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I. Sad presentiments of what must come to pass 
(Plate 1, Disasters of War) 
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ONLOOKER, WITNESS, AND 
JUDGE IN GOYA'S DISASTERS OF WAR 

To look, both as act and as concept, was a life­
long fascination of Francisco Goya (1746-1828). 
Onlookers, who had long functioned as conven­
tional motifs in religious and decorative painting, 
already played important parts in setting the 
mood of a scene in his early work, as for example 
the figures who stare at the couple in the tapestry 
cartoon Stroll in Andalusia of 1777 (Madrid, 
Museo del Prado). By the 1790s, Goya had begun 
to use this device more inventively, as can be seen 
in the print series the Caprichosof 1797-98 (fig.1) 
and the cupola at the Church of San Antonio de 
la Florida in Madrid, painted in 1798, in which 
the spectators assume a dominant role. In his 
album drawings, the voyeur occasionally even 
takes center stage, as in the comical work of 
around 1810-20 captioned "tuti li mundi" (a 
term for peep shows), in which a woman gazes 
at the backside of a man who in turn peers into 
the ocular opening of a viewing box (New York, 
Hispanic Society of America). Yet never did 
Goya examine the nature of looking with more 
force and depth than when the subject was war. 

In his print series the Disasters o/Wa1; produced 
between approximately 1810 and 1820, and pub­
lished only posthumously in 1863, Goya explored 
most compellingly the gnawing question, for 
which no adequate answer can be found, of what 
it means to witness extremes of cruelty, destruc­
tion and suffering. What does it say about human-

kind that a crowd gathers to watch a garroting 
(Plate 34,pl. XV), or to witness a man being 
brutally dragged across the ground (Plate 29, pl. 
XII)? And how is it that soldiers are able to gaze 
with utter concentration as they assist in sadistic 
forms of execution, such as strangulation or 
castration (Plates 32,33; pls. XIII, XIV)? 

. The disturbing imagery of the Disasters of War 
leaves no room for doubting that Goya asked 
himself these and other similar questions as 
events unfolded following the Napoleonic inva­
sion of Spain in May 1808: the siege of one town 
after another; disease, famine, and rape; and vio­
lence for its own sake rather than for the gains of 
war. Goya himself managed to avoid harm. Like 
many of the figures in these prints, he remained 
an observer. He also understood the complex psy­
chological and sociological implications of being 
in the position of witness. His ability to articulate 
this complexity in his art contributes in large mea­
sure to its power. 

Goya's situation is summed up in an often-cited 
account of the genesis of the Disasters r}jWa,; 
written in the 1870s by the novelist Antonio de 
Trueba. 1 Trueba tells as fact what is most likely 
a fictitious recollection (one that was perhaps 
prompted by having seen the series of prints) by 
Goya's gardener, a man named Isidro. According 
to Isidro, whom Trueba quotes at length, on May 
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Fig.1. Francisco Goya, Aquellos po/bas (Those specks of 
dust), Los Caprichos, Plate 23, 1797-98, etching, 
burnished aquatint and burin (The Art Institute 
of Chicago, Clarence Buckingham Collection, 
1948.110/23) 

3, 1808, the artist witnessed from his Madrid 
home the execution of several Spanish civilians 
who had been condemned for their attempt to 
defend the city against the Napoleonic invaders 
( the event commemorated by Goya in the famous 
1814 painting The Third of May 1808). That same 
night, Isidro accompanied Goya to the site of 
the executions. The artist approached the dead 
bodies, sat down on a ridge just above them, and 
"calmly" looked for his sketchbook and pencil 
while his gardener shook with terror at the sight 
of the dead bodies, pools of blood, and dogs prey­
ing on the corpses. Goya sketched everything, Isi­
dro recalled, and the following morning showed 
him the first print of the "The War," which the 
gardener "viewed with terror": 

"Sir," I asked him, "why is it that you 
depict such human barbarities?" And he 
responded, "To have the satisfaction of say­
ing to men, forevermore, that they should 
not be savages."2 

The value of this story is not in what it may or 

may not tell us about the facts of Goya's activi­
ties on May 3, 1808, but rather that it echoes a 
dilemma found in the prints themselves. As Isidro 
observed, it is most disturbing to think that an 
individual would be capable of gaining the emo­
tional distance required to portray such graphic 
scenes of brutality, regardless of whether he drew 
them on the spot. On the other hand, it was only 
by confronting the hellish world in which he 
found himself that Goya was able to penetrate 
its nature in his work. 

