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In 1773, an elephant arrived in Spain from India 

(Figure 1). Determined to strengthen Spain’s 
commercial presence in Asia, Charles III’s (r. 
1759-88) governor-general of the Philippines, 
Simón de Anda y Salazar, employed gifts as a 
means to accomplish this goal (Gómez-Centurión, 

Alhajas para soberanos 153).  
 

 
Figure 1. Juan Bautista Brú, Asian Elephant (Elephas maximus), Colección de láminas que 
representan los animales y monstruos del Real Gabinete de Historia Natural de Madrid con una 

descripción individual de cada uno, 1784. 
 
Anda’s friendly exchange with Muhammad Ali Wallajah, the Nawab of 
Arcot and the Carnatic (r. 1749-95), was so fruitful that it yielded not one, 
but three elephants gifted to Charles III (Gómez-Centurión, “Treasures Fit 
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for a King” 29-32).1 Anda’s tireless work proved instrumental in advancing 
the king’s global economic interests, imperial agenda, and in increasing 
Spain’s participation in inter-Asian trade, which facilitated the 
transportation of live specimens, like the elephant, from different parts of 
the world to Spain. These specimens were, in turn, studied, cultivated, and 
bred primarily at Charles III’s favorite estate at Aranjuez, south of Madrid. 
Originating from Spain’s vast colonial holdings and outposts from across 
the globe, these live animals and botanicals shaped Aranjuez’s imperial 
vision and complemented the display of similar species of animals, birds, 
and flowers in the king’s antedespacho (Figure 2), a spectacular interior 
fabricated from porcelain. The planning of the Porcelain Room began in 
1760, only months after Charles assumed the Spanish throne. 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, North Wall. Royal Palace, Aranjuez, 
1760-65. (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 
The elephant traveled from India to the Philippines, around the Cape 

of Good Hope, and north to dock at the port of Cádiz. In 1765, Charles III 
initiated this route so that Spain could conduct direct trade relations in Asia 
without having to rely on the galleons that traveled between Manila and 
Acapulco. The elephant spent two months at the Buen Retiro Palace in 
Madrid so that spectators could observe this incredible beast at the estate’s 
menagerie, which the king opened to the public and expanded with 

 
1 Carlos Gómez-Centurión notes that Charles III acquired his first elephant in 1742 
while he was sovereign of Naples as a gift from the Ottoman sultan, Mahmud I. 
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numerous animals and birds. As part of the excitement generated by the 
elephant, vendors sold fans with its silhouette, newspapers published 
accounts of the beast, and an anonymous Descripción del elefante was 
published in 1773 that detailed the animal’s size, customs, and food 
preferences.2 Madrid could talk of nothing else but this elephant hailing 
from the East.  

After months of travel by sea and land, the elephant reached its 
ultimate destination at Aranjuez, the king’s favorite estate. It lived in a 
grand space with zebras and camels in the Casa de Vacas (milking parlor) 
that housed Charles III’s prized Swiss cows (Gómez-Centurión, Alhajas para 
soberanos 160). Subjected to a new climate, the elephant was absorbed into 
the king’s sizable collection of exotic, agrarian, and domestic animals along 
with thousands of plant specimens. The global emphasis and diversity of 
specimen  —goldfish from China, sheep from Peru, reindeer from Sweden, 
zebras from Brazil, camels from the Americas (Álvarez de Quindós 333), 
butterfly ‘trees’ from Cuba, banana seeds from the Caribbean, and cypress 
trees from Mexico, among countless others— points to the fashioning of 
this royal site as an imperial microcosm (Sancho, “El Real Sitio” 53).  

Once the elephant died in 1777, the king had it donated to the Real 
Gabinete de Historia Natural in Madrid, where it was prepared by Juan 
Bautista Bru, the cabinet’s dissector and taxidermist along with the help of 
sculptors from the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando. The 
two institutions shared a building on the Calle de Alcalá in Madrid. At the 
Cabinet, Bru arranged the elephant’s skin and skeleton for separate display, 
making the animal a highlight of the collection in Spain’s first public 
museum. The elephant’s afterlife as museum specimen furthered the king’s 
promotion of natural history and zoology under the aegis of empire and 
Spanish Bourbon authority in the capital.  

While activities, like the opening of the Real Gabinete de Historia 
Natural in 1776 and the expansion of the royal menagerie in Madrid, 
presented the king public venues to celebrate Spain and its imperial riches, 
the royal site of Aranjuez offered him a more informal setting for the 
stimulation of the country’s agricultural, botanical, and zoological progress 
conducted in an utopian agrarian fashion. Specimens from around the 
world occupied a central role in this stimulus, emblematic of the diversity of 
empire under Spain’s command. The type of horticultural and wildlife 
experimentation occurring on the estate’s grounds mirrored the same vigor 
and enthusiasm for innovations in porcelain, as seen in the palace’s 
Porcelain Room in which natural and animal designs proliferate. This room 
served a central role in the king’s suite of apartments as his antedespacho or 

 
2 See Descripción del elefante, de su alimento, costumbres, enemigos e instinto y explicación del uso 
que se hace de los elefantes, modo de cazarlos, y utilidades de sus colmillos en la medicina 
(Madrid: Andrés Ramírez, 1773). 
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office. Indeed, the botanical and animal specimens united in new 
assemblages in the porcelain room’s exuberant design (Figure 3) indirectly 
informed the cultivation practices, abundant gardens, and wildlife 
collections on the estate.   

 

 
 

Figure 3. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of South Wall. Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 
Giuseppe Gricci, an Italian artist who had worked at Capodimonte, the 

king’s first porcelain factory located in Naples (founded in 1743), was the 
principal modeler. He directed a team of painters, sculptors, and kiln 
experts in the room’s execution. Located in the northeast corner of the 
palace on the main floor, the Porcelain Room was part of an extensive 
remodeling project and stood at the juncture of two enfilades in the king’s 
chambers. Two doors provide entrance and two large windows offer vistas 
overlooking the gardens and Tajo River. All four walls, the ceiling, and 
chandelier are fabricated from porcelain produced at the newly established 
Buen Retiro Porcelain Factory (1760), making the interior a tour-de-force in 
the employment of this clay body. Vibrant colors, richly textured 
ornamentation, and a dynamic composition delineated by different levels of 
relief create an exceptional example of porcelain display (Figure 4). The 
room is organized in distinct registers, including the wainscoting, the central 
portions of the walls, the cornice, and the ceiling. When closed, the doors 
and windows continue the design in painted and gilded wood (Figure 5). 
Eleven mirrors with undulating porcelain frames are placed along the four 
walls to reflect the sheen of the white porcelain, further elaborating the 
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polychrome enamel and gilt finishes to create a sumptuous play of surfaces. 
While no overarching narrative characterizes the design, the repeating avian, 
bestial, figural, decorative, and botanical components suggest themes of 
natural history and commerce. Gricci and his team foreground the types of 
objects and specimens that voyaged throughout the elaborate network of 
trade in which Spain participated, making them paramount to the design.  

