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The Highlights
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Fuendetodos, a town in the Campo de Belchite comarca, Aragon, Spain — Goya’s birthplace
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The house of Goya’s birth
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View inside Goya’s birthplace
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Goya as a young man, c. 1771




THE HIGHLIGHTS
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In this section, a sample of Goya’s most celebrated works is provided, with concise introductions, special ‘detail’ reproductions and additional biographical images.




THE PARASOL
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The fourth of six children, Francisco de Goya was born in Fuendetodos, Aragón, Spain, on 30 March 1746 to José Benito de Goya y Franque and Gracia de Lucientes y Salvador. The family had moved that year from the city of Zaragoza, though for what reason remains a mystery.  They were a lower middle-class family, with José being the son of a notary and of Basque origin, earning his living as a gilder specialising in religious and decorative craftwork, having worked on the principal cathedral of Zaragoza. Francisco’s maternal family had pretensions of nobility and the house, although a modest brick cottage, was owned by her family and bore their crest. 

By 1749 José and Gracia bought a home in Zaragoza and were able to return to live in the city. Although there are no surviving records, it is thought that Goya may have attended the Escuelas Pías de San Antón, which offered free schooling. His education seems to have been adequate, but not extensive. He picked up a reasonable understanding of reading, writing and numeracy, with some knowledge of the classics. While at school he formed a close and lifelong friendship with fellow pupil Martin Zapater and the 131 letters Goya wrote to him, from 1775 until Zapater’s death in 1801, provide a valuable insight into the artist’s early years at the court in Madrid.

Aged fourteen, Goya studied in the artist José Luzán’s workshop, where he copied stamps for four years until he decided to set out on his own. Goya moved to Madrid where he studied with Anton Raphael Mengs, a painter that was popular with Spanish royalty. He clashed with his master and his examinations proved to be unsatisfactory. At this time Goya submitted entries for the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando in 1763 and 1766, but was both times refused entrance to the prestigious school.

Having failed to earn a scholarship, Goya moved at his own expense to Rome, following in the footsteps of many great artists before him, seeking inspiration from the great masters of the Renaissance and Baroque. Records of Goya’s activities at this time remain few and obscure, with one report claiming that Goya travelled to Rome with a gang of bullfighters, where he worked as a street acrobat, while another describes him toiling for a Russian diplomat, and yet another concerns his falling in love with a beautiful young nun, whom he plots to abduct from her convent. 

In the early 1770’s Goya studied with the Aragónese artist Francisco Bayeu y Subías, at which time his painting began to show signs of the delicate tonalities for which he would become famous in later years. Becoming good friends with Bayeu, Goya married Bayeu’s sister Josefa on 25 July 1773 and they had their first child, Antonio Juan Ramon Carlos, on 29 August 1774. This marriage and Bayeu’s 1765 membership of the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando and directorship of the tapestry works helped Goya earn a commission for a series of tapestry cartoons for the Royal Tapestry Factory. Over five years he designed over forty patterns, many of which were used to decorate and insulate the stone walls of El Escorial and the Palacio Real del Pardo, the residences of the Spanish monarchs. Though designing tapestries was neither prestigious nor well paid, his popularist, rococo style allowed him to foster wider interest in his art, while he was learning to perfect his painterly technique for the greater works to come.

The tapestries depicted serene events in everyday life to complement the dining room of Prince and Princess of Asturias, the future King Charles IV and Maria Luisa of Parma. The queen especially called on Goya as she wanted to decorate the dining room with cheerful scenes. The following plate, The Parasol (1777), now housed in the Museo del Prado in Madrid, along with many other tapestry paintings, aptly demonstrates Goya’s response to this request.  Illustrating Goya’s penchant for French fashion, rather than Spanish tastes at that time, the canvas portrays a woman sitting on the ground, appearing to rest after a long walk. She is dressed in contemporary French fashion, holding a fan in her right hand, while a little dog is nestled in her lap. A young man holds a parasol to shade her face from the sun’s rays. He is dressed in the majo (peasant) style, his hair gathered in a net and his belt is made of colourful silk. In the background we can see dark clouds in the sky and the trees swaying in the wind, hinting at a storm in the distant future. Nevertheless, the image evokes a sense of calm and idleness, which is only disturbed by the strong breeze blowing against the tree. 

