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Una mujer temida. Estrategia familiar y autoridad política de 

Catalina de Zúñiga, condesa de Lemos 

 

A feared woman. Family strategy and political authority of Catalina de 

Zúñiga, countess of Lemos

 

 

Paolo PERIATI 

Università degli Studi Roma Tre 

Resumen: 

Catalina de Zúñiga y Sandoval, condesa de Lemos, era la hermana del duque de Lerma, 

favorito del rey Felipe III. De la correspondencia de Antonio Caetani, nuncio apostólico en 

Madrid del 1611 al 1618, se entiende su gran autoridad, la influencia que tenía en el valido y la 

capacidad de la estrategia política implementada para salvaguardar los intereses de su familia 

en España e Italia. Especialmente para los puestos de mayor prestigio para los hijos: Francisco 

de Castro (embajador en Roma) y Pedro Fernández de Castro (virrey de Nápoles). El fuerte 

carácter de la condesa de Lemos, su influencia sobre su hermano y la intromisión en los 

asuntos de interés estatal para el clan de la familia tuvo como resultado el estancamiento 

político, así como un conflicto diplomático duro y largo con la Sede Apostólica. 

Palabras Clave: clientelas, condesa de Lemos, corte, diplomacia, facción, familia, grupos de 

poder, mujer, nunciatura, política. 

 
Abstract: 

Catalina de Zúñiga y Sandoval, countess of Lemos, was the sister of the duke of Lerma, 

favorite of King Philip III. From the correspondence of Antonio Caetani, apostolical nuntio in 

Madrid from 1611 to 1618, we come to understand her great authority, the influence she had 

on the valido and her effective political strategy, which she acted out in order to safeguard his 

own familiy’s interests both in Spain and Italy. That is especially true as far as her sons are 

concerned, Francisco de Castro (ambassador to Rome) and Pedro Fernández de Castro (viceroy 

of Naples), in order to get them prestigious appointments. Her strong temperament, her great 

influence on her brother and her interference in the State affairs, for the sake of the family clan, 

soon resulted in a political impasse, as well as in a long and hard diplomatic dispute with the 

apostolic see. 

Keywords: clients, countess of Lemos, court, diplomacy, faction, family, groups of power, 

nunciature, politics, woman.  

 

The apostolical nuncio Antonio Caetani came to Madrid in December 1611,
1
 right when 

the court, ruled by valido Francisco de Gómez de Sandoval y Rojas (marquis of Denía 

and duke of Lerma), was filled with a sorrowful atmosphere: queen Margaret of Austria, 

wife of king Philip III had recently passed away. 

According to the letters belonging to the correspondence of the nunciature, 

especially those exchanged with the cardinal nephew Scipione Borghese,
2
 the papal 

                                                 

 Translation from original Italian version of Serena De Marchi 

1
 Antonio Caetani to Scipione Borghese, 18-X-1611, Madrid. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana [BAV], 

Barberiniani Latini [Barb. Lat.]. 6910, f. 47r. Cfr. Cristoforo Caetani, Vita del Signor Cardinale Antonio 

Caetani, BAV, Barb. Lat., ms. 6030, ff. 59v-60v. He stayed in Madrid from 1611 to autumn 1618. See: 

Georg Lutz, “Antonio Caetani”, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, 16 (1973), pp. 120-125; Paolo 

Periati, Antonio Caetani: l’ascesa politca e le nunziature apostoliche (1607-1618), PhD Thesis, 

Università degli Studi Roma Tre, Rome, 2015, pp. 122-226. 
2
 Valeria Castronovo, “Scipione Borghese Caffarelli”, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, 12 (1971), pp. 

620-624; Volker Reinhardt, “Kardinal Scipione Borghese (1605-1633). Vermögen, Finanzen und sozialer 

Aufstieg eines Papstnepoten”, Bibliothek des Deutschen Historischen Institut in Rom, 58 (1984); Birgit 

Emich, Bürokratie und Nepotismus unter Paul V. (1605-1621): Studien zur frühneuzeitlichen 
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representative never missed a chance to stress the role within the court of Catalina de 

Zúñiga y Sandoval, countess of Lemos,
3
 sister of the duke of Lerma and camarera 

mayor of the deceased queen. Her elder son, Pedro Fernández de Castro, count of 

Lemos,
4
 was the viceroy of Naples, while her youngest son, Francisco de Castro, count 

of Castro and duke of Taurisano,
5
 at that time was working as Spanish ambassador to 

the Holy See, in Rome. 

