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Preface and Acknowledgements

The subject of this book is the world of the imagination at the
turn of the century. Not our turn of the century - there are
other books that have already dealt with this subject and there
will no doubt be more to come from the maelstrom as we
hurtle into the new millennium that awaits us. The turn of the
century this book deals with is no ordinary one, but one that
witnessed the death of one world and the birth of another.
This threshold and this journey, crucial to our understanding
of the modern world, have no precise date, but are located
somewhere between the Revolution of '1789' and the year that
appears in our calendar as J 1800'.

However, our book - and this must be clear from the outset­
is the story not of a journey but of its imaginative world. We
look at the birth of modernity as a final surge of what had, in
the shape of the Great Festival, constituted the ancient rite of
the rebirth of time, a rite that reached - at the threshold of
modernity, around 1800 - one of its most difficult (but also one
of its most significant) moments. We are therefore looking at
the birth of the modern imagination in Western culture as a
final carnivalesque surge. Our debt to such cultural anthropo­
logical studies as Mikhail Bakhtin's L'oeuvre de Frant;ois Rabelais1

will no doubt become clear, as will the areas of thought we have
broken away from.

Bakhtin drew attention to the importance of the periodic
inversion presented by the Carnival and to the aesthetic of
licentiousness and the culture of laughter that derived from it.
The Middles Ages and Renaissance therefore come across in
his study as being richer than they do in academic studies
focused almost exclusively on elitist culture. The history of
aesthetics and literary theory in turn were enriched by the
new category of the 'carnivalesque'. Bakhtin continued to
develop this theme, among others, in another work, as well as
through the interpretation of literary techniques up to the
nineteenth century.2 But despite his theory regarding the per­
manence of the carnivalesque, he was fully conscious of the fact
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that, as an historic reality, the Carnival inevitably had its tem­
porallimits. In fact, he observed that:

From the second half of the seventeenth century, we wit­
ness a process of progressive decline, degeneration, and
impoverishment of the ritualistic forms and carnivalesque
attractions in popular culture (...). The distinct carniva­
lesque view of the world together with its universality, its
brazenness, its utopian character and predilection for the
future begins to transform itself into a mere festive mood.
The festival has virtually ceased to be the second life of the
people, its temporary renaissance and rebirth.3

It is a pity that Bakhtin did not go into the subject of this 'vir­
tual' end of the historical Carnival in greater depth. To do
this, he would no doubt have had to cross the eighteenth cen­
tury so as to arrive at the great turning-point around 1800.

Our book intends - albeit partially - to bridge this gap. It is
'Bakhtinian' only insofar as it endeavours to answer a ques­
tion that Bakhtin either considered unnecessary or did not
wish to address. It is anti-Bakhtinian inasmuch as it tackles
unstable, hybrid and disintegrating structures rather than
solid categories like those discovered and set in motion by the
author of Rabelais and His World.

Given the enormity of our task, our perseverance was sorely
tested. Exploring the imagination of the last Carnival led us into
research whose interdisciplinary nature transcended the norm.
We had to confront not only the artistic manifestation of a com­
plex historical reality but also such problems as the relationship
between playful reversal and revolution, between carniva­
lesque festival and the turn of a century, between eschatological
obsessions and myths of regeneration at the crossroads of
modernity. Fortunately, there was help to be had from signifi­
cant existing research.4 We made a conscious decision not to be
tempted to make an exhaustive study of the subject or to make
any claim that it was exhaustive, preferring to focus our
research on the imagination of the disintegrating carnival, con­
centrating on examples and key personalities. The most impor­
tant of the latter is certainly the Spanish artist Francisco Goya,
with the Marquis de Sade a close second.

A few words need to be said about this book as a collabora­
tive work. It is the result of a joint venture that has taken several
years to come to fruition. All the ideas are the product of dis-
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cussions and lengthy debates, which makes it impossible (and
pointless) to establish paternity. On the other hand, the
authors are jointly responsible for the end results. Whilst the
first draft was undertaken by the author listed first on the title
page, reciprocal readings and re-readings have left their mark.

Research material was gathered in Fribourg, Los Angeles,
Madrid and Munich; our thanks go to Anita Petrovski and
Christelle Marro (in Fribourg), Catherine Schaller and Acacia
Warwick (in Los Angeles) and Antonia Fernandez Valencia (in
Madrid). The working environment provided by the National
Library in Madrid, the Zentralinstitut fur Kunstgeschichte in
Munich and the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles con­
tributed greatly to our research and to the development of our
ideas. Conversations, bibliographical information and encour­
agement from colleagues and friends brought the joy of
communication and the sharing of knowledge to an otherwise
solitary occupation. We should also like to thank Rocio Arnaiz,
Andreas Beyer, Catherine Candea, Andrea Carlino, Charles
Dempsey, Jutta Held, Klaus Herding, Thierry Lenain, Elena
Lupas, Sergiusz Michalski, Michael Roth, Jean-Claude Schmitt,
Salvatore Settis, Barbara Maria Stafford, Jean Starobinski, David
Summers and Susann Waldmann. Work on the final draft was
facilitated by the granting of a sabbatical term from the
University of Fribourg, and a clean manuscript was created
with the help of Pauline Audren de Kredrel. The manuscript
was checked during a visit to the Institute for Humanities at the
University of Michigan (at the invitation of Thomas R. Traut­
mann and Celeste Brusati). At the invitation of Fernando
Marias, a truncated version of Chapter 7 was read during a sem­
inar entitled 'The Imprint on the Canvas: Concepts and Images
of the Spanish Artist', organized by the 'Duques de Soria'
Foundation, Soria, in July 1999. We would like to thank col­
leagues and students who took part in the seminar for their
questions and comments. We would also like to thank students
at the University of Fribourg for their interest during the course
and seminars that accompanied the writing of the book, as well
as the members of the 'Representing Passions' team at the Getty
Research Institute and those of the 'Form and Pattern' group at
the Institute for the Humanities at Ann Arbor, who followed our
research right up until the final stages.
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1 Goya, The Burial of the Sardine (see illus. 8).



1 The Turn of the Century
as a Symbolic Form

A CARNIVAL THAT NEVER TOOK PLACE

,A feeling of melancholy reigned deep within their souls as
they entered the city of Rome.'1 50 ends book VIII of Corinne ou
l'Italie by Madame de 5tael (1807). It is necessary to read the
beginning of book IX in order to understand how a powerful
antithesis is created, without any breaking off:

It was the day of the noisiest festival of the year, the end of
the carnival, when, like a fever of joy, like a lusting after
entertainment, it takes hold of the people of Rome in a
manner that does not exist anywhere else. The whole city is
in disguise, at the windows there is barely a spectator left
without a mask to watch those who wear them, and this
merriment begins on a particular day and at a given
moment; and no public or private event in the year would
normally prevent anyone from enjoying himself at this
time. (...) During the carnival, class, manners and minds
are all mixed up; and the crowd and the shouts, and the
repartee and sugared almonds that indiscriminately flood
the passing carriages, mix all mortal beings together, creat­
ing a jumbled-up nation, as though there were no longer
any social order. Corinne and Lord Nelvil, both dreamers
and thinkers, arrived in the middle of the hullabaloo. At
first they were stunned by it, for there is nothing more
strange than this bustle of noisy pleasures, when the soul
completely withdraws into itself. They stopped off at the
Piazza del Popolo, went up into the amphitheatre, next to
the obelisk, from where they could see the horserace. 2

The detailed description that ensues, and to which we shall
return, is the most important outcome of the fundamental
split described in Madame de 5tael's novel. There is on the
one hand, those who observe (Corinne, Nelvil) and, on the
other, the objects of their observations (the race, the festival).
As a result, the Carnival, which should in principle have
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erased all boundaries between spectators and actors ('at the
windows there is barely a spectator left without a mask to
watch those who have them') has lost something of its all­
encompassing power and therefore, implicitly, something of
its innermost being. Hence the festival is turned into some­
thing it was not: a show. This fatal transformation signals
the death of the Carnival and had been anticipated by
Goethe in Das Romische Carneval (1788/9): 'When one ven­
tures to describe the Roman carnival, one must expect to be
reproached and told that such a festival cannot in fact be
described.'} Despite this instinctive reproach, Goethe pro­
ceeded to write his famous and important description.
Madame de Stael followed suit. By describing what cannot (or
must not) be described but only experienced, the Carnival,
through the observer's perfect magnifying glass, reveals what
is at stake and the poet becomes hermeneutic.

Despite their similarities, Goethe's and Madame de Stael's
texts describe two different ways of approaching the Carnival
at the time of its transformation. To Goethe (whose descrip­
tion of the 1788 Roman festival was published in the spring of
1789), the Carnival was a symbolic Revolution:

If we are to be allowed to continue to speak more seriously
than the subject warrants, we would observe that (...) lib­
erty and equality can only be sampled in the vertigo of
madness, and that the greatest of pleasures can only seduce
at the highest point when it courts danger and when it
delights in its proximity to voluptuous sensations that are
both disturbing and sweet.4

As for Madame de Stael, the situation was more complicated
though no less significant. She wrote her novel (set in 1795) at
the beginning of the nineteenth century, in 1805. By describing
what her heroes would have seen from the top of the stands
erected in the Piazza del Popolo, the writer consciously or
unconsciously employed poetic licence: we know for sure that
there was no Carnival in Rome in 1795. For reasons that
Goethe had intuited so efficiently, the Roman Carnival had
been banned immediately after the French Revolution.s When
(in 1805) permission was granted for it to resume, it was no
longer the same, as the author of Corinne implied: '... a kind
of universal petulance made it more like the bacchanals of the
imagination, but only of the imagination.'6 While it could
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even be said that for Goethe, in 1788/ the Carnival heralded
the Revolution, for Madame de Stael, in 1805/ it was no
more than a memory or, at the very most, a dream of the
Ancien Regime:

... night is falling; slowly the noise diminishes, it is fol­
lowed by the most profound of silences; all that is left of the
evening is confused mental images which, by turning the
life of each into a dreamt for a brief moment, let the people
forget their work, the scholars their studies, great lords
their idleness.

Multiple rites of passage7 take place in this imaginary projec­
tion of the festival. The first involves the very essence of the
Carnival. This, by definition, is a festival that celebrates the
periodic rebirth of time.8 It unleashes energies, reverses hier­
archies/ mixes individuals together to create a dynamic mass.
It affects timet by turning itself into an intermediary timet a
kind of between-the-two. The second rite of passage, implicit
in Madame de Stael's nostalgic description, is born of the
event that had put the festival on hold, an actual historical
inversion that recognized its symbolic (and imaginary) double
in the carnivalesque festival: the Revolution. We can add a
third rite of passage: that of the end of one century and the
beginning of another. This one shifts the closing ceremonies to
the apparently abstract plane of the calendar. It brings about
and introduces a reflection on transitional timet time which
reverses so that it can begin again in the dialectic that founded
this same calendar (the Christian one) that hangs in the bal­
ance between the 'first century/ (and first year) of a new era
(first century and first year of the Incarnation) and, according
to the same belief system, the fast-approaching horizon of
Judgement Day. In shortt the Revolution squeezed itself in
between the last actual Carnival described by Goethe and the
first imaginary Carnival described by Madame de Stael. The
turn of the century squeezed itself in between the imaginary
time of the story entitled Corinne (1795) and the actual time it
was written (1805). The ramifications of this double overlap
are such that her text can be considered to have the richness of
an allegory. Let us therefore use it as the point of departure for
a search that is likely to go much further. For, in effect,
throughout the eighteenth century, carnivalesque rebirth, rev­
olutionary inversion and a gap in the calendar would appear
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to have been the different ways of acting upon and reflecting
on time, and where they meet up is where we can place the
birth of the modern world.

A TIME FOR JOY / A TIME FOR FEAR

The easiest way to define the Carnival is to say that it is a
period that begins with the Epiphany (6 January) and ends at
the beginning of Lent (Ash Wednesday). This last day signals
the renunciation of the flesh, or to be more precise, the con­
sumption of flesh is forbidden (carne levare) during the 46 days
that lead up to Easter.9 But it is when it reaches its climax that
the Carnival becomes truly itself. This takes place in the final
days of the cycle, between Quinquagesima Sunday and
Shrove Tuesday, when, traditionally, all manner of excess is
permitted in the name of the period of abstinence due to begin
the following day. Carnival and Lent vie with one another
during February, but the actual dates vary from year to year.
These -like Easter - are calculated on the lunar cycle, Easter
falling on the first Sunday after the first full moon of spring.
At the other end of this period of fasting, Shrove Tuesday is
therefore the day when the last moon of winter wanes, while
the night that precedes Ash Wednesday is marked by the
moon's temporary absence.1o

The archaic, indeed ancestral nature of this kind of calcula­
tion has been repeatedly emphasized by ethnologists. At times
they have drawn attention to parallels with other similar fes­
tivals which, in the pagan world or in 'primitive' societies,
also celebrated this pivotal time,ll at other times they have
preferred to stress the event's Christian characteristics, inas­
much as carnivalesque debauchery can only be properly
understood in relation to the asceticism of Lent.12

It is neither our intention nor within our powers to review
the details of this debate. However, we do feel that it is neces­
sary to provide a brief resume of how the Carnival functions
within the framework of Western culture with a view to fur­
thering an understanding of its final evolution and crisis.

To begin, we can summarize the main characteristics of the
Carnival as licence, excess, inversion, dressing-up and joy. We
are conscious as we pause to examine these terms that they
are limited and arbitrary in nature. At this point, two criti­
cisms could be levelled at us. The first is that we could have



added other characteristics; the second stems from the fact
that licence / excess / inversion/dressing-up / joy are notions
which have a complementary relationship because they
either cut across or partially overlap with each another.

To be more precise, only the last term stands out from the
others, inasmuch as it is a consequence of them. The latter,
through their reciprocal, complementary relationship and
through their common relationship to the joy they bring,
reveal the possibility of an all-encompassing term. The joy
brought by licence, excess, inversion and dressing-up is a
reaction to the mise-en-scene of otherness. Hence the Carnival
could be defined as the festival ofjoyful otherness. It celebrates
the period when the universe drifts as a result of order col­
lapsing. Its opposite - disorder - triumphs, and the cosmos
itself is vanquished by chaos. The Carnival is joy in the face of
triumphant difference (joy in the face of disorder and chaos,
seen as the reverse of order and the cosmos). A consideration
of these issues brought us into contact with an anthropologi­
cal discourse that, some several decades ago, through a study
of 'primitive' cultures, drew attention to the existence of
destructuring ceremonies and proposed that the carnival be
considered in the light of the concept of 'anti-structure'.13

The notion we are advancing, that of the festival of other­
ness, has, we believe, the advantage of leaving intact the para­
doxical coherence of the Carnival founded on structuring
opposites rather than destructuring ones. The terms that
define Carnival (licence, excess, inversion, dressing-up) vin­
dicate joy not as an attitude in the face of necessity, nothing­
ness or the abyss (in the face of the abyss, not joy but only
anguish is possible), but as a positive perception of otherness.
Carnivalesque disorder is relative, not absolute, and it is no
coincidence that it was in fact structuralist-based philosophy
(mainly Bakhtin's) that best defined it. A particularly crucial
aspect should be emphasized, however; it was when the
Carnival was in crisis that joy in the face of relative chaos
came under threat and at times - as we shall see - even
changed into anguish when faced with absolute chaos.I4

Let us examine in greater depth the descriptive terms we
have suggested, taking their intrinsic complementarity into
account. The first of them, licence, gives carnivalesque time its
characteristic of opposition to normal time. Permissiveness is a
temporary 'law', however. The saying 'Anything goes' is only



applicable to 'meat days' (Sunday, Monday, Tuesday before
Ash Wednesday); hence the desire to take advantage of them
as much as possible and the frenzy to be as licentious as possi­
ble to the bitter end. Excess (of food, sexual appetites, liberty,
joy) is born of the latent fear of the imminent approach of the
permissive period's end.

Licence and excess are a direct response to the prohibitions
during the Days of Abstinence (it is the imminent threat of
Lent that automatically justifies the Carnival) and an indirect
response to all the rules that govern normal time,'normal'
time being time structured and regulated in accordance with
the rhythm and necessities of everyday life. This structuring is
of course dependent on social order, which is temporarily sus­
pended by carnivalesque licence. What is significant here is
the fact that licence comes, as it were, from 'nowhere' but
itself. In the eighteenth century, it was Goethe who once again
expressed this in a famous formula: 'The carnival of Rome is a
festival that is not actually given to the people, but one that
the people give themselves.!l5 Madame de Stael, who pre­
ferred allegory to Goethe-style aphorisms, developed the
same idea in a tract that describes the climax of the Roman fes­
tival, although in reality it is a huge metaphor for it:

The People's Square, which was crowded with people, is
now empty. Everyone is in the amphitheatres that sur­
round the obelisks, and countless heads are turned
towards and dark eyes fixed on the barrier from which the
horses will speed. They arrive unbridled and without a
saddle, (...) rear up, whinny and stamp their hooves. (...)
The impatience of the horses, the shouts of the grooms
become, the moment the barrier is raised, a truly dramatic
sight. The horses are off (...). The streets spark beneath
their hooves, their manes fly, and their yearning to win the
prize, to which they now abandon themselves, is such, that
there are those who, upon arriving, are dead from the
swiftness of their race. We are amazed to see such free
horses so spurred on by personal passions; it is frightening,
as though thought had taken on animal form. The crowds
leave their places once the horses have passed, and follow
on in disarray.16

We are witnessing a time when the perfect circle of self­
accorded liberties, still valid in Goethe's time, broke up,
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taking the Carnival with it. From the stands, the public
watched the great show of licence and excess in the form of
animals racing 'unbridled and without a saddle/. Here
Madame de Stael is playing with the double register. The first
has already been mentioned: the horserace is the Carnival
'mise-en-abyme'. The second is aimed at the metaphysics of the
mask. If the race frightens 'as though thought had taken on
animal form', this fact can be attributed to the disturbing
totemism created by the wild spectacle of otherness. There
was no schism in the traditional Carnival: everyone wore a
mask, and no-one was him- or herself. In its enormous com­
plexity/ the mask was the richest symbol of metamorphoses,
the violation of natural boundaries, the transfer of power
from human to animal and vice versa. Together with licence
and excess, it formed a common cluster (I'anything goes under
cover of the mask') being - as a fundamental carnivalesque
principle - only one aspect of dressing-up. Transvestism is
above all the form that characterizes otherness. The joy it brings
comes from the dialectic between otherness and identity,
dialectic that is extremely flexible in fact. I'To present oneself
as an other' induces laughter only when true identity is
revealed, and the significance of this laughter can vary for a
wide variety of reasons and allusions, ranging from the mise­
en-scene of similarity to the spectacle of difference.

Next to the animal mask, the most widespread carniva­
lesque form of expressing otherness was cross-dressing. Once
again, it is Goethe who paid this special attention:

Masks now begin to become more varied. Young men
dressed in the carnival clothes of women from the lowest of
the classes, with their chests bared and an air of shameless
self-importance, generally begin by fooling around. They
fondle the men they encounter and are brazen and familiar
with the women as if they were their equals; and further­
more/ they do whatever their fanciest minds and mischief
tell them to do.17

It is significant that the poet captures sexual reversal in a form
that implies social debasement as well, which is not always
the case in the secular tradition of carnivalesque transsexual­
ity. He also drew attention to the fact that the change of sexual
roles becomes one with licence and that both laughter and joy
are in the offing. With Madame de Stael, on the other hand,
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there is no mention of this archaic form of transvestism. Her
melancholic gaze 'historicises' the Roman Carnival or, to be
more precise, isolates it in its historicising elements:

Often a grotesque seriousness contrasts with the vivacity of
the Italians, and one might be tempted to think that it was
their bizarre clothes that were bringing out a dignity unnat­
ural to them. At other times, through the disguises they
create, they reveal such a peculiar knowledge of mythol­
ogy that one might well believe the ancient fables to be still
popular in Rome. (...) There is a kind of mask that is to be
found nowhere else. These are masks based on the faces of
ancient statues, which, from afar, imitate perfect beauty:
women often lose much when they abandon them. And yet
this motionless imitation of life, these roving wax faces,
however beautiful they are, are just a little frightening. 18

We shall have occasion to return, but in another context, to the
extraordinary implications and significance of this 'neo-clas­
sicaI' festival described by the author of Corinne. For the pre­
sent, we shall limit ourselves to emphasizing once more the
changes that took place after 1800. Madame de Stael exam­
ined the figures of carnivalesque otherness on two occasions.
On the first occasion, the dynamic form of the wild horserace
represented it, on the second, the motionless form of the stat­
uary masquerade. But on both occasions, and despite their
being diametrically opposed, neither joy nor fear is to be
found in the perception of the dressing-up game, so awe­
inspiring is the human mirrored in the animal that moulds
itself into the superhuman forms of classical perfection.

It is difficult, if not altogether impossible, to separate com­
pletely the theme of transvestism from that of reversal; both are
at the heart of the carnivalesque tradition. Both play with the
idea of otherness, and their complementarity is perfect. Human
disguised as animal implies a reversal of kingdoms; man dis­
guised as woman and woman disguised as man implies a
reversal of sexual roles that - as we have seen in Goethe ­
becomes one with a reversed social order (oppressed disguised
as oppressor and vice versa). All these shifts from same to
opposite have as their aim the symbolic abrogation of the norm
and the joyful establishment of the non-norm. Consequently, it
is a reversal of the comic order that is being targeted, with king­
doms, sexes and classes taking on the roles of figures.
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2 Italian, 'And This
Is the World Upside
Down', c. 1660,
print.

Within this context, it would be illuminating to examine
the iconography of 'the world upside down' as it was codified
in the sixteenth century in Western culture, where it was to
survive in its different versions until the nineteenth century.19

The oldest broadsheets known today had a double centre
(illus. 2). In the upper part of the sheet, an upside-down globe
floats in the sky. The lower level of the image, which is, as a
rule, a selective, enlarged and exemplary view of what is
hidden by the upside-down globe at the top, is organized
around a second centre, a woman dressed in the clothes of a
warrior, an enormous spear in her right hand. At her feet, in a
position of submission, is a bearded man dressed as a woman
and holding a distaff. In case this exchange of symbols was
not explicit enough, the man's staff and the woman's sword
cross. It is no doubt significant that the sexual reversal we find
here establishes the themes of social reversal and power
games. It is also significant that, apart from a 'strong centre'
that polarizes the cosmology of the world turned upside
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down into the metaphor of reversed sexual difference, there
is no mandatory order in which the print should be read.
The choice is clear: to dispel, through the denigration of the
traditional mechanisms of reading, any suggestion that the
upside-down world could have an 'order'. Thus the images
are perceived through blocks which are more or less arbitrar­
ily sequenced and paths which intersect. What is important is
that, throughout the alternating and complementary repre­
sentation, the triple complexity of the three essential reversals
(sex, kingdom and society) in the image of the'other world' is
brought to light: the hen mounts the cockerel, the donkey
climbs onto the peasant, the peasant oversees the lord, the wolf
minds the flock, the victim tortures the executioner, the cock­
erel hunts the fox, the hare chases the greyhound, the mice run
after the cat and so on and so forth.

In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century broadsheets, things
changed only in appearance (illus. 3). Artistic quality deterio­
rated, and it is obvious that the sheets were destined for a
public now accustomed to reading. Organized into small,
numbered pictures, each benefiting from a caption, these
broadsheets do not, however, give a clearer indication as to
the order of the whole, which, moreover, has no unifying nar­
rative structure. The flexibility of the sequencing suggests a
multitude of permutations. In first position, we frequently
find the image of the inverted world, which gives the sheet its
title, and the change of sexual roles is still in a central position,
as can be seen in frames 28 and 38 of illustration 3.

The distribution, in the form of popular prints, of the
iconography of the upside-down world raises the problem of
the relationship between this topos and Carnival. From the
time of their emergence in the sixteenth century, the prints did
not illustrate a festival but the world. The temporary reversal
proposed by the Carnival became a permanent law; the world
had become carnivalized, and the prints, through their wide­
ranging examples, present us with an image of this world.
Not just an invitation to experience joy (so crucial to the
Carnival), the world turned upside down was on the one
hand utopian and on the other a criticism of society. In the
Spanish print illustrated here, only the final image still evokes
the carnivalesque origin of the whole. As to the rest, from the
first square with the initials of the inverted globe to the last
square, which illustrates the carnivalesque motif of clothes
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worn upside down, the scenes have lost their ceremonial
character. By fixing what in the Carnival was no more than
fleeting - substituting high for low and low for high - the car­
nivalization of the world is offered as the sum total of a series
of acts of reversal. Their nature is unreal, dreamlike and
utopian, and the intrinsic impossibility of their ever happen­
ing results in laughter: the hen will never mount the cockerel;
the donkey will never climb onto his master.

Carnival reversals fulfilled their functions inasmuch as
they were temporary and insofar as their violence was rela­
tive. Their very obscenity had a purifying importance that
was toned down during the eighteenth century: as a rule
people clouted one another with sugared almonds and con­
fetti, sprinkled perfumed water on one another and pro­
claimed a fool or beggar 'king' for a few days. If anyone was
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5 French, Louis XVI

Wearing Liberty Hat,
1792, print.

executed, this was done 'in effigy'. It is said that latent vio­
lence has been tolerated by the powers that be since the
Middle Ages, since it has been acknowledged as a 'safety
valve', a symbolic manifestation whose function has been to
replace or avert genuine social upheavals.20 However, sym­
bolic violence did at times turn into genuine revolts: some of
the best-known examples include the 1580 Carnival of the
Romans, which ended in bloodshed,>' and the many
Carnivals during the German religious wars, when people
smashed images, burned down castles and joined the peasant
revolts. 22 In this context, a phenomenon that is perhaps more
interesting than the actual transition from Carnival to revolt is
the communicative relationship established between the
two. 2

} By seeking to recoup the symbolic elements crucial to
its own celebration, revolt can itself become Carnival. In an
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exaggerated way, this is what happened during the French
Revolution, when the inversion of the ancient order followed
a rhythm quite similar to the ancient rites of termination. We
can follow the shifts in the forms concealed by such violence,
when symbolic became real, without losing anything of its
ritual impact. This will become clearer when we examine the
imaginative world of the Revolution and, more particularly,
the proliferation of anti-monarchic caricatures. Here the
animal mask was dominant: Marie-Antoinette was often a
panther, the Count of Artois a tiger, the Duchess of Polignac a
vixen, the King himself always a pig.24



The Monarch, whose power was diminishing, took on an
essentially carnivalesque role. In his capacity as a cuckold, he
was already a deposed king; however, in traditional
Carnivals, as we have seen, the cuckold (the ousted king)
symbolized winter in retreat. He was divested of his finery,
beaten and mocked.25 The carnivalization of the figure of
Louis XVI was rich in implications, and it is interesting to note
how the image we have of him, from Revolutionary docu­
ments, is characterized by a form of mockery that focuses
increasingly on his crowned head. He is sometimes depicted
as being double (illus. 4) to indicate political duplicity (it
should be pointed out that in this case, only one of the crowns
is falling, the one 'under' which the king is declaring himself
to be anti-constitutional, while the other remains firmly on his
head).26 In another hypostasis - the 'disguise' here could not
be more significant - the head has none of the symbols of
monarchic power but only a red hat (illus. 5). In a third
(illus. 6) - mockery has been replaced by actual violence ­
the head of the executed king has become 'food for thought
for crowned jugglers'27 - the transition from Monarchy to
Republic has united Revolution and Carnival. Something of
the ambivalent relationship that equates symbolic and real
violence is, as we have seen, to be found in Goethe's descrip­
tion of the Rome Carnival (1788), which turns the vertiginous
appeal of freedom into the madness of the festival. In
Madame de Stael (1795/1805), the die is now cast: 'During the
carnival, class, manners and minds are all mixed up; and the
crowd and the shouts, and the repartee and sugared almonds
that indiscriminately flood the passing carriages, mix all
mortal beings together, creating a jumbled up nation, as
though all social order had disappeared.' 28

The Carnival has become a pure metaphor.

REVOLUTION, TURN OF THE CENTURY, CARNIVAL

In its original meaning, the term 'revolution' was part of the
special vocabulary used by astronomers, astrologers and
chronologists. It referred to the return (revolutio) of a star that
had completed its orbit. In the Middle Ages, it went on to
mean the completion of a cycle and the end of any period of
time. In this way, after a 'revolution', a fragment of time - a
period - is presented as something completed by having



'revolved'. Recent studies have shown the slow but steady
way in which this word evolved from its original meaning
('cycle', 'return') to signify 'completion' or 'end', arriving
eventually at the present-day notion of 'change' or 'muta­
tion'.29 In French, Furetiere's Universal Dictionary (1690) already
contained the definition used by historians in which 'revolu­
tion' meant 'extraordinary change that occurs in the world'.30

Although this meaning predominated throughout the eigh­
teenth century, the polysemy of the term remained valid for a
long time.31 Stars, the globe, ideas, society and politics all are
subject to upheavals; people attribute these in vain to the will of
a benevolent creator now replaced by the agnostic fatum, by
cyclical fate from which nothing and no-one can escape: 'When
terrible revolutions, floods and earthquakes wreak havoc over a
large part of the globe I inhabit, where is this God's benevolence,
where is the beautiful order that in his wisdom he placed in the
universe?'32The same author goes on to say:

In the terrible convulsions that sometimes shake up politi­
cal societies, and which often result in an empire being
turned upside down, there is not a single action, a single
word, a single thought, a single wish, a single passion
among the agents who, as destroyers or victims help bring
about the revolution, that is not necessary, that does not act
as it should act, that does not unfailingly produce the
effects it must produce, in accord with the place these
agents occupy in the moral maelstrom. This would appear
obvious to an intelligence capable of grasping and appreci­
ating all the actions and reactions of the minds and bodies
of those who contribute to this revolution.}}

To the philosophers of the Age of Enlightenment, all social
and political cataclysms bore the inevitable marks of cosmic
upheaval and were subject to the same implacable laws. To
some writers - the first being Rousseau - the inevitability of
revolution is superimposed on the topos of the world turned
upside down:

You rely on the present social order, never thinking that
this order is subject to the inevitability of revolution, and
it is impossible for you to predict or to warn against some­
thing that will only affect your children. Large becomes
small, the rich man becomes poor, and the monarch
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becomes subject: are the blows dealt by fate so rare that
you think you can escape them? We are fast approaching
crisis point and the century of revolutions.34

With such ideas in the air, it should have come as no surprise
when the Bastille fell on 14 July 1789 nor that (almost) every­
one soon found the right word to describe the occasion: it was
neither a revolt nor a riot; it was well and truly a 'Revolution'.
It should have come as no surprise either that one of the pri­
orities of this 'Revolution' was the control of time and its sym­
bolism. The notion of 'century' had already been challenged
in the pre-Revolutionary era.35

... the length of a century is essentially arbitrary, but we are
obliged to give each century a hundred years solely to facili­
tate the chronological order of calculations and quotations.
No physical revolution in nature is completed in the space
of a hundred years, in the same way that a physical revolu­
tion in nature is completed over the course of one year, this
being the revolution of the sun that we call annua1.36

Once the Republic had been proclaimed (on 22 September
1792), there was very little doubt that the eighteenth 'century'
had come to an end. To some, this end had perhaps come
somewhat early; to others, it had arrived not a moment too
soon, and in accordance with a law that had nothing to do
with geometric centenaries (which, as we have seen, had
already been challenged) but with reversals of a cosmic-his­
toric order. The solution to this discrepancy was, as we know,
radical: to change the calendar.37 The new Republican
Calendar, established by order of the Convention in October
1793, decided, after a good deal of experimentation, that the
New Year would begin on 22 September 1792. This date
marked not only the day the Republic was proclaimed but
also that of the autumn equinox. Two processes were
involved in this attempt to restructure time: the de-christian­
ization of the calendar (Year 1 being no longer the year of
Christ's birth but the year the Republic was proclaimed) and
the harmonization with 'natural' rhythms (nothing of impor­
tance happened on the cosmic plane on 1 January, whereas on
22 September a 'revolution' took place).

We know that the Republican calendar was not altogether
successful and that it was abolished by Napoleon in 1805-6.



Moreover, it was never really embraced by the population at
large, who never broke completely from the old temporal
order. The most difficult moment in this cohabitation of the
Gregorian and Republican calendars probably occurred in
1799 (year VIII). After the 18 Brumaire (9-10 November)
uprising, during the real last year of the century, it became
clear that the Revolution had 'revolved'. The old calendar
had had its cruel revenge on the new. The gap between the
two temporalities grew, and the two worlds found them­
selves side by side. Then the one slid over the other almost
without touching it.

The changes to the calendar were only one aspect, albeit the
most abstract and intellectual one, of a growing awareness of
the emergence of a 'new time as opposed to the old time'. By
1789, the end of one time and the beginning of another was
lived in such a direct, violent and blatantly obvious way as to
make all symbolic representation highly problematic, indeed
pointless. The desire for celebration remained, and, immedi­
ately after the fall of the Bastille, there was a desire to have a
new national holiday 'for a revolution without precedence'.
The history of this national holiday, which hoped to replace
the Carnival and all festivals associated with it, is that of total
failure. 38 The reason for this is that the Carnival, as we have
seen the traditional festival that marked the rebirth of time,
had been replaced by the Revolution itself. The relationship
between the Revolution and its symbol is complex and the
removal of the festival can be explained on severallevels.39

First and foremost, there was 'enlightened' thought, which
considered the Carnival to be 'a festival fit for enslaved peo­
ples'.40 Following on logically from this was a perception of
the Revolution as a 'real' reversal, one which was immedi­
ately overtaken - and this is significant - by a feeling of fear
in the face of the Carnival as both strong principle and
potential threat. The wearing of masks was strictly prohib­
ited during the Terror, and 'any man disguised as a woman'
was immediately condemned to death.41 By way of compen­
sation, a revolutionary dress code was created, but the
Phrygian cap was soon replaced by the top hat of the 'inde­
pendents' (illus. 7).42

Paradoxically, the Ancien Regime had already attempted to
curb the Carnival before it was finally banned in 1790, though
on neither occasion was it abolished completely. The Carnival
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found other ways of manifesting itself, the most significant of
which was through the popular press. Thanks to this new
medium, there appeared a truly 'literal Carnival' in the guise of
pamphlets published on the Sunday, Monday and Tuesday
before Ash Wednesday.43 These were quite dangerous, as it
was not Reaction that was speaking through them but the
Revolution that was mocking itself. We read: 'The folly of



nations can change in name and face, but it always reverts to
the character that best suits it.'44 Or:

For the people, carnival has been banned; but ever since
the revolution first began you have established one for
yourselves, that you enjoy showing neither modesty nor
restraint. You forbid, under pain of fine, merchants to dis­
play masks and character costumes in their shops, but you
do not blush to wear them yourselves on the most serious
and important of occasions.45

Or again:

At the time when Louis XVI was eating like a horse and
drinking like a Knight Templar - and this time continues
still; it is in the juice of the grape that the French monarch
drowns his decadence - when Marie-Antoinette was en­
gaging in the worst excesses of prostitution, when the
depravity of the Court knew no bounds, Shrove Tuesday
had a major role to play in the Palace of our Kings and at
the heart of the Capital. At the time the Royal Sceptre was
no more than a fool's bauble, and Parisians were at one and
the same time drunk on pleasure and stooping under the
weight of servitude and misery. Today the name of Shrove
Tuesday appears pointlessly in the calendar; it no longer
presides over madness and foolishness. However, France
has never been as much disguised as it is at present; every­
one is dressed-up. What now presides over these new
costumes, clothes, hearts and faces? It is the Revolution,
yes, the Revolution that has taken over the principles of
Shrove Tuesday, and since 1 July 1789, we have seen the
reign of perpetual carnival.46

In their unmistakable irony, these lines contain a truth. The
Revolution was the 'making' of the Carnival just as, in its turn,
the Carnival was the 'un-making' of a Revolution. Between
1789 and 1799, the rites of passage poured in, multiplied, jos­
tled, and the end of a time was hidden behind masks whose
symbols had to be deciphered.
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2 The Carnival is Dead,
Long Live the Carnival!

A NEVER-ENDING CARNIVAL

The putting to death of the Carnival was in itself a ritual. At
the heart of the festival, the symbolic elimination of its princi­
ple signalled a climax. In its historical perspective, another
death, no less ritualized, took place at the end of 1800. We
shall endeavour to follow the Carnival's manifestations in the
figurative representations of this period. This is not an easy
process, being littered with clever traps. The first of these was
the proliferation of the carnivalesque in eighteenth-century
art, which could be found in its different forms virtually
throughout Europe, from Italy (Tiepolo, Pietro Longhi) to
England (Hogarth, Rowlandson). We find this proliferation
less interesting for the simple reason that it signals the
Carnival's taking root rather than its demise. What caught our
attention instead was the terminal carnivalization at the turn
of the century. Here the figures are fewer in number but richer
and more complex. They have the added advantage of
expressing themselves through such giants as Goya.

Experts have acknowledged the carnivalesque theme in
Goya's work for a long time, but it is generally considered
as particular to his art and indicative of a dialogue with
popular Iberian traditions. 1 Without wishing to challenge
this notion, which is no doubt an important one, our exami­
nation will focus on the ideological issues of a symbolic
introduction already broached in the first chapter of this
book. It strikes us that it is in this context that Coya's great
strength lies. On the 'margins' of Europe and straddling the
century (he was born near Saragossa in 1746 and died in
Bordeaux in 1828), he best incarnates the figurative reflec­
tion of the major rites of passage.2 We are convinced that it is
only by giving it a central place in the artist's thinking and
by outlining its inner core that we can fully appreciate its
impact. Moreover, we shall only succeed in understanding
the ritualization of the terminal Carnival that took place
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8 Goya, The Burial of the Sardine, c. 1816, oil on wood.
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around 1800 if we undertake a detailed examination of the
way Goya portrayed it.

We shall begin with the most complex and best-known
painting the Spanish painter devoted to the theme (illus. 8).3
The difficulties surrounding the picture's dating are sympto­
matic; it varies from 1793 to 1819, though experts have
recently tended to favour the latter.4 Its posthumous title - The
Burial of the Sardine - gives rise to another difficulty. The fash­
ionable Madrid ceremony that bore this name was held on
Ash Wednesday and celebrated the end of the Carnival and
the beginning of Lent. Both the ceremony and the Goya paint­
ing that depicts it were already creating problems at the end of
the nineteenth century:

What is this sardine that is being buried on Ash Wednesday
at the precise moment when its reign is supposed to begin,
that is to say at the beginning of the holy days of fasting
and abstinence and when fish unseats meat? It is perhaps
an antiphrasis created by the merry spirit of the people, a
symbolic manifestation of a farewell that must be
addressed, at the onset of Lent, to gastronomic delights.5

An answer already exists in this question, which places the
solution within the context of a rhetoric that is both popular
and sophisticated. As anthropological studies have demon­
strated, the 'burial of the sardine' was one of the ceremonies
held at the end of the carnival or, to be more precise, at the
death of the Carnival.6 The custom was widespread in Spain
and also in the Western Pyrenees, but the story of what actu­
ally took place is ambiguous and not without contradictions.
According to tradition, it was not a 'sardine' that was buried
(for sardines would become essential nutrients during the
days of abstinence to follow) but half a pig. This half-pig was
shaped like a giant sardine, and the resulting formal and sym­
bolic games of opposition between 'lean days' and 'fat days'
initiated a whole network of propitiatory inversions and
ironies. Hence what was said was 'sardine', but what was
meant was pork, as though attempting to make the Carnival
last longer, at least on the level of linguistic untruths. The
untruth expressed with the help of the antiphrasis (the sar­
dine is, in reality, a half-pig) alleviated the sadness prompted
by the farewell. On the other hand, if we take the expression
'burial of the sardine' literally (as was often done, it would
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appear),? this gives the disturbing impression that the
Carnival triumphed over Lent on the very day when the latter
should have begun, and that the 'meat' principle was there­
fore triumphant at the very moment when it should have
been buried.

What is certain is that there was no easing off, on the part of
ordinary people, of the pressure to continue the Carnival
beyond Shrove Tuesday into Ash Wednesday.8 And it is in this
context that the ceremony of the Burial of the sardine became
the final subterfuge: better a sad festival than no festival at all!
It is here that the shift performed by Coya's small painting
becomes both striking and troubling. This will become much
clearer if we can trace its origins with the help of the prepara­
tory drawing in the Prado (Hlus. 9). It was never Coya's habit
to make preliminary sketches to be developed later on, so the
existence of this drawing is in every way exceptional. It is as
though there was an urgent need in this case - and in this case
only - to have two versions. We see that his first idea was to
create a scene that depicted the triumph of Religion, and
thereby the triumph of Lent. It is monks and nuns who
express their joy at the death of Carnival beneath the Papal
insignias that decorate their banner. X-rays have revealed that
in the painting, the large, dark, grinning face was added later,
thereby covering the word MORTU<U>S, which had been
there, just as it is in the drawing.9

An internal antiphrasis would therefore appear to have
governed the inception of this painting, which now falls into
place with the help of an important change in meaning. If in
this drawing Coya was seeing the 'burial of the sardine' as the
victory - grotesque or burlesque, it does not really matter - of
religion over the festival, in the final painting mourning
becomes a triumph and is projected onto an overcast sky, as
though to deconstruct it. In place of the insignias of power
and death, the banner displays a broad smile. A delirious
heaving crowd carries this new banner, which seems not to
want to remain upright. Its oblique position at the centre of
the image underscores its instability and highlights the erratic
dynamism of the human mass. In truth, this is neither a circle
dance nor a procession, but rather a distant memory of both.
The movements of the participants are unsteady; the dance is
disorganized and ungainly; the crowd's progress has turned
into drunken confusion. Masks still cover faces; the sexes are
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muddled up; children rub shoulders with adults; animals
(real and pretend) are in amongst the people. Two menacing
creatures appear at the left of the image under the inquisitive
eyes of the spectators seated on the ground and hungry for
entertainment: a man wearing a large black hat armed with a
spear and a bear with long claws and a gaping jaw. Their
attention is focused on the dancing women.

Anthropological studies proved extremely useful when it
came to interpreting this image, since attention had for a long
time been focused on the many versions of the Carnival that
tackled the topos of the bear emerging from the cave over the
period when this particular festival reaches its climax. In
some cases, the bear (or man in a bearskin), known as Martin,
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throws himself on the young women or, more often than not,
on just one of them. Usually called Rosette, she is actually a
young man disguised as a woman whose blonde plaits have
been braided into a crown, whose face is powdered white and
whose tight bodice is ready to burst. 10 It is difficult to ascertain
the exact role played by these ancient rites of spring in Coya's
work. However, what can be said is that even if his interest
was more than purely documentary, he was certainly no igno­
ramus. It is interesting to note that within the context of the
most detailed literary description of the Madrid festival of the
burial of the sardine by the author Ramon de Mesonero
Romanos (1839), the festival is referred to as 'a burlesque and
profane parody revealed in all'.l1 Asked to give his opinion
about the relationship between his literary description,
Coya's pictorial description and reality, Romanos said:

With reference to Coya's painting (with which I am not
familiar), I think that neither he nor I know any more about
this Bacchanal, which is not the monopoly of Madrid, and
which comes from very far away. (...) But I think that Coya
has done what I have done, that is to say, he has taken pos­
session of a fact, and he has embroidered around it all the
necessary decorative details in order to produce an artistic
or literary painting. Besides, I am convinced that it is no
more than I have painted or Coya imagined and that every­
thing can be reduced to a simple formula or to a pretext to
break the fast for another day rather than the representa­
tion of the death of the sardine.12

This account is extremely valuable because it highlights the
fact that shortly after Coya produced his painting, its fictional
nature, which reinterprets a transgression by accentuating its
contractions, was acknowledged. The transition from
preparatory drawing to painting, with the implied change of
mood, would appear to confirm this impression. It shows that
the artist was interested in depicting the confusion and para­
dox of the 'carnivalesque' disorder that prevailed over the
first day of Lent. Disorder as a sin was a common theme in
anti-carnivalesque sermons and usually referred to the abuse
that went on during meat days. Ash Wednesday would finally
come along to put a stop to it: 'Compare these sacred cere­
monies and sad thoughts to the impetuous torrent of disorder,
debauchery and outbursts that engulf Christian folk during
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this period,'13 one of these sermons stated before going on to
say: 'What madness is this, that having so surrendered oneself
to debauchery, to disorder and to greed, the Church must
have recourse to penitence and fasting?'14 This sermon (given
in 1783) never once mentioned the idea that disorder (el desor­
den), depravity (la disolucion), debauchery (el desenfreno) and
entertainment (la diversion) might continue even into the first
day of Lent.

Once again, Coya's transition from drawing to painting
proves to be significant. In the drawing, the portrayal of dis­
order can be found in the actual freedom with which the lines
of ink create a large and spectacular tangle, but when it comes
to showing due respect to the theme - the triumph of Lent­
the artist was more 'conformist'. In the painting, the disorder
is that of a carnival that does not want to die. The formula is
original on both the level of content and that of form. We
should perhaps draw attention to this second level, since
there were no great models to help Coya. Apart from a few
exceptions,15 the indistinct moving mass had not yet become a
codified subject in art, neither had disorder become a theme to
be depicted. It is highly likely that this is why the artist him­
self did not refer to his Burial as a painting (quadrolcuadro),
(although, as we have seen, his early commentators did), but
rather as a borron en tabla (something like a 'blot', 'rough draft'
or 'doodle on pane!'). In other words, like something quite
contradictory, since it brought together the solidity of the tra­
ditional support of a painting and the stylistic and conceptual
'disorder' of a new representation. 16 The 'doodle', as the true
and proper carnivalization of 'painting', is an idea that
emerged late in Coya's thinking, and the painting we have
just analyzed is the most complete manifestation of this, for it
brings together form and content in an exemplary way.

If we wish to go into this subject in greater depth and exam­
ine its sources, we shall need to consider the alternative
modes of expression used by the artist rather than the 'great
paintings' he worked on for most of his life. It is the etcher, the
author of the small, quick sketches, who will make his beliefs
known more readily. An examination of such sketches reveals
that the carnivalesque theme of reversals was constant and
that it accompanied Coya throughout his long and turbulent
career. The later formalization of the relationship of reversal
can only be understood once a thematically structured study
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of his work has been undertaken. Only within the framework
of such a study will carnivalesque 'disorder' reveal its figures.
Let us begin with the most important.

THE THIRD SEX (OR NEITHER AND BOTH)

There is an early piece of work produced by the young Coya
(by this we mean produced before his 1792/} crisis and illness)
that anticipates the reversal of sexual roles, which became a
much more frequent theme in his later drawings and prints
(illus. 10). We do not know what inspired the creation of this

10 Goya,
Mythological Scene,
1784, oil on canvas.



11 Hercules
and Omphale,
1St century BC

work, and experts have found it extremely difficult to inter­
pret.'? The title, and therefore the theme, is problematic, and
the tradition from which it comes uncertain. According to tra­
dition, the story illustrates a secondary episode in the adven­
tures of the great Greek hero Hercules, who, carrying out the
orders of the Oracle of Delphi, set off for Lydia, where he
became the slave (in keeping with other slave-spouse vari­
ants) of Queen Omphale. There he was forced to wear
women's clothes and do women's work, while Omphale wore
his lion skin and carried his club.'s This tale of castration is all the
more powerful as the hero is the very symbol of masculinity.

