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Portrait of Martin Zapater, 

1797, 83 x 64 cm, 

Museum of Fine Arts, Bilbao.

There are no rules in painting, Goya told the Royal Academy of San Fernando

in Madrid during an address he gave in 1792. He suggested that students

should be allowed to develop their artistic talents freely and find inspiration

from their own choice of masters rather than adhere to the doctrines of the neo-

classical school. Goya himself was known to have claimed that Velázquez, Rembrandt

and Nature were his masters, but his work defies neat categorization and the diversity

of his style is remarkable.

Francisco Goya lived for eighty-two years (1746-1828), during which time he produced an

enormous body of work — about 500 oil paintings and murals, nearly 300 etchings and

lithographs, and several hundred drawings. He was proficient both as a painter and a

graphic artist, and experimented with a variety of techniques; even at the end of his life he

was a pioneer of the new printing method of lithography.

Essentially a figurative painter, Goya treated an enormous variety of subjects. He became

the leading portrait painter in Spain, decorated the churches of Saragossa and Madrid with

altarpieces and murals, and designed tapestries illustrating life in Madrid. Numerous

personal sketch books contain his private observations, recording a glance, a movement or

an attitude that caught his eye.

Two catastrophic events dramatically affected Goya’s life and his vision of the world. The

first came in 1792 when, at the age of forty-six, he was struck by an illness, probably an

infection of the inner ear, which left him totally deaf. As a result, he became increasingly

introspective; it was as if his deafness forced him to retreat into solitude, and to understand

more clearly that every man is alone with himself. The second cataclysmic event was the

Napoleonic invasion of Spain in 1808 which was followed by six years of fighting for

Spanish independence. During the war, hideous atrocities were perpetrated by both sides

and Goya recorded many of them in a series of etchings which are testaments to the cruelty

of mankind. Towards the end of his life, Goya painted a series of murals in his own home

which seems to echo the dark cloud hanging over Europe in the first decades of the

nineteenth century.

Introduction

I
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Self-Portrait, 1815, oil on panel,

51 x 46 cm, Royal Academy 

of San Fernando, Madrid.



9

Self-Portrait, 1773-1774,

oil on canvas, 58 x 44 cm, 

Ibercaja Collection, Saragossa.



10

Portrait of Mariano Goya, 

ca. 1815, oil on panel, 59 x 47 cm,

Duke of Albuquerque Collection,

Madrid.

Goya’s early life
Francisco Goya, the son of a master gilder, was born on 30 March 1746 in Fuendetodos,

a small village in the barren Spanish province of Aragón. When Goya was a boy, his

father was appointed to oversee the gilding of the altarpieces in the Basilica of El Pilar,

the great cathedral in Saragossa, the capital of Aragón. The family moved to the busy

commercial centre and Goya went to school at a religious foundation, the Escuelas Pias

de San Antón. There he met Martin Zapater (p.6), who became a faithful friend with whom

he corresponded for more than twenty-five years. Goya’s letters reveal his humour and

impulsiveness, and tell of his delight in hunting, his love of chocolate and his constant

concern for his personal financial affairs. Sadly, they say little of his political ideas and

it is possible that they were later censored by Zapater’s nephew, who thought them too

liberal. 

Aged fourteen, Goya took lessons in drawing and painting from José Luzán y

Martinez, a local religious painter, who introduced his pupils to the works of the Old

Masters through engravings which he made them copy. Among Luzán’s other pupils

were three gifted brothers, Francisco, Manuel and Ramon Bayeu, who were to become

his brothers-in-law. In 1763, aged seventeen, Goya submitted a drawing to the Royal

Academy of San Fernando in Madrid in the hope of gaining a place, but his entry

gained not a single vote from the academic judges. Three years later, he tried — and

failed — again, and it was not until July 1780 that he was finally elected to the

Academy.

Goya’s movements between 1766 and 1770 are unknown. In later years, in letters to

Zapater, he was to refer to his misspent youth, and it is possible that he may have been

working in Madrid with Francisco Bayeu. It is known that in 1770 Goya went to Italy,

probably travelling to Rome and Naples, and in April 1771 he received special mention

for a painting he submitted to the Accademia di Belle Arti in Parma. By June of the

same year, he had returned to Saragossa where he received his first important

commission, the decoration of the ceiling of the coreto, or choir, of the Basilica of El

Pilar, the city’s great cathedral.

