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When wandering through the nineteenth-century galleries of Spanish museums such as El 
Prado in Madrid and the Reial Acadèmia Catalana de Belles Arts de Sant Jordi in 
Barcelona, the viewer might be struck by the proliferation of history paintings that feature 
dead, dying, or gravely injured monarchs who played major roles in shaping Spain and its 
regions: Eduardo Rosales’ Doña Isabel la Católica dictando su testamento (1864), the Catalan 
artist Claudi Lorenzale’s Origen de l’escut del comtat de Barcelona (1843-44), and Francisco 
Pradilla’s Doña Juana la Loca (1878) are but a few examples. Such paintings may seem 
puzzling when one considers that the nineteenth century, in Spain as elsewhere, was a 
period of intense debate that played out in literature, visual art, and political discourse on 
what constituted “the nation.” Such nation-building projects often involved mining the 
country’s history and legends to argue for a model of government that would and should 
shape the nation’s present and future. How, then, do images of death point towards a 
model of national rebirth? In the case of Rosales’ Isabel la Católica, the painter selected his 
theme only after deciding that a scene of the dying Catholic Queen was a more 
historically “transcendent” subject than the others he had considered, including the one 
immortalized, twelve years later, in Pradilla’s work, to which I will return at the end of 
this study. In the following article, I argue that Rosales’ work uses the circumstances of 
Isabella I’s death to meditate on her eponymous successor Isabella II’s role in 
contemporaneous politics. As such, Rosales’ work offers spectators a deeply ambivalent 
view of the monarchy in its modern form, inviting the public to participate in both 
political debates and artistic consumption. 
 
To begin, let us consider the conditions of art production in nineteenth-century Spain. 
Amid a dying patronage system, in 1853, the administration of Queen Isabella II 
established the Exposiciones Nacionales de Bellas Artes, a series of sixteen biannual 
competitions that ran from 1856 to 1899, to protect and foster the creation of artworks. 
The exhibitions were to be put on by the Ministerio de Fomento, the ministry tasked with 
all issues regarding education. Backed by the Crown, the Exposiciones became the biggest 
vehicle for the public display of art and in particular history paintings in the mid-to-late 
1800s. Participating artists were free to choose their own subject matter, but the most 
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prestigious awards were reserved specifically for history painting, at first officially and 
later in practice. History painting was also still the genre most closely associated with and 
most carefully cultivated in official academies of art. In Spain, students at both the Real 
Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando in Madrid and in “provincial” academies 
competed for pensions to study in Rome by submitting history paintings (Reyero, La 
pintura 18); history painting was thus associated with praises and prizes at all institutional 
levels. No money was awarded to contestants in the Exposiciones, but the best paintings 
were the first to be purchased by both official bodies and private buyers for considerable 
sums. Furthermore, award winners were often later commissioned for work by both 
private patrons and the State; many of the State-acquired paintings were purchased 
expressly to form part of the national art collections and to be displayed in the Museo 
Nacional de Pintura y Escultura or in various government buildings. The Spanish 
government, as the biggest “patron” of history painting, thereby helped to foster a 
particular interpretation of past figures and events. 
 
It is important to emphasize both the official and the public nature of the Exposiciones 
Nacionales; the display of ideologically-laden works, informed by modern historiography, 
served to disseminate nationalistic fervor. As Alfonso E. Pérez Sánchez observes, unlike in 
the case of earlier history paintings—which tended to document events of the past 
precisely (20-31)—nineteenth-century paintings crystallized historic events into one 
particularly dramatic moment to convey a moralizing message (32): “lo fundamental […] 
era concretar la acción y hacer bien identificables a los personajes principales, 
acentuando sus expresiones, como reflejos de actitudes psicológicas y morales” (23). 
Artists were encouraged, both by the Exposiciones and in the Academias, to view painting as 
a tool to edify and instruct the viewer. The art critic José María García, for example, 
suggested in 1866 that the aim of history painting was “enseñar, hacer amable la virtud, 
enaltecer lo bueno, moralizar y perfeccionar los pueblos” (44), citing the genre’s ability to 
“perfect” the people by displaying the virtuous behavior of past heroes, inspiring them to 
imitate these models. The famed painter José Casado del Alisal, who participated in 
many Exposiciones, voiced similar beliefs in a speech delivered upon his induction to the 
Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando in 1885, in which he describes history 
painting as “maestra de las multitudes, cuya educación completa y cuyo espíritu enaltece 
por la representación de los grandes sucesos y de los grandes héroes del pasado” (21). 
Here Casado del Alisal invokes history painting’s ability both to move and to educate, or 
indeed to teach by moving via the contemplation of great past deeds and figures. 
 
Furthermore, academic painting was developing in tandem with a new consciousness of 
Spain as a nation, fostered by the writing of romantic and teleological histories of the 
Spanish people (Reyero, La pintura 38), which viewed history as a steady progression: 
glorious moments in the past explained and justified the present. Histories written before 
and around 1850 emphasized an idealized vision of the Medieval period, “recalled,” as 
Derek Flitter notes, “as a stable and reassuring moral universe” as influenced by 
Schlegelian thought (5). Many, though not all, of these histories emphasized unity, 
homogeneity, and Catholicism as Spain’s defining characteristics (Álvarez-Junco 258-62). 
The best-known example is Modesto Lafuente’s Historia general de España (1850-67), which 
envisions Spain’s past as constant progress towards national and religious unification, and 
exalts figures and moments, such as the Catholic Monarchs, that contributed to such 
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unity; Rosales indeed took notes on Lafuente’s section on Isabella I (Rubio Gil 79). Other 
examples include Jaime Balmes’ well-known Consideraciones políticas sobre la situación de 
España (1840), in which the Catalan priest defends Catholicism as an essential element of 
the Spanish nation, one that reaches back to the Early Middle Ages (149), and José 
Amador de los Ríos’ Estudios históricos, políticos y literarios sobre los judíos en España (1848), in 
which the author, like Lafuente, suggests that, despite its detrimental effects on Spanish 
culture, the expulsion of the Jews and Moriscos by the Catholic Monarchs in 1492 and 
1609-14, respectively, was politically necessary, as religious unity was intimately tied to 
political unity (162); both, for Amador de los Ríos, would have been impossible to 
achieve, given “la diversidad de caracteres, de usos y costumbres, y el gran número de 
judíos y sarracenos que a la sazón moraban entre los cristianos” (162-63), thus 
necessitating their expulsion.1 