Consistent rumors had preceded his arrival to the court. Here Caetani soon came 

to be considered as an enemy of cardinal Pietro Aldobrandini.
6
 Even more, it seemed 

that it had been the cardinal himself to have planned the trick, together with his 

“friends” from the Lemos family. Therefore, it is self-evident of how awkward the 

position of the nuncio was: he found himself right in the middle of two groups of 

political power – inside the Sandoval’s clan – whose borders were not always well-

defined. The first group was close to Pietro Aldobrandini, cardinal nephew of deceased 

pope Clement VIII, whose rivalry with the Borghese family is well known:
7
 it embraced 

those whom nuncio Caetani defined as partials [partiali, ndr.],
8
 of the lords of Lemos, 

                                                                                                                                               
Mikropolitik in Rom, Stuttgart, Anton Hiersemann, 2001; Silvano Giordano (ed.), Le istruzioni generali di 

Paolo V ai diplomatici pontifici: 1605-1621, Tübingen, Niemeyer, 2003, vol. 1, pp. 98-108. 
3
 Francisco Fernández de Bethencourt, Historia genealógica y heráldica de la monarquía española: casa 

real y grandes de España, Madrid, Estab. Tip. de Enrique Teodoro, 1897-1920, vol. 4, p. 550. Interesting 

is the phrase that the counts of Lemos repeated to highlight how their ancient nobility was born before the 

credits granted by the royal house: «Su Majestad es dueño de hacer cubrir á quien le parezca; pero la 

Grandeza de los Condes de Lemos la han hecho Dios y el tiempo», ivi, p. 391. See: Manuel Hermida 

Balado, La Condesa de Lemos y la Corte de Felipe III, Madrid, Paraninfo Librería, 1949; María Isabel 

Barbeito Carneiro, Varia bibliographica: homenaje a José Simón Díaz, Zaragoza, Kassel, 1988, pp. 68-

83; María Victoria López-Cordón Cortezo, “Entre damas anda el juego: las camareras mayores de Palacio 

en la edad moderna”, in Carlos Gómez-Centurión Jiménez (ed.), “Monarquía y Corte en la España 

Moderna”, Cuadernos de Historia Moderna, 2 (2003), pp. 123-152. 
4
 Francisco F. de Bethencourt, Historia genealógica…, vol. 4, pp. 550-555; José Renao, “De los Vireyes 

Lugartenientes del Reino de Nápoles y de las cosas tocantes a su grandeza”, in Miguel Salvá (ed.), 

Colección de documentos inéditos para la historia de España, Madrid, Imprenta de la viuda de Calero, 

1853, vol. 23; M. Hermida Balado, Vida del VII Conde de Lemos. Interpretación de un mecenazgo, 

Madrid, Editorial Nos, 1948; Eduardo Pardo de Guevara y Valdés, Don Pedro Fernández de Castro VII 

Conde de Lemos (1576-1622), Santiago de Compostela, Xunta de Galicia, 1997, 2 vol.; Isabel Enciso 

Alonso-Muñumer, Nobleza, poder y mecenazgo en tiempos de Felipe III. Nápoles y el conde de Lemos, 

San Sebastián de los Reyes: Actas Editorial, 2007; Giuseppe Mrozek Eliszezynski, “Service to the King 

and loyalty to the Duke: the Castro Family in the Faction of the Duke of Lerma”, Librosdelacorte, 7 

(2015), pp. 68-79. 
5
 Francisco-Domingo Ruiz de Castro Andrade y Portugal, VIII count of Lemos, V marquis of Sarria, 

Grande de España, viceroy of Naples (1601), viceroy of Sicily from 1616. Ambassador in Rome from 

1609 to 1615. See: Girolamo Pinello, La Fama delle glorie di don Francesco di Castro conte di Castro, 

duca di Taurisano, & c. del Conseglio di sua maestà cattolica, e suo ambasciatore in Roma, Viterbo, 

appresso Girolamo Discepolo, 1613; Francisco F. de Bethencourt, Historia genealogica…, vol. 4, pp. 

