most of the ships and 
manpower for the expeditionary force, but for the United Provinces at large.36 
Indeed, it can even be speculated that the crushing victory at Gibraltar sparked 
the rising interest in the celebration of past naval victories that flourished 
during and after the Truce.

34	 Sigmond 2013, 370
35	� On the importance of flags in this regard, 

see Onnekink 2020.
36	 Van der Steen 2015, 133.

6 		 Hendrick Vroom, Battle of Sluis  
in 1603, after 1603  
Oil on canvas, 132.5 × 240 cm
Amsterdam, Het Scheepvaartmuseum, 
the National Maritime Museum, 
inv. no. 1990.0746

21



Despite the abundant interest in history paintings of naval battles, these works 
were thus somewhat of a ‘slow’ medium. Paintings were preceded by all kinds 
of other objects and media that depicted and described naval warfare, including 
etchings, engravings, epitaphs, medals, pamphlets, poems, songs, tapestries, printed 
histories and oral stories. Painters drew on these media for inspiration, information 
and aesthetic input. At the same time, each art form was equally bound by its own 
internal logic and material specificities. As will be shown here, painters portrayed 
violence in a distinctly explicit manner that was rarely found in other domains 
of the visual arts. These pioneering Dutch maritime painters, it seems, added in 
their own way to the unique representation and imagination of violence at sea.

MEDIA OF MARITIME VIOLENCE: PRINTING, PAINTING AND TAPESTRY WEAVING

	 I still say I’d rather paint.37

When Cornelis Claesz van Wieringen started on his commission for a painting of 
the Battle of Gibraltar, he could rely on an enormous amount of representations 
and descriptions of the spectacular Dutch victory. He would have been able to read 
the different pamphlets published quickly after the battle, including a first-hand 
account by renowned explorer Joris van Spilbergen.38 Van Wieringen would have 
been able to use the detailed and high-quality news print of the event by Claes 
Jansz Visscher (c. 1587–1652), produced shortly after the state funeral of Admiral 
Jacob van Heemskerck in Amsterdam (Fig. 7). He would even have had the option  
to travel to Amsterdam to have a look at Van Heemskerck’s epitaph in the Oude 
Kerk, which included a representation of Dutch and Spanish ships fighting in the 
Bay of Gibraltar (Fig. 8).39 It is not unlikely that Van Wieringen would also have been 
able to draw on the storytelling of veterans, as well as the victory songs sung by 
fellow countrymen and women.40 And of course, he would have been able to make 
use of the growing number of printed and painted representations of sea battles 
– whether historical or generic – produced in the urban centres of the Dutch Republic.
	 While painting would become the dominant art form for the portrayal of naval 
battles in the course of the seventeenth century, numerous other cultural products 
engaged with the subject of war at sea. Specifically in the domain of the visual 
arts, large paintings of sea battles were preceded by two other art forms: print
making and tapestry weaving.41 In fact, the first large and monumental represen
tations of sea battles in the Dutch Republic were a set of tapestries produced for 
the States of Zeeland, designed by none other than the young Hendrick Vroom.42 

37	� ‘Ick seg noch dat ick liever schilder.’ Hendrick Vroom 
commenting on his work for the Zeeland tapestries.  
Cited and translated in Bol 1989, 54.

38	 Spilbergen, 1607.

39	 Lawrence 1992.
40	 Brand 2015, 21.
41	 Daalder 2008, 13.
42	 Keyes 1975 vol. 1, 27–28.

7 		 Claes Jansz Visscher (II),  
after David Vinckboons (I),  
Battle of Gibraltar in 1607, 1607 
Etching, 432 × 847 mm  
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. RP-P-OB-77.989

8 		 Anonymous, Grave monument 
of Jacob van Heemskerck in the 
Oude Kerk in Amsterdam,  
c. 1607–1699. Etching, 117 × 68 mm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. RP-P-OB-80.726
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The term ‘news print’ is a historiographical category used to describe single-
sheet prints made shortly after a particular newsworthy event, including sieges, 
funerals, executions and naval battles. They mostly consisted of an etching, 
engraving or woodcut portraying the event in question, with a short textual 
description at the bottom of the print.49 In the market for news prints, speed was 
of the essence; to publish these prints as quickly as possible, printmakers often 
favoured rudimentary and simplified styles. Some printmakers, however, catered 
to a clientele with more patience. Amsterdam-based printmaker and publisher 
Johannes Rem (c. 1566 – c. 1620), for instance, created a highly detailed print 
covering three separate sheets on the destruction of Spinola’s galleys in 1602 off 
the Flemish coast. The privilege (that is, the exclusive right to print the work) 
that Rem requested for the print was filed roughly a month after the battle had 
taken place (Fig. 10).50 In this sense, news prints were hardly just about news. 
While all of these prints covered a mix of news, propaganda and aesthetics, 
large varieties could be found in the primacy given to any of these three elements.
	 The second place where one could find plenty of prints of naval warfare were 
illustrated books. During the Truce, a large number of illustrated histories were pro- 
duced that concerned themselves with the progress of the ‘first half’ of the Eighty 
Years’ War.51 Yet book illustrations often had much in common with the aforemen
tioned news prints. In fact, many of the illustrations found in history books were 
directly copied from the news prints produced in the late sixteenth century, especially 
those made in the famous Hogenberg workshop in Cologne (Fig. 11).52 News prints 
were simply resized, provided with a different subtext and given a new life as book 
illustrations. In the case of more luxurious publications on the Eighty Years’ War, 
such as Den Nassauschen Lauren-crans (1610), publishers did order new, large prints 
of the major battles of the Eighty Years’ War, including the victories that had cemented 
the Dutch dominance in naval warfare (Fig. 12).53 But these prints were also often 
based on existing news prints, essentially providing more detailed interpretations 
of older images. As was the case with news prints, book illustrations contained a 
variety of layers relating to aesthetic, political and narrative concerns. 
	 Both book illustrations and news prints took a similar approach to the 
representation of naval warfare. They often focused on cartographic elements and 
provided a bird’s-eye view of the events in question. Printed images could be 
enormously detailed, but none of them could truly compete with the enormous 
paintings of the early seventeenth century, of which the dimensions exceeded 
even the largest prints many times over. As such, news prints and book illustrations 
left much of the human suffering out of sight; no prints, for instance, of the Battle 
of Gibraltar showed the mass killing of drowning Spaniards, an element that readily 

This monumental tapestry series served to underline the sacrifices made, and 
the role played, by the people of Zeeland in the early phases of the Eighty Years’ 
War (Fig. 9). In particular, the series was aimed at the Stadtholder and other 
illustrious guests that might visit Middelburg, for the princely guest quarters 
(prinsenlogement) were the rooms decorated with these prestigious works of art.43

	 The production of the Zeeland tapestries was a collaborative effort. Vroom was 
the first artist in this chain of ‘creative industries’, providing the preparatory draw
ings. In turn, Dordrecht painter Hubrecht Leyniers created full-scale cartoons on 
the basis of Vroom’s work, which were then used by the De Maecht workshop in 
Middelburg for the final stage of weaving the actual tapestries. Of the six tapestries 
in total, five were woven in the De Maecht workshop; the first tapestry was woven 
in the Delft workshop of Francois Spiering.44 Interestingly, the tapestries prefigure 
a number of violent details that would later return in Vroom’s paintings. The 
enormous scale of the tapestries, far larger than many of the paintings in question 
here, seems to have allowed for extremely detailed and bloody combat scenes. 
These monumental tapestries seem to have held the function that would soon 
be taken over by large paintings: expensive works of art that served both as gifts 
and as a means of self-representation for Dutch civic and military institutions. 
The Zeeland tapestries neatly combined these two functions as they were provided 
specifically for the Stadtholder’s quarters in Zeeland’s capital of Middelburg.
	 In the context of the Dutch Republic, however, the Zeeland tapestry series 
remained rather unique. Besides a few isolated cases, like the Siege of Damietta 
tapestry designed by Van Wieringen,45 painting dominated the market for maritime 
works. In general, monumental tapestry series were more en vogue in foreign 
courts. As such, the only other tapestries designed by Vroom concerned a 
commission on the defeat of the Armada, paid for by the victorious English Lord 
High Admiral Howard of Effingham and transferred to the court of King James I 
in 1612.46 When leading maritime painter Willem van de Velde the Elder (c. 1611–1693) 
tried his hand at a tapestry series in the 1670s, it was again for English commis
sioners: one series ordered by king Charles II and a second series for his successor 
James II.47 The same courtly associations, however, might have motivated the 
States of Zeeland to commission their own tapestry series, and it can be spec
ulated that the monumental and courtly works were a claim to the same type  
of sovereignty that was enjoyed by Europe’s landed nobility.48 
	 In contrast to the exclusive and expensive Zeeland tapestries, printed images 
were often cheap and widely available. Essentially, prints depicting sea battles 
could be found in two main formats: the news print and the book illustration. 
Without a doubt, the news print was the most accessible format of the two.  

43	� Heyning 2007, 77; Van Swigchem and Ploos van Amstel 
1991, 141.

44	 Campbell 2007, 53.
45	� Daalder 2008, 13; Keyes 1990, 11. Van Wieringen also 

made a painting of the Siege of Damietta with the same 
design. The painting and tapestry referred to the 1218 
Siege of Damietta, Egypt, by a Crusader army. According 
to legend, a Haarlem ship had broken the chain that 
barred Damietta’s harbour, thereby securing the city for 
the Crusaders. 

46	� For an individual tapestry design made by Vroom for an 
English patron, see Van den Donk 1994. The Armada 
tapestries (having come down to us only in printed 
reproductions) show little in terms of violence, providing 
a more distant bird’s-eye view of the fleets – very much 
unlike the more detailed Zeeland tapestries. 

47	� See ‘De Van de Velde Wandtapijten’ https://www.
hetscheepvaartmuseum.nl/doen/tentoonstellingen/
verwacht-willem-van-de-velde-vader-en-zoon/van-de-
velde-wandtapijten (accessed 8 March 2021).

48	 Heyning 2007, 57-58.

49	 Veldman 2001, 55.
50	 Sigmond 2013, 305.
51	� E.g., Baudartius 1616; Pieter Christiaensz Bor 1621-1634; 

Gysius 1616; Van Meteren 1614.
52	 Voges 2019, 354
53	 Orlers and Van Haestens 1610.
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9		 François Spiering after 
Hendrick Vroom, Battle at Bergen 
op Zoom in 1574, 1593-1595. Silk and 
wool, 409.5 × 742 cm. Middelburg, 
Zeeuws Museum, collection of the 
Province of Zeeland, 
Inv. no. Br72-007



returned in the paintings of Van Wieringen and Willaert. Bodies shot to pieces – 
as shown aplenty in Vroom’s work – did not make it into the etchings and engrav
ings of the early seventeenth century.54 In this sense, the paintings that followed 
many years after the production of news prints and book illustrations were strikingly 
different in their imagination of violence. While painters readily took advantage 
of the existence of prints in a number of ways, copying compositions, cartographic 
details and the formation of ships,55 they also added violent details that had been 
non-existent in printed images. These details then, will be the subject of the next 
chapter: the uniquely violent imagination of pioneering Dutch maritime painters. 
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54	� A rare exception can be found in Johannes Rem’s print of 
the Battle of Sluis, where a Spanish soldier without legs 
is shown flying off one of the galleys. See Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. RP-P-OB-80.654. 55	 Sigmond 2013, 311; Brand 2015, 15.

