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DRIVING INTO GOYA

I HAD BEEN THINKING about Goya and looking at his works for a long time, off and on, before the triggering event that cleared me to write this book. I knew some of his etchings when I was a high-school student in Australia, and one of them became the first work of art I ever bought—in those far-off days before I realized that critics who collect art venture onto ethically dubious ground. My purchase was a poor second state of Capricho 43, El sueño de la razón produce monstruos (“The sleep of reason brings forth monsters”), that ineffably moving image of the intellectual beset with doubts and night terrors, slumped on his desk with owls gyring around his poor perplexed head like the flying foxes that I knew so well from my childhood. The dealer wanted ten pounds and I got it for eight, making up the last quid with coins, including four sixpenny bits. It was the first etching I had ever owned, but by no means the first I had seen. My family had a few etchings. They were kept in the pantry, face to the wall, icons of mild indecency—risqué in their time—in exile. My grandfather, I suppose, had bought them, but they had offended my father’s prudishness. They were the work of an artist vastly famous in Australia and wholly unknown outside it, a furiously energetic, charismatic, and mediocre old polymath called Norman Lindsay, who believed he was Picasso’s main rival and whose bizarre mockoco nudes—somewhere between Aubrey Beardsley and Antoine Watteau, without the pictorial merits of either and swollen with cellulite transplanted from Rubens—were part of every Australian lawyer’s or pub-keeper’s private imaginative life.

That was what my adolescent self fancied etchings were about: titillation. Popular culture and dim sexual jokes (“Come up and see my etchings”) said so. Whatever was on Goya’s mind, though, it wasn’t that. And as I got to know him a little better, through reproductions in books—nobody was exhibiting real Goyas in Australia all those decades ago; glimpsing El sueño de la razón was a fluke—I realized to my astonishment what extremity of the tragic sense the man could put onto little sheets of paper. Por que fue sensible, the woman despairing in the darkness of her cell, guilty and always alone, awaiting the death with which the State would avenge the murder of her husband. ¡Que se la llevaron! (“They carried her off!”): the young woman carried off by thugs, one possibly a priest, her little shoes sticking incongruously up as the abductors bend silently to their work. Tántalo (“Tantalus”): an oldish man, hands clasped, rocking to and fro beside the knife-edge of a pyramid in a despair too deep for words, and, across his knees, the corpse-rigid form of a beautiful and much younger woman whose passion cannot be aroused by his impotence. I could not imagine feeling like this man—being fourteen, a virgin, and full of bottled-up testosterone, I didn’t even realize that impotence could happen but Goya made me feel it. How could anyone do so? What hunger was it that I didn’t know about but he did?

And then there was the Church, dominant anxiety of Goya’s life and of mine. Nobody I knew about in Australia in the early 1950s would have presumed to criticize the One, Holy, Roman and Apostolic Church with the ferocity and zeal that Goya brought to the task at the end of the eighteenth century. In my boyhood all Catholicism was right-wing, conservative, and hysterically subservient to that most white-handedly authoritarian of recent popes, Pius XII, with his foolish cult of the Virgin of Fatima and the Assumption. In Goya’s time the obsession with papal authority, and the concomitant power of the Church, was even greater, and to openly criticize either in Spain was not devoid of risk. I remember how my Jesuit teachers (very savvy men) used to say “We don’t try to justify the Inquisition anymore, we just ask you to see it in its historical context”—as though the dreadful barbarity of one set of customs excused, or at least softened, the horrors of another; as though hanging and quartering people for secular reasons somehow made comprehensible the act of burning an old woman at the stake in Seville because her neighbors had testified to Inquisitors from the Holy Office that she had squatted down, cackling, and laid eggs with cabbalistic designs on them. It seemed to us schoolboys back in the fifties that, however bad and harshly enforced they were, the terrors of Torquemada and the Holy Office could hardly have compared with those of the Gulag and the Red brainwashers in Korea. But they looked awful all the same, and they inserted one more lever into the crack that would eventually rive my Catholic faith. So it may be said that Goya—in his relentless (though, as we shall see, already somewhat outdated) attacks on the Inquisition, the greed and laziness of monks, and the exploitive nature of the monastic life—had a spiritual effect on me, and was the only artist ever to do so in terms of formal religion. He helped turn me into an ex-Catholic, an essential step in my growth and education (and in such spiritual enlightenment as I may tentatively claim), and I have always been grateful for that. The thought that, among the scores of artists of some real importance in Europe in the late eighteenth century, there was at least one man who could paint with such realism and skepticism, enduring for his pains an expatriation that turned into final exile, was confirming.

Artists are rarely moral heroes and should not be expected to be, any more than plumbers or dog breeders are. Goya, being neither madman nor masochist, had no taste for martyrdom. But he sometimes was heroic, particularly in his conflicted relations with the last Bourbon monarch he served, the odious and arbitrarily cruel Fernando VII. His work asserted that men and women should be free from tyranny and superstition; that torture, rape, despoliation, and massacre, those perennial props of power in both the civil and the religious arena, were intolerable; and that those who condoned or employed them were not to be trusted, no matter how seductive the bugle calls and the swearing of allegiance might seem. At fifteen, to find this voice—so finely wrought and yet so raw, public and yet strangely private—speaking to me with such insistence and urgency from a remote time and a country I’d never been to, of whose language I spoke not a word, was no small thing. It had the feeling of a message transmitted with terrible urgency, mouth to ear: this is the truth, you must know this, I have been through it. Or, as Goya scratched at the bottom of his copperplates in Los desastres de la guerra: “Yo lo vi,” “I saw it.” “It” was unbelievably strange, but the “yo” made it believable.

A European might not have reacted to Goya’s portrayal of war in quite this way; these scenes of atrocity and misery would have been more familiar, closer to lived experience. War was part of the common fate of so many English, French, German, Italian, and Balkan teenagers, not just a picture in a frame. The crushed house, the dismembered body, the woman howling in her unappeasable grief over the corpse of her baby, the banal whiskered form of the rapist in a uniform suddenly looming in the doorway, the priest (or rabbi) spitted like a pig on a pike. These were things that happened in Europe, never to us, and our press did not print photographs of them. We Australian boys whose childhood lay in the 1940s had no permanent atrocity exhibition, no film of real-life terror running in our heads. Like our American counterparts we had no experience of bombing, strafing, gas, enemy invasion, or occupation. In fact, we Australians were far more innocent of such things, because we had nothing in our history comparable to the fratricidal slaughters of the American Civil War, which by then lay outside the experience of living Americans but decidedly not outside their collective memory. Except for one Japanese air strike against the remote northern city of Darwin, a place where few Australians had ever been, our mainland was as virginal as that of North America. And so the mighty cycle of Goya’s war etchings, scarcely known in the country of my childhood, came from a place so unfamiliar and obscure, so unrelated to life as it was lived in that peculiar womb of nonhistory below the equator, that it demanded special scrutiny. Not Beethoven’s Muss es sein—“Must it be so? It must be so”—written at the head of the last movement of his F Major String Quartet in 1826. Rather, “Can it be so? It can be so!”—a prolonged gasp of recognition at the sheer, blood-soaked awfulness of the world. Before Goya, no artist had taken on such subject matter at such depth. Battles had been formal affairs, with idealized heroes hacking at one another but dying noble and even graceful deaths: Sarpedon’s corpse carried away from Troy to the broad and fertile fields of an afterlife in Lycia by Hypnos and Thanatos, Sleep and Death. Or British General Wolfe expiring instructively on the heights of Quebec, setting a standard of nobly sacrificial death etiquette for his officers and even for an Indian. Not the mindless and terrible slaughter that, Goya wanted us all to know, is the reality of war, ancient or modern.

What person whose life is involved with the visual arts, as mine has been for some forty-five years, has not thought about Goya? In the nineteenth century (as in any other) there are certain artists whose achievement is critical to an assessment of our own perhaps less urgent doings. Not to know them is to be illiterate, and we cannot exceed their perceptions. They give their times a face, or rather a thousand faces. Their experience watches ours, and can out-flank it with the intensity of its feeling. A writer on music who had not thought about Beethoven, or a literary critic who had never read the novels of Charles Dickens—what would such a person’s views be worth, what momentum could they possibly acquire? They would not be worth taking seriously. Goya was one of these seminal artists.

The main reason that I started thinking about Goya with some regularity lay in the peculiar culture whose tail end I encountered when I went to live and work in America in 1970. It had almost been eviscerated of all human depiction. Of course it had plenty of human presence, but that was another matter. Here was America, riven to the point of utter desolation over the most bitterly resented conflict it had embarked on since the Civil War. Vietnam was tearing the country apart, and where was the art that recorded America’s anguish? Well, there was art—most of it, with a few honorable exceptions like Leon Golub, of a mediocre sort, the kind of “protest” art more notable for its polemics than its esthetic qualities. But in general there was nothing, absolutely nothing, that came near the achievement of Goya’s Desastres de la guerra, those heartrending prints in which the artist bore witness to the almost unspeakable facts of death in the Spanish rising against Napoleon, and in doing so became the first modern visual reporter on warfare. Nor did there seem to be any painting (and still less, any sculpture) produced by an American that could have sustained comparison with Goya’s painting of the execution of the Spanish patriots on the third of May, 1808. Clearly, there were some things that moral indignation could not do on its own.

What did modernity lack that Goya had? Or was that the wrong question to ask? Was it rather that an age of mass media, our own age, so overloaded with every kind of visual image that all images were in some sense replaceable, a time when few things stood out for long from a prevailing image-fog, had somehow blurred and carried away a part of the memorable distinctness the visual icon once had? Perish the thought. But the thought stuck. It would neither perish nor be resolved. Of course, Goya was an exception. It seems that geniuses (a word that, despite all the pecking and bitching of postmodernist criticism, must survive because there is no other that fits certain cases of human exception) are fated to be. But the fact that at the end of the twentieth century we had (as we still have) no person who could successfully make eloquent and morally urgent art out of human disaster tells us something about the shriveled expectations of what art can do. So how could someone have managed it with such success two centuries earlier? There is no convenient answer, no wrapping in which to package such a mystery, which is nothing less than the mystery of the tragic sense itself. It is not true that calamitous events are bound, or even likely, to excite great tragic images. Nearly sixty years after the bomb bay doors of the Enola Gay opened to release Little Boy, and a new level of human conflict, over Hiroshima, there is still no major work of visual art marking the birth of the nuclear age. No esthetically significant painting or sculpture commemorates Auschwitz. It is most unlikely that a lesser though still socially traumatic event, such as the felling of the World Trade Center in 2001, will stimulate any memorable works of art. What we do remember are the photos, which cannot be exceeded.

Goya was an artist wholeheartedly of this world. He seems to have had no metaphysical urges. He could do heaven, but it was rather a chore. The angels he painted on the walls of San Antonio de la Florida, in his great mural cycle of 1798, are gorgeous blondes with gauzy wings first, and messengers of heaven’s grace only second. They would not carry such grace if they were not desirable. For him, it seems, God chose to manifest himself to humankind by creating the episodically vast pleasures of the world.