 
History paintings were in turn heavily influenced by such works: eras and figures seen as 
promoting cultural unity and devotion to God and king, and thus contributing to Spanish 
nation-building, were particularly exalted and memorialized. As in historiography, 
popular themes in painted visions of Spanish history revolved around an idealized vision 
of the Middle Ages: el Cid, Ferdinand III of Castile, Christopher Columbus, and the 
Catholic Monarchs were among the figures most often exalted and memorialized in 
paintings of this period. As Carlos Reyero notes (La pintura 93), José María García 
advocated idealizing such figures and the historic decisions they orchestrated in order to 
allow the audience to admire the events and people that had helped to shape Spain as a 
modern nation: “Si el sentimiento popular ha idealizado un personaje, un tipo, una 
acción, no gustará de encontrarla menos hermosa en el lienzo que como se imagina se la 
ha forjado; no le impresionará, ni podrá admirarla” (García 46). In the interest of 
cultivating a public consciousness of the nation’s past and present, painters often 
romanticized complex and sometimes controversial historical events. 
 
The issue that García raises of the painting’s audience, made up of a wide and diverse 
body of viewers, was a phenomenon new to nineteenth-century history painting (Reyero, 
La pintura 43-44). Unlike earlier history paintings, which had been commissioned and 
enjoyed largely in private chambers by royal and aristocratic patrons, the Exposiciones 
were open to the public, and entry was initially free, though by 1861 the number of free 
days had been reduced to control crowds (Labanyi 73). The popularity of the exhibitions 
and the opportunity afforded to all socioeconomic classes to see them made them an 
important vehicle for spreading nationalistic ideologies. 
 
And yet, history paintings, like history books, did not disseminate a uniform vision of the 
historical past and the political future. While art historian Mateo Revilla Uceda is correct 
in arguing that “el Estado, patrocinando iniciativas artísticas, favorecía una temática 
necesaria para la cohesión nacional, que visualizaban los episodios históricos, que estaban 
en la base de la formación de la nación y de las virtudes nacionales, justo en el momento 
en que se iba reorganizando el moderno estado burgués” (29), it is also paradoxically true 
that the paintings were by no means unanimous in their promotion of a particular 
political view; instead, they reflected debates in contemporaneous historical scholarship 
and the popular press on the significance of past events. Whereas earlier paintings rarely 
contained negative messages, serving instead as “un instrumento de poder, de un poder 
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único, indiscutible y de derecho divino” (Pérez Sánchez 32), nineteenth-century paintings 
were polyvalent, exhibiting a “duplicidad interpretativa” (35) that allowed both painters 
and audiences to explore the significance of past events to the nation’s present. Such 
debates could even be observed playing out within a single painting or within a single 
artist’s oeuvre. Francisco Pradilla, for example, painted one of the best-known episodes in 
the path to Spanish unity, the 1492 conquest of Granada, in two distinct ways. In his 
1882 Rendición de Granada (Senado de España, Madrid), Pradilla glorifies the Catholic 
monarchs’ conquest of the last city under Moorish rule in 1492, while El Suspiro del Moro, 
completed in 1892, presents a related historic event from the perspective of the defeated. 
In Rendición, Pradilla contrasts the two warring parties—the Catholic Monarchs and 
Muhammad XII, the last Arab Muslim ruler of Granada—through his use of color and 
line. The painter represents “la multitudinaria embajada presidida por los Reyes 
Católicos como una poderosa y deslumbrante parada militar, aguardando con la 
superioridad y altivez del vencedor la aproximación de la sencilla comitiva nazarí” (Díez, 
La pintura 366), using straight, vertical lines and bright, vivid colors to emphasize their 
proud triumph. By contrast, Muhammad and his entourage are depicted through curved 
lines, their heads bent towards the muddy ground they cross to relinquish the keys to the 
city to the Spanish kings, signaling their humildad—a word whose origins come from the 
Latin word for “earth,” humus—further underscored by the dark earthen tones of their 
clothing. Their meekness can be seen particularly in the man to the far left of the 
composition who bends his head forward, the page who guides Muhammad’s horse and 
who, according to Pradilla’s own interpretation of the scene, “camina inclinado, 
confundido ante la grandeza de los Reyes Cristianos,” and in Muhammad himself, who 
“avanza [. . .] inclinándose para saludar al Rey y entregarle las llaves” (letter from 
Pradilla to the Marqués de Barzanallana, dated 13 June 1882 and quoted in Díez, La 
pintura 364). José Luis Díez sees the work as emphasizing the contrast between the 
triumphant Catholics and the defeated Moors, suggesting that other paintings, such as 
those by Casado del Alisal and Velázquez are “mucho más generosas y ecuánimes en el 
tratamiento de los derrotados” (366). The use of painterly rhetoric to exalt the Catholic 
Monarch’s power to “bend” others to their will is unsurprising, as this painting was 
commissioned in 1878 by the Marqués de Barzanallana, then the head of the Spanish 
Senate, who requested a work memorializing “la rendición de Granada [. . .] como 
representación de la unidad española; punto de partida para los grandes hechos 
realizados por nuestros abuelos bajo aquellos gloriosos soberanos” (Pardo Canalís, 
“Crítica” 179) to decorate the Senate’s walls. At the same time, the artist, by his own 
admission, strove to capture the emotional reactions of the Moorish envoy: “he querido 
manifestar los diversos sentimientos de que se encontrarían poseídos en semejante trance” 
(qtd. in Díez, La pintura 364). Indeed, Pradilla seems to depict the defeated Moors with a 
measure of sympathy through the sadness and worry in their expressive faces, humanizing 
them rather than unequivocally depicting them as enemies or villains. 
 