The complex psychology of observing the brutal 
consequences of war is brought to the foreground 
in one of the most chilling images in the Disasters 
a/War (Plate 36, pl. XVII). The caption, "Nor in 
this case," refers back to that of the previous print 
in the series, "One cannot know why," which was 
Goya's answer to both the cause of the hangings 
( or garrotings, in the case of Plate 35) and the sol­
dier's ability to contemplate the hanged man in 
front of him. In Goya's print, the single soldier, 
viewed close up and individualized, in combina­
tion with the technical subtlety of the etched lines 
and aquatint tone, seduces us to become as trans­
fixed as the soldier; we are simultaneously fasci­
nated and repulsed. 

However "modern" Goya's analysis of viewing 
atrocity might seem in its penetration of human 
psychology or its relationship to the voyeurism 
inherent to the medium of photography (although 
obviously predating both Freud and the invention 
of the camera 3), it was deeply rooted in eighteenth­
century thought. The human attraction to the 
repulsive and horrific was already clearly artic­
ulated in the British thinker and politician 
Edmund Burke's seminal work A Philosophical 
Enqui1y into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sub­
lime and Beautzful, published in 1757. In Burke's 
definition, the "pity" and "terror" produced 
by actual as well as artistic representations of 
tragedy are causes of the "sublime." Burke fur­
ther noted that accounts of suffering and catas­
trophe, be they factual or fictitious, cause more 
pleasure than their opposites. He was also aware 
of the moral dilemma posed by this observation, 
for he justified the appeal of watching or reading 
about atrocity by claiming that it was motivated 
by a sympathetic pity based on love.4 

Burke even went so far as to suggest that a public 
execution would prove to be a more attractive 
spectacle than the finest production of a tragedy 
in the theater. If it were announced to the audi­
ence of such a production, he argued, "that a state 
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Fig. 2. Tomas Lopez Enguidanos, Dia Dos de Mayo de 1808. 
En Madrid. Asesi11a11 las /ranceses ti las Patriotas en el 
Prado.(May 2, 1808. In Madrid. The French murder 
the patriots in the Prado.), n.d., engraving (Museo 
Municipal, Madrid, no. IN1540) 

criminal of high rank is on the point of being exe­
cuted in the adjoining square; in a moment the 
emptiness of the theatre would ... proclaim the tri­
umph of real sympathy." 5 

With a perversely uncanny sense of timing, a 
Spanish translation of the Philosophical Enquiry 
appeared in 1807, on the eve of the Spanish War 
oflndependence. 6 A theatrical production about 
the violence that resulted from the French entry 
into Madrid on May 2, 1808 was even described 
as "a spectacle filled with grief and horror," the 
terminology of Burke's sublime. 7 The event itself, 
along with numerous others, was repeatedly 
characterized as a "horrifying spectacle," as for 
example on the inscription to Tomas Lopez 
Enguidanos's print May 2, 1808 ... in the Prado 
(fig.2). Burke's treatise was already fairly well 
known in Spain by the last decade of the eight­
eenth century through translations of popularized 
versions such as the Scottish rhetorician James 

Beattie's "Illustrations on Sublimity," which was 
published in 1783 and appeared in Spanish six 
years later. 8 Echoing Burke, Beattie observed that 
"It may seem strange, that horror of any kind 
should give pleasure. But the fact is certain. Why 
do people run to see battles, executions, and 
shipwrecks?" 9 His answer to this question, how­
ever, differed from Burke's. We are not compelled 
to witness disaster by our sympathy for the vic­
tims, Beattie argued, since we are unable to be of 
aid in such a situation. Rather, we are attracted to 
it because it produces in us "a sort of gloomy sat­
isfaction, or terrifick pleasure." 10 Certainly both 
his and Burke's explanations apply to human 
nature, as Goya was well aware. 

