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Ripollés, Carmen. Josefa de Óbidos. Illuminating Women Artists Series. Los 

Angeles: Getty Publications, 2025. 160 pp. + 80 ills. 

 

Carmen Ripollés opens this study in 2015, when the Museu Nacional de 

Arte Antiga in Lisbon unveiled its monographic exhibition on Josefa de Óbidos 

with the bold subtitle the inventor of the Portuguese Baroque. As Ripollés notes, 

“no other female artist has been credited with inventing the style of a particular 

time and geographical area. However, there is no doubt that Josefa de Óbidos 

(1630–84) is the most celebrated and recognizable artist of the Baroque period in 

Portugal” (II). Carefully crafted and deeply researched, this book introduces the 

marvelous—and genuinely canonical—Josefa de Óbidos to the English-speaking 

world as the first full monograph on the artist written in English. While the study 

builds on foundational work by Edward J. Sullivan and on Josefa’s increasing 

presence in comparative Iberian women-artist scholarship and exhibition 

catalogues, it stands as a major contribution in its own right. Ripollés returns 

frequently to the 2015 exhibition as both a scholarly touchstone and a personal point 

of departure, noting her own visit as the spark for her ongoing fascination with the 

artist. 

This volume is the eleventh in Getty Publications’ Illuminating Women 

Artists series. Ripollés works within recognizable monographic structures—

biography, medium, oeuvre—while also developing a compelling argument about 

the international materials that shaped Josefa’s work and the political contexts of 

her commissions. Ripollés grounds her study in elegantly rendered analyses of 

individual works, much of which is shaped by a material approach. This focus 

supports her broader political interpretation: although Josefa’s materials tell a 

“transnational” story, they also tell a profoundly Portuguese one, shaped by the 

country’s role as a major global trade hub (113). Josefa’s “dazzling recreations of 

Asian or Asian-inspired fabrics,” for example, would have appealed to audiences 

accustomed to encountering such textiles in dress and domestic interiors (62). 

These details demonstrate the artist’s shrewd awareness of an increasingly 

commercial art market. Ripollés also returns to themes such as preciousness, charm, 

and intimacy to consider Josefa’s position as a woman artist. She highlights the 

formative role of the family workshop, the artist’s mastery of media that were 

materially accessible—prints, copper supports, small-scale devotional works—and 

her development of a distinctive figural style shaped by the absence of academic 

anatomical training. She approaches Josefa’s gender with nuance, reframing 

qualities traditionally coded as feminine—precision, delicacy, refinement—as 

indices of artistic inventiveness. 

The book unfolds like a carefully orchestrated progression, each chapter 

layering new nuance atop what came before. Chapter one begins with the artist’s 

origins: Seville, where Josefa’s father, Baltazar Gomes Figueira, received his 
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training and where Josefa lived until age four, when the family returned to Portugal. 

Ripollés highlights the influence of Sevillian artists such as Juan Sánchez Cotán 

and Francisco de Zurbarán on Figueira—and by extension on Josefa—while noting 

that these artists shaped Baltazar’s introduction of the still-life genre to Portugal. 

This is a delightful and clarifying detail, especially given the long-standing 

misattribution of many of his still lifes to Josefa. Until the late twentieth century, 

Josefa was considered a prolific still-life painter despite only four signed examples 

surviving. Ripollés uses this discrepancy to illuminate Josefa’s early (and integral) 

participation in her father’s workshop and her eventual development of a distinct 

visual language in the still-life genre after his death, which is the focus of chapter 

five. 

Chapters two through four turn to Josefa’s media, charting her upward 

professional trajectory. Ripollés begins with printmaking through a treatment of 

Josefa’s three known prints, then moves to her logical shift to painting on copper 

plates and finally advances to her altarpiece commissions. One of the most 

compelling threads woven throughout these chapters is Josefa’s sustained, career-

long engagement with the figure of Saint Catherine. Josefa depicts her in one of her 

prints, in multiple paintings on copper, and ultimately as the protagonist of the 

altarpiece program for the parish church of Santa Maria in Óbidos. Seeing this 

figure reimagined across media underscores Josefa’s versatility as well as her 

strong and consistent artistic voice. Chapter six then turns to two of Josefa’s most 

recognizable pictorial types—the Menino and the Agnus Dei—reaffirming her 

position as a visionary of the Portuguese Baroque. 

With this rich and engaging introduction to Josefa de Óbidos, Ripollés 

demonstrates the artist’s profound impact on the canon of Portuguese art: her 

mastery of diverse media, her imaginative adaptation of art historical models for 

local audiences and political contexts, and her strategic use of her training and 

position as a woman artist. Josefa emerges here not only as Portugal’s most 

celebrated woman artist, but more importantly as one of its most significant artists. 

Ripollés’s admiration for the artist sings on every page; with this study she masters 

the difficult balance between heartfelt homage and rigorous scholarship.  
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