El Suspiro del Moro, painted for a Russian noble and today housed in a private collection, is 
even more sympathetic. According to legend, as Muhammad went into self-imposed exile 
in Morocco, he turned back and gazed one last time at Granada; the rocky outcrop 
where this farewell took place is today known as el Suspiro del Moro. Pradilla’s painting 
depicts the king leading a caravan of his people out of Spain (Pradilla has perhaps 
conflated Muhammad’s departure with the systematic expulsion of the Spanish Moors 
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between 1609 and 1614); the former ruler pauses at the top of a hill, gazing out over the 
distant Alhambra. Other members of his party kneel, as though in prayer. Though we 
cannot see the faces of most of the members of the king’s party, a sense of sorrow and 
longing permeates the image as the figures follow their ruler’s gaze towards their lost city. 
The wind swirling their garments around them underscores the inhospitable conditions of 
exile, which in turn enhances the pathos of the scene. Muhammad’s stance upon the cliff 
may remind the viewer of the German Romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich’s 
Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (1818). Whether or not Pradilla had occasion to see this 
painting in reproductions, El Suspiro conveys a similar sense of meditative contemplation 
and of the insignificance of the individual human subject against the forces of nature and 
history.2 Furthermore, each painting draws attention to the protagonist’s subjective 
perception of the landscape before him: Boabdil looks upon Granada not simply as a 
majestic and legendary city, but as his birthplace, his home, and the home of his family 
and his people, a home to which he will never return. If Rendición immortalized the 
unification of Spain, albeit somewhat ambivalently, El Suspiro might be said to expose the 
human suffering that came at the expense of that unity. As these examples demonstrate, 
painters shaped their visions (and those of their patrons) of particular events, contributing 
to the ongoing discourse about the significance of those events; ambivalent readings of 
works were, on the other hand, certainly possible, in turn allowing viewers interpretative 
power. 
 
A painting in Rosales’ own oeuvre, La muerte de Lucrecia, which won another first-class 
medal in the 1871 Exposición Nacional, suggests the artist’s ambivalence about 
contemporaneous politics and underscores the way in which images of the past could 
comment subtly on the present.3 Despite one jury member’s conclusion that Rosales had 
“evita[do] el peligroso escollo de hacer un cuadro político” (Miguel Aguado, qtd. in 
Rubio Gil 132), the coincidence between the painting’s thematic content—the rape and 
subsequent suicide of a Roman noblewoman, which provided the impetus for the 
overthrow of the monarchy and the declaration of the Roman Republic—and the 
political climate in Spain may lead the viewer to read a political message in Rosales’ 
work. The painting was begun in 1869, shortly after the Revolución Gloriosa, in which 
Isabella II was deposed. During this period, the possibility of a republic was discussed in 
the cortes but ultimately rejected; Republican sentiment still ran high, however, and 
following Amadeus of Savoy’s brief reign as constitutional monarch, the First Spanish 
Republic was declared in 1873. As another jury member, Francisco Bañares, pointed out, 
the painting, “más que la muerte de Lucrecia parecía el ‘juramento de Bruto’, cuya figura 
atrae más la atención en perjuicio del personaje principal” (Rubio Gil 131): though 
ostensibly depicting Lucretia’s dying moments, the work actually appears to focus on 
Brutus, the founder of the Roman Republic and his strident vow to avenge Lucretia’s 
death by overthrowing the king whose son had raped her. In Rosales’ work, Brutus holds 
aloft a dagger, as though declaring the “death” of the Roman kingdom. The straight, 
vertical lines Rosales uses in the figure of Brutus convey a sense of dynamism, making 
him appear larger than other figures and attracting the viewer’s eye. Whether one sees 
Lucretia or Brutus as the work’s focal point, the latter’s protagonism in the painting 
necessarily implicates the political consequences of Lucretia’s death and encourages the 
reader to draw parallels between ancient Rome and modern-day Spain. Rosales’ focus on 
the events that led to the transition of Rome from a kingdom to a republic at a time when 
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many Spaniards supported such a transition in their own country may suggest a certain 
sympathy for the Republican cause, despite his earlier support of Isabella II, detailed 
below. As I argue here, a similar ambivalence permeates Rosales’ Isabel la Católica, though 
at first glance it appears to glorify the dead monarch unequivocally. The history paintings 
in the Exposiciones thus served the important function of “exposing the public to 
representations of the past organized in a particular way” (Labanyi 64), encouraging 
them to draw particular conclusions and to respond to those representations in an 
appropriate manner. 
 