10		 Johannes Rem, Destruction  
of the Spanish galleys before the 
Flemish coast in 1602, 1602–1603 
Engraving, 540 × 126 mm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. RP-P-OB-80.631

Detail



12		 Bartholomeus Willemsz 
Dolendo, Battle of Gibraltar in 1607, 
1607–1610. Engraving,  
230 × 343 mm  
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. RP-P-OB-80.717

11		 Anonymous after Frans 
Hogenberg, Battle at the Zuiderzee  
in 1573, 1613–1615. Etching, 135 × 159 mm
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. RP-P-OB-79.528



BODILY INTERPRETATIONS OF VIOLENCE
IN DUTCH MARITIME PAINTING

A BLOODY MESS

	 Yes, some even said that the sea was painted with blood.56

The painters dealt with here show a particular and unique fascination with the 
concrete physicality of violence. However, the most simple and basic element 
with which to start is the abundant presence of (painted) blood. While the portrayal 
of blood might seem like a straightforward aspect of the portrayal of warfare, 
its presence was hardly self-evident and is completely absent in Dutch maritime 
works produced in the second half of the seventeenth century. And while the word 
‘bloody’ has become shorthand for ‘violent’ in many descriptions of paintings 
dealing with warfare – both in popular and academic language – the word 
rarely seems to reflect on the actual presence of blood. As such, this chapter will 
start with a very basic question: What about all the blood?
	 Even if most of the successful early seventeenth-century maritime painters 
tried to play and experiment with the theme of blood, its presence seems to 
have been reserved primarily for large and detailed commissioned works. Within 
the context of the significant dimensions of these paintings, the blood that is 
portrayed can amount to very small details, a few simple strokes of red. This, for 
instance, is the case in Vroom’s Battle on the Haarlemmermeer, which shows just 
two small bloodied figures on a ship flying the Amsterdam flag. The same goes 
for Van Wieringen’s earliest rendering of the Battle of Gibraltar, now in the 
National Maritime Museum Greenwich, where one can discern a single man in 
the water with a stroke of red flowing from his head (Fig. 14).
	 The relationship between blood and large paintings might have been a 
practical issue to some extent: it was simply harder to show blood on smaller 
paintings with fewer details. However, that such a feat was far from impossible 
is illustrated by an exceptionally small and detailed round cabinet piece by Aert 
Anthonisz (c. 1580–1620) with a diameter of only 22.4 cm (Fig. 13). In this painting 
of a clash between Dutch and Spanish vessels, Antonisz portrayed a Spanish 
sailor shot out of the rigging with a veritable fountain of blood spouting out of 
his gunshot wound. While Antonisz’s work fits in with the broader maritime artistic 
interest in explicit violence, the highly detailed painting itself seems to be a 
unique case. The finely painted cabinet piece was a work in which the painter 

56	� ‘Ja eenige seyden, dat de zee van den bloede geverwet 
was’. Godevaert van Haecht on the aftermath of a sea 
battle in Zeeland. Van Haecht 1929, 187.

13		 Aert Anthonisz, Battle between 
Dutch and Spanish ships, 1604. Oak, 
d. 22.4 cm. Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
inv. no. 740A
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sought to showcase his eye for detail despite the very limited space available.  
In this sense, the work itself underlines the relationship between blood and a 
painting’s dimensions: Antonisz sought to incorporate details that are normally 
hard to make visible in small paintings, blood being a perfect case in point.
	 In the bloody examples mentioned above, the devil seems to be primarily in 
the details. In other cases, however, blood is far more than a detail for the 
attentive eye. The painting that comes closest to the popular description of ‘seas 
of blood’ is without a doubt Van Wieringen’s test piece for the Battle of Gibraltar. 
In the sky above the exploding flagship, blood gushes out of the collection of 
flying dismembered bodies (Fig. 3). In the water, yet more blood surrounds the 
bodies of Spanish sailors and soldiers, in some cases shown flowing freely from 
bloodied stumps (Fig. 15). In other commissioned works, too, we see few 
reservations about bloodied bodies. Two paintings of the Battle of Sluis (1603), 
one by Hendrick Vroom the other by Andries van Eertvelt, hold numerous 
uniquely bloody details. In Vroom’s interpretation of the battle, blood flows in 
the waters between the two galleys in the foreground; it even spouts out of  
the beheaded corpse of a galley slave (Fig. 16). Van Eertvelt’s painting (Fig. 17),  
which is similar to Vroom’s composition, shifts the place of blood from the water 
to the ship’s decks and prows. On the decks of the largest galleys, blood flows 
out of mutilated bodies – heavily accentuated for dramatic effect (Fig. 18) – with 
the prow of the Spanish galley on the left completely covered with bodies and 
blood (Fig. 19).
	 In itself, the presence of blood in representations of warfare is not a specif
ically ‘maritime’ theme: even if contemporaneous Dutch images of sieges often 
showed a somewhat stylized and bloodless representation of war,57 the popular 
Dutch painting genre of cavalry skirmishes contained plenty of bloodied soldiers 
and horses.58 However, blood in the context of maritime warfare was something 
specific to large paintings of the early seventeenth century; it is only rarely 
found in smaller paintings, and not at all in the many prints of naval warfare 
produced in at that time. Similar to smaller paintings, the lack of blood in prints 
seems to have been an issue of detail. Often taking a distant, bird’s-eye view, 
prints left little room for bloody details. The predominantly black-and-white 
medium of prints was in itself not a limiting factor. Printmakers found plenty of 
inventive ways to suggest the presence of blood, as is illustrated by the many 
explicit and bloody prints of martyrs produced in the early modern period.59 A 
specifically bloody maritime example can be found in an etching of the Battle 
on the Zuiderzee by late seventeenth-century Amsterdam printmaker Jan 
Luyken (1649–1712): in the foreground, blood spurts out of the stumps of a 
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57	 Kunzle 2002, 503, 506.
58	 See for examples Van Maarseveen et al. 1998.
59	� E.g. Jaqcues Callot, Sanctus Livarius, Amsterdam, 

Rijksmuseum, inv. no. RP-P-OB-4750.

15		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 1607 
(Fig. 1). Blood flows out of the stumps 
of a wounded Spanish soldier.

16		 Detail of Hendrick Vroom, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 6)  
Blood spurts out of the neck of  
a beheaded galley slave.

14		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Heemskerk’s Defeat  
of the Spaniards at Gibraltar,  
25 April 1607, 1619. Oil on canvas, 
182.8 × 294.6 cm. Greenwich, 
London, National Maritime Museum,  
Caird Collection, inv. no. BHC0265.



17		 Andries van Eertvelt,
Battle of Sluis in 1603, 1603
Oil on canvas, 115 × 150 cm
Sluis, Museum het Belfort,  
on loan from the City of Sluis,
inv. no. SLS -00134

18 		 Detail of Andries van Eertvelt, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 17).  
Blood flows out of mutilated bodies – 
heavily accentuated for dramatic effect.

19		 Detail of Andries van Eertvelt, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 17)  
The prow of a Spanish galley, 
covered with bodies and blood.



Spaniard with severed hands (one just hanging to his wrist by a thread) (Fig. 20). 
Even though the medium of printmaking was – practically speaking – perfectly 
suited for the representation of blood, no printmakers besides Luyken – who 
already in his own time was well known for his explicitly violent works – took up 
the theme of blood in the imagination of maritime warfare.60

	 Unsurprisingly perhaps, the tapestries woven for the States of Zeeland seem 
to share many characteristics with the paintings in question here. These large 
and detailed works designed by Vroom provide plenty of explicit and gory 
elements: blood dripping down from the ships is neatly woven into the fabric 
(Fig. 21). On the tapestry of the Battle of Bergen op Zoom, blood flows profusely 
from a Spanish soldier pierced by a spear (Fig. 22). Even the ships in the 
background of the tapestry of the Siege of Zierikzee are shown to be stained 
with blood, as a vicious melee unfolds upon the decks (Fig. 23). Since these 
tapestries precede all of the large commissioned paintings of sea battles, they 
might very well have set the tone for these later paintings.
	 If blood was perhaps a rather simple addition to the highly detailed works of 
Dutch maritime painters, the truly inventive and uniquely violent elements are 
to be found in the explicit representation of the many different kinds of wounds 
from which all of this blood flowed. This aspect is central to the next chapter: 
What did painters make of the gruesome nature of naval warfare and above all, 
the effect of ever more powerful gunpowder weapons on the human body?

HEADS, ARMS AND LEGS

	 All that shooting off of arms and legs is not to the sailors’ liking.61

Few representations of early modern warfare truly showed the enormous 
carnage inflicted by the ever-increasing efficiency of gunpowder weapons. 
Violence in visual media was often stylized, implying the impact of cannonballs 
and bullets rather than actually showing the concrete effects of their destructive 
force. Yet the painters discussed here expressed a particular interest in showing 
what happened when balls of lead collided with human bodies – providing 
unique views of exploding heads and splintering limbs.
	 While explicit physical disfigurement appears in a number of early seventeenth-
century Dutch maritime paintings, some artists seem to have been more invested 
in the theme than others. Without a doubt, Hendrick Vroom and his son, Cornelis 
Vroom (c. 1590–1661), were the most inventive when it came to the portrayal of 
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60	 Stol 1689, 429–30; Van Duijnen 2018.

61	� ‘Al dat arm ende been afschieten staat de maats niet 
aan’. Admiral Maerten Tromp on the issue of war 
weariness in 1653. Cited and translated in Frijhoff and 
Spies 2004, 135. 

20		 Jan Luyken, Battle on the 
Zuiderzee against the Count  
of Bossu in 1573, 1679–1684  
Etching and engraving, 273 × 345 mm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. RP-P-OB-44.062

Detail



21		 Detail of François Spiering 
after Hendrick Vroom, Battle at 
Bergen op Zoom in 1574, 1593-1595 
Silk and wool, 409.5 × 742 cm 
Middelburg, Zeeuws Museum, 
collection of the Province of Zeeland,  
inv. no. Br72-007. Blood drips down 
from ships into the water.

22		 Detail of François Spiering 
after Hendrick Vroom, Battle at 
Bergen op Zoom in 1574, 1593-1595 
Silk and wool, 409.5 × 742 cm 
Middelburg, Zeeuws Museum, 
collection of the Province of Zeeland,  
inv. no. Br72-007. Blood flows from 
a pierced Spanish soldier.