From 1775 to 1792 Goya painted design cartoons like this for the tapestries, which would form the first genre of his artistic oeuvre. The tapestry cartoons would mark the most developmental period in his artistic career. Goya was influenced by neoclassicism, which was gaining favour over the rococo style at the time. This particular painting is considered classicism for its relation to everyday life. Soon Goya was painting portraits for the Spanish monarchs and aristocrats at court, being elected to the Royal Academy of San Fernando in 1780, then named painter to the king in 1786, followed by court painter in 1789.




[image: img13.jpg]




[image: img14.jpg]

Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Francisco Bayeu (1734-1797)
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Charles III (1716 — 1788) was the King of Spain and the Spanish Indies from 1759 to 1788. He was the fifth son of Philip V of Spain, but eldest by his second wife, Elisabeth Farnese. 
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El Escorial, where the tapestries were commissioned to be hung
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Another image from the second series of Goya’s tapestries: La merienda a orilla del Manzanares (Lunch on the Banks of the Manzanares)




THE BLIND GUITARIST

[image: img22.jpg]
 

In the spring of 1778 Goya submitted the following oil cartoon of a blind guitarist to the Royal Tapestry Factory of Santa Barbara in Madrid for it to be woven into a tapestry. Due to the complexity of the design it proved too difficult for the weavers to interpret and alterations had to be made. Goya also completed an etching of the scene, which was the largest he ever completed. 

The 1778 cartoon, now housed in Madrid’s Museo del Prado, indicates how Goya’s art was beginning to explore darker themes, as seen in the sinister form of the blind guitarist.  The image shows a large assembly of well-to-do folk, appearing to be midway through an afternoon stroll, gathered before the musician. His large vacuous eyes and haunting expression render the guitarist an imposing figure in the canvas, as the rest of the figures appear to be drawn towards him. To the top right the clouds are tinged with darkness, hinting at a storm and trouble to come. Even the gentleman in the fine yellow coat feels compelled to give the guitarist a coin and appears to dig deep into his pockets to find one that will be pleasing to the ominous figure. Throughout his career, Goya would produce many controversial and unsettling images, hinting at his own liking for dark subject matter, of which The Blind Guitarist was only a prelude of many more to come.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Goya’s etching of the scene, New York Metropolitan Museum of Art




THE MEADOW OF SAN ISIDRO
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This 1788 composition, yet another treasure housed in the Prado, was one of the sketches for a tapestry cartoon that was never executed, due to the passing of Charles III, who had commissioned the work shortly before his death. The Meadow of San Isidro was among the sketches sold to the Duke of Osuna in 1799. At the time, Goya described it his “most arduous challenge to date.” The canvas concerns a popular festival in the Madrid calendar, still celebrated today on 15 May, the feast day of the city’s patron saint, Isidore the Labourer. It provides a rare example in Goya’s oeuvre of a landscape, depicting the lay of the land from the far side of the Manzanares River with the city’s landmarks on the horizon, while in the foreground the crowds amuse themselves in typical festival activities, with few pilgrims to be seen among the crowd. It is believed that the artist’s viewpoint was from the Hermitage of San Isidro, the eventual destination of the pilgrims on that day. 
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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The Museo del Prado, Spain’s main national art museum, located in central Madrid. It features one of the world’s finest collections of European art, dating from the 12th century to the early 19th century, based on the former Spanish Royal Collection, and unquestionably the best single collection of Spanish art, including many of Goya’s famous masterpieces.




BLIND MAN’S BUFF
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During the late 1780’s, Goya was busily employed on sketches for cartoons of tapestries to decorate the bedroom of the Infantes, located in the Palace of El Pardo, near Madrid. The only completed cartoon from these sketches was Blind Man’s Buff, once again due to the death of Charles III and the subsequent withdrawal of tapestries from El Pardo. In the canvas, Goya reverts to a conventional composition with marionette-like figures represented on the banks of the Manzanares river, dressed in the latest Parisian fashions, while holding hands. The somewhat awkward postures of the figures hint at the young artist not entirely at ease in his current medium.  Tapestry art was then considered to be a low occupation and Goya was not earning large amounts of money for his timely endeavours. Nevertheless, painting the tapestries helped Goya to become a keen observer of human behaviour and artistic trends, giving him the confidence to launch a career as an independent artist in his own right.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Royal Palace of El Pardo, near Madrid