558-560; Marco Gallo, Orazio Borgianni pittore romano (1574-1616) e Francisco de Castro, conte di 

Castro, Roma, Uni, 1997; S. Giordano (ed.), “Istruzioni di Filippo III ai suoi ambasciatori a Roma 1598-

1621”, in Elena Fasano Guarini, Politica, fazioni, istituzioni nell’”Italia spagnola” dall’incoronazione di 

Carlo V (1530) alla pace di Westfalia (1648), Roma 2006, p. LXV- LXVIII; Valentina Favarò, Carriere 

in movimento. Francisco Ruiz de Castro e la monarchia di Filippo III, Palermo, Associazione 

Mediterranea, 2013. 
6
 «Credo che l’istesso signor Cardinale habbia fatta far questa preventione per discreditarmi caso che 

intrassi a trattar cose di suo pregiuditio», Caetani to Borghese, 3-I-1612, Madrid. BAV, Barb. Lat. 8275, 

f. 2v. 
7
 See: Maria Antonietta Visceglia, Roma papale e Spagna: diplomatici, nobili e religiosi tra due corti, 

Roma, Bulzoni, 2010, pp. 130-136. 
8
 Caetani to Borghese, 1-VIII-1615, Madrid. Archivio Segreto Vaticano [ASV], Fondo Borghese, serie II, 

262, f. 182r. About of the clan Lemos and his relationship with Aldobrandini: Francisco de Castro to 

Philip III, 8-XI-1612, Roma, Archivo General de Simancas [AGS], Estado [E], leg. 997, s.f.; Antonio de 



 

 UNA MUJER TEMIDA. ESTRATEGIA FAMILIAR … 

III Encuentro de Jóvenes Investigadores en Historia Moderna 

Universidad de Valladolid - Fundación Española de Historia Moderna. 2015 

 

1017 

and found in Catalina de Zúñiga y Sandoval its highest representative. The second 

group was the one formed by the partials of the duke of Lerma himself, and whose 

many representatives were: Rodrigo Calderón,
9
 don Gabriel de Trejo

10
 and Cristóbal 

Gómez de Sandoval, duke of Uceda,
11

 son of Francisco de Sandoval (this was until the 

inevitable break because of the succession to the father’s office, and the consequent 

fight to gain the favour of the king, which was made possible thanks to the help of the 

king’s confessor, the dominican frair Luis Aliaga,
12

 sworn enemy of the valido). 

There was great rivalry even between the two sisters of the duke of Lerma: 

Catalina de Zúñiga y Sandoval and Leonor de Sandoval y Rojas, countess of Altamira.
13

 

Nonetheless, perhaps for the sake of their own families, they always tried to hide their 

discord at court, as well as not to show their distance from one another in the light of 

common interest. According to some observations sent by the nuncio to Rome in June, 

1614, public hostility between the two sisters had been avoided because of their “mutual 

interests compatibility” which made them “capable of dissimulating”; also because, the 

paths they chose in order to “help their sons”, even though had the same target, took 

differents ways. The countess of Lemos chose the way of the “high roles and offices”, 

while that of the countess of Altamira was ecclesiastical benefits. Although their 

concealed hostility, they never missed the chance to discredit one another, like when, 

the Nuncio reported, “some ladies in the palace had written” a letter in verses directed to 

Catalina de Zúñiga where they made fun of Leonor de Sandoval, defining her as a 

“small, ugly, distorted and rascal” person, causing the obvious reply of the so-quoted, 

who, likewisely, had made fun of countess of Lemos with “some very annoying stuff”.
14

  

                                                                                                                                               
Aróztegui to Castro, 23-I-1613, Madrid. AGS, E, leg. 999, s.f.; Castro to Philip III, 5-XI-1614, Roma. 