23		 Detail of François Spiering 
after Hendrick Vroom, Battle at 
Zierikzee, 1599-1603. Silk and wool, 
394.5 × 386 cm. Middelburg, 
Zeeuws Museum, collection of the 
Province of Zeeland, inv. no. Br72-010. 
Blood stains the decks of the ships 
as a vicious melee unfolds.



mangled bodies. Throughout his successful career as a maritime painter, 
Hendrick essentially expanded on wounds on two parts of the human body: the 
head and the arms. Already in his work for the Zeeland tapestries, Vroom 
included an explicit image of a severed arm. On the tapestry of the Siege of 
Veere, he depicted a Spaniard whose arm is completely torn off by gunfire – 
with the figure positioned prominently in the foreground (Fig. 24). When 
examining the figure up close, it becomes clear how much detail has been 
worked into this figure: the water itself is visible between the two parts of the 
man’s left arm, implying that it was shot clean through at the elbow. This theme 
would later return in two other paintings by Vroom: his work on the Battle of 
Sluis (Fig. 25) and the collaborative work with his son on the ramming of 
Spinola’s galleys (Figs. 26 and 27). The latter shows a figure very similar to the 
one found in the Zeeland tapestry. While the crewmen in the foreground are 
thought to be the work of Cornelis,62 it is not unlikely that the son had taken 
some cues of his father in respect to this particular wounded soldier. In the 
painting of the Battle of Sluis, the broken arm returns yet again, this time of a 
Spanish soldier lying in the water. Similar to the other figures, the arm is broken 
at the elbow, hanging down at an unnatural angle. The man seems to be crying 
for help, with the drummer of the nearby Spanish galley turning his head and 
guiding the viewers’ eyes towards the grisly sight in the water.
	 Another type of explicit wound that can only be found in the works of father 
and son Vroom is the impact of gunfire on heads. The theme is most thoroughly 
explored in the aforementioned Battle of Sluis, which features no less than three 
beheadings by gunfire. On the leftmost galley a beheaded slave – the victim of 
large-calibre cannon fire – hangs over the side of the ship, blood rushing out of 
his neck (Fig. 16). On the central Spanish galley, complete carnage unfolds: the 
soldier at the prow of the galley is missing his head and blood spurts upwards 
from his neck. The fact that the figure is still awkwardly standing up implies that 
the viewer is witnessing the very moment of the bullet’s impact (Fig. 29). On the 
left side of the same galley, a soldier falls backwards from the impact of a shot 
that takes the head off his shoulders; his missing head seems to be thrown into 
the rows of galley slaves before him. Cornelis, in turn, expanded on the theme of 
heads in the aforementioned collaborative work with his father – showing a 
Spanish soldier on the leftmost galley having his face literally shot off. In this 
particularly explicit rendering, Cornelis shows half of the man’s upper face 
turned into a paste of red flying backwards – suggesting the destructive force of 
the bullet’s impact (Fig. 28). Far more crude than Cornelis’s gory interpretation is 
Hendrick’s final contribution to the theme, found in his 1629 painting of the 
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62	� The galleys and figures in the foreground are most likely 
the work of Cornelis and show similarities to other works 
attributed to him. See, for example, Greenwich Maritime 
Museum, inv. no. BHC0799, and the painting of the Battle 
of Lepanto in Ham House, Richmond-upon-Thames, 
National Trust inv. no. NT1139664. See also Keyes, 1975,  
vol. 1, 173, 182, 191. 

24		 Detail of François Spiering after 
Hendrick Vroom, Siege of Veere (II), 
1599-1603. Silk and wool,  
410 × 216.5 cm. Middelburg, Zeeuws 
Museum, collection of the Province 
of Zeeland, inv. no. Br72-005-02  
The water itself is visible between 
the two parts of the man’s left arm.

25		 Detail of Hendrick Vroom, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 6)  
A Spanish soldier, his arm broken 
in two at the elbow.



26		 Hendrick and Cornelis Vroom, 
Dutch Ships Ramming Spanish 
Galleys off the English Coast,  
3 October 1602, 1607. Oil on canvas, 
118 × 151 cm. Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. SK-A-460

28		 Detail of Hendrick and Cornelis 
Vroom, Dutch Ships Ramming Spanish 
Galleys off the English Coast,  
3 October 1602 (Fig. 26). Cornelis shows 
half of the man’s upper face turned 
into a paste of red flying backwards 
– suggesting the destructive force 
of the bullet’s impact.

27		 Detail of Hendrick and Cornelis 
Vroom, Dutch Ships Ramming 
Spanish Galleys off the English 
Coast, 3 October 1602 (Fig. 26)  
The arm of a Spanish soldier is shot 
in two at the elbow.



29		 Detail of Hendrick Vroom, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 6).  
A headless soldier stumbles on  
the prow of the Spanish galley.

30		 Detail of Hendrick Vroom, 
Battle between Dutch and Spanish 
Ships on the Haarlemmermeer, 1629 
Oil on canvas, 190 × 268 cm  
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. SK-A-602. A Spanish soldier 
is shot in the neck as a shocked 
priest looks on.
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Battle on the Haarlemmermeer. On the ship flying the Amsterdam flag in the 
middle of the painting, a Spanish officer is shot in the neck – complete with 
blood spurting out – as a seemingly shocked Catholic priest looks on (Fig. 30). 
Right next to the officer, another soldier is lying on the ground – a few strokes 
of red placed on the space where his head should have been. Viewers from 
Haarlem would have had little problem connecting the dots between Catholicism, 
the support that the city of Amsterdam gave to the Spanish crown during the 
battle and the deaths aboard the Amsterdam ship: this was the just reward for 
those who were seen to be conspiring with a ‘foreign’ and ‘papist’ power.63

	 Although Hendrick and Cornelis Vroom were without a doubt the most 
prolific and inventive when it came to the portrayal of bodily destruction, they 
were not the only painters to engage with this subject. Van Eertvelt’s painting of 
the Battle of Sluis, for instance, showcases a lively interest in the visualization  
of violence. Apart from the abundance of blood found on the painting, soldiers 
with missing arms and hands are scattered throughout the painting. Most 
prominent is a soldier lying on the Spanish galley in the foreground who is 
missing his left underarm (Fig. 31). The soldier next to him bleeds profusely from 
a wound somewhere between his neck and shoulder. Across the other Spanish 
galleys, several figures are shown with red stumps where there hands should 
have been. Even on the most distant galley in the far left corner of the painting, 
a soldier’s hand has been accentuated in red paint to suggest the impact of a 
gunshot (Fig. 32). Interestingly, the violence shown here goes beyond any 
semblance of what the Antwerp painter showed in his pro-Spanish works.
Compared with the previous examples of relatively small figures, Van Wieringen’s 
painting of the exploding Spanish flagship throws dismemberment full into the 
face of the spectator. The flying body parts inhabiting his test piece on the Battle 
of Gibraltar have already been described in detail in the introduction. In many ways, 
Van Wieringen’s spectacular and unique imagination of a gunpowder explosion fits 
right in with the details of dismemberment and beheading by the Vrooms and 
Van Eertvelt. Unlike Vroom, however, Van Wieringen did not work this type of 
details into any of his other works, at least not in those that are known today. The 
dismembered bodies, for instance, did not make it into his final Gibraltar painting 
– which suggests that it might have been impressive, but not quite suitable as 
the primary subject (in this final piece, an exploding ship is seen on the far left, 
but the explosion itself is far smaller and with no body parts flying around). Van 
Wieringen did add a different and unique type of physical violence to this work: 
almost at the centre of the painting, in the foreground, he portrayed a Spanish 
soldier pierced by a large wooden splinter – the man still clutching the piece of 

63	 Eekhout 2011, 119.

31		 Detail of Andries van Eertvelt, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 17)  
Next to the front row of the galley 
slaves: a Spanish soldier missing 
his left underarm.

32		 Detail of Andries van Eertvelt, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 17). A 
soldier’s hand has been accentuated 
in red paint to suggest the impact 
of a gunshot.



wood sticking out of his bloodied lower abdomen (Fig. 33). This representation of 
violence was a particularly maritime one: when vulnerable parts of ships were hit 
by cannonballs, numerous splinters were thrown around with great force – 
transforming the ship’s wood into deadly projectiles.64 Yet while this danger was 
a consistent aspect of maritime warfare during the age of sail,65 Van Wieringen 
seems to have been the only maritime painter to pick up the theme – and only once, 
at that. In portraying this peculiar yet prominent detail, Van Wieringen may have 
chosen to showcase his knowledge of maritime affairs and experience at sea. 
Indeed, it can be argued that his specialism as a maritime painter was not only 
evidenced by his accurate portrayal of ships and the elements at sea, but also 
through his portrayal of the particularities of violence at sea.
	 Finally, Adam Willaerts added just one minute detail to his oeuvre of sea 
battles that played on the theme of dismemberment. This particular detail is so 
small that it is easily missed: in the middle of his largest Gibraltar painting, a clash 
between two sloops is shown, the Dutch one chasing and engaging the Spanish 
from the rear (Figs. 34 and 35). At the very front of the Spanish sloop, a torso 
flies out of the vessel, with strands of blood trailing its fall (Fig. 36). On the left, 
a Dutch ship is seen firing a cannon right in the direction of the man separated 
from his legs. The cannon and the bow of the sloop are aligned almost perfectly 
– making clear to the attentive viewer what is actually being shown here: a 
Spaniard blown in two by a cannonball.
	 All in all, these prominent early seventeenth-century maritime painters show
cased a lively interest in the portrayal of bodily fragmentation, missing heads 
and bloody sights of dismemberment. Without a doubt, these details expressed 
the painters’ expertise, in maritime affairs as well as in fine painting. Dutch maritime 
painters took pride in their detailed and precise representation of ships, the 
accurate interpretation of the elements at sea, and the portrayal of countless 
figures going about their maritime business.66 In large paintings of naval warfare, 
this principle worked no differently. The violent scenes described here consisted 
of meticulously painted details that showcased the painter’s skill, his eye for 
detail and his presumed knowledge of maritime warfare. By making visible the 
impact of gunpowder weapons, these painters also reflected on a common 
aspect of early modern warfare that was rarely represented in the visual arts.  
All of this makes these details somewhat isolated in a visual sense: they depicted 
particular forms of violence that were not found in other domains of the visual 
arts: not in prints or smaller paintings, nor in marble monuments or stained 
glass windows. In fact, the explicit and unique violence that was portrayed by 
the likes of Vroom, Van Wieringen and Willaert seem to have been inspired not 
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64	� The danger of splinters is mentioned by Grotius as well 
as by Van Meteren, see Van Meteren 1614, fol. 90 recto, 
and Grotius 1681, 537.

65	� Reeve 2003, 11. On the splintering of wood by the impact 
of cannonballs in the nineteenth century, see Kahanov  
et al. 2012.

66	 Keyes 1990, 12.

33		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 
1607 (Fig. 2). A man clutches a piece 
of wood sticking out of his lower 
abdomen.



34		 Adam Willaerts, Naval Battle 
near Gibraltar, 25 April 1607, 1639 
Oil on canvas, 136 × 204.5 cm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. SK-A-2162

35		 Detail of Adam Willaerts, Naval 
Battle near Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 
(Fig. 34). A clash between two sloops, 
the Dutch one chasing and engaging 
the Spanish from the rear.

36		 Detail of Adam Willaerts, Naval 
Battle near Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 
(Fig. 34). The man at the back of the 
sloop is shot in two, his torso flying 
over the edge of the vessel.
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by visual examples, but primarily by written and oral sources. For while flying 
heads in the visual arts were confined to a select number of exclusive paintings, 
they were far more readily found in songs, siege journals, poems, history books, 
pamphlets and funeral oratories: in the domain of the written and spoken word.