As far back as the classical period, the story of Hercules and
Omphale was depicted as a parable of transsexuality.'9 A
small neo-Attic statuary group dating from the first century
Be (illus. 11) shows the hero dressed in a chiton and wearing a
woman's headdress that contrasts with his curly beard. In his
left hand, he carries a distaff and in his right hand, a shuttle.
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Omphale, on the other hand, is as naked as a Greek athlete of
the same period. She puts a protective arm around the great
hero, gazing tenderly at him as she clutches his club in her
other hand. This reversal of traditional roles, very simply
expressed, can also be found in art of the Renaissance. Lucas
Cranach, for example, tackled the theme on more than one
occasion!O A brief examination of one of Cranach's works
might shed light on Goya's work. In one of Cranach's versions
(illus. 12), Hercules is portrayed as a German knight, whose
beard and - in the preparatory drawing21

- other manly attrib­
utes have been highlighted by the painter. Hercules is in the
process of being dressed in women's clothes by three young
women with plunging necklines, while a fourth, the most ele­
gant of all (probably Omphale herself), looks on. Two of the
women are covering the hero's bearded face with a shawl,
while another is teaching him to spin, having already placed
the distaff under his arm. A Latin inscription illuminates the
scene and connects with the eyes of one of the girls who stares
at the spectator. In this way, the latter is given to understand
that there is a message in the painting that is of direct concern
to the viewer: to give in to the charms of voluptuousness
makes a man look ridiculous and strengthens the power of

12 Lucas Cranach,
Hercules and
Omphale, 1537,
beech wood.



women. It is interesting to note that while Cranach portrayed
the burlesque feminization of man, he was rather more
restrained and extremely respectful when it came to depict­
ing the masculinization of woman, which ancient texts and
the tradition of the 'world upside down', already in existence
in Cranach's time, would have permitted him to stress.
Through the use of interacting allusions, he thematized the
inversion of sexual roles that the intelligent spectator would
understand to be at the heart of the new power relationship
established in the Hercules/Omphale dyad. It was the
woman who now had to hold the spindle (an ancient phallic
symbol) and the man who had to work with the distaff (an
ancient symbol of the female sex). But the spindle
(phallos/phallus), the only object to have a double function in
this painting, is also directly related to the name of the one
who now possesses it (Omphale), thereby personifying her
castrating role. So the spectator, in order to understand the
painting completely, had to have some knowledge of Latin
and maybe a bit of Creek, but most certainly an understand­
ing of euphemisms and popular puns.

Coya's approach was different, and his innovations were
significant, so much so that we might well ask ourselves if we
are in fact dealing with a mythological scene (illus. 9). There is
no direct appeal to the spectator as there is in Cranach's
painting, no moralizing inscription and no looks of admoni­
tion - that of the small dog in the foreground is just a last car­
icatured remnant. The three characters are preoccupied by
the unusual activity of the moustachioed, armoured warrior
in the left foreground: he is threading a needle. The feminiza­
tion of Hercules (as we shall refer to him for the sake of con­
venience) takes place not through transvestism, but through
the activity he is engaged in. The exchange of symbols corre­
sponded to the topoi of the upside-down world, where
women had weapons and men had women's tools (illus. 2).
The significance here is to be found in the exchange of distaff
and sword (or spear or, later, rifle). Coya's solution is an
extremely personal one. It can be found neither in the iconog­
raphy of Hercules and Omphale, nor in that of the upside­
down world. It points to the antithesis between 'tiny' and
'gigantic', between sensitivity and strength, between sewing
implement and weapon of war. The position of the two main
characters' feet might indirectly suggest an erotic interpretation



in which the inverted male/female dialectic is brought to
light through the central role played by the sword, its phallic
verticality and transfer.

The mythological handling of the theme of symbolic cas­
tration is an anomaly in Coya's work, but the theme itself is a
constant. To follow its mutations would no doubt prove
enlightening. We shall limit ourselves to a single example.
Capricho 35 (illus. 13) depicts life in Madrid at the end of the
eighteenth century, through a mix, typical of Coya, of the con­
crete (clothes) and the abstract (space). The artist is thereby
suggesting that the scene we are witnessing is both dated and
timeless, particular and universal. A young man is allowing
three women to shave him; one holds the razor, the other two
hold the barber's instruments. The young man's face is almost
as smooth as a young girl's. Furthermore, the sheet wrapped
around his shoulders makes it even more difficult to identify
his sex, so much so that we might even be led to believe that
this is just women having fun. However, the grammatical
form of the inscription (Le descafiona) proves the seated person
is indeed a man. It can be interpreted in at least two ways
('She is shaving him the wrong way' / 'She is plucking him'),
whereas the ambiguity of the text-image binomial is even
more complex. What we have in effect is not only a reformu­
lation of the very same situation illustrated in the Classical
repertoire through the Hercules/Omphale theme (illus. 12)

but also the same pyramidal compositional blueprint that
establishes women 'on top' and man 'underneath'.22

All that Coya's misogynous as well as misanthropic Cap­
richo does is give an ancient topos a new form: that of the
feminization of man under the control of women. The eigh­
teenth century was full of people bemoaning this fact (has
there ever been a time when they were not?). In L'Annee mer­
veilleuse ou les hommes-femmes (1754), for example, the author,
Father Coyer, predicted a time of 'great change' when 'men
would be changed into women, and women into men'. He
went on to say:

So that we shall therefore no longer be surprised to see
male individuals wearing earrings, making tapestries,
entertaining from their beds at midday, interrupting a seri­
ous conversation to talk with their dog, speaking to their
own faces in a mirror, fondling their lace, losing their tempers

13 Goya,
Capricho 35: She
Is Plucking Him,
c. 1797-8, etching
and aquatint.
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over a broken maggot, swooning over a sick parrot, and
finally revealing all their charms to the opposite sex. 2

)

The specular relationship between the mythological painting
(Hercules and Omphale) and the criticism of social customs
(Capricho 35) is echoed in Goya's work by the position the
artist gives in his drawings to the theme of gender-role rever­
sal. The drawings appear to be a coarse and direct experience
in which the carnivalesque emerges clearly. It is in this light
that a whole series of images, involving the traditional canons
of masculinity, must be examined.

Several of these images are to be found in what the experts
refer to as the Sketchbook Journal,>4 a rich collection of drawings
by Goya, which is full of short and sharp observations. In one of
these (illus. 14), we see an extremely fat man with a double
chin, seated on a bench. The inscription at the bottom of the
page is an exclamation: Que desgracia! (What a disaster!). In
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15 Goya, 'Blindman
Enamoured ofHis
Bulge', c. 1800, sepia
wash drawing.

another (illus. 15), we see a person standing, legs apart, look­
ing at his round belly. The inscription identifies him as a
'blindman enamoured of his bulge' (ciego enamorado de su
potra). A third (illus. 16) shows a paunchy individual of inde­
terminable gender (because of the raised skirt, it was for a
long time thought to be a woman);25 the inscription here reads
'Aunt Gila's little queer' (El Maric6n de la tia Gila).

These drawings are three variations on the originally carni­
valesque motif of the grotesque body. Bakhtin and others26

have come up with detailed explanations as to how the dis­
tended and exaggerated-out-of-all-proportion belly (which in
particular contexts has even spawned such pseudo-divinities
as St Pansart, Sancto Pan<;a, Zanpanzar or Mardi Gras) was
the exemplary incarnation of the very spirit of the Carnival.
Exuberance, the adulation of worldly goods, the vindication
of fertility and the importance accorded the human body's
lower regions - are all elements that make these I round-bellied'
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figures indispensable to the carnivalesque world. And yet
there are times when the pure grotesque gives way to tragi­
comedy. This is what we believe happens in Goya's drawings,
where certain elements give rise to the hypothesis that
another carnivalesque motif emerges next to the image of the
grotesque body, in order to present us with a reversal that is
both hilarious and dramatic: the motif of the man-woman in
its most powerful version, that of the 'pregnant man'. A fourth
drawing, from the Bordeaux Sketchbook (illus. 17), portrays the
theme of cross-dressing and can help us further in this con­
nection. What its caption refers to as a 'malicious fool' (loco
picaro) (today we would be more likely to refer to a 'malicious
queer') is a man dressed as a woman. Pierre Gassier described
it well:

Wearing a hat, earrings and dainty shoes, he disguised
himself as a woman, and then just to complicate matters, he

16 Goya, 'Aunt
Gila's Little Queer',
c. 1800, India ink
wash drawing.



17 Goya, 'Malicious
Fool', c. 1824-8,
black chalk.

made for himself an impressive pregnancy with the help of
a few thick cushions tucked under his shirt, the corners of
which he tied behind his back, and went so far as to bend
his knees so as to make his enormous abdomen stick out as
far as possible.2

?

Cross-dressing was very much part of the carnivalesque ritual
and formed its own system with its companions licence and
reversal. The protruding stomach was also a figure of excess
which, in this instance, became part of the system in a dialecti­
cal manner - that is to say, as excess in reversal and in licence.
Goethe, with his usual sharpness, in fact captured this rela­
tionship in a performance given by a Carnival 'queer':

At that moment, having had a fright, the pregnant woman
feels unwell; a chair is brought, the other women see to her,
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she thrashes about pathetically, and, to the delight of her
assistants, unexpectedly gives birth to a nondescript,
shapeless being. Having given their performance, the
troupe sets off to play the same farce, on another fellow­
creature, in another venue.28

If we do not find similar scenes in Goya, despite the fact that
the myth of the man giving birth was fairly prevalent in
Spain/9 it is because his work is more than an illustration of
the Carnival; it is a study of comic reversals. It is this aspect of
the drawings in the Sketchbook Journal that make them so valu­
able. They cannot be considered as sketches per se depicting
carnivalesque situations, nor can they be considered as stud­
ies of social mores. Rather, they are a critical gloss around the
topos of the pregnant man.

This topos has its own history, of which Roberto Zapperi
made an in-depth study.30 Zapperi demonstrated the impor­
tance of the part played by the debate that surrounded sexual
customs and the roles given the partners in sexual union.
Within the framework of this debate, even male masturba­
tion, regarded as sex without a partner, is a symbol of erotic
otherness which can give rise to such phenomena as self­
impregnation. In all probability, this is the variant Goya had
in mind in drawing 64 of the Sketchbook Journal (illus. 15). The
potra (usually translated as 'bulge') with which the character
is enamoured is nothing but a euphemism. The man is enam­
oured of his 'beam', and his pregnancy is a solitary and repre­
hensible pregnancy. We shall have occasion to return - in
another context and in greater detail - to the ways in which
Goya made use of puns in images that were erotic in nature.
For the present, we shall limit ourselves to pointing out that
the explanatory inscription is an important feature: the 'lover'
(enamorado) is named with a broken and poorly written word
that reveals him to be an ona-morado. The phoneme Ona­
needs no explanation. The moneme morado, however, is poly­
semantic: it refers to the colour violet-red, but also signifies
'full', 'stuffed', 'bursting'. To love one's 'beam' too much, to
love it blindly, produces an outlandish character - a 'onen­
amoured' - whose fat belly is both a sign of his disgrace and
also his punishment.

The misdemeanour of'Aunt Gila's little queer' is quite differ­
ent (illus. 16). Here, and in a way that is much more overt than in



18 Studio of Peter
Paul Rubens,
Drunken Silenus,
first half of the 17th
century, oil on
wood.

the drawing just analyzed, the cause of the male pregnancy is
the result of homosexuality. Impregnation 'that goes against
nature' was a theme that had been portrayed a century earlier in
Rubens's great Drunken Silenus, which has been copied and
interpreted many times over the centuries (illus. 18). The anal
coupling of the obese Silenus and the muscular black man is
only one of the narrative elements of this painting. The event is
treated with a certain restraint, but it is clear enough to leave us
in no doubt as to what is going onY It is interesting to note how
the classical bacchanalian theme became carnivalized at the
approach of the eighteenth century. A drawing by Watteau after
Rubens (illus. 19) transforms the bacchic festival into a carnival
procession and the central character into a true and proper
'queer'. His sexual organ has disappeared into his bushy pubic
hair, and his companion is no longer clutching his hips, as is the
case in Rubens's painting, but his breasts, thereby increasing the
sexual ambiguity of the scene)2
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We must now examine the significance of drawing 21 of
the Sketchbook Journal (illus. 14), particularly the 'disaster'
that has befallen its hero. This misfortune is nothing to do
with obesity, as one might at first suspect (at the time, obe­
sity was still a sign of prosperity), but with the disgraceful
pregnancy, the product of a reversal of positions during the
sexual act, long anathematized by the Church. Zapperi
recalled how the polemic surrounding male/female coital
positions came up against that of the more general theme of
on top and underneath. 33 Indeed in Spain, the erotic horse was
condemned expressis verbis in the treatise by the Jesuit
Thomas Sanchez entitled De sancto matrimonio sacramento,
where the only position considered to be natural was mulier
succuba, vir autem incubus. Sanchez condemned the reversed
position as a mortal sin:

This way of going about things is absolutely contrary to the
laws of nature because it prevents the seed from the male
ejaculation from being received and retained by the female
vase. Moreover, it is not only the position of the person that
is being reversed but also their condition: and it is in the
nature of things that the male should perform and the
female submit. The very fact that the male places himself
underneath makes him passive while the woman by

19 Jean-Antoine
Watteau,The March
ofSilenus,c.1715,
coloured chalks.



putting herself on top becomes active. Who could deny
seeing that nature is filled with horror at such a turning
upside down?34

Despite its simplicity, Coya's drawing reveals its sources of
inspiration. These are not found in 'reality' ('in reality' there
are no pregnant men), but in the study of sexual distinctions as
bequeathed us by tradition. Anatomical pictures whose aim it
was to illustrate the effects of pregnancy on the female body, or
the broadsheets on empirical sexology readily available - it
would appear - from apothecaries and healer-barbers, can be
considered as possible models for drawing 21 of the
Sketchbook Journal. 35 Coya's reversal is executed with an irony
that is unmistakable, but whose moral intentions are difficult
to establish with any precision. The flexible relationship
between irony and moralism has in fact been one of the
main problems involved in interpreting two of his major
series of etchings: Los Caprichos (Caprices) and the Disparates
(Absurdities). Rather than go into the subject at great length
here, it would seem more appropriate to concentrate once
again on the carnivalesque forms tackled by Coya. In this con­
text, there is an indirect response to the question just formu­
lated. In effect, in the world of the Carnival, morality does not
have a great role to play, since it is also, and above all, a time
of absolute permissiveness, a time for gaiety when the world
is turned upside down. In the drawings just analyzed, carni­
valesque examples and situations are the object of short but
careful observations. They are extra-temporal examples and
situations that can be found in any Carnival and at any period
in history.

It is interesting to note that Coya carried out these obser­
vations fairly late in his career. In his major series of etchings
- first in the Caprichos - as well as in the accompanying
drawings that are the product of the same mind, the carniva­
lesque is integrated into more specific and more codified
social situations. This claim can be corroborated with the aid
of a drawing from what, for the sake of convenience, we will
refer to as the Madrid Sketchbook (illus. 20).

Pierre Cassier remarked that this drawing is a genuine pre­
view of the grotesque or caricatured representation of man and
his body.36 What strikes us as even more significant is the fact
that the centre of the drawing is a dialogue around the male



character's protruding stomach. The motif is carnivalesque,
but the image conceals its sources. Let us examine the lan­
guage. Several elements draw attention to the grotesque nature
of the distended stomach - first the woman's expression and
then the man's gesture. Other signs, less obvious but no less
important, can be added: the woman's slender waist creates a
counter-curve that accentuates the protuberance of the male
stomach. In the absence of further information and especially
for want of any explicit or implicit inscription, our interpreta­
tion must stop here. Nevertheless, we can quite legitimately say
that this drawing illustrates a situation of reversal (the man has

20 Goya, Drawing
B. 49: Young Woman
with a Paunchy Man,
1796-7, wash on
paper.



a stomach that the woman does not have). If there is carnival­
ization, it is not obvious (as was the case with the other draw­
ings). What Coya is showing us instead is a reversed society
and, implicitly, a carnivalized world.

What is so striking in this context is how frequently, in
Goya's work, the theme of the feminization of man comes up
and how rarely the masculinization of woman, especially
since in contemporary thought on the decline in mores, this
particular theme was recurrent: 'These days they wear men's
clothes, a frock coat with three collars, hair tied back in a
ponytail, a cane in their hand, shoes with flat heels.'37 Father
Coyer wondered whether: '... if they removed the coat of
colour they apply, would we not detect the signs of strength
on their faces, their skin thickening, their features growing
coarse and their beard sprouting?'38

In Goya's work, there is a unique example - once again a
drawing - that tackles the theme of masculinization in the
form of the motif of the bearded lady (illus. 21). The context of
the Black-edged Sketchbook from which this drawing is taken
shows that the artist was more interested in depicting 'fair­
ground freaks' than in criticizing particular social customs.39

The contrast with the quotation from Father Coyer could not
be stronger. Like many other eighteenth-century authors,
Father Coyer used the 'bearded lady' motif to be ironic about
the emergence of a new type of being, the thinking woman ­
indeed the philosophical woman40

- whereas Goya was
attracted by the otherness of this spectacle. The inscription
that accompanies the drawing provides it with a historical
foundation: 'This woman was painted in Naples by Jose
Ribera known as the Spagnoletto, c. 1640.' The inscription is
probably more recent and of doubtful authenticity - a false
inscription therefore, given the object of the representation. It
is nevertheless significant because of the way in which the
drawing was perceived, as a gloss on a 'portrait' that already
existed. The similarities between Coya's drawing and
Ribera's canvas (illus. 68) are, despite their common theme
and despite the inscription, extremely weak. Ribera left us a
double portrait, commissioned in 1631, we know, by the
Spanish Viceroy to Naples.41 We see (as the conspicuous
inscription tells us with its many details) the bearded lady
Magdalena Ventura, at the age of 52, carrying her third child
in her arms and accompanied by her husband. It is not the
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21 Goya, Drawing
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was Painted in
Naples by Jose Ribera
Known as the
Spagnoletto', c. 1640,
1803-12, India ink
wash.

22 Giovanni
Battista Gaulli
(known as
Baciccio), Saint
Joseph with the Child
Jesus, c. 1670-85, oil
on canvas.
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first time that an artist has left us a painting of this kind; others
were recorded as early as the sixteenth century, the best
known being the portrait of the famous Brigida del Rio
(known as The Bearded Lady of Pefiaranda) by Juan Sanchez
Cotan (illus. 23). Both examples deal with images of 'miracles'
(the inscription that accompanies Magdalena Ventura speaks
of a magnum naturale miraculum); artists made their own con­
tributions to depicting 'truthfully' that which was unbeliev­
able. Admittedly, compared to Sanchez Cotan, Ribera had
made some progress. Brigida del Rio could very well have
been a man dressed as a woman, and the painting could be
seen as having been created under the sign of Hermaphrodite.
Indeed, as has been demonstrated recently,42 the scholarly
Sebastian de Covarrubias returned to this painting in one of
his Emblemas morales (Madrid, 1610), where he transformed
it into an imago (illus. 24) accompanied by an inscriptio:
Nevtrvmque et vutrvmque. This direct quote from Ovid (Meta­
morphoses, IV, 379) refers to the mythical Hermaphrodite as a
double being who was neither or both sexes at one and the
same time. The subscriptio develops this idea ('I am hic, &
haec, & hoc. I declare myself to be both man and woman and
a third ...') and ends on a moralizing note: 'any man who
looks at me will be - if he lives in an effeminate manner ­
another myself.' The 'miracle' could not have been turned
more completely - or more wrongly - into a sermon.

Ribera's painting also depicts a double being - that is, both
masculine and feminine - but it is different from the Brigida
del Rio portrait inasmuch as it shows the co-presence of com­
bined characteristics - beard and breasts - and emphasizes an
existential situation to which the infant and the astounded
husband also belong. In order to fully understand the issue,
we need to delve deeper into its comparison with the 'bearded
lady of Pefiaranda'. Let us read one of the seventeenth-century
texts that refers to it:

Hippocrates wrote of the Eretruse woman whose voice,
when her periods stopped, became masculine, husky and
deep, and who grew a beard, enough for her to pass as a
man, a fact that, according to Aristotle, happens to many
women, as we have seen in Spain in the case of the woman
from Pefiaranda, whose voice became deep and whose
beard grew so great that it covered her chest.43
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24 Sebastian de
Covarrubias,
Emblem 64, from
Emblemas morales
(Madrid,161O).

By basing himself on the 'experts', the author of this text is
endeavouring to find a scientific explanation for the phenom­
enon of facial hair and its direct link with the cessation of
menstruation. It is when we compare Ribera's painting to this
scientific explanation that its magnum miraculum nature is
revealed: according to the inscription, Magdalena Ventura's
beard began to grow when she was around 37 years old,
which (as the picture testifies) did not prevent her from giving
birth to a child whom she breast-fed herself. Magdalena
Ventura was therefore not a woman who (like Brigida del Rio)
became masculine at the onset of the menopause, but a
woman whose maternal functions were still active (adds the
inscription) even at the age of 52.

And yet the painting is a mixture of docu-evidence and
symbolic imagery. The emblematic insertions leave it wide
open to a more complex interpretation: on the pedestal (which
also acts in support of the edifying inscription) is the shell of a
sea snail, a distaff and a spindle. The snail is traditionally the
bisexual being par excellence,44 and the spindle/distaff dyad,
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as we have already seen, also had well-defined sexual conno­
tations. The presence of these symbolic objects in Ribera's
painting on the one hand, and in the prints depicting the
world upside down on the other, rules out the possibility of
any similarities being attributed to coincidence in order to
establish a system of symbolization common to both repre­
sentations. But in the Ribera painting, there are also allusions
which still have to be deciphered, whereas in the prints of the
world upside down (illus. 2), whose didactic nature is evi­
dent, the symbols are organized into coherent systems; the
reversal of the husband/wife roles, the portrayal of double
beings (the bearded mother with breasts displayed) and the
emblematic snail can be placed on the compositional axis.

We would at this point be quite justified in wondering what
Goya had absorbed of this whole tradition. In all probability,
his bearded lady is not the same as Ribera's, and the message
contained in the drawing is also quite different. It is difficult to
believe that the drawing could have been the first notation for
a painting. The only element that might suggest this is the
double frame surrounding the pictorial field. It should be
noted, however, that this is a feature common to all the draw­
ings in the Black-edged Sketchbook and that none of them ever
ended up as actual 'paintings'. On the other hand, the integra­
tion of Goya's bearded lady into the context of 'miracles­
images' and of the imagination of a world of exceptions and
transgressions remains justifiable. What Goya emphasized in
this particular drawing is this mother / father's splendid
beard, which is an object of fun for the child who buries his
hands in it. It is imperative that, in this context, we examine
the striking iconographic similarities between the drawing
and certain religious paintings of the Counter-Reformation
that portray bearded saints (Joseph, Felix, etc.) fussing over
infants (illus. 22).45 There are several ways of approaching
these similarities. The first is to attribute them to chance. The
second is to see them as products of a 'reversal of significa­
tion' (Bedeutungsinversion), a fairly common process in the
eighteenth century in general and in Goya's work in particu­
lar, and a mechanism through which a sacred theme provides
the compositional solution for a profane scene.46 Finally, the
third approach, an extension of the second, looks for the sig­
nificance behind the reversal of the sacred into the profane.

Let us look for a moment at this last option. In his study



25 Italian, Harlequin
Suckling His Child,
18th century, print.

devoted to the theme of 'paternal milk' and to its significance
in traditional cultures, Roberto Lionetti draws attention to
points of contact between this motif and that of the pregnant
man and its carnivalesque ramifications. He also draws atten­
tion to the archaic nature of the figure of the breast-feeding
father, which, he says, goes at least as far back as the mythical
saint Mammes of Caesarea (also known as Mammas or
Mammet), none other than the counterpart of the ancient
mother goddess Ma (i.e. Cybele). He considers this early
reversal to be one of the oldest manifestations of 'breast envy'
on the part of men, the others being indulged during carniva­
lesque festivals in the form of cross-dressing.47 In this last con­
text, the best-known ludic incarnation is that of Harlequin as
mother (illus. 25), which was certainly extremely popular
during the eighteenth century.

In light of these considerations, we can place Goya's draw­
ing at the junction of several interpretative codes. The
'bearded mother' has something of the 'paternal saint' about
her as well as something of the comedy of the fair. This dual­
ity shows that transgression creates complex iconography at
the heart of which the sacred and profane can communicate.

ON GOYA'S BESTIARY

In Dialektik der Aufkliirung, Max Horkheimer and Theodor
Adorno emphasize the central role played by the man/beast
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relationship, in an attempt - essential to the spirit of the
Enlightenment - to define the idea of 'man'.48 No artist has
been able to define the fluctuating nature of this relationship
better than Goya; to study it in all its complexity is a task that
goes far beyond the limits of this book. We shall therefore
limit ourselves to examining only one aspect, which we could
refer to as 'the specular relationship and its mutations'. Here
the artist himself comes to our assistance, with a series of
drawings in which this relationship is described in detail. The
series, generally known to as The Magic Mirror,49 is not part of
any 'sketchbook' and is usually considered to have been pro­
duced around 1797-9 - i.e. at the same time as the Caprichos.
The drawings in it have no pre-established order, so our
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27 Coya, Dandy and
Monkey, 1797-9,
pen and sepia
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scumble over entire
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analysis will follow a possible but not mandatory sequencing.
In the first drawing (illus. 26), we see a woman dressed in

the clothes of a maja standing in front of a mirror from which a
serpent coiled around a scythe gazes out at her (an earlier
version in sanguine shows a crutch rather than a scythe). The
second drawing (illus. 27) depicts a similar situation, although
the protagonists are a young man and a monkey (there is a
variant in red ink wash and sanguine (illus. 34) in which the
monkey is replaced by a creature being tortured by an iron
collar). The third drawing (illus. 28) shows a student wrapped
in a cape50 in front of a giant frog. Finally, in the last drawing,
we see a policeman (alguazil) with a cape and sword in front of
a cat standing on its back legs (illus. 29).
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This series has long been the subject of conflicting interpre­
tations. L6pez-Rey, the first to have paid it particular atten­
tion, saw it as a direct reaction to the success in Europe,
especially in Spain, of Lavater's Essays on Physiognomy. In fact
it is a gloss on the concept, dear to physiognomy, of the rela­
tionship between the physical and the moral. The magic
mirror reveals in animal form the human's true psychic
natureY To Folke Nordstrom, however, the series illustrates the
four temperaments: melancholic (woman/serpent), sanguine
(young man/monkey), phlegmatic (student/frog) and cho­
leric (policeman/cat).52 Rene Andioc, who, in a well-argued
study, highlights allusions to contemporary fashions, which
were the most significant butt of Coya's satire,53 has recently
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29 Goya, Policeman
and Wild Cat,
1797-8, pen and
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cast doubt on this interpretation. We shall put it on hold while
we re-examine the series from L6pez-Rey's and Andioc's
points of view.

We need to bear in mind that Goya had, since the 1770s,
been interested in the metaphor of animal physiognomy. It
was at times quite explicit in the rural scenes of the tapestry
cartoons he worked on. In The Washerwomen (Las lavanderas,
illus. 30), for example, everything - Goya specifies this in a
letter - takes place in the form of a game: ' ... several washer­
women are resting on the banks of a river. One of them has
fallen asleep, her head resting on the lap of another. Two of the
women are trying to wake her by touching her face with the
muzzle of a sheep. Another, seated, is laughing at the scene ... '54



This picture has attracted the attention of several art histori­
ans, who have detected in it allusions to the symbolism of
Melancholy55 or Lust.56 It would seem, however, that both
painting and Coya's letter are fairly clear in their underscor­
ing of the proximity of the woman's and the sheep's heads.
We may wonder at the significance of this closeness, but one
thing is certain: the image as much as the text stresses that
laughter is the obligatory response to this union. This reaction
is part (Coya's letter states as much) of the story itself: the
woman is sleeping (and dreaming), and when she wakes her
friends will have played a nasty trick on her; the image from
her dream will have been reversed. Instead of Prince Charming,
she will be surprised to see a sheep. For the moment, however,
the animal's 'kiss' that will 'wake her' is an opportunity for a
confrontation of a physiognomic kind, in which a dialogue
between the two kingdoms is produced through adjacency.
Coya's mise-en-scene allows us to compare the young woman's
face with that of the sheep, thus bringing out the ancient theme
of the similarity between human and animal physiognomies
(illus·31).57

It is, however, crucial to emphasize the role played by the
'comparison' made through the proximity of the two 'faces' in
the absence of the specular metaphor that was to be funda­
mental in the drawings Coya produced between 1797 and
1799 (illus. 26-9). This metaphor has its own complex his­
tory.58 Suffice it to say that in the Middle Ages it had already
evolved iconographically in a moralizing direction that Coya
was to develop further. In the medieval examples (illus. 32), it
was usually the woman who, questioning her beauty in a
mirror, received a cruel response in the form of the devil's
backside. One element must be emphasized here: namely the
radicalization of the reversals (beauty/ugliness, face/back­
side, high/low).

Armed with these reminders, we can examine the particu­
lar attributes of Coya's discourse on the man/animal relation­
ship. The first thing we notice is that Coya handled this
relationship differently in each drawing. In the first, it is the
serpent that is looking at the woman, while she herself would
appear to be somewhat preoccupied (illus. 26). In the second
drawing, it is the mimetic scene between monkey and young
man that is the most amusing (illus. 27), it is so highly devel­
oped that we wonder who is mimicking whom. Furthermore,



30 Detail of Goya,
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canvas.

~, 31 Charles Le Brun,
The Ram Man,
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trait!! de Charles Le
Brun (Paris, 1806).



32 German, The
Devil and the
Woman, woodcut
from Der Ritter von
Turn (Basel, 1493).

to underline the transgression of reality, Goya has placed a
club in the dandy's hand that does not quite go with his ultra­
modern outfit. Its real place is on the other side of the mirror.

The third drawing (illus. 28) recalls the dialogue of the
second, except that this time the two beings, instead of
coming closer so as to study each other better, seem to be
equally scared of one another. Here the mime-show plays
with certain similarities in body language and physiognomy.
The mime is underscored by adjacent elements, such as the
quasi-contact of the student's right arm and the frog's left, or
by the psychological aspects expressed formally, such as the
parallel lines of ink that link the area of the mirror to the stu­
dent's clothes and vice versa.

Structurally, the last drawing is less clear (illus. 29). Unlike
the others, the mirror looks more like an enormous painting,
and the reflection is transformed into a contemplation of the
image. And yet the way Goya placed projection screens in his
drawings gives them a common trait which recalls Della
Porta's observations on distortions produced with the help of
oblique mirrors:

The appearance of the one who is looking will vary
depending on the location. If you place the mirror at an
obtuse angle, the face of the one looking at himself could
become so distorted as to make him look as though he had
a donkey or a pig's face. If he bends down, it looks as
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33 Johann Caspar
Lavater, From Frog
to Apollo, engraving
from Essai sur la
physiognomie, vol. I

(The Hague, 1781).

though his eyes are coming out of their sockets, like those
of the grasshopper. If the angle becomes progressively
bigger, the nose and the mouth will become distorted and
look like a dog's mouth.59

It is difficult to know exactly how Goya came to know about
this tradition but we may suppose that he was familiar with it,
since he combined it with that of the specular reversals that
evolved during the Middle Ages (illus. 32).

The drawing of the student and the frog (illus. 28) was
L6pez-Rey's strongest argument in support of his hypothesis
regarding the influence of the Lavaterian physiognomy on
Goya. In fact, Lavater had on several occasions presented a
diagram outlining human evolution from 'original frog' to
'perfect human being' (illus. 33).60 What was so innovative
about Goya (and what has been ignored by critics) is not his
obvious copying of the idea but his interpretation of it. Step by
step, face by face, and with a minimum number of variations,
Lavater's diagram shows the gradual transformations lead­
ing from batrachian to human. The changes between one head
and the next are barely perceptible. Yet the distance between
the end of the series and its beginning is almost metaphysical.
It was precisely at this point that Goya came in. Suppressing
all intermediary elements, he placed the first and last compo-
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nents face to face, and then he underlined the fear caused by
this terrible confrontation. Like Lavater's 'perfect man' or just
like his Apollo, the student (in theory) represents the human
individual at the top of the evolutionary ladder. Coya's inter­
pretation stresses a consequence of the process: the magic
mirror shows not only that the 'real nature' of the young man
is animal, but also removes the distance between the begin­
ning and the end of evolution, revealing the gap between
'illusion' and 'truth'. While Lavater emphasized the sense of
gradual transition and the sublime end of the journey, Coya
featured its emptiness.61

Let us pursue this line of thought by analyzing Dandy and
Monkey (illus. 27). Andioc has shown that the young man
with the untidy hair, black hat and pointed shoes personifies
a social type that was ridiculed around 1795 and known as
currutaco - that is to say, young man following the latest fash­
ion. The Spanish currutaco is in fact a sui generis transposition
of the French Incroyable (a Directoire 'beau'):

It was the height of elegance to appear shortsighted, dis­
abled and deformed (...). The frock coat was deliberately
pleated at the back to create the silhouette of a hunchback;
the trousers were attached at the knees with a button to
give the illusion of knock-knees. The enormous cravat,
wrapped several times around the neck, covered the chin,
and reached as far as the lower lip. A huge cocked or cone­
shaped hat covered the dog-eared hair. Court shoes with
pointed toes, a thin cane in the hand (...) completed the
outfit.62

All these distinctive elements appear in Coya's drawing,
together (as we have seen) with the extra touch of the cane 'mag­
ically' transformed into a club. The specular dandyI monkey
dialogue features the same type of reversal of extremes as that of
the frog I student. But this time, the dialogue is between 'primi­
tive' and 'modern': the mirror states that there is harmony,
equivalence and, indeed, identity between the hairy beast and
the super-elegant.

Having arrived at this point, we must examine the signifi­
cance of the second version of this drawing (illus. 34). The first
thing we notice is that here, Coya did not follow the same
symmetry of movement that had the short-sighted dandy and
his ape-like alter ego confronting each other. There are other
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34 Coya, The Dandy
Being Tortured,
1797-8, red wash
with touches of
sanguine.

differences: the club is no longer there, and the top hat is
important. However, the main difference is to be found in the
strange figure of the tortured creature who, through his pres­
ence, removes the drawing from the cycle of 'wildlife fables'
in order to give it another interpretation.

It strikes us that, by accentuating another contemporary
fashion in his satire, Coya was attempting a mise-en-scene of
another kind of reversal. By highlighting the top hat, he drew
attention to the ideological implications of the clothes. These,
it must not be forgotten, were imported from neighbouring
France, where - this was the middle of the Directoire - they
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were the symbolic 'clothes of Liberty' (illus. 7).63 Coya's satire
becomes easy to understand: when 'clothes of Liberty' become
the 'tyranny of fashion', 'independence' becomes 'torture'.64

The drawing that features the woman and serpent (illus.
26) also has two versions. In the first, abandoned before it was
finished,65 the serpent coils around a crutch, not a scythe. If the
crutch is a memento of old age, then the scythe is a memento of
death. The changes Coya made in the second version under­
score the relationship of reversal through radicalization. The
woman, whose true nature is sin (Coya might seem to be
preaching), is not conscious of the imminence of old age (first
version) or the inevitability of death (second version). In this
way, beauty, youth and life become, in accordance with an
ancient topos, their absolute opposites. To underline the con­
nection between woman and serpent (and therefore the
latter's originally sinful nature), Coya has given her a snake­
like movement that forces her to turn her head towards the
spectator. The disadvantage of this pose is that there is no
specular image; the advantage is that the spectator is pre­
sented with a face lit by tiny eyes - a veiled reminder of the
'serpent's eyes'.

The cycle of the 'magic mirror' is contemporaneous with
the Caprichos, where the animal metaphor is permanently pre­
sent. Other drawings from the same period show how Coya
worked the human face into both caricatures and animal meta­
morphoses. Following an ancient tradition, the most represen­
tative of these drawings (illus. 35) whose carnivalization is
more than obvious, was produced during a social gathering.66

In it, we find several grotesque profiles executed in a style that
might well go back as far as Leonardo da Vinci, as well as sev­
eral heads that reveal the animal nature (dog, monkey) of the
portraiture. In the upper right-hand corner is a round face
bisected by a broad grin. Some elements67 lead us to believe
that this is a self-portrait. Other factors make it very similar to
the beaming head that dominates the Burial of the Sardine
(illus. 8). We must not draw any hasty conclusions from this, of
course, but we can at least note the complexity of the work
undertaken by Coya to carnivalize the world, and maybe also
note a few allusions to his position at the heart of this world.

There is another drawing that leads us to believe that
Coya's thoughts on his own place in a universe of masks was
more complex than we might think. It is the most enigmatic



35 Goya, Sixteen
Caricatured Heads,
1798(?), pen and
sepia.

of his many self-portraits, also produced during the 1795-6
transitional period (illus. 36). We see Coya in a completely
frontal pose, a strange expression on his face, eyes staring as if
he is lost in space. His untidy hair, symmetrically parted in the
middle, falls down into a beard that encompasses his face.
This spectacular growth (never before or after did Coya por­
tray himself with a beard, and there is no evidence that he
ever had one) is no coincidence; indeed the whole self-portrait
is made up of unknowns. We can find only one likely expla­
nation for this. This drawing is - we believe - an attempt at
animal self-physiognomy, in which Coya imagined himself
(or saw himself in his mind's eye, in the mirror of his imagi­
nation) as having a lion's features. A look at images and texts
from ancient treatises (illus. 37) dispels any doubts as to the
significance of this self-projection onto a sui-generis bestiary.
The lion-man is strong, dominant and regal, like the king of
the beasts, say the texts; like Jupiter himself, adds Le Brun.
This is how Della Porta describes him: 'His hair tumbling
down onto his brow, half-straight, half-wavy, is of average
length. His nose is straight, the colour of the lion. The
curved eyebrows are often in a frown. The beard is bushy.
The neck thick.'68 Compared to the prints that illustrate the
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36 Goya,
Self-portrait,
c. 1795-7, India ink
wash drawing.
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De Humana physionomia, the grin in Coya's drawing is softer
and the seriousness of the expression is more accented.
Compared to Le Brun's print (probably studied by Coya in the
1781-6 French edition of Lavater's Essays on Physiognomy), this
self-portrait tones down the mythological allusion without
negating it altogether. If we compare it to what we have pre­
sumed to be a distorted self-portrait of the mocking artist
(illus. 35), we find two diametrically opposed masks produced
in the same period, 1795-7. Faced with (and encompassed in) a
world of symbolic dressing-up, carnivalesque laughter and
Olympian gravity both defy and complement one another.
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3 Vertigo

External bodies that are naturally at rest appear to move in
circles, to fall from high to low, or to rise from low to high.
We think we fall from Heaven to earth or to the sea, that we
rise from there up into the clouds, that we turn like a whirl­
wind in the air, and that we are then cast down with the
whole of the Universe, into the deepest of abysses. 1

In describing these symptoms, La Mettrie (in Traite sur Ie
vertige [Treatise on Vertigo] [1737]) was expressing the diag­
nostic of a genuine mal du siecle, or 'world-weariness'.2 Few
of his contemporary artists or fellow thinkers could have
added anything to this image. Condillac, for example (in
1787), introduced his reflection on human thought as a
whirlwind-thought,3 while Rousseau narcissistically pro­
jected vertigo onto his own self and, thus, onto the human
condition in general, writing: 'I am on the earth as though on
a foreign planet onto which I fell from my own.'4 In Spain, in
1795, Cadalso generalized:

Everything changes, alters and perishes in this world; there
is nothing that is stable and solid in the universe apart from
the actual sight of the Universe. Everything else varies,
changes, is reversed, falls and vanishes under the in­
escapable sickle of time, which indiscriminately destroys
human beings as well as all the works made by their hands
and minds.5

The topos is baroque, its manifestation enlightened. In the
iconosphere, the one who would best express it was Goya,
once again. Not only because of the crisis that struck in
1792-3, which La Mettrie could have described as a 'natural,
brooding and symptomatic' vertigo,6 but because of the
assimilation, on the level of the creative imagination, of a
'world-weariness' of which real illness was but a pale reflection.
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THE FALL WITHIN THE FALL

Coya's vertiginous imagination passes through that of the
fall. Its first manifestation is to be found in carnivalesque
form in The Straw Man (El Pelele; illus. 69), where everything
would still appear to be a game. What we are witnessing is a
rite of ludic reversal, which is also a rite of punishment in
effigie. Four young women are tossing a puppet with broken
joints up into the air by means of a sheet. They do not, it is
true, allow him to crash to the ground and break, but neither
will they allow him to rest. Flying so as not to be destroyed,
the simulacrum will always be in a state of between-the-two,
a perpetual state of unco-ordinated reversal: he can no longer
control his limbs; his masked head has swung round his neck,
but, dumbfounded, still gazes up at the sky. It is quite obvi­
ous that the puppet will soon fall, face down, legs pointing
into infinity, even though for the present they still form a
large circumflex accent highlighted by the huge grin of one of
the women mocking him. There is voluptuousness in this
derision and even a degree of violence alluded to in the simu­
lated torture.? The iconographic programme for the royal
tapestries, for which this painting was a preliminary study,
came straight from the King, who insisted on the need to
tackle 'rural and ludic' scenes.8 Slight variations, probably
made by the painter himself, raise questions about an idyllic
and imaginary world, which should, in principle, have been
that of the perpetual festival.

It is easier to understand The Straw Man if we compare it to
another important painting in the series, a slightly earlier one,
Blind Man's Buff (illus. 38). The comparison is viable and illu­
minating since the two works have a common theme although
they expressed it differently. 'Blind man's buff' as it was
played in Madrid in Coya's time9 was based on a circle dance
and combined with a game of identification and elimination.
As with all circle dances, it was highly symbolic of time, espe­
cially of time that is renewed when it spins around.10 In
Coya's painting, we see a group of majos and their majas form­
ing a circle with members of the upper classes on the banks of
the Manzanares River, a favourite spot for Madrid festivals.
The circle turns, and elimination is part of the role-play. The
role of the victim in the game is to symbolically represent
the misfortunes that can befall each and everyone of us in a
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universe that spins faster and faster. It is now imperative that
the blind man, who has spun around or has been pushed until
he is dizzy, identify the people spinning perpetually around
him, each taking the place of the other. In this game, otherness
and identity have a dialectical and complex relationship. The
puppet-like rigidity of some of the figures and their attempts
to escape identification create a strange impression of perpet­
ual and infinite permutations. Through its perfect circularity,
the movement of the dance is transformed into immobility.

Despite the originality and 'modernity' of this painting, it
is easy to identify what it owes to tradition. An early exam­
ple (illus. 39) is instructive, especially as text and image
throw light on one another. This is how, in 1499, Francisco
Colonna described the dance of time, which illustrates his
famous erotic novel Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (The Dream of
Poliphilus):

... dancing men and women each with two faces, one laugh­
ing and the other crying. They danced in a circle, holding
hands, man with man and woman with woman, the arm of
the man passing in front of the woman, the other passing
behind, in such a way that a happy face would always be
turned towards a sad one (...). This dance was in the shape
of an oval, formed by two continuous semicircles of two
lines above and below. Under the story was written:
TEMPUS which means 'time'."

}8 Goya, Blind
Man's Buff, 1788-9,
oil on canvas.



39 The Dance of
Time, engraving
from Francisco
Colonna,
Hypnerotomachia,
Poliphili (Venice,
1499)·

We should note the very particular nature of Colonna's meta­
phor. It can only be fully comprehended if it is seen in the con­
text of the hero's fictional itinerary, as an enigmatic portrayal
that needs to be deciphered. It is the final word (TEMPUS) that
gives the allegorical picture its significance. Humanist culture
and its games only provided Coya with a formula on which to
construct his own allegory, which is also an outdoor festival. It
is difficult to ascertain, without falling prey to spurious
hypotheses, how and by what means he knew of and then
transformed this ancient formula. We feel it is more important
to focus on how he did this - that is to say, which representa­
tional means he used to present his own thoughts on time. In
this respect, Coya would appear to have chosen an extremely
simple route that combined symbolic implications with the
fundamental elements of painting as a means of expression.
In Blind Man's Buff, there are in fact two allusions to time
which he skilfully superimposes by virtually forcing them to
dialogue. One is the dance, the other the river. Circle dancing,
particularly popular during festivals that marked the summer
solstice, has a significance well known to anthropologists as a
symbolic celebration of the sol-stitium when the sun's prede­
termined path reached one of the points on its ecliptic.12 The
river, on the other hand, marks a linear and unidirectional
temporality, different from that of the dance, which is the
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circular and dynamic symbol of the eternal return of the
same.'} Through a minor modification, Goya has shown us
the dialogue of two Times: cut by the frame, the river reaches
for the circularity of the dance and the calm of the lake. The
painting tells us that at the solstice, river-time spins around
and the game of circularity leads it into an infinite return.

Another rite of passage is depicted in The Straw Man (illus.
69): the carnivalesque (and equinoctial) rite of radical reversal
through which low is replaced by high and vice versa.
Furthermore, the puppet is the symbol of the old time that is
dying or, to be more precise, of time spinning around itself so
that it can be turned into its opposite, the young time of new
beginnings. There are inherent differences between these two
paintings, springing from the fact that they celebrate the
passage of two rites whose singularity is well defined: that
of circular return and that of reversal. But there are also other
differences, just as important, which require explanation. In
the form of a game, The Straw Man contains the germ of a
symbolic violence that is much greater than the mocking of
the blind man's search thematized by Blind Man's Buff. It
might be only a coincidence, but, between the dates when
these two works were produced, extremely important events
took place in Spain and the rest of Europe. Blind Man's Buff
was begun in 1788 - the final year of the reign of the philoso­
pher-king Charles III, who was personally involved in the
iconographic and ideological planning of the 'rural and ludic'

40 Goya, Feminine
Absurdity, 1814-19,
etching and
aquatint.



41 Goya, The
Disasters of War 30,
c. 1800-11, etching
and wash.

cycle - and completed in 1789, when his son, Charles IV, was
already on the Spanish throne. The new reign signalled the
end of the period of rural idylls. This is why The Straw Man,
produced in 1791-2, can be considered as the last remnant of
the rural and idyllic cycle and the first evidence of a new
iconosphere. In this mixture is a mise-en-scene of the subli­
mated dialectic between festival and violence, in a country
that was still experiencing the uncertainties of an interreg­
num. On the other side of the Pyrenees during this very same
period, the game was being replaced by seriousness, and
the festival/violence dialectic was also moving in the same
direction. This swing would ultimately lead to the putting
to death, in 1791, of 'old time', not through an effigy, but via
the guillotine.

Between 1788 and 1792 - of this there is very little doubt­
time turned round, time turned upside down. However, what
is difficult to ascertain with any accuracy is whether we are
justified in interpreting Goya's works as allegories of this
double process, or whether it would not be wiser to see them
as the products of an act of imaginary projection and filtering
of a thematic whose ideological actuality is irrelevant. We
favour the second hypothesis because of the recurrence of cer­
tain motifs and their transformations through time. In a later
series of etchings, known as the Disparates (Absurdities), both
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42Goya,
Drawing E 38:
Feats? Be Your Age,
1803-12, India ink
wash.

circle dance and puppet reappear. However, they are trans­
formed and partially combined (illus. 40, 70). The dance has
broken up, the circle has collapsed, and the 'eternal return of
the same' has become a caricature of itself. As for the puppet
game, this is the last carnivalesque manifestation of the
victim/torturer relationship, but one that is taken to such an
extreme that any spectator would, one way or another, under­
stand that the festival, as Coya describes it in the Absurdities,
is the ludic as well as pathetic commemoration of a partially
transfigured sacrificial crisis. '4 Between the mannequins that
fly up to the sky in the Absurdities (c. 1814-20) and the free­
falling victims of the Disasters of War (c. 1820-4; illus. 41) is a
relationship that is both substitutive and complementary. It
is a relationship that is difficult, indeed tricky, because it
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43 Goya,
Drawing E 39:
Shouting Will Get
You Nowhere,
18°3-12, India ink
wash.

