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The portrait’s historical context

In early 1770, Anton Raphael Mengs, who then held the 

post of painter to the Spanish court, set off from Madrid 

to Italy. His employer, King Charles III of Spain, had 

granted the 41-year-old artist a holiday for rest, but at the 

same time tasked him with making portraits of relatives 

who were living in Italy. Following sojourns in Florence 

and Rome, Mengs stayed in Naples from November 1772 

to March 1773, where he was to paint portraits of the 

ruling prince, Charles III’s son King Ferdinand IV of 

Naples, and his family.1 Among the works created then 

was a likeness of Princess Maria Teresa of Bourbon-Two 

Sicilies, the firstborn daughter of Ferdinand and his 

consort, Archduchess Maria Carolina of Austria.

Queen Maria Carolina arranged for Mengs’s portrait 

of her daughter (who like all the firstborn granddaughters 

of Maria Theresa was named after her grandmother) to 

be sent to the court in Vienna, where it was favourably 

received.2 By 1783 it was already hanging in the imperial 

picture gallery in the Upper Belvedere, which indicates 

that it was evidently appreciated for its artistic merits as 

well.3 Having thus made her pictorial debut in Vienna, 

so to speak, Maria Theresa’s granddaughter was later to 

enter into a much closer relationship with the imperial 

court. For the Princess of Naples married the future 

Emperor Franz II/I (1768–1835), who was her first cousin 

twice over (a ‘double first cousin’), and thereby became 

empress first of the Holy Roman Empire and subsequent-

ly of Austria. Very musically inclined, Maria Teresa was 

fond of the waltz, which had then come into vogue, and 

of festivities at court, but she died at the age of just 34 

soon after giving birth to her twelfth child. Her eldest 

child Marie Louise would become Empress of the French 

through marriage to Napoleon, while her son Ferdinand 

was later, as the successor of Franz I, to become Emperor 
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of Austria, gaining the sobriquet ‘the Benign’ though he 

was sometimes also gently mocked as ‘Nanderl Trotterl’ 

(‘Nandy the Ninny’).4

No less remarkable than the biography of Maria Te-

resa of Bourbon-Two Sicilies is the artistic quality of her 

portrait. In painting the likeness, Mengs pulled off a tour 

de force by combining the representative functions of an 

official portrait with new notions of naturalness and 

spontaneity.

Genesis of the portrait

Shown in an elevated position – that is, at eye level with 

an adult – this girl of around nine months stands, almost 

life-sized, in the centre of the picture and fixes the viewer 

with the direct and vivid gaze of her big blue eyes. In 

terms of colour, the bright illumination and the pink and 

white hues of the gown set the child off from the darker 

tones of the variegated long-pile carpet and from the 

heavy arras of red velvet behind her, which is trimmed 

with gold braiding – both types of furnishing being stand-

ard props in royal portraiture.

Before embarking on the painting, Mengs had made 

a highly detailed sketch in black and red chalk (fig. 1), 

in which a somewhat younger Maria Teresa is shown in 

three-quarter view and, in contrast to the executed paint-

ing, leaning on a tabouret or a small table in front of her.5 

Preliminary studies of this kind were part of Mengs’s 

usual working method as a portraitist, especially during 

his stay in Italy.6 Earlier still, Mengs had painted a por-

trait showing the princess as a baby on a cushion (fig. 2).7 

This first portrait of Maria Teresa is known to have been 

sent from Naples to Madrid on 1 March 1773 ‘inside a 

small box covered with waxcloth’ (‘en una Cajita cubierta 

de tela cerada’), that is, packed in the manner that was 

customary at the time for the transport of paintings, 
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counterbalance to the step forward she is taking. In 

addition to the intent look on her face, our attention is 

drawn to her silver and pink silk gown with its exquisite 

diamond-studded bows. Mengs’s virtuosic brushwork 

manifests itself pre-eminently in the intricate embroidery 

and lace frills, with the rendering of the richly ornament-

ed gown actually being based upon seemingly loosely 

applied dabs of colour.

To a greater extent than is the case in other portraits 

of his, Mengs here references a painter from the previous 

century whose oeuvre he is known to have admired, 

namely Diego Velázquez (Seville 1599–1660 Madrid), the 

renowned court painter of King Philip IV of Spain.