 

 
 

Figure 4: Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of East Wall. Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 
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Figure 5. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, East Wall. Royal Palace, Aranjuez, 
1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 
 

Considering the room was used as the king’s office in which he met 
with his governing ministers to negotiate policy and enact reform, the 
interior served a prominent place in Charles III’s royal duties and a 
politically charged purpose. As an interior constructed during the Seven 
Years’ War (1754-63) in which European powers flexed their muscles for 
control over imperial territories and at the moment Charles III began a 
direct trade route between Spain and Manila, the room’s design provides 
more than just pleasurable whimsy. While meant to impress and partake in 
fashionable design modes, like the rococo and chinoiserie, the room also 
embodied political messages that shaped the king’s imperial agenda and 
sense of kingship. Less overtly ceremonial, but still formal in its use, the 
office played an indispensable part in Charles III’s performative role as 
monarch. 

By closely examining the agrarian production on the estate and 
Aranjuez’s historic associations with royal pleasure and fecundity, I situate 
the Porcelain Room in this rich context. Aranjuez embodied a microcosm 
of empire in its varied plantings, wildlife, and in the Porcelain Room’s 
ornately designed botanical, aviary, and bestiary motifs, which are central to 
the space’s overall schema and interpretation. By relating the botanical and 
zoological operations conducted at Aranjuez specifically to the diversity and 
abundance of natural motifs in the Porcelain Room, both the room and the 
palace grounds show analogous ways to display the wealth of empire that 
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the king wanted to showcase. Key to understanding these connected 
practices are the principal themes of abundance and splendor that were 
manifested in the cultivated and natural landscapes, the animals in 
residence, and the lively design of the Porcelain Room. I am not implying, 
however, that the botanical and bestial motifs present in the Porcelain 
Room represent specific specimens sent to the estate throughout Charles 
III’s reign. Nor does the room visualize particular porcelain or lacquered 
objects the king collected. Considering the room was finished in 1765 while 
most of the animals and plantings did not arrive until after this date would 
negate such a direct correlation. Animal and plant specimens sometimes 
survived only briefly, while others thrived for decades, and additions to the 
gardens and animal population occurred on a regular basis. Thus, the 
fluctuating nature of real botanical, aviary, and bestial specimens never 
mirrored the stability of the porcelain’s perpetual display of butterflies, 
monkeys, and palm trees, let alone the fantastical dragons (Figure 6). 
Ultimately, the room ‘maps’ an idealized empire that the king sought to 
fulfill throughout his reign with the live specimen he cultivated and man-
made luxuries he exhibited at the estate. 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Dragon, West Wall, Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 
Gricci and his team represented the botanical and vegetal specimens in 

full bloom, ripe with fruit, and colorful abundance, and the insectile, aviary, 
and bestial ones with vibrant plumage, radiant wings, and textured surfaces 
(Figure 7). This utopian vision bursting with imperial riches offered the king 
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a permanent backdrop to negotiate policies with his statesmen. The office 
represented an aestheticized nature that would have been the source of 
great discussion, admiration, and wonder. But, the ‘real’ nature outside the 
palace offered an equally constructed image of the landscape romanticized 
by glorified physiocratic notions that the countryside offered the ultimate 
source for Spain’s health and advancement. The tensions between real and 
artificial, nature and artifice, are witnessed in the material and physical 
spaces of the estate and prove central to my analysis of the king’s porcelain 
office.   

 

 
 

Figure 7. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of West Wall, Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 
First, I address Aranjuez as a place historically celebrated for its natural 

beauty and fertile landscape. Prized by the nobility, Aranjuez provided an 
optimal location for the establishment of a royal estate in which the town’s 
natural resources were mined. Second, I examine the specific zoological and 
horticultural practices directed by gardeners and animal keepers under 
Charles III, who made substantial updates to the estate and surrounding 
town in order to facilitate the court’s residence there each spring. Lastly, I 
analyze the botanical and bestial motifs in the Porcelain Room that are 
central to the interior’s design and interpretation. The composition artfully 
displays the global circulation of objects that, like the elephant, arrived at 
Spain via commercial networks that had been established in the sixteenth 
century complemented by the direct trade route Charles III enacted in 1765.  
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I apply the term ‘mapping’ to the estate and porcelain room in an 
ideological, not a literal, manner. That is, I am not suggesting that Spain’s 
empire, which extended from the Americas and Caribbean to the 
Philippines, was traced onto the estate’s gardens or in the composition of 
the porcelain room or that the porcelain’s vignettes and motifs represent 
specific sites of empire. Instead, I want to consider mapping as a conceptual 
tool for examining the relationship between live specimens that traveled 
along trade routes and the depiction of birds, monkeys, flowers, palm trees, 
and butterflies in the porcelain room. Locating these porcelain specimens 
within the empire is beneficial considering this room’s function as the king’s 
formal office in which policies about Spain’s global empire were molded.  

 
Aranjuez as Real Sitio 
  Lush meadows, fertile soil, temperate weather, and fragrant gardens 
characterize Aranjuez. This town is located at the confluence of two rivers, 
the Tajo and Jarama, making its grounds ripe for agricultural development 
and the ideal site for royal pleasures, such as hunting, gardening, and 
entertaining (Figure 8). Philip II (r. 1556-1599) chose it as the springtime 
palace when he instituted the royal jornadas, or the seasonal travel among 
the different residences. The Habsburgs would migrate to Aranjuez during 
Holy Week until the end of June, then to Valsaín for the summer (Philip V 
and Isabel de Farnesio swapped this venue for San Ildefonso de La Granja 
in the 1720s), and finally to the Escorial in the autumn, with additional 
changes to this schedule under the Bourbons (Sancho, Real Sitio  9).  
 