(

challenges the boundaries that separate comedy from tragedy.
Let us examine them.

We propose, as our point of departure, to look at two neigh­
bouring drawings from the Black-edged Sketchbook both of
which date from between 1803 and 1812 (illus. 42, 43). Even
though they are not directly linked with The Absurdities or The
Disasters of War, these drawings strike us as being significant
inasmuch as they portray the painter's secret laboratory
during the period of gestation of the two series. In the first, we
see an old woman falling down the stairs. The page setting is
extremely simple, and the blank spaces playa crucial role. The
staircase and the inverted person cross the page diagonally.
The woman's legs are up in the air, and her feet wave help­
lessly in the void; she is shouting and one can read fear on her
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face. And yet the reaction it provokes is not compassion but
uncontrollable laughter. Thomas Hobbes and, after him, Henri
Bergson, to recall the most famous examples, gave a detailed
description of how the ancient and fundamental mechanisms
of mockery make an involuntary fall into an event that triggers
laughter: 'A man runs down the street, trips and falls; the
passers-by laugh. I do not think they would have laughed at
him if he had suddenly decided to sit down on the ground. It is
therefore not his sudden change of position that makes people
laugh, but what is involuntary about the change." 5

The man who falls is therefore a puppet knocked down by
an alien force. When the low takes the place of the high (as is
the case in this drawing), when the backside is exhibited and

44 Goya,
DrawingE6:
Complain about the
Weather, 18°3-12,
India ink wash.



the face contorted, this force reveals its own strength and
reminds us of the weakness of the other. Although Bergson
rationalized the relationship between fall and laughter, we
would be quite justified in thinking that Goya might not have
found this kind of determinism particularly satisfying. He
would probably have been more comfortable with another
gloss, made by Baudelaire in 1855:

It is a fact, if we wish to see things from the point of view of
the orthodox mind, that human laughter is closely linked to
an accidental ancient fall, to physical and moral degradation.
Organs manifest laughter and sorrow, where the rule and sci­
ence of good and evil reside: the eyes and the mouth. In the
earthly paradise (that we presume to be past or yet to come,
memory or prophesy, like theologians or socialists), that is to
say in the milieu where it seemed to man that all things cre­
ated were good, joy was not to be found in laughter. I6

Within this perspective, the fall at which we laugh - and the
one depicted by Goya is such a one - is /a fall within the fall', 17

a comic and apparently innocent reminder of the human con­
dition and its limitations.

Since we can get closer to Goya's thinking only if we exam­
ine all his sketchbooks and drawings, we feel it is necessary to
explore at least a few more examples, also taken from the
Black-edged Sketchbook. Should we compare drawing 38 (illus.
42) with the one that bears the number 6 (illus. 44), we would
not find any significant differences between them. Once
again, an old woman falls down as a result of having stum­
bled or having been knocked down. I8 The most notable differ­
ence in this drawing is to be found in the fact that the victim is
trying to attribute her misadventure to the action of an exte­
rior invisible force. Experiencing vertigo, she places the acci­
dent of which she has just been the victim under the cover of
an /ancient fall', petitioning a higher authority in the hope of
receiving an explanation for it. Goya's genius as an observer is
apparent in the body language and mimicry. The old woman
rests her right arm on the ground, in an attempt, as we under­
stand it, to stand up. Looking up at the sky, she raises her
other hand to her head. But the sky is empty, and - at least in
Goya's picture - no one can provide her with an answer.

We should once again emphasize the importance of the
empty space and its functions in Goya's work. If it takes up



practically half a page, this is because it thematizes an
absence. Admittedly, Coya could have framed his drawing
differently, making it more compact. In so doing, he would
probably have saved paper, but the depth and impact of what
he was proposing would have been lost. In certain cases,
however, he chose other ways of suggesting the same idea. In
drawing 39 from the same sketchbook (illus. 43), for example,
he created a scene based on an ascending movement. The
contrast between this composition and its neighbour, number
38 (illus. 42) could not be greater or more significant, but
everything suggests that their sequencing is no accident. It is
the dialogue between the high and the low that gives them
their dialectic unity. Let us therefore study this man who is
bemoaning his fate. Having dropped his spade, he raises his
arms to the sky and opens his mouth to shout, but nothing
and nobody can answer him. In this instance, absence is the­
matized by 'outside-the-frame'. It is expressed not by blank
space but by the notion of boundary implicit in the way Goya
framed the picture. This time, the black edge is not only the
false frame of the drawing, it is also a frontier between world
and sky, between here and elsewhere.19

THE EMPTY SKY

It is in effect the great theme of the 'Death of God'20 that Goya
confronted as much in his two final series of etchings as in the
drawings of his later sketchbooks.21 Or, to be more precise,
their real theme is the world in the absence of God. Whereas
the Disasters of War mark a surfeit of the sacrificial symbolic
(illus. 41,48), the Disparates (Hlus. 40, 70) proclaim the absurd
to be a structure that carries the universe. The Carnival is very
much present in the two series; God is not there at all, how­
ever. This accounts for the fact that what we now find is a sig­
nificant thematic split: the therapeutic violence (temporary or
comic) of the Carnival is always accompanied by what could
be referred to as 'pathological violence' (constant and dra­
matic), which is characteristic of humanity and human pres­
ence in the world. Coya tackled the same themes (the fall, the
reversal) either comically or dramatically, but from 1792-3 on
the differences between carnivalesque symbolism and rites
of violence began to fade, so much so that it was virtually
impossible to see them.



The sense of disenchantment with the world22 that went
hand in hand with its carnivalization developed slowly; Coya
probably worked in this vein from the time of his illness in
1792-3 until the end of his life. By embarking on such a wide­
ranging exploration, he was, as an artist, confronting a com­
plex problem. Western artists had already perfected a rhetoric
able to express the 'nouminous', the sacred. Coya now had to
find (and herein lay the challenge), a way to express not its
presence but its absence. This challenge already existed,
though between the lines, in the famous letter dated 14
October 1792 that he sent to the Academy of Fine Arts in
Madrid.23 This is a truly anti-academic manifesto, probably
the most important European demonstration against the arts
of the 'Cultural Revolution of Year II' that had broken out on
the other side of the Pyrenees.24 One vital aspect of its contents
must be underlined: the very clever shift Coya performed in
the area of religious art:

I shall bring proof so as to demonstrate with facts that there
are no rules in Painting and that the oppression or servile
obligation to which young artists are subjected, to study
and to follow altogether the same route is a great hindrance
to those who wish to make of this difficult art a profession
which has more in common with the Divinity than all the
others since it deals with everything that Cod has created.25

Reading between the lines, this is what Coya was saying:
there is a traditional art fettered by the rules of the Academy.
Of all its different manifestations, the representation of the
Divine poses the greatest problems, as this is where the inflex­
ibility of norms is the most oppressive. The freedom
demanded by the younger generation should be seen (and
this is where Coya's ingenuity comes in) not as a revolt
against Cod but as a recognition of his presence in all things
created by him. Coya is therefore inviting us (though with
understandable caution, given the Spanish context, in which
the influence of the Inquisition was still considerable) to a
change of direction and thematic repertoire. The sky (or the
heavens) will no longer be the subject of painting; the earth
will or, to be more precise (and to follow Coya's reasoning
and language), the subject of representation will no longer be
the Divine (10 divino) but, as he says two lines later, 'divine
nature' (1a divina naturaleza).



The replacing of the 'Divine' by 'divine nature' was in itself
an enlightened project and, within academic circles, a symp­
tom of a cultural revolution in its own right. Coya's second
step was to prove even more difficult: to challenge the char­
acteristics of 'divine' and their true relationship with 'nature'.
It goes without saying that - in Spain - such a challenge could
not be freely expressed in discursive form. However, through
more or less veiled allusions, it was apparent in Coya's
imagery. Looking at the Disasters of War (illus. 41/ 48), we are
left in no doubt that 'human nature' could actually contain
something of the 'divine'. Looking at the Caprichos or
Absurdities, however, we might well wonder what the
divine/madness ratio was here on earth.

A comparison of the 'first' and the 'second' Coya - that is
to say the work produced before his illness (and the anti­
Academic manifesto) in 1792-3 and his later work - reveals
the part played, in this change of paradigms, by the process of
reversing the ancient forms. This process was brought about
in several ways. One was the way mentioned by Coya in his
letter to the Academy where he asks that this new art be more
direct and less polished (de menos cuidado) than major formal
works (de mayor esmero). Drawing, graphic techniques, the
'doodle' (el borron), produced a kind of 'anti-painting'.26 The
freedom of this new form can also be found if we go down
other avenues, particularly those where the reversal of
ancient artistic norms is executed through its carnivalization.
We have already had occasion to give one likely example of
this, when we referred to the links connecting one of Coya's
drawings (the bearded mother) to the Counter-Reformation
iconography of the saints and child (illus. 21/ 22). We would
now like to examine other forms of the carnivalization of ear­
lier art in Coya's work.

If we look through the so-called 'Italian Sketchbook' (El
Cuarderno Italiano) - the most important collection of pictures
documenting Coya's travels in Italy (1770-71)27 - it is possible
to see that he had two favourite areas in which he worked
during his stay there. On the one hand, there are copies and
versions in the style of the Ancients, and on the other, copies in
the style of Renaissance and Baroque religious art. One of
these drawings (illus. 45) depicts a vision. In accordance with
this type of composition, very much in fashion at the time of
the Counter-Reformation/8 Coya shows a man kneeling on
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45 Goya, A Vision:
God the Father and
Abraham, fo!. 33f
from the 'Italian
Notebook',
1770-73, sanguine
and black wash
highlights.

the ground in prayer. The drawing is constructed as a well­
defined diagonal that highlights the ascending character of
the scene. The man's naked feet are at the bottom of the draw­
ing, while God the Father's head and his coat, flapping in the
sky, are at the other. The contact between lower and upper
levels is achieved through prayer or, more precisely, through a
dialogue concretized in the codified body language of prayer
and reply. Other details, such as the line of the ground or the
tree on the right, underscore not only the earthly setting but
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also the fact that, as a miracle, the scene depicts an opening,
indeed the heavens erupting into the world. Given the fairly
traditional oversimplification of this drawing, there is no
reason why we should be unduly surprised to rediscover it,
virtually unchanged, in the religious paintings Goya was to pro­
duce ten years later. He remembered it, for example, when he
was asked to paint an altarpiece for the church of San Pedro in
Urrea de Gaen (Teruel).29 The iconographic changes he intro­
duced were minimal: in the lower part St James is on his knees
praying, but in the sky it is Our Lady of the Pillar who emerges
from the clouds. If we call to mind the empty skies in some of
Goya's later drawings (illus. 43, 44), we can see just how tradi­
tional his early paintings were.

However, we also have visual documents which speak to us
of the task of deconstructing ancient religious images begun
by Goya soon after 1792. The most important of these is prob­
ably from Los Caprichos (1799). In its final version, this etching
bears the inscription Lo que puede un sastre (Fine feathers make
fine birds). The explanation contained in the Prado manu­
script, which probably reflects Goya's own interpretation,
adds: 'How often a ridiculous animal suddenly transforms
itself into a ghost who is nothing even though he pretends to
be much. That much a tailor's skill can accomplish, and the
stupidity of those who judge of things from their appear­
ances.'}O In the preparatory drawing to this Capricho (illus. 71),
there was no inscription, no explanation; the composition as a
whole spoke so clearly through its apparent simplicity that
Goya, probably fearing censure from the Inquisition, had to
modify it for the etched version.}1 If, in the print published in
1799, the title and certain additional features turn this final
version into a mockery of superstition, in the drawing it is reli­
gion and religious practices that are being directly challenged.
The formula adopted by Goya is similar to those found in
Counter-Reformation paintings that portray apparitions (illus.
45, 47), except that the theophany is shown to be an illusion;
the divinity is a scarecrow made from a monk's habit and a
shrivelled-up old tree. As for the visionary, she is just a poor
frightened girl, and the vision is a simple optical illusion.

Other eloquent examples of reversal can be found in the
Sketchbook-Journal, where the theme of the grotesque body
(illus. 14-16) significantly coexists with that of the tortured
and martyred body. In one of these drawings (illus. 46), we see
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46 Goya,
Drawing C. 101:

We Cannot Look
at This, 1814-24,
India ink wash.

an old man, bound and hanging upside down from a compli­
cated instrument of torture. His bared legs and lower
abdomen are a sign of humiliation that also appears in Goya's
carnivalesque drawings, though in a very different way (illus.
42,44). The inverted body can be represented either in ludic
and comic mode or in tragic mode. In both cases, the same
paradigm, that of the Straw Man (illus. 69), is used, except that
a split has taken place. If in the Straw Man, ridicule and pun­
ishment coexist symbolically, in the later drawings they go
their separate ways to become extreme.

Manifestations of violence subject the spectator to a terri­
ble ordeal, and Goya explained this quite clearly with the



47 Goya,
Apparition of the
Virgin of the Pillar to
Saint James and His
Disciples, c. 1775-80,
oil on canvas.

inscription that accompanies drawing 101 of the Sketchbook­
Journal (illus. 46): 'We cannot look at this' (No se puede mirar).
We are therefore encountering a theme that will reappear
time and again, either directly or indirectly, in Goya's work:
that of the almost unbearably violent image, the image that,
instead of attracting the spectator, drives him away.

In the drawing in question, the unbearable nature of the
image is heightened by the fact that the torture victim, bound
and hanging upside down, is still imploring the heavens. But,
despite his crucifix and aposcopic expression,32 he finds no sal­
vation. As with Capricho 52 (illus. 71), this drawing takes an anti­
clerical stance and contains a fairly transparent allusion to a type
of representation - Baroque paintings of apparitions - that Goya
had himself painted in his youth. By exposing this allusion,
Goya is implicitly distancing himself from his own beginnings.

We can also find in his etchings instances in which ancient
religious images are denigrated through simulacra. There
Goya's mockery is directed at statues and processional
imagery. The series in question is the later Disasters of War.
Etching no. 67 (illus. 48) shows two statues being carried. The
one in the foreground represents the 'Virgin of Solitude' (La
Virgen de la Soledad), an extremely popular image considered
to be miraculous.33 In this case, however, the statue is not
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being carried in triumph, and processional verticality has
been replaced by a horizontality that destroys the sacred aura.
The allusions in this etching are even more glaring when we
compare it to a work Goya produced in his youth. In the reli­
gious paintings produced between 1770 and 1780 for clients
from his native Aragon, he on many occasions tackled the
theme of the adoration of holy images in the shape of the
apparition of the Virgin of the Pillar. In one of these paintings
(Hlus. 47), we see the miraculous statue of the Virgin and
Child projected against the sky, surrounded by a huge halo
and a double ring of dancing cherubs. St James and his dis­
ciples are in ecstatic prayer below. The dual nature of the
Virgin of the Pillar - miraculous statue and apparition - is
underscored by both form and iconography. The radical verti­
calization and projection against the dazzling background of
the open sky are just two of its most important features.

It is crucial to note at this point that in the eighteenth cen­
tury the miraculous image of the Virgin (still in the Iglesia del
Pilar in Saragossa) and, more particularly, its mise-en-scene
and exaggerated cult, were mocked by enlightened (and
Protestant) travellers from abroad. One of them wrote:

I think that the reason why we are not always able to look
upon the miraculous image, is that this Image, which is
extremely small and almost completely hidden behind the
rich ornaments with which it is bedecked, is extremely high
up. It can only be seen in perspective, through an infinite
number of lights that dazzle the eyes like the sun, when
you try to gaze at it. Furthermore, these lights are reflected
on all sides in the gilding, the precious stones and the gold
plating, which only increases the confusion of the viewer.
This small Image is on a column of very fine jasper. Part of
it can be seen from outside the chapel through a small hole
expressly made for the purpose, so that the devout what­
ever their status or condition may have the consolation of
being able to kiss it; or like some to lick it.34

We know of no reason why Goya should have turned against
this image that had marked him so deeply during his youth
in Aragon; moreover, any direct attack would have been hard
to imagine given the prestige accorded this Virgin. However,
as we can see in etching 67 from the Disasters afWar, he was
sceptical when it came to the cult of images in general. What



distinguishes the Virgin of the Pillar (and its pictorial repre­
sentations) - that is to say its radical verticalization - is
rejected here; a reversal and the destruction of the surrounding
sacred aura replace the elevation. In this etching, the horizon­
tal position reduces the statue to a mere object, an object no
different from any other. It is in effect a deposed, toppled
image, stripped of its powers and its sacred connotations.
Through being inverted, the idol reveals its true nature: it is a
simulacrum, a mere empty habit on a pedestal on wheels, a
poor papier mache mannequin and nothing more. We would
be justified at this point in drawing a parallel between this
mockery of the sacred image and the revolutionary iconoclasm
in France that led to famous incidents of vandalism.35 But the
differences are significant. Coya was drawing attention not so
much to the dangers of the destruction of images (it was
1814-29) but rather to their restoration.36 The people carrying
this statue are representatives of the nobility and clergy, and
the artist is telling us that their efforts to support and restore
the ancient imagination were illusory since what they pro­
posed was nothing more than the adoration of an empty form.
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TWIST AND SHOUT

The criticism of religious art contained in Coya's letter of 14
October 1792 to the Madrid Academy of Fine Art was primar­
ily a plea for replacing the 'Divine'. His letter also stated his
opposition to the teaching of Ancient Art:

To those not familiar with either Creek statuary, or nature,
it might appear scandalous to belittle the former in favour
of the latter (...). He who would detach himself from it
without seeking what is best in nature is bound to tackle
Painting and Sculpture in a monotonous manner, as all
have done up until now.37

The development of an anti-classical poetics and palate is a
phenomenon in Coya that has been much explored by
experts.38 Within the context of our study, it assumes a particu­
lar importance and therefore demands our full attention. Most
important are the transformations, indeed inversions, of clas­
sicism that he executed. The 'Italian Sketchbook' is only rele­
vant in part. Although Antiquity is represented in it, it seems
to have been of limited interest to Coya - with one notable
exception. One of the few models - repeated at least three
times in the 'Sketchbook' and from three different angles - to
have had any intrinsic appeal to him was the famous Belvedere
Torso (Hlus. 49). We must examine the reasons for this.

The seminal work on the neo-classical art conception,
Winckelmann's Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (The Origins
of Art History) (1764, 1776), leaves us in no doubt that this
sculpture had a unique place in the historical and critical
structure of neo-classicism:

Despite being quite mutilated, having no head, no arms
and no legs, this statue of Hercules, such as we see it today,
is still a masterpiece in the eyes of all those who understand
the mysteries of art, and who can visualise it in all its
beauty. (...) The bones would appear to be enveloped in a
glowing skin; the muscles are firm, nothing is superfluous
and in no other work of art can we find flesh that is so alive.
We could even say that this Hercules is closer to the pinna­
cles of art than the Belvedere Apollo himself. (...) It would
appear that the Torso of Hercules is one of the last perfect
works produced by Creek art before it lost its freedom. 39

93



This famous description is a most eloquent mise-en-scene of a
masterpiece from Antiquity that keeps locked away inside
itself the dialectical relationship between the rise and fall of
the classical form. The physical degeneration of the statue, as
thematized by the text, can be interpreted in several ways. It
highlights the relationship between fragment and totality,
between ugliness and beauty, and proclaims that perfection
can be reconstituted from its fragmentary state through the
reaction to the work. It is the insightful reaction that recon­
structs, on the level of the imagination, the body of the repre­
sentation in full, as well as its beauty. With all its physical
defects, adds Winckelmann, the Torso is, paradoxically, the
very incarnation of the mimetic idea of classical art, whose
strength is to be found in the exemplary way in which life is
presented through stone. But the fall from this pinnacle is fast
approaching, and if the Torso is a masterpiece it is also (and
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50Goya, The
Disasters ofWar 3T
This Is Worse,
c. 1812-15, etching
and wash.

above all) a 'final masterpiece', or even the masterpiece. In
the final sentence of the description - commentators have
quite rightly pointed this out - the statue becomes an image
that personifies the final erosion of the integrity of Creek civi­
lization itself.40

That said, it should come as no surprise that it was this
statue to which Coya was constantly drawnY For him, it
characterized the distorted classical form, a hyperbolized
and at the same time denigrated human body. And this was
the direction he would take when executing his most bril­
liant version of it, as etching 37 from the Disasters of War
reveals (illus. 50).

Etching 37 is an unusually violent image: the mutilated body
of a rebel is impaled on a tree, whose pointed branch pierces his
body from anus to shoulder blades. This is a powerful image,
in the category of those 'we cannot look at'. The visual impact
was clearly anticipated as the body, tortured in the most
humiliating of ways, was placed in the centre foreground of
the representation. It is not difficult to recognize in Coya's
mutilated man a direct transposition of the Belvedere Torso as
shown in one of the studies he made while in Rome (illus. 49).
This unusually violent scene results from a modification of
the formal classical repertoire by means of a radical carnival­
ization. The humiliation of the victim by anal piercing is also a
consequence of a rhetoric of degradation and denigration that
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has always been prevalent in injurious body language and
punishments in efjigie of carnivalesque origin.42 By impaling
the Belvedere Torso on a dead tree, Coya chose the most dis­
turbing way to produce a link between the degradation of the
notion of the human and that of classical form. It is interesting
to look for a moment at the processes used by Coya in the
execution of his version of the Belvedere Torso. The latter was
transposed into the etching only after having been subjected
to processes of completion and integration. We notice at
once that Coya completed the legs and buttocks and added a
portion of the right arm, without for all that compromising
the image of violent mutilation. The victim's head, turned
towards the spectator, is another important addition. His
contortion and the image's 'unbearable' nature are thus

51 Coya, Drawing
C. 108: 'Such
Cruelty!', 1815-20,

sepia wash.



accentuated. But the major transformation is that the Belvedere
Torso, the 'living statue' of neo-classical aesthetics, becomes an
exposed corpse in Goya's drawing.

There are few examples in Goya's work of the violent trans­
formation of an ancient model that can rival the power and
eloquence of this etching, even though, in his later work,
Goya was obsessed with the theme of the contorted body
(illus. 51). Like reversal (illus. 46), contortion involves an
examination of the body and its 'normal' state.43 This exami­
nation can be carried out either on the violent level of human
degradation and debasement or on the level of the carniva­
lesque rhetoric of joyous reversals.

It is striking to note that when Goya tackled the comic tor­
sion of the body, he once again embarked on a dialogue with
Antiquity and its famous models. One of the drawings in his
earliest 'Sketchbook' proves this (illus. 52). However, this
drawing, usually referred to as 'Back view of young woman
raising her skirts',44 might appear to have nothing 'classical'
about it and would seem merely to be a simple comment on
the language of obscene gestures, common to the Carnival:
the exposing of the backside. The head turned to look at the
spectator creates a curious face/back duality which is also no
stranger to the ancient rites of renewal, as is proved by the
print of the Dance of Time that appears in Francesco
Colonna's erotic novel (illus. 39). But this is an unusual case of
bi-frontality rather than an actual torsion. In fact, the pose was
aptly criticized from the point of view of classical aesthetics in
Leon Battista Alberti's treatise on painting:

The head of a person standing cannot tip backwards
beyond the point where the eyes see the middle of the sky
and he can only turn it sideways until the chin touches
the shoulder; and as for this part of the body where we
put a belt, we can practically never turn it so that the
shoulder is positioned to form a straight line from the
navel. (...) [it is necessary to avoid] representing move­
ments that are so violent that, in the same figure, chest
and buttocks (et pectus et nates) are visible at the same
time which is impossible to do and most indecent to see
(indecentissimum visu est).45

What must be stressed is the fact that Goya, precisely by tack­
ling this kind of torsion, both breaks away from Renaissance
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aesthetics and rekindles the dialogue with classical models.
His drawing contains clear allusions to the only classical
model to feature, before it was invented, the Albertian inter­
diction. This is the famous Greek statue, of which there are so
many versions and copies, depicting The Callipygean Venus
(Aphrodite Kallipygos) (illus. 53).46 There is no sign of this
model in the Italian Sketchbook (as was the case with the
Belvedere Torso), but it is more than likely that Goya was famil­
iar with it, either directly from his trip to Italy, or indirectly
through the prints that illustrated the most important inven­
tories of ancient statues. The best account of the origins of this
statue is the one found in Vincenzo Cartari's book on mytho­
logical iconography (1556):

Two young women, the beautiful and graceful daughters
of a peasant, were arguing in vain one day as to which of
them had the most beautiful buttocks. And so they decided
to go to a public road where they came upon a young man
they had never met before. They showed him the object of
their dispute so that he could be the judge, promising him
that they would accept his decision. The young man,
having carefully examined and considered with much
application the part that had become the object of dispute,
judged that the oldest of the girls had the most beautiful
buttocks and, having fallen in love with her, took her home,
where he told his brother what had transpired. The latter
wished to reassure himself with his own eyes and went to
the place where his brother had told him he would find the
other sister, distressed because her buttocks had been
judged to be less beautiful. When she showed them to him,
the young man found them so beautiful he instantly fell in
love with her and while consoling the young woman he
persuaded her to go with him, which she willingly did.
And thus the two brothers took as their wives the two sis­
ters with the beautiful buttocks, who not long after became
extremely wealthy (we do not know how, but it is not diffi­
cult to imagine). They decided to erect a temple to Venus,
giving her the name of Callipyge which means 'with the
beautiful buttocks', since it was from that part that their
happiness had come.47

This story, which for Cartari had Boccaccio-type overtones,
performs a situational reversal: it is not the face which, in the
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tradition of the love story, is the part of the body where the
beauty of the beloved is first manifested; neither is it the
whole body that attracts and is fallen in love with, but what is
found diametrically opposed to the face, and at the lower
extremity of the body. Consequently, the statue of the
Callipygean Venus whose creation marks the end of the story
shows the goddess in the process of baring her buttocks and
contemplating them over her shoulder. And so it came to pass
that one of the rare ancient works of art to make its theme
the act of undressing, also tackled the awkward, but oh so
expressive, simultaneous exhibition of face and backside. The
exposing of the lower regions of the body (anasyrma) was con­
sidered to be an erotic gesture (schema erotikon) in Antiquity
and was consequently often used by hetaerae as an orgiastic
movement.48 It is to this act that Alberti probably alludes, at
the end of the excerpt from the treatise quoted above, when he
advises against the representation of indecent torsions, as
they 'imitate the movements of histrions (histrionum motus), to
the detriment of the dignity of the painting'.49

Coya's version is significant for all of the above reasons. We
can in fact consider the Callipygean Venus (and its variants,
Aphrodite Hetaira and Aphrodite Porne) to be a divinity of the
carnivalesque type. If the Belvedere Torso was used by the
Spanish artist to express the drama of the tortured, split body,
the Venus with the Beautiful Buttocks is used as a model to rep­
resent the comedy of erotic exposure. If it is true, as Madame
de Stael claims in her description of the Roman carnival (see
Chapter 1), that at the turn of the century it was fashionable to
dress up to look like the most famous'ancient statues', then it
is certainly true that no work of art lent itself to this new role
more readily than the Venus with the Beautiful Buttocks. Let us
now study what Coya made of it.

In his drawing from the San Lucar Sketchbook (illus. 52), it is
not so much the beauty of the proportions that we find in the
foreground, but rather the obscenity of the gesture. The lifting
of the skirts reveals the person's legs, whose pose is different
from the classical counterpoise of the Callipyge (illus. 53). The
other major difference is that the head does not turn to look at
the buttocks but at the spectator. There is an erotic appeal in
this look, as well as a greater twist of the neck that, to put it in
Albertian terms, accentuates the representation's 'indecent'
nature. The face that gazes out at us is so intensely shaded that
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some experts believe it could be partially covered by a black
mask.50 This hypothesis is difficult to verify no matter how
carefully one examines the drawing, which has many other
ambiguous features. The thick hair of Coya's Callipyge also
differs from the classical bun. Tumbling over her shoulders as
it does, it actually surrounds her face and part of her chin on
the shaded side of the head, while the other side of her face
remains white and luminous. The artist thus created the
impression of a double being in the tradition of ancient fes­
tive bi-frontality (illus. 39), but he did so by resorting to the
carnivalesque parti-coloured.51 The duality of the contrasting
black/white face is to be found (though differently expressed)
in the lower part of the drawing, where the raised skirt reveals
not only the buttocks (as was the case in all statues of
Callipygean Venus), but also the tight trousers worn by this
ambiguous, devious, deceptive person. Comparing this draw­
ing to other contemporary prints (illus. 54), we might well
wonder if, for it to be understood properly, it should not be
integrated into the discourse on carnivalesque bisexuality, as
the 'fools' (or 'queers') documented in other, later drawings
have been (illus. 17).52 The fact that we cannot give a clear-cut
response to this question can be attributed to the figure's
structure: this double being is precisely double because he or
she is full of ambiguities from head to foot.

This small drawing conceals Coya's thoughts on the func­
tion of the dual and inverted image. The general framework
within which this motif should be placed has been outlined by
anthropologists and religious historians:

Morphologically, cross-dressing and symbolic androgyny
are akin to ceremonial orgies. In both of these cases, there is
a ritual'totalisation', a reintegration of opposites, a regres­
sion to the primordial indistinct. All in all, it is the symbolic
restoration of 'Chaos', of the non-differentiated unity that
preceded Creation, and this return to the indistinct is trans­
lated by a supreme regeneration, by a prodigious expan­
sion of power.53

In Coya, torsion, inversion, the fall and reversal (and the
resulting intrinsic vertigo) are therefore figures of a radical
renewal in actu, where violence alternates with mockery, car­
nival with revolution, and everything is turned upside down
and nothing is put back where it belongs. It is precisely this
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complexity that gives his work its interest. Here we should
mention contemporaneous attempts to tackle the problem of
the reversal of values through that of classical form. 54 One
eloquent example uses the same formal repertoire as Goya,
though in a far less complicated way and with the help of a
particular rhetoric.
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The Englishman Thomas Rowlandson produced a print
(illus. 55) in which he mocked the exhibitions held at the Royal
Academy in London, thereby poking fun at contemporary
arP5 In the print, we see a typical open-day crush during one
of these exhibitions. The staircase is crowded with assorted
members of the public who, Rowlandson seems to be telling
us, go to view exhibitions as if they were fairground attrac­
tions. This image carnivalizes contemporary art and its
public56 with unmistakable allusions to contemporary aesthet­
ics which had declared the serpentine to be a 'line of variety
and of beauty'.57 Here the sinuous line, which in the fron­
tispiece of Hogarth's Analysis of Beauty (1753) took on an
emblematic importance (illus. 56), is reversed. Everything
takes place around a spiral path that reverses the initially
ascending direction taken by Hogarth into a ludic mise-en­
scene of a fall. The staircase is transformed into a sinuous
toboggan, and the exhibition is preceded by a symbolic exhi­
bition of the inverted ladies' posteriors that the middle-class
gentlemen, who have managed to remain upright, do not hes­
itate to examine through their lorgnettes. Through the allitera­
tive exhibition staircase/exhibition 'stare' case, the caption to the
print emphasizes the burlesque transformation of the art exhi­
bition into a house of prostitution. The divinity beneath whose
protective smile this metamorphosis takes place is none other
than the Callipygean Venus, who, exhibiting her serpentine
beauty, towers above the inversion on her pedestal.

Rowlandson did precisely what Coya did not do: he
endowed the vertigo of novelty with a particular form, that of
caricature.
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4 Clinic of Pure Reason

MUNDUS INVERSUS / MUNDUS PERVERSUS

Rose Keller, 'widow of Charles Valentin pastry cook', was the
first known victim of Donatien-Alphonse-Fran<.;ois, Marquis
de Sade. Begging for alms in front of a church on Easter
Sunday, she was accosted by and persuaded to go home with
I a young man dressed in a grey frock coat, a hunting knife at
his side, a cane in his hand'. There things turned ugly. 1 Here is
an extract from the report the surgeon Le Comte made the fol­
lowing day:

The third of April in the year, seventeen hundred and sixty
eight (...) I the undersigned Pierre Paul Le Comte Master
Surgeon. Permanent corresponding member of the Royal
Academy of Surgery Residing in Arcueil. Went to Arcueil
castle in order to visit a woman who had been mistreated
whom I learned was called Rose Kailair, whom I found to
be ailing in several parts of her body, whom I examined
and discovered the whole area of the buttocks and a part of
the loins whipped and excoriated with cuts and deep and
long contusions to the spine of the back, and furthermore a
contusion and tear to the top of the right hand, the whole of
which appeared to me to have been made by some heavy
and sharp instrument, also noticed melted wax in some of
the wounds. Made at Arcueil this third of April seventeen
hundred and sixty eight.2

In the cross-examination headed by the King's councillor, the
same surgeon gave the following details:

(Lecomte) said that what he understood by excoriation,
was that only the skin had been removed in different places
over the whole area of the buttocks, and a part of the loins,
and that with regard to the contusions they were none
other than those resulting from a whipping; that with
regard to the cuts, he only saw places where the skin had
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been removed, and that he felt he could not describe them
any better than he already had ...3

The following pages do not in any way claim to deal with the
problems of the sexual psychopathology resulting from the
Marquis de Sade's taste and actions and documented by eye­
witness accounts. This has been done and extremely well.4 Our
deliberations concern Sade the writer and the links between
his perverse sexuality and his transgressive literature. The
transition from one to the other brings into playa whole net­
work of symbolic relationships that we shall endeavour to
address. The first is the possibility of discovering within the
fantasized act (the torturing of Rose Keller being one of these)
a symbolic world that found textual expression and, as it were,
fulfilment through literature. The kind of scenes depicting
what took place between the Marquis and Rose Keller abound
in the novels Sade began to write much later during his long
years in prison. So as not to stray too far from the event already
quoted, which takes on an initiatory importance in the career
of the libertine Sade, we shall examine the reasons why he
treated Rose Keller's lower regions as he did.

A man beats a woman, methodically concentrating on the
buttocks, whose skin he ruptures and peels off in order to
expose the flesh. Thus far, perverse pleasure would seem to
have gained the upper hand over any kind of symbolic issue.
The fact that 3 April 1768, the day the event took place, was
Easter Sunday inevitably leads to speculations on the signifi­
cance of the Sadistic ritual that cannot be ignored. In her
deposition, the victim made a clear reference to this:

... in her suffering which she says lasted for over an hour
and a half she had made him several remonstrations on
Religion, begging him to save her soul, and not to give it to
the Devil, to spare her because she had not been to confes­
sion or done her Easter duties, and he said he would hear
her confession, took a chair, and sat down next to her to
hear her confession, and she told him that she was asking
him if he wanted to make her suffer death and passion as
the Jews had done to Jesus Christ, he said yes, that he was
developing a taste for it and that this gave him pleasure,
she remonstrated with him that it was necessary to think of
God, of the Holy Virgin and the Holy Spirit; he left her at
that moment grinding his teeth like one possessed.5
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Anthropological studies have enabled us to find answers to
our questions. Arnold van Genepp in his Manuel de folklore
fran(ais points to the existence of customs that link the
Carnival-Lent cycle with that of Easter. He reveals that some­
times, the end of Lent coinciding with Easter Sunday is
marked by a very simple gesture such as, for example, eating
bread and a nice piece of bacon. However, at other times, a
more complex ritual takes place although it has the same sig­
nificance: that of unlenting oneself(se decaremer), regaining pos­
session, sometimes violently, of the flesh. 6 This return to
licence can also involve a return to quite pronounced primi­
tive brutality, kept in check by Lent, and by an awakening of
primitive humanity with its basest instincts. Perhaps we are
not mistaken in regarding this episode with Rose Keller as a
concrete manifestation of these rites. Van Genepp, who never
wrote on Sade but who was probably one of the greatest
authorities on popular ancient customs, referred to one, no
longer practised nowadays but common in the late Middle
Ages, according to which on Easter Sunday men and women
would beat one another with birch sticks. He also described
the special mass celebrated early on Easter Thursday and
known as the blue mass, held on behalf of women beaten by
their husbands.? This violent epilogue of Lent corresponds
perfectly with carnivalesque or pre-carnivalesque violence as
documented by Ovid in the description he gives of the Roman
feast of the Lupercales (15 February), when naked young
men, belonging to wolf-men brotherhoods and armed with
lashes made from the skin of a sacrificial goat, beat any
women they encountered.8

One should not, of course, jump to the misguided conclu­
sion that on Easter Sunday 1768, the Marquis de Sade was dis­
playing some obscure folkloric intent or the mysterious
prototype of a new ethnographic upsurge or, for that matter,
his knowledge of Latin literature. His actions are nonetheless
disconcerting (or even more disconcerting) once we are aware
of this coincidence and when we come to examine his motives.
The fact that sadism, with its metaphysics of martyrdom, sacri­
fice and expiation, is 'a bastard of Catholicism' has been
acknowledged for a long time, and there are excellent studies
on the subject.9 The area where this explosion of erotic or
Sadeian cruelty links up with the Carnival-Lent dialectic has
remained outside the scope of interpreters, a quasi-paradoxical
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fact given, on the one hand, the recent upsurge of studies on
sadism and, on the other, those linked to the Carnival. If this
fundamental aspect, on which we now propose to focus, has
never received the attention it deserves, it is probably due to
the fact that, despite their common ancestry, a gulf is being
created between the Sadeian world and that of the Carnival,
as a result of there being an absence in Sade of one of the prin­
cipal terms of carnivalesque phenomenology. What Sade
lacks is neither licence nor excess nor reversal nor trans­
vestism. What he misses is that which is created in reaction to
the others: joy, real joy. The ludism found in the ancient rites of
violence has been replaced by the seriousness with which
they are carried out in a sad, grey world devoid of smiles and
laughter. If, as some commentators have stressed/o there is
humour to be found, it is involuntary, just like the absurdity of
gravity, the hilarity of solemnity.

We shall endeavour to examine a mutilated carnivalesque
structure by initially tackling the reasons for and significance
of its unsatisfactory functioning, in order then to concentrate
on the creation of the Sadeian imagination in relation to con­
temporary imagination. Our first statement is that the 'philos­
ophy' underlying Sade's works and thoughts is extremely
straightforward. Maurice Blanchot defined it as 'first and
foremost a philosophy of interest, then of integral egoism.
Each must do as he pleases, each has no other law than his
own pleasure'.l1 But what Blanchot does not say is that this
premise (which only partly explains Sade) is in fact none other
than that of the Carnival and that it comes directly from
Rabelais, of whom we know the Marquis was an avid reader. 12

Carnivalesque licence and permissiveness are traditionally
restricted, as Carnival itself was restricted to the festival
period or (in the case of Rabelais) to a favoured spot (the
utopian Abbey of Theleme). In Sade, the enclosed area as the
space-time of the orgy is found in the detailed description
given of the castle of Silling in One Hundred and Twenty Days
of Sodom (1782). But by combining it with the theme of travel,
which reaches its climax in Juliette's (1797/ 9) European journey,
Sade proclaims debauchery as an eternal law and an element
of the world's supporting structure. Sadeian rituals, of which
we have so far given only one example, copied ancient prac­
tices into a literary structure, repetitive and stereotypical ad
nauseam. Alongside the licence and transgression that this lit-
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erature heralded as a universal law, it is necessary to high­
light the immediate consequences of the anguish that pervaded
the last days of the Carnival: to revel in flesh as though there
were no tomorrow. But if traditional people were content
with the Carnival/Lent alternation, and were able to find in
its rhythm an equilibrium by which to live, in sade the
anguish of carne levamen is constant, and Carnival is perpet­
ual. In this way, the festival loses not only its exceptional
character but also its popular aspect. Endless, sade's carnival
is also highly individualistic. Despite the frequent and com­
plicated orgies described in sade's novels, the ritual violence
is no longer concerned with the pleasure of the masses, but
with that of the individual. Revolution is no longer on the
horizon; murder is.

And yet despite its exaggerated egotism, sade's literature
can be viewed against the backdrop of the Revolution, the
Terror and the Consulate. The chronological landmarks are
unmistakable. In July 1789, having been incarcerated for twelve
years for debauchery, sade was hiding in a hole in his prison
wall in the Bastille the twenty-metre long roll containing the
One Hundred and Twenty Days of Sodom (begun in 1782). Free at
last, in 1791 (Year I) he published Justine or the Misfortunes of
Virtue. In the middle of the Terror, he wrote The Philosophy ofthe
Boudoir (published in 1795); in 1797, it was the turn of The New
Justine followed by the Story of Juliette, her Sister, in 1800 that of
Crimes of Love, preceded by an Idea on Novels. Maurice Blanchot
has underlined the fact that if Sade was able 'to recognize him­
self' in the Revolution, it was 'only insofar as, exchanging one
law for another, it represented for a while the possibility of a
regime without laws'.l) It should be pointed out, however, that
sade's years of freedom between 1790 and 1801, preceded by
twelve years' imprisonment and followed by another thirteen,
were not the years when he wrote his books, but when they
were circulated. These writings, produced in the bowels of pris­
ons and brought to light by the whim of an author who, in the
case of his most obscure (The Story ofJuliette), denied his own
authorship, are paradoxically and essentially unreadable.14

Not only because, as sade himself said, the story is 'impure'
or because certain passages are 'unpleasant', but because the
written word is like an instrument of torture directed against
the reader.15 Like some of Coya's plates that 'cannot be looked
at', certain passages in sade 'cannot be read'. sade's text is vio-
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lent and carnivalesque insofar as it attacks the reader and
reverses the very idea of literature:

It is now dear reader, that you must adjust your heart and
your mind to the most impure story that has ever been
written since the world began, no such book can be found
either among the ancients or among the moderns. Imagine
that all the pleasures that are honest or prescribed by that
animal of which you constantly speak though you do not
know it and which you call nature, imagine, I say, that these
pleasures are excluded from this collection and that when
you happen upon them, it will only be when they are
accompanied by some crime or coloured by some infamy.
No doubt, many of the transformations you will see
painted will displease you we know, but (...) it is up to you
to take them or leave them ...16

Two observations must be made at once. The first refers to the
awareness of the reversed 'norm' /'transformation' relation­
ship, and therefore to the awareness of the reversal performed
(in Sade's vision) by the literary act. The second refers to the
artificial freedom his text is likely to give to whoever will read
it, and which we might call the carnivalization of the
author / reader pact. In reality, the reader faced with Sade's
pages is no more 'free' than the people bound in and by his
texts. Indeed Sade sees himself as indebted to a generalized
carnivalesque practice that reverses values, turns habits up­
side down and becomes permanent from being cyclical.
Before being a perverse erotic practice, sadism was an attack
on established hierarchies:

In the eyes of nature all form is equal, nothing is lost in the
huge crucible in which its variations function, all the por­
tions of matter that throw themselves into it are incessantly
renewed into other forms and whatever we do to it, none
would offend it directly, none would be able to affront it,
our destructiveness would rekindle its power, strengthen
its energy and would not weaken it.17

Hence transformation becomes the norm, and vice that tri­
umphs over virtue is nothing more than a 'reconstitution in
the order of things'.18 One of Sade's great ambitions was to
outdo the ancient dialectic 'world upside down/world right
way round' by proclaiming the unique truth of a 'perverse
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world'19 where differences were either cancelled out or
merged.

Let us therefore examine the rhetoric on which Sade's uni­
verse is based. It is - as we might well expect - carnivalesque.
Should we summarize it, this is the picture we will get:
humans are animals; what is low prevails over what is high;
pleasure is to be found in inversion, indeed in perversion;
transgression is the norm; normality is transgression; vice is
virtue; virtue is vice.

Other terms could no doubt be added to this synopsis and
each term developed one by one with ramifications and a
plethora of examples. But we will take a shortcut. To begin
with, we shall examine the vice/virtue and fortune/misfor­
tune binomials in relation to each other. Such an analysis strikes
us as being imperative given the importance attached to these
pairs of notions in the titles chosen by Sade. Then, we shall
tackle the techniques of reversal that involve human beings by
concentrating on the elements of carnivalesque reversal to be
found in the formation of names and description of bodies.

MORAL DISTORTION

The Marquis de Sade wrote (rewrote) the story of his virtu­
ous heroine Justine three times: in 1787 under the title The
Misfortunes of Virtue, then four years later expanded into
Justine or The Tragedies ofVirtue, followed by the Story ofJuliette
and her Sister or The Prosperities of Vice. The third date is
uncertain. Experts have repeatedly drawn attention to the
possibility of an edition in 1799 or 1800.20 Whichever is cor­
rect, it is obvious that the theme of the 'tragedy of virtue'
was always with him, whereas that of the 'prosperities of
vice' was presented as a gigantic 'appendix' (six volumes in­
folio with prints).

It has not been sufficiently emphasized that here Sade was
returning, by reversing it, to one of the great themes of
Christian philosophy; the struggle between vice and virtue,
which had already been given a literary voice in vernacular
Latin. As far back as the beginning of the fifth century,
Prudentius's Psychomachia, to cite the best-known example,
featured in allegorical form the moral conflict between Faith
and Idolatry, Modesty and Lust, Patience and Anger, Pride
and Humility and so on. The Virtues always won in the end.21
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Through their titles, Sade's novels announce the assimilation
of this tradition, as well as the transformation they perform,
because this time Vice prospers and Virtue founders. The very
first version of Justine's adventures embodies in fact the
misadventures of Justice, a personification that, alongside
Prudence, Strength and Temperance, gave Christian tradition
its highly codified system of Cardinal Virtues. Sade's explana­
tion is unambiguous:

It is not whether a man chooses vice or virtue that he will
find happiness, for virtue like vice is only a way of behav­
ing in the world; it is therefore not a question of following
the one rather than the other, it is only a question of paving
the general way; he who strays will always be in the wrong.
In a world that is entirely virtuous, I would recommend
virtue because it comes with rewards, happiness will
inevitably follow; in a world that is totally corrupt, I would
never recommend anything but vice.22

In the shadow of this reversed morality, the title of the story
from which this quotation is taken contains an allusion to a
notion that, in subsequent versions, becomes progressively
more blurred. This is the notion of 'fortune' as opposed to
'misfortune'. This binomial was to be replaced by 'prosper­
ityItragedy', a process by which Sade confused the issue and
which once again leads us back at least to the Christian
Middle Ages.

Goddess of Fickleness in Antiquity, randomly distributing
her favours, Fortuna was soon given as her symbol a wheel
that never stopped turning, toppling - in an instant - those
who thought they were on top, raising those who thought
they were cast out forever. 23 This iconography soon split,
however, and two divergent ways of regarding luck
appeared. According to one of these, Fortuna's blindness is
evoked by a wheel turned by winds blowing from the four
corners of the universe (illus. 57). Their concerted efforts pro­
duce a movement that is uninterrupted and has no pre-estab­
lished order, thus leading to spectacular reversals: the king
seated at the top will fall at any moment; another will take his
place and will fall in turn. The second interpretation acknowl­
edged the assimilation of this ancient motif into Christianity,
because the 'prime mover' of the wheel of fortune was none
other than 'the hand of God' (illus. 58). In this way, 'Fortune'
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was no longer as 'blind' as she was at the beginning of her
iconographic career and was able to assimilate a whole
system of moral values.24 This structure was extremely
simple and amalgamated the high/low dialectic with
Christian values: the last would be the first, the high
(Superbia, for example) would be vanquished by the low
(Humilitas), etc. Hence the implicit moral: to try to climb to
the top of the Wheel of Fortune is tantamount to Folly. This is
in fact Sebastian Brant's message in The Ship ofFools (1494):

Whoever follows the wheel of fortune
Exposes himself to tumbles and troubles
Could fall into the brink.
The Fool who climbs to the top,
May the seat of his pants be clean!
Whoever always wants to go up a grade
Should remember that whoever rises
To the top falls back to the ground.
None reaches that high on earth
May he be sure of his tomorrow
May his luck never change.25

It comes as no surprise that this expansion of the ancient
motif transformed the Wheel of Fortune into one of the
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emblematic objects of carnivalesque processions.26 The print
and accompanying text of The Ship of Fools (illus. 58) were
already a reflection of this. Not only are they a reminder of
human destiny in the face of God, but they also illustrate in
allegorical form the symbolic social reversal established by
the Carnival.

