


The painting we are seeing, a painting by Louis-Michel van Loo, who was a painter in the 
Spanish court between 1737 and 1752, has the value of putting together three women who 
held the throne as consorts and at least two of them held a powerful influence: Isabel de 
Farnesio, Bárbara of Braganza and Mª Amalia of Sajonia.

In this family portrait, which breaks with all the previous models at many levels, Felipe 
V, the king that inaugurates the Borbón dynasty in Spain in 1700 due to the lack of a 
direct heir of Carlos II, shows a family that guarantees in face of the number of sons, the 
male succession. His second wife, Isabel de Farnesio, is at the centre of the image. Her 
position, gesture and gaze, facing forward and sure of herself, seems to show that she 
really feels that way; the centre around which everything turns. She had motives; she was 
intelligent and well prepared, her arrival to court changed the power relationships when 
she managed to expel the powerful Princess of the Ursinos, who had great influence over 
the monarch, and she directly involved herself in the government’s activity.

The attitude and favor of the king made easier her intervention in matters of national and 
international politics, especially during the second reign of Felipe V after the death of his 
son Luis I, period in which Isabel, due to the king’s weakness, held all royal functions. 
Recovering Spanish influence in Italy and placing her sons in charge of Italian states were 
the goals she was able to fulfill. When Fernando VI passed away with no heir, she came 
back to power as queen governor, until the arrival from Naples of the new king: her son 
Carlos III. Politics and art were her two passions and she had exceptional opportunities to 
devote herself to them. Her vast painting and sculpture collection can be enjoyed here, at 
the Prado Museum. 

Isabel de Farnesio received a lot of criticism in her time due to her political interference, 
her power over the king, her domineering character and her power. With her attitude and 
behavior she broke the desired model of a discreet, pious and obedient woman that was 
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expected according to tradition.

Bárbara of Braganza was the wife of Fernando VI. A woman of broad culture – she spoke 
six languages – and lover of music, she was the model used by the enlightened Jerónimo 
Feijoo to support the falseness of the thesis on women inferiority in his Speech on the 
defense of women. Protector of the composer Scarlatti and the singer Farinelli, she set up 
the Convento de la Visitación de Nuestra Señora, in Madrid, also called Convento de las 
Salesas Reales, as school and residence for young women of the nobility. It was Fernando 
VI’s decision that the remains of the couple lie in its chapel, as the king did not want to be 
parted from her and she could not be buried at the Royal Pantheon in El Escorial as she 
had not given birth to a heir, the main role of a queen.

The wife of Carlos III, Mª Amalia of Sajonia, introduced in Spain the custom from Naples of 
nativity scenes. She passed away only two years after arriving in our country, and Carlos 
III did not marry again. He resorted to his mother Isabel de Farnesio and when she passed 
away, to the Princess of Asturias, to fulfill the role the court and protocol demanded. 
Women were essential pieces belonging to and for the monarchy, beyond their role as 
mothers or as interchange political tools in international relationships. 
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The portrait of the family of the Dukes of Osuna places us facing a strong discourse as 
regards the genders and is the opportunity to bring to life the struggle of some ladies of the 
nobility to conquer spaces and develop a noteworthy social activity in the public sphere. 
Mª Josefa Alonso Pimentel, countess-duchess of Benavente by family, and duchess of 
Osuna by marriage, was one of those women. 

The discourse on family and maternal love is strengthened in the XVIII century, but the one 
that shall significantly triumph shall be the one stating the educational difference of boys 
and girls according to what was socially expected from them. The protective role of the 
father is seen in the relationship his hands establish with the bodies of his wife and eldest 
daughter; the girls, dressed as their mother, look for and receive protection, and carry fans in 
their hands, fans with which they can learn the language of love communication. Marriage, 
except for exceptional cases, is their option in the future; the boys, even if smaller, are 
autonomous with toys representing future professional options. The difference of future 
options will affect both the social standing and power relationships between the genders 
not only in the private environment but in the public sphere as well. The professional 
boundaries will continue to be really close for women as limits to their learning possibilities 
are set in place and, therefore, their incorporation into liberal professions is difficult. 

The Osuna couple was one of the most important ones at Court due to their wealth, 
cultural curiosity and patronage of writers and artists; among them we can find Goya. 
Hand in hand with the Age of Enlightenment, they committed themselves with institutions 
prone to reform such as the Sociedad Económica de Amigos del País de Madrid, presided 
by the Duke of Osuna. Even if access to women was resisted, their constant claims finally 
resulted in the creation of the Junta de Damas de Honor y Mérito in 1787. Fourteen women 
were the first members and Mª Josefa Alonso Pimentel was the president. 