 
 

Figure 8. Aerial Photograph of the Royal Palace of Aranjuez and its Gardens (Wiki 
Commons, Public Domain Image) 
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All of these palaces circulate Madrid, which Philip II proclaimed the capital 
in 1561. The diplomat, Jean-François Bourgoing, who resided in Spain in 
the late eighteenth century, described the Edenic landscape of Aranjuez 
upon leaving Madrid:  
 

As soon as we reach the valley, the parched and naked plains of Castile 
disappear….we now proceed under the shade of large trees, amidst the 
roaring of cascades and the murmuring of rivulets. The meadows are 
enamelled with flowers; the parterres display the most lively and most 
variegated colours. The most luxuriant vegetation is every where 
exhibited. We surmise the proximity of a river which fertilizes and 
enlivens the landscape. The Tagus [Tajo river], which enters the valley at 
the east end, winds along it for nearly two leagues, and then unites with 
the Xarama [sic], after having reflected from its surface the image of the 
most beautiful plantations. (56)  

 
Juan Antonio Álvarez de Quindós, who began his employment at the 

palace in 1770, describes Aranjuez’s early history. He suggests that Aranjuez 
was always considered a place to recuperate from the various duties 
plaguing knights and kings (61-71).3 Although the Grand Masters of the 
Order of Santiago founded the estate and claimed the land for exclusive 
royal use, it was not until Charles I’s (r. as King of Spain, 1516-1556) decree 
that, according to Álvarez de Quindós, the “royal woods” of Aranjuez 
began (71-72). His son, Philip II had his court architects, Juan de Herrera 
and Juan Bautista de Toledo, build a new palace, and purchased additional 
land to extend the royal property, which was for the court’s private 
enjoyment (Bonet Correa 18). The Habsburg kings prohibited settlement in 
the surrounding area with various royal ordinances, which is why in the 
1717 census, only 725 people were recorded in residence since the town 
was strictly reserved for royal occupation and court employees. This official 
ruling changed under Ferdinand VI (r. 1746-1759) in 1750 when he ordered 
Santiago Bonavía to propose a plan for urban renewal (Bonet Correa 17). 
Under Charles III, these renovations expanded significantly, which I discuss 
below.  

Throughout their reigns, Charles I and Philip II issued various 
protectionist measures to conserve the land surrounding the palace. In 1545 
Charles I instated the Junta de Obras y Bosques (The Board of Works and 
Forestry) to regulate all the Spanish royal palaces and forests. At Aranjuez, 
this governing body helped to safeguard the gardens and hunting preserve.4 

 
3 The text was first published in 1804. 
 
4 In 1768, Charles III abolished this Council and put the Secretary of State in 
charge of the reales sitios. See Díaz González. 
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In addition, Philip II made key contributions to the estate’s infrastructure, 
including a system of irrigation to better cultivate the trees and plantings 
and a reorganization of the terrain’s layout, which consisted of the tracing 
of wide, tree-lined avenues, the plantings of gardens, and the 
implementation of modern horticultural practices (Bonet Correa 19). Some 
of the tree-lined avenues that migrated outward in distinct patterns from 
the palace are seen in an anonymous painting, View of the Real Sitio of 
Aranjuez, ca. 1636 (Figure 9), which locates the palace in a verdant yet 
highly ordered landscape. 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Anonymous painting, View of the Real Sitio of Aranjuez, ca. 1636 (Museo 
Nacional del Prado, Madrid. © Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado) 

 
J. Miguel Moran Turina and Fernando Checa Cremades argue that 

under Philip II, the ordering of nature at Aranjuez was based in Italian 
garden theory that encouraged comparisons between nature and artifice. 
They equate the organization of nature at Aranjuez with a series of avenues, 
plazas, and bridges to the ordering of imperial territory, especially the grand 
vistas seen from the palace that were created so that the monarchy could 
delight in nature systematized, ideas that were maintained, and, in part, 
‘naturalized’ and ‘rusticated’ under Charles III. Diego López de Medrano, 
the warden of the forests, directed the operations at the palace under Philip 
II (104-110). As Álvarez de Quindós proposes, the “principal beauty of 
Aranjuez consisted of its forests,” much of which was enlarged by Philip II 
with streets dedicated exclusively to the planting of black poplars (315). 
Controlling the Tajo river proved fundamental for the irrigation system and 
the creation of hydraulics to facilitate the growth of the gardens and forest. 
With the addition of the tree-lined roads and bridges across the Tajo and 
Jarama, a system of communications was developed to serve the crown’s 
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needs when it was in residence at Aranjuez (Luengo Añón 56-59). Thus, 
Charles I and Philip II instituted modern improvements to Aranjuez to 
make it more efficient as a royal reserve, hunting grounds, and official 
palace for court business.  

 One of Philip II’s motivations driving the enhancements to Aranjuez 
was his preoccupation with nature. In 1592 Gregorio de los Ríos published 
Agricultura de jardines. The author discusses the benefits of cultivating plants 
from around the world, setting a prototype of the imperial microcosm that 
Aranjuez became under Charles III. The treatise examines many types of 
rare plants, some of which could be used for medicinal purposes (Moran 
Turina and Checa Cremades 69-70). Philip II ordered plantings, such as 
orange trees, medicinal herbs, jasmine, and flowers to diversify his estate 
(Moran Turina and Checa Cremades 112). Philip II’s emphasis on the 
bucolic, yet idealized, lifestyle achieved at Aranjuez appealed to Charles III 
who made it his pastoral palace in which abundance was celebrated in all 
the animal and botanical variety and employed as a decorative strategy in 
the Porcelain Room.  