At the end of the eighteenth century the most important
interpretations of this reversal came from Coya and Sade. In
the former case, Capricho 56 (illus. 59) conforms to a vision of
the metaphysics of the fall as well as to the traditional moral
imperative. The title of the plate is Ups and Downs (Subir y
bajar). It depicts a giant with the legs and feet of a goat, seated
on a curved surface (which could be that of the globe itself)
supporting like an intrepid gymnast a man whose hair is on
fire and who is holding fire in both hands. The instability of
his position is reinforced by the characters in free fall to the
giant's left and right. A moment earlier, it was they who were
where the giant now finds himself, for an instant, in front of
the viewer. An atmosphere vaguely reminiscent of a fair
where acrobats and fire-eaters interact would appear to
reveal the etching's distant origins. The other source - moral
and historic - can be found in the explanatory inscriptions,
the one in the Prado commentary being the closest to the
spirit of Goya: 'Ups and downs. Fortune is unkind to those
who court her. She rewards with smoke the trouble of climb­
ing, and punishes with downfall him who succeeds in rising.'
The inscription points to the fact that this etching was con­
ceived (or that it was considered very early on) as a new vari­
ant of an old motif. It underlines the futility of all ambitions
to elevation and introduces the notion of 'fall' as a 'punish­
ment'. Two other ancient commentaries on the Caprichos
introduce other elements.27 They identify the goat-man as the
personification of Lust and the precariously balanced person
as Charles IV'S Prime Minister, Godoy. More important than
these political allusions (which are possible, but always
debatable), is the fact that the notion of 'Vice' (as Lust) is inte­
grated into the structure of the· Wheel of Fortune, which is
our prime concern here. The wheel is none other than the
Earth itself, and Vice the monster who inhabits it.

This is where the Marquis de Sade - indirectly, of course ­
comes in. For him too, Vice is the mainstay of the world,
except that it now unequivocally moves in the same direction
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as Fortune. This reversal is to be found on two levels. The first
is in Sade's meticulous descriptions of perverse debauch­
eries, sometimes illustrated with explanatory prints (illus.
60). These can often be seen as particular cases in which the
unwavering mechanisms of the ancient 'moral wheels' are
concretized. Great Pan is there, as a symbolic presence, in the
form of a 'God of the Gardens' who supports a complicated
structure created so that the debaucher can satisfy his lust
and the virtuous can suffer.

59 Goya, Capricho
56: Ups and Downs,
1797 -8, etching
and aquatint.

60 Illustration for
D. -A. -F. de Sade,
La Philosophie dans
Ie boudoir (Paris,
1795), engraving.





The second way of accessing Sadeian reversal is by means
of the countless discursive passages where, through the
words of his characters, the author communicates his new
'moral philosophy'. By way of an example, here is an extract
from the lesson given by Mme Dubois to her perverted pupil:

Thirty years ago, an uninterrupted succession of vices and
crimes led me step by step to fortune, I touched it; another
two or three happy blows and I passed from the state of
misery and mendacity into which I had been born to an
income of fifty thousand pounds. Do you think that at any
time during this brilliant career of mine, I was ever once
pricked by an instant of remorse? Do not believe it, I never
was. A dreadful reversal would suddenly have driven me
from the pinnacle into the abyss so I could not accept it any
more; I might complain about men and my mistakes, but I
will always be at peace with my conscience.28

In this excerpt (and others like it), it is not difficult to recog­
nize the direct dialogue that is established with the ancient
symbolism of the gyratory mechanisms of the rise and fall, a
dialogue whose function is to transform the ancient topos into
a form stripped of ethical constraints in the name of the
power of Nature. All virtue is, from this point of view, 'bad'
because it is 'against nature'. Of all Sade's characters, the
'just' Justine is the one who is the most aware of this: 'Oh! Just
heavens, I exclaimed with bitterness, it is therefore impossi­
ble for any virtuous action to be born in me, without it being
instantly punished by the cruellest of misfortunes most
dreaded by me in the universe!'29 And so, each time Justine
invokes the heavens, they remain silent or, at the very most,
signal their anger. The worst probably being the moment that
brings her life (and the novel that tells her story) to a close.
The scene is famous. To protect her vicious sister, Juliette,
Justine endeavours, in a desperate final attempt at virtue, to
close a window blown open by the storm, but:

... a flash of lightning knocked her back into the middle of
the drawing room leaving her lifeless on the floor (...) struck
down so that even hope itself could no longer remain in her.
The lightning had entered through the right breast, it had
burned her chest, and had come out through her mouth, dis­
figuring her face so much that she was a horror to behold.3D
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There is no such thing, Sade tells us, as 'Divine Justice', only­
at the very most - 'Natural Injustice'. Even in the details of
Justine's death we find the presence of a superior force, a uni­
versal power that is blind but equipped with a 'quasi-con­
science' that punishes the good and saves the bad. The
piercing of the virtuous body and its'dis-figuration' reveal the
'perversity' of this force in relation to all dreams of universal
justice.

This conclusion makes any detailed approach to the ancient
system of virtues and vices, still functioning in Sade but the
other way round, completely redundant. We should like to
give one further and, in our opinion, important example,
because it reveals that the justification of lust and violence,
usually thought to represent the uniqueness of the Sadeian
discourse, is, in the final analysis, no more than a synecdoche
of a much greater reversal. This time, the example is taken
from the Story ofJuliette:

... modesty is a chimera; sole product of mores and educa­
tion, it is what we would call a fashion of habit; nature
having created man and woman naked, it is impossible that
she would also have given them an aversion or a shame at
being so. If man had always followed the principles of
nature, he would not know modesty; a fatal truth that
proves that there are certain virtues that have no other
cradle than the complete ignorance of the laws of nature.
What distortion we would give to Christian moral, if we
were to examine in this way all the principles of which it is
made! But we shall talk of all this. Today let us speak of
other things, so get undressed, like us.3

!

It is crucial to understand the significance of the order in
which this diatribe ends: Sade's characters undress in order to
speak. In the Sadeian Carnival, man does not mask himself; he
unmasks himself, and nudity is nothing other than the cruel
unveiling of his innermost being. What we have here is prob­
ably a radically transformed reflection of the philosophy of
the Enlightenment: naked man is essential man, which is to
say, nasty, lecherous, vicious and bestial. Roland Barthes quite
rightly observed that Sadeian orgies were deprived of the
slow eroticism of the strip-tease and that the victims' bodies as
well as those of the torturers were immediately undressed.32

His ingenious explanation (that strip-tease is an epiphanic
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narrative and that the atheist Sade destroyed the sacred aura
surrounding everything including sex) needs to be reformu­
lated. In fact, Sade's novels are full of such phrases as 'get
undressed', 'bare yourselves', 'he / she bared him/herself',
'he/she was instantly naked', 'here he/she/they is/are com­
pletely naked', etc. The speed of command and action is, we
believe, the consequence of a wish (quite literally) to expose
man. There is a second command, which, from a statistical
reading of Sade's books, could be even more advantageous
than the stereotype'get undressed'. This order, more obscure
but no less significant, is: 'hitch up', 'tuck up', indeed 'take
off!' This order also leaves no room for the teasing slowness of
amorous preambles, because it is generated by the same
imperative as the more generic'get undressed'. The only dif­
ference being that following the order 'hitch up!' that is so
frequent in the Marquis's accounts, the body is only partially
exposed, though enough for it to uncover - and as quickly as
possible - the most important part of man and his body, that is
to say his backside. In the schema erotikon, as well as in the tra­
dition to which Sade was still attached, uncovering the but­
tocks had a tendency to become a gesture (perhaps even 'the
gesture') that best defined 'distortion'. In answer to the great
question that emerged during the Enlightenment, 'What is
man?',33 Sade responded with reductions that followed on
from one another: man is reduced to his body, the body to its
seat, the seat to its centre - that is to say, to a void or, worse
still, to the simple passing of waste. All this probably took
place indirectly, beginning with the originally carnivalesque
apotheosis of the ancient anasyrma: '. . . she (Madam Bren­
tome) sometimes contented herself with tucking up rather
than removing their clothes, finding in the action of raising or
gathering up their skirts, even more pleasure than in the too
great a facility afforded by their complete nakedness.'34 Or (it
is Juliette that speaks): 'She has the most beautiful arse in the
world, said the great vicar, the moment he saw me all
naked.'35 This sentence is significant since it highlights the
synecdoche: all naked, for only one part of Juliette's body is
being admired, that which defines her essence.

Sexual inversion, of which there is no lack in the Marquis's
novels, is no more than a continuation (or maybe even the
emblem) of a reversal that is much more important and more
wide ranging, where what is behind takes the place of what is
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in front (the anus surpasses the sexual organs), what is low
takes the place of what is high (the posterior surpasses the
head). This is probably why, in the middle of one of the
sodomite orgies in Juliette, when Ducroz exclaims 'it's a ques­
tion of taste', Volmar promptly replies (and Sade emphasizes
this with italics), 'It's philosophy, it's reason.'36 It is also why one
of the darkest characters in Sade, Saint-Fond (whose name of
course lends itself to several alliterative and homophonic
games), at the very moment that he is exposing his post­
Termidor utopia, proposes a counter-revolutionary law that
begins as it were 'at the bottom':

'And what are, say I, the laws that you propose?'

'Firstly I wish to work on public opinion through fashion:
you know the influence it has on the French':

First Article: I would create clothes for men and women that
leave almost completely uncovered all the lustful parts and
the buttocks in particular.37

The driving force behind the Sadeian 'Revolution' is fairly
straightforward: in Western tradition, the backside - its name,
its use and of course its exhibition - was (is) absolutely for­
bidden. It was (is) a wretched part of the body and, as the ori­
fice for the passing of shameful waste, profane lowness par
excellence.38 In the Christian West, it was only during the
licentious period of the Carnival that it could be named and
exhibited.39 But by the end of the eighteenth century, the
Carnival was dead. Sade returned once again to some of its
functions through the 'distortion' that makes the body's
nether regions the very ersatz of the sacred: 'I shall therefore
see it, this divine and precious arse that I aspire to so ardently!
... Cood Cod! Such plumpness and freshness, such lustre,
such elegance! I have never seen such a beautiful one!'40 This
ludic sacralization, found in the orgiastic descriptions and
accompanying prints, spawns a very real and complex
iconography, in which the Christian rite overlaps with its
opposite number, and where adoration blasphemes (illus. 61).
The backside is, in this context, multi-purpose. It can, as an
idol of a new religion, replace the crucifix and, as a place of
sacrifice, be a substitute for the altar. The moment the theme
of the black mass (or counter-mass) is tackled in contempo­
rary prints (in this instance by Coya), the ritualization of the
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backside is more cautious though no less significant. The
witches' Sabbath in Capricho 71 (illus. 62) brings the anti­
beauties together under the starry vault of a 'cosmic temple'.
They are like the excrescence of the earth, whose very crust
bulges before the spectator's eyes, looking like the allusive
form of an immense backside. The same totemic device is pro­
duced in a diametrically opposed way: in Sade, the backside
replaces the sky/heavens; in Goya, it is a substitute for the earth.

The Sadeian search for an iconographic support system to
blasphemously make the posterior sacred inevitably leads
Sade to the pagan iconography of the naked goddess. She is
the idol who, whether implicitly or explicitly, holds sway over
most of the orgies:

My friend was as naked as I was. In an instant we were exam­
ining one another in silence at first for a few minutes. Clairwil
was fired up at the sight of the beauty that nature had lav­
ished upon me. I could not get my fill of admiring hers. (...)
Those buttocks! Dear God! It was Venus's arse so adored by
the Greeks. Never had I seen more delicious cheeksY
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62 Goya, Capricho
71: We Must Be off
with the Dawn,
1797 -8, etching
and aquatint.

And again: 'There is not one single corner of the earth that did
not have temples and spectators to this so-called crime of
sodomy. The Greeks, who made so to speak a virtue of it [our
italics] erected a statue to it under the name of The Callipygean
Venus.'42 In The Philosophy of the Boudoir, from which this quo­
tation is taken, the union of the emblematic image of distortion
and its actual naming put the final seal on the reversat now
achieved, of the system of vices and virtues. The Callipygean
Venus is the tutelary image of the mundus perversus.
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THE PYGMALION COMPLEX

Reversal is the driving force behind Sadeian anthroponymy.
Mme de Lorsange is a she-devil and, like Saint-Fleurent, the
only 'saint-like' thing about her is half her name. Saint-Font is
in truth a bottomless ('sans fond') pit of nastiness. About the
name of the terrible monk Clement, Sade tells us: '... let us
paint but his figure. [He] was a man of forty-eight, enor­
mously fat, gigantically tall, with wild, dark eyes, who
expressed himself only with harsh words uttered by his gruff
voice, a veritable satyr of a man with the appearance of a
tyrant.'43 Rather than being the incarnation of clemency, this
person is one of the figures from Sade's 'bestiary' who still
awaits an in-depth study. When this is undertaken, it will no
doubt have to take account of the animal-like figures associ­
ated with 'intemperance' (distemperanza), the kind Giovan
Battista Della Porta described, and his illustrator drew (illus.
63,64) to produce the mixed motif of the 'satyr':

Satyrs are a mixture of men and goats, and symptomatic of
lust. They were named 'satyrs' after the Greek, because of
the exhibition of the male member and because of the fact
that they were licentious and lustful. They have a rasping
voice, a mixture of the bleating of the sheep and the whin­
nying of the horse (...) they have flat nostrils and an uneven
brow with goats' horns at each end.44

A different system was brought into operation when it came
to naming the victims. It could be described as a neo-classical
onomastic system. The list is long: Hebe, Rose, Zephyr,
Adonis, Cupid, Giton, Narcissus, Aglae, Aurora, etc.45 Some­
times, however, the levels merge and the desired effects are all
the more powerful because they highlight the transgressive
inversion. As Justine says: 'The two men who had brought me
and whom I could now see more clearly by the light of the
candles illuminating the room, were no older than twenty­
five to thirty. The first, called La Rose, was a beautiful dark­
haired man built like Hercules.'46

But Sade's most common method, and the one richest in
significance, was probably the one where neo-classical
anthroponymy blended with anonymity. Then it is that Adon­
ises, Cupids, the Graces, Hercules, Ganymedes, Venuses,
Omphales and a whole host of nudes people orgiastic scenes.
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63 Satyr and Young
Woman, engraving
from Giovan
Battista Della Porta,
Della fisionomia
dell'huomo (Naples,
1610).

64 The Lustful Man,
engraving from
Della Porta,
Della fisionomia
dell'huomo.

Corresponding to this neo-classical anonymity there is a
descriptive formula whose stereotypye has been repeatedly
underscored: 'her body was beautiful, very white, the most
beautiful arse in the world';47 'she was tall, made to be
painted';48 'beautiful like the very goddess of youth, a very
white skin';49 'I had never seen such a beautiful body';50 'a
charming girl, she had the features of Minerva herself, dis­
guised beneath those of Love'5 1

- the quotations could go on
forever. Sade himself was fully conscious of this descriptive
monotony: 'I shall not continue to paint these beauties: they
were all so equally superior that my brushes would inevitably
become monotonous. 1 shall content myself with naming
them ... '52 To name rather than describe is indeed a strange
procedure that needs to be examined. It is not difficult to see
that there is a paradox in Sade's stroll through the world of
perfection: all these monotonous beauties have a narrative
function that can be found in the destructive impulses of the
libertines. Objects of these libertines' debauchery, they do
however, in the majority of cases and as though by a miracle,
escape total annihilation.53 They survive the blows like fleeing
fantasies or immovable statues. With 'alabaster whiteness',
'lily-white skin', 'marble-like breasts', Sade's beauties are as
attractive and boring as endless collections of neo-classical
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models (illus. 65) whilst retaining something of the disturbing
unfamiliarity of the Roman Carnival masks that so frightened
Mme de Stael (see Chapter 1).

We must avoid superficial interpretations. The eroticism
with which this stone world is invested does not add a new
perversion to a catalogue already rich in Sadeian aberrations.
It is, and this is important, the very figure of desire and its fail­
ure to satisfy. Sade's approach is distinct in Enlightenment
philosophy, which on more than one occasion tackled the
metaphor of the animate statue, as we can see, for example, in
the justly famous pages of Diderot's Reve d'Alambert:

'1 should like you to tell me what the differences are, as you
see them, between man and statue, between marble and
flesh.'
'Very little. We make marble with flesh, and flesh with
marble.'54

The perverse use of this metaphor is, however, new. To the
'divine marquis'; 'Women are nothing more than machines of
voluptuousness (...). The Universe is full of ordered statues
that come, that go, that act, that eat and that digest, without
ever being aware of anything.'55 This smooth and perfect
world is suddenly brought to life by the 'shocks', 'irritations',

65 Thomas
Rowlandson, The
Court ofStatues,
c. 1800, engraving.



'ticklings', 'violations' and 'pains' of the orgy:56 'He looks, he
touches, he feels, the air immediately vibrates with a dreadful
whistle. All this beautiful flesh changes colour, the brightest
shade of carnation mingles with the brilliance of the lily. '57 Or:
'''Come on," he said approaching his victim, "prepare your­
self, you must suffer," and the cruel man by striking her
twenty-five times soon turned the delicate pink of this fresh
skin into vermilion.'58

What we have here is a somewhat radical way of 'colour­
ing' the alabaster of perfection. The first process, where Sade
brings into play all his imaginative and descriptive talents,
involves the ordering of the combinations and permutations
that precede voluptuousness. In the same way that neo-classi­
cal painters produced paintings of classical statues (illus. 66),
so Sade imagined J'paintings' and 'attitudes' (the notions
themselves are taken from the language of the studio)59 whose
dispositio and inventio verged on the unbelievable. We shall
spare the reader the more detailed descriptions and limit our­
selves to a few examples, in which we are presented with the
principles of 'order' and 'composition':

Saint-Fond woke at five. Everything through the good
offices of myself [Juliette is speaking] had been prepared in
the drawing room (salon), this is the order in which the per­
sons were arranged: naked apart from a simple garland of
roses, we could see, in the right of the tableau the three
maids marked out for the orgies; I had grouped them
together like the Graces.60

We shall see, as we go through these descriptions, that the
colour that 'brings' white 'to life' is primarily pink and not the
vermilion of orgiastic extremes. We could replace the odd
word and write Salon with a capital letter so as to give the
impression that someone like Bachaumont or Diderot is
describing a visit to the Louvre.61 By way of an example, let us
listen to Diderot describing a painting by Jean-Jacques
Lagrenee that was shown at the 1767 Salon:

Herse is seated on the left. Her left leg is stretched out and
rests on Mercury's left knee. She is in profile, Mercury
frontal, and seated in front of her, a little lower down and a
little more in the background. In the extreme right Aglaure
is parting a curtain and glaring angrily and jealously at her
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sister's happiness. Artists will perhaps tell you that the
principal figures are too heavily delineated and coloured
with no tones. I do not know if they are right; but, having
recalled nature, I exclaimed despite them and their verdict:
'Oh, the beautiful flesh, the beautiful feet, the beautiful
arms, the beautiful hands! The beautiful skin! From which
life and the pink of blood exude; Beneath this delicate and
sensitive envelope, I trace the imperceptible and bluish
course of the veins and arteries. I speak of Herse and of
Mercury. The flesh of art wrestles with the flesh of nature.
Take your hand to the canvas and you will see that the imi­
tation is as powerful as reality and that it surpasses it
through the beauty of its forms. One never grows tired of
perusing the neck, the arms, the breasts, the feet, the hands,
the head of Herse. I take my lips to it and I cover all these
charms with kisses. Oh Mercury, what are you doing?
What are you waiting for? You allow that thigh to rest on
yours, and you do not seize it, do not devour it?62
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66 Jaques-Louis
David, Mars
Disarmed by Venus
and the Graces, 1824,
oil on canvas.



67 Goya, Drawing
B. T The Fainting,
1796-7, India ink
and wash.

Sade certainly had some good masters! His 'living paintings',
just like many of the paintings of the Salons, are fantasy
machines, representations that display desire instead of con­
suming it. At once alive and static, they follow the silent
rhetoric of the layout and reaction to it: 'All scenes of fucking
are preceded by a moment of calm; it is as though we wish to
savour voluptuousness whole and that we fear it might
escape us should we speak. I had been recommended to
savour it carefully so as to be able to make a comparison; I was
in silent ecstasy ... '63

The road that leads from the 'living painting' of the exhibi­
tion to the orgy is sometimes explicitly reversed, and scenes
depicting debauchery then become the 'artistic' model:

Ah! To think that it was necessary to have an engraver
transmit to posterity this voluptuous and divine portrait.
But lust, crowning our actors too quickly was perhaps
unable to give the artist time to capture them. It is not easy
for art, which has no movement, to produce an action
whose movement creates the whole soul; and this is what
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also makes of engraving the most difficult and most thank­
less of arts.64

Despite Sade's lamentations (which perhaps primarily con­
cerned the difficulty of illustrating his own stories), there is no
doubt that the art of 'tableaux' and 'attitudes' developed a
language of its own in the second half of the eighteenth and
beginning of the next century, a language which, despite its
more or less strict links with 'convention', quite openly
revealed its true nature to be a mise-en-scene of erotic
intrigues.65 The quoted fragment from Diderot's description is
a brilliant example of this. Images, whether painted, drawn or
engraved, generally sought - essentially for reasons of con­
vention - the middle ground between display and censure of
Eros. Two examples of this, at one and the same time contrast­
ing and similar, are David's Mars Disarmed by Venus and the
Graces (illus. 66) and Coya's The Fainting (illus. 67), where
despite a whole battery of decoys and subterfuges (white
doves; skilful distortions; functional censures in the first;
clothes, ambiguous gestures and torsions in the second) they
do not succeed in concealing what cannot be (and should not
be) completely concealed, as this would result in the oblitera­
tion of the whole image.66

We know very little about Sade's familiarity with contempo­
rary imagery, but we do have an excellent document on his use
of classical art. This is his Voyage d,Italie (1775-6) partly re­
worked in Juliette (1787).67 When at the end of July 1775, Sade,
with charges of sodomy, homo- and heterosexuality, flagella­
tion, masturbation on the crucifix and the corruption of young
girls hanging over him, fled over the Alps, he was not yet the
writer he would become, but he was already the libertine he
would remain. His crossing of the Alps, described in detail,
instigated a whole series of interconnected transgressive acts.
After the Alps it was the Apennines, where in the shade of
Pietramala (this toponymy obviously excited Sade's imagina­
tion) lay Florence. The city was to inspire his descriptions of the
fortified castles68 that were the arenas for his literary orgies:
'The city is completely surrounded by a great wall and flanked
by a few old towers. And inside are ramparts that circumscribe
the city.'69 In the centre is the Palazzo Vecchio: 'This building is
like a long rectangular fortress. At the front there is a tower two
hundred and sixty feet high and built as an afterthought which

128



68 Jusepe Ribera, The Bearded Lady, 1631, oil on canvas.
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69 Coya, The Straw Man, 1791-2,
oil on canvas.

70 Coya, Preparatory drawing
for Merry Absurdity, 1815-24,
sepia on paper.

71 Coya, Preparatory drawing
for Capricho 52, Fine Feathers
Make Fine Birds, 1797-8, red ink
wash.
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72 Goya, The Sleep of Reason Brings forth Monsters (first version), 1797, pen
and black ink and sepia over charcoal drawing.

73 Goya, Frontispiece of the Dreams series, 1797, pen and and sepia ink over
charcoal drawing.

132





74 Coya, The Infante Don Luis and His Family, 1783/4, oil on canvas.

75 Detail of illus. 74·
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76 Goya, Charles IV and His
Family, 180(}--0l, oil on canvas.

77 Goya, Study for a Portrait of the
Infanta Maria Josefa, 1799-1800,
oil on canvas.
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78 Coya, Yard with Lunatics, c. 1794, oil on tinplate.



.makes its sturdiness all the more extraordinary. The inner
courtyard of this palace is dark and gloomy.'70 The city of
Florence, fortress-within-a-fortress, is a transgressive space, to
the imagination a perverse and carnivalesque world:

The women of Florence are very free. The women dress
like men, the latter like girls. There are few towns in all
Italy where such a strong predilection to betray one's sex
can be found, and this idiosyncrasy must surely come
from a great need on their part to dishonour both. Popes
in days gone by granted the Florentines, devotees of
sodomy, plenary indulgences for this vice, within any
relationship one might conceive. (...) There was once in
Florence a very singular law on this subject. On Shrove
Thursdays, a woman was not allowed to deny her hus­
band sodomy: if she did not consent and he complained,
then she risked becoming the talk of the town. Happy, a
thousand times happy the nation wise enough to set its
passions up as laws.?l

But within this system of successive embeddings, there is
room to describe the space where the transgression pertains to
the symbolic imagination: the Palazzo Vecchio leads directly
into the Uffizi, where the famous Tribune takes on the role of
a veritable sancta sanctorum: 'The shape of this magnificent
room is octagonal..The dome is all in mother of pearl and the
floor is finished in marble.'72

With the help of the huge canvas painted during that same
period (1772-8) by the English artist of German-Hungarian
extraction Johann Zoffany for Queen Charlotte of England
(illus. 79), we can well imagine the impression this already
mythical place had on the Marquis.?3 Just like the painting,
Sade's text is a mise-en-scene of a male gaze encountering a
closed world dominated by feminine beauty and the exhibi­
tion of naked bodies. A painted orgy that verges on indecency,
where'connoisseurs' mingle with painted or sculpted nudes,
the painting did not please Queen Charlotte, who rejected it.
Sade's text, which the Queen (fortunately) never had in her
hands, is, just like the canvas, full of detailed descriptions of
works of art on show in the Tribune, and, as Zoffany does in
his painting, Sade highlights two of them: Titian's Urbino
Venus and the Medici Venus.74 Let us read his descriptions:
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Titian's famous Venus, who is called his mistress, is a beau­
tiful blond, with the most beautiful eyes in the world, but
whose features however are more distinct than delicate.
She is stretched out quite naked on a white mattress; with
one hand she is scattering roses; with the other she is cov­
ering the one nature gave her. Her attitude is voluptuous
and one never grows tired of examining the beauty to be
found in the details of this sublime painting.75

Before going any further, we should point out that Sade is
not actually describing a painting but a woman, and that the
first quality of this woman-painting is that she is (or was
thought to be) Titian's mistress. The phantasmic nature of
Sade's reaction could not be more striking.76 The description
of the Medici Venus, probably made with the help of Charles­
Nicolas Cochin's Voyage d'Italie (1758)77 is significantly different:

The first object to strike one when one enters, is the famous
Venus. She is located at the back of the room, next to an
Apollo who is her counterpart and no less beautiful.
Opinion varies greatly as to the author and antiquity of this
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Venus. Whatever the case might be, it is the most beautiful
piece I have ever seen in my life. I felt a stab of sweet and
holy emotion as I admired it; and on examining her beauty
closely, I was not surprised that tradition claims that the
author used five hundred different models to achieve this
beautiful work which, as a result, is the product of all the
beautiful women in Greece. The proportions of this sub­
lime statue, the gracefulness of the breasts and buttocks,
are masterpieces that today could rival nature. And I doubt
that had double the models been used, selected from all the
beauties of Asia and Europe, it would not have been possi­
ble to find one single creature that would not lose out in a
comparison. The statue measures around five feet high; it
stands on a pedestal three feet high. (...) The most beauti­
ful marble has been used for this masterpiece. Age has
given her a slightly yellowish gaze, which, together with
the delicacy and beauty of the grain, makes her look almost
like alabaster.7

8

This time, Sade is describing a work of art, laying heavy empha­
sis on her specific reality. We are reminded of the ancient paint­
ing versus sculpture debate, so alive during the Renaissance
and still in operation in the mise-en-scene of the two Venuses in
Zoffany's painting.79 This paragone can be summarized as fol­
lows: in an evaluation that focuses on mimetic criteria, the
advantage the painting has is that, through the use of colours
and the freedom of body language, the effect it creates can look
very real. The advantage of sculpture in the round, on the other
hand, is that multiple views create volume. It is in this light that
the emphasis on a certain 'gracefulness' of the body must be
understood in Sade's description, as well as in the mise-en-scene
of Zoffany's cognoscenti examining the works of art. One of the
'dilettantes' who is inspecting the Medici Venus'closely' has no
hesitation in using his lorgnette in order to appreciate 'certain
parts' better (illus. 80). (Queen Charlotte's rejection of the can­
vas, on the one hand, and the unhealthy interest in it displayed
by King George, on the other, would both appear to have
derived from the presence of this juicy detail.)

In Sade's case, his insistence on the relationship between
ideal beauty and the living model anticipates some of the
obsessions that were to come out in his writings. In The Story
ofJuliette, this relationship would be inverted:

139



Do not suspect me here of enthusiasm, or of metaphor, but
in truth I do not exaggerate when I assure you that Aglae
could have served alone as a model for the man who did
not find, even among the one hundred most beautiful
women in Greece, enough beauty to compose from them
the sublime Venus that I had admired at the Grand Duke's
palace. Never, no, never had I seen such delightful rounded
shapes, such a voluptuous ensemble and details so absorb­
ing; nothing as narrow as her pretty little cunt, nothing as
plump as her delightful little arse, nothing so fresh, noth­
ing so well moulded as her breasts and I assure you now,
speaking in cold blood, that Aglae was indeed the most
divine creature I had ever celebrated in all my life. As soon
as I discovered all these charms I devoured them with
caresses and, moving swiftly from one attraction to
another, I always felt as though I did not sufficiently caress
the one I had previously abandoned. The pretty little hussy,
endowed with the lewdest of temperaments, soon fell into
myarms.80

This excerpt, and others like it,81 can also be regarded as being
a continuation, bordering on convention, of the assimilation
of one of the great myths in the History of Western Eros, that
of Pygmalion. Let us refresh our memories:

Pygmalion, a bachelor, lived alone; no wife had ever shared
his bed. However, thanks to his wonderful skill, he carved
from ivory as white as snow, the body of a woman so beau­
tiful that nature could not have created the like and he fell in
love with his work. She was a virgin who had all the appear­
ance of being real; she looked alive and as though, but for
her modesty that held her back, she wished to move; as art
is hidden by dint of art. Filled with wonder, Pygmalion
became passionate about this image; often he reached out to
his masterpiece searching with his fingers to see whether it
was flesh or ivory and he still could not believe it was ivory.
He kissed his statue and imagined that she returned his
kisses; he spoke to her, he held her in his arms; he imagined
her flesh yielding to the touch of his fingers and leaving
behind a bruise on the limb they had pressed.82

The whole of the eighteenth century was beset by a veritable
'Pygmalion-mania'}3 the high points of which were proba-



80 Detail of illus. 79.

81 Louis Denne!, Pygmalion and
Galatea, 1775, copper engraving.



bly Falconet's group of statues (1763), Rousseau's 'lyric
scene' (1770) and Herder's essay Plastik (1778). Sade did not
escape; his transgressive version was performed in the
purest spirit of Enlightenment demythification. Ovid was
dealt with in a most prosaic manner in Diderot's Encyclopedie
(1765): 'It would seem that this prince [Pygmalion] found a
way of bringing to life a beautiful person who was as cold as
a statue.'84

In painted, engraved and sculpted figurations, the bringing
to life of a phantasm occurred in at least three different ways.
It is this very diversity that shows how important the theme
and the philosophy attached to it were.85 Most in keeping with
the Ovidian theme is the incorporating of the intervention of
the goddess Venus, who, in response to the impassioned pleas
of Pygmalion, brings the statue to life. In DenneI's engraving,
for example (Hlus. 81)/ the beautiful Galatea is still on her
pedestal in a contrapose that features the attitudes codified by
ancient aesthetics. Touched by the hand of Venus, she comes
to life, and the sculptor drops his hammer and chisel so that
he can kiss her.

The second way, initiated by eighteenth-century art, and
the one that is most in keeping with the general eroticization
of the viewer, projects desire and a purely scopic pleasure into
the material by bringing the statue to life. This was the solu­
tion adopted by Falconet, which Diderot found so pleasing
(illus. 82): 'One knee on the ground, the other raised, hands
clasped tightly together, Pygmalion is in front of his work and
gazing at it. He seeks in the eyes of his statue confirmation of
the miracle promised him by the gods.'86 Finally, the third way
is the one closest to Sade's rhetoric of transgression. Here cre­
ation/ bringing to life, eroticism and destruction merge. Goya
has left us the most revealing example of this in one of his later
drawings (Hlus. 84).87 Here we see Pygmalion in full creative
mode, a creation heavy with erotic allusions despite the fact
that Galatea is chastely dressed. The statue has already come
to life, but, Venus being absent, the miracle would appear to
be attributable to the artist himself having got carried away.
He does not drop his chisel, as DenneI's Pygmalion does
(illus. 81), but is ready to strike again. The focus of this draw­
ing is different from anything else left us by the myth's icono­
graphic tradition. Only by comparing it to the model that is
iconographically closest to it but chronologically the furthest



82 Etienne-Maurice
Falconet, Pygmalion
and Galatea, 1761,
marble.

away, can we understand it. In the engraving in the 1497 Lyon
edition of the Romaunt of the Rose (illus. 83), the dynamism of
the composition is undeniable as is, in fact, its semi-erotic,
semi-artistic character. We are seeing there a rigid statue
whose eyes are closed as the blows of the chisel shape and
caress her. The permutation (whether direct or indirect does
not matter) to be found in Goya is twice as forceful, since the
chisel which, with a slight but crucial shift, has left the thigh
no longer caresses. But is it still striking?

A MAD(MAN'S) DISCOURSE

Mme de Clairwil, one of Sade's darkest characters has doubts
- her very name is indicative of this - as to what she wants and
what she is:

She had never had any children: she loathed them, it was a
kind of petty harshness, which, in a woman, is always a
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83 Pygmalion and Galatea, woodcut
from Romaunt of the Rose (Lyon, 1497)·

84 Goya, Pygmalion and Galatea, from
Album F, 1815-20, brush and sepia
wash.
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sign of insensibility: moreover we can be assured that
Madame de Clairwil's was at its height. She boasted that
she had never shed a tear, that she had never been moved
by the fate of the unfortunate. 'My soul is impassive,' she
used to say; 'I defy any emotion, other than pleasure, to
touch it. I am the mistress of the affections of this soul, of its
desires, of its reactions; my head controls everything; and
that is what is worst, for this head is quite detestable. But I
do not complain: I love my vices, I abhor virtue; I am the
sworn enemy of all religions, of all gods; I fear neither the
evils of life, nor what follows death; and when people are
like me, they are happy.88

We might consider this declaration of faith to be at the very
heart of what has been termed 'the dialectic of the
Enlightenment'.89 The issues involved are enormous since
they introduce the supremacy of reason just as it was seen to
be collapsing. In the words of Psalm 53: 'The fool has said in
his heart, "There is no God!'" (Dixit insipiens in corde suo: Non
est Deus!). During the Middles Ages and most of modern
times, there ensued a whole verbal and logical sequence
based on these two lines: the fool is the un-wise man, the in­
sipiens, the one who disregards God, and madness itself is
defined through negation, as a privation of reason: in-sania,
in-sipientia, de-sipientia, a-mentia, de-mentia.90

Clairwil's (Sade's) discourse, by coinciding (up to a certain
point) with the Enlightenment discourse, reverses the rela­
tionship between reason and madness, and in the absence of
Superior Authority marks the actual beginning of the career
of a new 'divinity': Reason. Sade's place in this reversal has
been underscored time and again. While Horkheimer and
Adorno focused on the fact that 'the work of the Marquis de
Sade portrays "understanding without the guidance of
another person", that is, the bourgeois individual freed from
tutelage', (Das Werk des Marquis de Sade zeigt den 'Verstand ohne
Leitung eines anderen', das heisst, das von Bevormundung befreite
bilrgerliche Subjekt),91 Lacan was of the opinion that The
Philosophy of the Boudoir (1795) 'agreed with', 'completed' and
'gave truth to' Kant's Critique ofPractical Reason (1788).92

This last statement needs to be modified for the simple
reason that Kant's second critique is the 'moral' outcome of
the proclamation of the absolute supremacy of the new idol
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created by the Critique ofPure Reason (1781), which purports to
present as blatantly as possible his first project of a possible
profane ethic, whereas The Philosophy of the Boudoir only pre­
sents - and this is suggested in the title - an anti-ethic. Sade's
work should therefore not be seen as following on from Kant
but, at the very most, as coinciding with the point where the
functioning of Pure Reason had been established but Practical
Reason had not yet been born. By referring to this corner of
Sade's thinking as the'Clinic of Pure Reason', we are of course
playing with words, but this word game goes beyond its own
ludism, for it focuses on the system of a pathology that is pro­
duced at the heart of triumphant Reason and that involves the
creation of a space to which to retreat, indeed an imaginary
course of treatment. Kant in a way anticipated its genesis
when he observed that 'Madness and understanding have
such ill-defined frontiers that it is difficult to go far into one of
these realms without from time to time making a brief incur­
sion into the other.'93 To subject pure reason to a 'critique' is to
determine its limits in order to define it. And yet reason's
'other' is not only 'dogmatism', which certainly remained
Kant's selected target, but also 'extravagance', in other words
madness. Fortunately, recent studies have drawn attention to
the fact that the model of a mad thought is essentially one of
the themes that established the Critique ofPure Reason as a sci­
ence of the frontiers of human reason94 and to the processes
that produce, at the actual moment of its apogee, its own irra­
tionality.95 In the final analysis, when Kant was putting God
aside to substitute him for Reason and Moral Law, he was
himself a 'fool' or 'madman', an in-sipiens, in the meaning
given the word by the author of the Psalm. With full knowl­
edge of the facts, before starting on his 'Pure Reason' project
(1781), Kant undertook two pre-emptive measures, outlining
the two territories - mystical experience and madness - and
placed himself in the negative of reason. And so Essay on the
maladies of the mind (1764) and Dreams of a Spirit-Seer (1766)
were born. These publication dates reveal how important the
discourse on madness was to the project of a critique on
understanding: the discourse anticipated by two years the
one on mysticism and by fifteen years the one on reason.96 It is
with this in mind that the deliberations of Michel Foucault
must be considered, as well as those of others like him who
accented the eighteenth century's strange but momentous
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dialogue with Madness: ~... the rationality of the Age of
Enlightenment uncovered in this kind of blurry mirror, a
harmless caricature of sorts (...) It was as though classical
reason were once more admitting to a proximity, a relation­
ship, a quasi-resemblance between itself and the figures of
madness.'97 Studies on the history of art and of the imagina­
tion have also shown the extent to which the iconography of
madness was defining the new thematic register that was
developing around 1800.98 What has not yet been done to this
day is any kind of research on the ~quasi-resemblance' of the
figures of reason and those of madness in the realm of the new
visuality of the Enlightenment and the lessons that were to
emerge from it. We now propose to give a foretaste of what
would be revealed in such a study, which would quite likely,
if not almost certainly, go much further than the limits of our
study will allow us to do.

Let us return by way of an introduction to Sade, who gives
us, in book five of the Story ofJuliette, the famous description
of the Salerne madhouse. More than the actual description, it
is the context that is of interest. En route, the group, led by
Clairwil (whose head, let us not forget, ~controls everything'),
breaks their journey to look at the paintings of Herculanum.
This is an opportunity for a short dissertation on aesthetics:

Generally we find in all his paintings, a luxury of attitudes
that are seldom found in nature, and which are proof either
of a great suppleness in the muscles of the people who live
in the region, or of a great disorder of the imagination.
Amongst other things I could quite clearly make out a
superb piece depicting a satyr pleasuring himself with a
goat: there can be nothing more beautiful, nothing more
perfect.99

The extract is significant in the way it just slips the themes of
the ~great disorder of the imagination' and of perversion into
the folds of classical perfection. The description of the visit to
the madhouse that is contained in the next few pages does the
same thing. Everything takes place on the fringes of the visi­
ble. The director of the place, the terrible Vespoli, asks the
group if they want to ~see him in action', stressing ~that it
pains him to be seen in such a place'. Clairwil's swift response
(~we want to see you!') opens the show, which begins when a
~tall young man' appears, ~as naked and beautiful as Hercules,
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who, the moment he [is] freed, [indulges] in a thousand
extravagances'.lOO We shall summarize what we see as the
quintessence of the voyeuristic scenario contained in the
pages that follow. Madness is a spectacle enjoyed by reason as
though it were the living one-upmanship of a painting by
Herculanum. The 'Pygmalion complex' is thereby given its
most disturbing complement. This is done through the eras­
ing of the boundaries between classical (rational) order and
the (irrational) disorder of the madhouse.

In the history of painting, Coya is the one artist to have
tackled this theme in a significant way, first in a small 'cabinet
painting' produced around 1793-4 (illus. 78) and later in one
of his c. 1812-19 borrones (illus. 87) and the series of drawings
made when he was in Bordeaux.lol A study of all of these has
yet to be undertaken. Here we will consciously limit ourselves
to considering such aspects as Coya's way of tackling the var­
ious elements of madness as a prefatory experience to the
classical representation.

His two small paintings of a madhouse are quite different.
In the earlier one (illus. 78), he chose a vertical format to facil­
itate a vaguely pyramidal composition in which he arranged
the figures so that they are bathed in unusual lighting,
thereby focusing attention on the central action. Structurally,
this scenario only just precedes the one we find, a few years
later, in Sade's text. It probably reflects, on the one hand, the
situation that existed in asylums in Coya's time and, on the
other, a genre that already existed in Spanish literature. lo2 At
the centre of the composition, two internees wrestle, naked in
the style of Creek athletes. Another, crouched on all fours,
goads them on, while the dressed warden attempts to bring
them into line with a whip. Behind him, another internee
introduces the scene with a rhetorical gesture to the hypothet­
ical spectator, clearly a powerful authority figure: shielded by
the painting's surface, which acts like a protective screen, the
spectator is doubly anticipated by each of the two lunatics
who, to the left and right of the foreground, stare at him or
her wild-eyed.

The later painting (illus. 87) is constructed horizontally.
The isolation of the characters and of each of the actions rep­
resented is accentuated, while the presence of a beholder is
not obligatory, so much so that one of the internees, at the
centre of the foreground, has turned away. To echo a well-
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known distinction introduced into the analysis of eighteenth­
century pictorial representation, we could say that in this
painting, 'absorption' replaces the 'theatricality' at work in
the earlier picture. lo3 The theme here is the relationship
between insanity and the imagination: at the extreme left, a
lunatic (or maybe two) is prostrate before an invisible god.
Next to him, another internee, naked, has seized the horns of
a bull in an imaginary bullfight. A third wrestles with an
imaginary adversary, surrounded by three power-crazed fig­
ures: an Indian chief, a king screaming commands that no one
heeds, and a naked pope blessing urbi et orbi. In the middle
ground, at the right, a heaving mass of naked bodies' orgiastic
displays have been strategically enveloped in dense shadow.

There is no call to order here as there is in the earlier paint­
ing, and if there is any 'order' at all, it derives from the laws of
the pictorial dispositio, which has not been completely under­
mined by the madness of the theme. And so we have, despite
the absence of a unifying action, people who fall silently into
groups or sub-groups, and a central figure (the wrestler with
the three-cornered hat) whose paradoxical, dual function is to
centralize and decentralize the composition in equal measure.
A comparison with one of the drawings from Coya's 'Italian
Sketchbook' could be relevant (illus. 86). It depicts a scene that
is difficult to identify and that might be an aborted project for
a heroic paintingl04 or, more probably, a copy from some
Roman fresco. The most striking figure, that of the wrestler
with the shield is, despite his ungainliness, the fruit of the
strivings of a brave student ever mindful of his famous
models; it is in fact reminiscent of the anatomical model
Coya had just copied (illus. 85). The sub-group resembles
the deployment in space of the same model viewed from dif­
ferent angles.

It is remarkable to see in the wrestler with the three-cor­
nered hat (illus. 87) a 'quasi-resemblance' figure emerging in
Coya's work. This process is echoed in other figures, such as
the 'pope' and the 'king', who have the same unstable
dynamic as the fallen warrior at the right in the Italian sketch.

More than 30 years separate the drawing from the painting,
and it would be hazardous to jump to the conclusion that
there was any 'dialogue' between them. In fact, their relation­
ship is even more significant if we regard it as a pure coinci­
dence, or the result of an accidental or unconscious revival
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85 Goya, Drawing,
fol. 147 from the
'Italian Notebook',
1770 -73, pencil
and wash.

86 Goya, Drawing,
fol. 165r from the
'Italian Notebook',
1770 -73, India ink.



87 Goya,
The Madhouse,
c. 1812 -19,
oil on wood.

through which the failure of classical order spills into the
counter-order of madness.

We should like to add another example to this extreme case
of reversal, also significant because of its programmatic scale
and the way signals are mixed at the frontier between mad­
ness and the rationality of the ancient. I refer to the Serment du
feu de Paume (The Tennis Court Oath) (illus. 88), through which
Jacques-Louis David wanted to produce 'the painting of the
Revolution'.105

It is not possible here to review the complex history of the
event depicted or of the work itself, never completed.'06 If we
examine the drawings and the preparatory canvas, still in exis­
tence today, we can see that the effort David made to construct
the work was enormous and almost inversely proportional to
the result. The strangeness of the composition is striking
because of the way it (literally) discloses the working method
of the Neo-classical painter. On the light grey surface of the
canvas, dissected by the still visible grid, heroic figures
emerge where the white pencil drawing has been highlighted
with bistre shading. Only a few of the heads are finished, and
the pitiable attitudes of the four characters (the product of an
entire tradition of history painting), as well as the co-existence
of the heroic nude with the wigs of the Ancien Regime, enhance
the originality of an attempt which, for us, borders on the



comic. We must be wary of crediting this effect with possible
hidden intentions. The fact that David himself placed his
work in the purest tradition of history painting, already codi­
fied by Alberti at the dawn of modernism, leaves us in little
doubt as to his intentions:

History will touch the souls of the spectators when the men
who are painted there visibly manifest the movement of
their soul. (...) but the movements of the soul are revealed
in the movements of the body. (...) the qUick-tempered and
those whose soul swells with anger have a face and eyes
that are swollen, they are flushed and the rage of anger
makes the movements of all their limbs extremely brisk
and agitated (...).107

And:

The kind of painting that everyone finds the most agree­
able is that which presents a great diversity in the size and
movement of bodies. Whether some are standing face on,
hands raised, moving their fingers, one foot on the ground,
whether others have their heads turned sideways, their
arms hanging down by their sides and their feet together,
whether each repeatedly gestures and flexes; whether
others are seated, resting their elbow on a knee or almost
lying down. 108

The nudity of the figures has inspired several different inter­
pretations, including the hypothesis that David wished the
heroes of the Revolution - Mirabeau, Barnave, Prieur, the
Abbe Gregoire, Michel Gerard, etc. - to evoke the heroes of
Antiquity.10

9 Here too, it is Alberti's paradigm that reveals the
truth: 'When you create a person who is dressed you must first
of all draw a nude, you must first position the bones and muscles
and then lightly cover them with flesh and skin so that it is easy
to see where the muscles are.'UO The fact that David followed
this classical prescription to the letter clearly reveals his inten­
tion, which was to turn a modern event into a historic painting. The
courage and patriotism of the deputies of the French National
Assembly taking their vows, on 17 June 1789, to renew the
Constitution is glorified and in the guise ofAntiquity. In David's
painting, therefore, the agents of the Revolution, get into the
skins of their Roman doubles and project themselves into an
imaginary space, a space where the obsessive importance of



88 Detail from
Jacques-Louis
David, The Tennis
Court Oath, 1791-2,
oil on canvas.

Republican virtues is glorified as an absolute model. In this way,
the process of symbolic structuring, initiated by the painter, cre­
ates its own negative - at its very apogee - and the composition
verges on extravagant irrationality.