The writer and translator María Josefa Amar and Borbón, from Aragón, took part in the 

The Dukes of Osuna and their children. Francisco de Goya. Room 34.



controversy on the convenience of admitting women in the Sociedad Matritense. As a 
defense of this position she sent her memoir Discourse in defense of women talent and 
their skill for governing and other roles in which men are hired. She was one of the first 
members to be admitted. The bourgeoisie and nobility started to find common views. 

The Junta developed an important work to encourage women education, improve life 
conditions at children shelter centers – La Inclusa – and women prisons. It critically 
positioned itself as regards certain legislative projects and promoted the first vaccination 
campaigns not only in Spain but in the American Colonies as well. Its activism, near the 
sphere of power, enabled the start of changes of what we shall later call social policies, 
especially for women and childhood. 

Little Pedro of Alcántara, who appears sitting on a cushion, became director of the Prado 
Museum between 1821 and 1823.
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The portrait of Carlos IV’s family that Goya shows us has lost the majesty and pomp Van 
Loo presented in the portrait of Felipe V’s family, even if the importance of the queen is 
common to both. In this case Mª Luisa of Parma, as center and most noteworthy figure in 
the scene. Her image is damaged, as it must have been the wish to relate it not only to age 
but to the 24 pregnancies – 14 children alive and 10 miscarriages – she had during thirty 
years and that seem to have left serious after-effects. She had fully fulfilled her maternal 
role. We can see in the portrait the seven surviving children. The queen, dressed in the 
French style common at court in those times, carries the sash of the Orden de Damas 
Nobles she had started in 1794. 

Her central position must also have had a symbolic nature, since, given the king’s 
temperament and his lack of interest in government affairs, Mª Luisa played an important 
role in running State affairs. From the early beginning she took part together with her 
husband in meetings with ministers and had influence in the choice of Manuel Godoy 
as prime minister, to whom both the king and the queen were absolutely loyal. Their 
mediation would save him from death after the Aranjuez Mutiny in 1807, and he shared 
the exile with them until the death of the queen, who looked after the education of Carlota 
Godoy, daughter of the court favorite and the Countess of Chinchón. 

The fidelity and absolute support of Godoy, who not only became affluent but was 
powerfully ennobled even if the court and population thought it was a scandal, was used to 
damage the queen’s figure and thus the monarchy of Carlos IV, who was never interested 
in Sate Affairs and let Godoy run them. 

The support of Godoy also turned their son Fernando against the kings, jealous of the 
power of the court favorite and wishing to seize power at all costs, and who played an 
active part helped by the ones who supported him politically, in a damaging campaign 
against his own mother. This campaign was based on her alleged adultery. France’s 
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Convención would contribute to the spreading of this adulterous image of the queen when 
in 1793 Godoy supports the war against the Convención, establishing a parallel with the 
late queen María Antonieta, wife of Luis XVI. 

The conflicts mother-son gave rise to the concept of “unnatural mother” that the 
historiography of the XIX century shall support, defending a specific model of motherhood 
and femininity. The historiography and literature of her years as princess of Asturias were 
a constant praise to her motherhood. But criticism will be associated to her participation 
in a sphere, the political one, in which queens should not meddle, as they are a role model 
for women. The bourgeois liberal historiography kept that negative image of the queen: 
it could not accept a leader that broke the role of angel of the home, far away from any 
participation in public space. 

The criticism of her actions cannot be avoided, but it seems timely to drive your attention 
to the need of applying certain less asymmetric criteria to men and women when valuing 
their way of being in the world, independently from the place in which they are. 

The XVIII century was a time of significant changes. Women, moreover elites, aspired to 
new social roles. But the enlightened discourse, that liberalism shall take on and enact as 
law, shall see them essentially as mothers and wives; for all social groups. 
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We are in front of one of the most delicate portraits Goya paints in his maturity. 

María Teresa of Borbón, countess of Chinchón, was the daughter of Mª Teresa of Vallabriga 
and Luís Antonio of Borbón, one of the significant figures of the Enlightenment, patron of 
painters and musicians, and brother of king Carlos III. The marriage, carried out without 
the king’s consent, meant the loss of honors and rights for Luis and his family, as well as 
the obligation to leave the court. The strong will presented by Luis as regards carrying out 
this marriage meant the disobedience to the royal authority of Carlos III, who also jealous 
of the effects it could have as regards heirs, could not consent to it in a moment in which 
he is passing laws so as to reinforce parent’s authority over children through the control 
of their marriages. 