Goya used a number of devices in the Disasters 
of War to probe the psychology of witnessing the 
consequences of war. Most conspicuous among 
these is the caption to Plate 44 (pl. XIX), "I saw 
it," which accompanies a scene of Spaniards flee-
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ing a town. As has often been pointed out, the 
caption is used to underscore the fact that what 
is depicted actually did occur. 

As is characteristic of Goya's work, the relation­
ship of word to image is rich in associations. The 
man on the left points to, and with eyes wide open 
looks in horror at something beyond the right 
margin of the image, presumably the approaching 
enemy.11 He, just as much as Goya, might be the 
speaker of "I saw it," yet whatever he sees is left to 
the viewer's imagination; the focus is on the per­
ception of the horror rather than on the horror 
itself. 

Ifwe assume, on the other hand, that the artist 
himself is the speaker of "I saw it," what he sees 
is more complex than innocent victims fleeing 
before the advance of savage Napoleonic troops. 
The pointing man seems to be the town idiot; he 
accompanies the town priest-a subtle addition to 
the artist's obvious mockery of the paunchy cleric, 
who flees embracing a money bag as round as his 
stomach and so heavy that to carry it requires the 
strength of both arms. 12(In the red challc drawing 
for this print, the priest holds his rotund stomach 
instead of a money bag. The gesture, along with 
his expression of pain, indicates that to flee town 
is indeed a burden. 13) 

The priest's avarice is further emphasized by the 
contrast of his bundle to the baby carried by the 
woman in the foreground. Compositionally, these 
respective tokens of the corrupt and the innocent 
are set against each other through the positioning 
of the priest's and the woman's bodies in opposite 
directions. This print makes clear that Goya's 
understanding of the consequences of the N apo­
leonic invasion of Spain was far from a simplistic, 
patriotic scenario of one side versus another. 14 

The idea of the eyewitness was one of a number of 
artistic and literary conventions that Goya twisted 
to suit his purposes. "I saw it" was a standard 
rhetorical device of Spanish poetry, as has been 
noted. 15In the field of printmaking, the practice 
of stating in an inscription on the plate that the 
artist had witnessed the scene portrayed, an out­
growth of the development of empiricism during 
the eighteenth century, also seems to have become 
a convention. The inscription on Charles Bena­
zech's print of 1789 depicting the storming of 
the Bastille, for instance, claims that the image 
presents an eyewitness account even though the 
artist apparently was not in Paris when the event 

occurred. 16 It was the ideaof having been there 
that mattered. 

Nonetheless, artists in Spain, as elsewhere, often 
did accompany troops to the site of a battle in 
order to sketch it for later use in paintings or 
prints. The British artist R.K.Porter went to Spain 
in 1808 to sketch the activities of his compatriots' 
participation in the War ofindependence.17 Goya 
himself was called to Zaragoza in the fall of 1808 
by General Jose de Palafox to portray the defense 
of the besieged city.18 

On the enemy side, General Baron Louis­
Franc;ois Le Jeune, who was stationed in Spain 
twice during the war, pursued military and artistic 
careers simultaneously, sketching and painting the 
very same battles in which he fought. After the 
downfall of Napoleon, he was able to present in 
his painting of the Battle of Guisando (Versailles, 
Musee National), exhibited at the Paris Salon of 
1817, the hellish sights that the Napoleonic gov­
ernment had tried to keep from public view. 19 