We need do no more than glance through the reports of the
1791 Salon, at which a large preparatory drawing for David's
composition was hung, to see that reaction to it clashed with
precisely those aspects of his great project that contributed to
its destructuring:

... let us suppose we have no knowledge of the French
Revolution; and let us see what would be the result of the
ideas produced in our minds by the different impressions
we experience when we examine this beautiful drawing.
(...) The examination proves to us that the drawing repre­
sents the coming together of a great number of persons
who are all, with more or less the same energy, taking a
common vow. But what is the object of this vow, at what
moment was it taken, what risks were being run by taking
it: this is what the drawing does not tell us, however, the
important thing was to take it. 111
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Or, more explicitly:

Let us examine this beautiful drawing, and let us ask our­
selves what it represents, it is a vow being taken by a vast
multitude of men, in a different state of agitation depend­
ing on the degree of energy of their character. There are
those who, fists clenched, threaten ... who? That is what I
do not know ...112

And this is how we came to the conclusion that, in the over­
structured representation that follows the models of the per­
fect prescription, signs - as in the case of madness -lose their
certainty because, by attacking the semantic system to which
they belong from the inside , they become the sign and the
mockery of the sign. Between the supporting structure of
Coya's Madhouse (illus. 87) and David's Oath (illus. 88), there
is, paradoxically, an abyss and a 'quasi-resemblance'.ll} The
ancient hypothesis according to which David and Coya knew
and appreciated one another is, admittedly, only a legend, but
what a beautiful legend:

Of all the men he had known in Italy, Coya in his old age
only ever spoke of the painter David. In a very short time
they had become close friends. Why? I have no idea and we
might find this surprising: these two planets did not orbit
the same world. Although we searched carefully, we could
only find one point of contact between David and Coya:
they were both possessed to the same degree with the mad­
ness of philosophizing.1l4
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5 Goya/s Pharmacyl

CAPRICES, VINEGARS AND OTHER SALTS ('STRONG

WATERS' - FIRST CONJECTURE)

Coya's Caprichos or Caprices (illus. 13, 59, 62) were put up for
sale on 6 February 1799 in a shop that sold alcohol and per­
fume in the centre of Madrid, near the Puerta del Sol, at 1, calle
del Desengano (illus. 89,90). The choice of this shop is intrigu­
ing since prints were usually sold through bookshops on a
subscription basis following advertising campaigns.2 To get a
sense of what was usually on sale in this particular drug-store,
all we need do is look through the newspapers of the time.3

For example:

Desengano Street, on the corner of Vallesta Street, near
the barracks of the Invalides, has just taken delivery of
the following products from France: a variety of differ­
ent-flavoured lozenges for the mouth called sweets, in spe­
cially designed boxes with one or more compartments; an
assortment of vinegars to remove stains from the face and
for cleaning the teeth; another variety called 'flora' to beau­
tify the face; phials of vinegar called 'the four thieves' at 14
reales, very useful when it comes to preventing all manner
of epidemics and infections; and pots of rouge and white
powder at 15 reales. Very fine powder from Paris for the
face and arms: very attractive little cases and cardboard
boxes with different pieces of glass with subtly changing
colours to suit all tastes; an assortment of pots of very fine
ointments in a range of fragrances; packets of different
scented powders.4

Or:

... packets of fine musk- or violet-scented powder, differ­
ent vinegars for the teeth, different opiates - liquid, fine,
ultra-fine and in powder, small and very pleasantly per­
fumed sachets to carry around, plain or embroidered, an
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assortment of black tablets used to polish shoes and boots,
others in the shape of a ball to soften and blacken boots,
and a shiny, extremely fine liquid much appreciated by dif­
ferent gentlemen for it is superior to the mixed and
invented substances because of their quality and their ease
of use, moreover a collection of elegant fans has arrived ...5

Eyewitness accounts of the period help complete the picture.
The shop in calle del Desengano must have resembled the
trinket shop portrayed in Luis Paret y Alcazar's famous paint­
ing (illus. 91t and the apothecary in one of Goya's own
Caprichos (illus. 92).

Given that the sale of the Caprichos in such a place and such



a context was so far removed from the norm, it will come as no
great surprise that it was preceded by a long, detailed public
notice in the Diario de Madrid (illus. 89). The wording of the
advertisement (see Appendix)? is an obligatory stop on any
journey through Goya's world. Though repeatedly quoted
and commented upon, its possibilities have not yet been com­
pletely exhausted. By reopening this file, we wish to research
the transformation of fantasy into market goods.8 The docu­
ment in question deals, in fact, with what we would usually
refer to as the 'market of symbolic goods';9 instead of praising
the blanching qualities of such and such a toothpaste or the
virtues of such and such a miraculous vinegar, it highlights
the qualities of 'A collection of Prints of Capricious Subjects,
Invented and Etched by Don Francisco Goya' and describes
the advantages that could be gained by acquiring them. It
uses terms whose intellectualism is clear: 'imitation', 'fantas­
tic', 'individual', 'universal', 'compositions', 'ingeniously
arranged', 'Painting', 'Poetry', 'perfect works', etc. Having
presented the 'product', the advertisement ends with the

90 Espinosa de los
Monteros, Plan of
the centre of
Madrid in 1769.
Servicio Geografico
del Ejercito,
Madrid.
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single and abrupt phrase: for sale (se vende).
We shall examine the way in which the marriage between

'merchandise' and 'imagination' is brought about in the case
of the Caprichos. We shall explore the place of the merchan­
dise-image in the creator / public relationship highlighted by
the advertisement. We shall also endeavour to see just how
closely the creator/public binomial tallies with that of the
sellerlbuyer. Finally, we shall endeavour to ascertain to what
extent the advertisement can be considered to be a mise-en­
scene of its own dual function (the first being the sale of actual
goods, the second being the sale of symbolic goods).

We have focused our research on the double question of
'merchandise'. The first question is 'Who sells to whom?';
the second is 'What is being sold?' Two further questions,
apparently marginat are: 'Where does one Semi and 'When
does one Semi It is only by tackling all these questions that we
can uncover the ramifications of the advertisement, and the
great originality of the print series being advertised.

Our objective is not the sociology of the artistic product,
but its interpretation. We think that this is an important point
of departure, useful for such an interpretation, namely
Jacques Derrida's definition of a 'text':
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92 Goya, Capricho
3Y At the Count
Palatine, 1797-8,
etching and
aquatint.

I

-
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A text is only a text if at first glance it hides from the first to
come along, the laws of its composition and the rules of its
game. In fact a text always remains imperceptible. Laws and
rules cannot take refuge in the inaccessibility of a secret,
they simply never give themselves up, neither to the pre­
sent, nor to anything that we could strictly call perception.

And again: 'The concealment of the texture may take cen­
turies to undo its fabric. The fabric enveloping the fabric.
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Centuries to undo the fabric. Thus reconstituting it as an
organism.'lo The experiment we are offering the reader is that
of reconstituting the texture of a text. That the text is a simple
advertisement does not simplify things; on the contrary. We
find ourselves at the dawn of publicity, and two of its charac­
teristics - still valid in our consumer society - are already evi­
dent. As with all publicity material, the text in question
contains an obvious message and a secret one. In the case of
the commercialization of symbolic goods, the first message is
more complex than usual. Indeed, the advertisement in the
Diario de Madrid, having named the object for sale (the 'collec­
tion of prints' / 'by Goya') launches unusually into a disserta­
tion on the intentions of the 'author' (el autor), which are said
to lie in the'censure of human errors and vices'. The text goes
on to specify that it is society that has provided the themes to
the 'artificer's fancy' (la fantasia del artefice) as well as 'the
matter for ridicule' (materia para el ridiculo). In the second
paragraph this assertion is partly amended or at least quali­
fied. The 'author' is named yet again, this time in order to
draw attention to a need for a pact with the 'connoisseurs' (los
intelligentes). The latter must understand the innovative
nature of an approach that 'stands aloof from' nature, since
the artist's work involves the visualization ('putting before
the eyes', exponer a los ojos) of images, which until then had
remained 'obscured and confused' (obscurecida y confusa) due
to the 'lack of education', or excited due to the 'unruliness of
passions'. In this way, the wording of the advertisement intro­
duces a direct allusion to the need for double 'lighting': for
bringing into the light (or 'publishing') what was hidden, for
clarifying what was unclear ('obscur').

This is probably why the third paragraph widens the pact
with the 'author' (el autor appears at this point for the third
and last time) by naming as its partner not an elite (los intelli­
gentes) but the public (el publico). The advertisement insists on
giving the latter a short lesson in aesthetics (whilst asking to
be forgiven for assuming the public to be 'ignorant'). The
public must not expect to see in the 'collection of prints' an
attack ad personam. It must understand that perfect works
(obras perfectas) have as their object the general, not the partic­
ular. The advertisement closes by specifying the address at
which the 80 prints can be acquired and their price (320 reaZes).

If experts have found traces of neo-classical aesthetics on

160



the level of the advertisement's direct messagell (for which
responsibility must fall to Coya's advisers, Moratin or Jovel­
lanos, for example), on the level of the expression, we have
found intentions coming from the post-Baroque culture of
conceptism - a culture that was familiar with linguistic games
and enigmatic images. This can be glimpsed in the statement
that this exceptional product - a collection of etched prints - is
aimed primarily at an exceptional viewer / reader, someone
capable of understanding their most original features.
Unfortunately, it is impossible for us to identify this ideal
reader. When Coya first alluded to an elitist public of 'con­
noisseurs', he was placing himself (no matter whether delib­
erately or not) in the furrow ploughed by Baltasar Cracian
(1601-58), his famous Aragon compatriot, who, a century ear­
lier, had described in several key texts the prototype of the
'good listener' or 'judicious and shrewd man':

He controls objects, and is never controlled by them. The
sounding lead goes unrestrained right to the bottom of the
deepest depth, he understands perfectly how to anatomize
people's talents; he need only see a man to know him fully
and completely; he deciphers all his innermost secrets of
the heart; he is quick to understand, sharp when it comes to
censure, judicious when it comes to drawing conclusions;
he discovers everything, notices everything, understands
everything.12

This ideal portrait to which any interpreter should aspire
whilst remaining conscious that he will never achieve it com­
pletely, shows us Coya's 'awaiting horizon'.13 The 'intelligent
person/connoisseur' or 'good listener' (buen entendedor)14

will not necessarily be - and this is important - a reader / inter­
preter of texts, but a decoder of behaviour and decipherer of
symbolic systems. He or she will therefore be the most
favourite receptor, on the one hand, of the apparently innocu­
ous advertisement published in the Diario de Madrid and, on
the other, of the complexity of the product to which it refers. In
other words, the viewer and most favoured receptor of the
Caprichos. To get to the heart of the advertisement and enjoy
the complexity of the Caprichos, we shall have to position our­
selves in this person's shadow. If our research is conclusive,
the credit should go to him or her. Any errors will of course be
due to our own shortcomings and limitations.



The first account of the Caprichos to appear in Coya's life­
time, in 1811 (probably during a second sale), confirms the
complexity of their reception:

The ordinary run of people who look at them have been of
the belief that they represented only the fancies of their
author, but the knowledgeable soon realised that they all
embraced a certain mystery. Indeed, this collection, com­
prising eighty prints with more than 400 figures of every
kind, is nothing but a book of instruction consisting of
eighty engraved moral poems, or a satirical treatise on
eighty of those vices and prejudices that most afflict society.
From the vices of the most distinguished classes to those of
the people of low life, all are nicely ridiculed in this singu­
lar work. Misers, lechers, blustering cowards, ignorant
physicians, mad old women, the vain and the idle, the old
men who ape boys, prostitutes, hypocrites, in fact every
kind of stupid, lazy, and roguish person finds himself so
sagaciously portrayed that the prints offer much food for
meditation. At the same time the subtle conceits hidden in
each satire are divined and everyone makes applications,
more or less fitting, in his own way and according to his
own field of knowledge.15

This is a most eloquent text, especially as it expresses, twelve
years on and much more clearly, the basic pact that was
already discernible in the Diario de Madrid advertisement. It
underlines the elitist nature of the recipient, making a clear
distinction between 'the ordinary run of people' and 'the
knowledgeable', and it is careful to describe the moral nature
of the product. But the fundamental question concerning the
latter is far from having been exhausted.

What, in the final analysis, was the 'author' selling to 'the
knowledgeable'? The most satisfactory answer to this ques­
tion - that of the 'good listener' - must for the sake of clarity,
take account of the double quality of the object on sale. Coya's
ludic intention (only discernible to the 'connoisseur') was, we
believe, to present the Caprichos as marketable, and marketed,
products (like perfumes, vinegars and miracle salts) and also
as 'symbolic goods'. In other words as a product whose
metaphorical focus prevailed over its reality as an object. If
the Caprichos and the publicity notice advertising their sale
were primarily destined for an ideal'good listener' of conceptist
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descent, then he or she should have been capable of making
the connection between 'object' and 'symbol', thus reaching
the conclusion that the prints Goya was selling through the
calle del Desengano pharmacy were 'strong waters' of excep­
tional quality because of their ludic pluri-semanticism.

This becomes even more apparent if we read an excerpt
from one of the best-known treatises on the methods used in
eighteenth-century etching and a page of the first monograph
devoted to the Spanish painter.

Here is the excerpt from the treatise entitled Secrets concer-
nantIes Arts et Metiers (1786):

You will need to have a well-polished and very clean plate;
you heat it on the fire and cover it with dry or liquid var­
nish, for they are available in both. Then you must blacken
this varnish by means of a lighted candle, over which you
place the varnished side of the plate. Once this is done, all
you need do is copy your drawing onto this plate; which is a
much simpler process than engraving. (...) It is not enough
for the Etcher just to work with the point of his needle or
stall, over the whole area of his work, with the strength and
gentleness required to bring out the distant and nearest
parts. He must also be careful, when it comes to putting the
strong water on the plate that it does not eat into the plate
equally everywhere; this is done with a mixture of oil and
candle soot. (...) The strong water, made up of verdegris,
vinegar, ordinary salt, sal ammoniac and vitriol, is used to
etch the copper by pouring it onto the plates coated with
soft or hard varnish, and then exposed according to the
drawing you want to etch. When it comes to the refiner's
strong water, known as white water, that is only used on
soft varnish and it is not poured like the first, which is
green water; instead you place the plate flat on a table and
after having lined it with wax, you cover it with this white
water diluted more or less with ordinary water [illus. 93].16

The second quotation comes from Yriarte's monograph enti­
tled Goya (1867):

Coya's method is no easy matter. He needed a method that
was subtle, biting, reliable, and that would not fade; a per­
sonal method that demanded no translator and that
responded well to thought. He wanted his mockery to





93 Goya, Detail of
the copper plate for
Capricho 33.

become immortal, and so he used strong water, which to
him was indelible through the very nature of the material,
and which, multiplying itself into infinity, also multiplied
the blows he struck. (...) Coya is by no means misunder­
stood; all those who are involved in art glorify him, and his
works are indelibly etched in their memories, but this must
be extended further; for the study of the arts it is necessary
for his name to become very popular, that a new class of
readers should know who this great artist is, and what a
thinker there is beneath this enthusiastic aquafortist. (...)
There is a passionate satirist, who attacks everything and
everyone, always ready to bite, but a bite that is poisoned.
Philosophy, history, religion, decrees, censures, institutions
and constraints, he challenges everything. (...) Coya is above
all terrible and his strong water is abundant.17

The whole page, especially this last sentence, written in the
still vital spirit of the conceptist 'good listener', shows to what
extent 'the iconology of strong watersl18 was very much part
of the initial reaction to Coya's Caprices.

DREAMS, CAPRICES, HUMOURS ('STRONG WATERS' ­

SECOND CONJECTURE)

The analysis of the different versions of the image Coya pre­
pared for the frontispiece of his collection of prints is one of
the topoi of Goya-esque exegesis. In order to advance our
understanding of the series within the context of the commer­
cial market, we need to examine it here.

We know of three versions of this image: two of them must
have introduced the old series entitled Dreams (illus. 72 , 73),
which contained only 72 etchings. The third version (illus. 98)
was integrated into the final series as number 43. The earlier
title was abandoned without giving any clear indication of
what the new one should be (the title of Los Caprichos was
established quite quickly and somewhat insistently).

If we compare the first version (illus. 72) with the title page of
the 1699 edition of Quevedo's Dreams (illus. 94) (the probable
but not the only source of inspiration), it is easy to spot the sim­
ilarities as well as the differences.19 The position of the dreamer
has been changed, as has the means of expression depicted
(ink and paper in Quevedo's image; engraved plate in



94 Frontispiece of
Francisco de
Quevedo, Obras,
vol. I (Antwerp,
1699).

Coya's). Both images contain books, but they are more numer­
ous and tidier in the Quevedo, whereas in the Coya they are
used to support the etched plate in the foreground. The most
significant difference lies in the thematization of the dream.
This is revealed indirectly through the suggestion of a smile
on the face of the sleeping poet, whereas in the Coya it is man­
ifested as an explosion of fantasies that physically invade the
space. The personal nature of the dreams is reinforced by the
fact that the dreamlike world is placed level with the
dreamer's head. It is as though, because of a change made to
the Quevedo frontispiece, the contents of the dream could no
longer be manifested in a fleeting smile, but instead escaped
into the space, in a kind of visualization of the 'transparent
mind'.20 This dreamlike world is a confused mixture of dis­
turbing, and for the most part nocturnal, animals and a series
of multiple projections of the same face, that of Coya. This
first version anticipates one of the major characteristics of the
series, which is the split, indeed the multiple self-projection,
to which we shall return.

In the second version (illus. 73), the innovations are impor­
tant. On the one hand, there are fewer animals but, on the
other, they are more complicated: the huge bat has been made
larger than life and a lynx with enormous staring eyes (erased
in the first version) is happily ensconced in the bottom right-
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hand corner. Important changes have also been made to some
of the details of the dreamer's body language. In the first ver­
sion, his hands are joil1ed, his fingers entwined together, and a
long lock of hair falls onto the copper plate. In the second ver­
sion, the lock is no longer there, while the copper plate and the
arms have changed position. Further examination reveals that
the dreamer himself has a different hairstyle, indeed that his
head is a different shape. In the first drawing (illus. 72) it is not
so very different from that seen in Coya's wash self-portrait
dating from the same period (illus. 36). The tumbling mane of
the frontispiece should probably be placed within the context
of an accentuation of the leonine symbolism to be found in the
New York drawing that we have already studied (see Chapter
2). Another element probably associated with it is the repre­
sentation of the dreamer's eye, made prominent in the fron­
tispiece through a section of the brow and face remaining
uncovered (illus. 96). There is no doubt that Coya worked at
these details, but he did so, as it were, in a regressive way. In
the second frontispiece (illus. 73) and in the final etching
(illus. 98) the head has sunk lower into the dreamer's crossed
arms and his left eye, so conspicuous in the first version, can
no longer be seen. Moreover the lynx with its hypnotic gaze
has taken over the leonine characteristics. This comparison
sheds some light on Coya's experimentation and explo­
rations. In the first version he played with the lion's inherent
ability to sleep with his eyes open, which was a real tapas in
bestiaries and books of moral emblems. For example, Diego
de Saavedra Fajardo's Empresas politicas (1640) contains an
imago (illus. 95) that Coya could skilfully have used for his
frontispiece. The accompanying text specifies that: ' ... the lion
is unequivocally acknowledged to be the king of the animals.
He sleeps little, and when he does it is with his eyes open. (...)
This is part of his shrewdness and cunning.'21

This emblem has been combined with another motif that
was very much part of conceptist culture, that of the split or
'double vision' (la vista duplicada) resulting in 'inner sight' (or
'insight') and 'outer sight'.22 If in the first frontispiece (illus.
72, 96) the leonine dreamer has one eye hidden by his arms
and the other quite visible, things are different in the second
frontispiece (illus. 73) and in the final etching (illus. 98). What
we are seeing is a kind of polarization between the 'inner
sight' of the dreamer whose eyes are not completely hidden,
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and the thematization, indeed glorification, of the lynx's
'outer' gaze.

The lynx's sight is an ancient symbolic motif, which was
fully codified in Valeriano Bolzani's Hieroglyphica (1602y3 and
which became wholly integrated, in Gracian, with the attrib­
utes of the 'good listener'!4 In Goya's second frontispiece,
therefore, while the 'author sleeps', his inner sight is at work
and the sharp sight of the good listener, the spectator's coun­
terpart, keeps watch.

It is possible that the enigmatic New York self-portrait
(illus. 36) contained the early seeds of an idea which was later
to develop into polarization. There is not much difference
between the size of this drawing and the first frontispiece but
the leonine self-portrait should still be viewed as a unique and
anticipatory experiment. The wide-open eyes see and do not
see, look and do not look, peer into the distance and, at the
same time and with the same intensity, turn inwards.

But the comparison between the first and second fron­
tispieces (illus. 72, 73) can and must go very much further.
What is so striking is that in the second frontispiece the split
within the dreaming person is no longer the dominant theme
and the multiple faces have disappeared. The whole of an
important section (top left) has been left blank. Several
attempts have been made to explain this phenomenon. Werner
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Hofmann suggested that this quarter circle might be con­
nected to the ancient rotae through which the medieval system
of liberal arts was conceived.25 Eleanor Sayre, for her part,
thought it might have been influenced by one of Saavedra
Fajardo's empresas that contained a whole moral dissertation
on the dialectical relationship between the light of truth and
the darkness of lies. It is difficult to choose just one of these
interpretations. Instead, we would like to draw attention to
what is probably the oldest commentary, an unusual one since
it does not come to us in discursive but in figurative form.
This is the canvas depicting an Allegory of the Night by
Zacarias Gonzalez Velasquez (1763-1834), an artist originally
from Aragon who worked in Madrid in circles close to Goya's
(illus. 97).26 There is very little doubt that this painter (who
fraternized with Goya and whose brother, the architect Isidro,
Goya painted) conducted a dialectic with the drawings of the
master, just as there is also very little doubt that his interpre­
tation quite blatantly favoured the classicizing allegories that
Goya had long since distanced himself from. In Gonzales's
work, the nightmarish atmosphere has been replaced by
intense moonlight. The figure of the dreamer, opium poppy in
hand, who combines elements from Goya's first two fron­
tispieces, has become a winged spirit (probably Hypnos
himself). Instead of the bat and the owl, Gonzales has popu­
lated his night with cherubs. The great source of light within
the painting is the lunar disk against which stands the silhou-

97 Zacarias
Gonzalez
Velasquez, Allegory
of the Night, after
1800, oil on canvas
mounted on a wall.



ette of Selene/Diane. It is difficult to establish with any accu­
racy the precise route that Gonzales took to reach this classi­
cization of Goya's invention, but what strikes us as important
is the fact that its figurative interpretation opens up the possi­
bility of a reverse reading of the 1797 frontispiece as a mise-en­
scene of a lunary dream.

The theme of the moon's influence on the human imagina­
tion is extremely ancient and is found as much in the classical
tradition as in popular beliefs.27 This would not be the first, nor
the last time, that Goya was to show himself as sensitive to it.28

What is important, however, is not that he adopted it here but
that he eventually abandoned it. The final version (Capricho 43,
illus. 98) once again appears to be the fruit of a situational rever­
sal. The dreamer's head has sunk into his crossed arms, and the
moonlight has been replaced by the darkest of darks.

Whether or not this is accepted, one thing is for certain. The
large quarter circle that fills the upper left-hand corner of the
1797 version (illus. 73) is neither an accident nor the conse­
quence of the image's 'unfinished state'. On the contrary, this
drawing, which bears traces of copper and which had there­
fore been used as an etched impression that no longer exists,
shows that a lot of thought was given as to its function as an
endpaper to a series of images. With its double frame, its
centre has been reserved for the image and its margins for the
text(s). In the upper part we can read the title: Sueflo l°/l

st

Dream. In the lower part we have what is a stage direction:

The artist dreaming.

His only purpose is to banish harmful, vulgar
beliefs, and to perpetuate in this work of
caprices the solid testimony of truth.

A final caption can be found within the actual pictorial field,
on the plinth on which the dreamer rests his head:

1st dream.
Univer
sal Language. Drawn
and Etched by F.co de Goya.
Year 1797

This second version is a very good and extremely important
example of the 'paratextual' phenomenon.29 Title, date and
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98 Coya, Capricho 4y The Sleep ofReason Brings forth Monsters, 1797-8,
etching and aquatint.

99 Frontispiece of Cuiseppe Maria Mitelli, L'Aljabeto in sogno
(Bologna, 1683).
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author's name are all there. In this triad, the author is proba­
bly the most privileged, for he appears three times: in the
image, as the dreamer; in explanatory form ('the artist dream­
ing') and, finally, in the nominal form which takes the place of
the signature: 'F.co de Coya'. What we have here is a phenom­
enon absolutely central to Coya's art: subjective, personal,
self-reflective. In the first version (illus. 72) this idea first man­
ifested itself as a split in the person dreaming. In the final ver­
sion (illus. 98) we are being confronted by a multiple
highlighting of the 'person' of the creator: dreamer-author­
signatory. In the advertisement that appeared in the 1799
Diario de Madrid, the same idea re-surfaced in response to the
insistent call of auctorial authority. For Coya, as for so many
eighteenth-century creators, the'auctorial experience' is also
(and particularly) the 'experience of me'.30 The rest of the
text(s) that appears in the 'first dream' requires particular
attention because of the two syntagms that are to be found
there: 'work of caprices' (obras de caprichos) and 'Universal
Language' (Ydioma universal). This last syntagm is inserted,
not into the actual paratextual space, but into the image itself.
It has been repeatedly subjected to in-depth analyses31 that
generally favour the ancient myth of the 'universal language',
as resuscitated and revivified by eighteenth-century gram­
marians and philosophers (illus. 99).32 It was also at around
this time that cultured Spaniards became aware of the myth,
by way of experiences such as hypnosis, mesmeric telepathy,
teaching and entertainment.33 These were probably the same
people who attended demonstrations of magic lanterns and
fantascopes. An article from the 1799 Diario de Madrid reveals
that among the participants were the Duke and Duchess of
Osuna, who were members of the most progressive intelli­
gentsia in Madrid.34 Because there are so few visual records of
these events, it is difficult to draw any conclusion as to their
exact role in the evolution of Coya's figurative language. We
can, however, presume that they did have a role. The Diario
reveals that these experiments were meant to demonstrate the
pre-eminence of images in inter-human communication and
it is easy to imagine just how appealing this concept would
have proved to the artist: 'This mute and purely ocular lan­
guage can easily be converted into a spoken language destined
to the hearing since it presents the true prototype of a univer­
sallanguage.'35 We now need to examine briefly the syntagm
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obras de capricho that is part of the inscription and that antici­
pates the change that was to come two years later, when the
title Suefios was finally abandoned for good. It could be called
a para- or pre-title.

In 1799 when the series of 72 etchings was expanded to 80/

and the new title of Los Caprichos36 began to replace the old
title of Suefios, what is being seen is not just a change of title
but also (and above all) a variation in the system of entitling
books. The fact can never be over-stressed that the title, Los
Caprichos, appears neither on the endpage of the series nor
anywhere else. The 1797 premonitory inscription refers to obra
caprichosa, the advertisement in the 1799 Diario de Madrid to a
'collection of Prints and Capricious subjects' (colecci6n de
estampas de asuntos caprichosos) and one of the earliest critics,
as we have already seen, uses the expression 'a book of
witches and satyrs/. The first documentary evidence to come
from the artist himself, the receipt for the four series pur­
chased by the Osuna family, uses a more precise expression
but one that is not without ambiguity: 'quatro libros de capri­
chos y grabados/.37

The frontispiece to the series, in its definitive format, contains
neither title, nor date, but only the portrait of Coya with his
signature-name (illus. 100). This was not totally unusual, as
his English colleagues had already produced similar author­
ial frontispieces. 38 Several details are worth emphasizing. For
example, Coya has abandoned all allegorizing allusions in
order to demonstrate his modernity and the topicality of his
vision. The French-style clothes, especially the top hat, pre­
sent him as a liberal if not as a 'free' intellectual (illus. 7).39
Some time later, this costume was to become the symbol of
those who used the reversing of the world as an anti-world
(illus. 3/ 103). But one particularly important aspect is that the
self-portrait is numbered and that it is therefore the first capri­
cho of the series of 80.

This first 'caprice', then, is not a narrative scene (unlike the
next one) but an unusual self-portrait, since it is in profile. It is
not difficult to ascertain why this kind of self-portrait is so rare:
no-one can see and reproduce their own profile without the
help of a whole complicated system of objectivation. Once he
had abandoned the idea of an allegorical frontispiece (el autor
sofiando; illus. 72/ 73)/ Coya even toyed with the idea of a full­
frontal self-portrait/40 an idea that he soon abandoned. By por-
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1/), I

traying himself in profile, he was opting for a solution that was
not completely unfamiliar to him since he had tackled it before
in the integrated self-portraits produced in the 1780s (iUus.
141, 142). By returning to it at this point, he was drawing atten­
tion to certain details, the first being the self-objectivation. The
symbolic shape of the profile (unlike the frontal image) is 'in
the form of the third person'. It always represents a 'he', a
'him'. It corresponds in effect to Goya's repeated efforts to

100 Goya,
'Franciso Goya y
Lucientes, Painter',
frontispiece of the
Caprichos, 1797-8,
etching and
aquatint.
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101 Franciso de Paula
Marti Mora, Disprecio
(Contempt), engraving
from Fermin Eduardo
Zeglirscosac, Ensayo sobre
el origen y naturaleza de las
pasiones (Madrid, 1800).

102 Marti Mora, Tristeza
(Sadness), engraving
from Zeglirscosac, Ensayo
sobre el origen y naturaleza
de las pasiones.

1O} Catalan, 'The World
Upside Down', early 19th
century, print.
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name himself in a neutral fashion (el autor, el pintor, etc.). It also
involves the idea of the 'person' becoming the 'object of obser­
vation'. In other words, whereas frontality establishes a me/you
dialogue, the contemplation of the profile will always be the
contemplation of 'the other'.41 But Coya's trick will no doubt
have been spotted: he avoids a full profile by twisting the head
slightly. The result is no doubt significant: he is the person who
is allowing himself to be both observed and observer, both
object and subject of the representation. Instead of the'dream­
ing author' of the first frontispiece (illus. 72), we have an
'observed/observing author'. Something of the early split of the
thematized gaze remains, but in a different form. The artist's left
eye, half-covered by the heavy eyelid, and the oblique gaze
with which he looks at the world are probably the key to the
whole series.

Eleanor Sayre has drawn attention to the possibility that
Coya might have been inspired by the print and description
associated with 'Contempt' from Charles Le Brun's treatise on
'expressions of passion' .4

2 This is an interesting hypothesis but
needs to be modified. It seems likely that Coya's direct source
was not Le Brun but rather his Spanish interpreter Fermin
Eduardo Zeglirscosac, who in 1800 published an illustrated
Essay on the Origin and Nature of the Passions.43 If Coya was
familiar with this essay shortly before its publication, as we
assume he was, he chose not to copy a single one of its expres­
sions but instead to produce an interesting and quite remark­
able pair of illustrations representing Contempt (Disprecio)
and Sadness (Tristeza) (illus. 101, 102). The profile view he used
for Contempt is not only that of one of the figures that
appeared in Zeglirscosac's essay but also corresponds to the
particular attention paid to the shape of the profile as an 'objec­
tive' form of the person. It was Lavater in particular who saw
the profile as the perfect method by which to analyze person­
alities (see Chapter 7). It should come as no surprise, therefore,
to find that the earliest commentary on the self-portrait-fron­
tispiece of the Caprichos uncovered this very unequivocal
aspect, interpreting the first page of the Caprichos as a self-por­
trait and at the same time as a physiognomical essay. Let us
consider the three main manuscript explanations:

Ayala Manuscript: True portrait of oneself, in satirical atti­
tude (Verdadero retrato suyo, de gesto satirico),



Stirling Manuscript: True portrait of oneself, in malicious
attitude (Verdadero retrato suyo, de gesto maligno).

Manuscript from the National Library ofMadrid: True portrait
of oneself, in a bad humour and in a satirical attitude
(Verdadero retrato suyo, de mal humor, y gesto satirico).

All the commentators have used the same syntagm to express
the notion of self-portrait (Verdadero retrato suyoltrue portrait
of oneself), but differ when it comes to defining the physiog­
nomy (el gesto). This was referred to as 'satirical' the first time,
as 'malicious' the second and as 'satirical and in a bad
humour' the third. This last description places the definition
of the self-portrait (and therefore the account of the whole
vision governing the Caprichos) on a complex symbolic level.

El mal humor, the 'bad humour', to which the explanatory
manuscript from the National Library of Madrid refers, is a
notion that comes from the medico-philosophical tradition. El
mal humor, before being a 'state' or a 'emotion of the soul', origi­
nally referred to a 'character' or more precisely to a 'tempera­
ment'. It was the new name given to the ancient black bile (the
atrabile, la melaine chole), or more precisely, to its harmful variant
since an 'excessive' or 'corrupt humour' could, in extreme cases,
lead either to genius or madness.44 Black bile, or more precisely
the 'bad humour' referred to by physiognomists, is a concen­
trated substance that is acrid, irritating and bitter. The most
complete phenomenology we have, is the one left us by Galen:

... it resembles the most mordant vinegar ... It causes
ulcers by eating away all the areas of the body it comes
into contact with if it is not diluted. Vinegar, because it is
deceiving, escapes easily, whereas the density of the black
bile, by procuring itself a stable location, is the cause of the
corrosion.45

In Spain the most revealing description can be found in
Huarte de San Juan's huge tome, Examen de ingenios para las
ciencias (1594), a great classic in the literature on melancholy:

It is necessary to know that among doctors and philoso­
phers there is a great discussion around the nature and
qualities of vinegar, dry bile and ash. (...) We are therefore
able to verify that vinegar and dry melancholy open up and
make earth ferment because of the heat and do not close it
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up, even when the majority of these humours is cold. It fol­
lows therefore that dry melancholies marry great intelli­
gence with much imagination.46

We find ourselves once again confronted with a description of
a corrosive liquid substance, which reacts as a result of a shift
from substantial register to metaphoric register. As scholars
have demonstrated,47 in the seventeenth but more especially
in the eighteenth century, the Latin word humor resurfaced in
English as humour and spread to almost all European lan­
guages. It was sometimes defined as 'the ability to depict
things that cause gaiety and laughter, whilst pretending to be
solemn and serious'.48 Humour very soon became associated
with wit and was accepted as a syntagm, as for example in
Shaftesbury's Essay on the Freedom ofWit and Humour (1709). In
this text, the author makes a clear distinction between
'humour' and 'humours', the 'humours' being by antonoma­
sia 'bad humours'.49

The expression used in the explanatory manuscript from
the National Library of Madrid - 'true portrait of oneself, in a
bad humour and in a satirical attitude' - belongs to the tradi­
tion that combines humour with wit ('mal humor' with 'gesto
satirico'). The only difference is that, by qualifying 'humour'
and stressing that it is a 'bad humour', the traditional atrabil­
ious origins of the term are recalled. All the ancient philoso­
phers, from Galen on, have underlined its pathological as well
as prophylactic nature. An excess of humour, dangerous since
it could cause madness, was treated in one of two ways: either
by 'drying' or 'purging' the humours.50 A seventeenth-cen­
tury engraving (illus. 104) illustrates both these methods, but
in a comic way which demonstrates how people distanced
themselves from the medicine of the ancient 'humorists'. The
engraving shows the inside of an apotheca, where people came
to be cured, as the inscription indicates, of fantasy or purged
of madness. On the right, the apothecary is introducing the
head of a patient into a hot oven which, by 'drying the
humours', releases into the atmosphere the fantasies they had
created. In the background of the shop the purgative sub­
stances are lined up on shelves and labelled 'Virtue', 'Reason',
'Good Spirit', etc. The doctor on the left is forcing a sick man
to swallow a good dose of 'Wisdom', which instantly makes
him expel, through a hole in the chair, three lumps of waste
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material in the form of lunatics.51 Goya mocks this kind of
practice on more than one occasion. In the Caprichos, for
example, he tackles the theme of enforced purgation within
a satirical context aimed at the clergy and doctors. Capricho
S8 (illus. lOS) shows a monk armed with a giant syringe with
which he intends to purge a crowd of sinners who do not
appear to be too pleased at the prospect. The mise-en-scene is
carnivalesque and works through reversal, since it is 'bad
humour' that is struggling against 'good humour'. The print
is reminiscent of the ancient processions of 'madmen' at
whom people used to squirt mud through giant syringes.52

In the carnivalesque world, purification and foulness were
dialectically connected.53

Capricho 33 (illus. 92, 93) attacked false apothecaries who
used false purges. There are no direct allusions to ancient
humoral medicine, but the context is that of a fairground
where the charlatan had an established place.54

A third reference is found not in an image, but in an
undated letter written by Goya to his soul-mate Martin
Zapater, which experts usually place around the end of 1792,
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that is to say at the time of the onset of the illness that was to
have a profound effect on him:

I cannot live like that, with these problems always on my
mind, it puts me in a bad humour until I put my hand
below my navel - you laugh but do the same, do the same
and you will see the beneficial effect this has and you really
do need to for the time for bad thoughts bad words and bad
deeds has come and my thanks to my Aunt Lorenza who
taught me this thing.

To be frank, at first all that made me absent-minded, but
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now I fear neither witches, nor spirits, nor ghosts, nor
swaggering giants, nor cowards nor brigands nor any kind
of body, I fear nothing and no one save humans ...55

This letter, one of the most famous Coya ever wrote, is diffi­
cult to understand because of all its twists and turns, espe­
cially as the style is so personal - and probably at times in
code (for information on Coya's codes, see Chapter 6). Some
commentators have detected allusions to masturbation, while
others have seen allusions to the imagery of the future
Caprichos. There is another possible interpretation. It seems
possible that Coya is complaining to his friend of his 'bad
humour' and of its effects (brujas, duendes, fantasmas, etc.). He
describes, in a mocking tone, his own cynical method of pur­
gation. The problem is fairly obvious: bad humour (el mal
humor) is eliminated through bad thoughts, bad words, bad
deeds (malos pensamientos, palabras, obras).

The year is probably 1792. The following year, having
recovered from his terrible illness, Coya began the long
period of reflection that would lead to the creation of the
drawings and plates populated with the spirits and humans
that had so terrified him during the crises of 'bad humour'
described to his friend. It would appear that Coya was fortu­
nate enough to find another, more appropriate way of freeing
himself from his 'black bile'.

I, DISENCHANTMENT STREET, MOONLESS NIGHT

('STRONG WATERS' - THIRD CONJECTURE)

Coya probably bought the house in the calle del Desengano in
177956 and it seems likely that he found the name of this old
Madrid street appealing.57 When, a few years later, in 1799, he
decided to sell the Caprichos himself through the drug-store
on the ground floor of the house, by specifying in the Diario de
Madrid announcement that the sale would be held at calle del
Desengano no. 1 (I, Disenchantment Street), he was creating a
poetic space in the heart of reality. It was not to be the last time
he would undertake such a venture. He did so again, at least
once more, when, alone and ill, he left Madrid and bought
himself a house on the outskirts of the city. This house bore the
beautiful name of Quinta del Sordo / the House of the Deaf
Man. There is little doubt but that this name (and house itself)



met the old painter's requirements. The way he gave sym­
bolic shape to this space with paintings inspired by his fan­
tasies is too well known to be investigated here.

Just as the decor of the Quinta del Sordo is unavoidably
linked to its name, so the sale of the Caprichos in the calle del
Desengano no. 1 cannot be unrelated to the cultural and sym­
bolic content of this toponymic. Goya's participation in the
game may have been inspired by the playful experiments that
were very much in vogue in the literary and intellectual cir­
cles he frequented. Jose Cadalso, for instance, in his Cartas
Marruecas (1789), by tackling the figure of the charlatan­
apothecary, provides an example of the burlesque publicity
that surrounded miracle products: ' ... we have not seen prod­
ucts so honourable to the human spirit, so useful to society
and so marvellous in their effects as the extraordinary salts
invented by Mr Frivoletti in the rue saint Honore in Paris.'58

There is a remnant of this kind of self-reflective publicity in
the advertisement that appeared in the Diario de Madrid.
Mutatis mutandis, we could say that the 'caprices' on sale at
the 'pharmacy' in Disenchantment Street were to Goya what
the 'miracle' salts on offer in the rue saint Honore were to Mr
Frivoletti. With Goya, however, the irony (evident in Cadalso)
turned to seriousness.

In order to ascertain just how wide-ranging this new form
of play was, the semantic realm of the word Desengafio should
be examined.59 The word is virtually untranslatable today,
due to its complexity. It is the opposite of the word engafio
(error, illusion, charm, deception, hoax, trickery, pretence)
and covers a vast territory that ranges from 'discovery' (as in
'discover a deception'), 'disillusion' or 'disenchantment' to
nuances such as 'disappointment' and 'sadness'. The eigh­
teenth-century Spanish dictionary gave the word three princi­
pal meanings, all related:

<Desengano. s. m.
Luz de la verdad, conocimiento del error con que se sale del
engano. Lat. Erroris cognitio.
[The light of truth, the exposing of the error that helps
dispel the charm.]

Desengano. Se llama tambien el objeto que exercita al
desengano. Lat. Quod erroris cognitionem excitat.
[It is also the means by which we discover a deception.]
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Desengano. Vale assimismo claridad que se dice a otro,
echandole la falta en la cara. Lat. Proprum libere dicterum.
[Can also be used to mean a truth we have told another by
throwing an error in his face]60

It was as part of this relative polysemantism that eighteenth­
century moral literature used the word. An eloquent testi­
mony to this is Father Feyjoo's collected essays entitled
'Universal critical theatre or diverse discourses of all kinds to
be used for the exposing of common errors' (Teatro critico uni­
versal 0 discursos varios de todo genero de materias para el desen­
gafio comunes errores, 1725-8). Coya's etchings also work in the
same way. Thus in the inscription on the frontispiece to the
'Dreams' (illus. 73) the author specifies that their aim is to
'banish (desterrar) harmful, vulgar beliefs and to perpetuate in
this work of caprices the solid testimony of truth'. The adver­
tisement in the Diario de Madrid, on the other hand, speaks of
'the censure of human errors and vices' (censura de los errores y
vicios humanos).61 In the self-portrait-frontispiece to the final
series (illus. 100) Coya includes additional elements from his
own authorial mise-en-scene. He places himself, as we have
seen, in a dual position: on the one hand, he is a desengafiado (a
disappointed, disenchanted person), 'sad' and 'contemptu­
ous', and, on the other, a desenganador (he who disenchants,
who discovers a deception).

There is a degree of shrewdness and, at the same time, a
degree of violence in the very act of disenchantment. The lit­
erary figure of the Desengafiado/Desengafiador, as invented by
someone like Quevedo or Gracian, is a dual and duplicitous
creation. The Desengafiado/Desengafiador - the disenchanted
person who disenchants - knows in this instance that all is lies
and illusions. Even the word 'world' (mundus), which origi­
nally meant 'clean', is a lie. The world, explains Cracian, is
dirty and foul: 'mundus imundus' .62 Everything is back to front,
and the Desengafiado/Desengafiador is the one who knows it and
who reveals it. He always has one eye open, adds Quevedo,
and is therefore capable of seeing the inside of things (mirar
por dentro),63 seeing through appearances, recognizing decep­
tions, scanning the world in reverse (mirar al rebes).64 The
Desengafiado/Desengafiador is the one who can see, and who
reveals that the world is representation, spectacle, appearance
and deception. Coya gets into the skin of this dual person, as



his self-portrait and the structure of the Caprichos demon­
strate. The product of an examination (free of illusions) of the
world, these images, in order to fulfil their destiny, had in
their turn to return to the world, not to 'enchant' it but to 'dis­
enchant' it. NO.1, Discovering, Disillusion, Disenchantment
and Sadness Street was probably the most appropriate place
for this to happen.

Goya probably first began to think about this series after
his illness in 1793. In the biographical account written by his
son Xavier in 1831, the date given for the completion of the
etchings was 'around 1796-7'.65 Xavier might have been being
a little optimistic, but the drawings for the 'Madrid
Sketchbook' do in effect indicate that by 1797 Goya's ideas
were already at an advanced stage and Valentin Carderera, in
a very important article, refers to an early sale of the smaller
series (The Dreams) during that same period.66 In any case, and
the experts are unanimous on this, by 1798 the final version,
with its 80 plates, was finished. Goya took his time creating
the series, and was certainly in no hurry to distribute it. By the
beginning of 1799, the prints were in circulation (the Osuna
family having acquired four copies in January),67 but they did
not go on public sale until February, due to a delay that we
now need to examine.

Above the famous publicity notice, the first page of the
Diario de Madrid (illus. 89) publishes some significant facts.
Below the title of the newspaper, we see the day and the date
('Wednesday, 6th February 1799'). It was common practice to
insert, after the date, the saint whose name day it was (Saint
Dorothy) and the name of the church where a special mass
would be held (the 'Iglesia de San Felipe Neri'). As was the
custom in all newspapers at the time (a leftover from the early
almanacs),68 this was followed by the meteorological informa­
tion for the day and, in the very last section, details pertaining
to the sun and moon. On 6 February 1799 the sun rose at 7.59
and set at 5.01 in the evening. The moon was in its thirtieth
day. This last, and apparently banal detail, has until now gone
unnoticed. And this is unfortunate. The 'thirtieth day' of the
moon, is the day (or night) of the 'new moon'. In classical
astrology and later in popular astrology, the expression 'new
moon' (nova luna) meant that the planet was between two
lunar months.69 At the end of this period, during which the
moon was completely invisible, or, according to ancient
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beliefs, 'hidden' so as to be reborn,70 a thin crescent appeared
in the sky, and this was the prima luna, marking the moon's
'renaissance'. According to tradition, when the moon was in
its 'thirtieth day' it was in its most dangerous phase, poised at
the uncertain boundary between disappearance and appear­
ance. This stage was also referred to as the'dry moon' (luna
sitiente or luna sicca) because it was thought that the planet,
finding itself unable to inhale the humid exaltations it usually
fed on, 'was turning its back' on the earth.71

In the preliminary stages that took Coya from the early
studies for the Dreams frontispiece (illus. 73) to the final ver­
sion of his famous Capricho 43 (illus. 98), he appears to have
modified, or rather reversed his earlier intentions. Having
originally focused on the influence of the nocturnal planet on
dreams, he preferred, in the end, to reflect on the relationship
between the imagination and the state of the'dry moon' that
dominates the world of the Caprichos. As well as the 'noctur­
nalism' in the series, repeatedly and quite rightly underscored
by the various interpreters/2 the conspicuous absence of
moonlight should also be noted. Its significance is even greater
since it was so skilfully exploited in other nocturnal pieces.