But what is the appropriate way to respond to these history paintings? The scenes of loss, 
exile, madness, and death so often favored by nineteenth-century history painters seem to 
indicate that a work was designed not only to inspire intellectual reflection, but also to 
elicit an emotional reaction; indeed, Casado del Alisal’s 1885 speech to the Real 
Academia underscores the importance to the pedagogic aims of history painting of 
responding emotionally. This should not surprise us, as nationalistic sentiment is in large 
part precisely that–sentiment, an emotional attachment to a political body. In the case of 
Spain, as Derek Flitter puts it, “Medievalism in all areas of creative art and study 
acquired overtly sentimental and elegiac terms as a lament for a more noble past, one 
imaginatively endowed with a legendary or even supernatural mystique that allowed it to 
transcend what now came to be seen as the brutalizing prescriptions of philosophical 
rationalism and rampant materialism” (8). 
 
Thus the Spanish Romantic movement and its concomitant artistic and academic 
manifestations entailed “a defence of national cultural heritage targeted at hearts as well 
as minds” (Flitter 2). In painting, emotional reactions to works served to strengthen the 
perceived bond between the viewer and the painted character or scene. In the case of 
royal personages, for example, painters often sought to humanize them (Reyero, La pintura 
174), to make them more accessible and understandable to viewers, though the enormous 
dimensions of the works meant that these figures still occupied a place that was literally 
larger than life in the public imagination. In the case of Rosales’ image of Isabella, the 
close-up view and somewhat flattened perspective put the viewer in the position of one of 
the mourners huddled closely around the dying queen’s bed, imbuing the work with a 
sense of intimacy despite the painting’s size. Indeed, the themes and compositions of such 
works seem to indicate that, as Carlos Reyero and Mireia Freixa have suggested, “los 
mecanismos profundos por los que se mueve la historia no obedecen solo a la lógica sino 
también la sinrazón de los sentimientos” (11). Evoking an appropriate sentimental 
response to a scene from the nation’s history, then, helps to foster the viewers’ emotional 
bond to their country. 
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“Doña Isabel la Católica dictando su testamento” 

© Museo Nacional del Prado 
 
Moving the public indeed seems to have been one of the reasons for which Rosales 
selected the subject of Doña Isabel la Católica dictando su testamento, which won a first-class 
medal in 1864 and was widely written about in the press; it was later purchased by the 
state for the National Museum of Painting and Sculpture for 50,000 reales (Pardo 
Canalís, “Rosales” 81). Born in Madrid, Rosales was educated at the Real Academia de 
San Fernando, one of many institutions that sought to “imponer una norma en el gusto” 
and “unificar el estilo” (Moreno de las Heras 58), to ensure a homogeneous style and to 
cultivate certain standards of taste rather than encouraging students’ creativity. Rosales 
painted El testamento in Rome in 1863-64 while studying there on a pension; such trips 
were likewise an essential part of the education of a young artist, so that he might learn 
from the old masters. In a letter to his cousin, Fernando Martínez Pedrosa, in early 1861, 
he explains his reasons for choosing the moment at which, three days before her death 
(according to Rosales’ timeline), Isabella dictates her will and testament: “este momento 
de la gran Reina es de los más hermosos de su gloriosa vida, porque se ve en él el 
inmenso amor que tenía a su pueblo y es, al mismo tiempo, interesante para nuestra 
Historia por las cláusulas que en él dejó consignadas” (Pardo Canalís, “Rosales” 76). 
Nonetheless, his cousin appears to have disagreed with Rosales’ choice of subject, as in 
early 1863, Rosales further justifies painting the scene of Isabella’s death: 
 

creo que una de las mayores glorias nacionales sea Isabel, y en aquel 
momento la encuentro superior a ninguno de los muchos admirables 
rasgos de su vida. Si le has leído, creo que te parecería lo mismo, y que el 
pueblo no vería con indiferencia el momento en el que la mejor de las 
Reinas, motivo de justísimo orgullo para España, se ocupa de la felicidad 
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de su pueblo con el amor de una madre [. . .] me parece que un tal 
ejemplo bien merece ponerse ante los ojos. (Pardo Canalís, “Rosales” 77) 

 
Rosales here uses emotionally charged language to describe both the queen and his 
potential viewers’ reactions to the writing of her will: by protecting them from unjust 
taxation and thereby safeguarding their happiness, Isabella demonstrates her “immense” 
“motherly love” for the people of Spain, who may thus be justly proud of her. Rosales 
also insists on Isabella’s gloria, a word that in 1855 was defined as “la reputación, fama, 
estimación, buena opinión o concepto que goza una persona [. . .] por sus buenas 
acciones, su talento y sus grandes calidades” (“Gloria” 46). Queen Isabella is thus, in 
Rosales’ eyes, worthy of admiration for her good works and her personal qualities, 
especially in the moment when she protects her people’s future through her will. 
Furthermore, for Rosales, hearing or reading about this episode is not sufficient; Isabella 
must come “before the eyes” of the people in the moment of her death, perhaps because, 
as W. J. T. Mitchell suggests, “a verbal representation cannot represent—that is, make 
present—its object in the same way a visual representation can” (152). Rosales predicts 
that the people, in turn, will not remain indifferent to this sight, but will surely be deeply 
moved. 
 