The critical response to Le Jeune's rendering of 
the atrocities of war provides a useful lesson for 
the viewer of the Disasters of War. The painting 
illustrates LeJeune's 1811 capture by Spanish 
guerrillas:he is stripped of his clothes in the midst 
of the cadavers of French soldiers who, having 
died at the site some weeks earlier, are now the 
prey of dogs and vultures. Describing the grue­
some details of the scene, one critic supposed that 
the "accumulation of elements reaches the point 
of improbability," while another stated that the 
"variety of the incidents surpasses the imagina­
tion, and all the scenes are of a frightful truthful­
ness."20 These opposing opinions alternately pass 
through the mind of the viewer of the Disasters of 
Wat; especially when looking at Plates 32 through 
39 in sequence. One message of Goya's graphic 
depictions of heartless mutilation and execution 
is that the horrors of war are indeed so far beyond 
reason that they are "unimaginable." 

The testimonial "I saw it" first emerged as a con­
cept in Goya's work during the mid-l 790s, when 
the artist made a series of small paintings while 
recovering from the illness that left him deaf. In 
early 1794, he discussed one of these, Yard with 
Lunatics (Dallas,Meadows Museum), in a letter to 
the Vice-Protector of the Royal Academy of Fine 
Arts in Madrid. After describing the various fig­
ures in the picture- two nude men fighting while 
the caretaker beats them, and others who wear 
sacks-Goya explained that "it is a subject that 
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Fig. 3. Francisco Goya, Salta el taro al tendido, y mato a 
dos. Yo lo vi. (The bull burst into the bleachers and 
killed two. I saw it.), Tauromaquia,Plate 21, 1815-16, 
etching, burnished aqua tint, lavis, drypoint and 
burin ( courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print 
Department, Gift of Albert H. Wiggin) 

J_ 

Fig. 4. Francisco Goya, Q11ebrarrejones(Breaking rejones), 
Ta11romaq11ia,Plate 13, 1815-16, etching, burnished 
aqua tint, drypoint and burin ( courtesy of the Boston 
Public Library, Print Department, Gift of Albert H. 
Wiggin) 
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Fig. 5. Francisco Goya, Le pusieron mordaza pr qe hab!aba 
... Yo la bi en Zaragoza ... (They put a gag on her 
because she talked .. .I saw her in Zaragoza ... ), 
Album C.87, sepia wash (Museo de! Prado, Madrid) 

I witnessed in Zaragoza." 21 The idea, as also 
implied in the caption "I saw it" used in the 
Disasters a/War, is that regardless of the improb­
ability of the scene, it did indeed occur. 

In another letter to the Vice-Protector of the 
Royal Academy, written just a few days earlier, 
Goya had characterized this same group of small 
paintings in quite opposite terms. Because they 
were uncommissioned, he explained, he was free 
to rely on "capricha" and "invention" in their 
conception; 22 in other words, he could paint 
imagined subjects of his own choice. From this 
point on, the actual and the invented, the seen 
and the imagined, develop simultaneously and 
interdependently in Goya's work. The interplay 
between the two, even in a print with the words "I 
saw it," reflects what for Goya was a fundamental 
reality. 

Goya generally noted that he had seen what he 
depicted when the subject in one way or another 
concerned human folly, as in the priest and village 
idiot in Plate 44 of the Disasters.However ludi­
crous the behavior or event, he seems to say, such 
is the way of the world. In one plate of the artist's 

bullfight series the Tauramaquia,published in 
1816 while he was probably still working on the 
Disasters,the game goes awry when, as Goya's 
handwritten caption on one impression reads, 
"The bull burst into the bleachers and killed two. 
I saw it" (fig.3).23 The spectators, who in other 
scenes of the Tauromaquiaare witnesses of vio­
lence (fig.4), lilce those in several plates of the 
Disasters a/War (28, 29, 34, 76), have here 
become unfortunate participants in the action. 
The line that divides the audience and the perfor­
mance, as in the war prints (see, for example, 
Plates 32, 33, 74, 75), can be unstable, unclear, or 
nonexistent. In both print series, Goya empha­
sized the dark human impulses-his, as the caption 
"I saw it" implies, as well as those of the depicted 
spectators-that lead us to watch brutal acts.24 

The same dark impulses led crowds to gather 
routinely in the public squares where the punish­
ments of the Inquisition were carried out, another 
particularly Spanish form of violence that Goya 
repeatedly portrayed. Here, too, he used words 
to indicate that he had been an eyewitness. In a 
drawing in Album C of a woman being put to 
shame by the Tribunal of the Inquisition (fig.5), 
"I saw her" is written on her sanbenita (the vest 
worn by those judged guilty), along with an expla­
nation of her preposterous crime: "Because she 
knew how to make mice," as if such a deed were 
possible. 