To all these observations we must add another crucial
factor. In the month of February (the month chosen by Coya to
put his Caprichos on the market) the two, or three 'moonless'
days (nights) were different from all the other moonless
nights of the year since they coincided with the climax and
therefore the end of the Carnival.73 By announcing that the
moon, on Wednesday, 6 February, was in its 'thirtieth day', the
Diario de Madrid was pointing out that this Wednesday was in
fact Ash Wednesday. Coya's project - the Caprichos - was
therefore even more ambitious and of much greater signifi­
cance than has been recognized until now. It should be con­
sidered as the most important mise-en-scene of the preface to
the dying century.

Coya's decision to publish his great series on Ash
Wednesday 1799 is undoubtedly important and is directly
related to the ancient rites of passage.74 These had already
been graphically illustrated in the sixteenth century, as we can
see from an engraving after Pieter Bruegel the Elder (illus.
101). This depicts a carnivalized sublunary world, dominated
by madness, lust and avarice at the very moment when
astronomers, measuring the first crescent of the February
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moon, are heralding the end of one time (the Time of Vices)
and the beginning of another (the Time of Temperance).

By the end of the eighteenth century, the significance of the
Carnival/Lent relationship had changed, and Goya obviously
intended to provide it with a more allusive and indirect mise­
en-scene. Instead of presenting us with a didactic image as
Bruegel had done (and as was still being done in the first half
of the eighteenth century [illus. 107]), he used the daily press
and a publicity notice to introduce his own transgressive
imagery into the actual temporality of the last Carnival of the
century. A reading of the newspapers published on the days
concerned gives the impression that the ancient Carnival/Lent
conflict has been remodelled. Signs of this change can be found
in the Diario de Madrid of Wednesday, 6 February. Apart from
the (obligatory) insertion of the moon's phase, there appears to
be no reference to the Carnival finishing or to Lent beginning.
The only references to a change of temporal order are indirect,
although fairly obvious. For example, the paper announces the
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beginning of Lent customs, such as the 'novenas for the souls
in purgatory', or refers to the arrival of a special delivery of
cod, or again, mentions the baker, who, worried that he might
lose customers during the days of fasting, points out that his
products contain no pork fat.75

However, the significance of Goya's choice of Lent as a con­
text continues to intrigue. The most important question is
raised by the timing of this choice. In other words, why was
the series not on sale to the public during Sunday, Monday
and Tuesday of the Carnival (especially since it could have
been, given that it was completed in January)? Why wait until
the day of the great farewell, that is, until Ash Wednesday?
Once again, a comparison with tradition is enlightening.

If there is a symbolic product, which, through its struc­
ture and import, anticipates Goya's Caprichos, then it must
be The Ship of Fools (Das Narrenschiff) (mus. 58). Attributed to
Sebastian Brant, this famous book was published in Basel in
1494, 1495 and then finally in a revised and enlarged version
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in 1499. An account of its reception in Spain at the end of the
Middle Ages and the beginning of modern times has not yet
been written.76 But this is not what concerns us here.77Instead,
let us examine the symbolic import of the publication dates.
Scholars have pointed out that all three editions of The Ship of
Fools were published on Shrove Tuesday and that, in the case
of the 1499 edition, it was a special Shrove Tuesday since it
was the last of the century, or, more importantly, 1499 pre­
ceded the great Jubilee marking the holy year of 1500.77 The
same scholars have repeatedly stressed how carnivalesque
thinking was echoed in the structure of the texts and images
of the Narrenschiff. In other words, these texts are reminders of
the texts and images distributed to the people during the
Sunday, Monday and Tuesday prior to Ash Wednesday in
anticipation, and as mementoes, of the forthcoming days of
abstinence. Carnivalesque madness was seen as temporary, as
a necessarily limited time of excess, and Sebastian Brant uses
every means available to remind his audience of this. The
1499 edition actually carries a clear warning, directed at those
who try to prolong the carnival into the days of abstinence:

I know of many carnival fools
Who continue to wear hats
Even during Holy Lent
One goes around smeared in soot
Another masked and in disguise,
Parades in Shrovetide
His intentions most lewd. (...)
Only fools could have invented
Celebrations in Lent
When thoughts should be on Salvation.
A right black night <zu Recht Fast-Nacht>!
And in the streets they constantly run
Filthy and mad.78

If, on Shrove Tuesday 1499, Sebastian Brant anathematized
those who dared prolong the Carnival, on Ash Wednesday
1799, at the end of the eighteenth century, Goya was to pro­
duce the greatest shock in the history of the ancient closing
ceremony. His action - selling the imagery of licence on the
first day of Lent - can best be understood in the light of carni­
valesque ludism rather than Lenten gloom. The whole mise­
en-scene of the distribution of the Caprichos can be interpreted



as an enormous farce that prolongs the Festival beyond its
boundaries. There is a possibility that selling 'strong waters'
from a pharmacy on the first day of Lent might have had mor­
alizing and 'purgative' ramifications. Whilst emphasizing the
quality of the strong waters and their ability to 'censure
human errors and vices', the advertisement does not say
whether they were designed as a remedy or a poison. Remedy
or poison (or perhaps more precisely remedy and poison),
Coya's strong waters, on sale at a symbolic price (320 reaZes
was equivalent to one ounce of gold) are the product of a
double carnivalization of the time to repent, since in this act,
as in the particular prints that deal with this theme (illus. 85,
86, 100), purification and foulness stand side by side.

In conclusion, on Ash Wednesday 1799 (the day of the
funeral of the last Carnival of the Century), Coya, a painter in
a bad humour (desenganado/desenganador), launched, from the
drug-store in Disenchantment Street, for the price of one
ounce of gold, strong waters that embodied the transgressive
and licentious imagination. In so doing he was performing
an actual inversion in the calendar. His symbolic gesture,
instead of restricting his imagination to those days specially
reserved for madness and licence, projected it into time.
Rather than surrounding it, he liberated it; instead of circum­
scribing it, he released it. By putting his Caprichos on the
market at the very moment that the last Carnival of the cen­
tury breathed its last, he was establishing another: this time
one that was imaginary, unlimited and perpetual. In the
black night of the dying carnival, waves of images (strong
waters) established the permanence of a new Carnival. The
modern world was born.



6 The Carnival of Language

THE CHALLENGES OF REPRESENTATION

There are two preoccupations that run through all the criti­
cal literature on Goya's Caprichos. The first is their order, the
second their meaning. Of course, these are not two separate
issues but simply facets of the same immense hermeneutic
challenge thrown up by this work. Any attempt, ambition or
claim to have answered all the questions is based on a mis­
understanding of the principle. Trying to find a 'clear and
definitive order' in the Caprichos is tantamount to insanely
endeavouring to force the freedom of the Carnival into the
corset of the norm; in the same way that providing a sequence
for the 80 etchings or giving each image an absolute meaning
is as crazy as claiming to have found an infallible 'key to the
interpretation of dreams'. And yet, neither order nor meaning
are completely irretrievable since the artist numbered his
plates (thus indicating their order) and inserted a caption
under each picture (thus hinting at their interpretation).
However, despite the importance of these notes, they are of
limited use and tend rather to add to the questions than pro­
vide the answers. What emerges from this is the idea that
Goya's Caprichos is an infinitely interpretable object, a work in
which the relationship between the presence and absence of
order, and the presence and absence of meaning is in a state
of perpetual flux.

The oldest known (1811) critical analysis, that of Gregorio
Gonzalez Azaola, identified this characteristic when it high­
lighted the intentionality of an 'enigmatic significance' (cierto
misterio) in the author's apparent extravagance (rarezas de su
autor) and in the conclusions it drew about the individual,
free, open and subjective nature of the interpretation. 1 The fact
that the actual structure of the Caprichos instigated, indeed
produced such an interpretation and that it has always
remained unstable and indefinite is also corroborated by the
phenomenon, unique in the history of art, of the many 'hand-
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written commentaries' the series engendered soon after its
creation and whose actual validity is difficult to define, once
and for all. Although their content may be questionable and of
doubtful accuracy, the commentaries remain important since
they indicate the speed with which the interpretative reflex
was triggered by Goya's work.

Very early in its career, and as soon as the series of etchings
began to circulate beyond Spain's borders, the question of the
interpretation of the Caprichos re-emerged, stronger than ever.
It was to soar to dramatic heights. Thus, when Grandville pub­
lished three of the etchings in the Magasin pittoresque in 1834,
barely six years after Goya's death, the baffled Paris editor was
forced to confess, 'Greetings to the good listener: we have to
admit to having understood nothing'.2 The world had to wait
for Baudelaire's brilliant mind to recognize Goya's modernity,
presented in the etchings' 'love of the imperceptible'.3

However, it would be a mistake to give up all hermeneutic
concerns and to tum the underlying structure of the Caprichos
into something vague and absurd. The error would be all the
more serious if the texts reporting the early reactions to the etch­
ings did no more than emphasize the tradition behind the inter­
pretation, which is - as Gonzalez Azaola suggests - that of a
glorious rhetoric of the eminently Spanish conceit (as an
embodiment of wit) that makes them inherently difficult to
understand. Gonzalez Azaola's text is all the more signifi­
cant as it draws attention to the fact that the pleasure to be
had from the satirical content of the Caprichos is only one
aspect of their enormous appeal. The other aspect is the way
in which the satire is created as it is directed to the specta­
tor's mind. We are, therefore, being given an invaluable clue
that confirms the message already detected in the text
announcing the sale:

... the subtle conceits hidden in each satire are divined and
everyone makes applications, more or less fitting, in his
own way and according to his own field of knowledge.

. . . entre tanto que se van adivinando los finos conceptos
envueltos en cada satira, y hace cada qual a su modo y
segun la esfera de sus conocimientos, mas 0 menos felices
aplicaciones.4

The thinking surrounding conceits (conceptos) is probably part
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of a second, though no less important, level of reaction to the
etchings. Without an examination of the form, the actual inter­
pretation of the content is seriously unsound. It is worth paus­
ing at this stage to outline this problem, especially since the
translation and interpretation of Gonzales Azaola's text has
come into conflict with a particular, understandable but per­
nicious, terminological timidity. Enriquetta Harris, to whom
fell the credit of having discovered and published Gonzales
Azaola's text, used (to us) excessive caution when she trans­
lated finos conceptos as 'subtle notions'.5 Nigel Glendinning
preferred 'subtle ideas'.6 And yet it strikes us that when
Gonzales Azaola drew attention to the need to enjoy the
subtle conceits underlying each satire (finos conceptos envueltos
en cada satira), what he was in fact giving was a clue to their
form and not to their content, by implicitly linking Goya's
Caprichos to the conceptist tradition of Gracian or Quevedo'?

Two questions arise at this point that must be addressed.
How are we to understand what 'conceptism' meant to Goya,
an artist working at the end of the eighteenth century, if the
rhetoric of conceit/wit had reached its peak in the seven­
teenth century? Moreover: how are we to define'conceptism'
within the sphere of figurative expression when the rhetoric
of conceit/wit had emerged and evolved within the sphere of
verbal, indeed textual expression? We believe that this double
shift was in operation inasmuch as it is precisely this that
reveals the workings of Goya's imagination and the means by
which it was expressed. Before tackling it, however, it is
absolutely necessary to define the terms. Let us listen to what
Gracian says: 'Conceit is an act of understanding that
expresses the correspondence between objects. The artisti­
cally created expression of this same consonance or correlation
is objective subtlety.'8 This last observation focuses on the
effect of meaning that can suddenly emerge from any verbal
arrangement, and on the fact that the real meaning of conceit
or wit is to be found in the reaction engendered in an individ­
ual who must find something to decipher beneath the imme­
diate surface of the discourse or thing. And in effect, Gracian
and his Italian colleagues (and competitors) produced a valu­
able catalogue of conceptual figures, agudezas or argutezze9 to
help with the deciphering and creation of conceptist texts.
Their aim was to communicate the pleasure of discovering
(and indeed of creating) wit.
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However, by the eighteenth century conceptism had run its
course and increasingly fierce reactions against its excesses
were being voiced more or less everywhere. Even in the Latin
countries, generally considered to be the strongholds of
verbal wit, the new classicist poetics had banished affectation
and cultism in favour of the clarity and rationalism of enlight­
enment. 10 It is in this context that a phenomenon, whose
importance has not been sufficiently stressed, was produced:
in the eighteenth century conceptism survived only inasmuch
as it provided a combinatory freedom forbidden by the
Academy, and insofar as it acknowledged the validity of a
verbal wit that was a wholly rational attack on language. It
could be said that, far from being affected and highly cul­
tured, as had been the case in previous centuries, conceptism
offered, within the context of eighteenth-century rationalism,
a kind of para-language, or - to be more flexible without being
less precise - that it proclaimed its validity, its viability and its
vitality only insofar as it was set up as the 'carnival of lan­
guage'.ll This is why, from being exclusive and elitist, concep­
tism became popular; and also why, out of the whole
catalogue of concetti established a century earlier, only a small
part survived, in the form of the popular conceptism of 'word
games', 'allusions' and 'double meanings'.

TO SPEAK OR NOT TO SPEAK

In his conceptist book, Agudeza y arte del ingenio (1647),
Baltasar Gracian devoted a whole chapter to 'wit through
paronomasia, puns and word games' (De la agudeza por para­
nomasia, retruecano y jugar del vocablo) from which he quite
openly distanced himself:

This kind of conceit is considered to be the most popular
form of wit, against which each himself rubs and all prick
themselves, more by facility than by subtlety. Many use it
unsuccessfully as a common thing like a reserve of wit,
without ever achieving ever-higher artistic conceits. (...)
The ingenuity of these conceits lies in changing a letter or
syllable of the word or name in order to give it a different
significance, either satirical or complimentary. The meaning
is transformed by transforming a letter. When this is done
with great aptness and in harmony with the subject, the
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conceit is sublime. (...) If the pun has a moral relationship
with the subject, it attains a proportional correspondence,
which is a remarkable skill. There is also correspondence
and proportion between words and their signified, the one
corresponding to the other (...). The variety of this wit is as
great as the licence to shuffle and mix the syllable of the
noun, of the verb and vice-versa. (...) One can sometimes
cut a word in two and the parts retain their significance. To
the word one can either add a syllable, or another word.
The change of syllables is not always necessary, sometimes
an accent removed or added is enough to invite the estab­
lishing of a beautiful witticism. (...) The composition of
anagrams comes under this type of creation: the syllables
are changed into praise or satire.12

It is interesting to see how Cracian's own opinion fluctuates
between praise and criticism of popular wit. Coya himself
tackled wit with resolve, adapting it to suit his own ends and
means. We have already had occasion to see this in one of the
drawings from the Sketchbook-Journal (illus. 15) where he
revealed, by using an artificially created name, 'an enamoured'
(enamorad%namorado). The satirical impact of this drawing
comes from both text and caption. Another form of wit from
the same family (this time probably complimentary) is to be
found in the Metropolitan Museum self-portrait (illus. 36).13
Here, the painter makes himself conspicuous not only, as we
have already suggested, through his facies leonina, but also
through the detail of the piece of jewellery that he wears on
his chest and which bears his signature (appearing upside
down to the spectator). It is difficult to ascertain with any cer­
tainty the significance of this strange nominal insertion but
we think it should be sought through the paronomasia
Goya/Joya (Coya/Jewel) that the painter also attempted in
other contexts. The fact that the name is upside down would
suggest to the spectator that its true meaning is to be found
through an act of reversal, and it is edifying at this point to see
how Cracian dealt with nominal acuity in one of the chapters
of his book (Discourse XXXI):

The name occasions observations and mysterious pondera­
tions. A word is like a vocal hydra for, as well as its own and
direct significance, if we cut or reverse it, from each syllable
subtle wit is reborn and from each accent conceit. (...) The

196



name then corresponds to the thing designated as well as to
its adjuncts (...) by transforming it or by reading it upside
down, by making of it then a pleasant retortion (...)
Ordinarily, we underline the harmony that exists between
the mysterious name and the subject, or its adjuncts that
are the causes, effects, properties, circumstances, etc. and
when we discover this ingenious correspondence, we
express it with delicate subtlety. There is no less subtlety in
discovering a delicate lack of correspondence or contradic­
tion between the name and the effects or circumstances of
the subject designated; even better, we then raise the witty
objection, we show the difficulty of the contradiction
between the extremes of the comparison and we give it an
appropriate exit by way of a brilliant fall. 14

In each of these two examples the wordplay relies on a ludic
interpretation and comparison of caption and image. We can
(and must) ask ourselves just how far the conceptist poetics of
word games could survive in an artistic expression in which
figurative games outstripped word and caption games. In
other words: we must ask ourselves just how autonomous the
Caprichos are when they make use of such textual techniques
as paronomasia, puns and word games.

By way of an example, let us turn to Caprice 79 (illus. 108). It
shows a group of monks in a wine cellar secretly indulging in
a bout of drinking. In the preparatory drawing, there was a
skylight in the top right-hand corner of the image, thus
emphasizing that the event was taking place underground. In
the final print, on the other hand, the skylight has disap­
peared and the only object to indicate where we are is the
large barrel in the right of the foreground. The caption - Nadie
nos ha visto INo-one saw us - further accents the clandestine
nature of the meeting, thus reflecting on the indiscreet if not
denunciatory nature of the image. All three of the hand-written
explanations conclude that it is indeed the vice of drunken­
ness that is being mocked in the image. In his classical study
on the Caprichos, L6pez-Rey suggested that, because the etch­
ing was the last but one and therefore at the end of the series,
it could be taking on the role of a conclusion to the anti-reli­
gious criticism that permeates the whole cycle. ls We could
take this a step further and ask ourselves whether the caption
(/no-one saw us') was not in this case of even greater pro-
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grammatic significance: for it is in effect the Caprichos that
bring to light what no-one usually sees, that is to say the
hidden vices.

The presentational mechanism used in the etching is ex­
tremely simple and ingenious since it reveals the transition
from the particular situation ('five monks drinking wine in
secret') to a more general message. However, this is only
accessible to those who are 'able to see' (and decipher) not
only the content of the representation but also the form. Goya
comes to our assistance for he places in the foreground an
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object that is, as it were, 'glaringly obvious' and that the
spectator cannot fail to see in all its aggressive presence: the
barrel. The satire is born of the incompatibility of seeing
monks gathered around (or next to) a barrel. The roots of this
satire are to be found in the punning techniques of carniva­
lesque origin, which had been around for some time. Rabelais
had already written glosses on the worship of the 'Divine
Bottle' and had played with the paronomasia du vin/divin. 16

By changing just one letter, he produced an effect of comic and
denunciatory reversal on the 'upside down worship' of which
the monks were guilty. However, Goya opted for a different
expression, one that was specifically Spanish and that came
from a conceptist culture that was not around in Rabelais's
time.17 By putting the barrel (in Spanish bota) in the fore­
ground and the 'devotees' (devotos) in the centre of the repre­
sentation, he is introducing a paronomasia that is only
possible in Spanish (where the v and bhave the same phonetic
weight) and which presents to the eye of the ideal 'ingenious
reader' the key to the print, which is the mockery of the'devo­
tees of the barrel' (devotos de fa bota).

In so doing, Goya reveals his double face: that of the 'popu­
lar' and that of the 'cultured' artist, since the pun in question
was well-established in literary tradition and had been used
in different contexts by Cervantes, Calderon de la Barca,
Gongora and Gracian.18 In Gracian, paronomasia was used
within the context of a social critique, very similar to the one
used by Goya: 'Look at that one, the more bloated he is the
emptier he is, whereas the others seem to have taken their
vows (siendo de voto) with the order of the barrel (son de bota).'19

Goya, like Gracian, uses paronomasia to establish an antithe­
sis and to produce a situational reversal, which, once it has
been deciphered, results in the pleasure of discovery and
understanding. Ideally, the spectator's culture and acuity
correspond to the culture and acuity of the creator and the
deciphering of the wit is equivalent to its creation.

There is, however, in the case of the Caprichos an added dif­
ficulty in relation to Gracian's Critic6n that springs from the
fact that the medium of the word game is not a text but an
image. In order to be fully aware of the joke, the spectator must
not only see the barrel in the foreground (an action the artist
does his best to facilitate) but he must also pronounce it, trans­
lating the image into its phonetic equivalent; without this, the
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witticism will remain undetected. However, this does not
mean that the Caprichos will remain impenetrable to the eye
blind to all these mechanisms. On the contrary, as Goya
announced in 1799 and Azaola reiterated in his 1811 article,
the series can be interpreted on a number of different levels,
depending on the abilities and interpretative skills of the specta­
tor. And yet, there are instances where the artist himself leaves
the ambiguity in a state of maximal indecision. Capricho 13 (illus.
110), which also satirizes the clergy, is a good example, since it
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naGoya,
Capricho 13: It's Hot,
1797-8, etching and
aquatint.

lacks any reading instruction such as the one Coya gave plate 86
(the barrel in the foreground). The relationship between the
caption (estan calientesj'it's hot') and the image remains
ambiguous and even the famous hand-written commentaries
shed no light on how it should be interpreted. The interpreta­
tion only begins to take shape when we compare (as has been
done time and again in studies on the history of arWo the final
version with the original idea, as it appears in a drawing in the
Madrid Sketchbook (illus. 109). This comparison provides evi-
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dence for the self-censure Coya subjected himself to. In the
drawing, the nose of one of the monks is shaped like a
grotesque phallus and seems to suggest fairly clearly that the
sin of greed (highlighted by the main action of the image) was
a counterpart to the sin of lechery. In the transition from draw­
ing to print (a slow process that would have had intermediary
stages),>' self-censure purged the image of its obscenity, an
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action partly offset by the allusive textual insertion. Just how
far the insertion ('it's hot') is really empowered to replace the
censured detail (the phallic nose) is a question that remains
unanswered.

There are other examples that remain permanently and
constantly ambiguous. In Capricho 30 (illus. 111), for example,
it will probably always be impossible to determine with any
certainty whether the satire of avarice also contains sexual
undertones, as the two purses featured in the foreground and
certain ambiguous gestures in the middle distance might lead
us to believe. However, any attempt to interpret Capricho 42,
entitled You Who Cannot Do It, Carry Me on Your Shoulders (Tu
que no puedes) (illus. 112) in this context, proves to be much
more complex. We immediately recognize one of the favourite
motifs of the 'world upside down' (illus. 2, 3), in this case ani­
mals mounting humans.22 By focusing on the aspects of social
criticism embodied in this image, the hand-written commen­
taries in fact draw attention to the true meaning of the rever­
sal: 'The useful classes of society shoulder all its weight, or
real donkeys on their backs. (Ayala Manuscript, no. 42).' There
is an additional allusion, however, that opens up the possibil­
ity of a double interplay in which social metaphor and sexual
metaphor unite. The title 'Tu que no puedes' (You who cannot
do it) is taken from a popular proverb whose double meaning
had already been commented on by writers of the Golden
Age. Lope de Vega, for example, playfully invited two differ­
ent readings of the syntagm; the first he called 'serious', the
second 'vulgar', since it alluded to impotence:

otra es termino vulgar
que dice que cuando llega
un ombre a no poder mas
que can su mujer se acuesta23

We know that Coya chose the actual title of the print some­
what late in the day and we suspect that he did so in full
knowledge of the facts. Some of the details in the image
would lead us to believe that he wanted to create an ambigu­
ous effect, not only on the level of the caption but also on the
even more delicate level of the image. The most important
detail is the way in which one of the donkey's legs sticks out
between the legs of one of the humans, giving the impression
that the latter is as 'well-endowed as a donkey'. The ludic
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effect is reinforced through the contrast with the drooping tail
of the donkey in the foreground.

The principle behind these conjectures is as follows. Firstly,
both the self-censure and the obscure ambiguity only emerge
when erotic and sexual taboos are being targeted. Obscene
ambiguity had, in fact, long been a traditional part of the
Western culture of the Carnival/4 and conceptist poetics only
took it on against its better judgement. It is significant that
Cracian attempted to salvage ambiguity's decency by primarily
giving it a 'befitting' definition: 'Delicate ambiguity is like a
double-edged word and a double-lit significance. Its ingenu­
ity involves using a word that has two meanings in such a
way as to cast doubt on what one had meant to say.'25 But it is
all the more significant that he feels the need to conclude, after
a long detour, and rather more drastically: 'Ambiguous con­
ceits are not very serious, and consequently, more suited to
satirical and burlesque subjects than to serious or moral sub­
jects.'26Thus the role played by the Caprichos in the double cul­
ture of the carnivalesque and conceptism stands out more
clearly. However, we should not overlook the fact that the
prints, unlike the drawings that had heralded or prepared
them, were destined for the public domain. The way they
were put up for sale reveals that the carnivalesque intent had
to be reconciled with the predilections and taboos of an eclec­
tic public, in which women were probably in the majority.
This last fact is not a problem, however, since reliable sources
testify to a fondness, among the women of Madrid, for all
kinds of double meanings. Jean-Fran~oisBourgoing, French
Consul to Spain, was outraged when he recorded certain
characteristics of Spanish women that made them different
from his own countrywomen: 'Ambiguities, paintings made
with a not very fine brush, obscenities even, easily exonerate
all the witticisms, all the indiscretions of the language.'27

However, we should add to Bourgoing's observations that, in
line with the conceptist culture of the pun, in order to be per­
fect an ambiguous word game should preserve - and the
ladies of Madrid must have known this - its constant ambigu­
ity. This is precisely what makes it attractive and, in the case of
Coya's prints, difficult.

Sexualization is spoken to be silenced, and silenced in
order to be spoken. In other words, it is impossible to find,
whether on the erotic level of conceptist literature, or in witti-
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112 Goya, Capricho
42: You Who Cannot
Do It, Carry Me on
Your Shoulders,
1797-8, etching and
aquatint.
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cisms acceptable in society, or in Goya's sexual imagination,
any clear and linear paronomasia of the kind featured in
Capricho 79. There, the overt linguistic game was possible
because the taboo it targeted was fairly straightforward. The
moment the taboo became serious, then self-censure inter­
vened or the coding was intensified. This is why Capricho I}
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(illus. 110) strays so far from Coya's original intention (illus.
109) and why Capricho 42 (illus. 112) cannot say more than it
suggests.

TO REVEAL OR NOT TO REVEAL / TO SEE OR

NOT TO SEE

There are in Coya several instances when the transition from
drawing to print reveals - through the experiments, uncertain­
ties, twists and turns and tricks - how an allusive mechanism
that brings together conceptist culture and carnivalesque
tradition, by using figurative art, is instigated. We now propose
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114 Goya, Suefio,
Masquerades of
Caricatures, 1797-8,
pen and sepia ink.

to tackle what is probably the most complex (and therefore
most significant) mise-en-scene of the combined interplay of
words and images in Goya's work. This is Capricho 57, entitled
The Lineage (illus. 116).

It took several years and several versions to produce this
print. The earliest version, documented in the Madrid Sketchbook,
varies in date from 1793 to 1797 (illus. 113).28 The last version
was probably the print put on sale in 1799 (illus. 116).
Between the two were the drawings that not only signalled
a development but also a reduction of the earlier allusive
techniques (illus. 114, 115).

The hand-written commentaries generally agree that the
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theme of Capricho 57 (illus. 116) is deception. A young man is
being introduced to his future wife, whose true identity
remains hidden: 'The purpose is to wheedle the bridegroom
by showing him the pedigree, and who the parents, grand­
parents, great grandparents, and great-great-grandparents of
the young lady were. But, who is she? He will find it out later.
(Prado Commentary)' In the light of these early commentaries,
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116 Goya,
Capricho 57,
The Lineage,
c. 1797-8, etching
and aquatint.

certain modern interpretations have tried to see the print (and
the preparatory drawings) as a satire on fashionable mar­
riages/9 while others have preferred to stress the carniva­
lesque nature of the mise-en-scene.30 We favour this second
hermeneutic approach and would like to develop it further by
adding some thoughts on the techniques of allusion and word
game that are part of Coya's artistic arsenal.
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In a recent study, Reva Wolf quite rightly drew attention to
the way in which the phenomenon of self-censorship worked
in the sequencing of the four versions of the same image. The
conclusions drawn by Wolf, which focus on the intensity of
the final version as opposed to the freedom of the earlier ones,
seem absolutely valid and can be re-examined from another,
complementary point of view.

The first drawing, from the Madrid Sketchbook (illus. 113), is
also the simplest because of the number of characters involved.
There is a man bending over his register on the left, a seated
woman with a mask on the right, and between the two another
man with a strange hairstyle. Emerging from the background is
a (woman's?) veiled head. None of these people can be identi­
fied as a deceived bridegroom, especially since the caption at the
bottom of the page is 'He puts her down as an Hermaphrodite'
(Le apunta p.r ermafrodita). Inside the rectangular frame, outlined
with a light brushstroke, there is another caption (masc.s), gener­
ally interpreted to be an abbreviation of the word 'masks'
(masc<ara>s) or 'masquerades' (masc<arada>s). This may be
intended as a polysemy, alluding to the 'masked masculinity' of
the seated woman who is one of the focal points of the represen­
tation. Moreover, this person is doubly disguised. One mask
covers her face, the other her sex. This second mask has a gaping
mouth and a giant nose, and is a complex figure of ambiguity: it
masks and unmasks, covers and uncovers, although it has, at
one and the same time, the characteristics of both sexes in a car­
icatural and allusive way. The person behind, whose attitude
conveys both surprise and the codified apotropaic body
language (his left hand is, in effect, making the well-known
gesture that signifies 'cuckold'),31 together with the veiled
woman in the background, focuses attention on the 'sur­
prising' nature of the action.

This whole mise-en-scene, and probably the significance
of the title, convinces us that the representation should be
integrated into the context of the carnivalesque customs still
popular at the end of the eighteenth century, when cross­
dressing, burlesque scenes and symbolic births were very
much defining features. Goya's drawing is the nearest
graphic description of this we have, just as Goethe's literary
description is the most suggestive:

A troupe of men dressed in the Sunday clothes of the lower
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classes (...) are taking a stroll with some men disguised as
women. One of these appears to be in a state of advanced
pregnancy; they come and go peacefully. Suddenly discord
breaks out among the men and a lively altercation ensues,
(...). At that moment, having had a fright, the pregnant
woman feels unwell; a chair is brought, the other women
see to her, she thrashes about pathetically, and, to the
delight of her assistants, unexpectedly gives birth to a non­
descript, shapeless being. Having given their performance,
the troupe sets off to play the same farce, or another fellow­
creature, in another venue.32

This is neither the time nor the place to stress the symbolic
role of male or hermaphroditic pregnancy and giving birth
(see Chapter 2), but the obvious conclusion is that the subject
of the drawing - as identified by the title - is not so much the
registration of the person who gives birth but that of the
newly-born in the pseudo-registers of births, marriages and
deaths of the world upside down.33

The way Coya plays with ambiguities is even more striking
when the drawing is integrated into the context of the Madrid
Sketchbook, a book full of erotic allusions and permeated with
a sensuality that borders on licence (illus. 20, 67, 117). We
should point out, however, that for those Sketchbook scenes
of daily life with erotic undertones, Coya devised a strategy
of concealments so extensive that his everyday scenes,
although highly sexualized, are (sometimes literally) veiled in
decency (illus. 117). On the other hand, in the most important
carnivalesque scene from the same collection, indecency,
indeed obscenity, dominates the picture, and if the
euphemistic technique is still at work, then this time it comes
from the carnivalesque arsenal of licence and transgression.
Coya was obviously not altogether satisfied with this experi­
ment since he amended it in another drawing, which should
have served as the basis for one of the prints in the earlier
Dreams series (illus. 114). Numerous changes have been intro­
duced into this sepia drawing with its traces of sanguine. The
man in the middle distance, for example, is wearing a differ­
ent hat and has changed position. He appears to be accompa­
nied by a monkey, and through his monocle casts sidelong
glances at the act of registration. Several laughing faces
appear in the space left vacant between the main characters,
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and the seated woman's two masks have been changed. The
one that covers her face has become fox- and horse-like,
whereas the one that hides her sex emphasizes more boldly
than before the anatomical details. The polysemy of the draw­
ing is more significant and the caption at the bottom of the
page would seem to want to tell us so. Mascaras de caricaturas /
q.e apuntaron p.r su significado has generally been translated as
'Masquerades of caricatures that are famous for what they rep­
resent'.34 However, we believe that, by using a multiplicity of
disguises, Goya was trying to point to a heightened significance.
The targeted, indeed marked (apuntado) signified, is precisely
sexual ambiguity. Here, more than in the first drawing, it is the
mask over the sex that forms the focus of attention. All eyes con­
verge on it, including those of the hypothetical spectator. The
aim of the simultaneous presence of the instrument of optical
magnification (which points as much to the register as it does to
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118 Detail of illus.
114·

the double sex displayed in the foreground) and the laughing,
jeering faces placed around this focus would appear to be to
highlight the scandalous detail (illus. 118). The stomach-face is
an ancient figure in orgiastic rites, which, in the form of Baub6
the vulva-goddess, provoked beneficial and regenerative laugh­
ter,}5 and which survived in carnivalesque processions until
the end of the eighteenth century. Goethe, for example, noted
that it was still there in the famous Roman Carnival of 1788.}6
Not so common, but there all the same,}? was the double pre­
sentation of Baub6 (the mythical vulva) and Baubon (the sym­
bolic phallus). Goya includes this motif in his drawings,
combining both sexes in one and the same person. The
process by which Goya does this is worthy of our full atten­
tion since it reveals the fondness of the artist (whose concep­
tist origins surface once again) for giving the same signifier to
one or more signifieds. Thus the monocle is probably an object
that draws attention to the mise-en-scene of the scopic impulse
and to the problem of the magnification of the detail.38 It
should be borne in mind that the monocle as an instrument
appeared frequently in eighteenth-century art, and that it was
used to highlight a voyeuristic pleasure that bordered on
indecency (illus. 55, 80). However, in Goya it takes on a
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second signification resulting from phonic similarity. The
Spanish for 'monocle' is 'monoeulo' and the simplicity of the
spelling focuses on its somewhat risque connotations, since
'eulo' (arse) is the first and most transparent euphemism for
the sexual organs. The bisexuality of the seated person is thus
highlighted not only by the instrument of magnification (the
monocle) but also by its name (mono-eulo) that tells us quite
clearly that this being is both 'double' and 'single'. Goya's
propensity for word games, rebus and anagrams is well
known. His correspondence (which was also not immune
from erotic undertones)39 with his lifelong friend Martin
Zapater is peppered with encoded games in which image and
phonetic backup collaborate to construct (or conceal) the
meaning (illus. 119).40 However, it is quite legitimate to raise
questions as to the function and functioning of word games in
the case of the drawings and prints.

There is something else that can help us make a more com­
plete interpretation of Goya's strategies. This is the appearance
in the second drawing of the monkey who was nowhere to be
seen in the first. Like the monocle, the monkey is a new signi­
fier and the two join forces to help bring to light an allusive
meaning. The first element of their collaboration is on the
level of their phonetic value since 'monkey' in Spanish is
mono. On this level, therefore, the monkey (mono) accentuates
the allusive quality of the monocle (mono-eulo). This new com­
bination of several signifiers into a 'wise union' (sagaz junta)
was a feature highly praised in conceptist poetics41 and Goya
appears to have had a particular talent for it. He depended,
we believe, on the pluri-semy of the term 'mono' which in
Spanish means 'unique' (and 'only'), 'monkey' and 'pretty'
(or 'cute').

In satirical literature every possible expressive ambiguity
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120 Goya, Drawing
C. 36, 18°3-24,
India ink wash.

has been used to exploit the complexity of the term, particu­
larly its sexual ambiguity. By way of an example, here is the
portrait of a homosexual from a seventeenth-century ditty
with a double meaning:

De gatilla tiene el tono
cuando mas alto se entona;
de la cinta abajo es mona,
de la cinta arriba es mono

Roughly translated, this means:

He has the voice of a cat
when he speaks up and loud;
from the belt down, he's cute (mona)
from the belt up, he's a monkey (mono)42

Mindful of tradition, Goya was to return to this motif on at
least one more occasion. In the Sketchbook-Journal, he depicted
a hybrid creature with ape-like features accompanied by an

,
"

215



ambiguous caption (illus. 120). This caption - Misto de Mona ­
read in conjunction with particular figurative signs, such as
the creature's hairy legs and ample bosom, reveals that we are
probably looking at a representation of a hermaphrodite that
mirrors the position of the central character in Capricho 57
(illus. 116) as well as the monkey's in one of the drawings
(illus. 114)·43

In this context, it is interesting to note that the monkey (and
consequently all the phonic and symbolic connotations that
accompany it) were no longer there in the last known drawing
(illus. 115), that is to say the sanguine on which the final ver­
sion of Capricho 57 was based (illus. 116). This disappearance
is counterbalanced by the appearance of a new object: the
spectacles. Do the spectacles, so important in the final version,
where they are projected against an empty space, really
'replace' the monkey or are they not instead part of, with
other elements of the composition, another network of more
complex conceptist allusions? A closer examination of both
drawing and print reveals that a head whose mouth and eyes
are closed has replaced the bisexual mask of the earlier draw­
ings and that the nose is abnormally proportioned. Coya
opted for this solution rather late in the day and in all proba­
bility because the print was destined to be circulated to the
public at large. The ostentatious nature of the hermaphroditic
mask of the first drawings is moderated, indeed eliminated. It
is into this void, we believe, that the spectacles come. The 'bin­
ocle' forms a structure with the 'monocle' and unveils,
although in an extremely encoded way, the allusion and ambi­
guity on which the print is based.44 What we have here is a
true process of displacement (Verschiebung), in the sense given
to it by Freud in his theory on the interpretation of dreams and
of Witz.45 Set on top of a long stick, the spectacles are like a
constant call, stimulating the interpretative process. The care
with which Coya prepared his phallic allusion becomes espe­
cially clear when the print is compared to the preparatory
drawing. Only one element has been added, at the junction
between the stick and the spectacles, but it is this extra feature
that uncovers the ambiguity. The licentious implications of
eyeglasses in tradition had already been tackled in a context
that was not so far removed from that of Coya's print. The
Flemish print that dates from the beginning of the seven­
teenth century (illus. 121) plays on the double function of eye-
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glasses. They were firstly an instrument of magnification and
then a substitute or manifestation of masculine attributes.46 It
is not impossible that Goya's found the spectacles useful
when he was looking for a suitable solution for his final print.
What is certain is that the system of connections that has been
instigated here is so elaborate, the title selected so elliptical,
that the spectator finds it almost impossible to interpret all of
the image's many and complex implications. The bi-/mono­
interaction on which the structure is based is only revealed to
he who understands the road Goya travelled, or to he who has
glasses strong enough to help him penetrate the impenetrable
conceptist darkness. The difficulty of this image is, in effect,
an almost perfect illustration of the difficulty of allusion as a
stylistic feature, which is why Gracian had already given it a
prefatory position:
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Allusion has as its basis what other forms of wit have as
ornament. Its very name of allusion would appear to be a
censure rather than a definition, for, deriving from the
word ludo, which means 'to play', it seems to cast doubt,
indeed to deny, all seriousness, all gravity, all that is sub­
lime to the form that is being founded. Its formal ingenuity
consists in establishing a relationship with some term,
some history or circumstance, without expressing it, but by
mysteriously suggesting it. Encoded subtlety so that we
cannot understand the key unless we are highly cultured or
have such wit that sometimes knows how to play the seer.
(...) The extreme delicacy of the art of making allusions:
denied here, endorsed there, in the other term. So much so
that we more or less disguise the relationship between the
two poles of the allusion, but always in the manner of an
enigma, which is the appeal of this conceit. One does not
say absolutely, one does not silence completely what one
wants to say. It is ordinarily used in satire and malicious
insinuations. (...) There are those who maintain, by forc­
ing the argument, that allusion, in itself, is not a conceit,
unless it includes other kinds of conceits that raise it, such
as correspondence between correlations, mis-entry, com­
parison or parity and others. But the fact remains that, even
alone, allusion can be classed as a conceit (...). With the
result that the ingenuity of allusion, like comparisons,
involves an insinuation that does not entirely explain, but
which is enough to occasion surprise, to awaken the curios­
ity of he who does not hear it and the pleasure of he who
penetrates it.47

We have one final observation to make. We believe that a con­
ceptist interpretation of Coya's art still remains to be done.
These preceding, cursory considerations have no other aim
than to give a foretaste of a possible debate and a possible
study likely to lead much further. But we also believe that it is
no coincidence that the most complex of Coya's series of
drawings, with their ambiguous and allusive decoys (illus.
113-16), should have bisexuality as their theme; because these
very tropes - ambiguity and allusion - are, in the great catalogue
of cancetti, uncertain and ambivalent figures. Hermaphrodites
then, on the level of their verbal essence.
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7 Royal Games

THE PRINCE'S FAMILY

In 1783, when Goya was still at the beginning of his career as a
portrait-painter, he painted the large canvas representing The
Infante Don Luis and His Family (illus. 74). Having made his
name as a religious painter in his native Aragon, and then in
Madrid, as the creator of models for the Royal Tapestry
Factory, the art of the portrait was far from his favourite
sphere of activity. The challenge of a commission of this type
must have been great, not to mention the effort involved in
demonstrating his knowledge. The success of the enterprise is
quite evident in a letter he wrote to his friend Zapater, dated
20 September 1783:

I have just returned from Arenas, very tired. His Majesty
has lavished upon me one thousand marks of honour; I
painted his portrait, that of his wife, his boy and small
daughter with unexpected success, for other painters had
tried but were not successful in this enterprise. (...) I spent
a whole month with them: they are angels, they gave me a
present of a thousand duros and a dressing gown for my
wife, all embroidered in silver and gold, worth thirty thou­
sand reales ...1

The issues involved in this painting, which drew Spanish high
society's attention to the young portraitist, were no doubt
considerable. Nevertheless, art historians often treat it with
restraint and an apparent lack of enthusiasm, considering it at
times'a veritable failure' and full of 'quite absurd' details/ or
else, from slightly more indulgent pens, a simple 'extrava­
gance'.3 If the painting is regarded as an experiment and a
demonstration, it can be seen to contain secrets that need to be
unlocked. In the first part of this chapter, the strategies of the
representation implemented by Goya in this youthful, experi­
mental work of art will be analyzed. In the second part, we
shall concentrate on the strategies used in the second major

219



group portrait painted by Goya, the one created at the height
of his career, that is to say Charles IV and His Family (1800; illus.
76). The aim is to bring together the 'popular' and 'secret
Goya' of the tapestry cartoons, Caprichos and drawings with
the 'Aulic', indeed the 'official' and 'public Goya'. A second
but no less important aim is to set the debate surrounding this
figure of a creator who lived between two worlds - that is to
say, Goya - into the context of the dialogue between 'the high'
and 'the low', at a time when history was permeated by
inverted hierarchies.

However, we should ask ourselves just how far and in
what way subliminal aims or messages can be attributed to
these aristocratic images (and their author). If the portrait of
The Infante and His Family really does contain a 'low' element,
then it is not apparent in the way Don Luis de Bourbon, the
King's brother, and the members of his family are portrayed,
but rather in the position of the portraitist himself. Seated on a
stool in the corner of the painting, he has placed himself
within the area of the image, in an obvious position of hierar­
chical inferiority. His body is quite startlingly reduced in size
and the strange, somewhat unnatural torsion of his neck and
head means that his eyes move upwards along one of the cen­
tral diagonals of the painting. The humbling self-representa­
tion, which can in fact be found in other paintings from the
same period (Hlus. 142), is even more striking when we com­
pare it with the painting's most obvious model of authorial
integration. This is Velazquez's Las Meninas (1656), a painting
Goya was passionate about and which he had translated into
an etching some years earlier (illus. 122).4 Whereas in Las
Meninas Velazquez depicts himself as a strong, self-confident
person (thus attracting some sharp criticism),5 Goya, even
though he also places himself in the position of the painter at
work, humbles his status and thus endows himself with
something akin to the function of the merry company who
can be found on the extreme right of Las Meninas.

This almost mandatory comparison with Velazquez's work
also uncovers other similarities and other differences, of a
more general nature. The most important similarity is that
Goya's painting, in the wake of Las Meninas, is more than a
simple group portrait; it is a work that has as its theme the art
of portraiture and the performative mise-en-scene. As to the
major differences, these are the product of an historic back-
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wards step that Goya would appear to have taken con­
sciously, not only in the way he discourses (in a manner befit­
ting his era) on the art of portraiture and the issues involved,
but also in the innovative way he captures the sub-genre of
the 'group portrait'. Thus, despite its apparent spontaneity,
Las Meninas still bears traces of the etiquette in force at the
court of the Spanish Habsburgs.6 The painting of The Infante
Don Luis and His Family, on the other hand, by taking us into
the intimacy of the small, brightly lit court of Arenas de San
Pedro, is more like a homely, almost bourgeois scene.

Let us examine the painting (illus. 74) more closely. The
Infante and his morganatic wife, Maria-Teresa de Vallabriga,
are seated at a green table on which he has spread a pack of
cards in the candlelight, while the hairdresser is attending to
her hair. The couple's three children are present: Luis Maria
behind his father, the little Maria Teresa de Bourbon, accom­
panied by her two ladies-in-waiting, and the very young
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Maria Luisa in the arms of her nurse. The four men on the
right have been identified as the Infante's secretary, Manuel
Moreno, corpulent and solemn and closest to the table, the
former court painter, Alejandro de la Cruz, who gazes sadly
at the spectator from the edge of the painting, the smiling
Francisco del Campo, and finally next to him Luigi
Boccherini, musician to the court of Arena, seen in profile.?
Two elements require explanation. The first is that, of the four­
teen people depicted, only five are actual members of the
Infante's family. The other nine belong to it only in the
broader sense of the term. Velazquez's large painting (illus.
122), which was at the time referred to as el cuadro de la familia,8
probably represented a similar situation. The second element
is that Goya's picture is a mixture of genre scene and group por­
trait. This too was anticipated by Las Meninas but, as experts
have been quick to point out, Goya's work also shows signs of
having been influenced by contemporary art from the other
side of the Channel, where conversation pieces had for some time
been recognized as a pictorial genre in their own right.9

This last observation, however, raises a fairly important
question, since there is no evidence that a large group portrait
of the conversation piece genre was ever known in Spain in
Goya's time. Yet it is still possible that Goya was familiar with
this art, not through having viewed English paintings (which
would have been very difficult for him to do), but through
seeing other works of art which, due to the smallness of their
size and the lightness and mobility of their support, were easy
to circulate. The prints10 or much-loved 'silhouettes' that were
all the rage at the time throughout Europell (illus. 123) may
well have acted as catalysts. The artificial lighting and the por­
trayal of several people in strict profile could be evidence of
this. Goya's version, however, is far from indistinct or gratu­
itous. The experimental feel that permeates the whole painting,
probably attributable to the author's desire to illustrate in an
exemplary manner a new way of envisioning portraiture
through a group portrait, is revealing. In his letter to Zapater,
Goya describes, though not in any great detail, the innovation
and its 'unexpected success'. The Infante Don Luis and His
Family can be analyzed as an experimental mise-en-scene of a
new aesthetic of the portrait. In this context, many of the
work's 'extravagances' can be understood, beginning with
one of the most original elements, the artificial lighting.
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Artificial lighting was, of course, and on more than one
occasion, used in 'conversation pieces' to create special
effects.12 The way Goya uses it, however, is somewhat special,
for his painting does not only show some 'conversation piece'
or other unfolding in the candlelight, it also establishes a rela­
tionship, at the very heart of a single representation, between
artificial lighting, projected shadows and pictorial discourse
with, on the one hand, profile portraiture and, on the other,
full-face portraiture. In other words, Goya's painting works
with the most important elements to be found within the spe­
cific mechanisms used to produce portraits and silhouettes
(illus. 124).'} These factors, however, appear as though decon­
structed and their logic is problematic. We could, of course,
always consider The Infante Don Luis and His Family to be a
somewhat disjointed 'conversation piece' that introduces us
into the intimacy of an evening at horne where the various
members of the family are playing cards, trying out a new
hairstyle and in which a painter has taken on the role of a
shadow-tamer. '4 Alternatively, we could take a step forward
and endeavour to understand Goya's 'extravagances' by
asking ourselves if these elements, which today appear to lack
coherence, could not at the time have been part of a logic that
now escapes us.