Goya was a mighty celebrant of pleasure. You know he loved everything that was sensuous: the smell of an orange or a girl’s armpit; the whiff of tobacco and the aftertaste of wine; the twanging rhythms of a street dance; the play of light on taffeta, watered silk, plain cotton; the afterglow expanding in a summer evening’s sky or the dull gleam of a shotgun’s well-carved walnut butt. You do not need to look far for his images of pleasure; they pervade his work, from the early tapestry designs he did for the Spanish royal family—the majas and majos picnicking and dancing on the green banks of the Manzanares outside Madrid, the children playing toreadors, the excited crowds—right through to the challenging sexuality of The Naked Maja.

But he was also one of the few great describers of physical pain, outrage, insult to the body. At that, he was as good as Matthias Grünewald, the Master of the Isenheim Altarpiece. It is not at all inevitable that an artist is as good at pain as he is at pleasure. An artist can handle one without convincingly suggesting the other, and many have. Hieronymus Bosch, the fifteenth-century Netherlandish mystic whose paintings were so avidly collected by the gloomy Spanish monarch Felipe II and, enshrined in the royal collections, would in due course exercise such influence on the fascinated Goya, was not—despite the title of his most famous painting, The Garden of Earthly Delights—especially good at depicting the marvels of sensuality. His hells are always genuinely frightening and credible, his heavens scarcely believable at all. Exactly the opposite problem arises with his great Baroque antitype, Peter Paul Rubens. Look at a Rubens Crucifixion, that noble and muscular body hammered with degrading iron spikes to the fatal tree, and you hardly feel there is any death in it: its sheer physical prosperity, that abundance of energy, defies and in some sense defeats the very idea of torment. Rubens’s damned souls are actors, howling their passion to tatters; one does not feel their pain, except as a sort of theological proposition. The rhetoric overwhelms and displaces the reality (if one can speak of “reality” in such a context). But Goya truly was a realist, one of the first and greatest in European art.

I once had an illusion that I met him. This was after an auto accident in 1999. The impact smashed my body like a toad’s; so much of the skeletal structure on my right side was broken, disjointed, or pulverized that my chances of survival were rated extremely low. The doctors and nurses, at Royal Perth Hospital and later at St. Vincent’s in Sydney, labored immensely to pull me through, but it took nearly seven months’ hospitalization, more than a dozen operations, more pain than I had imagined possible, and, at the outset, some five weeks in a coma in intensive care. The peculiarity of intensive care is that, while those who do not know about it assume that the patient is unconscious, one’s consciousness—though not of one’s immediate surroundings, or of people coming and going—is strangely affected by the drugs, the intubation, the fierce and continuous lights, and one’s own immobility. These give rise to prolonged narrative dreams, or hallucinations, or nightmares. They are far heavier and more enclosing than ordinary sleep-dreams and have the awful character of inescapability; there is nothing outside them, and time is wholly lost in their maze. Much of the time, I dreamed about Goya. He was not the real artist, of course, but a projection of my fears. The book I meant to write on him had hit the wall; I had been blocked for years before the accident.

In my dream narrative he was young and something of a street tough—a majo, dressed, I later realized, in the bullfighter’s jacket of his 1794–95 self-portrait (frontispiece). He had a gang of friends around him, scornful fellow majos, and they all judged me to be a ridiculous intruder, so far out of his depth as to be a clown. Our encounter took place in the gloomy, cavernous cells of a lunatic asylum or plague hospital—another location familiar from Goya’s paintings. But these rooms, with their dim light and reverberant echoes, were also an airport: the airport, for some unfathomable reason, of Sevilla. (Sevilla plays little part in Goya’s life; he never lived or worked there, although he did a large painting of its patron saints Justa and Rufina for its cathedral.) My one desire, seemingly my single hope, was to get out of there and somehow drag myself onto an Iberia domestic jet that would carry me away from this awful place, where I had no business to be. The stones were old, but the furniture was oppressively cheap and new: Formica tables, weird mazes of slippery plastic curtains, electronic security scanning gates. Goya delighted in making me walk, or rather hobble or crawl, through the scanners, which emitted repeated squeals and buzzes of alarm. Then he and his friends would turn me around and make me go back, cackling with laughter at the efforts of this inglés asqueroso (disgusting Englishman) to do the impossible and free himself. It was impossible because they had attached a bizarre metal framework to my right leg, which prevented me from getting through a door or crawling through one of the tempting gaps in the outer walls of the prison-airport. The framework had the crude heaviness of eighteenth-century rural ironwork, but it was made of highly polished stainless steel and another metal, which I surmised to be titanium. This, at least, had some correspondence with reality. The doctors at Royal Perth had fitted to my right leg, whose tibia, fibula, knee joint, and femur had been all but pulverized by the collision, a therapeutic device called an Isikoff brace. The limb was encircled by rigid plastic rings from which sharp spikes protruded inwards; these were screwed through the flesh into the broken pieces of bone, holding them in a spatially correct anatomical relation to one another so that they could begin the slow process of knitting together. I would have to wear this prosthesis for months. In my dream, or hallucination, it became the contraption for restraint and torment that Goya had applied to me.

One does not need to be Dr. Freud to recognize the meaning of this bizarre and obsessive vision. I had hoped to “capture” Goya in writing, and he instead imprisoned me. My ignorant enthusiasm had dragged me into a trap from which there was no evident escape. Not only could I not do the job; my subject knew it and found my inability hysterically funny. There was only one way out of this humiliating bind, and that was to crash through. Or so it seemed. Through all the pain and psychic confusion, Goya had assumed such importance in my subjective life that whether I could do him justice in writing or not, I couldn’t give up on him. It was like overcoming writer’s block by blowing up the building in whose corridor it had occurred.

Why did he seem so urgent? I couldn’t imagine hallucinating in that way about Delacroix or Ingres, whose work I also adore. But many people, myself included, think of Goya as part of our own time, almost as much our contemporary as the equally dead Picasso: a “modern artist.” Goya seems a true hinge figure, the last of what was going and the first of what was to come: the last Old Master and the first Modernist. Now, it’s true that in a strictly existential sense this is an illusion. No person “belongs” to any time other than his own. There are modernist elements in other artists too; it’s just that in Goya they are more vivid, more pronounced than in his contemporaries. There is nothing “modern” about Anton Raphael Mengs, the top dog of painting at the court of Carlos III in Madrid. One could hardly make a case for the modernity of that wonderfully inventive and sprightly painter Giambattista Tiepolo, who just preceded Goya at the Spanish court. But the kind of modernism I mean is not a matter of inventiveness. It has to do with a questioning, irreverent attitude to life; with a persistent skepticism that sees through the official structures of society and does not pay reflexive homage to authority, whether that of church, monarch, or aristocrat; that tends, above all, to take little for granted, and to seek a continuously realistic attitude to its themes and subjects: to be, as Lenin would remark in Zurich many years later and in a very different social context, “as radical as reality itself.”

You could say, for instance, that Goya was a man of the old world, because he was so clearly fascinated by witchcraft and absorbed by the ancient superstitions that surrounded the Spanish witch cult. These he illustrated again and again, not only in the monumental and fantastically inventive series of satirical prints known as the Caprichos but in a number of his paintings, including the deeply enigmatic Pinturas negras, the Black Paintings, which he made to decorate the walls of his last Spanish home, the Quinta del Sordo, across the river from Madrid. You might say, then, that witchcraft was a continuous presence in Goya’s imaginative life. But was it witchcraft itself that so fascinated him—the practice of enchantment, white and black magic acting upon reality, experienced by Goya as a fact of life in the real world—or was it the peculiarity of the social belief in it, distressing a rationalist artist as a vestige of a world that was better off without such superstitions? Affirmation or denunciation? Or (a third possibility) did he view witchcraft as a later Surrealist might, as a strange and exceedingly curious anachronism that bore witness to an unreformable, atavistic, stubborn, and hence marvelous human irrationality?

But he was also one of the new world that was coming, whose great and diffuse project the English called Enlightenment, the French éclaircissement, and to which the Spanish attached the name ilustración. This was the rationalizing and skeptical current of thought that had flowed across the Pyrenees and down into Spain. Its fountainhead was the writings of the Englishman John Locke. But its immediate influence on Spanish intellectuals came from France: from Montesquieu’s Persian Letters (1721), from Voltaire, Rousseau, and Denis Diderot’s gigantic Encyclopedia, that summation of eighteenth-century ideas, which appeared sequentially from 1751 to 1772.

Goya’s friends were ilustrados, men and women of the Enlightenment. He painted their portraits, and those of their wives, children, mistresses. At the same time he painted people who were very much not ilustrados, representatives of the traditional regimes of Church and State, sometimes powerful ones. Goya tended to paint according to commission. There is little sign of ideological or patriotic preference in his choice of subject. Even a partial list of Goya’s clients before the defeat of Napoleon in Spain shows a fairly even distribution of political views between conservative Spaniards, Spanish liberal patriots, and French sympathizers. In the first category, those he painted included the duchess d’Abrantès, Juan Agustín Ceán Bermúdez, the conde de Fernán Núñez, Ignacio Omulryan, and of course Fernando VII. In the second, there were Jovellanos, the actor Isidoro Máiquez, and that fiery defender of Zaragoza, José Palafox. In the third, the priest Juan Antonio Llorente and the conde de Cabarrús—not to mention that fierce ultra and Bonapartist, France’s ambassador to Spain, the young Ferdinand Guillemardet.

But on balance he was certainly of the ilustrado party, and were there any doubt, it would be dispelled by his graphic works, especially the Caprichos. Most of the Spanish artists who were Goya’s contemporaries—Agustín Esteve, Joaquín Inza, Antonio Carnicero, and others—left no trace of opinions about society and politics in their work. They were craftsmen; they made their likenesses, did the job expected of them, and that was all. Goya was a very different creature; he could see and experience nothing without forming some opinion about it, and this opinion showed in his work, often in terms of the utmost passion. This, too, was part of his modernity, and another reason why he still seems so close to our reach, though we are separated by so much time.
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GOYA’S BEGINNINGS

ABOUT THIRTY YEARS separate the two paintings that, between them, show the scope of the artist’s career. Although their subject is the same, their mood and meaning, as well as the way in which they are painted, are utterly different. Yet they were painted by the same man: Francisco Goya y Lucientes. We expect an artist to change in thirty years. But to change so much? To remake himself from top to bottom, into so apparently different an artist, and with such compulsive force? Such a change can happen when youth turns to age, and sometimes art historians call it the coming of a “great, late style.” It is radical, but not with the comparatively weak radicalism of youth. Coming as it does after a long life, when there is so little time left, it has a seriousness beyond mere experiment or hypothesis. It says: look at this and look at it hard, because it may be the last you’ll hear from me.