TALL TALES, SMALL DETAILS

	� One of the Turks carefully aimed a cannon at him and fired, and the ball hit 
the Dutchman squarely in the face. His head was blown into pieces, and the 
men about him were splattered with the pulp of his brains.67

Few accounts of naval warfare are more intriguing and explicit than one of the 
stories told by Spanish captain Alonso de Contreras (1582–1641). De Contreras  
was an adventurer, a career soldier who fought on land and sea, roaming from 
the Mediterranean Sea to the distant West Indies. Interestingly, he was also a 
contemporary of the pioneering generation of Dutch maritime painters. Yet most 
importantly of all, De Contreras was one of the few early seventeenth-century 
soldier-sailors who wrote an autobiography. Between 1630 and 1633, De Contreras 
produced a written account of his life, providing a unique historical document 
that reflected on the nature of war at sea. At one point in his autobiography, De 
Contreras recounted an engagement with Barbary corsairs in the Mediterranean 
Sea.68 The fight was gruelling, the first enemy broadside killed 17 men on the 
Spanish ship, followed by boarding actions and intense hand-to-hand combat. 
After describing how he came to a hard-fought victory, De Contreras states that 
he witnessed two miracles that day ‘that are well worth the telling’.69 And this is 
where he starts to recount the wondrous beheading of a Dutch crew member on 
his galley (maritime crews were, and still are, incredibly diverse, and a Dutchman 
serving on a Spanish galley would not have been out of the ordinary). While  
an exposed Dutch gunner was reloading, a corsair takes aim at him and blows  
the man’s head into tiny pieces, sending pieces of brain and skull flying in all 
directions. One such piece of skull hits a nearby sailor on the side of his nose: 
crooked from birth, the nose is set perfectly straight by the impact of the blow  
with only a bruise to show. This gory miracle receives a counterpart in a second 
cautionary tale of redemption. During the same engagement, a crewman infamous 
for cursing and blaspheming has his buttocks grazed by a cannonball. After this 
lifechanging event, the man never again complained about his misfortunes, for ‘he 
had never known anything like the wind of a bullet to sweat out a sickness!’70

Wondrous and violent stories about cannonballs and bullets were a popular 
subject in seventeenth-century Europe. Sieges and naval warfare especially 
inspired all kinds of tall tales involving cannonballs.71 Like the two miracles 
recounted by Contreras, these tales often combined gruesome instances of 
dismemberment with wondrous stories of salvation and near misses. Seen from 
this perspective, the explicit instances of dismemberment shown in maritime 
painting might not have been all that unfamiliar to the early modern viewer, 
connecting to a rich written and oral culture that thrived on stories of flying 
heads and snapping limbs.
	 Whereas painted scenes of dismemberment and beheading by cannonballs 
and bullets were confined to the specific and exclusive category of large 
commission works, written sources on the theme are incredibly diverse. 
Naturally, accounts of rampaging cannonballs can be found in military sources 
like the autobiography of De Contreras, as soldiers and sailors would often have 
had first-hand experience with the destructive impact of gunpowder weapons. 
As historian Yuval Noah Harari has pointed out: ‘Renaissance [military] mem
oirists’ not infrequently narrate[d] how cannonballs smashed limbs, heads, and 
entire bodies.’72 Yet civilians, too, experienced and described the horrors of 
gunpowder weaponry. Haarlem citizen Willem Janszoon Verwer (c. 1533–c. 1595), 
who kept a journal during the Spanish siege of Haarlem (1572–1573), reported 
multiple instances of beheading by gunfire: a guardsman had his head shot off, 
‘as if hewn off with a sword, yes even his shirt was not even hit’.73 A young man 
foraging for grass at the Zijlpoort gate was beheaded by heavy cannon fire, another 
man at the Spaarnwouder gate ‘had his head shot off’.74 An unfortunate skipper, 
walking homeward, was taken under fire from Spanish positions and had both 
of his legs shot off below the knee. In war-torn Europe, first-hand knowledge of 
the horrors of gunpowder weapons was hardly confined to military professionals.
	 As illustrated by the opening quote of De Contreras, accounts of extreme 
violence did not need to be simply descriptive. Storytelling, providence and 
humour all provided frames to give meaning to the horrors of war. Compare, for 
instance, Verwer’s spectacular yet mostly descriptive accounts with the dark 
soldier’s humour found in a Dutch printed journal of the 1622 Spanish siege of 
Bergen op Zoom. Apart from a thorough description of the progress of the siege, 
the booklet ended with a section in which a number of wondrous accounts of 
cannon fire were recounted. In one case, a cannonball smashes harmlessly 
through a drum that served as a gambling table for a group of Spaniards – only 
for the shot to continue into a neatly arranged line of Walloon soldiers who all 
lose one of their legs to the incoming shot.75 To add insult to injury, the narrator 
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67	 De Contreras 1989, 22.
68	� Barbary corsairs were Muslim pirates and privateers 

based in North Africa, including some Christian 
‘renegades’ (converts).  

69	 De Contreras 1989, 21.
70	 De Contreras 1989, 21.

71	 Eekhout 2014, 70.
72	 Harari 2005, 63.
73	� ‘alsoft met een swaert afghehouden hadden geweest, ja 

dattet sijn hempt niet eens geraect hadden’, Verwer 1973, 52.

74	� ‘zijn cop ofgescooten’, Verwer 1973, 52. After 1632 this 
gate was also known as the Amsterdam gate.

75	 Anonymous 1622, sig. E2r.



claims that this particular shot was produced in Liège (a city in the Southern 
Netherlands with a French speaking population and thus associated with the 
Walloon soldiers), ending with the saying: ‘Evil pays its own master.’76 Like the 
twin miracle of De Contreras, the story combines a lucky near miss with a gory 
scene of bodily destruction.
	 Similar stories and descriptions of gunpowder carnage are readily found in 
sources relating to maritime warfare. It can hardly be overstated how pervasive 
these types of narratives were in all forms of writing, ranging from highbrow 
histories to simple rhymes. In this sense, it is beside the point to try to 
distinguish between ‘truthful’ factual descriptions of battles and popular 
embellishments of historical events. Historians C.A. van Swigchem and G. Ploos 
van Amstel, for instance, have argued that historical accounts of a Dutch captain 
who had his legs shot of during the 1574 Sea Battle of Bergen op Zoom (the 
subject of one of the Zeeland tapestries) could best be interpreted as an 
invented and embellished folk tale.77 For a truthful account of the battle, they 
assert, one would have needed to turn to the authoritative high-brow history of 
the Dutch Revolt written by Emanuel van Meteren (1535–1612). Yet a respected 
history writer like Van Meteren was not at all opposed to these kind of fanciful 
and gory stories. In his account of the Dutch victory over Spinola’s galleys in the 
English Channel (as portrayed in the painting by Hendrick and Cornelis Vroom), 
Van Meteren ends with a story of missing legs and divine providence. The first 
mate (stuerman) on one of the Dutch ships had served time as a prisoner rowing 
on one of Spinola’s galleys. In a twist of fate, his ship is the very vessel that 
bores down on the galley on which he was once forced to row. The Spanish 
captain that used to terrorize him day in day out has both his legs shot out from 
under him and is brought aboard the Dutch ship a prisoner. Then, just before 
breathing his dying breath, the Spanish captain is forced to witness how his 
galley goes down into the dark waters of the Channel, ‘God’s wondrous work’.78

	 Without a doubt, this story seems too good to be true. Whether or not it has 
any bearing on a historical reality is far less important than the manner in which 
Van Meteren weaves the story into his chronicle-like account of the Revolt. The 
mangled and legless Spaniard serves as an anchor point to reveal God’s 
providence, with the story itself captioned in the margin (perhaps by the 
publisher) as ‘God’s judgement over the galleys’.79 In this way, the extreme and 
retributive violence described serves to structure the victory over the Spanish 
galleys as part of God’s support for the Dutch Republic: a partisan addition to 
Van Meteren’s more or less factual description of the course of the battle in the 
Channel. At the same time, Van Meteren would just as easily pen down gory 
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stories without needing to bring in God’s bloody revenge. Not even 20 folio 
pages further, the historian describes how a cannon shot from the town of 
Vlijmen had gone straight through two horses and their riders’ legs – killing  
one of the men and leaving the second a double amputee.80

	 One of the most illustrious cases of deathly dismemberment in the early 
seventeenth-century Dutch naval canon concerned the death of Admiral Jacob 
van Heemskerck (1567–1607). Van Heemskerck died at the very start of the Battle 
of Gibraltar: a shot from the second Spanish salvo hit the Admiral and took off 
most of his left leg, after which Van Heemskerck soon died of blood loss. The 
Admiral’s death, however, was kept a secret so as not to demoralize the Dutch 
fleet, and the Dutch flagship kept flying the Admiral’s flag throughout the rest  
of the battle. Several accounts of Van Heemskerck’s death circulated in history 
books. In the most extensive version, which is found in Van Meteren’s work, the 
full trajectory of the cannonball is described: the shot, it was claimed, had first 
severed a young sailor in two, then taken off almost all of the Admiral’s left leg, 
before finally taking off the hand of a sailor behind Van Heemskerck.81 Strikingly, 
these straightforward descriptions of Van Heemskerck’s dismemberment were 
balanced out by a typical wondrous story of a harmless cannonball and thus 
structured not unlike the examples mentioned earlier in this section. Under the 
heading ‘Wondrous Salvation of Prisoners’,82 Van Meteren narrates how a number of 
Dutch prisoners on the Spanish Vice-Admiral’s ship were saved from certain 
death by a lucky shot. Seeing how a Dutch victory was all but inevitable, the 
Vice-Admiral ordered his prisoners to be killed. The first soldier sent to carry out 
these orders is shot before reaching the prisoners, while a second – described by 
Van Meteren as a ‘moor’ (enslaved Africans were often part of noble entourages) –  
is shot down just after opening the prison. This very same shot shatters the chains  
of the Dutchmen, after which they quickly join the boarding parties of their compa
triots and safely leave the ship. Van Meteren claimed that the sailors themselves 
had spread word of this story, and attributes their ‘miraculous salvation’ to divine 
intervention.83

	 Van Heemskerck’s death at Gibraltar cemented the Admiral’s status as the first 
Dutch naval hero. The States General provided him with a lavish state funeral, 
presenting Van Heemskerck as a ‘national’ hero for the still fragile union of sovereign 
provinces.84 In addition, they ordered a grave monument to be erected in the 
Oude Kerk in Amsterdam where Van Heemskerck’s body had been interred. The 
monument was finished two years later, designed by famous Dutch sculptor and 
architect Hendrick de Keyser (1565–1621) (Fig. 8). De Keyser’s work, which was 
quite modest in comparison with the grave monuments erected for naval heroes 

76	� ‘quaet loont zijn eyghen Meester’, Anonymous 1622, sig. E2r.
77	 Van Swigchem and Ploos van Amstel 1991, 72. 

78	 ‘wonder werkcen Gods’, Van Meteren 1614, fol. 488 verso.
79	� ‘Gods oordeel over de Galleyen’, Van Meteren 1614, fol. 

488 verso.

80	� Van Meteren 1614, fol. 502 recto. This story, though 
without the graphic details, was recounted by the Frisian 
nobleman Frederik van Vervou, who heard of the incident 
during his military service. See Van Vervou 1841, 156.

81	� Van Meteren 1614, fol. 565 recto; Orlers and Van Haestens 
1610, fol. 209.

82	 ‘Wonderlijc verlossen van gevangenen’.
83	� Van Meteren 1614, 565 verso. ‘God danckende van haer 

miraculeuse verlossinghe/ soo sy daer naer selve 
verhaelt hebben’.