Goya’s marriage and the move to Madrid
Goya’s career started slowly and, not content to stay in provincial Saragossa, he was

determined to make his name in the Spanish capital. In July 1773, he married Josefa

Bayeu (p.12), the sister of his three fellow pupils. Francisco Bayeu was, by this time,

employed in decorating the new Royal Palace in Madrid under Anton Mengs, a leading

exponent of the neo-classical style, and Goya hoped, no doubt, to further his career by

marrying the sister of a prominent painter. The marriage was to last for thirty-nine years

until her death in 1812, and the couple had seven children, although only one son,

Mariano, survived to adulthood (p.11). Curiously, however, there appears to be no

record of a single word said by or of Josefa; she does not seem to have taken any interest

in either her husband’s work or his social life and he is thought to have represented her

only once.

In the winter of 1774, Goya and Josefa settled in Madrid. With a bustling population

of some 150,000 inhabitants, the capital city had been transformed during the

eighteenth century by the Spanish Bourbon kings who widened streets, opened piazzas

and constructed numerous religious and civic buildings. 
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Portrait of Josefa Bayeu,

ca. 1798, oil on canvas,

82 x 58 cm, Prado Museum,

Madrid.

They also expanded the five Habsburg palaces and created three new royal residences,

requiring a team of designers to decorate their interiors. 

Unlike their predecessors who had imported tapestries from Flanders in 1721, the

Bourbons founded the Royal Tapestry Factory at Santa Barbara in order to promote the

industry in Spain. In 1775, Anton Mengs (1728-79), first court painter to Charles III,

returned to Madrid and was given the responsibility of overseeing the execution of

numerous tapestry cartoons. He employed Francisco Bayeu and other Spanish painters

to cope with the demand. The Goya’s move came in response to his first royal

commission to design a series of cartoons for tapestries to hang in the personal dining

room of the future King Charles IV, in the Escorial Palace. Goya was given the

commission at the suggestion of Mengs who had earlier commissioned Francisco Bayeu

to work on the new royal palaces. For several years, Goya was gainfully employed

painting further series of cartoons for the Royal Tapestry Factory.

During the 1780s, Goya’s career prospered. Finally elected to the Royal Academy of San

Fernando in 1780, he became its Assistant Director of Painting in 1785. In June 1786, he

was appointed official court painter with an annual salary of 15,000 reales (equivalent to

about £150 at that time) and in 1789, was promoted Court Painter as a result of which he

began to mix with a glittering array of royalty, aristocracy and statesmen, and became a

celebrated portrait painter (p.15). 

However, the son of humble parents and born far from the splendours of the court, Goya

never became a courtier in spite of his official position; he painted not only members of

the fashionable elite but also artisans, labourers and the victims of poverty. He sympathized

with the Spanish Enlightenment whose members disagreed in principle with all that the

court stood for. Disturbed by the social inequalities of the day, the Enlightenment felt that

the monarchy, through blindness and neglect, had done little to bring Spain out of the

Middle Ages, and its members sought to redress the uneven distribution of wealth through

constitutional reform. 

Goya became a proficient etcher and in this medium, recorded his personal observations.

In these, and in the numerous drawings he made in private sketchbooks, he ridiculed the

vulgarity and follies of humanity. His critical vision appears to have been intensified by the

deafness with which he was inflicted after an infection in 1792, which left him suffering

from dizzy spells and roaring noises in his head. 

The French invasion of Spain
The early years of the nineteenth century were disastrous for Spain. On 21 October

1805, the Spanish fleet was destroyed by the British at Trafalgar and for ten years,

Britain controlled the Atlantic cutting off Spain from its colonies. In 1806, Spain agreed

to help Napoleon, then Emperor of France, in the conquest of Portugal. Thousands of

French troops poured into Spain and it soon became evident that Napoleon had no

intention of their ever leaving. In 1808, King Charles IV abdicated in favour of his dim-

witted son, Ferdinand VII, and the old king fled to Bayonne, in France, with Queen

Maria Luisa and Manuel Godoy, his Prime Minister. Napoleon invited Ferdinand to

Bayonne and persuaded him to return the crown to his father, upon which Ferdinand

was imprisoned. Charles then abdicated in favour of Napoleon and went to live in exile

in Rome, leaving Napoleon free to place his brother, Joseph Bonaparte, on the Spanish

throne in June 1808.
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Self-Portrait with Easel,

1790-1795, oil on canvas,

42 x 28 cm, Museo de la Real

Academia de Bellas Artes, Madrid.