Philip II also sought to expand the royal grounds to create large areas 
for hunting and the collection of animals.5 As a royal wood, the Habsburgs 
bred horses on the estate. Álvarez de Quindós notes that at Aranjuez 
animals offered a form of “grand display of a monarch’s greatness,” and 
compares the inclusion of rare animals to the same desire to cultivate exotic 
plants and fruits (333).6 During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the 
fascination for the exotic was encouraged by imperial exploration and 
contact among Spain, Asia, and the Americas. At Aranjuez, the exotic was 
also manifested in Philip II’s zoo, consisting of ducks, swans, ostriches, 
peacocks, pheasants, and dromedaries (Gómez-Centurión, Alhajas para 
soberanos 48). 
 Subsequent Habsburg monarchs made various upgrades to the grounds 
and palace. Both Philip III (r. 1598-1621) and Philip IV (r. 1621-1665) 
amplified the presence of courtly festivities and kept the rule set by their 
predecessor that Aranjuez’s pleasures would be enjoyed by royalty alone 
(Bonet Correa 19). With the change in dynasties, from the Hapsburgs to the 
Bourbons in 1700, the new king, Philip V (r. 1700-1746) imported several 
key French architects and gardeners to enhance Aranjuez. Carmen Añón 
Feliú addresses the transformation of the estate under Philip V, including a 
garden parterre added around 1730 (260-263). Pedro Caro Idrogo, Teodoro 
Ardemans, Etienne Marchand, and Leandre Brachelieu (among others) 

 
5 Álvarez de Quindós notes the various measures taken by Philip II to accomplish 
these goals. See Descripción, pages 73 and 185. 
 
6 He states that in 1573, a group of seven “strange” goats arrived at the estate from 
Portugal that were highly valued for their variety of colors.  
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expanded the palace and its environs for the new dynasty (Álvarez de 
Quindós 199-200).  

It is worth noting that Aranjuez underwent significant modifications 
under Ferdinand VI. It was this sovereign who, in 1750, changed the 
historic policy that the village be reserved for the court. The census taken 
by the Prime Minister José Moñino y Redondo, Count of Floridablanca in 
1786, shows that Aranjuez had 2,653 permanent residents, a substantial 
increase from the census of 1717 (Bonet Correa 25). This alteration to the 
Habsburg rule began the town’s expansion. The initiation of Aranjuez’s 
urbanization included the replacement of old buildings, many of which had 
fallen into disrepair, to allow for the creation of new roads, main squares, 
and bridges (Álvarez de Quindós 234). Members of court could more easily 
reside at Aranjuez during the spring, and permanent residents could upkeep 
the village when the season was over. As Álvarez de Quindós writes, 
Ferdinand VI and Barbara de Braganza delighted in the company of a 
boisterous court (Figure 10). This royal couple brought a new splendor to 
the estate with concerts featuring the famed singer, Carlo Broschi, known 
as Farinelli, as well as dances and firework displays.7  

 

 
 

Figure 10. Francesco Battaglioli, Ferdinand VI and Barbara de Braganza in the Gardens 
of Aranjuez, 1756 (Wiki Commons, Public Domain Image) 

 
Natural History and the Display of Empire at Aranjuez 

When Charles III ascended the Spanish throne, one of the first actions 
he took was to order Jacques Marquet to take down the sculpture of 

 
7 For more information on Farinelli, see Torrione.  
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Ferdinand VI in Aranjuez’s principal plaza’s fountain and replace it with a 
mythological theme, and thus, “eliminating the visible symbol of the glory 
of the previous king,” his half-brother. Indeed, as Antonio Bonet Correa 
proposes, “Charles III wanted to make his mark on the town” (20-21). Such 
a symbolic substitution made clear that despite Ferdinand’s valuable 
contributions to the palace, estate, and village, Charles III wanted to ensure 
that people associated Aranjuez’s urbanization, modernization, and 
advancements in zoological collecting and agricultural production with him, 
not his predecessor. While such a competitive strategy was never overt or 
omnipresent, the comparisons made between the new king and previous 
monarchs served Charles III well in his efforts to legitimize his authority in 
Spain, especially after occupying the throne as King of Naples and the Two 
Sicilies since 1734. By upgrading and expanding previous sovereigns’ efforts 
at Aranjuez, showcasing his botanical and zoological collections, and 
incorporating contemporary ideas about gardening, horticulture, and animal 
display, Charles III epitomized eighteenth-century ideals of kingship. Key to 
his broad program was the direct, reciprocal, and instrumental partnership 
between the study and practice of natural history and the expansion and 
exploitation of empire. 

While Charles III hunted at all of his residences and enjoyed animals 
and gardens at many of these, Aranjuez proved ideal in the fashioning of an 
agrarian palace that attained both rustic simplicity and pastoral elegance. 
This idyllic residence with its bucolic splendors and global array of 
specimens was particularly suited to experimentation and innovation. 
Central to his deployment of Aranjuez as a model utopian site was the 
desire to streamline both urbanization and agricultural projects begun under 
previous kings, expand the presence of animals and birds on the estate, 
profit from the milking parlor, stimulate different industries (e.g., textiles) 
throughout the country, and employ various economic practices, including 
physiocracy, as they were understood, translated, and debated in Spain. 
Since physiocracy in its most rudimentary form touted agriculture as the 
basis of a nation’s wealth, its principles helped to shape agrarian 
innovations at Aranjuez.  

Scholars Ernest Lluch and Lluís Argemí i d’Abadal have written 
extensively on agricultural practice and theory in Spain, including the 
implementation of physiocracy and other “new agricultures” popular in the 
eighteenth century. Some of the methods encouraged included crop 
rotation, the elimination of uncultivated terrain, cattle raising and animal 
breeding without harming the land, and new means to irrigate, fertilize, and 
increase mechanization (9). Physiocracy was not the only ‘modern’ 
economic theory, but authors such as François Quesnay and his Tableau 
Économique (1759) viewed agriculture, as opposed to manufacturing and 
commerce (advocated by the mercantilists), as the catalyst for stimulating 
economic growth. Physiocratic ideas surfaced in Spain in part through 
translations of French and English writings, including that of Henri-Louis 
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Duhamel de Monceau, whose own work was based partially on Jethro Tull’s 
seminal The Horse-hoeing Husbandry (1731). In Spain, these varied economic 
theories were often intertwined and applied to varying degrees across the 
country. 