In his letters, Rosales touches on the three aspects vital to the success of the Exposiciones 
Nacionales: visual spectacle, national historical consciousness, and the ability to provoke 
strong emotions. The painting’s display of death and mourning fosters an emotional 
attachment to a dying “mother of Spain,” whose works led to the unification of Spanish 
territory and the “uniformity of beliefs” that supposedly characterize the modern nation, 
and “teaches” viewers about the impact the death of a national hero should have on those 
surrounding her. Given the emphases, in contemporaneous discourse, on history 
painting’s ability and duty to moralize and on Spain’s “true” Christian roots, it is also 
possible that Rosales’ painting was designed with the aim of modeling how to grieve 
appropriately and how to die a good Catholic death. Rosales indicates that the image of 
Isabella’s death should stir the viewer, a reaction modeled by the mourners around 
Isabella’s bed, who include her daughter Juana, her husband Ferdinand, and Cardinal 
Cisneros.4 These noble and royal onlookers, clearly saddened by the Queen’s impending 
death, yet display their grief with restraint according to modern bourgeois codes of 
conduct: Rosales has captured “los matices más sutiles de sus sentimientos interiores” 
(Díez, “Doña Isabel” 207). The muted, dark colors emphasize the somber nature of the 
scene, while the equilibrium in the painting’s composition, with the bed in the center and 
the mourners distributed more or less evenly around it, mirrors their balance between 
grieving and maintaining decorum. The painting thus, in theory, “teaches” viewers how 
to mourn in a socially acceptable way: the process should be overt but controlled. The 
Queen, furthermore, is a model of how to die well. The presence of Cisneros, Isabella’s 
personal confessor, indicates that she has received or will receive shortly the last rites, the 
sacraments associated with dying in the Catholic Church; the cup on the stand at the far 
left of the painting may be a reference to the Eucharist administered during the Viaticum. 
The horizontal line of her body conveys a sense of rest, with its associated implication of 
peace and tranquility; moreover, the beatific expression on Isabella’s face suggests that 
she is at peace, having confessed and received the sacraments in addition to dictating the 
document that will ensure the wellbeing of the Spanish people after her death. Rosales’ 
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painting may thus be read as an exemplary model of how to die and how to mourn in a 
Christian yet modern fashion. 
 
In the context of the contemporaneous political situation, on the other hand, I believe it is 
possible to read other meanings in Rosales’ work that relate more directly to Rosales’ 
understanding of contemporaneous politics and, specifically, Isabella II’s reign. In the 
mid-nineteenth century, political rhetoric drew numerous parallels between Isabella the 
Catholic and Isabella II as a means of justifying the latter’s right to rule the nation instead 
of her uncle, Carlos María Isidro de Borbón. Until 1830, when an ailing Ferdinand VII 
abolished the Salic laws prohibiting female ascension to the throne in order to allow his 
daughter to rule, Carlos was presumed to be next in line to rule. Establishing Isabella II 
as part of a lineage of illustrious female leaders served to legitimate her as the rightful 
ruler in the face of the ensuing Carlist conflicts: if the history of the Spanish nation was 
conceived, in the nineteenth century, as “un ciclo mayor de nacimiento, muerte y 
resurrección” (Pérez Vejo 122), Isabella II may be seen as the “reincarnation” of her 
eponymous predecessor. José Güell y Renté’s book, Paralelo entre las reinas católicas doña 
Isabel Ia y doña Isabel IIa, for instance, published in 1858, analyzes the similarities between 
the two eponymous queens, taking particular note of their appearance (26), their 
education (26-27), their marriages (29-33), challengers to their thrones (34-37), their 
modifications to the legal and justice system (37-40), their handling of the nobility (40-43), 
and their relationship with the Vatican (43-36); the second half of the book is dedicated to 
enumerating the many public works built and improvements in communication 
engineered under Isabella II, including the establishment of railways, roads, hospitals, and 
cultural centers. Güell y Renté thereby concludes that Isabella II continues the work her 
predecessor began by finally unifying the country under one religion and through 
improved travel and communication between the regions: 
 

Doña Isabel II, con sus sabias disposiciones legislativas y gubernamentales, 
ha verificado la estrecha unión que doña Isabel I no pudo lograr nunca; 
porque si es verdad que dominaba con su soberano imperio y poder, tres 
naciones orgullosas y fieras [. . .] no era reina de un país homogéneo en 
religión, en la lengua, en la administración judicial, en política, en los 
municipios y en usos y costumbres; y lo que faltaba para coronar la obra, 
acaba de hacerlo hoy su descendienta [. . .]. (49) 

 
Visual art, too, served to legitimate Isabella II as rightful ruler. As Reyero observes, “la 
necesidad de justificar históricamente el reinado de Isabel II parece llevar a la pintura de 
historia hacia aquellos argumentos que destacan la presencia femenina al frente de la 
monarquía” (La pintura 141), of which the antecedent par excellence in Spain was the 
Catholic queen. Tomás Pérez Vejo affirms that beyond her own historical importance, 
images of Isabella I “eran una forma de glorificación de su descendiente y heredera en el 
trono español” (124). History paintings in general often used past events to 
metaphorically reflect on the present political situation (Revilla Uceda 9); in the case of 
Isabella II’s right to rule, the similarities cited between her and her antecedent 
“determina toda la interpretación de las pinturas de Isabel la Católica” (Reyero, La pintura 
142), making it highly likely that contemporaneous viewers would see in Rosales’ work a 
commentary on the current queen. The critic Gregorio Cruzada Villaamil, for example, 
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writing of Rosales’ painting, wondered why Rosales had chosen the subject he had, and 
concluded that Rosales and other artists “ofrecen a la actual soberana la vida de su 
antepasada en forma de memorial pintado” (qtd. in Díez, La pintura 220). Viewers of 
Rosales’ painting, then, would have been cognizant of the work’s double valence: it 
offered an homage to the Catholic Queen as well as a commentary on Isabella II’s place 
in politics, as I shall demonstrate shortly. 
 