In each work he was painting the feast day of San Isidro, the patron saint of Madrid, where Goya lived. Each year it falls on May 15, and it is one of the city’s biggest occasions for celebration and jollity. The person it commemorates was, according to legend (or hagiography, to be polite), an eleventh-century laborer who was tilling the soil in the meadows and flats beside the Manzanares, the river that gives Madrid its water, when his hoe struck a “miraculous” fountain in the earth, which thereafter never ceased to flow. Gradually, it became a place of pilgrimage; those who went there sometimes found that their diseases and infirmities were cured by drinking the water from San Isidro’s well. In the sixteenth century a hermitage was built on the spot by Empress Isabel after her Hapsburg husband Charles V (Carlos I of Spain) and their son Felipe drank the water and were cured of their illnesses. The hermitage became a church, which, expanded and remodeled in a neoclassical style in the early eighteenth century, still stands today, looking back across the Manzanares to the city. By the time Goya was born, in 1746, so many madrileños crossed the Segovia bridge each May 15 and converged on the slopes and meadows below the church of San Isidro that the spot had become a combination fairground, picnic ground, and religious gathering place.
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Goya, La pradera de San Isidro (St. Isidro’s Meadow), 1788. Oil on canvas, 44 × 94 cm. Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid. (illustration credit 2.1)



They would come in their spring finery, the men in tricornes, breeches, and stockings, the women as delicate as butterflies with their parasols to ward off the sunshine, their carriages and barouches well furnished with picnic hampers; bowing and chatting to one another, passing compliments, and each swallowing a pious draft of holy water from the well.

This was the scene painted by Goya in 1788 in a brisk oil sketch almost small enough to have been done on the spot, en plein air, though it was almost certainly made in his studio from memory and pencil scribbles. Goya was then a man of forty, a late starter, his career scarcely even begun. Forty was not youngish for the time, but it was for Goya, who would defy all actuarial probabilities of the day by living to the age of eighty-two. His picture is happy and festive. The people in it are those he wants to be among, those, you might feel, that he wants to be: the young man in the foreground, for instance, leaning forward on his cane, gazing with happy absorption at the bouquet of women under the elliptical saucer of the white parasol. Goya would like to be their friend, their social equal, their sexual partner. He would like to know the girl in the red jacket and the yellow skirt, who bends forward to fill the glass of a young man who leans forward to receive the drink. Goya’s vision of this feast day of San Isidro is as uncomplicated and without strain as a Renoir boating-party scene. It is all decorum and shared pleasure.
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Goya, Peregrinación a la fuente de San Isidro (The Pilgrimage of St. Isidro), 1821–23. Oil on canvas, 140 × 438 cm. Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid. (illustration credit 2.2)



In the distance, across the swiftly brushed gleam of the Manzanares, two big buildings look down on the merrymakers. One building has a single dome, the church of San Francisco; to the left of it is the Pardo, one of the various royal palaces in and around Madrid. Before long, Goya hopes, the scene he is painting will become the sketch for a huge full-scale preliminary study, or cartoon (meaning that the design was done on cartone, paper), which will then be woven in wool to mural scale—Goya meant it to be almost twenty-five feet wide—and placed in one of the rooms of the Pardo palace. He expects it to help bring him fame, and propel him on his trajectory of success, in the course of which he will become the chief court artist, first painter to the king.

This did not happen in the way Goya hoped and expected. Later in the same year, 1788, the king—Carlos III, the Bourbon monarch of Spain—would die, and the Pardo palace would fall into disuse: no more new paintings and decorative schemes, including tapestries, would be done for it. There would be no full-size cartoon of the happy open-air crowds on San Isidro’s day, and no tapestry based on such a cartoon. But the small sketch would be absorbed eventually into the collections of the great museum of the Prado, where it remains as one of the very few completely unshadowed images of collective social pleasure in Goya’s work.

The second picture, traditionally titled The Pilgrimage of San Isidro, also hangs in the Prado, in the galleries reserved for what are called Goya’s Pinturas negras, the Black Paintings of his old age. It was painted sometime between 1821 and 1823, when Goya was in his mid-seventies and had only a few years left to live in Spain. (Before long he would leave the land where, except for a brief youthful sojourn in Italy, he had lived all his life, and move across the French border to Bordeaux, where he died at eighty-two in 1828.) A little earlier he had purchased a house outside Madrid, on the far bank of the Manzanares looking back at the city from roughly the same vantage point as the pilgrims to the miraculous spring of San Isidro. This new residence was called the Quinta del Sordo, the Deaf Man’s Farmhouse. It drew its nickname, by mere coincidence, not from Goya himself, who was indeed as deaf as a stone by then and had been for decades, but from the previous owner, a deaf farmer. We have only an imperfect idea of what this two-story place looked like, since it was demolished later in the nineteenth century to make way for a railway siding, which now bears Goya’s name. Goya, however, covered the internal walls with paintings, done in oil directly on the plaster. The Pilgrimage of San Isidro is one of these.

It is very big, indeed panoramic—four and a half feet high by fourteen wide—though not as big as the tapestry was projected to have been thirty-three years before. It is also one of the few paintings from the Deaf Man’s House that can be plausibly connected to an actual event, even though Goya did not sign, date, or title it. It may be that some other romería, or pilgrimage, in some other part of Spain where Goya had been—Andalucía, for instance—supplied the inspiration for this picture. But the sight of the Madrid procession was right on Goya’s doorstep, he had seen it year after year, and it is reasonable to suppose that the subject is indeed the veneration of San Isidro. That the painting, along with the others in the Deaf Man’s House, should have survived at all is not far short of miraculous, for in 1873 the property was bought by Baron Frédéric d’Erlanger, a wealthy Frenchman with real-estate interests in Spain. Unlike most of his developer confrères from then to now, d’Erlanger did care about the visual arts and thought that Goya’s murals—bizarre, mostly incomprehensible, and almost illegibly dark—were worth saving.

Their existence had been noted before by Goya’s friend Bernardo de Iriarte, who visited the house in 1868, long after Goya’s death, and saw them on the walls, assigning his own brief titles to them. But it is more than possible that the Black Paintings might have perished through damp, vandalism, and neglect if the Baron d’Erlanger had not arranged to have the painted plaster—which was not true fresco but oil paint, and therefore highly vulnerable to everything that can go wrong with an absorbent, friable plaster surface—lifted from the walls and remounted on canvas. This work began in 1874. In the process, a certain amount of editing and “correction” went on at the hands of the restorer, one Martín Cubells: for instance, early (prerestoration) photos suggest that the horrific main figure in Saturn Devouring His Son had a partly erect penis before Cubells toned it down in the interest of public decency. It seems extraordinary, when you think of it, that a penis (erect or not) could have been considered more offensive to public taste than the spectacle of a cannibal father ripping a long red gobbet of meat off the corpse of his dead child; but who can say that the same fatuous censorship might not be inflicted on it today?

D’Erlanger had the remounted Black Paintings shipped off to Paris to be shown at the Exposition Universelle of 1878. One would like to report that they caused a sensation, but they did not. Journalists who mentioned them at all dismissed them as the work of a Spanish madman, although they were very much admired by some of the Impressionist painters who saw them. Goya was not a famous figure in France, not even then, but cognoscenti like Manet and Delacroix greatly admired him on the basis of his prints, which were becoming quite well known, and the Black Paintings revealed an aspect of Goya even more extreme, imposing, and bizarre than was to be found in his small-scale graphic work. Still, their display in a corridor next to an ethnological exhibition half a century after Goya’s death did not attract much attention, and in 1881 the baron sent the Black Paintings back to Spain, giving them to the Prado.

The new Pilgrimage of San Isidro is the reverse of the old one in every way. It is dark, near-hysterical, and threatening, without the smallest trace of the sweet festive qualities of the old design. The colors are funereal: browns and blacks predominate, with only an occasional trace of white. The painting contains no picnickers, parasols, or pretty girls. What it shows instead is a sluggish snake of thoroughly miserable-looking humanity crawling toward the viewer across an earth as barren as a slag heap. Two or three women are visible, but most of the people in the painting, insofar as their gender can be made out at all in the enveloping gloom, are male. The most clearly distinguishable woman is pushed off to the right, her face in profile, a mask of lamentation. No picnic baskets, glasses, or other props of plein-air enjoyment are to be seen.

As it reaches the picture plane, the serpent of Goya’s human misery rises up and expands like the hood of a cobra, and we see what it is made of: faces, every one of them contorted in a rictus of extreme expression, singing out of key together, some of them (one feels) just howling like dogs or monkeys. Mouths like craters, mere black holes, a visual cacophony of darkness giving vent to itself.

In this mound of humanity, some divisions of class can be seen. A pair of male figures, whose faces are sunk in the gloom, can be identified as middle class by the cylindrical black hats they are wearing. But the spearhead of this human mass is proletarian, or less than that: mendicants and would-be ecstatics in rags, utterly absorbed in a vision that we, as onlookers, cannot identify or share. The guitarist in the foreground is so caught up in his praise song, or raucous cante jondo, or whatever it is, that he seems beyond communication.

This is Goya’s vision of humanity in the mass, in the raw, almost on the point of explosion. It is painted in a way that seems to have no precedent, fiercely and with a broad brush: swipes of ocher and umber, deep holes of black, the forms of nose, cheekbone, forehead, ear, and the sunken eye socket with the dangerous-looking highlight inside it forming themselves, as it were, out of the rough paste of paint.

No earlier artist had conveyed the irrationality of the mob, especially the mob inflamed by a common vision—religious, political, it makes no difference—with such unsentimental power. What is more, the expressive roughness of the paint, the urgency with which it is applied, and the theater of expression on the crowd’s individual faces—angry, stupefied, cunning, close to madness—amount to an assault on silence. Which they collectively are. They have the ferocity of creatures trying to make themselves heard from the other side of a sealed glass. They are the creatures of Goya’s own deafness. They jostle at the surface of the painting, but the artist cannot hear them and never will. Hence the violence of his representation, the caricatural will to make audible what will always be silent to him.

SAY THE WORDS “Spanish art,” and four names at once leap to most minds: Velázquez, Goya, Dalí, and Picasso, with Doménikos Theotokópoulos, a.k.a. El Greco, a Greek artist who worked in Toledo, a close fifth.

For many people, El Greco is too pious and mannered to be wholly satisfying, while Picasso is too difficult to comprehend as a whole: his most popular works, from his Blue Period, are still his weakest, sentimental and derivative, while his greatest achievement, the co-invention of Cubism, remains too obscure to win an unrigged vote. The colossal popularity of Picasso flows from his protean energy and unquestionable genius. But it also represents the triumph of publicity over accessibility, of curiosity about the man over real love of his work. Much the same is true about Dalí: a genius at publicity but ultimately a self-destructive one, an artist of extraordinary power in his youth—for nothing can ever diminish the marvelous poetry of his work in the 1920s and his film collaborations with Luis Buñuel—but a catastrophically self-repeating bore in his old age.

By contrast, Velázquez has next to no personal myth. We know so little about him that he almost vanishes behind his paintings—not at all an unhealthy situation in an age obsessed and blinded by “personality” and celebrity, but one that makes him difficult for people raised on late-twentieth-century ideas of artistic achievement to approach. What was he “really” like? We do not know and never will. No diaries, no letters, no self-disclosure: a seamless, expressionless, and polished mask that gives us virtually no grip on the paintings he made.