Spanish authors contributed to debates about agriculture and economic 
development both from a practical and theoretical standpoint. Translations 
of English and French treatises and original publications circulated in 
Spanish economic and intellectual networks. For example, Francisco Vidal y 
Cabasés’s Conversaciones instructivas en que se trata de fomentar la agricultura por 
medio del riego de las tierras (Madrid: Sancha, 1778), looked to both Tull’s and 
Henri Patullo’s writings as points of departure. Vidal’s work appeared in 
extract form in the 1770s and 1780s and advocated technical and legal 
measures to free agriculture from restrictions viewed as hindering its 
growth (Lluch and Argemí i d’Abadal 22). Spain’s royally sponsored 
economic societies, which arose in various cities throughout the country 
during the reign of Charles III, offered important sites to deliberate these 
economic theories and how best to implement them. Members, including 
Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos and Pedro Rodríguez de Campomanes, in 
Madrid’s Real Sociedad Económica Matritense de Amigos del País 
(founded 1775) promoted agrarian laws that sought to maximize 
production and encourage the plantings of new specimens (many of which 
were brought in from Spain’s empire) that might yield better profit (Lluch 
and Argemí i d’Abadal 38).  

Paula de Vos proposes that both Jovellanos and Campomanes 
encouraged agrarian innovation and saw the study of natural history as 
essential for the advancement of Spain’s economic progress, two notions 
that were paramount at Aranjuez under Charles III. De Vos argues, for 
Campomanes, “the study of natural history would lead to both the local and 
global discovery of new resources, and the gathering of physical specimens 
would allow for the scientific investigations necessary to determine their 
uses” (228-229). Plants, flowers, and other crops arriving from abroad 
could produce tangible results, such as the creation of new types of threads, 
dyes, and even more consistent food production. The study of natural 
history would thus provide the raw materials for new products that would 
be further experimented upon and processed into commercial goods sold 
both within and outside Spain.  

Both statesmen wrote various texts about the introduction of reforms 
in Spanish industry, agriculture, and labor. Jovellanos’s “Informe sobre la 
Ley Agraria” (1795) is characterized by Gabriel Paquette and Álvaro Caso 
Bello as a major work of political economy in which Jovellanos discusses 
Spain’s agricultural production and health. The authors suggest that 
Jovellanos’s writings are not strictly classified as any specific economic 
theory; instead, they argue that Jovellanos looked at various authors and 
advocated a more eclectic approach to solve Spain’s economic concerns. 
They state, “Jovellanos drew on the many political vocabularies of late 
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eighteenth-century Europe, combining them in ways specific to the 
particular problems he was addressing” (5). 

The ideas, practical and theoretical, which emerged from the rich 
diversity of economic writing in the eighteenth century had direct 
applications at Aranjuez in which gardeners planted specimens from abroad 
and caretakers bred domestic and exotic animals. These experiments made a 
substantial impact on Aranjuez’s terrain, newly visualized in Domingo de 
Aguirre’s topographic plan and picturesque engravings, which point to the 
important alterations Aranjuez underwent during the reign of Charles III 
(Figure 11). In his travelogue, Henry Swinburne observes that Aranjuez’s 
landscapes offered “luxuries unknown to the rest of Spain,” and notes that 
Charles spent considerable sums to modernize and beautify the town: “Half 
a million sterling has been laid out at Aranjuez, since the year 1763; and it 
must be acknowledged, that wonders have been performed” (vol. 2, 129–
130; 134). 

 

 
 

Figure 11. Domingo de Aguirre (dibujo), Juan Barzelon (grabado): Sitio Real de 
Aranjuez visto desde los altos de mira el Rey junto a la casa de la Montaña, 1773 (© 

Patrimonio Nacional) 
 
The numerous gardens endowed the royal seat with luxurious botanical 

and floral pleasures. Many of the plants grown at the estate point to the 
kind of reciprocity between the gardeners at Aranjuez and the Real Jardín 
Botánico in Madrid, run by Casimiro Gómez Ortega. Under Gómez’s 
leadership, the Botanical Garden expanded its influence and role as a leader 
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in natural history studies. Gómez advocated the potential for growing 
specimens in Spain because of its various climates. Charles III supported 
Gómez’s propagandistic efforts to reap financial benefits from Spain’s 
colonial plants. Gardeners often chose specimens because of their 
medicinal properties or practical purposes. Shipments arriving from the 
Americas or East Indies would travel to the Botanical Garden and Real 
Gabinete de Historia Natural in Madrid or to Aranjuez, for experimentation 
and display. While some of the specimens did not always acclimatize to 
Aranjuez’s temperate weather, others flourished. Thus, the practice of 
growing plantings at the estate did not consistently yield positive outcomes 
but was a source of constant preoccupation. 

 José Luis Sancho characterizes the activity on the estate under Charles 
III as methodical. He states that the king arranged the terrain by means of 
tree-lined streets, expanding areas for cultivation of plants and the raising of 
animals, and housing the livestock in planned zones, such as the milking 
parlor, to centralize breeding and caretaking needs. Both of Charles III’s 
prime ministers, Pablo Jerónimo Grimaldi and Floridablanca, supported the 
value of agrarian exploitation, such as the cultivation of land and the 
expenses garnered by the various animals kept on the estate, not just for its 
potential profitability, but also for its “value as ideological power” (Sancho, 
“El Real Sitio” 49-50). In his travelogue, Swinburne notes the variety of 
animals kept on the property and the freedom they had to roam. He lists, 
“herds of deer,” “many-coloured birds,” “wild boar,” and “droves of 
buffaloes, sheep, cows, and brood mares that wander uncontroled through 
all these woods” (vol. 2, 130). Swinburne’s observations paint Aranjuez as 
idyllic with animals able to meander without restriction rather than the 
conventional use of cages and other enclosures to display animals in 
menageries common to the early modern period. 