This and other Inquisition punishment drawings 
in the same album are closely related to Plate 34 
of the Disasters a/War (pl. XV). In the print, the 
crime is written on a sign on the garroted man's 
chest ( of which we can only make out the first 
word), and also serves as the caption inscribed 
below the image: "Because of a knife."25 Like the 
woman in the Album C drawing, the man sits on a 
platform, behind which a crowd looks on at the 
pathetic sight. Here the prosecutor is not the 
Inquisition Tribunal, which Napoleon Bonaparte's 
older brother Joseph, who ruled Spain between 
1808 and 1813, had abolished and replaced with 
his own legal code: this included the punishment 
by death of Spanish civilians who were caught 
bearing arms.26 The victim wears a black robe, 
suggesting that he is a priest-a representative, 
that is, of the institution that only a few years 
earlier had administered such punishments. The 
implication, then, is that the roles of victim and 
victimizer are interchangeable. By the same token, 
through the verbal and visual similarities in his 
depictions of the castigations of the Inquisition and 
those of Bonaparte, Goya seemed to have equated 
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them; one form of cruelty is simply replaced by 
another. In the Disasters a/War he used the device 
of transposition in any number of ways, as will 
become clear, to make this sorry point. 

A counterpart to "I saw it" is "One cannot look," 
which again appears as a caption among both the 
Inquisition drawings of Album C27 and in the 
Disasters(Plate 26, pl. XI). As in "I saw it," the 
enemy is outside of the picture, but is here sig­
naled by the row of bayonets at the far right. A 
figure on the left covers his (?) eyes in terror as 
the executions are about to begin. 

The man who kneels in supplication in the fore­
ground is more finely dressed than most of the 
civilians in the set of prints; this overt reference to 
his social status is an indication that the war drew 
no class lines. But the point may very well have 
been given an ironic twist in the implied demo­
tion from a position of power to one of weakness. 
The oppressor is now the oppressed; he plays the 
same role, then, as the cleric in "I saw it" and 
probably also in "Because of a kn\fe." 

The captions "I saw it" and "One cannot look" 
have visual equivalents in the onlookers and fig­
ures who hide their faces, in several plates of the 
Disasters.Among those who shield themselves 
from devastating sights are a woman who turns 
away to avoid looking at the soldier about to 
rape her (Plate 9, pl. V); another who covers her(?) 
eyes as she sits alongside the dead and wounded 
(Plate 21,pl. X); and a man who does the same as 
he stands, his legs more bone than flesh, among 
the victims of famine who lie on the ground (Plate 
60,pl. XX). In each case, the gesture is used to 
express the figure's painful acknowledgement of 
his or her inevitable fate. 

The onlookers, by contrast, observe tragedy as it 
is experienced by others. Through them, Goya 
explores various psychological responses to the 
witnessing of suffering. The spectator in "Nor in 
this case" (Plate 36, pl. XVII) looks on with grue­
some fascination. Of the two men who drag a 
third across the ground in "He deserved it" (Plate 
29, pl. XII), one looks straight ahead, as if deter­
mined not to witness his ugly deed, and serves as a 
most powerful contrast to the other, who seems to 
look back in deep pity for his own victim. In the 
crowd of onlookers in "Because of a knife," a 
whole range of expressions can be made out in 
the sketchily but carefully drawn faces in the 
crowd (which are examples of Goya's profound 
knowledge of Rembrandt's religious prints 28 