AGS, E, leg. 1000, ff. 352-353. 
9
 Conde de la Oliva de Plasencia, marqués de Siete Iglesias, minister of Philip III, favorite of the duke of 

Lerma. See: Julián Juderías, “Un proceso político en tiempo de Felipe III. Don Rodrigo Calderón, 

marqués de Siete Iglesias. Su vida, su proceso y su muerte”, Revista de Archivos, Bibliotecas y Museos, 

13 (1905), pp. 334-365, 14 (1906), pp. 1-31; Santiago Martínez Hernández, Rodrigo Calderón, la sombra 

del valido. Privanza, favor y corrupción en la corte de Felipe III, Madrid, publicado por Centro de 

Estudios Europa Hispánica y Marcial Pons Historia, 2009. 
10

 Eubel Conrad, “Gabriel Cardinal Trejo y Paniagua”, Hierarchia Catholica, Monasterii Sumptibus et 

typis librariae Regensbergianae, 1913, vol. 4, pp. 229, 301. Cardinal from 1615, archbishop of Salerno 

(1625), archbishop (title) of Málaga (1627). 
11

 Cristóbal Gómez de Sandoval-Rojas y de la Cerda, I duke of Uceda, marquis of Cea and Denía. 

Caballerizo mayor of Philip III and sumiller de corps of royal house. As the Nuncio wrote, “except for 

the respect for the blood (or blood relation)” the duke of Uceda really didn’t get on well “with his father 

genius”, and, between them, there was a certain “jealousy concerning the king’s privanza”. Caetani to 

Borghese, 11-II-1612, Madrid, ASV, Fondo Borghese, serie II, 266, f. 70r. See: Regina María Pérez 

Marcos, “El Duque de Uceda”, in José Antonio Escudero (ed.), Los validos, Madrid, Dykinson, 2005, pp. 

177-241. 
12

 See: Maximiliano Canal, “El P. Luis Aliaga y las controversias teológicas de su tiempo”, Archivum 

fratrum praedicatorum, 1 (1932); José Navarro Latorre, Aproximación a Fray Luis de Aliaga, confesor de 

Felipe III e inquisidor general de España, Zaragoza, Facultad de Filosofía y Letras, Departamento de 

Historia Moderna, 1981; Bernardo José García García, “El confesor fray Luis Aliaga y la conciencia del 

rey”, in Flavio Rurale, I religiosi a corte. Teologia, politica e diplomazia in antico regime, Atti del 

seminario di studi Georgetown University, Fiesole, 20 ottobre 1995, Roma 1998, pp. 159-194; Leandro 

Martínez Peñas, El confesor del rey en el Antiguo Régimen, Madrid, Editorial Complutense, 2007, pp. 

396-416, 1009-1010; Paolo Broggio, Controversie dottrinali, Curia romana e Monarchia spagnola tra 

Cinque e Seicento, Roma, Aracne, 2008. 
13

 Wife of Lope de Moscoso Osorio y Castro, caballerizo mayor and mayordomo of the queen, Grande de 

España. Cfr. José-Santiago Crespo Pozo, Blasones y Linajes de Galicia, Santiago de Compostela, 

Editorial de los Bibliófilos Gallegos, 1965, vol. 3, p. 301. 
14

 «[…] non vi è opinione qua che in secreto siano molto amiche, ancorché tra di loro passi assai 

dissimulatione, et se non fosse che caminano in avantaggiar i figli per diversi camini, perché Lemos 

camina per la strada dei carichi et gli offitij et Altamira per quella dei benefitij et di far se può il marito 
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Most of the above mentioned figures were related by blood. To both the groups 

must be added the pertaining groups of “friends” or partials (i.e.: agents, spies, 

bureaucrats, magistrates, clerics, military representatives, merchants, and so on), who 

were linked to the groups’ main representatives via a strong patronage system.
15

 Such 

clear-cut division is clearly a simplification: it is impossible to pre-define some 

boundary lines and to apply them to these groups of power «it wouldn’t suffice to 

outline the complessity of such phenomena»,
16

 the boundaries which are supposed to be 

naming their belonging were often blurred and unstable. They might as well have 

originated and disappeared in the same time frame. In fact the rules of loyalty and 

influence peddling did have strong predominance, but must not be read as monolithical 

nor be exaggerated.
17

 