The repeating conceptual motifs of abundance and diversity in the 
creation of an agrarian “paradise” are seen in the most famous part of 
Charles III’s zoological practices at Aranjuez, the Casa de las Vacas (Figure 
12). Antonio Ponz notes here that the king possessed cows in great number 
and variety (222). Upon his arrival in Spain, Charles III decided to create a 
new milking parlor at Aranjuez, similar to the Reale Vaccheria di Alifreda he 
had erected in Caserta a decade earlier (Gómez-Centurión, Alhajas para 
soberanos 198). The king desired Swiss cows, like those he had in southern 
Italy, and in 1764 thirty cows and two bulls landed in Barcelona; the 
majority of these animals survived the trek to Aranjuez (Gómez-Centurión, 
Alhajas para soberanos 199-200). Stefano de Vecchi directed the milking 
parlor with the goal of not only producing milk and dairy products for the 
royal family, but also to sell for profit in Madrid (Gómez-Centurión, Alhajas 
para soberanos 198). Álvarez de Quindós describes the king’s promotion of 
this venture with the erection of large stables, pastures designated for the 
use of cattle, and different animals, such as camelids, zebras, and elephants 
brought to the estate to be housed in the Casa de Vacas —not just cows 
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(225-226). He also suggests that by doing so, Charles III not only recalled 
previous attempts to breed cattle for the royal family’s enjoyment, but also 
brought new life to the agricultural production on the estate. Aguirre’s print 
of the Casa de las Vacas (Figure 12) shows various animals and cows in the 
foreground, exiting the main building and accompanied by laborers. These 
figural and animal vignettes help to shape the sense of bucolic beauty, while 
the symmetrical trees and streamlined edifice create picturesque perfection. 

 

 
 
Figure 12. Domingo de Aguirre (dibujo), Francisco Muntaner (grabado): La Casa de 

las Bacas en el Real Sitio de Aranjuez vista desde el Camino nuebo de Madrid, 1773 (© 
Patrimonio Nacional)  

 
Aranjuez’s pioneering agricultural innovations demonstrated royal 

magnificence and knowledge of new economic ideologies popular at the 
Spanish court (Gómez-Centurión, Alhajas para soberanos 187). From the 
milking parlor and varied zoological collections to the botanical specimens 
and myriad plantings, Aranjuez represented both an ordered, cultivated 
nature and a rustic, agrarian nature—they co-existed harmoniously to craft 
an image of the king as beneficent provider of agricultural bounty and 
architect of natural splendor.  

 
Artful Nature: Material Abundance and Ornamentation  

The abundance present in the estate’s gardens and animals was also 
seen in the Porcelain Room (Figure 13). The countless plants, birds, insects, 
and animals depicted in the interior complement the global diversity of 



 DIECIOCHO 43.2 (Fall 2020)                                                                                                                            
 

259 

 

specimens cultivated and bred on the estate. In the king’s office, these 
specimen flourish simultaneously regardless of their origin —juxtaposed, 
they blossom in an idealized, abstracted, and controlled setting under the 
watchful eye of the king.  

 

 
 
Figure 13. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, South and West Walls, Royal Palace, 

Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 
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 As an official room whose primary guests included the king, his cabinet 
ministers, and visiting ambassadors, the office’s natural, figural, decorative, 
and bestial motifs offered viewers a bountiful display rendered in a boldly 
colorful palette and different levels of relief. Each section includes repeating 
patterns and motifs that structure the composition thematically and 
formally. Sinuous vines, garlands, and rocaille coil and curve throughout the 
composition connecting the different components together and unifying 
the composition as a whole. These vines, shells, and ribbons puncture the 
architectural demarcations to create visual harmony and puns. The 
chandelier shows similar motifs fully in the round (Figure 14). Thus, the 
design is highly regularized; its exuberance, systematic. Like the policies 
under discussion in the room, the design seeks to control imperial 
abundance and render it mapped in an organized manner.  
 

 
 
Figure 14: Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Chandelier, Royal Palace, Aranjuez, 

1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 
 
 Beyond the figural scenes, animal, vegetal, aviary, insectile, and floral 
motifs dominate. Indeed, more wall space is taken up by the birds, 
monkeys, butterflies, dragons, palm trees, and flowers than the men, 
women, and children who play, smoke, make music, and exchange goods, 
including typical wares, like lacquer furniture and porcelain vases that also 
traversed the trade routes of empire. Thus, it would be problematic to 
assume that the natural motifs play a minor role in the overall scheme of 
the room merely because they seem ‘decorative’ and not narrative, mere 
embellishment to complement the more readable figural subjects who 
occupy the primary vantage points for the spectator. Instead, I argue, these 
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botanical and animal elements are fundamentally important to the room’s 
composition and interpretation. They not only add to the visualization and 
materialization of imperial riches, some of which were found at the estate, 
but they are also seminal to the room’s design and meaning. These 
botanical and zoological components relate indirectly to the examples 
found outside, and as motifs unchanging in their physicality, they provide 
solid foundation from which to view the types of natural splendor of the 
plantings and animals. While there is no straightforward correlation 
between the porcelain birds, flowers, and butterflies, and those specimens 
planted and bred on the estate, they form an ideological relationship, and 
both sought to render nature as artful, collectable, and identifiable. The real 
and porcelain examples demonstrate Charles III’s magnificence as 
sovereign of a grand and global empire, of which he could survey and 
explore in miniature at Aranjuez.  
 If the plant and animal specimens on the estate formulate a microcosm 
of empire, how did the porcelain representations of similar species do the 
same? How did they symbolize parallel tenets to those found on the estate 
that were essential to the king’s imperial program? Ultimately, how is 
abundance central not only to the Spanish empire as a discursive motif, but 
also as a decorative strategy, especially in a room of chief political 
importance? These questions play a vital role in considering the Porcelain 
Room in the context of natural history as it was practiced on palace 
grounds and more broadly under Charles III. The porcelain insects, flowers, 
and fauna represent tropes typical of eighteenth-century interior design, 
and, more importantly, point to the king’s interests in natural history and 
his collections of animals and luxury objects.  

But what exactly do the natural motifs do formally for this space, and 
what substantive meaning might they possess? While nature, artfully 
rendered, would be admired for its likeness to ‘real’ specimens, in this 
room, the botanical, aviary, and bestial motifs are of prime importance, 
both compositionally and conceptually. In the king’s office, the 
ornamentation is more complex than most porcelain displays because it is 
nearly impossible to separate the architectural from the sculptural, the room 
from its decoration. Gricci molded the porcelain specifically for this space 
and attached each component to the foundational porcelain plaques, 
defying the traditional method for presenting a porcelain collection. 
Because of the room’s emphasis on nature and its varied manifestations set 
within a palace in which the king promoted botanical studies, the natural 
elements take on heightened symbolism and political viability. 