Napoleon had not expected resistance and was surprised when large numbers of Spanish

patriots began to wage a merciless guerrilla war against the invader. For six years, Spain

became a battlefield: six years of bloodshed, terror and suffering. In 1808, Goya was sixty-

two. He was well respected and financially secure. He had created lively tapestry designs,

incisive portraits and successful religious murals, but many of his most important works

were yet to come, which they did in response to the terrible events that racked the

peninsular.

The restoration of the monarchy
Napoleonic power began to decline in 1812. The British army, under the command of the

then Viscount Wellington, advanced on Spain. It won victory after victory until finally

entering Madrid in August 1812 and ousting Joseph Bonaparte and the French army. The

liberal Cortes of Cadiz, the Spanish parliament, sought the restoration of the monarchy,

but in constitutional form and answerable to the government. Ferdinand VII returned to

Spain to popular acclaim but, in defiance of the Cortes, immediately instituted an

autocratic regime and brought an end to the Enlightenment in Spain. He re-established the

Inquisition, dissolved the Cortes and imprisoned many of its members as well as many of

those who had supported the French government. Goya, who had accepted the post of

painter to Joseph Bonaparte during the French occupation, was brought before the

Inquisition and accused of collaboration. However, he was acquitted on the grounds of his

claim that he had never worn his French medal and had painted Joseph from an engraving

and not from life.

Ferdinand had no great interest in art, but was happy to have a celebrated artist in his

employ; Goya continued to receive an annual salary of 50,000 reales and somehow managed

successfully to avoid having to fulfil his duties as court painter. He became increasingly

withdrawn and the imagery evident in his work became more and more imaginative. He had

long been fascinated by insanity and superstition, and in his old age, on the walls of his

own house, the Quinto del Sordo, he painted powerful, dark images, known collectively as

the Black Paintings (see ‘Visionary’). 

In 1812, Josefa Goya died. The following year, Goya’s housekeeper, Leocadia Weiss, a

recently divorced mother of two, gave birth to a daughter, Maria del Rosario Weiss, who is

generally assumed to be Goya’s child. 

A liberal coup in Cadiz in 1820 forced Ferdinand to accept a constitutional monarchy and,

for three years, the king was under the domination of a liberal government. In 1823, the

French king, Louis XVIII, sent troops to Spain and restored Ferdinand to absolute power.

The king immediately took punitive action and once again brought a reign of terror which

saw liberals imprisoned or shot. 

Goya flees to France
Thoroughly disillusioned with Spain, Goya pleaded ill health and requested a leave to take

a cure at Plombières in France. Permission was granted and he made for Paris where he saw

the famous Salon. He then settled in Bordeaux where some members of the Spanish

Enlightenment were living in exile. In 1824, he was joined by Leocadia Weiss and her

children. The King granted the artist several extensions of his French vacation and in May

1826, Goya, aged eighty, returned to Madrid in order to request that the king allow him to

retire while continuing to pay his pension. Ferdinand agreed and Goya returned to

Bordeaux where he died two years later, on 16 April 1828.
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Charles IV, 1789,

oil on canvas, 137 x 110 cm,

Tabacalera, Madrid.

Goya’s skill as a portrait painter lay in his ability to capture something of the

personality of the sitter, more than simply to record an accurate likeness. He

became celebrated as a portraitist relatively early in his career, and royal patronage

ensured a steady stream of commissions. More than 200 of his portraits are extant, an

extensive output even in the great age of portraiture, and they offer a panorama of Spanish

society at the time. Goya recorded for posterity three successive kings and their families,

their courtiers and many Spanish aristocrats. He also painted political potentates — among

them statesmen, liberal thinkers and army officers who helped to mould Spanish history —

and he painted his friends and associates. 