At the same time, in yet another parallel to the Catholic Monarch, a robust visual culture 
with the express purpose of reinforcing the legitimacy of Isabella II’s reign and that of the 
monarchy itself in the context of liberalism arose across a variety of media, 
complementing public political discourse. As Peggy Liss has shown, Isabella I “sent out 
easily recognizable signs and symbols aplenty communicating her strong sense of who she 
was and how she wished to be seen” (120) by intertwining symbolism of the worldly and 
the sacred, perhaps most notably drawing on imagery associated with the Virgin Mary: 
“During her accession ceremony at Segovia in 1474, she presented herself as Mary was so 
often depicted in medieval Europe, as the personification of the political community. 
Castile’s kings were held to personify the realm: a reigning queen had to make the case” 
(121). Isabella I’s self-representation made it clear to her subjects that she had the power 
to mete out both terrestrial and religious justice (121). Subsequently, like kings of the past, 
she led crusades against the Muslims of Southern Spain and used Castilian legal codes to 
bring unruly nobles to royal justice (123), thereby proving both her “kingly” mettle and 
the divine nature of her work. 
 
In the case of Isabella II, efforts to establish the legitimacy of both a new kind of 
monarchy and of a female ruler made it necessary to “establecer un diálogo con la 
tradición, en busca de un poder solemne, estable y representativo” (Reyero, Monarquía 
16). This was achieved in part by drawing similarities between Isabella II and past rulers, 
especially past queens (151), including, of course, Isabella I. Though images of the 
nineteenth-century monarchy still had a somewhat religious aura, given that viewing 
them “es una experiencia de intermediación con una realidad que se halla más allá de lo 
cotidiano” (24), something beyond the reach of daily life, there was also a major 
campaign to humanize the ruler: “La verdadera cara del poder era la de su humanidad” 
(159), especially as liberalist rhetoric emphasized “una alianza profunda entre la Corona y 
el pueblo” (256). Rather than deriving legitimacy from God, the modern monarchy was 
justified by the nation, which bestowed her with power, entrusting her to rule in its best 
interests. The humanization of the queen, particularly through her relationship with her 
children, in popular imagery dovetailed with the humanization of past monarchs in 
modern history paintings, each forming part of an appeal to viewers’ emotions in a 
nationalistic effort to strengthen the sentimental allegiance between the people and the 
crown. 
 
Isabella’s public image, however, waxed and waned throughout her reign, shaped by a 
variety of factors including her own behavior, the changed expectations of the monarchy, 
and her gender. The monarchy, rather than absolutist, was now representative in every 
sense of the word: the ruler represented the will of the nation, but also reflected national 
values. According to Rosa Ana Gutiérrez Lloret, it was expected that “la corona, además 
de modelo de referencia e identificación colectiva, encarnase también los valores públicos 
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y privados de la sociedad burguesa” (223). Isabella, however, found it difficult to reflect 
the values of the middle class, having been brought up in a highly privileged environment 
in which her education was severely neglected and she was allowed to indulge her every 
whim (Atienza 219). As a result, when she found herself in an unhappy marriage to her 
first cousin Francisco de Asís (nicknamed “Paquita” for his “feminine,” flamboyant 
personality), she openly engaged in a number of affairs, which Gutiérrez Lloret sees as “el 
factor fundamental de su deslegitimación simbólica” (235). While extramarital escapades, 
as Gutiérrez Lloret reminds us, “no era[n] algo nuevo en la monarquía española,” the 
fact that the unfaithful ruler was female in a time when women were expected to be 
“ángeles del hogar,” devoted wives and mothers dedicated to the wellbeing of their 
families and households, turned her dalliances into serious transgressions in the eyes of 
both the court and the public (235). Isabella was not simply the consort of the ruler; as the 
head of the Spanish state, she was expected to model the values of her people, and faced 
much harsher censure as a woman than a male ruler would have (235). Moments in 
which she appeared to be re-dedicated to her family, such as the births of her children, 
and especially that of her son, the future Alfonso XII, helped to swing public opinion 
back in her favor (235-36), “ofreciendo a la opinión pública su nuevo perfil de madre y 
centro de una familia” (236). Photos of her with her husband and children were widely 
disseminated, highlighting a side of the queen that appeared to reflect bourgeois family 
ideals (236); on the other hand, Isabella continued to engage in public affairs, which 
continued to contribute to her negative image as a promiscuous woman—one 
anonymous pamphlet distributed in 1856 went so far as to call her a “prostituta” (El 
proceso 193)—and a threat to domestic tranquility (Gutiérrez Lloret 236). Contributing to 
the queen’s negative image was the notion that she was too easily influenced by 
“shadowy” and suspicious religious figures in her close social and spiritual circles (236-37), 
including her personal confessors and, especially, a nun called Sor Patrocinio, who was in 
large part responsible for convincing Isabella to marry Francisco de Asís (Atienza 260). 
Rather than exalting her as a woman of faith, her association with unpopular clerics allied 
her, in the public eye, with “la teocracia, el fanatismo y la superstición” (Gutiérrez Lloret 
237), elements that the liberal regime sought to purge from Spain’s reputation. 
 