About it, now we can refer to the relationship between the duke of Lerma and 

the countess of Lemos: both the brother and the sister tended to take their decision 

aiming to reinforce their common front at court. This was not true for the appointment 

of government roles for the countess’ sons: in fact, that she often intervened in the 

valido’s decisions, strongly influencing the crown’s political affairs for her own and the 

family’s private businesses. Speaking of which, please refer to what the nuncio used to 

reveal about the tensions in the court during the months right after the death of the 

queen: at that time the countess of Lemos, with great finesse and as a “good sister”, 

acting as to safeguard her brother, had handed him some letters that had been kept in the 

queen’s personal room, among which, some suggested to the king the suspension of 

Lerma from his role, as well as some practical indications on how to do it. Among them, 

some were from the count of Salinas, from count of Barajas, brother of cardinal 

                                                                                                                                               
grande, vi saria senza dubio inimicitia publica, ma la compatibilità degli interessi le rende habili a poter 

dissimular, et l’una et l’altra è accortissima. […]. L’altro anno si pubblicò una lettera in versi che alcune 

Dame di Palazzo havevano composto diretta alla Contessa di Lemos […] contra questa d’Altamira, dove 

trattavano essa Altamira di piccola, di brutta et di malcreata et impertinente, alla quale lettera fu poi 

risposto con altrettanti versi, non si sa se ad instanza di essa Altamira, ma vi erano delle cose molto 

fastidiose […]». Caetani to Borghese, 14-VI-1614, Madrid. ASV, Fondo Borghese, serie II, 263, ff. 146r-

147r. 
15

 Sharon Kettering, Patrons, brokers, and clients in seventeenth-century France, New York, Oxford 

University Press, 1986; Id., “The Historical Development of Political Clientelism”, The Journal of 

Interdisciplinary History, 18 (1988), pp. 419-447; Yves Durand (ed.), Hommage à Roland Mousnier. 

Clientèles et fidélités en Europe à l’Epoque moderne, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 1981; 

Ronald Gregor Asch, Adolf Matthias Birke (eds.), Princes, Patronage and the Nobility. The Court at the 

Beginning of the Modern Age, 1450-1650, The German Historical Institute, London-Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, 1991; Wolfgang Reinhard, “Amici e creature. Micropolitica della curia romana nel 

XVII secolo”, Dimensioni e problemi della ricerca storica, 2 (2001), pp. 59-78; Id., Freunde und 

Kreaturen, “Verflechtung” als Konzept zur Erforschung historischer Führungsgruppen, Römische 

oligarchie um 1600, München, Ernst Vögel, 1979. 
16

 Francesco Benigno, “Conflitto politico e conflitto sociale”, in Aurelio Musi (ed.), Nel sistema 

imperiale. L’Italia spagnola, Napoli, Edizioni scientifiche italiane, 1994, p. 146 (pp. 115-146). In this 

essay, Benigno said that the conflict between groups of power – or “factional conflict” –, contributed to 

the structure, the change and the growth of the apparatus state in the early modern age and can be 

considered as one of fundamental dimension of political action. 
17

 Cfr. Ibidem. See: Manuel Rivero Rodríguez, “Poder y clientelas en la formación del Consejo de Italia 

(1556-1560)”, in Gianvittorio Signorotto (ed.), “L’Italia degli Austrias. Monarchia cattolica e domini 

italiani nei secoli XVI e XVII”, Cheiron, 17-18 (1992), pp. 29-44; Maria A. Visceglia, “Factions in the 

Sacred College in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries”, in Id., G. Signorotto (ed.), “La corte di 

Roma tra Cinque e Seicento «teatro» della politica europea, Europa delle Corti”, Biblioteca del 

Cinquecento, 84 (1998), pp. 99-131; F. Benigno, “Politica e fazioni”, Storica, 15 (1999), pp. 125-134; 

Iulce-Uam (eds.), “Los secretos mecanismos de las cortes: facciones en la Europa Moderna”, 

Librosdelacorte, 7 (2015).   
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Zapata,
18

 and others.
19

 At the same time, the countess never missed the chance to stand 

by the claims made by his son the ambassador, as per the fight that was born for reasons 

of reverence and of visits between the count of Castro and the constable of Naples, 

Filippo Colonna,
20

 who was supported, instead, by his aunt, the powerful duchess of 

Medina de Rioseco, Vittoria Colonna de Cabrera.
21

  

The main questions that the countess of Lemos had taken more seriously, are 

also the two most intricated political questions concerning direct relations between 

Rome and Madrid, and that nuncio Caetani had to deal with during his permanence at 

the court, just as he himself claimed in the papers. The first issue was related to the 

demanding, obsessive requests from Paul V and cardinal nephew directed to the duke of 