Borrowing from Velázquez

Meng’s portrait of little Maria Teresa bears a particular 

resemblance to The Infanta Margarita in a Pink Dress 
(fig. 3), painted by Velázquez some 120 years earlier. If 

one compares the ostensibly spontaneous pose of the two 

princesses in both works, it becomes clear that the strict 

ceremonial of the court lingers on – a formality that had 

been leaving its mark on the iconography of the Spanish 

infantas ever since the sixteenth century and would con-

tinue to be obligatory all the way up to Goya. Even 
Fig. 1
Anton Raphael Mengs, Maria Teresa of Bourbon-Two Sicilies, Princess 
of Naples, 1773. Spain, private collection

Fig. 2
Anton Raphael Mengs, Maria Teresa of Bourbon-Two 
Sicilies, Princess of Naples, 1773. Madrid, Patrimonio 
Nacional, Palacio Real, inv. 10024089
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especially for transport by sea. Just three weeks later, 

King Charles wrote back to his daughter-in-law: ‘It has 

given me the greatest pleasure; she is delightful; one does 

not grow tired of looking at her; the painting is also very 

beautiful and could not possibly be painted better; Mengs 

has surpassed himself.’8

Mengs opted for a different conception in the portrait 

preserved in Vienna. From the preliminary sketch he 

took, in particular, the child’s face and left hand (the 

right hand was clearly not done after nature), but changed 

the body posture: she is now propping herself up side-

ways in order to stay on her feet and maintain her bal-

ance. He thus depicted Maria Teresa in a rather courtly 

pose, as is typical of official portraits, down to such de-

tails as a visible shoe and the regal gesture of an out-

stretched hand. Despite these elements derived from 

long-standing tradition, the painter succeeded in making 

her look really alive. Shown at a slight angle, the little 

girl seems to be tearing herself away from the object 

providing her with a firm support and to be advancing 

towards the viewer. This effect is reinforced by the way 

she holds her left hand, which seems to be acting as a 



POINT OF VIEW #29 PAGE 6

Fig. 3
Diego Velázquez, The Infanta Margarita in a Pink Dress, 1654. Vienna, Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Picture Gallery, inv. 321
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toddlers had to be represented with a stately demeanour 

corresponding to a pictorial tradition that traced its ori-

gins to the Burgundian court. Velázquez positions the 

infanta in such a way that she looks the viewer straight 

in the eye; her right hand rests on a table, while the left 

holds a fan and hangs down, touching her dress. The 

verdigris-coloured curtain is used as a representative 

backdrop for the picture. These conventions of the court 

portrait were rigid; the pictorial formula and iconographic 

trappings remained unaltered. It was thus that the polit-

ical idea of unbroken dynastic continuity could also be 

preserved in the ‘iconosphere’ (in the sense applied by 

Victor Stoichit, ă).

When juxtaposing the two works, one is amazed not 

merely by the strikingly similar pose, but also by the way 

in which the various textiles (gown, carpet, arras) dominate 

Mengs’s composition. What undoubtedly impresses the 

most is his Velázquez-like, virtuosic brushwork, manifest 

above all in the princess’s gown, where the loosely applied 

dabs of colour give both shape and animation to the em-

broidery and the lace frills. Mengs, who is generally reck-

oned among the founding figures of Neoclassicism, had 

never before ventured on anything comparable.

Although the two painters have in the past been de-

scribed as being arguably the most diametrically opposed 

artists in the history of painting,9 Mengs’s referring back to 

Velázquez does not come as a complete surprise, since as 

‘first chamber painter’ (‘primer pintor de cámara’) at the 

Madrid court he also acted as conservator of the royal 

collection. When selecting the paintings that were to be 

hung, he gave pride of place to Velázquez’s works.10 Mengs 

expressed his admiration for Velázquez on a number of 
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occasions, and various other thematic borrowings from the 

latter have been identified in his own works.11 Furthermore, 

Mengs encouraged younger Spanish painters, including 

Goya, to study Velázquez intensively, thereby giving a key 

impetus to the subsequent development of painting in Spain.