The influence of Velázquez 
Goya greatly admired the paintings of Diego Velázquez (1599-1660), the eminent

Spanish portraitist of the seventeenth century. In 1774, he was asked to design tapestry

cartoons for the future King Charles IV, giving him the opportunity of studying

Velázquez’s masterpieces in the royal collections. Four years later, Goya printed eleven

engravings after Velázquez, the first copies of Velázquez’s works to be made. These

include Prince Balthasar Carlos (p.19) and Las Meniñas. In Las Meniñas (or “The Maids of

Honour”), painted by Velázquez in 1656 (p.20), the little figure of the Infanta Dona

Margarita is placed in the centre of the composition. However, Velázquez has

ingeniously reversed the emphasis of the painting, making the viewer focus on the

painting rather than on the Infanta. On the left, the artist steps back from a large canvas

in order to study his sitters, the king and queen, who are reflected in the mirror on the

wall at the back of the room and in whose place we now stand. The Infanta, with her

ladies-in-waiting and a court dwarf, has come to distract her parents. In an unusually

informal scene, Velázquez has shown himself at work painting his royal patrons and

their daughter. Including himself as artist in the picture was a device that Goya was to

adopt and to use often.

Royal and aristocratic patronage
More than a century after Velázquez’s death, Goya stepped into the master’s shoes as the

leading portrait painter to the court of Spain. When he was first appointed official court

painter in 1786, Charles III was on the throne. Charles, a hard-working and enlightened

monarch, devoted himself to reforming a country that had scarcely moved out of the

Middle Ages. His lifestyle was extremely austere, and his only diversion was hunting, at

which he spent several hours each day. 

Portraits

II
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Portrait of Charles III in Hunting

Costume, 1787,

oil on canvas, 207 x 126 cm, 

Prado Museum, Madrid.

Prince Balthasar Carlos, 1778,

etching after Velázquez,

32 x 23 cm, 

Prado Museum, Madrid.
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Diego Velázquez, Las Meniñas,

1656, oil on canvas, 

318 x 276 cm, Prado Museum,

Madrid.
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Maria Teresa de Borbón y

Vallabriga, 1783, oil on canvas,

132.3 x 116.7 cm, Mrs Mellon

Bruce Collection, Washington.
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Portrait of the Count of

Floridablanca and Goya, 1784, 

oil on canvas, 262 x 166 cm, 

Banco de España, Madrid.

The Countess of Chinchón, 1800,

oil on canvas, 216 x 144 cm, 

Duke of Seneca Collection, Madrid.

Queen Maria Luisa, 1789,

oil on canvas, 137 x 110 cm,

Tabacalera, Madrid.

Charles had no defined taste in the arts; in 1761, Anton Mengs had painted him in a

formal neo-classical style in armour and regalia of kingship. Goya’s less flattering Portrait

of Charles III in Hunting Costume of 1787 (p.18) is of the man, renowned for his ugliness,

who was described by a British diplomat as having “a very odd appearance in person and

dress. He is of diminutive stature, with a complexion the colour of mahogany. He has not

been measured for a coat these thirty years, so that it sits on him like a sack.”

Charles III respected tradition but at the same time encouraged the cult of liberty, welcoming

the ideas of the French Enlightenment as they filtered into Spain. He shrewdly chose capable

ministers with clear visions of Spain’s needs and a desire to implement economic and social

reform. In 1777, Charles III appointed the Count of Floridablanca, a former magistrate, to

the position of Prime Minister. Floridablanca was involved in scores of projects to transform

many aspects of Spanish life; in particular, he was concerned with the development of

industry and with solving problems relating to agriculture and irrigation. 

The Portrait of the Count of Floridablanca of 1783 (p.23) was Goya’s first important portrait

commission and one from which he hoped to secure an introduction to Madrid’s official

circles. In a traditionally commanding pose, the Count is placed in the centre of the

composition and is surrounded by references to his office. An oval portrait of the king

presides over the scene and a clock, placed conspicuously on the table to the right of the

subject, reflects the regulation and order with which he serves his monarch. The maps on

the table and a plan on the floor refer to an important undertaking of his ministry, the

building of a canal in Aragón. On the left, is Goya himself, a somewhat bold inclusion even

though he is in a position subservient to his patron. As if preoccupied with matters of state,

the Count ignores the artist and the canvas held out to him; however, by including himself,

Goya alludes to the minister’s support of the arts. 

It seems that Goya’s introduction to Floridablanca did not provide him with the

opportunities he had hoped for. However, he was lucky enough to be introduced to the small

domestic court of the Infante Don Luis de Borbón, the youngest brother of Charles III,

through one of his relations. In the Infante, Goya found his first sympathetic patron. Don

Luis had been destined for the church — he was made a cardinal aged six and by ten, he was

Archbishop of Seville — but his temperament was unsuitable to his calling. In 1754, he

renounced his cardinal’s hat, and to the displeasure of the king, embarked on an impious life.