): a 

head cast down in despair; eyes wide open with 
fear, glancing sideways with suspicion, or looking 
up with sadness but also curiosity; and, finally, a 
set of eyes stares out at us as a warning that the 
fate of the garroted man might also be ours. 29 

In the following plate of the Disasters a/War, 
ironically captioned "One cannot know why" 
(Plate 3 5, pl. XVI), the platform, which we view 
from above in "Because of a knife," is now at our 
eye level, so that we see the beams that support it. 
We are now put in the position of the onlookers. 30 

This extraordinary technique for associating the 
viewer a/ the print with the onlookers in the 
depicted event, like many devices in the Disasters 
a/War, can be traced to Goya's earlier print 
series, the Caprichas.The positioning of the 
onlookers in relation to the person being publicly 
humiliated in Plates 23 (fig. 1) and 24 of the 
Caprichasproduces a similar shift in viewpoint 
whereby in the second plate we again become 
implied members of the crowd. In the Disasters, 
Goya was able to strengthen the viewer-image 
relationship in part through the use of a horizon­
tal rather than vertical compositional format. 

The spectators depicted in the Disastersof War 
witness not only cruel punishments and torture, 
but also the culprits who write the laws and pass 
the judgments that lead to such barbarities. For 
example, in Plate 65,"What tumult is this?," the 
witnesses cover their ears as a man jots down his 
verdict. In "Against the common good" (Plate 71, 
pl. XXIII), they kneel down and spread their arms 
in supplication to the vampire-ecclesiastic who, 
with the care of a professional scribe, records his 
judgments in a book. (He is a relative of William 
Blake's devil-pope on whose lap an open book 
also rests in the illuminated book of 1794 entitled 
Europe: a Prophecy. Both images probably derive 
from anti-papal satirical prints.) 

In "This is the worst!" (Plate 7 4, pl. XXIV), only a 
cleric kneels in supplication, while the remaining 
onlookers watch with horror, disdain, or pain as a 
wolf writes on a sheet of parchment the words 
"Miserable humanity, the blame is on you."31 One 
onlooker, whose hands are bound, is clearly also a 
victim, as if to say that the roles of viewer and vic­
tim can fluctuate with the political tides. In "The 
carnivorous vulture" and "The rope is breaking" 
(Plates 76, 77, pls. XXV, XXVI), the crowds wit­
ness the downfalls of two repressive lawgivers, a 
vulture and the pope. Finally, they watch as a 
female allegory of Truth dies (Plate 79, pl. XXVII). 
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Fig. 6. Anonymous French, En reviendra-telle? (Will 
she revive?), 1790-91, etching with hand coloring 
(Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris) 

Fig.7. Anonymous French, Danse aristocrate (Aristocrat 
dance), 1790, etching with hand coloring on blue 
paper (Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris) 
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The last fifteen plates of the Disasters of War, the 
group to which these prints belong, are believed 
to be the "emphatic caprichos"that are men­
tioned in the second half of what is probably 
Goya's own title to the series, Fatal consequences 
of the bloody war in Spain with Bonaparte. And 
other emphatic "caprichos." These symbolical 
prints are, of course, related to the previous sixty­
five images in their focus on cruelty and suffering. 
Indeed, in the context of the title, the term 
"emphatic caprichos"seems to refer to the depic­
tions of the "fatal consequences" of the war-the 
scenes of civilians fighting the Napoleonic forces, 
and of torture, famine, and rape- as well as to the 
symbolical prints clustered at the end of the vol­
ume. Thus, the plates that depict the "fatal conse­
quences of the bloody war" should be understood 
as "emphatic caprichos;"the remaining prints, 
then, are additional "emphatic caprichos."32 

The artist's conception of the entire group of 
prints, once he decided to bring them together in 
one set, as "emphatic caprichos;' is corroborated 
by the title "Goya's Capricho" ("Capricho de 
Goya") on the binding of the mock-up volume of 
the Disastersthat also includes Goya's title page. 33 

The observation that the Disastersare a "second 
installment" of the Caprichoswould therefore 
seem to be correct. 34 The imagery in this second 
series is more brutal, reflecting the extreme mani­
festations of human bestiality brought on by the 
war; hence the adjective "emphatic." 