The most accessible of the four, it seems, is Francisco Goya y Lucientes (1746–1828). But even there, or perhaps especially there, one needs to be careful. It may be a cliché, but it is nonetheless true, that no great artist surrenders easily to the prying eye, and that none is altogether likely to be self-explanatory. On the one hand, much of Goya’s art has a revolutionary character. On the other, Goyas that are not a bit satirical or hostile have been credited with subversive intent, and much of his work consists of portraits that, fairly seen, are not in the least derogatory of those who commissioned them. The idea of Goya as an artist naturally “agin’ the system” is pretty much a modernist myth. But it is based on a fundamental truth of his character: he was a man of great and at times heroic independence, who never betrayed his deep impulses or told a pictorial lie. One of the abiding mysteries of Goya seems to be that so fiery a spirit, so impetuous and sardonic, so unbridled in his imagination, could ever have adapted not just occasionally but consistently, for more than forty years, to the conditions of working for the successive Bourbon courts.

But perhaps it is not so mysterious after all. The first biography and study written about Goya appeared well after his death, and were written by Frenchmen: Laurent Matheron’s Goya (Paris, 1858) and Charles Yriarte’s Goya: Sa biographie, les fresques, les toiles, les tapisseries, les eaux-fortes…(Paris, 1867). These authors, neither of whom had known Goya personally, admired him and his work so intensely that they felt obliged to make a French romantic hero out of him: that is to say, a revolutionary, an anti-monarchist, a turbulent and erotic figure with a wild youth behind him and a fiercely ingrained resistance to any sort of interference with his artistic autonomy.

There was, in fact, some basis to their claims, though they were not entirely trustworthy. The reality was, as the early-twentieth-century scholar Enrique Lafuente Ferrari put it somewhat cautiously, that Goya “viviera muy agitados años juveniles.”1 The stories of fiery temperament intersected with another aspect of the Goya legend that was also part truth and part exaggeration: that he was not learned, not well educated in any formal sense—a sort of brilliant primitive risen from the working class. “Deprived of a literary education in his earliest years,” wrote Matheron, “he scarcely opened a book during the formation of his intellectual faculties, which were absorbed by other matters.”

In his zeal to claim Goya for the radical party and make him into a sub-Pyrenean Frenchman, Charles Yriarte went even further, declaring that Goya was “an encyclopedist,” one of the “great demolishers” of Spanish orthodoxy, respecting “neither family nor throne, nor the God of his fathers.”2

This was wildly exaggerated, but it lies at the root of the once commonplace idea that Goya had somehow managed to install himself at the Spanish court as an underminer of the dignity of the Bourbons. It is a durable fancy because it fits the perennial belief in the subversiveness of art, but it is quite untrue. His portraits of the Bourbons and their attendant nobles were not, as twentieth-century writers have often argued, acts of hostility or satire. Even when he was painting someone he had reason to dislike, such as the last king he served, Fernando VII, he was able to do it, if not with flattery, at least with a reasonable degree of equanimity. Goya the indignant ironist, the protester against death and injustice, mainly appears in his graphic work, which, though publicly (and unsuccessfully) offered for sale during the artist’s lifetime, did not come into being through any act of royal or noble patronage. The closest King Carlos IV came to active involvement in the Caprichos was not in underwriting their creation; it was in permitting Goya to sell him the original copperplates after the publication had failed, in return for a royal pension granted to his son Javier.

Except for Pablo Picasso, no Western artist in the last 150 years seems to have so dominated the culture of his country during his own lifetime as Goya. Yet, curiously enough, this is a retrospective illusion, caused by the simple fact that, to our eyes, he was by far the best painter in Madrid in the 1790s. His position was never entirely secure at court and had little grip on the public’s imagination. Admittedly, what counted in those days was not public opinion, simply because the “general public” did not buy or commission paintings—only a small elite was interested or had the money. But in matters of art, in late-eighteenth-century Madrid, there was no cozy question of democratic consensus on quality. This meant that a newcomer had to be careful what he imitated, and sure about committing himself to mentors: all the rest was a minefield of concealed diplomatic blunders. You did not just become well known through native ability, though of course you did not acquire a name without it.

Goya was much less known in his own day than he is now, and fewer people, even in Spain, knew his work at first hand. He acquired a fairly large educated audience, which was the best a painter then could expect. People did not go for artists merely because other people, even their social superiors, thought they were “new” or “exciting.” The idea of art for a mass audience had not yet been born. Probably if you added up the total number of people in Spain in 1800 who had some awareness of this painter, it would be no more than a fraction, and a tiny fraction at that, of the number of people today who would recognize—whatever shadings you may wish to give the verb—the name of a merely fashionable star like Damien Hirst, let alone that of Jackson Pollock. Two hundred years ago, the words “famous artist” did not mean what they do today.

Goya’s career was long—unusually so, given the life expectancy of his day in Spain, when even the well-off could rarely hope to live much past fifty and workers seldom got to see the far side of thirty-five. We are apt, today, to forget that eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Spain was, in an extreme and literal sense, a culture of death.

It was not that more people died then than now. Everyone dies, sooner or later. But today, barring the horrors of mass slaughter (the specialty of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries), they die later. Then, they died sooner. The culture of death, in other words, was not the property of the old. Long working lives were rare and, when they occurred, remarkable. In most of eighteenth-century Europe, with Spain at the lower end of the scale, the normal expectation of life for the poor oscillated between twenty-seven and thirty-two years.3 This was a factor in the reverence and respect paid to old age, something that has almost vanished from our own culture. Quite simply, to reach old age was an achievement, a kind of triumph. When teenagers were as vulnerable to fatal diseases as eighty-year-olds, when the causes of epidemics were not understood, when antibiotics were unknown and medicine was hardly even a science, it was not possible to sweep death under the carpet, as modern Americans have done. Spaniards in Goya’s lifetime routinely died of afflictions that would scarcely force them to be hospitalized today, and there were many more of these afflictions: it is very unlikely that an immensely wealthy, cosseted, prominent woman in Madrid today would die at forty of a combination of tuberculosis and dengue (breakbone) fever, but that was what happened to the duchess of Alba, to whom Goya’s name is forever linked. As communications improved and the limits of the Spanish empire expanded, so did the opportunities for death from new contagious diseases, plagues, and epidemics. As cities grew, sucking in and concentrating the previously more dispersed population of the Spanish countryside, so did the danger—indeed, the near certainty—of infection from poisoned and polluted water and every kind of urban filth. To live to the age of eighty-two, as Goya did, was a great stroke of biological luck. To do so while staying sane and working right up to the end—for there is no evidence of senile decay or dementia in Goya’s last years, although physical infirmities did, of course, take their toll—was well-nigh miraculous. He was a tough, tenacious old bird, and he had every right to make, toward the end, that inspiring drawing of an ancient, bearded man, like Father Time or Kronos himself, hobbling along with the aid of two canes, “god-on-sticks” as the English critic Tom Lubbock4 aptly called him, with the scrawled caption “Aún aprendo”—“I’m still learning.”
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Goya, Bordeaux Album I, 54, Aún aprendo (“I’m still learning”), 1824–28. Black chalk, 19.1 × 14.5 cm. Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid. (illustration credit 2.3)



Goya was exceptionally productive. He made some seven hundred paintings, nine hundred drawings, and almost three hundred prints, two great mural cycles, and a number of lesser mural projects. In his time he had a few competitors but no real rivals. He was that rarity, an artist born, raised, and working in a society strikingly short of pictorial talent who attained an astonishing level of achievement without much stimulus from peers. Goya knew quite a lot about Watteau and, in his tapestries emulated Watteau’s designs (bequeathed to him by Titian) for the fěte champětre, the idealized picnic of likeminded souls betokening social harmony in the open air. But there was no one else in Spain doing designs of this sort, with two exceptions: a much inferior French artist Madrid-trained named Michel-Ange Houasse and Carlos III’s court painter Luis Paret y Alcázar (1746–99), the same age as Goya, who did pleasing but superficially decorative, provincial rococo genre scenes of gallantry.

Europe had no one else like Goya, and it didn’t know about Goya himself, because Spanish art had no access to the north. But then, there was no one else like this great solitary in Spain either. He was the one and only major painter working in Spain as the eighteenth century turned the corner into the nineteenth. As far as is known, he was not significantly influenced by any of his Spanish contemporaries, although one of them, Vicente López y Portaña (1772–1850), an able classicizing follower of Mengs, did a memorably crusty and glaring portrait of Goya as an old man with palette and brushes in 1826. It shows no more trace of Goya’s influence than Goya’s portraits do of López’s but is the only finished portrait of the great man, apart from his sparse self-portraits, that still exists.

One has the impression that Goya was not much interested in the work of his Spanish contemporaries; he gave encouragement to younger ones, like Asensio Juliá, but knew that they could have little to show him. He once declared that his real masters were Velázquez, Rembrandt, and Nature. Velázquez’s works, of course, he knew intimately, being surrounded in Madrid with the largest and best collection of them in the world. He would have known Rembrandt only through prints, since so little of the Dutch master’s painted work had made its way to Spain, but then Rembrandt’s prints contain so much of the essence of Rembrandt, as Goya’s do of Goya. They are not mere records or reproductions of paintings but fully achieved works of art in their own right, and scrutinizing them must have made clear to Goya how rich the print media could be as independent, not merely reproductive, forms of expression.

Thanks to his friendship with the Cádiz collector Sebastián Martínez, who had a large and well-stocked print cabinet, Goya had a vivid awareness—again, through prints and reproductions and the occasional copy—of English portraiture and genre painting: William Hogarth, William Blake, Sir Joshua Reynolds, John Flaxman, and others. Many of the traces of neoclassical design that appear in Goya’s graphic work come, consciously or not, from Flaxman, who was also one of the chief inspirations for Josiah Wedgwood’s pottery designs. Otherwise Goya cannot have been well aware of what non-Spanish artists were doing in the course of his lifetime, because their work was much less copiously engraved. Of manifest importance to him was English caricature—James Gillray, Thomas Rowlandson, Hogarth—whose violent distortions of form and fearlessly scatological humor were to affect Goya’s first great print series, the Caprichos.

All this was very chancy, very unsystematic. The mechanisms of exchange of information that we take for granted as routine aspects of the “art world”—traveling exhibitions, easy access to collections, public museums, art publishing, mass reproduction—hardly existed in Goya’s Spain. He made one journey to Italy, as a very young man fresh from the Spanish provinces; but although a meager sketchbook has survived from that hegira, it tells us very little of his itinerary, or what he saw, or whom he met, or what paintings made an impression on him.

He spent the last few years of his life in France, in the city of Bordeaux, which he chose more for political and family reasons than for cultural ones; he visited Paris, but one can only guess at what he might have seen there or what he thought of it. By then he was in his eighties, frail (though still, according to those who knew him, intensely curious about the life around him), and as deaf as a post. Probably he could not speak more than a few words of French.