The queen’s image underwent a rehabilitation of sorts beginning in 1858, likely bolstered 
by military successes abroad (244). Such victories “[s]irvieron para enaltecer a la 
monarquía y fueron una justificación para utilizar de nuevo el recurso de legitimación 
mítica e histórica en la reconstrucción de la imagen de Isabel II” (244). The Hispano-
Moroccan War (1859-60) especially allowed the crown to capitalize once again on the 
similarities between Isabella and her eponymous predecessor, as both had led colonialist 
enterprises and waged war to quell the threat of “infidels” and to reaffirm the Catholic 
unity of Spain (244). In addition, the general economic prosperity, urban development 
and modernization initiatives, the building of the railroad system, and the queen’s 
numerous trips to the provinces strengthened her reputation as a ruler invested in the 
wellbeing of her people (244-45). After 1865, however, the reputation of the monarchy 
declined once again, culminating in the 1868 Revolución Gloriosa. 
 
Rosales’ Isabel la Católica was thus executed during the height of the queen’s perceived 
integrity. Given the likelihood that viewers, seeing an image of Isabella I, would be 
reminded of the Isabella currently on the throne, Rosales’ work can be seen as part of a 
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larger project to bolster the popularity the queen enjoyed during this period and to 
strengthen the allegiance the Spanish people felt towards their ruler. Rosales’ reasons for 
doing so may have been many. He appears to have had an overall favorable view of 
Isabella II: in a letter to his brother, written in 1854 following the Vicalvarada, a brief 
military uprising in which the monarchy was questioned but ultimately affirmed and 
power passed from the moderates to the liberals under General O’Donnell, Rosales wrote 
that he shared his brother’s patriotic sentiments and allegiance to the queen: “grito 
contigo: Viva la libertad, Viva Isabel 2ª, Vivan todos los hombres libres” (qtd. in Rubio 
Gil 9). The art historian Xavier de Salas further affirms that “Rosales fue un patriota que 
sintió profundamente las glorias españolas, tanto las de los pasados días como aquellas 
cercanas de la guerra de África” (126), someone who likely saw parallels between what 
past rulers had achieved and the victories of Isabella II’s regime in both the national and 
the global arenas. In addition, Rosales’ stay in Rome between 1859 and 1864 was funded 
by a small pension granted to him by the Crown (Rubio Gil 55, 77-78); previously he had 
depended on friends for funds. Furthermore, the Queen had established, in 1852, the 
Hospital de Monserrat for the indigent and the sick in Rome (Rubio Gil 48); beset by 
tuberculosis and plagued by poverty, Rosales spent much of his sojourn in Rome in the 
Monserrat (48, 52-55, 57). It is thus possible that Rosales felt gratitude to Isabella II for 
allowing him to work and live—literally—in Rome, where he began Isabel la Católica. 
 
Perhaps more relevant is the fact that the Exposiciones, established by the crown, rewarded 
those paintings “que venían[n] a coincidir con los supuestos ideológicos del liberalismo 
político” that supported the monarchy (Rubio Gil 11); exalting the Catholic Queen was 
indeed one of “los temas favoritos de la historiografía liberal española” (Salas 126). 
Rosales was almost certainly aware of what was required to be successful in the academic 
art world: in a letter to his brother Ramón in late 1857, the struggling Rosales stated, 
“Estoy convencido de que mi porvenir depende de pintar ahora un cuadro. Lo he 
pensado mucho y estoy tan decidido a pintarle que lo haré aunque me quede sin camisa” 
(qtd. in Rubio Gil 45). In subsequent letters, he mentions various possible historical 
subjects for his work: “Todavía no estoy decidido sobre el asunto que trataré, aunque si 
no encuentro mejor en los reinados de los Reyes Católicos puede que me decida por el de 
Da Juana la Loca haciendo abrir el féretro en que estaba el cadáver de Felipe el hermoso” 
(letter to Ramón Rosales, September 14, 1860, qtd. in Pardo Canalís, “Rosales” 75). 
Rosales would again agonize over choosing a sufficiently “transcendent” subject, as “de 
ello puede decirse que depende el éxito,” as he explained in a letter to his cousin in 
February 1861 (Pardo Canalís, “Rosales” 76). Rosales thus well knew that his choice of 
subject as well as his interpretation of it and the readings that the liberal regime would 
draw from it were the key to success at the Exposiciones. Perhaps the more interesting 
question is why, if Rosales sought to pay tribute to Isabella II, he did so through an image 
of her predecessor’s demise: if Rosales’ painting indeed draws a parallel between the two 
Isabellas, what would the image of the Catholic Queen’s death mean for Isabella II? The 
answer, I think, has to do with questions of legacy and the very survival of the monarchy. 
 
