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It must be this one, the one painting cartoons for tapestries, the Goya that some of the women who 

knew him refer to. It is the Goya who has finally entered Madrid, the one who no longer travels on a 

donkey, the one who moves in courtesan atmospheres, the one who receives the attention of ladies 

and not laundresses. He still paints minor subjects, but he does it with ease, confident that sooner or 

later he will work for the king, that he will be the new Mengs or the new Tiepolo. 

This is the Goya that the French writer Pierre Michon (Châtelus-le-Marcheix, 1945) describes in one of 

the short stories that make up Masters and Servants. He takes real dates and events as a reference 

and imagines, through a woman’s voice, the beginnings of Goya, that “short and thick young man” 

who was to become one of the major names in the history of art. The fact that the result is so 

evocative is even more noteworthy if we take into account that Michon’s story ends in 1778, this is, 

before all the dramatic events in Goya’s life took place: the grave illness which left him deaf, the War 

of Independence, his years at the Quinta del Sordo, his move to France. Michon’s Goya is, so to speak, 

a Goya before Goya, a diligent provincial painter whose aspirations are more material than 

transcendent. 

That Goya comes to life in the exhibition Goya in Madrid at the Prado Museum, which brings together 

many of his cartoons for the tapestries of the Royal Factory of Saint Barbara. Despite being 

preparatory paintings and, as such, works that were not going to be exhibited, Goya was keen to show 

all his artistic background. In them he combined his knowledge of previous art and his own creative 

impulse, something that only good artists are able to do. The great achievement of the current 

exhibition, curated by one the major experts on Goya, Manuela Mena, is that it puts the artist’s genius 

in context, alongside works of his contemporaries and pieces that served as inspiration. Great artists 

can make us lazy: nearly all of us will go to see Goya knowing beforehand that we will like what we 

see, but a good exhibition should remind us why we like it, to prevent us from falling into blind 

admiration, into superstition. 

On seeing Goya’s cartoons, the words of Pierre Michon come and go. His short story is told by a 

woman who belonged to the painter’s circle when he established himself in Madrid. At the same time, 

her narration is based on the accounts of other women who knew him. In the Prado, one observes 

Amateur Bullfight knowing that is was commissioned as a reminder of the prohibition of corridas 

imposed by Charles III; at the same time, though, one cannot help but imagine that one of the young 
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men in the scene is a veiled portrait of the young Goya, whom a neighbour from Fuendetodos 

remembers bullfighting clumsily on the outskirts of town. 

Goya’s scenes are much more vivid than those of his contemporaries, and that is why it is easy to 

evoke passages from Michon’s story, like an especially significant one that takes place in a tavern. 

Michon gives a name, the Mesón del Gallo, and a date, 1778, but it could easily have taken place in the 

one Goya had painted the year before in A Fight at the Venta Nueva. (As if he didn’t already have 

enough merits to his name –being the precursor of Romanticism, Realism or photojournalism– images 

like this or The Wedding make Goya the Spanish Hogarth.) Goya’s cartoons maybe seem so vivid to me 

because I imagine the scenes they represent happening today. The first thing that comes to my mind 

when I think of them are the powerful blue skies, skies which in my sentimental imagination can only 

be of Madrid. If one mentally substitutes the clothes of the people in The Picnic, they will see the 

picnics modern madrileños will begin to do at the Retiro park as soon as the good weather settles in. In 

his cartoons, Goya not only reproduces visible reality, he translates experience into painting. The 

majas in regional clothes of Francisco Bayeu or José del Castillo pale before Goya’s Haw Seller: one 

imagines him painting her in the same state of arousal in which he grasps the thigh of a woman 

beneath a table at the Mesón del Gallo. 

The details of an important artistic commission are being discussed in the tavern scene Michon 

describes. The King has commissioned Bayeu, Castillo and Goya to copy the paintings by Ribera, 

Velázquez and Murillo that hang in his antechamber at the royal palace. There and then, in the midst 

of a conversation bathed in wine, it is decided that Goya will copy Velázquez. The King’s antechamber, 

where the three painters travel some days later, is the only place where the narrator of the story is 

blind; in so secret a place there is no insider that can give her information of what happened. Product 

of her speculations, we find ourselves for the first time before a Goya who is doubtful of his future as a 

painter. Ignorant of the place History has in store for him, the proud Velázquez in Las meninas 

intimidates him, inviting him to take on a challenge from which he may not come out triumphant. Is it 

then that Goya begins to sense that painting is more than social success, the favour of kings and high 

stipends? These are all inventions of Michon, but very plausible ones. 

Goya in Madrid. Museo del Prado. Paseo del Prado. Until 7 June. / Pierre Michon. Masters and 

Servants. Translated by Wyatt Mason. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013. 

 

 
The Haw Seller (detail), 1779. 
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