He did not win international fame in his lifetime, or for many years after his death. In the late nineteenth century, a succession of French, English, and German artists based their aspirations as realists on their enthusiasm for Velázquez; gradually, for some, Goya’s work then took over as a standard and model. (The two were not mutually exclusive, of course; Manet was only one of a number of major painters who adored them both.) From about 1900 on, Goya was one of the few Old Masters—and a recent Old Master at that—to be exempt from the polemical rejection of the past felt by many younger artists. He was, in a real sense, the last Old Master; and in an equally real sense, the first of the Moderns.

Yet when he died, in 1828, none of that would have made sense. He had few admirers and, what is even more surprising, practically no imitators anywhere in Spain. He lived in exile and obscurity, in France. Liked by the Bourbon king Carlos III, loved by his son Carlos IV, Goya was not liked a bit by the next Bourbon, Fernando VII, who was restored as king after years in exile, having been thrown out by Napoleon’s occupation of Spain between 1808 and 1814. Fernando suspected Goya of disloyalty and in any case preferred the stiffer, smoother Neoclassical manner of his own chief court painter, Vicente López. After 1815, after Goya had served the Bourbons as chief painter for so long, it was as though he had gone into eclipse, his great etching series mostly unpublished (the fate of the Desastres de la guerra and the so-called Proverbios, or Disparates) or lapsed into semi-obscurity (as happened to the Caprichos); his drawings unknown; his paintings scarcely visible to the public except for three pictures in the Prado, two of which were royal portraits of the Bourbon monarchs he served, Carlos IV and Queen María Luisa. (Today, apart from drawings and prints, the Prado owns some 150 of his pictures, though not all are genuine, a fact that its curators will sometimes admit to in private without wishing to go on the record about it. A striking example is the Milkmaid of Bordeaux, a painting done very late in Goya’s life, which is accepted with joy by everyone who doesn’t know his work well and rejected by many who do—including some of the curatorial staff of the Prado, who cannot yet take the risk of demoting such a popular picture.)

At the time of the Bourbon restoration, the catalog of the Prado, which had only recently switched from being a museum of natural history and become a picture gallery (one of the few permanent blessings with which the otherwise detestable archreactionary Fernando VII endowed Spain), did not even list Goya’s great monuments to Spain’s rising against Napoleon in 1808—his paintings of the rebellion of May 2 and the reprisals of May 3—though the Dos de Mayo was celebrated all over Spain in song and verse as the country’s national day.

Outside Spain, he was just as poorly known. A set of his fiercely moralizing Caprichos was offered by a London bookseller in 1814 for twelve pounds; a few years later, nobody had bought it and its price was reduced to seven guineas.5 Britain’s National Gallery did not acquire any Goyas until 1896, and in a famous fit of moral hysteria the greatest art critic of his age, John Ruskin, actually burned another set of Caprichos in his fireplace, as a gesture against what he conceived to be Goya’s mental and moral ignobility.

SUCH AN IDEA seems very odd today; if nothing else could make you sense that Ruskin was cuckoo (and he was; as mad and depressed in old age as King Lear himself), this peculiar deed would. Yet it is not entirely out of keeping with common, popular images of Goya, all of which turn out, on inspection, to be false: invented, mistaken, or the result of accretions of legend. It is not so long ago, for instance, that most people who thought about Goya considered him mad. The assumption was based on Goya’s deep interest in insanity, which can readily be deduced from some of his Caprichos, from the indisputable fact that he painted a number of madhouse scenes and was almost the first European artist to do so, and from the dark, enigmatic paintings that adorned his last home in Madrid, the Quinta del Sordo. But this is illogical. It is like saying Hieronymus Bosch was possessed by the devil because he painted such vivid and influential images of hell. Goya was fascinated by madness for two reasons. The first was that he shared the general interest in mental extremity that characterized Romanticism in European art. What was the human mind capable of when at the end of its tether? What images would it throw out, what behavior would it release? In this sense, Goya was no more mad than Shakespeare when he wrote the “mad scenes” for Lady Macbeth and Ophelia, and created the sublime, terrible, and fragmented utterances of Lear. Almost all the great artists of Goya’s time, from Fuseli to Byron, were fascinated by madness, that porthole into unplumbed depths of character and motive. Goya was in some ways the greatest of all delineators of madness, because he was unrivaled in his ability to locate it among the common presences of human life, to see it as a natural part of man’s (and woman’s) condition, not as an intrusion of the divine or the demonic from above or below. Madness does not come from outside into a stable and virtuous normality. That, Goya knew in his excruciating sanity, was non-sense. There is no perfect stability in the human condition, only approximations of it, sometimes fragile because created by culture. Part of his creed, indeed the very core of his nature as an artist, was Terence’s “Nihil humanum a me alienum puto,” “I think nothing human alien to me.” This was part of Goya’s immense humanity, a range of sympathy, almost literally “co-suffering,” rivaling that of Dickens or Tolstoy.

Was he some kind of a peasant touched by genius, as some writers have thought? Of course not: Goya may not have been a painter-philosopher like Poussin, and there may be some justification to the view once expressed that his letters are like those of a carpenter, but carpenters are not so dumb, and appearances can be most deceiving. Goya was a very smart and sophisticated man, not only in his handling of the issues, techniques, and meanings of his art, not only in his relationship to the art of others, but in the conduct of his daily life.

It was not easy to be a court artist. It required serious diplomatic talents. It offered no enforceable contracts, and an artist had to be constantly, minutely vigilant to keep himself not only from shooting himself in the foot but from being stabbed in the back by rivals or unsuspected enemies. Royal patronage was very much a matter of whim. It was even harder to be an artist who served several successive kings, the aristocracy around them, and the prepotent and often jealous figures of their successive administrations—with, all the while, the Catholic Church and its Holy Office, the Inquisition, looming in the background and sometimes barging threateningly into the foreground. Goya was not a manipulative man. He could do a little flattery when necessary, but he was not servile. He possessed, in the highest degree, the virtue of natural common sense, which the Catalans call seny. His mental posture was upright; his carriage, fairly relaxed. Though his letters to Martín Zapater, his friend since childhood, may not disclose the deeper layers of his emotional life (for most people around 1800 that was not what letters were for), they do reveal a man reasonably at ease in the world, free from humbug and cant, loyal to his friends, loving to his women, and deeply protective of his relatives and dependents; a natural señor with a great appetite for life, an equal talent for living it, and without any weird twist to his backbone. As John Russell wrote of Eugène Delacroix (who, not incidentally, loved Goya’s work and was the first French artist to collect it), he “is one of the most cogent arguments for the human race.”6 But do not take Goya for granted. He was a great man but not necessarily a nice guy. He was tough, prickly in defense of his hard-won prerogatives. And the last half of his life was lived out under the shadow of a crippling disability that must have made him suspicious, jumpy, and, above all, given to overcompensate for loneliness: the dreadful and unconditional loneliness of the deaf man, cut off from others and therefore bound, inevitably, to be suspicious of their motives.

GOYA WAS BORN on March 30, 1746, in the remote village of Fuendetodos in the kingdom of Aragón. From this, many people have assumed that he was a country boy who rose from obscure peasant origins to his position with the Spanish court, as official painter to three consecutive Bourbon kings: Carlos III, the “enlightened” liberal; his son Carlos IV, the stolid, blue-eyed cuckold; and his son in turn, that tyrannous weasel Fernando VII. In fact, Goya was nothing of the sort. His origins were obscure enough, but his father, José Goya, was neither a farmer nor a farmer’s son. Nor did Goya reside in Fuendetodos: he and his family lived about forty miles away (or three days’ journey over the vile Aragonese roads) in the medium-sized city of Zaragoza, the provincial capital of Aragón. José Goya was the son of a small-town notary—not an exalted rank, it is true, but in eighteenth-century Spain’s class system a hundred times better than tilling the soil. It entitled him and his children, Francisco included, to be treated as members of the lower middle class rather than as peasants or farmers. Francisco was José’s fourth child. The first had been a daughter, Rita, baptized in Zaragoza in May 1737; the second, a son, Tomás, baptized in December 1739; the third, a daughter, Jacinta, baptized in September 1743. Then came the future painter, in 1746, followed by a third son, Mariano (baptized March 1750), and a fourth, Camilo (1753).

José Goya had not followed his father into the practice of law. He had settled for being a craftsman—a gilder, not a bad trade in a culture that produced a constant demand for every kind of gold-leafed object, from decorative putti and candlesticks to picture frames and whole altar retables. At the center of this steady market for religious and decorative craftwork was the principal church of Zaragoza: the shrine, later proclaimed to be a cathedral, of Santa María del Pilar—the Virgin of the Pillar. For Spanish Catholics, this place was of great cultic significance. It commemorated the supposed vision granted to the apostle St. James the Greater (Santiago to his Spanish devotees), to whom the Virgin Mary appeared in Zaragoza near the banks of the Ebro in A.D. 40. She exhorted Santiago to evangelize the whole Iberian peninsula, converting its peoples to Christianity, then presented him with an effigy of herself and a column to stand it on—which is supposedly preserved in the church, where the faithful dutifully kiss it. The apparition of the Virgen del Pilar thus became tied in with the “liberation” of Catholic Spain from the civilization of the Arabs, which had begun with the implantation of Islamic rule there in 711. Hence the cult of the Virgin, the Pillar, and Santiago was of vast iconic importance to Spanish Catholicism, and one of its chief centers was a Gothic church, similar in style to the Cathedral of Albi, built in Zaragoza in 1515 on the spot where the Virgin supposedly made her appearance.
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Basílica del Pilar, Zaragoza (illustration credit 2.4)



At the end of the seventeenth century, work began on a newer, larger, and even more splendid sanctuary. Goya’s father was in charge of its gilding and part of its ornamentation. The Bourbon monarchs took a particular interest in protecting and pushing the whole project; Carlos III’s favorite Spanish architect, Ventura Rodríguez—later to be a friend and ally of young Goya’s—drew up the plans for the Chapel of the Pillar, which was built between 1754 and 1763. The king’s chief decorator, Antonio González Velázquez, a disciple of the Italian painter Corrado Giaquinto, was put in charge of the ornamentation of its dome. The building of Nuestra Señora del Pilar was no provincial affair: it was one of the largest ecclesiastical projects in progress anywhere in Europe in the mid-eighteenth century. Working with its designers—admittedly, as their subordinate—gave José Goya a steady, if not necessarily intimate, contact with artists and with other craftsmen, which implies that his son Francisco was exposed to a high level of professional life as well. It is a mistake to imagine that young Goya came from under a cabbage leaf, armed only with a kind of peasant genius. This is an invention of his early biographers, including, rather surprisingly, the son of his lifelong friend and correspondent Zapater, who ignored most of the discoverable facts of Goya’s childhood.

