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“[…] The Valley of Colares affords me a source of perpetual amusement. I have 

rocky margin of a little river, and drop their fruit and blossoms into the stream. 
You may ride for miles along the bank of this delightful river, catching endless 

scenery is truly elysian, and exactly such as poets assign for the resort of happy 
spirits. The mossy fragments of rock, grotesque pollards, and rustic bridges you 

exotic cast of the vegetation, the vivid green of the citron, the golden fruitage of 
the orange, the blossoming myrtle, and the rich fragrance of a turf, embroidered 

violent stretch of fancy, to believe myself in the garden of the Hesperides, and to 

Diary of  William Beckford: Portugal and Spain1

The landscapes of the Serra de Sintra have undoubtedly inspired raptures from 
visitors from a range of different countries over the centuries. Even the profound 

th

for poets, artists, the local people and travellers alike.2 Long before Sintra began 

TRACES OF ENGLISH ROMANTICISM 
IN THE SERRA DE SINTRA: 
THE MONSERRATE ESTATE

António Nunes Pereira

1 Alexander, Boyd, "Diário de William 
Beckford em Portugal e Espanha", 
translated and prefaced by João 
Gaspar Simões, Lisbon, Biblioteca 
Nacional, 1988, 152.

2 Ramalho, Margarida de Magalhães, 
“Escrever sobre Sintra”, Sintra, Parques 
de Sintra – Monte da Lua, S.A., 
undated (2010). The Associação dos 
Amigos de Monserrate recently
published an anthology of poems 
about Monserrate, entitled O Jardim 
que o Pensamento Permite (Associação 
dos Amigos de Monserrate, 2016).

Rural landscape in Monserrate, 
Sintra
oil on canvas, 
Museu Nacional dos Coches.
© DGPC.
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that celebration. As such, at the Pena Palace, the form of a Romantic, neo-medieval castle 
in the manner of its counterparts along the Rhine or on the Bavarian fringes of the Alps 
meets architectural styles and applied art techniques that evoke the Iberian Manueline, 
Moorish and Mudéjar traditions, not to mention echoes of Mughal architecture from India.5 
The complex nature of these references arises from the fact that the Pena Monastery 
already stood on this spot, having been founded by King Manuel I in 1503, at the 

Portuguese Empire in the 15th and 16th centuries.6 A little over three centuries later, 

constituted both a means of cementing his position and an attempt at self-promotion 
aimed at ensuring public acceptance.7

to attract international visitors in the late 18th century, the Portuguese inhabitants 

19th

The transformation of this natural landscape into a cultural one, a process initiated 

at a certain time – in this case, the Romantic period. Depending on the executor 

originated in Germany.3 By acquiring the former Monastery of Santa Maria da Pena 

King Fernando II stuck to the style of neo-medieval castles built in Germany and 
Austria in the late 18th century.4

King Fernando’s penchant for Burgromantik than has hitherto been credited. 

3 Ottomeyer, Hans, “Alter Adel, neues 
Geld – Europäischer Schlossbau 
als Legitimationsstrategie”, in 
Götterdämmerung. Ludwig II und 
seine Zeit, 2nd vol. Aufsätze, Darmstadt, 

Ursula, Preußische Burgenromantik am
Rhein. Studien zum Wiederaufbau von 
Rheinstein, Stolzenfels und Sooneck 
(1823-1860).

Baumgartner, Schloß Hohenschwangau. 
Eine Untersuchung zum Schloßbau der 
Romantik. PhD dissertation, University 
of Munich, 1977.
Munich: Scanneg Verlag, 1987.

4 . 
Regensburg: Verlag Schnell & Steiner 
GmbH, 2006 (Schnell, Kunstführer 

Die Löwenburg. Mythos und 
Geschichte, ed. Museumslandschaft 
Hessen Kassel, Bernd Küster. Petersberg: 
Michael Imenhof Verlag, 2012.

Monserrate House, elevation and plan, 
Nicolau Pires, c. 1841. In França, 
José-Augusto, A Arte em Portugal. 
no século XIX, vol. I, 177.

5 Schedel, Mariana and António Nunes 
Pereira, “D. Fernando II e o Palácio da 
Pena. Olhar Oitocentista sobre a Época 
Manuelina e os Exotismos”. In Artis, no. 4, 
Caleidoscópio, 2016, 42-49.

6 While the Manueline style is 

of King Manuel I, Moorish architecture 

had begun three generations ago, 

to India had also been discovered in 
the time of King Manuel’s reign.

7 Nicklas, Thomas, Das Haus Sachsen-
-Coburg. Europas späte Dynastie, 
Stuttgart, Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 2003, 
214-218.