The intriguing similarity between Mengs’s princess 

(fig. 4) and Velázquez’s Infanta Margarita in a Pink Dress 
(fig. 3) begs the question as to how and where the Ger-

man painter might have seen that portrait. Since the 

Spanish original had for family reasons been in Vienna 

since 1654 and would not be publicly displayed in the 

Picture Gallery until 1837, it must be assumed that Mengs 

was familiar with a copy of the portrait. From his corre-

spondence we know that, while in Madrid, he saw – on 

one occasion in the King’s audience room, and on an-

other in the dining room of the Prince and Princess of 

Asturias – a painting by Velázquez of the Infanta Mar-

garita that he found to be ‘excellent’.12 However, it re-

mains unclear which work is meant, nor do we know the 

type of that portrait of Margarita.

Mengs is very likely to have seen one version (fig. 5) 

of Velázquez’s Infanta Margarita in a Pink Dress when 

he painted the portraits of the twelfth Duke of Alba, Don 
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Fernando de Silva y Álvarez de Toledo (1714–1776), 

Director of the Royal Spanish Academy, and his daugh-

ter-in-law, the Duchess of Huéscar, Doña Mariana de 

Silva Meneses y Sarmiento (1739–1784), an ‘honorary 

director of painting’ at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts 

of San Fernando (fig. 6).13 The duke’s collection of art 

included a copy of the painting now housed in Vienna 

(fig.  5).14 It was probably a version by Juan Bautista 

Martínez del Mazo, who worked in Velázquez’s studio 

and later became his son-in-law, as his tasks, especially 

in the 1650s, included the copying of numerous works 

by his master.

As an interesting digression into the realm of cultural 

history, we may note how the little infanta in the paint-

ings by Velázquez and Mazo is standing on a slightly 

raised platform that is subtly hinted at a few centimetres 

above the painting’s lower edge.15 In accordance with 

Moorish tradition, this low carpeted platform (estrado) 

made of wood or cork was in use at the Spanish court 

to provide seating space for queens and infantas. Mazo 

recognized and reproduced this characteristic feature in 

his copy, whereas Mengs, who was not familiar with the 

tradition, omitted to incorporate the detail.

Fig. 5
Diego Velázquez and Juan Bautista Martínez del Mazo, The Infanta 
Margarita, 1653. Madrid, Palacio de Liria, Casa de Alba, inv. P.91

Fig. 4
Anton Raphael Mengs, Maria Teresa of Bourbon–Two Sicilies, 
Princess of Naples, 1773. Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Picture 
Gallery, inv. 1640
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A new sense of childhood

That Velázquez’s work served as a prototype for Mengs’s 

depiction of Maria Teresa becomes even clearer if one 

compares the latter with the splendid, yet conventional 

portraits of the two double cousins of the Princess of Naples 

that Mengs had painted in Florence shortly before. Both 

children of Grand Duke Pietro Leopoldo of Tuscany and 

his consort Maria Luisa of Spain are portrayed in the man-

ner of fine painting (Feinmalerei) as ‘little adults’. Maria 

Teresa (1767–1827) is pointing at a grey parrot, a rather 

costly playmate (fig. 7),16 while her two-and-a-half-year-old 

brother Francis (1768–1835) is depicted by Mengs wearing 

the Order of the Golden Fleece and adopting the unmis-

takable pose of a future ruler (fig. 8):17 in 1790 he would 

marry his cousin from Naples, and in 1792 he ascended the 

imperial throne. When painting the likeness of Maria Teresa 

destined for Vienna, Mengs took a different approach from 

that underlying the Florentine portraits: he reconfigured 

the trappings of the courtly portrait and created something 

quite novel. The princess’s hand rests on what is presumably 

a chair, which, by being shown only in part, makes her seem 

even smaller. The one foot extended forward, which is 

considered a classic motif of a ruler’s portrait, is combined 

here with the hardly visible tip of her other shoe to produce 

a motif of apparently spontaneous movement. The princess 

comes across as a being who has yet to learn how to walk 

and is still shakily finding its way around the world.