Goya’s father was a tradesman, whose family roots went back to Basque ancestry. His mother, however, belonged to the lowest order of nobility, that perhaps most useless rung of eighteenth-century Spanish society, the lesser hidalguía. To be a hidalgo, male or female—the term was a contraction of hijo de algo (son of somebody)—conferred no particular privileges beyond prestige. It was a social concept invented by rapacious monarchs of the past to raise money. You bought the title, cash down. Owning it entitled you to certain minor perquisites, all to do with courtesy. The main one was that it entitled you to be addressed as “Don” or “Doña.” No matter if the servants had deserted, the kitchen roof was tottering to the ground, and the very hens had abandoned the fowl yard, you were still an aristocrat of sorts. Starting with Columbus in 1492, all the expeditions of Spanish world conquest in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, from the Canaries to the Caribbean and thence to the rim of the Pacific, had been staffed—and many of them led—by hidalgos, which helps explain not only the rapacity with which the conquerors behaved but their parallel obsession with titles. The same held true in the civilian sphere at home in Spain: it accounts for the inflation of titles so common under Carlos III and his successors, and so ridiculous to the outsider’s eye. What, exactly, did it mean to be called the Marquis of the Royal Transport? What was Carlos III’s purpose in founding an Order with his own name that boasted, at the outset, two hundred knights? Only one answer seems possible: the gratification of an illusory sense of prestige that was sustained by no measurable achievement. One Spaniard in twenty—half a million people—claimed hidalgo status, and this privilege was more often an intolerable burden: the hidalgo could not do useful work, and since most had no inherited money or interest-bearing capital, this restriction made them little better than beggars. Goya’s mother, Gracia Lucientes, seems not to have been averse to this, and her sense of hidalguía—of being something of a nob by birth—left its traces in her painter son: in his later preference, for example, for being known as Don Francisco “de” Goya.

The house in Fuendetodos was her family’s property, a cottage, a stone box, the remnant of once larger landholdings. It is not known why she gave birth to this particular son there. Her other children were born and baptized in Zaragoza, and all of them were raised there. It is possible that José had been called to Fuendetodos to gild the altarpiece in its parish church (which was set up in 1740) and that his very pregnant wife went to stay with him while he completed this long job, and so gave birth to Goya there; but certainly the documents of the day show that around 1746 the Goya family was well and truly established in Zaragoza.7

RELATIONS BETWEEN ARAGÓN, whose capital was Zaragoza, and the more recently established kingdom of Castilla (whose centrality in Spanish politics was not confirmed until the accession of Fernando and Isabel in the late fifteenth century) had not always been easy. Traditionally, Aragón was in league with Cataluña, whose capital, Barcelona, had been a great Mediterranean power when Madrid was not much more than a cluster of mud huts. For centuries the Catalans and Aragonese had expressed their ideal of the relationship between their own count-kings and the central powers of Madrid in a pithy and exceedingly conditional oath of allegiance, recited by the justicia or high judge of Aragón to the monarchs of Barcelona and Castilla. The oath was seen as almost insultingly haughty but would not bear editing: “We, who are as good as you, swear to you, who are no better than us, to accept you as our king and sovereign lord, provided you observe all our liberties and laws—but if not, not.”

Catalans, and Aragonese to a lesser degree, have always waxed lyrical over their medieval defiance of kingship. This gave the Aragonese, in Madrid’s eyes, a reputation for being stiff-necked and stubbornly independent, irrespective of their wealth or political rank. It was put to the test several times, perhaps most memorably by the Hapsburg despot Felipe II, who, after a revolt against Madrid in Zaragoza, ordered the beheading of the latter’s obstinate justicia, Juan de Lanuza. (In the end, tempers cooled and the king, advised that it might not be a good idea to execute an official for supporting so ancient a tradition of relative independence as Aragón’s, backed off.)

Aragón’s feelings of independence were not genetic, of course, but they were a powerful current in the culture, and awareness of them was part of Goya’s inheritance. They must have reinforced his personal stubbornness, his reluctance to be pushed around by teachers and patrons. And they would certainly have been raised in his mind to a heroic level in years to come, during the Spanish War of Independence, when Zaragoza underwent its purgatory by siege from Napoleon’s forces, holding out for months after all hope of relief seemed to be gone, beating off the stronger French forces and thus supplying Goya with a vast confirmation of his pride in his patria chica and one of the chief starting points of his series of etchings the Disasters of War.

Fuendetodos was (and still is) a hole—poor, bare, isolated, and dry, a pueblo like thousands of others in Spain where peasants scratched a bare living from resentful soil. It had no river. The infrequent rains ran straight off the rocky slopes of the cordillera. The conditions of life there would hardly begin to change until long after World War II. In Goya’s childhood they had been essentially the same for centuries: water from wells, sparse firewood for cooking laboriously gathered from shrubbery left behind in the destruction of local forests, sour wine, straw bedding, tough meat. There were icehouses made by digging holes deep in the stony soil and capping them with stone domes; ice, chopped from winter deposits, would be stored deep inside. Fuendetodos contained, according to the census, 109 people, all farmers and peasants and their families—and, of course, a priest. Naturally a certain amount of folklore has grown up around little Goya in Fuendetodos and Zaragoza, drawing pigs on a wall and catching the eye of a passing priest, the usual baby-Moses-in-the-bulrushes stuff; but there is no evidence for it, and it can be passed over. The house of Goya’s infancy does survive. Like most birthplaces of artists, it reveals very little beyond the fact that Goya’s family had simple furniture (though none of what is there now is original), cooked stews in pots (ditto), looked at religious pictures (ditto), and presumably had cats.

And yet, once you have seen those hardscrabble landscapes around Fuendetodos, so bare and bleak and sunstruck, with their isolated trees black in the implacable light, you also know where the landscape backgrounds of the Desastres de la guerra and, even more, the Black Paintings of his old age come from. Saltpeter was mined there, and marble and jasper. It is a landscape without softness, lacking even the rudiments of lyrical pleasure: a landscape of deprivation where every stone is a sharp, weighty noun. One should think of Goya walking these hills with his dog and, sometimes, his school friend Zapater, smelling the odor of wild rosemary and thyme that rose from their boots, swearing companionably, alert to the whir of a partridge or the scurry of a startled rabbit. This blond landscape was in his genetic helix, and all his life Goya would love the feeling of masculine pursuits. He liked the macho life. He was good at it, and good company in the field. He was not cut out simply for the drawing room. Because he was not particularly a man of breeding, not really a caballero, the hunt was also his way of connecting with the life of the nobles and royals he would need to serve if he were to get on. You didn’t need to be the Duke of This or That to hit a partridge, or to blaspheme victoriously when a puff of dust flew from its ass and it came pinwheeling down, feathers awry, out of the hard hot blue air.

Goya’s house was built of stones, and it was tiny: three rooms up, three down, all sparsely furnished. It is hard to imagine being comfortable in it, but it was almost a palace compared with the semi-troglodytic conditions under which most Aragonese peasants then lived. In any case, he did not grow up there. Whatever kept his father in Fuendetodos did not detain the family long; they were soon back in Zaragoza, forty miles and a world away.

WHAT KIND OF EDUCATION did Goya the schoolboy receive in Zaragoza? The records are very defective, but most historians agree that he went to a church school, the Escuelas Pías de San Antón, which offered free education to the gifted children of the poor. (Many years later, he would do a commemorative altarpiece depicting the founder of the Escuelas Pías, San José de Calasanz, in the act of raising himself from his deathbed to receive Holy Communion. It is one of the most piercing and beautiful images of old age that this great recorder of age and infirmity would ever produce.) One of his fellow pupils at the Escuelas Pías (pious schools), Martín Zapater, became his tight friend and longtime correspondent. Some 131 letters to him from Goya, written over the period 1755 to 1801, survive. Probably the education the school offered was little more than adequate, but that still put it well above most eighteenth-century schools in provincial Spanish towns.

Goya came out able to read, write, and figure. He had some familiarity—how much one cannot say—with the work of Virgil, and there are traces of Latin in some of his picture titles and letters: for instance, a witchcraft scene in the Caprichos carries the caption “Volaverunt,” Latin for “They will have flown.” But this was also a common idiomatic phrase in Spanish, so Goya’s use of it probably indicates nothing about his knowledge of Latin one way or another.

He seems to have taken, as one essayist rather harshly put it, no more interest than a carpenter in philosophical or theological matters, and his views on painting—as we shall see—were very down-to-earth: Goya was no theoretician.

About his education as an artist, however, more is known. No one could claim that Zaragoza was any kind of Mecca for art teachers, but it did have some artists of more than merely local experience. One of these was José Luzán y Martínez (1710–85). In the 1730s Luzán had gone to Naples in the service of the Spanish ambassador there, Pignatelli, count of Fuentes, and trained under the artist Giuseppe Mastroleo. He soon acquired a rather conventional rococo fluency, and was able to set up his own teaching studio in some rooms of the Pignatelli palace on his return to Zaragoza. The connection between him and the Goya family was, at first, simple: José Luzán was a painter, but his father and two brothers were master gilders, and José Goya struck up a close friendship with one of these brothers, Juan Luzán. The upshot was that young Goya found himself apprenticed, at thirteen, to José Luzán. Such youthful, almost childish, apprenticeships were of course the rule rather than the exception throughout Europe in the eighteenth century. Later on, in a curriculum vitae he wrote in the third person, Goya would refer to spending “four years with Luzán, who taught him the rudiments of design and made him copy the best prints he possessed.” No record survives of which prints these were. This copying of prints was much more than a ritual. It was generally the only access a student had, however thirdhand, to works of art of exemplary quality. Naked models were not available in prudish Spain, which had no tradition of the nude. A mere student had no access to the private collections of the rich, and there were no public museums—especially not in a place like Zaragoza. A teacher with a well-stocked print portfolio thus enjoyed an advantage, like an art school with a good slide collection.

Luzán also trained the artist who was seen as the other promising talent—in most eyes, more promising—of Zaragoza, Francisco Bayeu y Subías (1734–95). In July 1773 Goya would marry Bayeu’s sister Josefa (“Pepa”), an indication of the tight-knit nature of Zaragoza’s little art world. Goya’s poorly documented four years with Luzán takes him down to about 1763. Seventeen years old, he was then eager to enter a wider field and get better teachers, if they could be found.

Every three years in Madrid, the Royal Academy of Fine Arts of San Fernando offered bursaries to young applicants who wished to study painting. In 1763, eight contestants including Goya took part, and five scholarships were available. The test was to copy a plaster statue of the god Silenus. Only one entry was judged worthy of a scholarship. Young Goya failed ignominiously. He tried again three years later. This time the test was to do a history painting: The Meeting of the Empress of Constantinople and Alfonso the Wise. The jury did not cast a single vote for Goya.

