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A MASTERPIECE BY SIR ANTHONY VAN DYCK 

Portrait of Princess Mary, daughter of King Charles I of England  

*One of the most important European Royal Portraits to come to auction for a generation* 

*Commissioned to celebrate the crucial alliance between the British crown & the House of Orange* 
 

Christie’s London, 6 December 
 

   
‘In the portraits commissioned by the King and Queen,  

Van Dyck produced a series of masterpieces unsurpassed in the history of the European royal portrait’  
(Sir Oliver Millar) 

 

London - Portrait of Princess Mary (1631–1660), daughter of King Charles I of England, full-length, in a 

pink dress decorated with silver embroidery and ribbons by Sir Anthony van Dyck, 1641, will be offered from 

a Distinguished Private Collection in Christie’s Old Masters Evening Sale on 6 December, during Christie’s 

Classic Week (estimate: £5,000,000-8,000,000). Commissioned to celebrate the crucial alliance between 

the British crown and the House of Orange, this intimate ad vivum (from life) portrait of Princess Mary, the 

finest portrait of the type, is remarkable for its royal provenance, the superb quality of its draughtsmanship 

and its exceptional condition. It is one of the most important European Royal Portraits to come to auction 

for a generation. The painting will go on public view for the first time, ahead of the auction, at Christie’s 

Shanghai on 19 until 21 September, later touring to New York where it will be on public view from 25 to 30 

October and to Hong Kong between 23 and 26 November, ahead of the pre-sale public exhibition in London 

from 1 to 6 December. 
 

John Stainton, Deputy Chairman, Old Master Paintings, Christie’s EMERI: “This beautifully-preserved 

full-length portrait of Princess Mary, eldest daughter of King Charles I of England, and future mother of King 

William III of England, was one of the last commissions executed by van Dyck, in the summer of 1641, only 

months before the artist’s premature death at the age of forty-two. It bears many of the hallmarks of his 

remarkable genius – in the subtle rendering of the sitter’s physiognomy, the masterful depiction of the 

shimmering drapery, the brilliance of the palette, and the assured draughtsmanship and deft handling of the 

paint. A work of the finest quality, it represents the culmination of all that van Dyck had learnt from his 



master, Peter Paul Rubens, and from his Venetian predecessors, notably Titian. By developing his own 

distinctive style of portraiture, characterised by a calm authority and supreme elegance, van Dyck both 

revolutionised portraiture in Europe and left a legacy for future generations of artists from Gainsborough 

and Lawrence, to Sargent and Freud.” 
 

ROYAL PROVENANCE: Identified by Sir Oliver Millar as one of two portraits commissioned from van Dyck 

for the court at The Hague, this painting would originally have formed part of the prestigious collection of 

the Princes of Orange, Stadtholders of the United Provenances of the Netherlands. It would likely have been 

displayed in one of their principal palaces, possibly at Binnenhof Palace in The Hague, where Princess Mary 

lived with her husband William, alongside works by many of the principal Dutch and Flemish painters of the 

seventeenth century.   
 

VAN DYCK IN ENGLAND: In July 1632, van Dyck was appointed ‘Principal Painter in Ordinary to their 

Majesties’ by King Charles I of England. A passionate collector and patron, the King had long hoped to 

attract a painter of such exceptional status and renown to his service, and found in van Dyck an artist not 

only capable of fulfilling his desire for magnificent portraits and paintings, but also one who shared his tastes, 

especially for Venetian pictures. The style, refinement and brilliance of van Dyck’s portraits was 

unprecedented in England; the artist instilled in his sitters a new sense of vitality and movement and his 

bravura technique allowed him to enliven the entire surface of his works with light, assured dashes of paint, 

as exemplified in the present portrait.  
 

PRINCESS MARY AS SITTER: Van Dyck first painted the sitter in the weeks immediately following his 

arrival in London in 1632, when the young Princess Royal was shown with her parents, King Charles I and 

Queen Henrietta Maria, and elder brother, the future King Charles II. The monumental group portrait, known 

as ‘The Greate Peece’, dominated the King’s Long Gallery in the Palace of Whitehall (The Royal Collection). 

The earliest single portraits of Princess Mary, which show her full-length in a blue dress, with her hands 

linked together across her stomach – a pose that echoes van Dyck’s earlier portraits of her mother – were 

painted in or before 1637, and are now in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and at Hampton Court. Four 

years later, she sat again to van Dyck with her fifteen-year-old husband, Prince William of Orange, for the 

double portrait now in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, as well as for the present work. 
 