Antiga Residência de Mr. Beckford, 
[Former Residence of Mr. Beckford],
lithograph, 1828. 
© PSML.
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Monserrate is another obvious instance of a foreign strain of Romanticism in the 

th

that the Cooks deliberately left in place, despite their radical changes to the estate.8

Santos in Lisbon during the 16th century. During the 17th

about the layout of the gardens or the estate’s buildings during this period.9 It is 

10 
In 1789 Gerard de Visme (1726-1797) took over the lease on the condition that he 

Earthquake. As an Englishman from a French Huguenot background, de Visme heralded 

recorded. It is possible that he may have chosen to settle in Monserrate due to its 

de Sintra held for generations of Englishmen. This fascination seems to stem from 
their recognition of an archetypal image of the mythological paradise portrayed in 
the Classics and/or the Eden of the Bible, a feeling of familiarity only heightened 
by its similarities to their native England.11 Monserrate’s relatively sheltered location 

mainland Portugal. It seems that encountering the areas surrounding Monserrate 
did not evoke a perception of an unfamiliar or exotic landscape, but rather felt 

around Monserrate thus lies at the very root of this ingression of artistic and 

setting, constantly buffeted by violent Atlantic gusts, attracted those adherents 
of the German “Sturm und Drang” aesthetic, King Fernando II and the Baron von 

Romantic movement in the 19th century.

Gerard de Visme pre-empted this internationalisation by several decades. The main 

appearance.12 This manifested itself in the application of various motifs from Gothic 

th century. The main house 

Hill (built from 1749).13

14

least since the publication of The Castle of Otranto by Horace Walpole himself in 1764.

8 Monserrate. 
Uma Nova História, Lisboa, Livros 

Gerald Lee, Monserrate, an English 
Landscape Garden in Portugal (1790- 
-1901), (dissertação de doutoramento, 
Universidade de Bristol, 2014), 101-110 

Monserrate. A casa romântica de 
uma família inglesa. Casal de Cambra, 
Caleidoscópio, 2015, 15-22 e 36.

9 Luckhurst, Monserrate..., 18, 20, 23, 28.

10 Costa, Francisco, “A Quinta e o Palácio 
de Monserrate”. In Romantismo – Sintra 
nos Itinerários de um Movimento, Sintra, 
Instituto de Sintra, 1988, 163-175.

Quinta de Monserrate [Monserrate 
Estate], etching, 1852. 
© PSML.

11 Byron, Baron George Gordon, Childe 
Harold’s Pilgrimage. A Romaunt, no 
place, Forgotten Books, 2012 [facsimile 

Castles, Caliphs 
and Christians: a Landscape with 
Figures. Monserrate, no place, The 
British Historical Society of Portugal, 
Associação dos Amigos de Monserrate, 

Monserrate..., 88. 
At times, the Sintra landscape evoked 
the memory of places other than the 
homeland of visitors from England, as is 
apparent from the excerpt of Beckford’s 
Diary that appears at the start of this 
paper.

12 Aldrich, Megan, Gothic Revival, 

Monserrate..., 97-98.

13 Aldrich, Gothic Revival, 54-64.

14 Araújo, Agostinho, “O Palácio 
Neogótico de Monserrate e a sua 
Leitura ao longo do Préromantismo”. 
In Romantismo – Sintra nos Itinerários 
de um Movimento, Sintra, Instituto de 
Sintra, 1988, 177-214.
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estate an air of prestige and romance. It is no mere coincidence that descriptions 

house and the gardens at Monserrate to the hand of Beckford22 – an association 
that persists to this day.

23 Monserrate’s 

24 In spite of this situation, as early 

reconstruction of the main house.

the turn of another Englishman, William Beckford (1760-1844), to sublet the 
Monserrate estate from Gerard De Visme for the second of his three sojourns 

15 The excerpt from 
his diary that appears at the start of this paper reveals his enthusiasm for the 

to England for good. Beckford seems not to have invested much in the estate, 

carpenter that Beckford summoned from Falmouth may be related to the need 
for interior improvements to the main house that de Visme had not managed to 
accomplish.16 Beckford kept up his lease of Monserrate even after returning to 

Portugal, from 1798 to 1799.17 He only terminated the lease in 1807, but due to 
his absence over the previous eight years the property had become dilapidated 
and fallen into ruin.

18 His enthusiasm for Sintra’s 
scenery found literary expression at the beginning of his long poem Childe 
Harold´s Pilgrimage 19 Byron placed particular emphasis 

of loss at the inexorable passing of time.20 Not only did Byron’s poem manage 
to place Sintra on Europe’s Romantic map, but it also ensured that Monserrate 

terms, by evoking Beckford, the author of the famous novel Vathek, published 
in 1786,21

Monserrate, although these had hitherto been expressed neither in the estate’s 
buildings nor in its gardens.

today, William Beckford’s time at Monserrate and Byron’s depiction of the place 

Melo e Castro family. The particular enthusiasm for Sintra’s landscapes among 

of Beckford’s stay at Monserrate. The presence of the English millionaire gave that 

Collection, in Metcalf, Priscilla, 
James Knowles. Victorian Editor and 
Architect, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 1980.