However, one of its members was Ramón Bayeu, the young brother of Francisco Bayeu; in a fine gesture of Spanish nepotism, Ramón voted for his brother and thus ensured him the scholarship. Goya had a reputation as a quick-tempered and mettlesome man, but he was too sensible to start flinging accusations around. Given Bayeu’s growing reputation—he was chosen by Mengs to work with him on the frescoes for the Palacio Real in Madrid in 1763, elected to the Royal Academy of San Fernando in 1765, and became Carlos III’s pintor de cámara in 1767, all ahead of his much younger colleague—Goya was wise to refrain from crossing him. The strategy paid off in the long run: Bayeu would become not only a brother-in-law, but an ally in Goya’s dealings with the court.

It was not lost on Goya that his monarch, Carlos III, loved Italy and tended to judge all cultural events by Italian and French, rather than Spanish, standards. In 1761 he had brought the neoclassical painter Anton Raphael Mengs from Naples to run artistic affairs in his court in Madrid. In 1762 he imported the great, if now aging, muralist Giambattista Tiepolo and his two sons from Italy. Francisco Bayeu had learned his skills in Italy. Spain had produced great artists in the past, but they were all dead, buried with the siglo de oro, the “Golden Century” of Hapsburg power and empire. There was no coherent, or authoritative, school of Spanish painting as such. To succeed with the Bourbon court in Madrid, you had to be either Italian or an Italophile.

Goya therefore decided to go to Italy, as generations of foreign artists had done since the time of Albrecht Dürer, in the late fifteenth century. In the art of painting, Italy was still “the school of the world,” though its absolute supremacy had been challenged by the growing cultural centrality of France since the time of Louis XIV. Italy contained nearly all the prototypes of classical antiquity, from the Apollo Belvedere to that battered but still mighty block of energy in stone, the Vatican Torso. Its churches, chapels, domes, vaults, and palace walls bore the greatest compendium of frescoes by leading artists—from Giotto to Veronese, Cimabue to Tiepolo—that wealth, patronage, and the desire for religious or political glory had ever brought together within the borders of one country. It was the locus classicus of art theory and articulate taste, of connoisseurship and intelligent patronage. Whatever could be learned about art, Italy could teach. Since Dürer first went to Venice, generations of young foreign artists had gone there, to study, see, absorb, and submit themselves to the extraordinary challenges that an acquaintance with the higher reaches of Italian art could provide. They were also drawn by the superior status that artists, if they were any good, enjoyed in Italy, in contrast to their lesser fate as “mere” craftsmen at home. “Here I am a gentleman,” Dürer wrote to his old friend Willibald Pirckheimer from Venice, in 1506; “at home I am a bum.” A pattern of creative expatriation had been set for Spanish artists by Diego Velázquez, who had gone there at a high level with letters from his king and the Madrid court from 1629 to 1631, and then again from 1649 to 1651; and by Jusepe de Ribera, the prodigiously gifted son of a Valencian cobbler, who spent nearly all his creative life (c. 1611–52) in Rome, Naples, and other parts of Italy. It is true that when Goya arrived there, toward the end of the eighteenth century, the titans of the past were all dead: Titian, Bellini, Michelangelo, Raphael, Correggio, and the rest lived on only in their works. But their works were there to be seen, and that was the important thing. Besides, the taste of Carlos III’s court was essentially Italian taste, and the artists the eighteenth-century Bourbon monarchs most admired—Mengs, Tiepolo, Giaquinto, to name only the more prominent ones—were mostly Italians. (Mengs was not, but he had lived there so long that he might as well have been.) Their work was to be seen in quantity in Italy. Naturally, an ambitious young artist needed to pick up tips from it.

Virtually nothing is known about Goya’s Italian travels: neither his itinerary, nor his acquaintances, nor his means of support, nor—most frustrating of all—what he spent his time looking at. It is usually assumed that he went to Naples as well as to Rome and Milan. Probably he went overland through France rather than to Livorno, to Genoa, or direct to Rome by sea, because that was the cheap way to go. A recently discovered “Italian sketchbook” of Goya’s, which is certainly genuine enough, is nevertheless uninformative about Goya’s early sources.

The reason that so little is known about his Italian sojourn is simple. Goya is famous now; then, he was very young and utterly obscure. He kept no diary, no letters from this stage of his life survive, and nobody took notice of him. Nor is it certain what he was painting. There are, for instance, two mythological pictures attributed to his time in Rome, both from 1771: a Sacrifice to Vesta (now lost) and a Sacrifice to Pan. The Pan shows a garden glade, with a massively ithyphallic figure of the divinity rising behind a stone altar. A young woman in white holds up to him a shallow golden bowl. Its contents evidently come from an urn that her companion, kneeling at the foot of the altar, has accidentally spilled. It contains a red liquid: not wine, but hymeneal blood, the symbolism being the loss of virginity. But there is no secure reason to suppose that this rather awkwardly drawn and painted image is really by Goya at all. Any one of a number of immature artists doing classical themes in late-eighteenth-century Italy could have produced it, and its style has nothing to securely connect it to Goya, whose own style was not yet formed. Its companion piece, the Vesta (known only from a photograph), bears the signature “Goya” on its altar, but any forger could (and would) have put it there.
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Goya (attributed), Sacrificio a Pan (Sacrifice to Pan), 1771. Oil on canvas, 33 × 24 cm. Private collection. (illustration credit 2.5)



Of his life in Rome, only a few morsels are known. He stayed with a friend of Mengs’s, a Polish artist named Taddeo Kuntz, who lived from 1770 to 1771 in the Via Trinità del Monte, at the top of the Spanish Steps. Some evidence has turned up that for a time he shared lodgings in Kuntz’s house with the Venetian engraver Giambattista Piranesi,8 who was then engaged in his monumental descriptions of the antiquities of Rome and had some years earlier produced his brilliant and mysterious architectural fantasies, the Imaginary Prisons, or Invenzioni capric[ciosi] di carceri (c. 1749–50). If this was indeed so, it is a most pleasing coincidence that the authors of the two greatest series of engraved capricci in European art, Piranesi and Goya, should have briefly lodged together. Whether they actually did so or not, Goya was later to show the influence of Piranesi, whose massively thick-walled prisons would be reflected in Goya’s madhouse scenes of the 1790s.

In the absence of facts, Goya’s early biographers made up his Italian life for him: he earned lire as a street acrobat. A Russian diplomat invited him to go to St. Petersburg as a court painter. He climbed up the dome of St. Peter’s to leave the highest graffiti ever scratched there. He fell in love with a beautiful young nun and plotted to abduct her from her convent one dark night. There is no evidence for these romantic stories, any more than there are grounds for the belief that he went to Italy with a troupe of bullfighters. (There is no doubt, however, about his enthusiasm for the corrida itself—dozens of later etchings and paintings will attest to that, and in one note written years later, he would sign himself jokingly “Francisco de los Toros.” It would have been unnatural if he did not have an afición for bullfighting.) The “romantic” picture of young Goya is, however, quite unconvincing. He did not have a lot of dash, although he was a hard, obstinate, and meticulous worker. He was averse to risks, physical or professional. He was in no sense the conventional Spaniard—all cape, sword, and olés—imagined by nineteenth-century writers. And he seems to have had no unrealistic expectations of making a career as a Spanish expatriate in Italy, where there was too much competition. Jusepe de Ribera had brought that off brilliantly in the seventeenth century, and Diego Velázquez could certainly have done it if he had wanted to, but Goya had no such ambitions. He was homesick, perhaps, and he must have reasoned that his chances of a steady success were much wider in Spain—first Zaragoza, then Madrid—than in the Eternal City.

Before getting ready to return to Zaragoza, he entered another competition, this time in Italy, once more without success. The twenty-five-year-old artist must have reasoned that he needed academic recognition and that kudos earned in Italy were bound to impress the Spanish more than any he might gain at home in Zaragoza. The Academy of Parma had a yearly competition for young artists; this year, 1771, the assigned subject was Hannibal looking down from the Alps on the plains of Italy, which he was soon to conquer. Goya entered a painting, identifying himself in Italianate spelling as “Francesco Goia,” “a Roman and student of signore Francesco Vajeu [Bayeu], court painter to His Catholic Majesty.” This slightly improved provenance did him little good; Goya’s Hannibal did not win, though one of the judges praised the “grandeur” of the hero’s stance. The painting was sent on to Zaragoza, and has since vanished. A lively and somewhat Tiepolesque oil sketch of the same subject is sometimes attributed to Goya, but, as with the Sacrifice to Pan, there is no firm evidence either for or against the claim that Goya painted it.

Goya had a further motive for wanting to go back to Zaragoza. He was thinking about marriage. The prospective wife was Josefa Bayeu (1743–1812), the sister of his colleagues Francisco and Ramón. Her qualities, her character, what people (including Goya) thought of her, or what she may have said or thought about anything at all—all these are lost to history and to gossip alike. It is thought, or surmised, that a portrait by Goya of an unidentified, thin-lipped, fairly plain-faced woman in her late twenties or early thirties, now in the Prado, represents Josefa Goya.9 If so, no one could call it a document of marital passion. There exists, however, a much later drawing from 1805, indisputably by Goya of Josefa, which shows her in profile, rather worn and coarsened by age and repeated pregnancy. But then, every known Goya self-portrait shows him to have been a fairly ordinary-looking man. Their marriage lasted without incident or scandal for thirty-nine years, and as far as is known, this was the only depiction Josefa’s loving husband ever made of her. No letters, or none that survive, passed between them, perhaps because they were seldom apart, or possibly because she was unable to read and write. If she was interested in his work, she left no record of the fact. If he was unfaithful to her and she found out about it, no trace of that survives either. Some might say it was an ideal marriage, characterized by the self-effacing loyalty and stability with which she ran the Goya household. But it was not ideal; Josefa must have suffered in the extreme, because she was said to have had twenty pregnancies (probably an exaggeration), from which six sons were brought to term and only one, a boy born in 1784 whom they christened Francisco Javier, survived. (Seven of their children were recorded and baptized; the dates of the others are lost, along with the children themselves: Spanish custom required the death of a child to be registered only if he or she had lived past seven years, and infant mortality was as high for commoners as for queens.) As though this tragic cycle of birth and death weren’t enough, Josefa then had to spend the last twenty years of her life, when she was past childbearing, with a deaf husband. The home, Goya once remarked to Zapater, was “a woman’s sepulchre.” He spoke from experience. Or perhaps the phrase was Josefa’s.

The marriage, however, did cement Goya and his brothers-in-law together as a team, helping them to gather the lion’s share of commissions available in Zaragoza. In the early 1770s Goya embarked on a series of church commissions. One does not think of Goya as a religious painter because his early religious work has been so thoroughly eclipsed by the Caprichos, the Disasters of War, the portraits, and all that followed. But his early career was founded on sacred subjects. He got the commissions because, in part, he worked cheap. One of his competitors in Zaragoza, Antonio González Velázquez, had quoted the canons of Santa María del Pilar a fee of 25,000 reales for painting the ceiling of its coreto (little choir) with an allegory of the Adoration of the Holy Name. Goya cannily offered to do it for 15,000 reales, and the Building Committee for the Reconstruction of the Church of El Pilar gave him the job—subject, in view of his youth and inexperience, to some fairly stiff restrictions. He had to show that he could handle “true” fresco on plaster, and this he did by painting a sample: evidently he had learned the technique in Italy, since it was by no means commonly understood or practiced in Spain.
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Goya, El nombre de Dios adorado por los ángeles (Adoration of the Holy Name), 1772. Fresco. Coreto, Basílica del Pilar, Zaragoza. (illustration credit 2.6)



The given subject was a Gloria—the glorification, by saints and angels in heaven, of the Name of God. The committee asked for sketches of the design, in color, which it would then send to the Royal Academy of San Fernando in Madrid for final approval. It seems likely that Goya did only one sketch, which was enough to convince the Zaragoza committee that there was no need to send it on to Madrid for the academy’s opinion. Goya got his contract without further ado, and completed the work in 1772.