JEWELS AND ATTIRE: In both the present work and in the Rijksmuseum double portrait, Mary is shown 

wearing her wedding ring and the large diamond brooch given to her by her husband on 3 May 1641, the 

day after their marriage. Her spectacular coral gown, decorated with silver thread trim along its border, is 

thought to be similar to that worn for her wedding, rather than the cloth of silver-gold she wears in the 

Rijksmuseum picture. The apparent weight of the fabric, falling in broad, heavy folds, along with the bright 

highlights along the creases, suggest the fabric may have been cloth of silver. Shimmering highlights, 

applied in swift, cross-hatched strokes, were used as a form of shorthand by artists, mimicking the lustre of 

metallic threads as the textile caught the light. In accordance with the fashion of the period, her gown is 

open down the front, revealing a stiffened stomacher across the chest and a matching skirt beneath. The 

ribbons, which would at one time have been functional, lacing the skirt and stomacher to the bodice, were 

applied purely as adornment. One ribbon, however has been pinned or stitched flat to disguise the seam 

between the bodice and skirt. Details such as the Princess’s brooch, the string of pearls and ribbons on her 

shimmering dress are rendered with remarkable precision and delicacy, characteristics that defined the 

artist’s finest late works.  
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Notes to Editors: 
 
Princess Mary was born on 4 November 1631 at St. James’s Palace, the eldest daughter of King Charles I and Queen Henrietta Maria. She was 

baptized on the same day by William Laud, Bishop of London. On 2 May 1641, at the age of nine, she was married to William II, son of Frederick 

Henry, Prince of Orange and Amalia von Solms, at the Chapel Royal, Whitehall Palace. Mary remained in England for a year after the marriage, 

eventually following her husband to Holland in 1642, accompanied by her mother and a train of four hundred courtiers. In March 1647, William II 

succeeded his father as Stadholder of the Dutch Republic and Mary became Princess of Orange. Her new position at court, however, caused conflict 

with her mother-in-law. The ill health which Frederick Henry had suffered between 1640 and his death in 1647 had meant that Amalia had effectively 

ruled as Regent and Stadtholder during this time. Mary’s appearance at court seems to have represented something of a challenge to her mother-

in-law, with one of Mary's ladies allegedly saying that ‘it was time the princess should run the country’, since Amalia had done so for so long.  

 

In November 1650, following his failed attempt to capture Amsterdam from his political opponents, William II died of smallpox. Eight days later, Mary 

gave birth to a son, the future William III of England. His baptism saw the rivalry between Mary and Amalia erupt once again: despite Mary’s desire 

to christen her child Charles, in honour of her father, Amalia insisted that he be called William. Mary’s position in Holland became increasingly 

precarious during her widowhood. She was obliged to share the guardianship of her infant son and the Regency of Holland with Amalia, and her 

uncle-in-law Frederick William, Elector of Brandenburg. Amalia was reported to be ‘hateful of all things English’ and Mary’s continuous support of 

the Royalist cause in England provoked considerable hostility at court. This was no doubt exacerbated by her brothers, the Prince of Wales and the 

Duke of York, who had come to The Hague in 1648 and 1649, where they borrowed large sums of money from her husband. Indeed, after the 

Anglo-Dutch war, which had begun in 1652, was concluded by a peace treaty in May 1654, all ‘enemies’ of Parliamentarian England were banned 

from the Netherlands, thus forbidding Mary to welcome her brothers on Dutch soil again. After the Restoration of Charles II to the English throne in 

1660, Mary’s position changed dramatically for the better in the Netherlands. She returned to her homeland in September of Charles’ coronation 

year, where, after a short illness with smallpox, she died at Whitehall on 24 December. 

 
About Christie’s   
 
Christie’s, the world's leading art business, had global auction, private and digital sales in the first half of 2018 that totalled £2.97 billion / $4.04 
billion. Christie’s is a name and place that speaks of extraordinary art, unparalleled service and international expertise. Christie’s offers around 350 
auctions annually in over 80 categories, including all areas of fine and decorative arts, jewellery, photographs, collectibles, wine, and more. Prices 
range from $200 to over $100 million. Christie's also has a long and successful history conducting private sales for its clients in all categories, with 
emphasis on Post-War & Contemporary, Impressionist & Modern, Old Masters and Jewellery. 
 
Alongside regular sales online, Christie’s has a global presence in 46 countries, with 10 salerooms around the world including in London, New York, 
Paris, Geneva, Milan, Amsterdam, Dubai, Zürich, Hong Kong, and Shanghai. 
 
*Please note when quoting estimates above that other fees will apply in addition to the hammer price - see Section D of the Conditions of Sale at 
the back of the sale catalogue.  
*Estimates do not include buyer’s premium. Sales totals are hammer price plus buyer’s premium and are reported net of applicable fees.  
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