Lerma, in order to destitute the count of Castro from his role as Spanish ambassador in 

Rome. The second issue, instead, was defined by the nuncio as the “most dangerous 

hurdle” of the nunciature,
22

 and it was about the desire of the valido to help appoint, in 

one same occasion, two cardinals to be sided with the re Cattolico, so that within the 

College of Cardinals a “difference” came to be created, with those cardinals loyal to the 

re Cristianissimo. Besides some complaints expressed by the french, related to a double 

election in favour of the crown of Castilla, the bone of contention between Rome and 

Madrid was the permanence of countess of Lemos’s son in his role as ambassador. The 

friendship between Francisco de Castro and former cardinal nephew, was strongly 

opposed by the papal family, because of the obsession of a conspiracy against the pope 

plotted by Lemos-Aldobrandini altogether. The count of Castro, according to Scipione 

Borghese, didn’t respect the regulations of the diplomatic etiquette: he acted more and 

more insolently, day after day, so that he didn’t even try to conceal his actions; 

furthermore, he was at the mercy of “people full of passion and poison”,
23

 considered 

part of an authonomous group of power within the Spanish nation in Rome and close to 

the Aldobrandini.
24

 

Therefore, when the Pope came to know about the will of the duke of Lerma to 

elect his two favourite cardinals (Gabriel de Trejo y Paniagua, related to the wife of 

Rodrigo Calderón), and Baltasar de Moscoso y Sandoval (son of the countess of 

                                                 
18

 Diego de Silva y Mendoza, count of Salinas and Ribadeo, duke of Francavilla, marquis of Alenquer, 

president of the Council of Portugal (1614), viceroy and general captain of Portugal (1617-1622); Diego 

Zapata de Mendoza, II count of Barajas, brother of Antonio Zapata y Cisneros, archbishop of Burgos 

(1600) and then cardinal (1604). 
19

 «[…] si dice qua che tutte le polise ch’erano in camera della Regina, la Contessa di Lemos da buona 

sorella l’ha consegnate in mano al Duca, e tra esse vi si sono trovate polise del Conte di Salinas, di 

Barascias fratello del Cardinale Zappata ed altri, […] nelle quali si dava a Sua Maestà la lettione come 

haveva a governarsi per gettarlo di sella […]». Caetani to Borghese, 3-I-1612, Madrid. BAV, Barb. Lat. 

8275, ff. 6r-7r.  
20

 See: Castro to Philip III, 28-I-1612, Roma. AGS, E, leg. 998, s.f.; Aróztegui to Castro, 1-II-1612, 

Madrid. AGS, E, leg. 998, s.f. See: Stefano Andretta, “Filippo Colonna”, Dizionario Biografico degli 

Italiani, 27 (1982), pp. 297-298. 
21

 Married with Ludovico III Enriquez de Cabrera, almirante of Castilla. 
22

 «Il più pericoloso scoglio». Caetani to Borghese, 18-IV-1614, Madrid. ASV, Fondo Borghese, serie II, 

263, f. 100r. 
23

 «Persone piene di passione et di veneno». Borghese a Decio Carafa, 9-X-1611, Roma, ASV, Fondo 

Borghese, serie II, 343, f. 13v. 
24

 See: «Quanto ha que entre a servir a Vuestra Magestad en este cargo, he oido deçir que el Papa y los 

suyos tomavan asperamente que yo mantuviese amistad con el Cardenal Aldovrandino, por la enemistad 

que ellos mantenian […], el Papa y su sobrino se quejavan que yo era todo de sus enemigos […]. 

Respetando los zelos de Su Santitad, el qual y su sobrino, diçe la mayor parte desta corte que no se 

satisfaran de mi con menos que darme en obras y en palabras por enemigo de Aldrovandino». Castro a 

Filippo III, 8-XI-1612, Roma. AGS, E, leg. 997, s.f.; Consejo de Estado, 27-XII-1612, Madrid. AGS, E, 

leg. 997, s.f. 
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Altamira),
25

 he had the chance to stress one more time the immidiate suspension of 

Francisco de Castro, to be replaced with a loyal ambassador. The nuncio was ordered 

more than once to convince Lerma to substitute his nephew. The most powerful mean to 

be used to convince him was that, until count of Castro had remained stick to his role, 

the creation of Spanish cardinals would have never taken place. And this point had to 

stay arised in their minds,
26

 considering that it didn’t seem “convenient to give such 

kind of favours in time of an ambassador who is an enemy and declares it publicly”.
27