Let us begin with the clue Goya gives us, in the unusual way
he has portrayed himself in front of the canvas, which is trans­
formed into a projection screen. Some have seen this as an allu­
sion to the ancient myth of the origins of painting, as Goya's
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way of reminding the spectator.15 Whilst this is a possibility,
Goya may also be giving us a much simpler and more obvious
clue, one more closely linked to the mise-en-scene of a dis­
course on the 'modern' elements of portraiture. By tackling
the relationship between portraiture, physiognomical analy­
sis and silhouette-making, his first aim was to show the spec­
tator - but primarily his aristocratic patrons who were, after
all, the recipients and heroes of his pictorial experiments ­
that he saw his own approach as a pictorial replica of what
contemporary thinking had already presented in a discursive
form. The champion of the most advanced experiments to be
done in this field was unquestionably the Swiss pastor Johann
Lavater. The French translation of his major work, entitled
Essai sur la physiognomie (Essays on Physiognomy), was pub­
lished just before Goya began his own 'essay on portraiture',
that is to say The Infante Don Luis and His Family. It seems
highly possible that the text and prints of this edition - which,
now that Lavater was more accessible, made him once again
fashionable among the European intelligentsia - were a major
contributing factor to Goya's experiment.16

That Lavater's writings are of interest to all those who are
interested in the art of the portrait is undeniable. In volume
two, published in 1783, the author, amongst other things,
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gave a summary of the most advanced theories on the portrait
the era was to see.17 Here are a few extracts:

The Art of the portrait is the most natural, the most noble,
and the most useful of all the Arts - it is also the most diffi­
cult/ however easy it might appear to be (...) What is the Art
of the Portrait? It is the representation of a real individual or
of part of his body; it is the reproduction of our image; it is
the art of showing at first glance the shape of man, depicted
in a way that cannot be done with words. (...) The philo­
sophical study of man, that is to say, the particular and at the
same time general knowledge of his being, this is what is
missing from the majority of portraits of Painters, and it is
also the great defect that shocks me so in almost all their
works (...). The soul is painted on the face; it must be per­
ceived in order to be translated onto the canvas; and he
who is not capable of grasping this expression has never
been a Painter of portraits.18

It is a well-known fact that Lavater thought that the most
direct way of reading (or representing) a person's soul was by
studying his profile and that it was this sinuous line, with its
rich semiology, that spoke with the greatest clarity in the 'sil­
houette', that is to say in the contour of the shadow:

Is the silhouette here not more expressive than the shaded
part of the face! The one announces the other, it is true, an
admirable man through his goodness, his honesty and his
eagerness to please; but the Physiognomist is more
attached to the silhouette because it shows him more nobil­
ity in the lower part of the profile, more poetic feeling in the
nose ...19

The art of interpreting silhouettes spread through Europe
quickly and, by the end of the eighteenth century, it had
become a favourite high society party-game.20 The modern
reader would find it difficult to see from the print accompa­
nying Lavater's deliberations (illus. 125) exactly where the
expressive superiority of the outlined shadow lay, and it
seems likely that even someone like Coya must have had to
explain to his noble patron and model why, rather than paint­
ing an elegant portrait of his face, he had forced him into a
rigid pose that was unexpected and uncomfortable, and that
would capture for all eternity not his face, but his profile.
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Coya could have responded to the fairly understandable zeal
of Don Luis, fond - we know - of all the artistic and scientific
innovations that were around at the time, by quoting one of
the above extracts from Lavater. He could have gone on to
elaborate, beginning for example with Lavater's exemplary
analysis of a princely profile:

Casting my eye for the first time over this profile [illus.
126], I would say: here is the face of a Prince; and I would
judge him as such by the silhouette only, although it might
not be absolutely right. There is nothing here to announce a
bourgeois air; and if I am to believe my own personal feel­
ing, this physiognomy is one of those that can be referred to
as marked by the finger of God. In it I discern nobility, dignity
and courage; much resolution; a great talent for locking
away deep inside himself all that must be hidden and unre­
servedly communicating what must be known: a talent
that is so difficult to combine and so necessary however to
those of elevated rank. Moreover I perceive total prudence,
exempt from defiance and anxiety; and without having
seen the eye, I read in just the contour of the brow and nose,
a sure, firm, imposing gaze that perceives the hidden man,
unmasks the deceitful person, makes the traitor tremble,
but which also inspires confidence in the good man. The
contour of the brow is most extraordinary; it augurs the
greatest and the most beautiful of enterprises. The outline
of the mouth is a little too hard; but it nevertheless has an
air of candour, of goodness and of courage.21

There is no suggestion that Coya in any way painstakingly
reproduced what he had read in Lavater, but rather that his
experimental style was formed by incorporating certain ana­
lytical procedures from the physiognomical discourse into the
art of the portrait. Coya put flesh on the silhouettes and gave
his whole attention to analyzing his models' individual
characteristics, yet without abandoning the road travelled by
the Swiss physiognomist. And so, it seems that when painting
the portrait of Don Luis, the painter combined his model's
physiognomical and psychological disposition with his vision
of the prince's exemplary image. He blends the individual
features (inevitably different from the example Lavater ana­
lyzed and illustrated) with some of the characteristics of
princely dignity, as postulated in the Essai sur la physiogno-
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mie. What is so striking is that both Lavater's text and print
and Goya's portrait highlight the 'extraordinary' prominent
brow, auguring - if we are to believe Lavater - the 'greatest
and the most beautiful of enterprises'.

This feature is repeated in the silhouette of the young Luis
Maria, which is so strikingly similar to his father's. Goya
depicts the Infante's son as being his father's miniature
double. He does this by replacing the lack of any physical sim­
ilarity with a fairly obvious body language: the movement of
the child's arm and leg extends or reproduces the position of
the father's arm and the movement of his leg. The son's sil­
houette therefore appears to have been 'caste' in the same
mould as the father's, despite the fact that the young prince's
physiognomy is so very different (illus. 127). Like his name ­
Luis Maria - the features of the Infante's son combine those of
his mother, the beautiful Maria Teresa, and his father, Don
Luis. His father's features are less obvious, but they corre­
spond to Lavater's physiognomical theory, according to
which, 'We find in the son, feature by feature, the character,
the temperament, and the majority of the moral qualities of
the father.'22 If we were wanting to be (a little, but not overtly)
ironic, we could say that the young Luis Maria had inherited
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his mother's pretty nose, but his father's prominent brow.
Consequently he is not far removed from the ideal of the
prince, as imagined by Lavater (illus. 126).

If - as we believe - Goya retained something of the divina­
tory nature of physiognomical practice (a very controversial
aspect in the debate surrounding the silhouette method and
its aims)/3 he did so in full knowledge of the facts. Moreover,
he integrated it into the thematic context, a feature we must
pay particular attention to, for in his painting, the exhibition
of the silhouettes and the practice of telling the cards corre­
spond to one another.

Even today opinion differs as to what activity Don Luis de
Bourbon is engaged in, but it seems highly unlikely that he is
playing a card game or 'patience' (experts tell us that this pas­
time was not invented until much later). Cartomancy was one
of the most popular activities in the eighteenth century and the
cards Don Luis has spread in front of him are so clearly visible
that they suggest that they hold messages for the wise specta­
tor (illus. 75). They are double-headed cards (and thus
stamped with the symbolism of reversal) whose 'modernity'
leaves us in no doubt: the oldest-known Spanish playing cards
to have had reversed figures dated from 1791,24 which would
suggest that Don Luis's cards were a great novelty.

Today it would probably be somewhat risky to attempt a
definitive interpretation of the game the prince was playing.
But we could presume that he must have seen some reference
in the cards to his position as prince-in-exile, for the mysteries
of the dynastic succession were indeed more complicated
than ever in 1783. Charles, the heir to the throne, whose wife
Maria Luisa had just lost both her twins, had no male heir.
This situation could have led to power being transferred to
the family of the Infante Don Luis. The terzetto formed by the
Jack of clubs (also referred to as the Infante) and the Two from
the same suit that flanks the golden Ace (the royal card par
excellence) probably contains allusions similar to those pre­
sented by the physiognomical discourse of the portraits and
also maybe - who knows? - a good omen for the future.

Let us now imagine that, prompted by the conversation
between Goya and his aristocratic patron regarding certain
aspects of pose and attitude, other members of the Infante's
court, depicted in the painting, were in turn to voice their
curiosity. If, let us say, Luigi Boccherini (illus. 126) (if we are to
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accept that the young man seen in profile on the right is
indeed him, as some interpreters have maintained)25 had
questioned him as to the significance of his own profiled rep­
resentation, Goya could have shown him the second volume
of Lavater's Essai, which contains a comparative analysis of a
head (illus. 128), viewed from three different angles (three­
quarter, left and right profile):

Reserve, resolve, self-assurance, such are the distinctive
characteristics of these three drawings of the same head.
You risk nothing by predicting that this man will always
choose with prudence, and that his activity will not
embrace a great number of objects. He is thoughtful with­
out being profound and without having clearly developed
ideas. When in love, his love will be faithful, deep, strong,
but his affection, like his activity, will not extend to many
objects. The brow and eyebrows in these three faces, espe­
cially in a and c, are indicative of genius (the print we are
examining is the imperfect image of a great Musician), that
is to say, an ability to receive certain impressions, and the
talent to communicate them; and we can also see that his
ability in this instance is unique. It enthusiastically seizes
its object, enjoys it, delights in it, and identifies with it.
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The lips in b & c express a poetic talent that cannot be sub­
jected to the constraints of rules. In d and e there are no con­
trasts, only extremes: the first relishes, the second vanishes;
one gives, the other forces you to accept its gifts.26

Had Coya wanted to give similar 'Lavaterian' replies to
Santos Carcia (he too is portrayed in profile in the centre of the
canvas, where he is seeing to Maria Teresa de Vallabriga's
magnificent hair [illus. 1)0)), he might have found this diffi­
cult, for in no volume of the Essai sur [a physiognomie does
Lavater deal with the physiognomy of hairdressers. But it is
quite possible that Carcia would not have troubled him with
such questions, understanding at once or recognizing early on
the allusions in his portrait. For example, he could have seen
Coya's mise-en-scene of himself and his activity, as a tribute to
one of his most glorious ancestors, the 'patron saint' almost of
all eighteenth-century hairdressers. This was J. H. Marchand,
known as Monsieur Beaumont, author of the Encyclopedie per­
ruquiere. Ouvrage curieux Ii ['usage de toutes sortes de fetes, which
was published in Paris in 1762. The title page featured an
emblematic image that was somewhere between an author's
stamp and the perfect model of the wigmaker's art (illus.
1)1). He might also have read another great book, L'Art du
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perruquier by M. de Garsault (Paris, 1767), that drew up cer­
tain fundamental principles, concerning not only the status
of the profession in the second half of the eighteenth cen­
tury but also the programmatic integration presented in
Goya's painting:

The cutting of hair is a science that gives natural hair a regu­
lar shape, by removing any irregularities and by layering it
so that it is gracefully arranged to complement the face. (...)
It would seem that a little practice only is required to achieve
this, however some wigmakers are much better than others
when it comes to doing this. As there are no precise rules
governing this operation, it is therefore a matter of genius,
for which a certain flair, taste and eye are all that is required.2

?

From this excerpt we see that, during this era, the art of
'haute coiffure' was perceived and defined through the
double relationship of physiognomical practice and artistic
'genius'.2s Beaumont himself emphasizes this in the post­
script where he presents the same idea in a language pep­
pered with puns inherited from the conceptist, indeed
affected literary tradition:
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Never will a book be more deserving of a Preface or a
Postface, than a book on the presentation and ornamenta­
tion of faces. To work on this beautiful subject is to deliver
oneself to the care of the most beautiful part of nature. Man
is almost the only one to possess a face; other animals have
a beak, a snout, a jowl and for the majority of them as for us,
it is an asset to have well-groomed hair. While some have
wine, love, ambition go to their heads, others fill theirs with
wild dreams, and others are born with a caul, but fortu­
nately these different hairstyles do not prevent them from
wearing a Wig. And it is to this physical headwear only that
I have limited myself with no intention of representing
moral hairstyles.29

To give his own art a more substantial image, Beaumont pro­
vides several plates that illustrate some extremely ingenious
models of men's wigs (illus. 132). But he insisted on adding:

In this first edition I have used only faces with no likeness
or character, and such as it pleased the Engraver to picture
them at random, but if someone is then anxious to have his
graces and taste admired by the Public, he can send me his
portrait and I shall have care to have him engraved with
the most elegant of accuracy.30

In his painting, Goya portrays the activity of the
'artist' j'physiognomist' hairdresser, as though he is follow­
ing the principles of someone like Beaumont. Santos Garcia is
depicted in the process of dressing the hair of the Infante's
wife, but some of the others look as if they have already
passed through his hands or are awaiting their turn. Among
them is Francisco del Campo, standing on the right of the
canvas, whose head has already been bandaged while he
waits to be fitted with his new wig.

The famous hairdresser would probably not have dared
present himself at the Infante's court and would not have been
able to get anywhere near the head of the prince's beautiful but
pretentious wife, had he not already discovered and armed
himself with the most attractive and modern techniques of his
art. But he could, doubtless, have declared, quoting Beaumont:
'For this purpose I studied all the physiognomies and the rela­
tionship they should have with the kind of Hairstyle that was
appropriate to them.'31 A study of the Essai sur la physiognomie
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would only have been of limited assistance to him here, the
main problem being that for Lavater, the hair (like everything
else that was fashionable) was as a rule something that masked
rather than unmasked the SOUP2 Thus, commenting on a plate
in his first volume (illus. 133), Lavater explained:

Some People would say at first glance, that from the hair­
style alone, the four profiles resembled one another. It is a
fact that if they were distributed on four different pages of
this Work, and if the hair was arranged in the same way,
many people would be sure to say: 'here is a face I have
already seen two or three times.' The four faces that we
have in front of us present reality with nothing that is het­
erogeneous; but their characteristics are sufficiently differ­
ent however for a real Observer to feel revolted if they were
to be confused.33

This would lead us to conclude that at the end of a good phys­
iognomical analysis, the hairstyle in Lavater's opinion was a
confusing rather than an enlightening factor.

It is for this reason that we believe that the physiognomy­
hairstyle relationship, as portrayed at the heart of the Infante
and His Family, transcended the Essai sur la physiognomie and,
in the light of this, was bringing in the most advanced think­
ing of the period that was attempting to correct Lavater. We
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are thinking primarily of Alexander Cozens's Principles of
Beauty relative to the Human Head. Published a few years earlier
in London in a bilingual (English-French) edition, Cozens's
book, with its numerous loose plates, was aimed at the upper
echelons of contemporary European society. Its publication
had in fact been part-funded by personal subscriptions from
such high-ranking individuals as the King of England him­
self, the Duchess of Cumberland, and also artists such as
Joshua Reynolds, John Flaxman and Joseph Wright of Derby.
It was a combination of neo-classical aesthetics, physiognomy
and party games, dedicated to constituting sixteen (sensitive,
melancholic, resolute, languid, majestic, etc.) types of 'com­
posite' feminine beauty based on 'simple beauty'. Cozens's
point of departure was the codification of a 'line of beauty'
that in fact coincided with Lavater's profile; the only differ­
ence being that Cozens could (and had to) combine, indeed
become symbiotic with, the hairstyle, now considered to be a
counterbalance at the centre of an equilibrium that was con­
stantly moving and always expressive:

I was convinced also, that the expressions in the faces
might be considerably augmented by suitable dresses of
the hair. I have therefore composed as many of them as
there are faces, interleaving them where I presumed they

133 Four Profiles of
Women, from
Lavater, Essai sur la
physiognomie, vol. I.
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were best adapted, proposing that they should be applied
to or laid over the faces so as to produce the most proper
effect. For this purpose they are printed on transparent
paper, and intended not to be bounded in the book, in order
to give an opportunity of moving them at pleasure on any
one face, and likewise of applying them to any of the rest of
the faces. (...) I am conscious much more may be said upon
the subject of the beauty of the human face, but I have pre­
sumed only to give a hint of a new practical scheme to the
public, referring the ultimate decision of principles to the
feelings and experience of mankind; and I shall rest
extremely pleased, if this undertaking shall promote a dis­
cussion of the subject among the curious.34

It is precisely in the furrow ploughed by this imperative that
we can place Coya's painting, at the heart of which the painter
depicts a scene that has at times either perplexed or been mis­
understood by interpreters because of its singularity, espe­
cially when compared to the more usual 'conversation pieces'.
Furthermore, it seems very likely that we are not witnessing
any old'conversation', and even less a'getting-ready-to-go-to­
bed' scene, as has been assumed time and again. This last
hypothesis ignores the other elements of the painting: why, for
example, would the artist begin painting a canvas if his sub­
jects were about to go to bed, why would the Infante be telling
the cards, why would the smiling young man be waiting for
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136 Cozens and
Bartolozzi, Simple
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from Principles of
Beauty Relative to
the Human Head.

his wig? We would like to venture the hypothesis that the cen­
tral scene does not depict the Infanta's hairdresser 'unmaking'
her hair. On the contrary, he is 'making' her hair?5 that is to say
endeavouring to find the most suitable hairstyle, the one that
would best suit her physiognomy. We would also like to sug­
gest that the candle, which has pride of place on the green
table, might, together with the large green curtain in the back­
ground and the screen of the prepared canvas on the extreme
left, correspond to a structure inspired by Lavater's device: his
'machine for drawing silhouettes' (illus. 124). Moreover, far
from being an indication that the events are taking place in the
evening or at night, the candle points to the fact that we are
witnessing several experiments being carried out 'in camera',
probably during the day. The primary aim of artificial lighting
is to delineate the profiles more clearly and to provide an
opportunity for a part-aesthetic, part-divinatory discourse to
take place around them.

It is within the context of these deliberations that the assim­
ilation of the theory expounded by Cozens in his treatise
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shows its true range. With the help of the hairdressing scene,
placed at the centre of his canvas, Goya is presenting us with
a complex but precise discourse around the beauty of Maria
Teresa Vallabriga. The hairdressing session that unfolds in
front of the spectator (illus. 74, 130) is a mise-en-scene reminis­
cent of the 'simple beauty' theorems postulated in Cozens's
treatise (illus. 134-6). The loose, flowing hair is that of an - as
it were - pre-formal state of an ideal beauty, one that is still
waiting for its true qualities to be fully realized.

Maria Teresa's portrait has one particularly intriguing fea­
ture: the profiled representation, of Lavaterian origin and still
crucial to Cozens, appears only indirectly and requires a cer­
tain effort on the part of the spectator to reconstruct it. The
spectator's position is privileged as he is able to look at the
Infante's wife from the front. However, the reconstruction is
not too difficult since all the spectator has to do is put himself
in the painter's position, at the extreme left of the canvas.
Goya was obviously determined to suggest the possibility
and nature of this second viewpoint through the awkward
twist of his body and by using the ambiguous and shapeless
shadow projected onto the canvas. In this way he was endeav­
ouring to capture, on the level of pictorial scenarios,36
Lavater's discourse on the relationship between 'silhouette'
and 'shaded part of the face' (illus. 125), while at the same
time continuing Cozens's discourse. However, it was not in
The Infante and His Family that Goya carried this initiative
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138 Goya, Maria
Teresa de ValJabriga,
1783, oil on wood.

through but in another work, which is one of the most beauti­
ful portraits he ever painted. It shows Maria Teresa de
Vallabriga and is held by the Prado (illus. 138). This canvas
can quite justifiably be considered to represent a coming
together of the Lavaterian discourse, the thinking inspired by
Cozens's Principles ofBeauty and, last but not least, the work of
an artist whose talent and knowledge is unparalleled.

The portrait can also be regarded as the second act or epi­
logue to the central theme of the Family. A label stuck on the
back, of uncertain authorship, originally accompanied it. The
writing on the label is quite relevant:

PORTRAIT OF DONA MARIA TERESA DE VALLABRIGA

WIFE OF HIS HIGHNESS THE INFANTE

OF SPAIN LUIS ANTONIO

JAIME DE BORBON
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THAT FROM 11 TO 12 IN THE MORNING THE DAY

OF 27 AUGUST 1783

DON FRANCISCO DE GOYA WAS MAKING

(RETRATO DE DONA MARIA TERESEA DE VALLABRIGA

EPOSA DEL SERMO SENOR YNFANTE

DE ESPANA D. N LUIS ANTONIO

JAIME DE BORBON

QUE DE 11 A 12 DE MANANA EL DlA

27 DE AGOSTO EL ANO DE 1783 HACIA

D.N FRANCISO DE GOYA)37

There are two remarkable elements in this inscription. The first
is the choice of the imperfect tense (hacia) of the verb'to make',
a form which in Spanish contains a particular nuance. This
inscription therefore appears to want to unveil 'the picture
Goya was in the process of making' at 11 o'clock on a particu­
lar day in August. The second factof, which is also atypical fOf
a painting label, is that the precise time at which the painting

139 Goya,
Equestrian Portrait
ofMargarite of
Austria (after
Velazquez),1778,
etching and dry­
point engraving.



140 Goya, Portrait
ofMaria Teresa of
Vallabriga on
Horseback, 1783, oil
on canvas.

was being produced is specified (although the verb is in the
imperfect tense, rather than in the simple past). This highlights
the diurnal nature of a sitting that might, at first sight, appear
nocturnal (given the dark background and some aspects of the
lighting), but which produced the actual silhouette-portrait
the spectator is looking at. Let us examine it more closely. It is
not only a study in profile but also a study of hair.

We could search in vain for Maria Teresa's simple, yet com­
plicated, hairstyle among those displayed in Cozens's book. The
year is 1783 and a hairstyle that was fashionable in 1778 would
hardly have pleased the wife of the Infante. Although Santos
Garcia's art speaks for itself, he still reflects the thinking of
Cozens since, if we understand correctly, the beautiful hairstyle
is not being applied to the anonymous head of a 'simple beauty'
(illus. 134), but forms the counterbalance to a profile that follows
(while taking account of Maria Teresa's individual features) the
codified lines of Cozens's Majestic Beauty (illus. 137).

The final portrait can therefore be seen as the extension of a



divinatory, secret and silent game begun in the large canvas of
the Family and which now marks the (no doubt imaginary) tri­
umph of the 'majestic' morganatic wife of a prince who would
- alas - never be king.

Coya's, in truth somewhat flattering intentions, are also
reflected in a second portrait of Maria Teresa, in which she is
on horseback against a background of mountains outside
Avila (illus. 140). The issues involved in this painting are
immense, since, within the framework of an ancient tradition,
the equestrian portrait in general, and the female portrait in
particular, was a symbolic form, reserved for the chosen few.
Coya was well aware of this, for he had transformed Velaz­
quez's huge equestrian paintings into etchings (illus. 139),
and he added a clear dynastic message, not only through the
subject's pose but also through the background landscape,
which combines royal dignity with dominion over terrain. A
subtle interaction justifies (and conceals) the subliminal mes­
sage of this portrait of Maria Teresa Vallabriga: once again, the
profiled view has been chosen, apparently unexpectedly.

This particular view was generally avoided in large
equestrian portraits because it was seen as an infringement
of a monarch's most important quality - his 'majesty'. The
in maiestas position implies a full-frontal representation in
hierarchical attitude, and it is interesting to see how Velazquez
resorted to fairly complicated solutions in his attempts to incor­
porate the lateral view of the horse as well as the 'in majesty'
view. If Coya, though still alluding to the Velazquez models he
knew so well, presented Maria Teresa, wife of Don Luis, in pro­
file, this was because the new code manifested in the specially
modulated and subtle 'line of beauty' had made it possible.

A final word needs to be said on the portrait of The Infante
Don Luis and His Family and especially on the role Coya gave
himself in this complex scenario. His own, humbled almost to
the point of ostentation, position is in part justified by the
references within the representation to the 'majesty' of the
principal characters. However, it remains a difficult issue,
especially when we take into account the level of the specula­
tive knowledge he was testing. If we examine the details of
this self-portrait more closely (illus. 141), we see that it is very
close to the earlier self-portrait in which he depicts himself,
but so reduced in size that he almost looks like a dwarf, in the
company of the Prime Minister Floridablanca (illus. 142). The
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141 Detail of illus. 74.

142 Detail of Goya, Portrait of
Count Floridablanca, 1783, oil on
canvas.

143 Profile ofa Prudent Man, from
Lavater, Essai sur la physiognomie,
vol. II.
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two portraits are in profile, a particularly problematic form
for self-portraits because of the difficulty of self-contempla­
tion. What is the justification then for these portraits against
the light, particularly when they show a person who is part of
a representation that has discoursed on every level of the sub­
ject with such obvious sophistication (illus. 74, 142)? Is this a
last reference to Lavater? And if the answer is yes, how
should it be interpreted? The answer is once again to be
found in Essai sur la physiognomie. The 'eleventh fragment',
entitled 'Silhouettes', closes with a print (illus. 143) that con­
stitutes the secret image on which Coya based his portrait
and which is accompanied by the following tract:

The vignette that ends this introduction is the imperfect
image of a prudent, active and enterprising man. The
expression of his worth is less visible in the brow than in
the simple angular and truncated contour of the end of his
nose. This remark will soon enough provoke laughter
again. So I call upon the connoisseurs to say whether it is
founded or not.38

THE KING'S FAMILY

Over fifteen years separate Charles IV and His Family (illus.
76), begun in the spring of 1800, from The Infante Don Luis and
His Family. Although they are almost identical in size, these
two group portraits could not have been designed more dif­
ferently. Whereas the 1783/4 painting, inspired by the
modern 'conversation pieces' (illus. 74), shows us the mem­
bers of an alternative court in a relaxed mood, the characters
in the 1800 painting are limited to the members of the royal
family. Their poses and positions are subtly calculated and
based on the conventions surrounding royal representations,
the constraints of etiquette and secret hierarchical relation­
ships. Whereas, through its subtleties, The Infante Don Luis
and His Family was targeted at a select audience, made up of
friends and initiates, the primarily official message of Charles
IV and His Family is aimed at the 'public domain'.39 Unlike the
first painting with its freedom of composition and the
'modernity' of its immediate sources, The Royal Family
belongs to the tradition of the large state portraits,40 a genre
that was really over, particularly since the monarchy as an
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institution had been in crisis allover Europe in the aftermath
of the French Revolution. Finally, whereas The Infante and His
Family, by developing its spontaneous and improvised side,
marked a return to the great model of Spanish art, Las
Meninas, The King's Family is a very official and highly codified
version of the same mythical painting.

The most important element common to both canvases is,
without a doubt, the artist's insertion into the composition
and into the final message of each of these works of his own
portrait and a representation of the act of painting. Such an
insertion was not too difficult to achieve in the 1783/4 paint­
ing because of its semi-personal nature and because its general
theme was what we could call 'the making of the princely
image', depicted by the painter in a ludic and performative
way. However, in the case of The Royal Family, the presence of
the self-portrait could only be justified by reference to the
hugely prestigious Las Meninas (illus. 122). If the authorial
insertion is only possible because of its famous predecessor,
the changes that occur, due principally to the aulic and official
nature of the representation, must be taken into account. In
other words, whereas in Las Meninas, and, later (but in a dif­
ferent way) in The Infante and His Family, the painter puts him­
self in the foreground of the representation, in The Royal
Family he is virtually hidden at the back of the canvas and
hidden so well that it would take only a minor visual defect
(or a reproduction where the contrast was poor) for him to
disappear completely into the surrounding shadows. This
does not, however, diminish the importance of the fact that
the painter wanted (and managed) to draw attention to his
own work and to the relationship of this work to the painting
we have before us. When comparing this relationship to the
one in The Infante and His Family, we find there are differences
that cannot be ignored. They arise from the fact that 'the
making of the princely image' has now been replaced by a
more difficult, more demanding and more delicate activity.
Let us call this 'the making of the royal image'.41

In neither painting is the creative act represented ipso facto,
but rather symbolically. This means that in The Infante and His
Family the painter does not depict the actual production of the
scene we have before us, but instead he 'represents' it symbol­
ically, in the form (that, to him, best defines its essence) of
shadow games. In The Royal Family - and this has been noted
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on several occasions - the removal of the painter into the
background of his painting gives rise to a whole series of
questions about the strict logic of the representation that
remain unresolved to this day. We can (and must) examine the
possibility of a symbolic interpretation, but in this case (as
with The Infante and His Family) the solution does not present
itself straightaway. Only by analyzing The Royal Family as an
official group portrait, originating from monarchic ideology
and, at the same time, as a symbolic mise-en-scene of the 'making
of the royal image' can a valid answer be found.

Theophile Gautier's famous witticism, according to which
the painting could easily have passed as that of 'the corner
baker and his wife, proud they'd won the jackpot'42 is based
on a misunderstanding, although it is no less significant, since
it captures, beneath the veil of the witticism, several of the
work's essential characteristics: the ostentatious atmosphere
of the sitting, the relative unimportance of some of the people
and their affected pomposity at their high position. From
there, to asking ourselves whether the representation does not
verge on caricature - as has been done on more than one occa­
sion - is but one step away. This question, however, must be
avoided at all costs. All we need do is examine the other por­
traits of the king and queen, produced during the same
period,43 to realize that, far from attacking their features with
a malicious brush, Goya has treated them with a realism that
is tinged with unequivocal forbearance. Returning to
Gautier's sally, it could be said that the aura of having won the
'jackpot' that hovers over this self-satisfied family could be
attributed to the king's luck in the great lottery of history.
Indeed, when Charles IV ascended the Spanish throne in
1789, his cousin was embarking on his unavoidable journey
to the scaffold (illus. 4-6) and his English contemporary
George III (1760-1820) was sinking into madness. In fact, we
need do no more than compare Goya's painting with the last
of the (symbolic and posthumous) 'group portraits' of the
French royal family (illus. 144) to understand indirectly the
enormity of the issues involved.

The year Goya produced this painting, 1800, was a won­
derful opportunity for a symbolic assessment. The Spanish
royal family emerged triumphant. We do not know how far
this triumph contributed to the birth and mise-en-scene of the
great portrait, but we do know that, on the level of the dis-

246



144 Jean Duplessi­
Bertaux after
Fran<;:ois-Louis
Prieur, Last Meeting
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Family, beginning
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copper engraving.

semination of the royal image to the public, a comparison
between the new century (that in Spain dawned under the
sign of stability and continuity) and the upheavals taking
place on the other side of the Pyrenees was on the agenda. By
way of an example this is the publicity notice from the 1800

almanac, published in the Diario de Madrid on 14 January of
the same year:

Synopsis for the year 1800, composed of a frontispiece and
seven pages in which you will find all that you need to
know about the forthcoming year, comparing the French
year with the era that is flourishing here, in a copper-plate
engraving and illustrated with fine allusive prints, that
deal with each table and with the portraits of Kings, our
Lord. These make up a small book the size of a card so that
it can be easily carried in the pocket.

In the light of these deliberations, the portrait can be seen as
an example of a symbolic, ostentatious and propitiatory struc­
turing of an institution - the king's family - during a time of
crisis. Charles IV is in full evening regalia, standing with one
foot forward. He is, in the etymological and symbolic sense of
the word, prominent. On his bulging chest we see the highest
decorations of the land, blinding in their brightness. A mea-
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surement of the lighting in this canvas would reveal that the
King marks the point of maximum intensity, just as, on the
other side of the canvas, the point of minimum intensity is
where Goya finds himself, the observer in the shadow of the
royal representation.

A hierarchical analysis of this painting would show that the
subtlety of the mise-en-scene is remarkable and its equilibrium
has been well calculated. In this context, however, Queen
Maria Luisa is a difficult figure whose positioning has obvi­
ously been very carefully thought out: although she stands at
quite a distance from the foreground, she is in fact the real
centre - of the 'painting' and of the'family'. From the point of
view of the prominentia, she is not actually the one who is clos­
est to the King. This position of honour is given to her son, the
Prince of the Asturias, the future Ferdinand VII, in the fore­
ground on the left. Half in the shadows, he thrusts one foot
forward like his father, thus indicating that he holds second
place in this complicated dance of etiquette and dynastic suc­
cession that is the painting's mise-en-sCene.44 Behind him is the
twelve-year-old Infante Don Carlos Maria Isidro, who, it
would appear, is the only one not to like his portrait.45 Perhaps
he would have preferred to be in the place of the young
Francisco de Paula (aged six), who stands between his father
and his mother, on display as dynastic 'reserve' should the
need arise. However, Don Carlos's displeasure may well be
attributable to other causes and history was to prove his fears
justified. Alienated from the throne just as he was about to
succeed his heirless brother, he threw himself into a succes­
sion of civil wars that were to dominate the course of Spanish
history throughout the nineteenth century (las guerras carlis­
tas). In the painting, Goya depicts him as being the 'third' link
in a tight line of succession (after the King, and after the Prince
of Asturias) but gives him an ambiguous position, very simi­
lar to that given to the Infante Don Antonio Pasqual (the
King's brother), whose head can be seen looming over the
monarch's shoulder. We might therefore surmise that, in rela­
tion to the future King Ferdinand, he would only ever be what
the Infante Don Antonio Pasqual was in relation to the present
king; that is to say, his miserable and ridiculous double. If, as
we believe, this was indeed what he was thinking, in the first
place he was mistaken and in the second he was imagining it.
He was wrong insofar as his place was far more 'prominent'



than that of Antonio Pasqual, who is in the back row of the
picture next to the King's other relatives (the Prince of Parma
and his family; old Maria Josefa is on the left); but he was cor­
rect inasmuch as, in a mise-en-scene whose rationale has yet to
be examined, Goya gave the King's brother, whose congenital
simple-mindedness was no closely kept secret,46 a special
place - as can be seen in the way their two heads come close
together - which is further reinforced by their disconcerting
likeness (illus. 146).

We have now arrived at a tricky point in a 'family
romance'47 to which we must pay particular attention, without
dwelling too much on its impact on the mise-en-scene executed
by Goya in his great portrait. This is the personality of Charles
IV and essentially his abilities as a monarch. It is well known
that this Bourbon was a weak king. It is also no secret that
Maria Luisa was the mistress of Prime Minister Godoy, who
was in fact suspected of being the father of her youngest sons.
The whole situation (drastically abbreviated here) became an
extremely thorny issue within the context of the fundamental
destabilization of the institution of the monarchy that was
taking place on the European stage. As a rule, a king's loss of
charisma (a loss that could manifest itself in a multitude of
ways) was the first sign of a possible collapse of the ancient
order. However, it would be a complete distortion of the facts
to claim that Goya, who had been appointed 'first court
painter' in 1799, was working covertly and in this actual
painting, to undermine the royal image. On the contrary, his
task and his aim were to present the public at large with an
image of a strong family structure, a monolithic organism
and a sound administration, whose poisons were being elim­
inated, wherever they existed, by a perfect internal metabolism.

Through the apparent ludism imparted by the close simi­
larities between the King and his brother, the painting rein­
forces the importance of one man, whilst making the other
look absurd. The King, chest covered in decorations, one foot
forward, well and truly visible, is portrayed as a real 'royal
body'48 whereas his brother, who stares vacantly into space,
drowning in the abyss of his own mental emptiness, is noth­
ing more, as it were, than a hilarious double, an absurd head
placed on an invisible body. The implications of this contrast,
which Goya obviously worked very hard to produce, are
many, but it should be noted that, despite the apparent origi-
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nality of the painting, Goya's work is not totally innovatory.
In a way he is doing no more than adopting and adapting, in
the context of the 'modern' monarchic imagery, the mecha­
nisms that glorify power and conceal weaknesses, which had
been so long at work in court art. Goya's version is, however,
extremely ingenious and its implications are so wide that they
cannot be over-emphasized.

The emblematic figure who traditionally personified all the
functions of derision and ritual humiliation in the context of
absolutist courts was the 'court jester' or 'king's fool' (illus.
146, 147)' Those who have looked into his origins and his­
tory49 have demonstrated, with a profusion of details and
arguments, the complexity of his role. The fool brought gaiety
to the life of the court and made people laugh because of his
intrinsic otherness and because of the liberties he was allowed
to take, the first and most important of which was aping the
king. The fool was nothing other than the 'king upside down',
his double, and his antithetical relative. It is no coincidence
that King Lear's fool sometimes addressed him as 'nuncle', at
others as 'sirrah',so or that one of the most famous fools of
Philip IV of Spain, immortalized by Velazquez, was known as
El Primo ('the cousin').sl The art of the court portrait had inte­
grated this figure of the reversed relative into its imagination
and the cuadra de la familia, according to Las Meninas (illus.
122), where the dwarf Mari Barbola is the Infanta
Marguerite's counter-figure, is another paradigmatic example
of this. An examination of other examples might prove useful
at this point. The Portrait of Philip IV and the Dwarf Soplillo
(illus. 146) depicts the young monarch in the company of his
miniature double. The clothes and pose make the fool into a
mimus regisS2 and we can (and must) ask ourselves what the
function and deeper significance of this kind of painting was.
The obvious conclusion is that the antithesis around which
Rodrigo Villandrando constructed his painting did not neces­
sarily intend to mock the dwarf, but rather to glorify the king.
Commenting on this painting, Barry Winds3 drew attention to
the importance of the rhetorical discourse on the greatness of
the king, initiated by this kind of representation, and also to
the fact that Gracian used it in a programmatic way, when, in
the 'sixth crisis' in the second part of his El Critic6n (1651), he
has a dwarf in conversation with a giant around the tapas of
Fortune and her avatars.S4 Fernando Bouza, on the other



hand, stressed how in all double portraits depicting prince
and fool together, another figure was at work, once again the­
orized by Gracian as agudeza de improporcion y disonancia ('wit
through disproportion and dissonance').55 Thus a stylistic of
the double court portrait was established at a time when its
popularity was at its greatest. It has been traced back to its
earliest origins. These involved the same notion of freakish
'dissimilarity' (dissimilitudo), which, in Western philosophy,
was devised by Aristotle and later developed by Augustine.56

The similitudo-dissimilitudo relationship allowed for the
establishment of a brief link between the king and his fool.
The monarch is a divine being and his similitudo pleases God,
whereas the fool can only be king during the 'reign of dissim­
ilarity' (regio dissimilitudinis).

Let us turn to another example. In critical works on
Velazquez, there has been much debate surrounding the date,
function and message of the double portrait of Prince Baltazar
Carlos with a Dwarf (illus. 147). Experts are generally agreed
that this is the painting the great artist made of the heir to the
throne at the moment when, in 1632, and not quite three years
old, he had to swear allegiance to the Cortes of Castille. This
was tantamount to his being officially recognized as the heir
to the throne.57 If we accept this hypothesis, then the presence
of the dwarf is all the more disturbing and needs to be care­
fully re-examined. It has quite rightly been stated that the
dwarf forms an antithetical image in relation to the young
prince, whose qualities as a future monarch are highlighted
by a whole arsenal of signs pertaining to the court etiquette
surrounding royal appearances and presentations. As for the
dwarf, he is the negative replica of the future monarch. He is
a reversed king, a playful king, a 'mock king' who enjoys
himself by aping sovereignty and by displaying, in the form
of the rattle and apple, the simulacra of monarchic authority:
the orb and sceptre.

If we accept the date and ritual nature of the painting, there
is one question that still remains unanswered: why, rather
than producing a simple portrait of the Infante in all the
splendour of his appearance, did Velazquez choose (or was
asked) to tackle a mise-en-scene that focused on the interaction
of dualities? Neither a 'realistic' ('the Prince is depicted with
his playmate') nor a moralistic explanation ('the Prince is
turning his back on childhood in favour of his new royal dig-
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nity') is particularly satisfying. It seems likely that the most
appropriate answer might be found by analyzing, on the one
hand, the issue of the public appearance (and of the painting
that celebrates it) and, on the other, the major function of the
fool as the prince's companion and double. Credit for this
analysis must go to anthropological studies, since art history
has failed to provide an answer.

In a key book,58 Enid Welsford put forward a theory pro­
viding one of the principal reasons behind the adoption and
use of dwarves and fools in the courts of kings. Her explana­
tion was the fear of the evil eye, a rather vague notion59 that
probably covered a very broad spectrum ranging from
'cosmic jealousy' (feared in primitive societies) to malignant
optical effluvia, a belief which survived in Europe until the
Age of Enlightenment. It would be interesting at this point to
see how a first attempt in 1787 to write about the evil eye, from
an enlightened point of view, defined the phenomenon:

145 Detail of
illus. 76.



146 Rodrigo
Villandrando,
Philippe IV and the
Dwarf Soplillo,
c. 1621, oil on
canvas.

147 Diego
Velazquez, Don
Baltasar Carlos with
a Dwarf, 1632, oil
on canvas.
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What is an evil eye? An evil comes from the eyes of other
men, from their effluvia or from the Chain of Being (...).
The evil eye is cast by men or women like a war shell,
which, more often than not, we do not see from where it
comes and which we only perceive when it has already
exploded and caused losses (...). It is a lesion that we bring
to others, and which is often born of hate, love, envy of the
beautiful and which is transmitted by means of the eyes,
the tongue, the touch, or generally speaking by the noxious
body.60

According to tradition the sovereign, because of his unique
position, was the favourite target of this kind of occult attack.
Welsford explained the significance and simplicity of warding
off the (conscious or unconscious) evil, with the help of an
object of deflection. The fool was such an object. He also took
on the role of 'a permanent scapegoat, whose official duty it is
to jeer continually at his superiors in order to bear their ill­
luck on his own unimportant shoulders'. The same author
goes on to say:

Moreover a fool or dwarf was naturally lucky and might
transfer his good luck to you while you transferred your
bad luck to him. Now, this lucky-unlucky creature would
be valuable as a permanent inmate of a household, and
particularly in request as a safeguard for the King.61

It is within this context that the institution of the fool at the
Habsburg court must be understood, as well as his appear­
ance and importance within the framework of the royal por­
trait. In the case of the latter, the fool's function is crucial since
the royal portrait itself (illus. 146, 147) is an ambiguous
object.62 On the one hand, the fool's presence celebrates roy­
alty by making it visible (the purple curtain that opens the rep­
resentation symbolizes the privilege of seeing the king)63 and,
on the other hand, it protects the image of the king, while it is
being exhibited, from hostile eyes. When the prince was a
child (illus. 147) and whenever he fell ill (which was often the
case with Baltasar Carlos, who never made it to the throne),
the role of the fool in royal presentations became crucial.

We can now recognize the subtlety with which Velazquez
executed the mise-en-scene and the way it takes into account
this metaphysic of transfers and reversals.64 If the dwarf is in
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the foreground of the painting, contravening court etiquette, it
is so that he can block and absorb any hostile looks and so that
the prince, relegated to the middle distance, though in a posi­
tion that is no less elevated, can enjoy his maiestas in peace.

The time has come, after this long detour, to return to
Coya's painting (illus. 76). The work is ambiguous and, in the
main, difficult because its aim is to combine elements from
earlier royal representations (illus. 122, 146, 147) with the
imperatives of a 'modern' presentation, originating from an
enlightened monarchy. This concern for modernity can be
detected in many of the details, such as the women's fashions
or the way motherhood is portrayed, a virtue constantly
stressed in Enlightenment philosophy.65 In this context, it is
not the absence of the traditional figure of the fool that is trou­
bling, but its oblique, allusive, transferred and integrated
presentation. In order to understand this in its proper context,
we need to remind ourselves of a few facts. The most impor­
tant one is that in Spain the institution of the royal fool came
to an end when the Bourbons came to power in 1700.66 This
forsaking of the figure of the 'professional scapegoat', which
was happening allover Europe, originated in an enlightened
idea and culminated, towards the end of the eighteenth cen­
tury, in the first systematic and scientific analysis of the role of
the fool. In his Geschichte der Hofnarren (symbolically pub­
lished in 1789), the author, Karl Friedrich Flogel, underlined
the unworthy role of the fool as being typical of an absolutist
mentality.67

In the eighteenth century the institution of the fool was,
without a shadow of a doubt, relegated to history. However,
this manoeuvre, designed to give the institution of the monar­
chy a more rational structure, purged of ancient rites and
myths, coincided (primarily in Spain, but to a certain extent
all over Europe) with the reappearance of an old, and alas not
unfounded, fear of the growing threat of 'real madness' that
had begun to invade the larger European courts. The first two
Spanish Bourbons, Philip V (1700-47) and Ferdinand VI
(1747-59) died mad, and when Goya was celebrating the
Spanish royal family with his great portrait, the English
monarchy was in crisis because of the sovereign's madness
(George III). This is why the last chapter of one of the most
important nineteenth-century books to be written on the his­
tory of the court fool is devoted to the new theme of 'princes
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who have been their own fools'. Its pages are haunted by the
spectre of the madness of King George but, interestingly, this
madness is seen as belonging to a much broader picture. The
following lines refer to the royal madness in Spain:

The Spanish royal family of the last century affords us an
instance of the Heir to the Throne not only being his own
fool, but of his raising his friends to the dignity of folly, by
conferring on them its insignia. Lord Ligonier was English
Ambassador at the court of Madrid during a portion of the
reign of Charles III, which lasted from 1759 to 1788. After
Lord Ligonier's introduction to the King, he was con­
ducted to the apartments of the Heir to the Crown, the
Prince of Asturias. The latter was, subsequently, that
Charles IV who was his own Queen's especial fool
throughout the term of their married lives. As Lord
Ligonier approached the Prince's chamber, he saw issuing
therefrom a number of grandees, each wearing with proud
gravity, a fantastic fool's cap. On inquiring the meaning of
such a pageant, he was informed that his Royal Highness
possessed the fancy of distinguishing his most cherished
friends as his 'fools'. The Prince, too, was often pleased to
confer this mark of his favour on celebrated foreigners.
Lord Ligonier was alarmed. (...) Ultimately, and after
many messages and counter-messages had passed
between the Prince in his room, and the English Envoy in
the antechamber, announcement was made that the Prince
of Asturias would not attempt to clap the fool's-cap on the
head of Lord Ligonier.68

A careful reading of this passage reveals that the author's real,
but never acknowledged, intention was to show that the
English King's madness was not just a one-off affair but
should be seen within the context of the much wider (but dif­
ferently manifested) madness that was sweeping through the
courts of Europe. The young Prince of Asturias (the future
Charles IV) was, in the sub-text of this anecdote, no more than
a figure moving from an old symbolic madness to a new and
more disturbing one. To the fear, which is so conspicuous in
the above excerpt, we should add another, even greater fear
that came along in 1789. This was the fear of the desacraliza­
tion of the person of the sovereign (Hlus. 5), indeed of his anni­
hilation (illus. 6), and it resulted from the Monarchy being
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challenged by both the Philosophers and the Revolution.69

The road taken by the King of France to the scaffold took on
the significance of an inverted rite, a long and painful cere­
mony/ whose ad hoc imagery was in itself confirmation of the
issues being symbolized. An examination of this imagery of
desacralization and mockery7

0 will provide us with a clearer
picture, through a reversed reflex, of the symbolic world from
which Coya was operating. Two examples will suffice.71 Both
deal with different forms of the tapas of the king's double.