84	 Lawrence 1992, 268
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in the second half of the seventeenth century, consisted of a single large ornate 
marble slab with a text in Latin and Dutch and closed off with a representation 
of the Battle of Gibraltar. As was common in the early modern period, Van 
Heemskerck’s sword and armour were displayed above the grave monument 
(Fig. 37).85 While the death of the Admiral was not visualized in the representation 
of the battle, the armour itself hinted at Van Heemskerck’s death by dismember
ment: the left cuisse of the armour has been removed so as to reflect on the 
critical shot that sealed the admiral’s fate.86

	 While Van Heemskerck’s stately monument made only a very modest nod to 
the concrete physicality of the Admiral’s death, the subject was also broached in 
a more humorous manner. An anonymous poem printed in 1651 told the story of 
the Admiral’s death from the point of view of the very cannonball that had ripped 
off Van Heemskerck’s leg. The cannonball in question, it was claimed, was kept 
in a mill in Velsen, where it was used to grind mustard seeds. Slaving and rusting 
away, the cannonball complains that his deeds should have earned him a gold 
encrusted resting place in the Escorial. Instead, the cannonball laments, it is Van 
Heemskerck who is honoured with a lavish grave monument and everlasting praise: 

	� But I slog away as a slave and am now forced to grind mustard:
	 I, who pulverized his leg, before the Spanish pride took fall,
	 Hang here to the farmer’s ridicule, who with his ham,
	 Now exclaims, this is the Ball that took HEEMSKERCK’s life.87 (Fig. 38)

Whether there ever was a cannonball in a Velsen mill connected to the death of 
Van Heemskerck is impossible to say. In itself, the story of the mustard-grinding 
cannonball seems to be rather farfetched. Items connected to the death of a 
revered figure were often cherished as precious artefacts rather than defiled in 
a profane and humiliating manner. Even the Protestants of the Dutch Republic 
fostered a lively cult surrounding the objects connected to the life and death of 
their loved ones.88 Yet the cannonball monologue shows all the more clearly 
how a horrible death by dismemberment could be made culturally meaningful, 
in this case by being incorporated into a satirical anti-Spanish poem. In itself, 
the poem seems to be far older than the 1651 compendium Verscheyde 
Nederduytsche gedichten . . . (Several Dutch poems . . .) in which it is found. This 
collection of poems and songs included works going as far back as the Truce of 
1609. Since the cannonball poem refers multiple times to grave monuments, it 
might very well have been written after the completion of the Van Heemskerck 
monument in the Oude Kerk in 1609. In line with the other examples given here, 
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85	 Van der Ham 2017, 118
86	� The armour hung in the Oude Kerk, however, was not the 

one worn by the Admiral during battle. See Van der Ham 
2017, 118.

87	� ‘Maer ick sloof als een slaef en moet nu Mostart malen:
	� Die sijn gebeente maeld’, eer ‘t Spanjens trots deê dalen,
	� Hanght hier den Boer ten spot, die op sijn Kermis-ham,
	 Nu uytjuycht, dit ‘s de Kloot die HEEMSKERCK 
	 ‘t Leven nam.’ Vos 1651, 354. 
88	 Pollmann 2013, Van der Ham 2017, 126

37		 Anonymous, Armour, helmet 
and sword of Admiral Jacob van 
Heemskerck, c. 1580–1607
80 × 40 × 40 cm. Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. NG-KOG-987-1 



the booklet itself provided an interesting mix of highbrow poetry and unpretentious 
rhymes: the anonymous lament of the cannonball is found side by side with 
works of the most respected Dutch writers of the seventeenth century, including 
Hooft, Grotius, Barlaeus, Huygens and Vondel.
	 All in all, the examples given here show both the connections and the 
divisions between visual culture on the one hand and written and oral culture 
on the other. Stories of gunpowder carnage circulated in all types of written 
sources, ranging from highbrow histories to personal diaries. If anything, this 
diverse array of examples shows how widespread these stories were, not only as 
gruesome if simple descriptions of the horrors of gunpowder weapons, but also 
as markers of divine providence, humour and anti-Spanish sentiment (or any 
creative combination of these themes). At the same time, the stories that were 
confided to paper must have been only the tip of the iceberg. Early modern 
Europe was characterized by a thriving oral culture.89 Before putting his life’s 
endeavours to paper, De Contreras must have told his ‘miracles’ to countless 
compatriots and friends. Van Meteren claimed that the story of the Dutch 
prisoners was told by the very men who escaped the Spanish Vice-Admiral’s ship 
(whether this was directly to Van Meteren or to others who then circulated the 
story remains unclear). For every story put to paper, there must have been many 
other wondrous, violent and humorous tales of flying limbs and miraculous near 
misses. Importantly, some of the pioneering maritime painters like Hendrick 
Vroom and Van Wieringen would have had privileged access to these types of 
stories, or perhaps even gained some insight through their own personal 
experiences at sea.90 Both men had been seafarers before turning to painting, 
and while neither painter had taken part in the battles of the Eighty Years’ War, 
there existed a large overlap between the Dutch merchant and military fleets in 
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.91 As such, it is not unlikely 
that the gory details they worked into their paintings were drawn partly from 
the stories that circulated orally in maritime communities, either as generic 
stories of gunpowder carnage or as specific anecdotes relating to important 
historical sea battles. And while none of the gruesome painted details of 
beheading and dismemberment discussed in the previous section can be traced 
back to printed or written histories of the battles in question, these details 
might refer to printed sources that have now been lost.92 For example, were it 
not for the 1651 publication of Verscheyde Nederduytsche gedichten, the wonderful 
story of Van Heemskerck’s cannonball might very well have been lost forever.93

	 On the one hand, the violent elements of maritime paintings can be 
approached as more or less descriptive representations of the messy character  
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89	 For the case of the Dutch Republic, see Price 2012, 100.
90	 Brand 2015, 21.
91	 De Groot 2018, 8-9.

92	� On ‘lost’ printed material, see Pettegree and Der 
Weduwen, 2018.

93	� To my knowledge, there are no other versions of the poem.

38	  	‘On the bullet with which  
Admiral Van Heemskerck was shot at 
Gibraltar.’ Opening of a satirical poem 
mocking the cannonball that killed 
Van Heemskerck, from Verscheyde 
Nederduytsche gedichten ..., 1651



of early modern warfare in general and specifically of maritime warfare.  
This function would overlap with the descriptive accounts given of gunpowder 
carnage, as found in Verwer’s diary or Van Meteren’s account of the dismembered 
riders. In these cases, both writers and painters seem to describe or represent 
specific aspects of early modern warfare. On the other hand, we have the stories  
of revenge, divine providence and humour: the way in which people not only 
described or represented violence, but also tried to make sense out of it, and 
used it to represent themselves to the world. In this respect, one final theme 
 of violence will be addressed, one that is perhaps far more disturbing to the 
modern viewer than bloodied bodies and explicit gunshot wounds: the uniquely 
violent aspect of images of Dutch sailors killing fleeing and drowning Spaniards.

TAKE NO PRISONERS

	 For the enemy there was no mercy!
	 Whether German, Spaniard or Walloon,
	 [The Beggars] made all of them walk the plank.94

Besides the impact of gunpowder weapons, early seventeenth-century maritime 
painters found a second deadly theme in the contested nature of those surren
dering during naval battles. Laws of war regulating the taking of prisoners on 
the seas lagged significantly behind those used in land-based warfare.95 Even as 
the Dutch Revolt turned into a regulated war in the last decade of the sixteenth 
century, confrontations at sea were excluded from the prisoner exchange schemes 
that would save many a life on land. In fact, the States General themselves made 
the killing of prisoners at sea a strict policy – very much against the wishes of 
Dutch crewmen. While the States General hoped the policy would discourage 
seafarers from taking employment with enemy navies, the Dunkirk privateers in 
particular, the measures caused a gruesome tit for tat in which seafarers on both 
sides suffered greatly.96 As late as the clash between Dutch and Spanish fleets at 
the Battle of the Slaak in 1631, the Admiralty of Amsterdam sent a request to the 
States General for the execution of the 4,000 Spaniards taken prisoner during 
the battle, as these soldiers – being carried by troop transports – had technically 
been captured ‘at sea’. The States General denied the request, but the incident 
makes clear the merciless mindset that had long dominated war at sea.97

All in all, an uncertain fate awaited those captured at sea up until the first 
quarter of the seventeenth century.98 In the first phase of the Dutch Revolt 
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especially, engagements at sea could easily descend into massacres.99 Dutch 
chronicles and history books readily recited naval battles from the 1570s that 
saw the killing of fleeing and surrendering Spaniards. For example, Dutch 
historian Pieter Christiaensz Bor (1559–1635) described how the capture of a 
Spanish ship in the waters of Zeeland in 1573 was accompanied by the wholesale 
slaughter of its crew. During the very same engagement, those enemies that 
tried to flee by swimming ashore were killed by Dutch rebels who ran them over 
with small ships.100 The well-known merciless nature of war in Zeeland’s waters 
was partly captured by Vroom in his tapestry series for the States of Zeeland.  
In the tapestry of the Battle of Bergen op Zoom, it is quite clear that no quarter 
will be given by the Dutch crews. In one especially poignant scene, a half-
submerged Spanish soldier is shown helplessly raising his hands as a Dutchman 
on a nearby ship drives a spear down into his chest (Fig. 39)
	 The most famous seaborne massacre of the first half of the Eighty Years’  
War unfolded during the 1607 Battle of Gibraltar. From the very onset of the 
engagement, the combined forces of Holland and Zeeland sought to impose a 
complete and utter defeat on their Spanish opponents. During the battle, white 
flags were ignored and only a handful of prisoners was taken.101 In his history of 
the Republic’s war against Spain, jurist and scholar Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) 
fittingly described the collapse of the Spanish moral as heralding in a shift from 
fighting to plain murder.102 Spanish soldiers and sailors abandoning their ships 
in order to reach the coast were intercepted by sloops full of merciless Dutchmen 
that used muskets, swords and oars to hunt down their fleeing enemies. Recurring 
Dutch descriptions of the battle in pamphlets and history books leave little to 
the imagination: at the end of the fight, the Bay of Gibraltar looked ‘as if it had 
been sown with corpses’.103 Dutch estimates of Spanish losses ranged up to 
3,000, against 100 dead on the side of the combined Holland-Zeeland fleet.104 
According to a contemporary pamphlet that claimed to bring a truthful eyewitness 
account of the battle, the fighting had lasted for only three hours, ‘being very 
pleasant to behold for those fearless of heart: the Spaniards jumped overboard, 
and many were shot dead with muskets’.105

	 In the Dutch Republic, the massacre of the Spanish at Gibraltar was regarded 
as a glorious accomplishment. The feat was even worked into the funeral 
oration recited by the famed Daniel Heinsius (1580–1655) on the occasion of  
Van Heemskerck’s burial. After praising the hero of Gibraltar and describing the 
chaos of battle, the humanist scholar described in lofty and dramatic sentences 
how a bloodthirsty Dutch sailor, without regard for his own life, had followed a 
fleeing Spaniard into the waters and stabbed, strangled and bitten his enemy  

99	� For examples concerning the battles in the waters of 
Zeeland, see Heyning 2007.

100	Bor 1621 vol. 1, fol. 317 recto and verso.
101	 Van Meteren 1614, fol. 565 recto.
102	� ‘Maer toen de vlagh afgehalert sijnde . . . gingh 't er veel 

eer op een moorden, dan op een veghten’ (But when the 
flag [of the Spanish admiral] was taken down . . . it 
turned more into murdering, rather than fighting), 
Grotius 1681, 537.

103	� ‘als oft met doode Menschen hadde ghesaeyt gheweest’, 
Orlers and Van Haestens 1610, fol. 210; Van Meteren 1614, 
fol. 565 verso.

104	Anonymous 1607a.
105	� ‘ende was seer lustich voor onvertsaechde herten aen te 

sien: de Spaengiaerden sprongen over boort/ ende 
wierden vele met musketten doot geschoten’, 
Anonymous 1607b.

94	� ‘Voor de Vyant was gheen ghenaden!/ Tzy Duyts, Spaeniaert 
ofte Wael,/ Sy spoelden haer de voeten altemael’,  
A Beggar’s song (Geuzenlied) on the defeat of the Spanish 
at Reimerswaal in 1575. Anonymous 1576, fol. 84 verso.