The design he proposed was squarely in the solidified and classicized Rococo style of Corrado Giaquinto (1703–66). Goya must have first seen the Italian painter’s work in Rome, probably in the church of Santa Trinità degli Spagnoli, for which Giaquinto, working on a commission from the Spanish monarch Fernando VI, had executed the altarpiece, The Holy Trinity Freeing a Captive Slave (1750). With this work, Giaquinto had cemented his relation with the Spanish crown so firmly that, three years later, Fernando brought him to Madrid. He had remained there for nine years, most of the time working on frescoes, sculptures, and stucco decorations for the Royal Palace, the palace at Aranjuez, and other royal sites. This had been the climax of Giaquinto’s career, and he had enormous influence at the Spanish court—a foretaste, in fact, of the artistic power that the next imported artist, Anton Raphael Mengs, would wield under Carlos III. Giaquinto was first painter to the king, director of the tapestry factory of Santa Bárbara, and director of the Royal Academy of San Fernando. (All three of these exalted offices would later be filled by Mengs.) One may fairly assume that Goya, who as a young, obscure, provincial commoner would have had no access to Giaquinto’s Spanish palace decorations, would have taken care to look his work up when he was in Rome in 1771. A style that echoed Giaquinto’s would obviously be acceptable at court; apart from that, Giaquinto was about as good as painting in Spain got when Goya was starting out on his long career.

Hence the distinctly Giaquintan look of the fresco in the coreto of El Pilar: solid, handsomely fleshy groups of figures borne up on diaphanous arches of cloud, the scene dominated by an angel on the right, swinging a thurible to send up clouds of incense smoke toward the glowing, unearthly triangle that symbolizes the Trinity and bears, as an inscription, the Holy Name in Hebrew lettering. The whole scene is suffused with a golden sunset light, rendered rather smoky by time. Many of the angels in Goya’s design are glorifying the Lord by singing from musical scores, or playing instruments—lutes, violins, and horn. This suits the “little choir” where the fresco is situated, for it contains a real organ and choir stalls. Apart from its esthetic merits, this work clearly shows that young Goya cannot have been subject to vertigo; the mere idea of working on a scaffolding so high in the air is enough to make one’s head spin, which suggests that his later attacks of dizziness must have made him fear even more for his ability to work than they ordinarily would.

He did a number of religious commissions in Zaragoza, including some paintings for the oratory of the Chapel of the Counts of Sobradiel. The most important of them, however, is extremely hard to get at and see today. It was done for a cartuja, or Carthusian monastery, the Aula Dei, about fifteen miles outside the city. The Carthusians are a world-shunning, silent order, and the monastery refuses admission to women, under any circumstances. Male visitors are let in, but on strictly limited terms—a small group once a month, for about an hour. Thus, because there is never time for a really close look at the Goyas in the Aula Dei—and in any case their position, high up on the chapel wall, prevents it—these works, which are by far the largest and most ambitious of the artist’s youth, are scarcely known and not adequately studied. There can be few other works of such importance by any painter of comparable stature of which this is true. One therefore approaches the Aula Dei with curiosity and trepidation, and is not altogether disappointed.

The trouble is that several of the eleven large mural paintings, all forming a narrative of the life of the Virgin Mary, were already wrecks by the end of the nineteenth century, and others had deteriorated badly. Goya, although he had shown his competence with buon fresco in the ceiling of the choir at El Pilar, for some unknown reason chose not to use fresco at all in the Aula Dei, and instead painted the pictures—each about twenty-six to thirty-three feet long by ten high—in oils directly on the plaster walls. Moreover, he did it in a rush, and seems to have neglected the (admittedly inadequate) precautions that could be made against rising damp in the walls. Thus Goya’s paint did what oil pigments inevitably do on a damp, ill-sealed surface: it bloomed, whitened, darkened, cracked, spalled, and, within a few decades, was an irreversible mess. Neglect made things worse: during the Napoleonic occupation of Zaragoza the monks were turned out of the charterhouse and the whole place was abandoned. Later came the desamortización, or seizure and sale of Church property, in the late 1830s, in accordance with the Mendizabal laws.10 Four of the eleven paintings were completely destroyed, and all suffered irreparable damage.

Eventually the Aula Dei was reoccupied by a new group of monks, most of whom were French. These pious men wanted holy icons to aid in prayer and contemplation and decided to restore the paintings. Since at the time, the turn of the twentieth century, Goya’s reputation was small among French nonspecialists, and the Carthusians, holy though they were, were more noted for the production of the sticky liqueurs known as chartreuse than for connoisseurship, they hired a pair of French artist brothers, Paul and Amadée Buffet, to repair and in some places completely repaint Goya’s scenes. Little is known about the Buffets. Presumably they were chosen by the head monk, the padre prior. How he picked them is not known. Though the frères Buffet were, at least, not relations of the appalling Bernard Buffet, whose spiky and melodramatic style, based on drawing that resembled a peevish sea urchin, would enjoy such fame in Europe in the 1950s (and even today has its fans in Japan), their marriage with Goya cannot be said to have been an entire success. It is not at all difficult for a trained eye to pick out which parts of the murals as they are today are really by Goya, and which are by the Buffets. (The monks do not particularly care about this question of authorship, and some of them regard the presence of Goya’s mural cycle in their chapel as more a nuisance than a blessing; it brings visitors, and visitors are by definition a distraction.)


[image: ]

Goya, La adoración de los Reyes Magos (The Adoration of the Magi), right panel, 1774. Fresco. Aula Dei, Zaragoza. (illustration credit 2.7)



In 1902, the Buffets set to work. The worst damage had been on the lefthand walls of the chapel, as you look from the entrance to the altar. Accordingly, the Presentation of the Virgin at the Temple is now entirely the work of the Buffets; likewise the next painting, the Annunciation of Mary’s immaculate pregnancy, and the next, the Showing of the Infant Jesus to the Shepherds. The fourth scene, which is in the apse, depicting the Adoration of the Magi, is mostly Goya but with considerable additions by the Buffets. The fifth, the Flight into Egypt, is compositionally all Goya, though there may be some patching and infill by the Buffets.

The picture over the entrance presumably once depicted a pair of angels holding up the sacred name of Mary (an echo of his theme in the coreto at Zaragoza), but the cartouche or whatever it was that bore her name has disappeared, leaving the angels holding something invisible that is adored by Mary’s parents, St. Anne and St. Joachim. The angel who is speaking to St. Joachim and pointing to the angels above clearly shows the influence of Mengs, Carlos III’s court painter: he is classically conceived, sturdy, and blond.

Down the right wall the scenes begin with the Birth of the Virgin, a tightly swaddled little papoose adored by a multitude of onlookers and relatives, about half of whom are by Goya and the rest by the Buffets. Particularly Goyaesque is a group on the extreme left, of shepherds or peasants of some kind, with staves: their strong silhouettes are a prediction of the groups of bandits Goya would paint later, cloaked and conspiratorial. Next comes the Betrothal of the Virgin, which, damaged though it is, still conveys some sense of the monumental effects Goya was striving for through his use of large-scale, broadly planar drapery. A few of its passages anticipate the mature Goya and perhaps demonstrate his early knowledge of Tiepolo’s compositional devices—the crowd of figures, for instance, seen from below stage level on the left.

The scene of Mary in the House of Martha has been much repainted by the Buffets, but the apse scene after it, showing the circumcision of Jesus by the high priest, is almost all by Goya’s hand. (In general the murals that suffered most from damp and “restoration” are at the entry end of the church, and those nearest the altar have suffered least.) The Circumcision of Christ, a powerful and looming group dominated by the figure of the high priest with his horned, golden headpiece, is early Goya at his most dramatic.
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Goya, Circuncisión (Circumcision), central panel, 1774. Fresco. Aula Dei, Zaragoza. (illustration credit 2.8)



The combination of Goya and his restorers, or repainters, makes a strange sight. The Buffets, it seems, were not at all interested in repairing the look of Goya’s paintings, though they may well have followed the broad structure of his monumental compositions. But they redid them in a pallid style, with silhouetted profile figures and pinky-greeny-gray coloring that derived from the most respected “official” idealist painter in France at the time, Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (1824–98). Nothing could have been less like Goya. Clearly, the Buffets felt they had a complete esthetic right to do this: they had been hired to paint the same scenes in their own manner. But the incongruity is extreme, especially if one contrasts the wan and mannered forms of the Buffets with the looming, rougher ones of Goya: the fierce, ragged energy with which the wings sprout from the shoulders of Goya’s angels on the entry wall, for instance, versus the mincing shyness with which the little Virgin Mary tiptoes up the steps of the Temple in the scene next to it. At least there is no confusing the originals with the additions. But one feels a sense of loss: what were these huge paintings originally like? Rather grand in conception and severe in drawing, if one is to judge from the surviving ones, such as the Betrothal of the Virgin (1774), whose strongly planar figures are imbued with a Poussinesque gravity, or the remarkable Circumcision. What seems quite certain is that, to judge from the Aula Dei murals in their impressive ruin, Goya had by now moved on to a more coherent and much less derivative level of achievement than he had reached two years earlier in his frescoes for El Pilar. Certainly, he was on his way. The Aula Dei paintings were, for instance, his first narrative cycle, his first essay in a mode that would occupy him, for years to come, in designing tapestries for the royal court. But one does not become a famous artist by working for a closed order of monks, and by painting murals where they could not, by monastic rules, be seen. Somehow, he had to get to Madrid.

Which Goya did, and quite soon.

By December 1774 he had almost finished the Aula Dei murals: the frames for them were ordered. In the spring of 1775 he went to Madrid to join his brother-in-law Ramón Bayeu. Now the Bayeu connection really began to pay off: a year later Goya had finished five tapestry cartoons, to be woven by the Royal Tapestry Factory of Santa Bárbara under the direction of his other brother-in-law, Francisco Bayeu. In 1777 Francisco was appointed director of the tapestry works. A stream of commissions for designs now began to come Goya’s way. In time he would find their fulfillment a bore and an almost menial distraction, but they were his entry to court circles, and through them to the direct patronage of the Bourbon kings. Thanks to his in-laws, the twenty-nine-year-old from Aragón was on his way at last.
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Goya, Portrait of Francisco Bayeu, c. 1795. Oil on canvas. Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid. (illustration credit 2.9)
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