
he element of fantasy is a recurring theme in the written accounts of vis-
itors to the pink Rococo palace of Queluz. One such description is that 
of Cecil Beaton, the celebrated photographer who, visited the palace in 
1942. His diary he recalls his enchantment at this fantasy world with its 
Cinderella-like palace, magnolia trees in full bloom, and “startling display 

of architectural fireworks.” 
A series of events that took place during the eighteenth century 

were to transform Queluz from a private retreat, known to few, into a royal palace, 
the seat of the court as well as the setting for significant moments in Portugal’s  
history. This change of fortune came about as a result of a dynastic marriage; 
the earthquake in 1755, which destroyed the heart of Lisbon along with the 
royal palace of the Paço de Ribeira, and then, in 1794, a fire that destroyed the 
palace at Ajuda.  

The palace at Queluz was built by the Infante Dom Pedro (1717–1786), the 
future Dom Pedro III, younger son of Dom João V. In 1742, Dom Pedro inherited 

the title of Senhor da Casa do Infantado, granted to all second-born royal sons. 
Among its properties was a modest hunting lodge at Queluz. In 1746, Dom 
Pedro began the first stage of building, which would transform the lodge into 
a miniature summer palace far from the formality and political intrigues of the 
court. The work was carried out by Mateus Vicente de Oliveira (1706–1786), 
architect to the Casa do Infantado. The patron’s intention at this stage is 
revealed most clearly in the orientation of the principal façade. This elegant 
ceremonial façade is turned inwards towards the gardens, emphasizing the 
enclosed private nature of the new palace. It would also provide a theatrical 
backdrop for the lavish festivities and fireworks displays staged in the garden. 
The façade was decorated from 1764 by Jean-Baptiste Robillion (d. 1782), a 
French artist who is known to have worked for the eminent Parisian goldsmith, 
Thomas Germain. Robillion was to play a decisive role in defining the character 
of Queluz. His first task was to design the carved stone ornament in the form 
of garlands and baskets overflowing with flowers, which are set above the  
windows. These Rococo motifs accord perfectly with the spirit of the garden, 
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as do Robillion’s designs for the fountains, which, with their swirling out-
lines and fluted surfaces, are reminiscent of Germain’s designs for silver.

The second stage of construction at Queluz began just before Dom 
Pedro’s marriage in 1760 to his niece and heir to the throne, the future 
Doña Maria I. The throne room, facing the formal garden of Malta, was 
built, and Robillion was commissioned to design the west wing, which 
would link the palace with the original garden and the tiled canal. 
Robillion also designed the formal garden in front of the palace that 
is enclosed by stone balustrades and known as the garden of Neptune 
after the circular fountain at its center.

A large collection of sculpture to adorn the garden was acquired in 
England and Italy. Between 1755 and 1756 lead garden and fountain statues 
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were ordered from the sculptor and castor John Cheere, the leading man-
ufacturer of plaster busts and garden statuary in mid-eighteenth century 
London. A figure of 98 leads has been cited, but many have been lost and 
it is hard to calculate the number with precision. It was, in any case, an 
exceptional purchase and is believed to be the largest commission ever 
received by the English sculptor. The subjects ranged from rustic figures 
appropriate to a garden, such as the four seasons, of which three remain 
in their original setting; there were deities from the classical myths; 
copies of figures from classical antiquity, such as the famous Farnese 
Hercules (now lost); and copies after sixteenth-century Italian sculptures, 
such as that of “Samson slaying the Philistine” by Giovanni da Bologna. 
The copies after the antique and Italian Renaissance statues were  
precisely those most admired at the time by connoisseurs, writers, and 
aristocratic travelers on the Grand Tour and in a wider sense it can be 
seen how in spirit the gardens of Queluz had come to reflect European 
taste and ideals in the mid-eighteenth century. 

Cheere’s statues were arranged by Robillion in a series of formal gardens 
alongside a large group of marble statues, busts, and urns ordered shortly 
after in Genoa. Many of the pastoral lead figures were brightly painted 
with the intention to imitate nature, and Cheere’s fountain figures, such 
as Neptune and his entourage, were gilded in order to enhance the bril-
liant effect when seen through cascading water.

By the end of the century the gardens at Queluz were complete with 
a labyrinth, a menagerie of wild animals, an Italian pavilion and a botanical 
garden with a Chinese pavilion. Travelers were given a tantalizing glimpse 
of shaded paths lined with statues, the cascades and fountains, the flock of 
black and white swans, and rare plants sent from Portugal’s colonies around 
the globe. William Beckford, who in 1795 was formally presented at court 
at Queluz, left a romantic description of this “regal paradise” at dusk with 
its fading groves, pavilions, and gilded aviaries. His words also evoke most 
poignantly what can now be seen as the end of an era in Portugal.

Today, 27 groups of figures and a group of urns survive out of the 

original 98 or so lead sculptures that once graced the garden. In the cen-
turies since they were cast, time and the elements have taken their toll 
on the remaining figures. Over the next five years, however, the Instituto 
Português do Património Arquitectónico and the World Monuments 
Fund, with its affiliates in Lisbon and London, will be supporting the 
restoration of the figures and the gardens. In May, the first two figures 
will be brought back to London for conservation. The remaining sculptures, 
fountains, and urns will be conserved after the building of a temporary 
studio on site. In addition, work is set to begin on the restoration of the 
garden’s hydraulic system, the conservation of the tiles, the marble figures, 
and other features. ■
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