https://doi.org/10.60477/f4bx-dm39

Fig. 6
Anton Raphael Mengs, Doña Mariana de Silva 
Meneses y Sarmiento, Duchess of Huéscar, 1773/75. 
Madrid, Palacio de Liria, Casa de Alba, inv. P.88

This sense of forward movement attests to Mengs’s 

interest in a novel perception of what it meant to be a 

child that differs markedly from the until then usual 

representation of children as ‘little adults’. He shows us 

a child’s body in all its clumsiness, possibly doing so by 

request of the girl’s mother. For Maria Carolina set great 

store by a child-oriented education, such as she herself 

had – up to a point – enjoyed during her own relatively 

unconstrained childhood at the Viennese court.18 She 

thus wrote, for example, to her brother Grand Duke 

Pietro Leopoldo in Florence: ‘I detest puppets and par-

rots and masterpieces, and want children to be children 

who mould themselves gradually, for it is usually out of 

nothing but vanity that those directing children end up 

spoiling them, making them false or muddling them up.’19 

In her library Maria Carolina had several works of con-

temporary pedagogical literature, including Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau’s famous treatise calling for a reform of the 

system of education, Émile ou De l’éducation (1762).20 

The perception of childhood had undergone a transfor-

mation in the second half of the eighteenth century, with 

Rousseau promoting the notion of the child as pure by 

nature, innocent, and uncorrupted by civilization. Rous-

seau had advocated a ‘natural’ education appropriate to 

such a child and provided the corresponding theoretical 

framework.21

However, Maria Teresa’s mother was not the only one 

the portrait was intended to please. We may assume that 

one not insignificant function of the family portraits 

painted by Mengs in Naples was to secure the favour of 

the royal and imperial grandparents or parents of the 

subjects. At any rate, this may be surmised from the por-

traits of Maria Teresa’s parents intended for the Madrid 

court that Mengs also painted during his stay in Naples, 

which with regard to the king and queen’s posture and 

dress, ‘were most deliberately tailored to the expectations 

of Charles III’.22 This is particularly evident in the portrait 

of Queen Maria Carolina.23 That this was a case of ‘dip-

lomatic dressing’ geared towards the traditions of the 

Madrid court is made clear by a comparison with, say, 

portraits executed just a few years later by Angelica Kau-

ffmann,24 which were intended for Naples or the royal 

palace at Caserta. In them the queen and her family are 

shown in fashionable clothes in front of a broad land-

scape, thereby signalling their sympathy for Enlighten-

ment ideals. In the portraits of the king and queen that 

were shipped to Madrid, by contrast, Mengs adhered to 

the traditional royal iconography.

Similarly, the portrait of the little princess may have 

been geared towards the Viennese court, where Maria 

Carolina herself is likely to have got to know Velázquez’s 
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Fig. 7
Anton Raphael Mengs, Archduchess Maria Theresia 
von Habsburg-Lothringen (Queen of Saxony from 
1827), 1771. Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, 
inv. P002193

Fig. 8
Anton Raphael Mengs, Archduke Franz Joseph Karl von 
Habsburg-Lothringen (Holy Roman Emperor from 1792), 
1770. Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, inv. P002191

infanta portraits in her formative years. Though excep-

tional works of art, these portraits were at the time not 

part of the art collection on display in the Stallburg, but 

hung in the imperial apartments, where they helped to 

underpin Habsburg notions of representation and dynas-

tic continuity. By sending the portrait of her firstborn 

daughter to Vienna, Queen Maria Carolina may have 

been seeking to awaken reminiscences of Velázquez’s 

portrait of the Infanta Margarita, an earlier princess who 

was later to become an empress. Admittedly, this must 

for now be consigned to the realm of hypothesis. What 

we do know for certain is that, as already mentioned at 

the start, by marrying her cousin Francis seventeen years 

later, in 1790, Maria Teresa would herself go on to be-

come empress consort of the Holy Roman Empire. No 

less indisputable is the fact that as an artist, Mengs, quite 

apart from any potential considerations of diplomacy, 

was particularly interested in the oeuvre of his great 

predecessor at the Spanish court – and that this interest 

found by far its strongest expression in the likeness of 

the little princess taking, as it were, her first steps into 

an as yet uncertain future.
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