95	 Van Nimwegen et al. 2013, 426.

96	 Van Nimwegen et al. 2013, 430-431.
97	 Ibid.
98	� The regulating of prisoner exchanges with Dunkirk 

privateers, for instance, did not take place until 1629.  
See Van Deursen 1977, 41.
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to death.106 While this gruesome description of an over-the-top killing was 
undoubtedly inspired by Classical rhetoric,107 the subject itself must have been 
familiar to listeners and readers first and foremost through the contemporary 
pamphlets that had so explicitly described the killing of fleeing Spanish sailors 
and soldiers. These accounts would later find their way both into history books 
and maritime paintings.
	 The stories regarding the killing of fleeing and drowning Spaniards were 
readily exploited by Van Wieringen and Willaerts. Van Wieringen gave the 
massacre a prominent place in his paintings of the Battle of Gibraltar. Already  
in his test piece, he provided a visual interpretation of the stories that had 
circulated in pamphlets and history books. In the forefront, a drowning Spanish 
soldier approaching a sloop full of Dutchmen is greeted with a raised oar, on the 
verge of being beaten back down into the waves (Fig. 40). On the right of the 
exploding Spanish ship, a Dutchman is shown unloading his musket into a 
Spaniard swimming towards the coast (Fig. 41). The details of the Gibraltar 
massacre are even more thoroughly explored in Van Wieringen’s final piece for 
the Admiralty of Amsterdam. In the leftmost corner of the enormous painting, 
we can see how Spaniards approaching a Dutch sloop are mercilessly cut down 
with swords, pikes and peddles (Fig. 42). On the sloop on the far right, an 
interesting balancing act is performed. The sailor in the left part of the sloop 
extends a helping hand to a Dutchman adrift on a barrel, whereas the man on 
the right is seen firing on a Spanish sailor similarly adrift on a piece of flotsam 
(Fig. 43). Details of the massacre recur in the background of the painting: to the 
left of the ship carrying the Stadtholder’s weapon on its stern, a sloop drifts into 
a scattered group of Spaniards. On the left, a Dutchman empties his musket on  
a fleeing enemy, while on the right a man stretching out his arms in a plea for 
mercy is answered by a Dutchman menacingly brandishing his sword (Fig. 44). 
Willaerts, who seems to have based his largest painting of the Battle of Gibraltar 
on Van Wieringen’s composition, equally gives centre stage to the killing of 
helpless Spanish sailors and soldiers. In the foreground of his painting, two 
Dutch sloops approach a group of Spaniards clinging on the remains of a sunken 
Spanish vessel, shooting, hacking and smashing their way through the helpless 
crew (Fig. 45). Like in Van Wieringen’s painting, the massacre is echoed in the 
smaller details. In the gaps between the large groups of fighting ships on the 
left, numerous Dutch sloops are shown scouring the water for surviving Spanish 
crewmen (Fig. 46). A smaller version of this painting, currently in the collection 
of the Museo del Prado in Madrid, provides a largely similar take on the 
massacre. Some small changes include an extra sloop closing in on the mass of 

106	Heinsius 1618, 5. 107	 Witstein 1969, 156.

39		 Detail of François Spiering 
after Hendrick Vroom, Siege of Veere 
(II), 1599-1603. Silk and wool,  
410 × 216.5 cm. Middelburg, Zeeuws 
Museum, collection of the Province 
of Zeeland, inv. no. Br72-005-02  
A Spaniard raising his hands in a  
plea of mercy is pushed down  
into the waves.
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40		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 
1607 (Fig. 1). A drowning Spanish 
soldier is greeted with a raised oar, 
on the verge of being beaten back 
down into the waves.

42		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 
1607 (Fig. 2). Spaniards approaching 
a Dutch sloop are mercilessly cut 
down with swords, pikes and peddles.

41		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 1607 
(Fig. 1). A Dutchman is shown 
unloading his musket into a Spaniard 
swimming towards the coast.

43		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 
1607 (Fig. 2). On the left, a Dutch-
man is helped out of the water, 
while on the right, a Spanish sailor 
holding unto a piece of flotsam is 
taken under fire.



44		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 
1607 (Fig. 2). A man stretching  
out his arms in a plea for mercy  
is answered by a Dutchman 
menacingly brandishing his sword. 

45		 Detail of Adam Willaerts, Naval 
Battle near Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 
(Fig. 34). Dutch sloops approach a 
group of Spaniards clinging to the 
remains of a sunken Spanish vessel, 
shooting, hacking and smashing 
their way through the helpless crew.

46		 Detail of Adam Willaerts, Naval 
Battle near Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 
(Fig. 34). Dutch sloops scouring the 
water for surviving Spanish crewmen.
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Spaniards in the forefront of the painting, a group that now also includes a 
Catholic priest clinging to a mast (Figs. 47 and 48).
	 While the killing of fleeing enemies was already reported in the first pamphlets 
that appeared shortly after the Battle of Gibraltar, the subject was not represented 
in any of the news prints or book illustrations produced prior to Van Wieringen’s 
and Willaert’s paintings. Indeed, the inclusion of the massacre was something 
that set the paintings apart from the interpretation of the battle as reproduced 
in printed images. In this sense, it was very much a deliberate addition that 
underlines the interest of painters and commissioners in this type of violence. 
Without a doubt, the scenes made for a unique and spectacular sight. The steady 
and casual manner in which the Dutchmen row towards the helpless Spaniards 
makes for a bloodcurdling sight that underlines the calculated nature of the 
massacre. The sheer horror of unrestrained killing had not been lost on Dutch 
interpretations of the battle and, with a hint of mercy, Grotius described the  
bay filled with corpses and dying men as a most sorrowful display.108 Even the 
aforementioned jingoistic pamphlet implied that the sight of the massacre of 
Spanish troops was not for the faint of heart (‘being very pleasant to behold for 
those fearless of heart’).109

	 The ambiguous nature of portraying a massacre of this kind is similarly 
implied by the scant number of visual precedents. The only image to come close 
to the work of Van Wieringen is a highly unusual drawing by Dutch artist Esaias 
van de Velde (1587–1630), a work that might very well have been inspired by 
Van Wieringen’s final Gibraltar commission (Fig. 49). Van de Velde (not connected 
to the famous maritime artists Van de Velde the Elder and the Younger) was a 
successful landscape artist and had worked in Van Wieringen’s native Haarlem 
between 1609 and 1617.110 The drawing in question has been dated to the 1620s, 
which makes it more or less contemporary with the paintings of Van Wieringen. 
In the drawing, we see a man on a sloop stabbing a pike into a man trying to 
swim away. The man next to him fires his musket at an unseen target. To the  
left of the vessel, a corpse floats face-up in the water. Two man row the sloop 
casually forward, with another gunner reloading his musket on the right. In the 
background, a battle between large ships unfolds. It remains unclear whether 
the drawing is supposed to refer to a specific battle, but the two figures in  
the water strongly resemble the two Spaniards in the far left corner of Van 
Wieringen’s final Gibraltar piece (Fig. 50). As there are no other known military 
maritime works by Van de Velde, this particularly gruesome drawing might very 
well have been made specifically in response to Van Wieringen’s Gibraltar piece. In 
fact, it is almost beyond doubt that Van de Velde had access to the painting. 

47		 Adam Willaerts, Battle of 
Gibraltar, 25 April 1607, early  
17th century. Oil on canvas,  
78.3 × 121.5 cm. Madrid, Museo  
del Prado, inv. no. P007758

108	Grotius 1681, 537.
109	 Anonymous 1607b. 110	 Scrase 1995, 92.
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48		 Detail of Adam Willaerts, Battle 
of Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 (Fig. 47) 
Spanish crewmen, including a 
priest, are surrounded and attacked 
by Dutch forces.
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After his move from Haarlem in 1617, Van de Velde settled in The Hague, where 
he attained the position of court painter in the princely household of Maurice  
of Orange. When the painting was transported to The Hague and presented to 
Maurice in 1623,111 Van de Velde must have been able to study the enormous 
work through his privileged position at the Prince’s court.
	 Aside from the unusual Van de Velde drawing, the Gibraltar scenes share 
perhaps the most with a print by Jean Perrissin (c. 1536 – c. 1616) on the 1562 
Catholic massacre of the Protestants in Tours (Fig. 51). In the print, one can see 
how men in sloops hunt down helpless men and women. The pose of the man 
raising a sword towards a woman clamping onto the sloop is strikingly similar 
to a sight on the leftmost sloop in Van Wieringen’s final Gibraltar piece (Fig. 50). 
However, despite this visual overlap, the contexts of both works are worlds 
apart. Perressin’s print decried the murder of innocent civilians by Catholic 
fanatics, underlining the horrible nature of the massacre by portraying the hunt 
for the defenceless Protestant civilians. In contrast, Van Wieringen and Willaerts 
sought to glorify Van Heemskerck’s crushing and absolute victory over the Spanish. 
Where Perressin thus might have sought to elicit pity in the viewer, Van Wieringen 
and Willaerts’s portrayal of the helpless Spaniards instead dehumanizes them  
as mortal enemies that deserve not even the slightest bit of mercy.

49		 Esaias van de Velde, The 
coup de grâce after a naval battle, 
c. 1621. Graphite and charcoal, 17.6 
x 28.5 cm. Cambridge, Fitzwilliam 
Museum, inv. no. PD. 770-1963

50		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 
1607 (Fig. 2). The two Spaniards 
resemble those found in the 
drawing of Van de Velde.

51		 Jean Perrissin, Massacre of 
the Protestants in Tours in 1562, 
1570. Woodcut, 37.6 × 50.5 cm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. RP-P-OB-78.770-17

111	 Bredius 1916, 679.



THE SELF-IMAGE OF A NEW MARITIME POWER

VIOLENCE AND SELF-REPRESENTATION

	� . . . another ship sailed straight over [the Spanish galley], playing on its 
trumpet, ‘tan tara, tan tara’ and directly after Wilhelmus van Nassouwen.  
And that horrible crying of God’s enemies under the sound of the trumpet, 
made such a harmonious melody, one that I never before had known.112 (Fig. 52)

Violence has enormous representative potential.113 From a cultural-historical 
viewpoint, it has often served to provide a projection of sovereign power. When 
Henrijck Hoevenaer, in his function as a representative of the States General, 
saw a Dutch ship crashing into a Spanish galley under the sound of the Wilhelmus,114 
he undoubtedly saw and heard the sovereign might of the Dutch Republic made 
manifest. In that very moment, the destruction of the Spanish galleys was not 
just a tactical victory, but the expression of the independence that Spain sought 
to deny. In the same manner, the violent paintings discussed here were not just 
representations of battles, but images through which the military and civic 
institutions of the Dutch Republic sought to represent themselves to one 
another and to the world. In other words, these commissioned works not only 
represented the Dutch Republic as violent, but also elevated images of violence 
as a means of self-representation. How, then, should we unpack this relationship 
between explicit violence and the self-image of the elites of the Dutch Republic?
	 Without a doubt, the role of painted maritime violence in the construction of 
a Dutch self-image is most clearly articulated in the mangled, disfigured and 
dismembered bodies discussed in the previous chapter. Almost without exception, 
these bodies all belong to Spanish sailors and soldiers. Here, the partisan signifi
cance lies not simply in the portrayal of dead and vanquished enemies, but 
primarily in the explicit sights of the fragmentation and the destruction of the 
body itself. For instance, Hendrick Vroom worked plenty of Dutch corpses into his 
large paintings of maritime warfare. On the Battle of Sluis, the Dutch decks are 
littered with the dead and dying, illustrating the Dutch losses suffered during the 
engagement (Fig. 53). Similarly, in Vroom’s painting of the destruction of Spinola’s 
galleys, a Dutchman can be seen lying, somewhat awkwardly, face up on the 
grating of the central Dutch ship (Fig. 54). Yet in all the examples explored in the 
previous chapter, the actual destruction of the body, as represented in the explicit 
scenes of flying heads, dismembered torsos and broken arms, is solely projected 
on Spanish soldiers and sailors – with only one exception found in a beheaded 
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112	� ‘…een ander schip daer [het Spaanse galei] midden 
opzeylde, speelende op sijn trompette ‘tan tara, tan tara’ 
ende terstondts daerop (Wilhelmus van Nassouwen). 
Ende datt vreeselijck gheroep van Gods vijanden onder ‘t 
geluytt van die trompette, maeckte een sodanighe 
melodieuse harmonie, als mij dorste tot gheenen tijd 
gherencontreert te hebben.’ Henrijck Hoevenaer’s account 
of the destruction of Spinola’s galleys in the English 
Channel. Cited and transcribed in Sigmond 2013, 350.