When Luis dies, she is confined together with her sister in a convent in Toledo, and thus 
taken apart from her mother and brother. They will reside there for ten years. When María 
Teresa is 17 years old, her brother Luis María arranges her marriage, under the influence 
of the kings Mª Luisa de Parma and Carlos IV, with Manuel Godoy, who at the time was 
the Prime Minister. With this wedding, the kings are able to grant a nobility status to their 
prime minister, and at the same time the family of Luis is accepted once again by the Royal 
House. María Teresa was; therefore, used to restore her family’s honors and privileges – it 
could use the last name Borbón again and the title of Grandes de España, as well as several 
titles and ecclesiastic privileges for Luis María. This restitution, which gave María Teresa 
the acknowledgment of Princesa de la Paz, entailed a personal high cost for her due to the 
strong differences of opinion with her husband.

 The daintiness we can see in this painting does not show that María Teresa was for sure 
a strong woman who tried to abandon Godoy. The opposition of the queen, Mª Luisa de 
Parma, prevented it, but she never accepted to recognize her husband’s authority.
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The countess of Chinchón would finally abandon Godoy in 1808 when he lost power due 
to the events related to the Aranjuez Mutiny. While Godoy flies to France, the countess 
of Chinchón not only abandons Spain but places herself at the forefront of the political 
events, travelling with her brother Luis María of Borbón to Cádiz. Both had a leading role 
in the development of the liberal Constitution of 1812 and the attempt that Fernando VII 
would recognize her as a tool in the government. 

The countess of Chinchón, who Goya met and portrayed as a little girl and also seems to 
have been fond of, is presented in this painting pregnant of her daughter Carlota – who 
shall receive her education from the queen Mª Luisa  -  with wheat spikes as a symbol of 
fertility.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Countess of Chinchón. Francisco de Goya. Room 36.



The presence of Isabel de Braganza in this itinerary is associated to how queens have shown 
to have the skill to influence royal decisions, in certain circumstances. 

Isabel was Fernando VII second wife. The king, a widower, planned his new marriage when 
he came back to Spain after the war of Independence. Concern on the situation of American 
colonies, where liberal and independent thoughts confronting absolutism had risen, must have 
prompted him to think on a Portuguese princess, due to the presence of the Portuguese king 
Juan VI in Brazil since the Napoleonic occupation of Portugal. The agreement between the royal 
houses meant the marriage of Isabel and María Francisca de Braganza to the king Fernando 
VII and his brother Carlos María Isidro respectively. Her arrival to Spain was in 1816. In this 
painting Isabel de Braganza directly looks to the spectators, while showing the building of 
the Prado Museum through the window with her right hand, and places her left hand on the 
table where the blueprints of the museum are placed; she tells us the story of a project and a 
personal desire. Even if the idea of having a museum with the royal collections had already been 
stated in the times of José I Bonaparte, the idea was taken once again in 1814 by Fernando 
VII, considering the idea of setting the museum at the Palacio de Buenavista, at the Plaza de 
Cibeles. 

Nevertheless, it was later decided that the seat of the museum should be the building designed 
by Villanueva in the times of Carlos III for the Museum of Natural Science, in the Paseo del 
Prado. And thus the “Real Museo de Pintura” was born, the starting point of the Prado Museum 
we enjoy today. 

Apparently Queen Isabel de Braganza had a leading role in the genesis of the Museum, accessing 
in this way the group of women, patron of arts, we are discussing in this journey. 

Isabel died at childbirth in Aranjuez in 1818, surrounded by all family heirlooms that traditionally 
accompany the queens at childbirth. The fear of childbirth and superstitions associated to it 

María Isabel de Braganza, queen of Spain, as founder of the Prado Museum. Bernardo López Piquer. Room 75.



joined women of all social classes and conditions. 

The Real Museo de Pintura was inaugurated on November 19th 1819, a month after the wedding 
of Fernando VII with his third wife, María Josefa Amalia of Sajonia. 
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With this wedding portrait of María Cristina of Borbón, painted by Vicente López in 1830, 
we start a journey by the XIX century, in which we are going to encounter three women 
at the center of the political power. Two as regents, María Cristina of Borbón and María 
Cristina of Habsburg, and one as a queen: Isabel II. The three embody the significant 
step in the History of Spain that goes from Fernando VII’s absolutism to the bourgeois 
liberalism. 

María Cristina of Borbón was Fernando VII fourth and last wife. This marriage repeated 
once again the king’s tradition to marry a young niece in the hope of having heirs. Bearing 
in mind the possibility of a woman in the line of the throne, the king issued the “Pragmática 
sanción” which abolished the Salic law, enforced since 1713, which prevented women from 
reigning. As it was not accepted by his brother Carlos María Isidro and the absolutists, 
Isabel’s birth directed the royal actions towards the liberals, looking for the support that was 
necessary to guarantee the succession with her. The liberals, moderate and progressive 
faction, got involved with no doubts as they were conscious of the opportunity that was 
opened for a political change. 