 

According to the apostolical nuncio, the main reason why the duke of Lerma 

didn’t take the decision of substituting his nephew from the embassy, even though he 

was aware of his behaviour, was due to the influence the countess of Lemos had on his 

brother. According to Catalina de Zúñiga, the main assumption was that the removal of 

her son from the prestigious role he had in Rome, could have happened only if he had 

the opportunity to invest a similarly or most important role of government. As a matter 

of fact, she wanted Francisco to substitute his brother in ruling the viceroyalty of 

Naples, once Pedro Fernández had become president of the Council of Italy. This 

possibility had surely to be avoided, according to the pope: in fact, it was unacceptable 

that the count of Castro, enemy of the Borghese family, ruled over such an important 

realm so close to the Papal State. In order to make sure for this possibility to ever 

happen, the nuncio had tried several times to convince the valido to call back to court 

the ambassador, and move him to the government of Valencia, Zaragoza or Barcelona.
28

 

«[…] è già voce publica qua per la Corte che il Duca di Lerma, prima che partisse per andar 

con il Re, fece una grandissima battaglia con la sorella per farla contentare che il Conte di 

Castro andasse al carico di Valenza, et vi fu da gridare un pezzo, ma al fin la Contessa lo vinse 

et bisogna havere per certo che in materia de’ suoi figli questa donna è onnipotente».
29

 

And it was thanks to the tough reaction of the countess of Lemos that Caetani’s idea 

didn’t get to become reality. He could only rely on count of the Oliva and the duke of 

Uceda (who was sworn enemy to the Lemos clan, especially to the cousin viceroy), as a 

back up against the countess’s “omnipotence”. 
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As per the double cardinal promotion for the two favourites of the duke of 

Lerma, in agreement with her sons and openly opposing to the valido’s goals, Catalina 

de Zúñiga had tried to include, among the candidates, a trusted man from the house of 

Lemos, Fernando de Andrade y Sotomayor (who was blood related to the galician 

family).
30

 It was count of Castro who made all efforts in order to recommend him, buth 

this plot was in opposition to the guidelines given from Madrid, and it was revealed to 

the nuncio by Scipione Borghese, stressing one more time under the eyes of Lerma how 

his sister and nephew’s own conspiracies were an obstacle to his own desires.  

In the nuncio papers, it is very interesting to notice the way in which the 

countess of Lemos is depicted: her temper, character and actions being especially 

underlined. It is also interesting to see how Caetani described her relationship with the 

duke of Lerma, who never won a discussion with the countess: she never feared to 

openly face the valido, even more, she never missed the chance to publicly scold him.
31

  

What comes out from these descriptions is an image of a strong woman, fully 

aware of her role at court, always busy in planning and acting out “trickeries which are 

not believable by those who don’t see them”,
32

 always aiming to the safeguard of her 

own family’s interests and honour, in order to keep the high role she had been able to 

reach, aiming at increasing her own fortune and defending her own son’s demands.
33

 

The whole court knew how she was “almighty”.
34

 All this contributed to keep on 

edge the government political choices, which sometimes were made in order to favour 

the family interests. As a matter of fact, Catalina de Zúñiga was, in the nuncio’s eyes, an 

obstacle becoming more and more insuperable. Her “hands were everywere”
35

 to grasp 

something, and, in the matter of court schemes, she knew it all, “more than Merlin”,
36

 

so that Caetani cried and dispaired because there was nothing he could do against her 

trickeries.
37

 

The elder countess never missed to show her capability in plotting her plans at 

court, being, alternatively, haughty or modest. For instance, regarding the appointment 

of her sons, she had plead to the state counsellors with a heart-felt humility, as when she 
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needed something, according to the nuncio, there wasn’t in the world somebody who 

could have shown more submission than her; while when she had difficulties in having 

her issues prevailed – «sentendogli un poco tocchi» –, she became even more haughty – 