The collecting of both porcelain and natural specimens, like shells, 
butterflies, and minerals, was common, a means to exhibit one’s wealth, 
status, learning, and taste in one space. Stacey Sloboda addresses the 
collection of the Duchess of Portland, who was an avid collector of 
botanical specimens and art (457). As she discusses, although the duchess 
had the funds to afford a substantial and diverse collection, it was “never 
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meant to be seen as a discrete wholly scientific endeavor, but was motivated 
by sociability, taste, and aestheticized forms of curiosity” (Sloboda 461). 
Elite “collections were predicated on the commercial availability of shells, 
porcelain, lacquerware, and natural history specimens from around the 
globe” (Sloboda 461). More importantly, chinoiserie provided a “unifying 
term” that visually conjoined the juxtaposed natural and man-made objects 
despite their differences in material, theme, and type. 

In the case of the Porcelain Room, however, the objects are not 
discrete items obtained locally or globally and then placed together over 
time typically seen in elite collections like the Duchess of Portland’s. Rather, 
these botanical specimens, animals, porcelain vases, wicker baskets, palm 
trees, birds, and insects are all fabricated in porcelain and designed 
exclusively for their individual place in the larger composition. But the 
connection to collections that placed natural history specimens in dialogue 
with porcelain is useful for considering the king’s room as participating in 
popular collecting trends among elites and amateurs. In the Porcelain 
Room, porcelain becomes the vehicle, the universalizing medium through 
which to convey Charles III’s taste and wealth. Indeed, as Sloboda suggests, 
“It is this dual interest in the scientific and the aesthetic that porcelain so 
productively mediated. The display of porcelain and natural history together 
encouraged visitors to think aesthetically about the study of nature, and 
scientifically about art and its materials” (468). The king’s office took this 
idea one step further by rendering the diversity, bounty, and beauty of the 
natural and the artificial in one medium, generating a space highly 
controlled and defined by porcelain, itself a product that combined natural 
ingredients and alchemical intervention. Thus, porcelain makes these 
circulating objects of trade and empire knowable —despite their varied 
origin— monkeys from the East Indies, birds from the Caribbean, and 
butterflies from the Americas —Spanish clay positions them in a distinctly 
European context, familiarizing their foreignness in readable ways. Under 
Charles III, imperial goods are appropriated and repositioned to promote 
Spanish cultural superiority.   

In the wainscoting, aviary and simian scenes alternate. Birds of all 
shapes and sizes frolic in bird baths; perch on porcelain vases, fruit bowls, 
rocky ground, and trees; and animate the bottom register with vibrant 
plumage and myriad poses (Figure 15). Each bird is depicted individually, 
and every porcelain object accompanying the birds is made in different 
sizes, forms, and colors. The interweaving of natural elements, like the 
birds, fruit, and flowers, and the man-made, such as the porcelain 
snuffboxes, wicker baskets, and drapery, all in porcelain, creates a playful 
reciprocity between nature and artifice. Like the aviary vignettes, monkeys 
are featured in scenes that include musical instruments, scrolls of 
calligraphy, ripe fruit, and colorful flowers. Each monkey is painted with 
meticulous detail in the textured fur, hands and feet, and facial expressions 
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that mimic human behaviors, widely seen in eighteenth-century imagery 
that utilizes apes for humorous effect (Figure 16).  

 

 
 

Figure 15. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of South Wall, Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 

 
 

Figure 16. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of South Wall, Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 
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Gricci and his team mold and paint these scenes with incredible realism 
yet delight in the visual jokes not only of the whimsical monkeys, but also 
by the material ploy of varied porcelain wares, typically found in elite 
collections set on furniture or placed on the wall in elaborate displays, here 
visualized in ‘nature,’ much like still-lifes that combine disparate objects and 
place them together to form harmonizing, sometimes capricious scenes. 
These combinations are highly artificial but call on the viewer to be 
transported into an idealized liminal state between nature and art. Gricci 
transforms this space into a perfected, controlled, and aestheticized nature 
—one that brings empire and its diverse bounty to Aranjuez for the king to 
command.  

In the four central portions of the walls, different kinds of trees form 
backdrops, many of which have rough bark, truncated branches, and 
distinct species of flowers and other vegetation and fruit that snake or curl 
around the branches both below and above the main figural scenes. 
Seemingly growing out of the tree branches, out of the rocky outcroppings, 
and around the ornate frames of the mirrors, these different botanical 
species offer visual pleasure and variety even if such examples did not exist 
together in nature. The artfulness of these flowers and bunches of fruit 
points to the desire to recall the vast number of specimens grown in the 
gardens and those illustrated in botanical drawings, which were also highly 
contrived in their visualization of the floral and fruit stages simultaneously 
(Figure 17).8 They also directly indicate the sense of diversity and fecundity 
brought to the estate under Charles III in an idealized, almost fetishized 
manner. In the king’s office, empire is regulated, mappable, and knowable. 

 

 
 

Figure 17. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of South Wall, Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 
8 Daniela Bleichmar discusses artist renderings of simultaneous flowering and fruit 
stages of various botanical specimens.  
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The coiling shapes of the branches, vines, and garlands form 

arabesques, popularly seen in interior decoration, especially those with 
botanical motifs. Arabesques were commonly interwoven with ribbons, 
putti, cameos, birds, and bouquets of flowers. Designers popularized 
arabesque motifs in painted boiseries. In the Aranjuez interior, the 
arabesques unite the distinct scenes and registers, and form the major 
design feature of the entire wall space, along with curvaceous rocailles, 
creating an overall sense of exuberance rather than fully isolated sections.  

While flowers, fruit, and other vegetation, such as the incredible bunch 
of mushrooms shown on the southern wall (Figure 18), dominate the entire 
composition —curling around vines and porcelain frames, coiling overtop, 
under, and around distinct scenes, and bursting from large vases— animals 
and birds appear throughout, not just in the wainscoting.  

 

 
 

Figure 18. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of South Wall, Royal Palace, 
Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 
Together, these specimens epitomize a glorified abundance of Spain’s 

riches, in many ways promoting a physiocratic model of copiousness 
derived from the actual agricultural and zoological innovations conducted 
on the estate. These animals also point to the type of elite collecting 
common at royal estates in the eighteenth century. For example, enormous 
butterflies inhabit the upper sections of the central walls (Figure 19) and are 
shown in high relief with their wings spread or standing upright to reveal 
colorful patterns, large bodies, and long antennae. Like Gricci’s treatment 
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of the other motifs, his butterflies are uniquely represented so that no two 
are exactly the same. Butterflies occupy an exceptional place in natural 
history collections, as objects of great wonder, delicacy, and beauty. With 
jewel-like colors and distinct wing spans, they embody empire’s diversity. 
Charles III took a special interest in butterflies, ensuring that such 
specimens arriving from his realms were sent to the Real Gabinete de 
Historia Natural in Madrid so that they could be appreciated by spectators. 
As exceptional specimen when preserved correctly and displayed in a 
pleasing manner, they stood out as highlights of any natural history 
collection.  