113	 Blok 2000, 33.
114	� This popular ‘Beggar’s song’ (Geuzenlied), based on the 

melody of an older Huguenot song, would become the 
official Dutch national anthem in 1932. 

52		 Journal of Henrijck Hoevenaer, 
describing a battle with Spanish 
galleys on 3 October 1617. National 
Archives, The Hague, Archives of the 
States General, inv. no. 9278 fol. xcviii



galley slave. Such an angle fits in with the early modern connection between 
bodily fragmentation and dishonour.115 The pervasive symbolic possibilities of bodily 
fragmentation were especially relevant during the early and merciless phase of 
the Revolt. Seventeenth-century Dutch historians and chroniclers noted, often with 
some reservation, how the infamous geuzen cut off the noses, ears and genitalia 
of fallen Spanish soldiers. It was even claimed that after a 1572 naval engagement 
around Veere in Zeeland, Dutchmen had cut out the heart of a fallen Spaniard in 
order to literally sink their teeth into the very core of the bodies of their enemy.116

	 However rare or fictional these exceptional incidents of mutilation might have 
been, they connected to a logic that would have been known to most Europeans 
throughout the early modern period, not in the least through their familiarity 
with the institution of public capital punishment. The severity of early modern 
execution methods was guided primarily by degrees of bodily destruction. Drowning 
and burning, for instance, were perceived as the most severe death sentences – 
not because these were supposed to be the most painful, but because these execution 
methods were seen to destroy the human body most thoroughly. As such, to selec
tively show one’s enemies blown into tiny pieces was a culturally meaningful act, 
one that served not only to dishonour the foe, but also to propagate one’s own rightful 
and justified use of power: to have the means and the right to use unrestrained 
violence. The partisan significance put into the particular manner in which soldiers 
and sailors are shown to be killed is underlined by the complete lack of imagery 
that reflects on the gruesome deaths of Dutch naval commanders. Tellingly, no image 
was ever created of Van Heemskerck’s horendous death by dismemberment – even 
though the Battle of Gibraltar was by far the most popular subject for large paintings 
of naval battles. In imagery, far more so than text, a careful distinction was made 
between friend and foe. While there existed plenty of explicit textual descriptions 
of Van Heemskerck’s death – and even a satirical poem on the cannonball that took 
away his leg – paintings were bound to conventions that treated violence in a far 
stricter partisan manner. As such, the painted presence of mutilated Spaniards and 
the absence of dismembered Dutchmen were two sides of the same coin.
	 If anything, the massacre of fleeing and drowning Spaniards as represented 
in the Gibraltar paintings exemplify just as forcefully the connection between 
sovereign power, bodies and violence. In these scenes, the helplessness of the 
Spaniards underlines the absolute power of the Dutch. The flailing bodies of the 
defenceless Spaniards adrift in the water contrast with the purposeful actions of 
the armed Dutchmen, who row almost casually through the mass of dead and 
dying enemies (Fig. 55). These unique scenes might even be compared to a 
dehumanizing hunt, with the Spaniards slaughtered like animals and their 
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115	� On the role of bodily fragmentation in dishonouring 
criminals in the early seventeenth-century Dutch 
Republic, see Warren 2017. On the mutilation of soldiers’ 
corpses in the early phases of the Eighty Years’ War, see 
Kuijpers 2013, 194.

116	� Heyning 2007, 26; Hooft recounted this story in his 
Nederlandse Historien, as an example of cruelty that had 
disgraced his compatriots during the early phase of the 
Revolt. See Hooft 1703, vol. 1, 239.

53		 Detail of Hendrick Vroom, 
Battle of Sluis in 1603 (Fig. 6)  
The Dutch decks are littered with 
the dead and dying, but they show 
no signs of dismemberment or 
disfigurement.

54		 Detail of Hendrick and Cornelis 
Vroom, Dutch Ships Ramming Spanish 
Galleys off the English Coast,  
3 October 1602 (Fig. 26). A Dutch 
casualty shown lying face up on the 
grating of the central ship.
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corpses given prey to the sea.117 Similarly to the details of bodily fragmentation, 
these gruesome scenes projected power through the use of the mangled, 
abused and powerless bodies of the Republic’s enemies. In this sense, such 
explicit details connect almost seamlessly to one of the seventeenth-century 
Dutch meanings of geweld (violence): the ability to exert power over others.118

	 In essence, the explicit portrayal of bodily destruction never simply served  
as a ‘truthful’ representation of war at sea. Instead, it concerned a limited 
representation of violence projected onto the bodies of enemies that served to 
underline the propagandistic functions fulfilled by these types of paintings. It is 
no accident that many paintings of naval battles were made during and shortly 
after the Truce, playing on the (preparations for a) renewed war effort. At the 
same time, these violent self-representations were central to the intricate 
power structures of the Republic, as is succinctly illustrated by the enormous 
Gibraltar painting gifted by the Admiralty of Amsterdam to Prince Maurice. 
Through this particular gift, the Admiralty foregrounded its own role in the 
projection of the Republic’s military power and the part it played in securing the 
Republic’s sovereignty from the Spanish crown. By making such a grand gesture, 
the Admiralty of Amsterdam not only represented itself to the Stadtholder, but 
to all members of the Dutch political elite who would have had the chance to 
observe the painting in the Stadtholder’s quarters. In addition, the Battle of 
Gibraltar was regarded as a perfect example by which to present the sovereign 
power of the Dutch Republic abroad, and Gibraltar paintings were sent to 
foreign dignitaries on multiple occasions. The Prince of Wales, for example, was 
gifted a Gibraltar painting by Vroom (now lost) in 1610.119 The Dutch East India 
Company even sought to impress Eastern rulers with a rendering of the Battle  
at Gibraltar by De Verwer (now lost): in 1640 they offered the work for sale first 
to the Shah of Persia – unsuccessfully. The painting was then offered to Japan, 
again without success, before being ‘sent to the King of Siam, who turned it 
down because of its high price’.120 While we can only speculate on whether these 
lost paintings contained any explicit violence (this study suggests that this is in 
fact highly likely), it seems that the Dutch self-image projected by the paintings 
of Gibraltar was more successful within the Dutch Republic than abroad. 
Perhaps the violence so characteristic of Gibraltar paintings connected first  
and foremost with the image that the Dutch elites had of themselves. Such 
more or less parochial leanings also structured the political landscape in the 
Republic itself. Indeed, maritime paintings were often connected closely to  
local pride.

55		 Detail of Adam Willaerts, Naval 
Battle near Gibraltar, 25 April 1607 
(Fig. 34), The flailing bodies of the 
defenceless Spaniards contrast 
strongly with the purposeful actions 
of the Dutchmen, who row almost 
casually through the mass of dead 
and dying enemies.

117	� Many thanks to prof. dr. Karin Leonhard for pointing 
towards this comparison.

118	� I.e. ‘in iemands geweld zijn’ (to be within someone’s  
violence), meaning ‘to be in someone’s power’ – no  
longer used in modern Dutch. See the entry in the online 
Woordenboek der Nederlandsche taal (taken from the 
1888 edition), http://gtb.inl.nl/iWDB/ search?actie=arti-
cle&wdb=WNT&id=M020016&lemmodern=geweld 
(accessed 16 March 2020). This understanding was still 
relevant in the mid-seventeenth century, as reflected in  
a saying like ‘Die geld heeft heeft geweld’ (He who has 
money has power [over others]), Huygens 1895, 249.

119	 Van Gelder 1963.
120	 Kobayashi-Sato 2014, 269.
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This, for instance, was the case with the Battle of Sluis and the Battle on the 
Haarlemmermeer by Hendrick Vroom, regardless of the fact that these works 
equally sought to highlight the role played by local elites in the larger and 
overarching narrative of a ‘Dutch war of independence’.
	 In the end, the explicitly violent details in the painting underlined the 
entwined concepts of sovereign power and violence that come together in the 
Dutch word geweld: the notion that violence is integral to conceptions of 
sovereign might. The violence shown here is perhaps most aptly characterized 
as the expression and manifestation of a Republic that had relatively recently 
become a central player on the European political stage – if mostly for domestic 
consumption. The ‘in your face’ violence stresses a form of sovereign power that 
had been, in the eyes of the Dutch elites, hard fought for and rightly won. At the 
same time, the violence emphasized both an overarching Dutch identity and 
regional rivalry – with cities set on glorifying their own respective roles in the 
Dutch Revolt. Very simply put, the commissioners of these paintings represented 
themselves as violent, or more specifically, they represented their own power 
through explicit violent imagery. Naturally, this was not the only image they 
sought to project of themselves; the paintings show pride in ships and shipbuilding, 
in the symbolism of flags and decorated sterns, in acts of courage and resilience. 
Yet it is above all the violence that sets these early seventeenth-century paintings 
apart from their mid-century successors. This then is the final part of the puzzle 
of violence in Dutch maritime art: How should we contextualize these unique 
works of pioneering maritime artists within the broader context of the 
seventeenth century?

A MID-CENTURY BREAK

	 The sea turned red with blood. The heads, arms and legs
	 And intestines of men make here 
	 A slippery path. The sighing, wailing and crying 
	 Of the wounded men, the crackling of fire
	 And the thundering of canons, fulfilled Thetis’s very reaches. 
	 Resolute soldiers fight on despite the miseries of war.121

While the market for maritime paintings diversified in the course of the 
seventeenth century, with more room for generic peaceful and warlike maritime 
paintings,122 large history paintings of naval battles remained popular with 

people in places of power. The almost permanent state of war in which the 
Dutch Republic found itself during the seventeenth century – in no small part 
caused by the aggressive trade policies and colonial ambitions of the Republic 
and its trade companies – provided plenty of subject matter for the new 
generations of maritime painters.123 Willem van de Velde the Elder (c. 1611–1693), 
and his son Willem van de Velde the Younger (1633–1707), became the face of a 
new generation of maritime painters that would stand out through their 
impressive renderings of sea battles, finding commissioners both at home and 
abroad.124 In many ways, the paintings produced after the 1650s were just as 
spectacular as the work produced in the first half of the seventeenth century, 
with the Anglo-Dutch Wars being a fertile source of inspiration. Van de Velde the 
Elder, a worthy successor of Hendrick Vroom, portrayed war at sea with a 
meticulous eye for detail, using the medium of pen paintings to carve out his 
own niche in the maritime genre. More so than traditional painting, the medium 
of pen painting lent itself to clean and detailed renderings of naval battles, 
combining billowing grey clouds of gunpowder smoke with razor sharp black-
and-white renderings of battle ships. In the paintings of the Van de Velde’s, 
ships could still explode, burn or sink (Fig. 56). Yet if one could easily see the 
wooden skeletons of vessels sinking into the waves, or blowing high up into the 
sky, the physical violence suffered by sailors and soldiers remained curiously 
absent. In the paintings of the Van de Velde’s, plentiful sailors and soldiers are 
shown abandoning sinking and burning ships – presumably going towards a 
watery grave – yet they always do so with four limbs firmly attached to their 
intact bodies (Fig. 57).125 In this, the Van de Velde’s were not unique. Contem
poraries like Reinier Nooms (c. 1623–1664) and Ludolf Backhuysen (1630–1708) 
similarly ignored the gruesome reality of line-of-battle tactics and the 
associated increase in effective firepower, even if there was a clear interest in 
stylized yet vicious scenes of hand-to-hand combat (Fig. 58).126 All in all, painted 
scenes of explicit physical violence would disappear along with the first 
generation of maritime artists, leaving the Republic with a new, sanitized 
imagination of war at sea.
	 As discussed in the previous chapters, the violence found in early seventeenth-
century maritime paintings arose from a number of interconnected cultural-
historical phenomena. The explicit details related to the many written popular 
and elite representations of war at sea that circulated in the Dutch Republic in 
the form of history books, songs, poems and pamphlets. They also connected to 
the expertise of the painters in question here, and can be interpreted as a 
marker of the possession of knowledge of maritime affairs by showcasing forms 
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121	� ‘De zee wierdt roodt van bloedt. De hoofden, armen, 
beenen,/ En d'ingewanden van de menschen maaken 
hier/ Een slibberige wegh. Het zuchten, jamm'ren, 
weenen,/ Van het gequetste volk, het kraaken van het 
vier,/ En 't baldren van 't geschut, vervulde Tetis enden./ 
Hartnekkig krijgsvolk vecht in spijt der krijgsellenden.’, 
Vos 1653, 29. 122	� Keyes 1990, 15.