In 1776, aged forty-nine, Don Luis married the beautiful seventeen-year-old Maria Teresa

Vallabriga. The king disapproved of the match because she was not of royal blood and Don

Luis was forced to remove himself from the court. In the summer of 1783, Goya stayed at

their residence at Arenas de San Pedro where he painted several portraits of Don Luis and

his family.

The Family of the Infante Don Luis (pp.26-7) is a domestic scene of the Infante’s immediate

circle and is unusually intimate. Placed in the centre of the painting is Doña Teresa de

Vallabriga; she is having her hair arranged and to the left, two ladies-in-waiting carry a

tray of ornaments for its decoration. Doña Teresa’s white gown is strongly illuminated by

the single candle placed on the table and her prominence suggests that Goya wished to

pay homage to a woman shunned by the court. Don Luis, dressed in his house coat, sits

at a table playing cards. Behind him, wearing blue, is his eldest son and his daughter,

Maria Teresa, whom Goya was to paint several years later as the Countess of Chinchón

(p.24). She leans eagerly forward towards Goya who sits in the shadows studying the group

before working on his canvas. On the right of the composition, a nursemaid holds the

Don’s little daughter, Maria Josefa. The unidentified men are perhaps the Don’s secretary

and assistants. 
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The Family of the Infante Don Luis,

1784, oil on canvas, 248 x 330 cm,

Corte di Mamiano, Foundation

Magnani Rocca, Parma.
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The Family of Charles IV,

1800-1801,

oil on canvas, 280 x 336 cm,

Prado Museum, Madrid.

The portrait, Goya’s first major group portrait, is remarkably complex. The composition relies

on European models, in particular Hogarth and the English school, which Goya would have

known through prints. The painting also recalls Velázquez’s Las Meniñas (p.20). Goya not only

includes himself at work within the painting but also gives the impression of an activity

momentarily interrupted during an informal, rather than ceremonial, occasion. This relaxed

domestic scene, real or invented, suggests Goya’s sense of ease within the Infante’s household.

In June 1786, along with his brother-in-law Francisco Bayeu, Goya was appointed official

court painter with a fixed annual salary of 15,000 reales. In keeping with his new status,

Goya introduced the gentlemanly ‘de’ into his name and bought for 7,000 reales a birlocho,

a little English two-wheeled carriage, which was “all gilded and varnished, which people

stopped to look at.” Despite the death of Charles III in December 1788, Goya’s career

continued to flourish. A few months after Charles IV’s ascension to the throne, Goya was

promoted Court Painter. In 1799, he was awarded the highest artistic post of First Court

Painter with an annual salary of 50,000 reales and 500 ducats for carriage maintenance. He

boasted to his friend Zapater, “The royals are mad about me.”

Charles IV was apathetic about affairs of state and showed little inclination to govern. He

later told Napoleon, “Every day without fail, in winter and in summer, I went hunting until

noon, I ate, and immediately returned to the hunting ground until evening. Manuel

[Godoy, his Prime Minister] informed me about affairs, and I went to bed only to begin

anew the same routine on the following day, unless some important ceremony disrupted it.”

Charles IV was married to Maria Luisa of Parma, a woman of immense vanity and a

compulsive desire for luxury (p.25). 

As principal painter to Charles IV, Goya’s main task was to provide numerous portraits

of the king and his family. Goya’s large painting of The Family of Charles IV of 1800 (pp. 28-

9), places life-sized members of the royal family in an ostentatious display of costume and

jewellery. Queen Maria Luisa is centre stage with her two youngest children. She wears a

sleeveless dress to show off her arms, of which she was so proud that she forbade the use

of gloves in court. Although the costumes sparkle, the king’s and queen’s expressions are

so dull that they provoked the French novelist, Théophile Gautier, to compare them to

“the corner baker and his wife after they have won the lottery.” 

On the left of the painting, in blue, stands the heir to the throne, the future despot

Ferdinand VII. Beside him are his brother, the Infante Don Carlos Maria Isidro, and a

woman who turns towards the queen and may be Ferdinand’s future wife. It is thought

that her features were not included because, at the time of the painting, the engagement

was not official. Peeking between the couple is Doña Maria Josefa, the king’s sister,

who died shortly after the completion of the painting. To the right of the king are

other close relatives: his brother, the Infante Antonio Pascal; his eldest daughter, the

Infanta Doña Carlota Joaquina; and, holding a child, another daughter, the Infanta

Doña Maria Luisa Josefina and her husband, Don Luis de Borbón. Once again, Goya

includes himself in the painting, in the shadows on the left, at work on a canvas.