«di più leonina superbia» –, and never admitting her wrongs. She often claimed to be 

grieving because so many people in the world envied her only for “giving birth to such 

brilliant sons”.
38

 At court, at the same time, people used to notice how she talked to her 

brother and the authority she used to discuss with him: everybody feared her. The strong 

influence Catalina de Zúñiga had on the government representatives is true even 

towards the representatives of the Council of Italy, where her son Pedro Fernández soon 

would have been part. The nuncio was sure that the decision eventually made within the 

above mentioned Council would have certainly been just those the countess had 

previously disposed (since the counsellors surely wanted to honour the future president, 

the count of Lemos).
39

 In an other letter, the nuncio makes it even more clear that the 

influence the camarera mayor had on the secretaries who dealt with dispatches coming 

from the roman embassy was really consistent. Amongst these secretaries, he wrote, 

there are “many of them who depend on the countess of Lemos, being it for fear or for 

love”.
40

 Even more, when roman businesses (gratie, ndr.), passed through the hands of 

someone who wasn’t her son, she never missed the chance to scold them. That is how it 

was: “the secretaries, whether for their own choice or for being threatened by the 

countess, did drove those dispatches as they wanted”.
41

 

Even more important was the authority the countess used when she referred to 

the duke of Lerma. Certainly, we need to consider a certain critical distance to claim 

that the powerful valido was at the mercy of his sister’s will, and the nuncio (close to 

the lermistas), probably exaggerates with his judgment to justify its failures. Anyways, 

according to what is reported in the correspondence, Caetani always took the chance to 

underline the difference in character and temper of the two, as well as the deep 

influence that the countess had on her brother, at least as far as her son’s position and 

role within the government was concerned. According to the nuncio, having to deal with 

Lerma was not easy: his sister had more chances to meet him, she had “a room right 

beside his, and could have gone to see him and talk with him just as she pleased, and 

after they shouted good piece together her wins and does make what she wants”.
42

 

Catalina de Zúñiga was very powerful and very sly; furthermore, “she always manages 

to get her things done as she wants them, never telling her brother the real intensions, 

but she just leads him right where she wants by exhaustion or second chance”.
43

 

According to some rumors that the countess had contributed to spread in the 

court about herself, she had gone as far as actually threaten the valido telling him that 

“she wouldn’t have recognized him as her brother anymore”
44

 in case her son would 
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have been lifted from his position in Rome for a less important one. “We could never 

tell how terrible and sly she was”, because she always concealed her plots under a veil 

of “authoriry and committment”: this is what Caetani said, in an attempt to praise the 

old countess.
45

 She was “more cunning” than the duke, who was, on the contrary, 

“outgoing and lovely”. Sometimes Lerma had been heard shouting vigorously against 

his sister, but she always ended up winning the dispute and got what she wanted, 

because she knew “how to win her brother over”.
46

 As per the two, “nobody wants to go 

between”,
47

 so that the countess always was the “only lady in the field and everyone 

knows it clearly that she can’t be resisted nor contrasted”.
48

 

Conclusions 

The features that stand out in the persona of Catalina de Zúñiga y Sandoval, countess of 

Lemos, are those of a woman with a huge authority, sharp political skills, and who was 

absolutely at ease within Madrid’s court. In my case, of course, I made a clear choice: 

it’s the apostolic nuncio’s point of view that was considered here. It is probable that, in 

his own personal judgment, the Holy see’s emissary has emphasized the role of the 

countess, and his frequent stressing of her negative aspects was made in order to justify 

his difficulties in mediation. As a matter of fact, she does look like an insurmountable 

obstacle to the achievement of successful resolutions in the nuncio’s negotiations. 

However, this doesn’t mean that what is written in Antonio Caetani’s correspondence is 

false, or tendentious, but the figure depicted is actually real. From the dispatches we can 

come to understand the countess’ political strategy and her loyalty to the family clan. 

What comes out is a profile of a woman with a strong personality who was feared by the 

court’s men. Thanks to the persuasive power she employed on her brother, the duke of 

Lerma, she managed to influence the political decisions and interfere with the State’s 

affairs. It is true, however, that, if we are to measure how much she actually intervened 

in the valido’s political choices, we have to mantain a certain critical distance. 

Furthermore, we should engage in the study of other historical sources in order to 

express a more accurate judgment of the countess of Lemos’ effective role in the court.  
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