123	� On the image of the Republic as an ‘aggressive super-
state’, see Pollmann 2018, 104.

124	 Daalder 2015 and Prud’homme van Reine 2009, 40.

125	 Daalder 2008, 19.
126	� Such scenes were popular in – but not limited to – 

scenes of galley warfare. See for example Greenwich 
Maritime Museum inv. nos. BHC0346 and BHC0893.



57		 Detail of Willem van de Velde 
the Elder, The Battle of Terheide, 1657. 
Ink on canvas, 170 × 289 cm.  
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. SK-A-1365

56		 Detail of Willem van de Velde  
the Elder, The Battle of Livorno,  
c. 1659-1699. Ink on canvas, 114 × 160 cm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
SK-A-1364. English sailors abandon 
ship while a Dutch vessel unloads its 
cannons from short range. None of 
the figures show any kind of wounds.



of violence that were distinctly maritime in character. At the same time, these 
violent details were not just simply references to the practice of war at sea. 
Above all, they were the means by which a new Republic and its maritime 
institutions sought to represent themselves to one another and to the world: as 
sovereign actors that could rightly and legitimately inflict violence upon others. 
As such, the changing place of violence in seventeenth-century Dutch maritime 
painting not only illustrates an artistic shift, but also a political shift in the links 
between violence and self-representation.
	 While the disappearance of violence in maritime painting touches on 
numerous interconnected issues, there is some room here to speculate on the 
wishes and tastes of the commissioners of large paintings of naval battles. If the 
renewed war effort after the Truce and notions of sovereign power had been on 
the minds of early seventeenth-century commissioners, these issues seem to 
have been less pressing for the self-confident elites of the Republic in the 
second half of the seventeenth century. From the 1648 Peace of Münster up until 
the Disaster Year of 1672, when the Republic was brought to the brink of 
destruction by the combined forces of France, England, Münster and Cologne, 
the question of sovereignty lacked the urgency it had possessed in the early 
seventeenth century. The sanitized interpretations of war at sea can be seen as 
the expression of a confident maritime power, for which warfare was a matter 
of fact rather than a matter of life and death.127 Indeed, the naval wars fought 
between 1648 and 1672 were far more about the projection of the Republic’s 
power than about the defense of its very existence, as had been the case in the 
first half of the Eighty Years’ War. As such, the works of the Van de Velde’s were 
paintings for an established power, whereas those made by Vroom, Van 
Wieringen and Willaerts concerned commissions made for a new and upcoming 
maritime state. Accordingly, it can be speculated that the shift from an upcoming 
to an established power coincides with explicit and implicit representations of 
violence.
	 What then, were the actual changes in the nature of war at sea that unfolded 
in the course of the seventeenth century? While naval tactics did evolve, such 
changes seem to have had little effect on the explicit representation of violence 
in maritime art. Even as the firepower of ships increased dramatically, with a 
shift towards line tactics and the use of prolonged exchanges of cannon fire,128 
the explicit sights of gunpowder wounds as explored by the first generation of 
maritime painters disappeared all the same. Those painters that set the tone for 
the second half of the seventeenth century showed – very skillfully – the impact 
of cannonballs on wood, sails and rigging, but not on the human body. In terms 
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127	� Of course, for the soldiers and sailors aboard Dutch 
fleets, this was still very much the case. 128	 Palmer 1997.

58		 Ludolf Backhuysen, The Battle  
of The Texel, 11 August 1673, 1685  
Oil on canvas, 67.4 × 80 cm. 
Greenwich, London,
National Maritime Museum,  
inv. no. BHC0346



for early seventeenth-century maritime painters. The presence of explicit 
physical violence seems to have been one of the elements through which 
painters like Vroom, Van Wieringen and Willaerts showcased their distinctive 
styles. Van Wieringen’s exploding flagship in the Battle of Gibraltar specifically 
shows how an experimental and uniquely violent scene could be used to 
impress potential commissioners – even if the final Gibraltar piece focused 
more on the massacre of fleeing Spaniards than the exploding flagship.
	 All in all, the shift towards a less explicit imagination of violence in Dutch 
maritime art connected to a number of distinct elements. It was found in a 
formalization of maritime art, as well as in a divergence of popular and elite 
culture. Where Vroom’s and Van Wieringen’s violent details connected to a wide 
range of high- and lowbrow written descriptions of maritime carnage, Van de 
Velde ignored many of the horrible accounts of violence at sea that circulated in 
his own time. In a very practical manner, this divergence meant that the way in 
which the elites of the Dutch Republic wanted to represent their maritime 
power shifted from explicit violence to implicit violence: moving from exploding 
heads to exploding ships, and from snapping limbs to snapping masts.
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of practice, the only element that was truly a matter of the past was the killing 
of fleeing or drowning enemies. Already in the last quarter of the Eighty Years’ 
War, such practices had been banned, and the taking of prisoners became a 
matter of fact for all consequent wars with England.129 All the same, even with 
the extension of the laws of war to sea, a single naval engagement could still kill 
thousands and injure many more. Sources on the English-Dutch wars tell us that, 
despite the sanitized portrayal of war in maritime painting, war at sea left many 
maimed or dead by cannon balls, flying splinters, chain shots and bullets.130

	 What is perhaps best shown by the shift towards a sanitized, non-physical 
interpretation of violence at sea, is the growing divide between popular and elite 
culture in the Dutch Republic. Interest in explicit and wondrous descriptions of 
extreme violence had been a popular subject in all manner of sources in the 
early seventeenth century, found in highbrow histories, popular songs, personal 
journals and cheap pamphlets. While painters like Vroom, Van Wieringen and 
Willaerts created products for the Republic’s elites and its institutions, they 
clearly incorporated the nitty and gritty stories of naval warfare that so pervasively 
circulated in all parts of society. In this sense, these paintings connected to 
numerous forms of popular culture – the explicit geuzenliederen, the stories  
of soldiers and sailors, and the experience of the rank and file. As such, early 
seventeenth-century maritime history paintings were perhaps elite products, 
but they were not necessarily the products solely of elite culture. In this respect, 
the paintings produced in the second half of the seventeenth century diverged 
far more from (documentary) descriptions of violence at sea in other media. 
Pamphlets, poems and eyewitness accounts of the Anglo-Dutch wars could be 
just as gory as those from the Eighty Years’ War, involving dismemberment, 
splattered brains and flying intestines.131 Just compare the poem by Jan Vos  
(c. 1610–1667) at the beginning of this chapter, on the Battle of Terheide, with 
Van de Velde’s pen painting on the same battle (Fig. 56). Though Van de Velde 
was the one who had actually witnessed the battle in question,132 Vos’s dramatic 
and gory verses are in fact far more representative if we wish to understand the 
engagement in terms of violence. These contrasting changes primarily point 
towards a divergence of maritime painting from other (written) media in the 
second half of the seventeenth century.
	 From an art-historical point of view, the disappearance of violence also points 
towards a growing set of conventions that guided the ‘proper’ representation of 
naval battles. It is clear that the first generation of maritime painters had far 
more freedom in this respect. Working with a relatively new genre meant that 
there were fewer conventions that dictated the representation of naval warfare 

129	� On the formalization of prisoner exchanges in the Anglo-
Dutch wars, see Rommelse and Downing 2014.

130	 Doedens and Mulder 2016.
131	 For plentiful examples, see Doedens and Mulder 2016.
132	 Van der Ham 2017, 232.



59		 Detail of Cornelis Claesz van 
Wieringen, Battle of Gibraltar in 1607 
(Fig. 1)

CONCLUSIONS: A FIERY IF SHORT-LIVED TRADITION

Flying heads and snapping limbs: these were the stuff of expensive elite 
paintings and popular storytelling alike. In a similar manner, the maritime 
paintings described in this study stood firmly at the intersection of culture and 
politics. Explicitly violent maritime paintings were made at a time when both 
the political and the artistic were very much in flux. From an art-historical 
perspective, violence was a way in which maritime artists could showcase their 
skills and knowledge of maritime warfare, to portray – often in minute detail – 
the horrors of war at sea. As such, a spectacular painting like Van Wieringen’s 
exploding flagship on the Battle of Gibraltar clearly sought to impress the 
commissioners who had to judge the skills (and appropriate compensation) of 
maritime artists. In turn, these commissioners, the very elites of the Dutch 
Republic, had a clear drive to represent themselves as sovereign actors through 
such spectacular and violent works of art. They hung these gory paintings in 
places of power: boardrooms, city halls and luxurious townhouses. They shipped 
these paintings to foreign dignitaries and carted them off to the Stadtholder’s 
palace in The Hague. These were the ‘business cards’ of Dutch maritime power 
and sovereign might.
	 Violent acts are never without cultural significance, and the same goes for 
violence in its representative form. What the paintings in question show is that 
there is a clear difference between images of death and images of the very 
destruction of the human body. The fragmentation of the bodies of the 
Republic’s enemies that can be discerned in these paintings fell in line with 
popular early modern interpretations of bodily integrity, honour and sovereign 
might. Thus, in the works discussed here, physical destruction is never 
indiscriminate – as it would have been during actual sea battles – but always in 
service of a partisan narrative that seeks to project the sovereign might of the 
Dutch Republic on the mangled bodies of Spanish soldiers and sailors. 
In the end, Van Wieringen, Vroom and Willaerts were the face of a fiery if short-
lived ‘violent’ phase in maritime painting. Their unique interpretations of war at 
sea provide a window on the Republic as a state whose elites saw violence as a 
fitting means to represent themselves to one another and the world at large. 
Within this context, it is important to take a step back and to reflect on all the 
maritime violence that would never receive a place in the Republic’s rich visual 
culture. The period discussed here saw the inception of the Dutch Empire and 
the violent expansionist drive of Dutch trade companies. As much as these 
developments signified the sovereign power of the Dutch Republic and its 
ability to exert power over ‘others’, these subjects were never deemed fitting to 
be represented in an explicitly violent manner. As with the presence of violence, 
its absence points to the imaginative, rather than the representative or 
documentary function of violence in art.
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