YARD WITH MADMEN
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Completed between 1793 and 1794, the following plate was inspired by scenes that Goya witnessed in asylums he visited in his youth in Zaragoza. The canvas was painted at the same time he suffered from a severe and undiagnosed illness, which resulted in him being left completely deaf for the rest of his life. After 1793, Goya’s work became progressively darker and pessimistic. His later easel and mural paintings, prints and drawings appear to reflect a bleak outlook on personal, social and political levels, in spire of his social climbing. Yard with Madmen was painted around the time when Goya’s deafness and fear of mental illness were developing and he was increasingly complaining of his health. 

Though during this time he was steadily becoming more preoccupied with wealthy commissions of portraits of royalty and noblemen, the canvas is one of a dozen small-scale, dark images he produced independently. It was one of the first of Goya’s mid-1790’s cabinet paintings, which he painted entirely for himself, abandoning his earlier search for ideal beauty. Instead, he sought to explore the relationship between naturalism and fantasy, which would go on to interest him for the rest of his career. He was undergoing a nervous breakdown and entering prolonged physical illness and these paintings reflect his own self-doubt, fearing that he himself was going mad, like the subjects he was painting. Goya wrote that the painting served “to occupy my imagination, tormented as it is by contemplation of my sufferings.”

Yard with Madmen was painted at a time when such institutions were little more than convenient places to dispose of psychotic or misunderstood people, without any attempt to treat the nature of their illness. Goya’s yard is portrayed in a brutally stark manner, with the shackled inmates enclosed by high walls and a heavy stone arch. The madmen fight and grin demonically, huddling in despair, whilst an oppressive grey light presents them in a murky viewpoint. The inhabitants of the asylum are guarded by a single man, who stretches back, ready to beat one of the unfortunate madmen. The work evokes a horrifying vision of loneliness and social alienation, which the artist evidently related to as he came to terms with his disorientating loss of hearing.




[image: img46.jpg]




[image: img47.jpg]

Detail
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Detail




THE BLACK DUTCHESS
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Goya was appointed court painter to Charles IV in 1789 and the following year he became First Court Painter with a salary of 50,000 reales and an allowance of 500 ducats for a coach. He painted the King and the Queen, royal family pictures, a portrait of the Spanish Prime Minister Manuel de Godoy and many other nobles. His portraits are notable for their refusal to flatter the highly-placed subjects. During this time Goya received commissions from the highest ranks of the Spanish nobility, including Pedro Téllez-Girón, 9th Duke of Osuna and his wife María Josefa Pimentel, 12th Countess-Duchess of Benavente, María del Pilar de Silva, 13th Duchess of Alba (universally known simply as the ‘Duchess of Alba’ and her husband José María Álvarez de Toledo, 15th Duke of Medina Sidonia.

The Black Duchess is a famous portrait of the Duchess of Alba, completed in 1797 when the Duchess was thirty-five years old. A prominent figure in Madrid society, she was regarded as a great beauty and admired for her charm and wit. The portrait forms a companion piece to Goya’s more chaste work, The White Duchess, completed two years earlier. De Silva is presented dressed in low cut Maja clothing, depicting her as a “woman of the people”. Now housed at the New York Hispanic Society, the painting was completed a year after the sitter’s husband had died. The duchess points to the ground, where the words “solo Goya” are lightly engraved, hinting at the intimacy shared between the artist and the subject. She wears two rings, one engraved with the word “Alba”, the other engraved with “Goya”. Some art historians have claimed that the artist and the duchess were lovers. The inscription of the word “solo” (only) was initially hidden, but after the painting was restored it was revealed, lending credence to these claims.

This work is among a number of portraits Goya painted of the duchess. When she retreated to a residence after her husband’s death for a period of mourning, Goya followed and created numerous paintings and sketches during the stay. Reportedly, one day, the duchess walked into Goya’s studio and requested that he put on the duchess’ makeup. Goya wrote, “Certainly I would rather do that than paint on canvas”. De Silva then told him to paint a portrait of her — The Black Duchess is the resulting canvas.
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