Without expression, he stares out of the painting as if looking at the group in a mirror.

The royal family is depicted without any attempt at flattering their features and with

their decadence and pretensions clearly exposed, and it is somewhat surprising that

they did not object.

Queen Mara Luisa was an unpopular consort and her indiscreet private life threw even the

paternity of her children into question. A favourite was Manuel Godoy, who first came to

her notice in 1784 as a young cavalry officer. A controversial figure, Godoy’s success with

the queen ensured a meteoric rise to power. 
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General Nicolas Guye, 1810,

oil on canvas, 106 x 84.7 cm,

Mrs Marshall Field Collection,

New York.

Ferdinand VII, 1814,

oil on canvas, 225.5 x 124.5 cm,

Museum of Fine Arts, Santander.

The Marquesa de la Solana, 1794-

1795, oil on canvas, 183 x 124 cm,

The Louvre Museum, Paris.

In 1792, aged twenty-five, he was nominated first secretary of state, the first of a host of

official positions and titles he was to hold, including Prime Minister and captain-general of

the army. 

Goya’s portrait of Don Manuel Godoy of 1801 (pp.36-7) shows the subject at the height of

his power. It was probably commissioned to commemorate a victory in the wars with

Portugal, known as the “War of the Oranges”, because the Portuguese flag rests prominently

on the left of the painting. Goya depicts Godoy’s easy self confidence; as a battle is fought

in the background, the victorious general reclines on a commander’s chair in a nonchalant

attitude while an aide waits for his response to the information conveyed on the piece of

paper he holds in his right hand. The most influential man in Spain had a personable air.

Godoy was not only able to take command but also able to relax among his men.

The year before, Goya had painted Godoy’s wife, The Countess of Chinchón (p.24). The

daughter of Don Luis, she had appeared sixteen years earlier as the inquisitive child in

Goya’s Family of the Infante Don Luis (pp.26-7) and in the portrait entitled Maria Teresa de

Borbón (p.21) he had also painted her as a little girl, standing like a grown-up on a

balcony with her tiny dog. Brought up in a convent from the age of five, Maria Teresa

was at the age of eighteen forced to marry Manuel Godoy in an attempt to quash his

passion for one Pepita Tudó, an unsuitable liaison which complicated his relations with

the queen. Painted five months before their first child was born, the Countess sits

demurely in an empty room, her silvery white dress accentuating her naïvety. Her blond

hair is decorated with wheat, a symbol of fertility and a reference to her impending

motherhood for which she looks barely prepared. The Countess seems unsure of herself,

and was likely unable to compete with her husband’s mistress, the probable model of

Goya’s Nude Maja (pp.92-3). Maria Teresa finally abandoned her libidinous husband but

a telling account of the strain caused by her husband’s infidelity was given by Jovellanos,

a guest at one of their dinner parties, who sat with Godoy’s wife on his right and Godoy’s

lover on his left. “It was more than my heart could bear. I could neither speak nor eat

nor think straight; I fled the scene.”

Godoy was an indefatigable worker and ardent reformer, and he selected several liberal men

to run his government. Jovellanos was Godoy’s friend and one of the greatest intellectuals

of the Spanish Enlightenment. When Goya painted Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos (p.34) in

1798, the subject had just been appointed minister of religion and justice. He probably met

Goya when the artist arrived in Madrid in 1778, at one of the parties where the city’s

cultural élite used to gather. Jovellanos is shown at work, sitting elegantly in a sumptuously

furnished room, leaning on an elaborate table while contemplating some matter. On the

table are his pens and papers and a statue of Minerva, the goddess of wisdom, stretching a

hand towards him. He has the melancholic air of one who realizes the burden of his

responsibilities; he held the post for just nine months. 