 

 
 

Figure 19. Giuseppe Gricci, Porcelain Room, Detail of Butterfly and Flowers, 
Royal Palace, Aranjuez, 1760-65 (Photograph by Catherine Zanardi) 

 
In the Porcelain Room, the butterflies, along with the fruits, flowers, 

animals, birds, and other natural motifs suggest intention beyond their 
decorative framing and systematic organization of the space. In considering 
the potential meanings of rococo ornamentation, Michael Yonan evaluates 
the traditional difficulties scholars have had in determining whether or not 
the arabesques, shells, and curving lines have any meaning beyond pure, 
decorative caprice. He posits that the art historical impulse to assign fixed 
interpretations poses a problem for rococo interiors, which are, he argues, 
evocative of potential meanings. The visual techniques of “openendedness, 
apparent incompleteness, and spatial complexity,” could “harness semantic 
potentiality” as “a political tool.” In order to redirect the discussion of 
rococo ornamentation, Yonan proposes that it “requires an interpretative 
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framework that associates it not with the history of ornament per se but 
rather the dynamics of space” (286).  

The potential political viability of Aranjuez’s Porcelain Room’s 
decorative schema is essential to my reading. The sheer number of flowers, 
insects, monkeys, trees, and vines that lend shape, frame vignettes, and 
burst forth from their ‘containers,’ command the viewer’s attention, direct 
the viewer’s gaze, and offer delight in their sculpted and painted variations. 
Knowing the king’s interest in live animals at the estate and his refashioning 
of Aranjuez as a global spectacle, the room’s botanical and zoological 
elements perform an instrumental part in lending instruction to the ways in 
which a king brings fecundity to Spain because of the commercial networks 
made possible by empire. Intertwined among the monkeys, birds, figures, 
dragons, and scrolling frames, the motifs’ “openendedness” lies in their 
inability to stay static —their constant ‘movement’ throughout the 
composition offers a dynamism common to rococo interiors and the 
potential to “control”, as Yonan indicates, the viewer’s experience. 

While the dizzying array of motifs may seem overwhelming to the 
modern spectator, such ornamentation would have held substantial 
significance for the king and his government. If the Porcelain Room’s 
ornamentation, especially the botanical motifs binding the design together 
let alone the large animals, birds, and butterflies, could help mold and 
convey the king’s imperial identity, then such elements could hold 
important keys to unraveling meanings about the king and the nature 
experienced on the grounds. That is, these botanical and zoological motifs 
instruct the viewer in the kinds of agrarian bounty Charles III presided over 
and the metaphorical forms of abundance he controlled as king, both at 
home and abroad, especially as specimens arrived regularly from his 
territories and were planted at Aranjuez. 

Although there are no overt references to Charles III other than his 
initials “C.T” for “Carlos Tercero,” interlaced in the porcelain relief along 
with the crown, the room speaks to his promotion of natural history and his 
desire for innovation in porcelain, botanical plantings, and zoological 
collecting. Through the rococo’s ornamentation and specific motifs 
represented, the king’s artful “collection” of specimens is materialized in 
porcelain with chinoiserie vignettes, viewed primarily for a privileged 
audience who would be aware of the king’s activities on the estate and 
helping plan strategy or imperial reforms. These motifs are suggestive of the 
king’s role as royal provider. Nature is metamorphosized into artful 
ornamentation with broader implications about the king’s demonstration of 
magnificence.  

Mimi Hellman discusses rococo ornamentation’s formal complexity 
and its legibility as cultural signifier. Arguing that what modern critics may 
regard as secondary, was, in an eighteenth-century context, an essential 
aspect of the design —that is, not secondary at all, but “integral to the 
aesthetic appreciation and social meanings of objects” (40). Hellman refers 
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to this practice as the “rhetoric of the garnish” or, the “ways in which 
cultural values are expressed through gestures of formal supplementation 
that might appear superfluous but are, in fact, constitutive” (40). Taking 
Hellman’s idea about garnish as a “representation strategy,” I view the 
room’s ornamentation as essential, not secondary, to the design’s formal 
composition and its interpretative structure as metaphor for imperial riches 
and physiocratic plenty that the king nurtured. Looking closely at the 
botanical and zoological motifs, there are countless types of vegetal, floral, 
and animal examples that make them principal players in the room. 
Considering the word ‘ornament’ in eighteenth-century Spain provides 
useful context for understanding the space’s design. In the fifth volume 
(1737) of the Diccionario de Autoridades (1726-1739), the word ‘ornamento’ is 
defined as follows: “Adornment” that “makes something eye-catching,” 
that is, ornament enhances something else, to make it stand out, but that is 
not subordinate in importance. In the Porcelain Room, the botanical and 
material ‘ornament’ is not only essential for heightening the vignettes of 
monkeys, birds, and figures, but also for crafting an overall composition 
that symbolically epitomizes the king’s glory and the bounty he generated. 
Thus, the natural specimen materialized in porcelain are not only whimsical 
in their arrangement and display, but they also hold metaphorical value in 
an interior in which the king, ministers, and ambassadors convened.  

As a decorative strategy, abundance helps to denote Charles III’s 
wealth (and, in turn, Spain’s wealth). The splendor illustrated is not meant 
to convey undisciplined riches, but those neatly fitted into systematically 
and playfully displayed arrangements, analogous to the gardens shaped into 
elegant forms in parterres or the rusticity of more picturesque landscapes in 
which animals cavorted. As didactic forms, they offer a lesson on the 
potential of the king’s ability to create a physiocratic ideal from the terrain 
and a beneficial tool to map out the empire’s abundance brought together 
under Charles III. As a room that served an official capacity, it would be 
difficult to dismiss the importance of abundance as decorative strategy, as 
emblem for the king’s domains, and symbol of his policies and reforms, 
ever conjoining natural history with empire.   
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