Death in art is in itself a polyvalent sign: it may signal destruction or, particularly in a 
Western Christian cultural context, everlasting life. Sarah Webster Goodwin and 
Elisabeth Bronfen have written that “the importance of death to any theory of 
representation is clearest if we remember that the term representation comes to current 
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critical usage from essentially two sources: politics and psychoanalysis [. . .] the common 
denominator, of course, is power, and the body politic defends itself against a powerful 
enemy common to the physical body” (4). By collapsing and freezing time into one 
significant moment, Rosales, paradoxically, keeps Isabella I “alive” precisely when she is 
about to die. In Rosales’ painting, Isabella is perpetually dying, but also perpetually 
writing her will, perpetually addressing the question of who will succeed her on the 
throne, perpetually ensuring the continuity of power and the wellbeing of the country. In 
her will, just after specifying her intended burial location, Isabella names her daughter 
Juana as the “heredera e sucesora legítima de [. . .] mis regnos e tierras e señoríos, la qual 
luego que Dios me llevare, se yntitule de reyna” (De la Torre 73) and commands all 
“prelados, duques, marqueses, condes, ricos homes” and any other officials and powerful 
men to recognize her as “reyna verdadera e señora natural propietaria de los dichos mis 
reynos e tierras” (De la Torre 73-74). Isabella insists multiple times throughout the 
document on the legitimacy of her daughter as the future Queen of Castile as well as on 
the preserved unity of her kingdoms. In Rosales’ painting, the hand with which Isabella 
points to the will she dictates is near the very center of the painting, and the light 
illuminating her supine body throws her gesture into sharp relief against the shadows of 
the rest of the room; this gesture towards the document that will determine the future of 
the nation, then, is at the very heart of the painting. Every onlooker except for Ferdinand, 
Juana, and the scribe who transcribes Isabella’s words gazes at the queen, directing the 
viewer’s gaze back towards Isabella’s all-important gesture. In addition, the arrangement 
of heads in the painting forms a “V” shape, the bottom of which is formed by the scribe’s 
head, pulling the viewer’s gaze towards the writing of the will that will guarantee the 
future stability of the empire, a stability implicated in the balance between horizontal 
lines—formed by the rug, the bed and its canopy, the wainscoting, and Isabella’s body—
and the vertical lines formed by the onlookers’ bodies and the bedposts. The scribe, 
whose body faces in Juana’s and Ferdinand’s direction, in turn redirects the viewer’s gaze 
towards the future Catholic monarchs. Moreover, Juana would become, on the death of 
her father in 1516, the nominal Queen of both Castile and Aragon, and though she never 
exercised power as such, she was the first monarch of Spain, and she and Isabella II have 
been the only two women to unite both crowns in a single person. It may be Juana, then, 
in Rosales’ painting, who stands in for Isabella, the woman who would occupy the same 
throne of Spain. The presence of Juana in Rosales’ painting becomes even more 
significant when one remembers that Juana was not in Spain at the time of her mother’s 
death, but instead in Flanders. The inclusion of Juana in the scene in which Isabella 
insists on her daughter’s right to rule may thus serve to underscore figuratively the 
legitimacy of Isabella II, the modern female “heir” to the Spanish throne, as queen of 
Spain, and perhaps that of the monarchy itself, particularly the monarchy as personified 
in a woman. And yet, given that Juana was declared unfit to rule Castile shortly after 
becoming queen, the painting may simultaneously reflect deep-seated anxiety about the 
future stability of the monarchy, reflected, perhaps, in the worried face of Ferdinand—the 
figure whose representation gave Rosales the most trouble, as he wanted to “hacer ver 
que podía en él más la cabeza que el corazón” (Pardo Canalís, “Rosales” 79) and who 
reflects his “honda preocupación [. . .] ante su nueva responsabilidad y el destino incierto 
del reino en la persona de su hija Juana” (Díez, La pintura 216). Furthermore, the 
painting’s play of gazes ultimately leads the viewer’s eye to Fernando’s line of sight, which 
travels beyond the borders of the painting, as though trying to divine an uncertain future, 
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while shadows cloak Juana’s downcast eyes, foreshadowing her future loss of power. The 
painting’s ambiguity may be seen as an invitation to the viewer not only to learn from the 
painting, but also to participate in reflecting on the political future of the nation. 
 
I would like to conclude with a brief comparison between Rosales’ painting of Isabella I 
bequeathing her lands and titles to Juana with Francisco Pradilla’s 1877 Doña Juana la 
Loca, a painting similar to one that Rosales’ originally considered painting for the 1864 
Exposición.5 In Pradilla’s painting, Juana, stripped of power, contemplates the coffin 
containing her dead husband. The years separating the two works had seen Spain’s 
Glorious Revolution, Amadeus of Savoy’s two-year reign, the short First Republic, and 
the restoration of Isabella’s son Alfonso XII. If Rosales’ painting betrays ambivalence 
about the future and viability of the Spanish crown, it is yet still alive, or at least not quite 
dead yet. In Pradilla’s painting, Juana’s “inability to determine whether Felipe I is really 
dead,” as Labanyi suggests (76), is mirrored by the spectator’s uncertainty regarding the 
status of the past and its role in the future. 
 

Framingham State University 
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Notes 
 
1 Of course, such ideas were by no means universal. Throughout the nineteenth century, 

various histories were also published criticizing the role of Catholicism and especially 
the Catholic Monarchs in the shaping of Spanish history. Authors such as Adolfo de 
Castro (1823-98) found the roots of Spanish decadence in the monarchy’s and the 
clergy’s overly zealous quest for a homogeneous nation; for Castro, the establishment 
of the Inquisition and the expulsion from the Peninsula of Jews and Muslims, two 
groups that had contributed immensely to Spanish culture for centuries, led to Spain’s 
decline in subsequent centuries (Álvarez-Junco 256-58). Similar sentiments can be 
detected in Spanish history paintings of this era, as discussed in this article. 

2 The art historian John Lewis Gaddis famously suggested that Friedrich’s painting 
conveys, at the same time, “mastery over a landscape and the insignificance of the 
individual within it” (1-2). 

3 Eduardo Rosales, La muerte de Lucrecia. Museo del Prado, Madrid:  
https://www.museodelprado.es/coleccion/obra-de-arte/la-muerte-de-
lucrecia/f20d8314-3cfa-4f12-88eb-0aed3d521ed1 

4 The identity of the figures in the painting has been disputed over the years. However, 
most modern art historians seem to largely be in agreement that the woman behind 
Ferdinand the Catholic is indeed Juana of Castile. 

5 Francisco Pradilla, Doña Juana la Loca. Museo del Prado, Madrid: 
https://www.museodelprado.es/coleccion/obra-de-arte/doa-juana-la-loca/74bffb8f-
dfd0-431f-88a9-eed8cb2b578f) 
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