22 Kingsbury, Castles, Caliphs and 
Christians..., 60.

23 Idem, 54.

24 Costa, História da Quinta..., 34-37.

Monserrate Palace, plan, 
Sintra Historical Archive. 
© CMS.

15 Alexander, Boyd, Life at Fonthill 
1807-1822, Stroud, Nonsuch 

information about Beckford’s visits to 

Monserrate in particular, can be found 
in Luckhurst, Monserrate..., 111-122.

16 Costa, “A Quinta e o Palácio 
de Monserrate”, 167.

17 For details of this lease see Costa, 
Francisco, História da Quinta e Palácio 
de Monserrate, Sintra, Sintra Municipal 
Council, 1985, 21-25.

18 Luckhurst, Gerald Lee, “Byron in Sintra, 
1809”. In Revista de Estudos Anglo- 
-Portugueses, no. 19, 2010, 61-73.

19 Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage..., 
12-17.

20 Araújo, Agostinho, “O Palácio 
Neogótico de Monserrate...”, 
183 and 186.

21 Alexander, Life at Fonthill..., 14.
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27

28 As has already 

evince certain references to the Brighton Pavilion, to the Mughal style (at a time 

completed disappeared in England since the Middle Ages), a Venetian-tinged 

The Stones of Venice in 1851-1853) and Neo-Moorish decorative themes 

decorative currents prevalent in British culture at that time.29 Other elements 

very architects.30

By contrast, the architecture of the Palace of Monserrate appears to have almost no links 

terms of the English and Beckfordian tradition of the property and by extending 

to the quintessential English garden. The Mexican Garden, for instance, harnesses 
the full potential of Sintra’s climate.

25 They may have done this to make 

Despite huge differences in architectural styles and, above all, in scale, the ruins 
of de Visme’s house at Monserrate bear certain similarities to Beckford’s Fonthill 

gallery in an octagonal space.26

Beckford, may have found this coincidence too good to alter.

25 Kingsbury, Castles, Caliphs and 
Christians..., 56.

26 Coutinho, Monserrate..., 115.

27

the tectonic structure and decorative 

concept that he called the ‘Theorie 
der Bekleidung’ [Theory of Dressing] 
in Der Stil in den technischen und 
tektonischen Künsten oder Praktische 
Ästhetik [Style in the Technical and 
Tectonic Arts, or Practical Aesthetics], 
Frankfurt am Main/Munich, 1860-1863.

28 It is not even certain that either of the 

29 Coutinho, Monserrate..., 117.

30 Idem
Monserrate..., 205-206.

Monserrate Palace, 

© PSML, Wilson Pereira.
Palácio de Monserrate, estuques 
no corredor principal. 
© PSML, 2016.

The Grammar of 
Ornament, 1856, “Moresque no. 3”.
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Even the references to Portuguese culture, be it in the Moorish style (in strong 
evidence at the National Palace of Sintra) or the Founder’s Chapel at Batalha 

are refracted through the prism of English artistic practice. The Neo-Moorish motifs 
inspired by the Alhambra in Granada may have been included by virtue of the 
orientalism suggested by Beckfor’s Vathek or the printing of Moorish patterns 

31

James Wyatt, Fonthill Abbey. 
In John Rutter's Delineations of 
Fonthill Abbey, 1823.

decorative motifs at the Palace of Monserrate.32

Murphy (1760-1814).33

published a report of his visits to the monasteries of Batalha and Alcobaça in 1794 

the Founder’s Chapel at Batalha in the octagonal atrium of his Founthill Abbey in 

evident in the layout and distribution of the interior spaces, as discussed in Mariana 
Schedel’s article in this catalogue.

testament to the evolution of Romanticism and revivalist movements in England. 

implemented the English tradition at Monserrate. Unlike his contemporary and 
rival in Sintra, the king-consort Fernando II, Francis Cook and the members of his 

private people from bourgeois society. As such, they developed Monserrate as a 

geographical references from any country but their native England, although this 
inevitably included allusions to British colonies such as India.

th century to the early 20th century.

31 Neto, Monserrate…, 48-51.

32 Frade, Marta, “Domingos Meira e os 
Estuques Decorativos no Romantismo 
Português”. In Artis, no. 4, 2016, 50-57.

33 Murphy, James, Plans Elevations 
Sections and Views of the Church of 
Batalha, in the Province of Estremadura 
in Portugal by Fr. Luis de Sousa, 
Londres, I. & J. Taylor, 1795.

Monserrate Palace, octagonal atrium.
© PSML, Emigus, 2012.