The first is the motif of the 'king's mask', as it first began to
appear in the revolutionary press in 1791 and as it appeared in
caricature in 1792 (illus. 148). By removing his mask (to show
that his head is nothing but a simulacrum), Louis Capet is
revealing his real face, his real head, a mere 'jug' with a halo.
The precise meaning of the reading is not important: empty (a
symbol of stupidity) or full of wine (an allusion to Louis XVI's
legendary drunkenness), the jug is one of the richest counter­
figures of the head and this caricature has a symbolic impor­
tance. In a way that is very striking, it indicates that Louis's
execution in January 1793 was anticipated by a symbolic 'loss
of head', by a decapitation in effigy.

A second, more complex example shows Louis XVI with
the dual features of king and fool (illus. 149). It is thought, and
probably quite rightly, that this print was circulated at the
beginning of July 1792 in anticipation of the declaration of the
Republic. It would appear that it was preceded by a lengthy
and dogged campaign of skilfully orchestrated rumours
claiming that the King had suddenly gone mad.72 The incident
is interesting on the level of the symbolic split it produced that
highlighted the pluri-semantic nature of madness. In other
words, the rumours claimed that the King's madness was bor­
dering on the pathological, and that the loss of his mental fac­
ulties therefore justified his abdication. In the image, on the
other hand, what we see is not only a lunatic from an asylum
captured in a fit of anger, but also a court fool who has taken
the King's place. In this way, the print, modest on the level of
its formal achievement, carries out an extremely valuable
symbolic transition. This 'roi fou' ('mad king') (again the
inscription plays with the possibility of this interpretation) is
at the same time a 'roi fool' ('king fool'). In his agitation, bran­
dishing a fool's bauble instead of a sceptre, he has knocked
over the throne. Time is standing still. 'Capet the Elder' is now
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148 French, The Mask
Removed, June 1791, etching.

the upside-down king, the 'mad' royal, the royal 1001'. The
spectator's gaze is drawn through the purple curtain on the
left to a private area; on the right, next to the fireplace, obscene
graffiti suggest that the deposition of the cuckold-king should
begin even earlier. But the most valuable symbolic object is
without a doubt the broken mirror above the fireplace. It has
been broken by the desacralized sceptre - the fool's bauble.
Having subjected this print to a careful analysis, Annie
Duprat came to some interesting conclusions:

The caricature is duplicated through the effect produced by
the mirror; broken by the king's bauble the shards bear
traces or not, as the case may be, of the shattered and seem­
ingly multiplied face of the king: a technical examination of
the different copies held in the National Library in Paris,
show that the same copper plate has been reworked in order
to create the most striking visual effect: the king's shattered
face is coloured bright pink, he is reflected as much in the
mirror as he is in the fragments on the ground.?}



149 French, The
Great Anger ofCapet
the Elder, June 1791,
etching.

However, the point that has never been highlighted until now
is that, through this interaction, the print forms an important
epilogue to a motif that was fundamental to the history of the
notion of kingship, that of the dual nature of the king. The
motif of the broken mirror, already exploited by Shakespeare
in Richard II, and examined by Kantorowicz in his seminal
study The King's Two Bodies, signals the end of all catoptro­
maney, the end of any likelihood of there being a second ­
subtle, virtual and sacred - king's body,?4 The only possible
reflective interplay takes place beyond the mirror: the king is
his own fool.

Let us now return, after this final detour, to Goya's portrait
(illus. 76). The French Revolution is over and done with. It is
now 1800, a new century has just begun and the Spanish
Bourbons are (still) there. Moreover, they are making their
presence felt. The operation is complex and the painting is
proof of permanence. It is the family - and this is the essential
message of the painting - which guarantees the permanence
of the king's body. It is a family that has crossed important
thresholds: in 1789 it put on the throne the monarch who is
now, in 1800, affirming his 'prominence'. It is a family that has
been able to renew itself: at the beginning of this new century,
it has created a new image for itself. For example, it has read­
ily adopted the clothes from beyond the Pyrenees, fashionable
in the entourage of the First Consul, who was about to become
the Great Usurper. And finally, it is the family that is present-
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ing the - sacred - body of the king, exorcising it by making
itself the double sacrifice. This sacrifice is then 'em-bodied'
into the large monarchic body, which is what the family above
all else is, in the form of the king's counter-figure. We might
well ask ourselves if this idea is not manifested - probably in
a particular form - in one or two other cases as well. Don
Carlos Maria Isidro might well be one of these counter-figures
(and the Prince in all probability feels that he is), while Dona
Maria Josefa, the old lady with the wild eyes on the left, could
be another. If Dona Maria Josefa does have an expiatory func­
tion in the economics of the representation, as seems likely,
this is brought about in a more encoded way than with the
royal double. The intensity of her presence, however, which
also comes out in the magnificent preparatory portrait Coya
made at the time (illus. 77), draws attention to this sister of the
King (a spinster 'not very tall, but a little deformed and
having an unpleasant face' [no muy alta, aunque algo contra­
hecha y de cara desagradabe]).75 She could, in fact, quite easily
have remained hidden in one of the dark corners of the Royal
Palace since she is the only person in the whole composition
to have no place in the hierarchy of the dynastic succession.
The Infanta 'Pepa', as Coya portrays her in the painting, is a
counter-figure of feminine majesty, and therefore the Queen's
counterpart.

One seemingly unimportant detail, resulting from the way
in which her body is presented, reveals the allusive way in
which this quality came to be implied. This is the large black
stain on her temple. The history of this not insignificant fea­
ture goes back a long way. The black patch (usually referred to
as a lunar in Spain and as a mouche in France, which also
means 'a fly') is the descendant of the 'beauty spot' or 'mole'
that decorated the faces of beautiful ladies in the eighteenth
century.?6 The 'cosmetic' function of the 'lunar' was to bring
out the whiteness (and thereby the beauty) of the face on
which it was placed. In the course of the century, the manu­
facturing process was refined and the 'spot' could be stuck in
different places on the face depending on its wearer's outfit.
However, the beauty spot was also the descendant of the
wart, which, according to the divinatory art of metaposcopy,
could reveal a person's destiny. To interpret these signs, real
astral cards of the face were laid out.??

The 'beauty spot' was, therefore, at the crossroads where
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two traditions met. One originated in the ancient stylistic of
contrasts, which we have already had occasion to look at, and
the other came from the custom of distinctive and propitiatory
symbols. In eighteenth-century Spain, the lunar went through
an extraordinary process of hyperbolization and the huge,
increasingly large spots that decorated the left temple of Maria
Luisa in so many of Coya's independent portraits78 demon­
strate this. This enormous stain (the only one to compare with
it was the one worn by the beautiful Duchess of Alba in the
1790s) was endowed, because of its aesthetic and symbolic
importance, with the characteristics of a genuine 'talisman of
supremacy' .79

And yet, for the first time, the Queen does not wear it in the
portrait of The Family. Maybe Coya no longer considered it to
be fashionable, or maybe she did not need it any more. But
there are other elements which appear to suggest a subtle shift
in function. Coya has strategically turned the Queen's head
slightly to the left, thus concealing the temple where all eyes
might have looked for the famous symbol. At the same time,
the lunar re-appears at the opposite end of the canvas, but
reversed, on the Infanta Pepa's right temple. If this patch was
no longer fashionable, as would appear to be the case (it never
appeared again in subsequent portraits of the Queen), its
transfer, in the Coya painting, to the face of the poor Infanta,
takes on the significance of an exorcism. In the preparatory
portrait (illus. 77), Coya presented the stain as a black-paste
mark that floats on the Infanta's temple like the black insignia
that decorates her chest. Moreover, both these features have
been produced in the same pictorial manner as the shaded
background against which Coya has placed his model's head.
Projection and background are therefore consubstantial and
interchangeable. Maria Josefa's brightness is deepset: it is the
brightness of the shadow, the shadow of a brightness. And it
is in this way therefore that, within the scenography of the
painting, she takes on a symbolic typology (to which the
beauty spot belongs) as the 'survivor of a century gone-by'
(illus. 150). Within the framework of the monarchic body, she
is, as it were, la mouche through whom distinction and bril­
liance are glorified.

At the dawn of a new century, it is the glitter of the royal
body that defies time. The Queen has transferred the old sym­
bols and is presenting herself radiant at the heart of The
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Family: the Queen never grows old!
Coya's clever game of transference and doubling (illus. 76)

was the only way he could unite the ideological realism of the
Enlightenment with the expiatory function of the ancient fig­
ures of reversal (illus. 42, 44, 147, 148). His painting, in which
the painter himself participates, thematizes the making of the
monarchic body. This body is the Family, of which the King is
the head. The personality of Charles IV, who, as far as the
public was concerned, was the very incarnation of a 'mock
king', shines through in the best possible light in the paint-
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ing. So does that of the Queen. In the actual game of like­
nesses, the representation confirms that the evil has been rel­
egated, indeed pushed back into the background of a
dynastic body that is declaring its regenerative ability, its
vitality and its viability.80

One last word on the possibility of Coya's approach being
given a rhetorical interpretation. If the notions of 'dispropor­
tion' and'dissonance' - as others have suggested - played an
important part in defining the burlesque eighteenth-century
imagination, they were no longer operating when 'similarity'
had replaced 'dissimilarity' as a form of rhetorical wit (illus.
26-9). But the 'prudent' Coya would have had no great diffi­
culty in bringing this transformation about, and Cracian
could once again have been his guide, since he stressed as no
other had done before or has done since, that: 'Similarity is an
inexhaustible source of Wit.,81 Standing at the back of the
canvas, the painter who, in his turn, was able to manipulate,
transform and turn similarities upside down as no other had
done before or has done since, could have subscribed to
Gracian's discourse: 'All similarity is not necessarily subtle
and only becomes a conceit (some think) when it includes
some other form such as mystery, contrariety and correspon­
dence ... '82 Why then did he have to place himself, in order to
get a better view of all this, there, where he is - 'in the shad­
ows' and 'behind things'? But that is another story.



8 Ha-ha, Ho-ho, Hu-hu, He-he!

GOYA'S EYEGLASSES

There are two Coya self-portraits, both difficult to date, that
are closely linked to the background of Charles IV and His
Family (illus. 76). One is in the Musee de Castres (illus. 152),
the other in the Musee de Bayonne. Originally dated by
experts as having been produced between 1788-92, they were
subsequently post-dated to 1796-7 by Xavier de Sales because
of their most significant feature - the eyeglasses - which,
according to the Spanish scholar, alluded to the meticulous
work of etching the painter was engaged in at the time.1 There
are some question marks over whether these portraits should
be linked to the creation of Los Caprichos. We believe that, if a
relationship does exist, it is not of a technical order but rather
of a symbolic order. In other words, we believe that the glasses
Coya displays in these self-portraits do not primarily or nec­
essarily pertain to the technical acuity of sight but rather to its
symbolic mise-en-scene.

There are several elements to support this hypothesis. The
first can be found in a whole series of self-portraits produced
by such notable artists as Reynolds (1789) and Chardin (1771,
1775, 1779)· In these pictures the wearing of magnifying
lenses was considered to be a symbol of the painter-intellec­
tual in general, and, though not in any restrictive way, as the
symbol of the painter-etcher in particular.2 The integration of
Coya's self-portraits into this wider European context does,
however, also highlight their specific difference. This is to be
found in the way the Spanish artist accentuates what could be
referred to as the characteristic feature of his 'vision', which is,
in this instance, the disassociation of the gaze. Here again, a
comparison with his contemporaries could prove useful.
Chardin, for example, was not completely unaware of this
practice, for in one of his paintings he depicts himself peering
at the spectator through thick lenses (1775) and in the other
two he is glancing at him over spectacles that have slipped
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down his nose (1771, 1779). Never, however, does the French
artist look 'through' and 'over' at one and the same time. And
this is precisely what Coya does. A careful comparison
between the Castres and Bayonne self-portraits, and a com­
parison between these two and the self-portrait in the back­
ground of Charles IV and His Family might suggest that they all
date from around 1799-1800, that is to say from an important
but also 'disassociated' period of Coya's life. This was a
period of extreme contrasts, represented by the distribution of
the Caprichos on the one hand, and the creation of the large
state painting of Charles IV and His Family on the other.

In all three self-portraits, the artist focuses on - but in differ­
ent ways - the thematization of sight. The Castres Self-Portrait
reproduced here (illus. 152) clearly reveals (more so than the
Bayonne painting) that the painter's right eye is looking at the
world through the lens whereas his left is looking directly at
the world without an intermediary. In the Charles IV and His
Family (illus. 151), Coya has the same pose, the same clothes,
and, we could even go so far as to say, the same gaze, the only
difference being that in this case the eyeglasses have disap­
peared. That we are in fact dealing with a 'disappearance' and
not simply an 'absence' is confirmed by the alterations to the
face visible through the paint, especially around the eyes. It
is clear that there was originally a large pair of spectacles,
painted over for the final version of the painting.

All this experimentation could probably be attributed to
pure coincidence. However, the way Coya doggedly
approaches, corrects, caricatures and changes his self-por­
traits tempts us to initiate a debate as to the - possible - deep
significance. This chapter, therefore, will present a first
hermeneutic and plausible approach to subsequent develop­
ments. Those aspects that seem the most important will be
tackled, such as the complex symbolism of the instruments of
optical magnification, the motif of the double sight, and
finally, the significance of the relationship between the 'pres­
ence' of this motif and its 'effacing'.

A letter written by Coya, probably in 1793, is often quoted
whenever the Castres and Bayonne self-portraits are exam­
ined. As with most of his correspondence with Zapater, the
contents are difficult to understand and to translate as they
are probably partially encoded: 'Well, you demon. How could
I rejoice if I do not see the other? Do not be long in coming, and
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151 Detail of illus. 76.

152 Goya, Self-portrait, c. 1797-1800,
oil on canvas.



153 Spanish,
Portrait ofFrancisco
de Quevedo, 17th
century, engraving.

bring your good mood (buen humor), and do not forget my
monocle (mi antiojo), since with the one I have I cannot see any
"serapia", and I need it for making the crucutria.'3
Interpretations of this letter usually focus on the eye problems
Goya was experiencing in 1792, which explains why he is
asking his friend to bring him new glasses, so crucial when
working on 'caricatures' (the usual translation of the enig­
matic word crucuturia). However, it seems more likely that
this is one of the many double-meanings that pepper Goya's
correspondence. In our opinion, a close examination of the
whole context is essential, for, in effect, what Goya is asking
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Zapater is not only that he should join him and bring him new
glasses (or a new monocle) but that he should also bring his
'good mood' (humor/humour/mood). This might have been
seen as just a chance remark, had the eyeglasses/good mood
(indeed burlesque, indeed practical joke) dyad not belonged to
the long tradition that has already been mentioned and which
had already inspired some important creations (illus. 121). We
shall stay with the spirit of the letter and conclude that,
despite those expressions that remain unintelligible, it con­
firms a double desire: for 'magnified sight' and for 'entertain­
ment'. For this reason we would place it within the context of
the ancient 'satires of the partially-sighted', a tradition
stretching back to at least the fifteenth century.4

In an excellent article on the fool and humanist irony,
Robert Klein drew attention to the farcical, indeed diabolical,
element that was always associated with glasses.5 Since Klein,
others have studied the motif and have seen it as being part of
an arsenal of tricks and deceptions. In this context, however,
the main function of glasses lies in their ability to decipher the
hidden meaning of things, the ideal eyeglasses being veritable
magic instruments capable of discovering the truth behind
the codified madness of the world.6 The fact that Coya was
aware of this tradition is revealed in the way he uses it in
Capricho 57 and his preparatory drawings (illus. 114-16). As
has been demonstrated, this was a special case, extremely
complicated and subtle because of the appeal of word games
of conceptist origin. It would probably be somewhat hasty to
link, without some caution, Coya's self-portraits where he is
wearing glasses, to this tradition alone. One important factor,
however, comes to our assistance. This is the special impor­
tance that Spanish culture bestowed on the symbolism of
magnifying lenses, a symbolism that Coya would have found
difficult to ignore. Just two examples from Coya's own
national tradition serve to outline the conceptual basis on
which the Spanish painter probably integrated the topos of
the 'intellectual gaze' (to be found, as we have seen, in other
European eighteenth-century self-portraits) into a more spe­
cific and wider context. The first example is one of the best
known 'portraits of an author' handed down by tradition,
that of the poet Francisco de Quevedo (illus. 153). The author
of Dreams, whose spiritual links with Coya have been repeat­
edly underlined? Quevedo was the beneficiary of a famous
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and celebrated portrait (no longer in existence) attributed to
Velazquez. The many etched portraits that served as fron­
tispieces to the poet's works were probably related to
Velazquez's famous prototype. In almost all of these etchings,
the writer, the insignia of the Knight of the Order of Santiago
on his chest, is scrutinizing the spectator through spectacles.
However, what is of interest to us, is not that Francisco de
Quevedo wore glasses (other men of letters before and since
have done SO),8 but the fact that the glasses became part of his
public image, and that moreover it was precisely this detail
that early commentators specifically focused on. Antonio
Palomino's description of the prototype-portrait is therefore
highly significant:

Velazquez made another portrait of Don Francisco de
Quevedo Villegas, Knight of the Order of Santiago and
Lord of the town of Torre de Juan Abad. His printed works
bear witness to his rare talent, for he was a divine Martial of
Spanish poetry and a second Lucian of prose. (...) He
painted Quevedo with spectacles, which he usually wore,
so that the Duke of Lerma said in a ballad he wrote in reply
to a sonnet sent him by Don Francisco de Quevedo (...):

Lisura en verso, y en prosa,
Don Francisco, conservad.
ya que vuestros ojos son
tan claros como un crista1.9

According to Palomino, two elements characterize Quevedo's
personality, both of which come out in Velazquez's portrait of
him. The first is his ingenio (talent), leading to comparisons
with Martial (the author of caustic epigrams) and with Lucian
(the author of merciless satires). The second is his spectacles.
This characteristic is the external sign of his inner quality
(ingenio) and draws attention to its lucid and penetrating
nature. The lines Palomino quotes are pluri-semantic since
they consciously play with the term lisura that refers to the
finish, elegance and perfection of the style, as well as to the
candid, sincere and direct nature of Quevedo's verse. We
understand from the outset that it is the poet's actual gaze that
is clear, lucid and all-seeing. The conceptist opening towards
a 'nominal point' not mentioned by Palomino, but present
between the lines of his text, is almost inevitable since eye-
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glasses open the way to a paronomasia of the name Quevedo.
'What do I see?' (Que veo?) is in fact a question that permeates
the work of the poet and especially his Dreams. 10

To this conceptist question - 'What do I see' / Que veo? - we
can give the obvious reply: what the ingenio perceives (the
eyeglasses are, let us not forget, only an external sign) is the
world 'such as it is' monstrously magnified, its proportions
and appearance turned upside down.

This is, in fact, the reply given in the most important book
on the Spanish literature of the Golden Age, in regard to the
symbolism of glasses. In the allegorical tale Los Anteojos de
Mejor Vista (Eyeglasses for Better Sight) by Rodrigo Fernandez
de Ribera (written between 1625-30) a strange character,
armed with terrible spectacles, shows the author the city of
Seville from the top of La Giralda. The key scene is the one in
which the mysterious character passes his instruments of
magnification over to the author:

Eagerly I took the eyeglasses in order to try them, giving as
an excuse that they would tell me the truth. I put them on,
as one does normally, but I think, hardly had I done so, that
despite myself I uttered a cry. And this was in no way inap­
propriate, since what I saw was so strange, new and won­
derful that even the tower where I was standing would
have been scandalised and would have backed away in
surprise, if it had had my eyes.

,And what is that, Master,' I asked, 'Where am I?'

'You are in all your senses,' he replied.

'I thought so,' I replied.

,And what do you see now?' he asked.

'I see uncommon things,' I replied.

'What do you see?' he asked.

'The same place as before,' said I, 'but full of vultures and
crows, kites, eagles and doves, all mixed together.'

'You therefore see that before you did not in truth see,' said
he then, 'for before you thought that there you saw court
clerks; there, prosecutors; there the Minister of Justice, and
supplicants - those doves there - flapping around them for
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fear of leaving their feathers behind.'ll

It should be pointed out that the whole fauna uncovered by
the 'eyeglasses for better sight' was not without its donkey­
doctors and men-women, thus anticipating somewhat uncan­
nily the world of the Caprichos. This seems to confirm the
permanence in Goya's work of the motif of 'second sight',
capable of discovering hidden truths with the assistance of
such symbolic instruments as magnifying lenses and magic
mirrors (illus. 26-9). However, the relationship between the
glasses and the creating of the Caprichos should not be sought
solely in the technical status of glasses as instruments of mag­
nification but also (or maybe even first and foremost) in their
status as symbolic pointers to the deep and hidden aspects of
things and the world. In Rodrigo Fernandez de Ribera's short
story, the mystery owner of the magic glasses does not reveal
his identity until the end: his name is Master Disenchantment
(Maestro Desengafio), his eyeglasses were constructed by
'experience' and the lenses are made of 'pure truth' ('Estos
anteojos los labro la experiencia, el vidrio es de la misma verdad').12
Given the intellectual and symbolic context in which the
Caprichos were created and which we have already attempted
to outline (see Chapter 5), Coya's 'Quevedo-style' self-por­
trayal, with its characteristics of a modern Maestro Desengafio
(illus. 152), should come as no surprise. And yet what must be
underlined is the fact that we are also witnessing a process of
'modernization' of this ancient figure. A close examination of
his self-portraits reveals that Goya is wearing a variation of
the 'liberty clothes' imported from France (illus. 7), easily
identifiable from the unbuttoned jacket and the large white
scarf around his neck. Whereas in the frontispiece to the
Caprichos (illus. 100) the allusions to French fashions were
completed by a top hat, in the Bayonne and Castres Self­
Portraits the glasses are the distinguishing feature. The adop­
tion of this symbol-object, far from challenging the coherence
of the 'liberty clothes', reinforces it, for, as recent studies have
suggested, the ancient motif of the magic spectacles experi­
enced a new lease of life during the French Revolution. The
proof of this can be found, for example, in the pamphlet enti­
tled The Eyeglasses of the Zealous Citizen (April 1789) and the
short-lived Paris newspaper The Enchanter Merlin's Lorgnette
Found Under the Ruins of the Bastille (1790).13



We would go so far as to maintain that - much like the
Disenchanted Master and the Zealous Citizen - the synthesis
Goya carried out when producing his self-portrait is conspic­
uous because of the innovative nature of the dissociated gaze,
and this should be included in the backdrop to 'bifocality',
which Werner Hofmann saw to be the most striking feature of
the art produced around 1800 and, even of modern art in gen­
eral. 14 Goya had already manifested his interest in bifocality
in the first frontispiece to the Dreams (illus. 72, 96), in which
one of the 'author's' eyes is dreaming while the other keeps
watch, thereby pointing out to the spectator that the 'key to
dreams' is to be found in the complementary relationship
between 'in-sight' and 'sight'. Bifocality is perhaps also pre­
sent in the very original self-portrait with top hat in the final
version of the Caprichos (illus. 100), in which the artist's left
eye is looking obliquely at the spectator and the world, while
the right eye remains invisible.

In the case of the painted self-portraits dating from the
same era (illus. 152), Goya's fondness for bifocality, affirmed
by the adoption of the double gaze, appeared to be a perpet­
ual swinging or perfect simultaneity between observation
and introspection, vision and snapshot, realism and distor­
tion. Thus, if, by adopting eyeglasses, Goya was portraying
himself as both an 'all-seeing disenchanted man' (desengafiado
vedor de todo) and a lucid observer (hombre judicioso y notante),
conscious of the fact that the world is a cipher whose inner
core must be penetrated15 through the adoption of 'double
sight' (vista duplicada)/6 he is stressing the duality of his
person and of his personality, on the one hand, and the double
focus of his art, on the other.

The duality of Goya's personality and work is manifested
on several levels, one of the most important being the transi­
tion, apparently devoid of tension, that took place in
1799/1800 between his activity as a satirical etcher and as
the king's official court painter. His new role in the theatre of
the royal court from the end of 1799 forced him to make some
significant revisions when it came to his symbolic self-por­
trait. Thus, when portraying himself as the artist at work in
Charles IV and His Family (illus. 76, 151), he depicted himself
partially withdrawn into the shadows at the back of the stage,
as all 'prudent' men should be in similar circumstances. It was
probably also his 'prudence', a quality he had already glossed



on another occasion (illus. 141-3) (and a subject Gracic:in had
tackled in one of his most famous books)I7 that drove him to
remove the eyeglasses that he had originally painted from
Master Disenchantment and Citizen Zealous. If, however, he
retained a trace of fondness for conceptist ciphers, then it is to
be found in the way he approached another motif dear to
Gracian and the authors of the Golden Age, that of the inside­
out view (mirar al rebes): 'To see the world inside out com­
pared to what others do, implies seeing it from the other side
of its appearances. He who looks the wrong way round in
reality looks the right way round.'IB

Whereas in The Infante Don Luis and His Family (illus. 74)
Goya depicted himself in a painful twisted position so as to
communicate his idea better, in Charles IV and His Family
(illus. 76) he adopted a more comfortable position, which, for
all that, is devoid of difficulties on the level of the logic of the
representation. In an attempt to explain the other difficulties,
Fred Licht suggested that the whole of the royal family must
have posed in front of an enormous mirror, and that it is this
reflection that the artist is painting on the large canvas in front
of him. I9 This interesting (but as yet unproved) hypothesis
could be a way of explaining the artist's otherwise illogical
viewpoint, at the back of the canvas. However, it does not
explain why, once he had decided to use the mirror, Goya nec­
essarily had to position himself behind his models. He could
have painted them (and at the same time himself), in the hypo­
thetical mirror, but from closer up, especially as Velazquez's
famous model was inviting him to do just this (illus. 122). His
withdrawal into the shadows and right into the background
of his painting may be explained by, on the one hand, his wish
to highlight the 'prudence' needed by a member of the court
and, on the other, his desire to reformulate the theme of
'inside-out sight'. To Goya, as with his conceptist predeces­
sors, the inside-out view (mirar al rebes) or the view from the
inside of things (mirar por dentro) gave access to the truth. By
placing himself in the background of his painting (illus. 76,
151), Goya was displaying a sui-generis conceptist form of
self-portrayal, capable of thematizing 'true sight', even in the
absence of the traditional instruments of optical magnifica­
tion or symbolic penetration of appearances. Their effacing is
strategic, since the magic eyeglasses could have blasphe­
mously transformed the royal court into a giant henhouse as
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was (doubtless and partly) the case in Los Caprichos. 'In-sight'
or 'inside-out sight', on the other hand, presents it purely and
simply 'such as it is'.

GOYA'S LAUGHTER

The fact that 'in-sight' is also one of the topoi of the Caprichos is
significant. Often linked to the theme of laughter that
unmasks (illus. 86, 114, 118), the mirar por dentro would also
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appear to have been on more than one occasion a fairly obvi­
ous form of auctorial self-projection. An inventory of these
appearance-projections in Goya's pictorial corpus could one
day prove very useful. For the present, however, we shall
limit ourselves to focusing on the cases that have the widest
implications. One of them - and this strikes home immedi­
ately - is to be found in the first narrative print, Capricho 2

(illus. 154), which follows immediately after the frontispiece­
self-portrait depicting the author 'in a bad humour and in a
satirical attitude' (illus. 100). In the background to this social
satire, a face bisected by a huge smile emerges from the spot
where the darkness is almost total (illus. 155). There is some­
thing both enigmatic and dynamic about this figure which
gives the impression that at any moment it will be engulfed by
the night from which it has just emerged. Its origins are evi­
dent since it duplicates the features of the caricatured self-por­
trait Goya made during what appeared to be a social
gathering with friends (illus. 35). We can also see that the great
nocturnal smile of Capricho 2 (illus. 155) is not unlike the enor­
mous black laughing moon that the artist was to chose for his
undulating Ash Wednesday banner (illus. 1,8).

Within the various contexts of the Caprichos cycle, the auc­
torial projection endows the person of the artist with a new
significance. It is a self-portrait hidden 'inside' (and 'behind')
the world of the representation, a self-portrait on the unstable
boundary between appearance and disappearance. It estab­
lishes a kind of inner dialogue not only with the social mas­
querade to which it belongs but also with its alter ego of the
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frontispiece. Taken at face value, we could be led to believe
that if in the frontispiece (illus. 100) - which is also the first
Capricho of the series - Goya was depicting himself in, as we
have seen, 'a satirical attitude and in a bad humour', in the
next Capricho (illus. 154, 155), his intention was to present
himself as the (hidden) author 'in a satirical attitude and in a
good humour'. Whilst this first impression is not altogether
wrong, it becomes more plausible through subsequent
amendments. What we instantly discover is a programmatic
approach, reinforced by a clear repetition throughout the
whole series of the 'hidden' and 'laughing' self-portrait. The
most important example of this is in Capricho 30 (illus. Ill),
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which is particularly revealing because it focuses, with a clar­
ity that is unusual in Goya, on the alternation between the
revelation and the concealment of sources and motives. In this
Capricho the representation is polarized between the object of
ridicule (the miserly monk in the foreground) and the laugh­
ing people in the middle distance. The page setting and cut­
ting endow the figures with a uniform hugeness. One figure
in particular stands out, for he has taken a step towards the
spectator to present the object of general derision, a strange
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being in fancy-dress. 2o His bisected mouth (Hlus. 157) is remi­
niscent of that in the concealed self-portrait in Capricho 2

(illus. 155); his headgear, though handled with almost ludic
spontaneity, mimics the top hat of the frontispiece (illus. 100).
The figure's expression should be read dialectically and
within a double context: in the context of the scene to which it
belongs, the laughing face presents the painfully grimacing
features of the mocked miser, while in the context of the
series as a whole, it suggests a split in the auctorial personal­
ity - the first, distant and in a bad mood, the second inte­
grated and in a cheerful mood. That this creature is the
product of a painstaking and deep reflection on the part of
Goya, is reflected in the preparatory drawing housed in the
Prado (Hlus. 156). Any changes made by Goya for the final
version are to be found in the body language, the physiog­
nomy and the symbolism of the clothes; the most significant
detail being the top hat, an accessory that puts the 'laughing
person' of the Capricho on a subtle (and delayed) equal foot­
ing with his sullen twin of the frontispiece.

On the level of the physiognomical experiment that can
be detected below the surface, the frontal representation of
the 'cheerful author', unlike the gloominess of the first self­
portrait, facilitates the presentation of a planimetry of the
face distorted by laughter. Both the physiology and phe­
nomenology of laughter have had a long and rich tradition,
and Goya might have been familiar with some of it. If, how­
ever, Goya's laugh has an obvious parallel, this is, in our
opinion, the print (illus. 158) and its accompanying text
found in Fermin Zeglirscosac's Ensayo sobre el origen y natu­
raleza de las pasiones (composed in the same year as Goya's
Caprichos and published in Madrid in 1800), the best-known
Spanish treatise. It was written in the wake of the trail
blazed by Charles Le Brun and focused on the question of
expressions:

This movement (laughter) is expressed by raising the eye­
brows towards their middle whereas the eyes become
oblique and almost closed and look slightly towards the
nose. The mouth parts to reveal the teeth and pushes up
towards the ears. The oblique corners of the mouth form
wrinkles in the cheeks, which bulge and make the eyes
look deep-set. The skin tone turns pink, the nostrils flare,



the eyes become damp to the point where they release a
few tears. These do not have the same origin as those
caused by sadness and consequently do not alter the fea­
tures of the face in the same way that sadness does. 21

The comparison between laughter and tears, sadness and
cheerfulness, seen as extreme expressions that are at the same
time both opposite and similar, had enjoyed a long tradition."
It would appear that Coya wanted to develop much further
the suggestions made in the treatises on expressions with
which he came into contact. His approach transcends a simple
gloss on the representation of the 'passions of the soul' and in
fact targets, through the double authorial projection, two
complementary attitudes to the world. The tradition of this
motif, so dear to moral philosophy, goes back to the very ori­
gins of satire as a genre, and it was in fact Juvenal who gave
this genre - as tutelary figures - the contrasting and diametri­
cally opposed figures of Heraclitus in tears and Democritus
roaring with laughter.23 Between the Renaissance, when
Marsilio Ficino updated the famous philosophical couple,
and the eighteenth century, the sadness/derision dialectic
was periodically adapted and revised24 but it was Coya who
carried it to an extreme. A rich iconography was elaborated

158 Francisco de
Paula Marti Mora,
Risa (The laugh),
engraving from
Fermin Eduardo
Zeglirscosac,
Ensaya sabre el
arigen y naturaleza
de las pasianes
(Madrid,1800).
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159 Philips Galle,
Heraclitus, engrav­
ing from the series
Variae comarum et
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c.1600.

160 Philips Galle,
Democritus, engrav­
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Variae comarum et
barvarumformae.
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during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (illus. 159-60)'5
but more particularly during the eighteenth century when
self-portraits 'in the style of Democritus' or 'Heraclitus'
abounded.26 Each century has re-updated this symbolic
couple and it is essential that we examine how Goya used
them.

One quotation, taken from a multitude of possible exam­
ples, illustrates the permanence of the motif, at the same time
as it throws light on the cultural environment in which Goya
was able to develop his own ideas:

At this miserable century
Heraclitus fittingly wept
While Democritus, prudently,
At this very same century mocked.
Two contrary effects produced
By the same cause in two different men
Of which one wept and the other guffawed
At the sight of the same events

And thus in our present century
Reasons to weep there are many
As are the reasons to laugh.2

?

There are in the subject-matter (and vocabulary) of this poem,
despite its somewhat clumsy form, several significant factors
worth highlighting. The first is the fact that this time the object
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of the tears and laughter is not simply 'the world', as tradition
would have it be, nor is it 'human life', as postulated in later
developments,28 but it is something that belongs to both, with­
out actually being either one or the other. The object of the
tears and laughter is 'the century', a complex notion, that is
superimposed, as a temporality whose surrounding sacred
aura has been destroyed, on the 'world' as a profane space. It is
therefore 'the century' and all that that involves, which forms
the object of the sadness and derision of the philosophers. A
second factor is the symbol of 'prudence' that the verses
attribute to Democritus. The presence of this symbol, whose
significance to the moral philosophy of the Golden Age does
not need further elaboration here/9 is highly significant in
more than one respect. In the first place, it give Democritus a
certain advantage over Heraclitus, who, in this poem, has no
particular symbol. The Spanish author was therefore able to
identify with a tradition that wanted to see in the laughing
Democritus's attitude, the wisest option (in this instance, the
most 'prudent' one). It was Montaigne who provided the
exemplary wording for this option; he was even able to invert
the usual order in which the story of the two philosophers
was told:

Democritus and Heraclituswere two philosophers, the first
of whom, finding the human condition vain and ridicu­
lous, only ever went· out in public with a mocking and
laughing face; Heraclitus, feeling pity and compassion for
this same condition of ours, wore a face that was continu­
ally sad, and eyes that were full of tears (...).

I prefer the first humour, not because it is more pleasing to
laugh than to cry, but because it is more disdainful, and
because it condemns us more than the other.3D

A second connotation of 'prudence', a quality with which
Democritus is invested in the Spanish text quoted above, can
only be understood against the backdrop of the laughing
philosopher's original story. This character was initially sus­
pected, or so the sources tell us, of being quite the opposite of
a wise man. Democritus's reputed madness, which was man­
ifested by his incessant and insane laughter, was the theme of
the famous 'Romance of Hippocrates', in which the great
doctor, urgently summoned by the Abderites, eventually



diagnosed the laughing person as having an 'excess of black
bile' - and therefore 'melancholia' - thus inspiring his
'superlative philosophy' (his hiperphilosophefn).31 In the light
of this,laughter is at one and the same time both the symptom
and the remedy of melancholia. Anti-depressant therapy,
achieved through 'good humour', was a motif known to
ancient medicine, and was considered to be a way of physio­
logically purging black humour.32 Melancholic laughter is,
however, controlled laughter, and therefore a long way from
the vital and cosmic outbursts to be found, for example, in
Gargantua's guffaws. The differences are significant and soon
codified. Prospero Aldoriso, in his Gelotoscopia published in
Naples in 1611, had already produced a grid for reading the
different forms of laughter, based on varying vocal tones.
Father Mersenne, in his book Harmonie Universelle (1636), sub­
sequently developed the motif of laughter as an outer mani­
festation of the real 'complexion'. He refers to the work done
by Aldoriso, according to which different vowels correspond
to each of the humours:

A indicates humidity and the ease with which the tongue
opens, and consequently proves that one is sanguine, but E,
0, and I demonstrate dryness, those who form these letters
while laughing reveal a temperament that is cold and dry;
just as the vowel U denotes that one is cold and humid; the
vowels I and 0 show that one is hot, dry and bilious; E
denotes melancholy, and U denotes phlegm.33

This interpretation, based on the theory of the humours, sur­
vived until the Age of Enlightenment. It is mentioned, though
in a slightly modified form, in the most important eighteenth­
century book to be written on laughter, Louis Poinsinet de
Sivry's Traite des causes physiques et morales du rire
(Amsterdam, 1768) but only so that the author could berate 'a
certain book' that 'distinguished the temperaments (sic) of
men by the way they laughed. The hi-hi-hi according to this
burlesque treatise, identify the melancholic person; the he-he­
he, the phlegmatic; the ho-ho-ho, the sanguine.'34 And he goes
on to say, '[the author of the book] fails to mention the laugh­
ter of fools: it would seem that either he applied it to all these
categories of laughter, or that he had never analysed his own
properly.'35 Goya, however, was not intimidated by the
process of disenchantment to which the ancient physiology of
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laughter was subjected in his own time, preferring to use the
theory of correspondences and analogies to highlight the atra­
biliousness of his laughter. This could never be mistaken for
the sanguine ho-ho-ho of Cargantua, who marked the essential
triumph of the carnivalesque principle that periodically
renews the world.36 Coya's laughter is shown, through
unmistakable visual signs - the narrow slit of the mouth, the
hunched shoulders, the black clothes and hat (illus. 157) - to
be a 'melancholic laugh' sounding like an incessant he-he-he
that floats above the Carnival as though to establish itself in
the world, as though to find a permanent country of its choice.

Seen in this light, Coya's double authorial projection (illus.
100, 157) is shown to be the product of a profound reflection
born from a rich tradition. By capturing the complementary
nature of the two philosophical attitudes -laughter and tears
- Rabelais had already postulated the existence of a 'heraclis­
ing Democritus and a democrising Heraclitus'.37 Just as
Heraclitus and Democritus are in the final analysis but two
facets of the same person, so the author of Los Caprichos has
two faces. The sad mask is external, while laughter is internal.
And yet the similarities do not conceal the differences, for the
(inner) laughing-person-portrait is both the product of a
process of abstraction and of an allegorization of the fron­
tispiece-portrait. Viewed against the backdrop of conceptist
tradition, the triumph of laughter over tears is justified by the
fact that it is in dark laughter that disenchantment is fully
expressed. Antonio Lopez de Vega, in his philosophical dia­
logue Herac1ito y Democrito de nuestro sig10 (Madrid, 1641),
therefore declared, 'By giving victory to the Laughter of
Democritus, I follow the opinion of the best authors, Ancient
as well as Modern. I make him Victorious because he is the
most Disenchanted (e1 mas Desenganado) and I put all truths in
his mouth.'38 In Quevedo's E1 mundo par dentro (1627), the ven­
erable old man, much reduced and in rags, who shows the
narrator the world 'from the inside' and 'such as it is', is, as
has been repeatedly stressed, a hypostasis of the Abderite
Democritus,39 and, at the same time, as he himself admits,
between toothless guffaws (carcajadas sin dientes), the incarna­
tion of the ancient principle of Disenchantment:

My clothes indicate that I am an honest man, but their
impoverished and ragged state shows that I am also a



"

friend to truths that must be spoken at all costs. I am
Disenchantment and the tears in my clothes are the sym­
bols of the great love the world bears me, and the bruises
you see on my face come from the blows I receive instead of
welcomes, for everyone claims to want to see Dis­
enchantment, but once this happens, it is despair, curses
and disbelief that are born in the minds of men.40

Traces of this eloquent portrait of Quevedo's can be seen in
what we believe to be one of the very last self-portraits pro­
duced by Coya, painted in exile, towards the end of his life.
The Old Man on a Swing from the 'Bordeaux Sketchbook' (illus.
161), displays both the unmistakable Coya-type smile (illus.
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161 Goya, Old Man
on a Swing, 1824-8,
black chalk on
paper.



162 Goya, Old Man
on a Swing, 1825-7,
etching and
aquatint.

35,155,157) and the rags of a last 'Master Disenchantment'.
This was not the first time that Goya tackled the theme of

the swing, as beloved of eighteenth-century French art. He
also used it in that first happy period in his career when he
was producing cartoons for the Royal Tapestry Factory,41 And
yet this was the first time that Goya gave the theme autobio­
graphical connotations that transcended the rococo triteness
of rural flirtations in order to once again re-establish his close
ties to a particular baroque sensitivity. In the most important
treatise on the significance of games to come down to us from
seventeenth-century Spain, written by Rodrigo Caro, the
habit of swinging, in relation to the regular festivals of
rebirth, was considered to be a metaphor for a perpetual
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'oscillation' between heaven and earth, and also an allegory of
the vanity of the things of this world: 'Swings were invented
so that through their instability we might contemplate the
fickleness of things human that go up and rise, so that, a
moment later they can come down swiftly and without fail.'42

The fact that Goya undertook an autobiographical interpreta­
tion based on this concept of the symbolic motif of the swing
was brilliantly captured in Pierre Gassier's commentary: 'The
rope is attached to nothing and the old man is swinging above
nothing, as though projected into oblivion, without beginning
and without end.'43

In a later print, not produced until after the artist's death
(illus. 162), the swing's trajectory is projected against a dark
sky populated by fantastic spirits. Below is an indeterminate
shape, the outline maybe of a continent seen from the sky. The
changes made to the gaze and the movement are interesting.
In the drawing (illus. 161), the ropes cross the white page
diagonally and impart a strong dynamism to the whole image
that presents us with an 'interval', as brief as the blink of an
eye. The disappearance of this hilarious old man beyond the
boundaries of the representation is depicted as imminent. In
the print, the swing's momentum is relatively moderate, and
the old man, clutching the ropes that hang from nowhere,
directs his gaze (and his smile) towards the world stretched
out at his feet. In the drawing, on the other hand, it is we who
are being looked at, we who are being laughed at.

The laughter, despite this slight but significant change of
direction, is the same. It is the atrabilious he-he-he traditionally
attributed to Democritus. This was the last time that Goya
was to tackle it. And in so doing, he - maybe - also discovered
the importance of swinging as a magical rite44 or at least its
symbolic importance. The perpetual oscillation between high
and low, between here and there, between heaven and earth,
transforms the children's game of swinging into a symbol of
existence in general and of Goya's existence in particular. In
this way the ludic investment of this last self-portrait is not
only reminiscent of Democritus, but also of his twin,
Heraclitus, for whom the game represented the underlying
structure of the world, with the eternal child as it emblem.

A constant capacity to depict opposites dialoguing is
thereby brought into play. The old man - but is he not rather, at
least in the drawing, an indeterminate and asexual character?45
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- swings between being and non-being. He flies, he plays 'like
a crafty kid of a hundred', as an ancient author could quite
well have described him.46 Puer senex or puer senilis, the game
to him is above all else serious and, by definition, funny.47 It is
difficult to judge whether the grimace he hurls at the world
does not also hold a tear mingled with that last burst of laugh­
ter that shakes him, before he leaves us, dying of laughter.



Appendix: Publicity Notice
from the Diario de Madrid,
6 February 1799

A collection of Prints of Capricious Subjects, Invented and Etched by
Don Francisco Goya. Since the artist is convinced that the censure of
human errors and vices (though they may seem to be the province of
Eloquence and Poetry) may also be the object of Painting, he has
chosen as subjects adequate for his work, from the multitude of follies
and blunders common in every civil society, as well as from the vulgar
prejudices and lies authorised by custom, ignorance or interest, those
that he has thought most suitable matter for ridicule as well as for
exercising the artificer's fancy.

Since the majority of the objects represented in this work are ideal, it
may not be too daring to expect that their defects will perhaps meet
with forgiveness on the part of the connoisseurs as they will realize
that the artist has neither followed the examples of others, nor been
able to copy from nature. And if imitating Nature is as difficult as it is
admirable when one succeeds in doing so, some esteem must be
shown toward him who, holding aloof from her, has had to put before
the eyes forms and attitudes that so far have existed only in the human
mind, obscured and confused by lack of illustration, or excited by the
unruliness of passions.

One would be assuming too much ignorance of the fine arts, if one
were to warn the public that in none of the compositions which form
this series has the artist had in mind anyone individual, in order to
ridicule particular defects. For truly, to say so would mean narrowing
overmuch the boundaries of talent, and mistaking the methods used
by the arts of imitation in producing perfect works.

Painting (like Poetry) chooses from the universal what it considers
suitable to its own ends: it reunites in a single fantastic personage cir­
cumstances and characteristics that nature has divided among many.
From such a combination, ingeniously arranged, results the kind of
successful imitation for which a good artificer deserves the title of
inventor and not that of servile copyist.

TRANSLATED BY J. LOPEZ-REY, 1953
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131, studied this idea.

45 T. Lorenzo de Marquez had already drawn attention to this (Goya y el
espiritu de la Ilustraci6n, pp. 379-81).
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49 See P. Gassier, Les Dessins de Goya, vol. II (Fribourg, 1975), pp. 489-97.
50 It was J. L6pez-Rey who identified this character as a student; see Goya's

Caprichos: Beauty, Reason, & Caricature, vol. I (1953; Westport, CT, 1970), p.
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neunzehnten Jahrhunderts' (PhD thesis, Cologne, 1973).

58 On this subject, see the excellent study by H. Grabes, Speculum, Mirror and
Looking-Glass (Tiibingen, 1973), esp. pp. 119-69.
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and London, 1994), pp. 174-80. On the critical fortunes of the Torso, see F.
Haskell and N. Penny, Taste and the Antique: The Lure ofClassical Sculpture
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44 P. Gassier, Les Dessins de Goya (Fribourg, 1975), p. 41 (drawing A.b).
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50 See F. J. Sanchez Cant6n, Los dibujos del viaje a Sanlrecar (Madrid, 1928), p.

13; Gassier, Les Dessins de Goya, p. 41.
51 V. Mertens, Mi-parti als zeichen. Zur Bedeutung von geteilter Gestalt in der

Stiindetracht, in literarischen und bildnerischen Quellen sowie im

297



Fastnachtbrauch vom Mittelalter bis zur Gegenwart (Remscheid, 1983).
52 For information on context, see Calderon de la Barca, Las Carnetolendas, in
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(Hildesheim and New York, 1977); W. Busch, Das sentimentalische Bild: Die
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28 Sade, Les Infortunes de la vertu, p. 228.
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31 Sade, Histoire de Juliette, p. 16.
32 R. Barthes, Sade, Fourier, Loyola (Paris, 1971), p. 127ff.
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