That’s why the first years of María Cristina as queen consort were a source of hope for the 
liberal sectors which had been persecuted by Fernando’s absolutism. In 1832 they were 
granted an amnesty, which was the source of Mariano José de Larra’s words: “Our Queen, 
to whom we shall be so grateful, is who inspires us with confidence: her resolute protection 
in all what is good”. When Fernando VII passed away in 1833, she was appointed regent 
and the Carlist war broke out; she represented the resistance against the ultra-apostolic 
ones, and was in favor of developing a program to limit absolutism and consider liberal 
reforms. 

María Cristina always was near the most moderate sector of liberalism and accepted the 
progressive faction in the government only when circumstances left no other way out, 
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as the uprising of the sergeants in La Granja in 1836, or when four years later Espartero 
demanded the nullification of the law of Town Councils she had enacted that assumed the 
Crown’s imposition on the mayor’s appointment. This confrontation was the reason for her 
first exile, in which she continued to collaborate with the moderate sector. In 1844, after 
the appointment and access to power of general Narváez, who run the progressive faction 
from government, María Cristina came back to Spain with the strong will of intervening in 
the politics of her time.

She was criticized and caricatured for her private life, since only three months after the 
death of Fernando VII she secretly married a guard de corps, Fernando Muñoz, with whom 
she had eight children, and who she protected in businesses that turned them wealthy. 
In spite of the lights and shadows of her regency, it should be acknowledged her political 
insight when she did not consent at any moment to make an agreement with the ultra-
conservative faction that even tried to marry her daughter Isabel II to the son of Carlos 
María Isidro, with the intention of accessing the Court through the end of the dynastic 
and ideological conflict that shall devastate the Spanish XIX Century. Again in 1868, after 
the so called “Revolución Gloriosa”, she once again left Spain in exile to go to Paris as 
company to her daughter Queen Isabel II. 

At a later date she represented the dynastic interests in the negotiations with Cánovas del 
Castillo to promote the reinstatement of the Borbón family by way of her grandson, prince 
Alfonso.

María Cristina of Borbón also promoted the revival of the Spanish cultural scene, especially 
in the musical field, where opera became popular again. Her daughter Isabel II shall 
continue her work by inaugurating the Royal Theatre in 1850. 
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This work of art, the only sculpture in our itinerary, was sculpted by Camilo Torreggiani in 
1855; the most renowned Italian Sculptor of the XIX Century, who changed the traditional 
way of making official portraits. The work of art was very valued in her times, since it 
represents in a very delicate way the queen’s features through a transparent veil that 
covers her. Today we can see it as a metaphor of what has happened to the political and 
personal figure Isabel II has been and who the historical criticism had no interest to unveil 
until recently. 

Isabel was the first child of Fernando VII and his fourth and last wife, María Cristina of 
Borbón. Her birth meant the frustration of her uncle’s ambition to the crown, the ultra-
conservative Carlos María Isidro who yearned for the reinstatement of the Old Regime. 
Her reign shall be under the shadow of the Carlist Wars, which break out in 1833 when the 
princess was only three years old. When she was only ten, her mother was forced to be 
in exile due to the progressive faction outbreak that would take General Espartero to the 
Regency, and her education was the responsibility of court members and political groups, 
that used her as an extra pawn in the political chess. 

In 1843, as a result of the conservative outbreak against Espartero, Isabel II is hastily 
proclaimed an adult when she was only thirteen years old. 

She survived as she could to the court schemes and was forced to marry her cousin 
Francisco of Asís Borbón when she was only sixteen. Both organized a private life that was 
on the fringes of marriage and this significantly damaged the royal image, especially the 
queen’s one, given the ideal model of femininity dominant in her times. The transgression 
of the model bears consequences for all women and is used as a political tool to damage 
and discredit the ones who have a public role. 

Her education was not the most appropriate, even if at certain times she surrounded 
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herself by intellectual women of the times such as Fernán Caballero or Gertrudis Gómez 
de Avellaneda. In spite of all this, she was a patron of the music and arts and inaugurated 
the Royal Theatre in Madrid in 1850. 

During her reign the seeds of industrialization started in Spain. The First General Law of 
Public Studies or Ley Moyano was published – which limited the education possibilities 
of women -, the first railroad lines were laid, important hydraulic works such as the Canal 
de Isabel II were carried out, the Civil Guard was created, the Treasury was reformed and 
several banks were created. There was also a project to improve the Navy and Universities 
were opened once again; but women were excluded. 