During the War of Independence (1808-14), Spain was split between those loyal to the

monarch and the af rancesados, those who supported the French in the belief that they would

bring about a more enlightened regime. Goya did not align himself definitively with either

side but, concerned with his profession and his purse rather than politics, he accepted the

official post of painter to the French king. As such he was entrusted with the selection of

fifty Spanish works of art to send to France. He was also employed in painting portraits of

French officers, for example that of General Nicolas Guye (p.31), who had been appointed

Commander of the Order of the Two Sicilies and to the Royal Order of Spain as well as

being made a member of the Légion d’Honneur. Goya pays great attention to Guye’s

uniform and medals, which are in sharper focus than his facial features and hands, as if to

avoid any description of Guye’s character.
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Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos,

1798, oil on canvas, 205 x 133 cm,

Prado Museum, Madrid.

Don Manuel Godoy as Commander

in the “War of Oranges”, ca. 1801,

oil on canvas, 180 x 267 cm, 

Royal Academy of San Fernando,

Madrid.

The only time that Ferdinand VII actually sat for Goya was immediately after his succession

in 1808, just before the Napoleonic invasion. However, following the king’s return to

Madrid after the abdication of Napoleon in 1814, Goya painted several portraits of him

based on the earlier one. Ferdinand VII (p.32) was commissioned by the city council of

Santander for their town hall. The council asked for a close likeness and stipulated that “the

portrait should be full face and full length, with the king dressed as colonel of the guards,

wearing the royal initials. His hand should be resting on a statue of Spain crowned with

laurel and on this pedestal will be the sceptre, the crown, and the mantle; at his feet will lie

a lion with broken chains between his paws.” Goya agreed to execute the painting in fifteen

days and it was carried out according to the contract, except for the position of the king’s

hand. A very life-like statue, representing Spain, looks down upon the king with an

expression of remorse, indicating Goya’s dislike of Ferdinand. 

As court painter, Goya was obliged to produce portraits of the royal household, but he also

had time to paint members of the aristocracy, and his own acquaintances and friends. In

1785, he painted The Countess-Duchess of Benavente (p.39), wife of the ninth Duke of Osuna

and one of the most distinguished woman in Madrid, admired for her elegance and

sophisticated taste. As foremost members of the Spanish Enlightenment, the Osunas were

involved in the improvement of education and industry, and in charitable works. The

Countess-Duchess was extremely well-read in both French and Spanish and had a fine

singing voice; she kept an orchestra on the payroll of her country house, La Alameda. She

used her position and wealth to patronize artists, scientists and writers, and was Goya’s

faithful patron for thirty years. Goya’s portrait conveys her lively and intelligent

personality; an aura of light surrounds her figure, which is set against a plain background

so that attention is drawn to the elaborate details of her fashionable dress.

The portrait of Mariana, Marquesa of Pontejos (p.38) was probably painted in 1786 when, aged

twenty-four, she married Francisco Antonio Monino y Redondo, Spanish ambassador to

Portugal and brother of the Count of Floridablanca. The portrait displays Goya’s knowledge

of French and English painting; the Marquesa is placed in an idealized landscape that

frames her beauty, her hat set on the back of her head like a halo. The bows of her dress,

her lace and rose-trimmed collar and the wilting flower that she holds are all suggestive of

her feminine nature. A slightly comic pug dog stands at her feet.

Compared to the delicate handling of the portrait of the Marquesa of Pontejos, Goya’s image

of the Marquesa of Solana (p.33) of 1794-95, is more sober. A woman of great intelligence, the

Marquesa was devoted to literature, especially poetry, and performed many charitable works.

Against a plain dark background, this generous spirit stands above a low horizon, her black

embroidered dress contrasting with her white gauze shawl, gloves and the bows of her shoes.

The pink bow in her hair gives a youthful air to a woman who was already frail; she died

the year after her portrait was completed.

The portrait of Doña Isabel de Porcel (p.40), of 1805, depicts the wife of one of Goya’s greatest

friends. Her husband was Antonio Porcel, a government official, protégé of Godoy and

associate of Jovellanos. According to her grandchildren, it was painted along with one of

her husband during a visit Goya paid to their home in Granada, in gratitude for the Porcels’

hospitality. As was fashionable among Spain’s social élite, Doña Isabel wears the costume of

a maja, a woman of the artisan classes of Spain. Goya has caught the air of a woman who

enjoys dressing up. The black mantilla hangs from her head over her shoulders, showing the

blond highlights in her hair. In common with the portrait of Francisca Sabasa y García (p.41),

painted around 1805, Goya creates a contrast of black and gold colouring. Francisca’s

sensuous, full-lipped smile and hair falling loosely from the mantilla clearly show how the

artist warmed to this attractive woman.
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