This queen, referred to as “the one of the sad destiny” by Galdós, was questioned since 
her birth en all areas of her existence, not only public but private ones as well. She should 
have been constitutionalist if we bear in mind the European historical background, but she 
looked for support in the most conservative politicians of her time. She did not know how 
to contribute to encourage the deep reform Spain needed, and that neither the politicians 
knew how to manage. In 1868, the progressive liberalism, separated from power since 
1856, promoted the outbreak known as “La Gloriosa”, which caused her exile and a 
change of regime in Spain. 

When she came to terms with the idea that she was not an option but the Borbón dynasty 
had the possibility of returning to government in Spain, she supported the proposal of the 
conservative politician Antonio Cánovas del Castillo to reinstate the monarchy represented 
by her son Alfonso, due to the lack of clear political options as the I Republic had failed. 

Both her contemporaries and historians have questioned the role of Isabel II, using aspects 
of her private life as the main tool to attack her, thus damaging her public image. History 
has established a clear separation between the monarch’s private life and political life, but 
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has not read in the same way the life of queens and women in politics. 

The Prado Museum was really favored by Isabel II. When her father died, she compensated 
economically her sister María Luisa Fernanda to keep the royal collection of paintings 
together, specially the works of art that were part of the Real Museo de Pintura. At a later 
date, in 1865, the palaces and royal sites and the Museo de Pintura stopped being the 
private property of the kings to become assets linked to the Crown, and therefore they 
became non-transferable and non-divisible. 

Isabel II died in Paris in 1904, in the city she chose for her compulsory exile. 
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With the queen María Cristina of Austria we finish our itinerary analyzing some of the 
women that have had a political or representative power throughout our history. 

María Cristina started to be part of the history of Spain when in 1879 she married Alfonso 
XII, a widower who needed an heir. Educated in the court of Vienne, she represented the 
cultivated and refined woman. She was an exceptional student, who spoke German, Italian, 
French and English; and followed studies in Political Science, Philosophy and Economy. 
She was also a music lover, piano performer and singer. She had many common features 
with some of the consort queens that came before her. 

As regards María Cristina of Borbón and Isabel II, the figure of María Cristina of Habsburg 
presents a strong contrast, since this consort queen was an example of discretion and 
moderation at the time of executing the power in a state where the monarchy starts to play 
an exclusively representative role. 

She was regent in Spain for seventeen years, after six years of marriage to Alfonso XII, 
who died in 1885 when María Cristina was expecting a son, the future Alfonso XIII. 

During the Regency she was able to maintain a delicate balance between the progressive 
faction and the moderate to defend the dynastic rights of her son and the monarchy. After 
the agreements of El Pardo, the leaders of the two principal parties, the moderate Cánovas 
and the liberal Sagasta, took turns in power in a peaceful way ensuring the stability of the 
regime and laws of diverse social content were enacted, even if discrimination against 
women was maintained: the so called universal suffrage was established, excluding them 
from voting, the Labor law of children, the Law of accidents at the workplace or the Law of 
Associations, which made easy the development of the workers movement. María Cristina 
was especially concerned with modernizing the services and treatment of pregnant women, 
as she was conscious of the delay Spain suffered in those years as regards this issue. 
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She ordered the construction, for example, of the Maternidad de Santa Cristina in Madrid, 
where the first Official School of Midwifes was set up, which acknowledged the professional 
right of women to participate in childbirth in a legal standing. With this organization she 
showed a social conscience in face of one of the most serious problems for the life and 
health of women. Dramatically, the queen would see her daughters Mercedes and María 
Teresa die at childbirth. 

At a social level, the regent queen saw the social conflicts increase as the century went 
by: the anarchist unrest in Andalucía in 1892, the uprising of the peasants in Jerez the 
following year and the revolutionary general strike in Barcelona in 1902, the same date 
when Alfonso XIII reaches adulthood.

She also lived one of the most significant events of the turn of the century: the Cuban war 
of independence and the war with United States, which meant the loss of the colonies of 
Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Philippines. 

María Cristina of Habsburg, described by her biographer the count of Romanones as 
a “discreet regent”, received the title of “Queen Mother” when her son married María 
Eugenia of Battenberg in 1906, and retired to spend long seasons in San Sebastián, where 
she commissioned the construction of the Palacio de Miramar in 1888. 
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Our itinerary analyzing the life and activities of outstanding women 
who have been in power or have been really close to it throughout the 
history of Spain is finished here. We hope you have enjoyed your visit.