Events of the war are the immediate subject of 
most of the prints up to Plate 65. It is generally 
believed that the imagery of the remaining prints 
concerns the return to the throne of Ferdinand 
VII in 1814 (he had become king just prior to the 
French invasion, after a power struggle with the 
prime minister Manuel Godoy led to the abdica­
tion of his father, Charles IV) and the repressions 
that followed: the reinstatement of the Tribunal 
of the Inquisition, the punishment of the afrance­
sados(those Spaniards who had supported the 
government of Joseph Bonaparte), and the sup­
pression of the Constitution of 1812. Yet whether 
the images of the "emphatic caprichos"refer to 
any specific person, incident, or decree is difficult 
to determine. For instance, "The carnivorous vul­
ture" has been interpreted variously as the N apo­
leonic eagle, as Joseph Bonaparte, and as a symbol 
of renewed bonds between the Church and State 
that occurred with Ferdinand's return to power. 35 

The image of a lion attacking an eagle as a symbol 
of Napoleon's defeat and Ferdinand's return to 

power appeared in many popular prints of the 
period. 36 Goya's "vulture" was probably derived 
from these prints. However, by repeating certain 
details from one composition to the next in the 
Disasters a/War, Goya equated all symbols of 
power. On a fundamental level, then, specific 
identification is irrelevant. 

Judges and onlookers, for instance, are equated 
through the use in a number of images in the 
series (Plates 14, 71, 76, 77, 79, 82) of the gesture 
of benediction, in which the palm faces out, the 
thumb is extended sideways and the index finger 
(and in one case, index and middle finger) points 
up. Propaganda prints of the French Revolution 
may have suggested the use of this gesture. The 
bishop who offers the blessing in "Truth died" 
echoes the ecclesiastic on the far left of the 
French print Will she revive? (fig. 6), a title 
close to the caption of the following plate of 
the Disasters,"If she revives?" (Plate 80, pl. 
XXVIII).37 The relationship of another revolu­
tionary print, Aristocrat dance (fig. 7), in which an 
abbot walks a tightrope, to Goya's "The rope is 
breaking," in which the pope walks the tightrope, 
further suggests such borrowings. In "The rope is 
breaking," an anonymous onlooker performs the 
benediction while at the same time using it, ironi­
cally, to point to the spot where the tightrope has 
begun to fray. 

Through its repeated transposition, Goya exposes, 
or "deconstructs," the hypocritical terms in which 
the sacred blessing is administered. It is an attri­
bute of the cleric who blesses a man about to be 
hanged (Plate 14, pl. VII); of the ecclesiastical 
vampire whose claw-like nails provide a sardonic 
detail of extraordinary subtlety (Plate 71, pl. 
XXIII); and of the cleric in the midst of the 
onlookers who jeer as a peasant solemnly takes his 
pitchfork to "The carnivorous vulture." A bishop 
blesses rather than attempting to save Truth in 
Plate 79 (pl.XXVII); but in Plate 82 (/ig.11)it is 
Truth, revived perhaps as a mockery who wears 
the bishop's cape, who now gives the benediction. 
Just as the repetition of the brutal acts in the war 
is emphasized through, for example, the repeated 
mounds of corpses seen in plates 21 through 
23 of the war prints and in the accompanying 
captions - "It will be the same," "As many and 
more," "The same elsewhere" - so the repetition 
of the benediction implies that religion is inevita­
bly accompanied by its abuse. 

In those prints that include the sign of the bene­
diction, Goya subverts the meaning of traditional 
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Fig. 8. Buenaventura Planella, Exemp!o de! mayor heroismo 
(Example of the greatest heroism), n.d., etching, 
(Biblioteca N acional, Madrid, no. 43 .564) 

Christian iconography in other ways. The most 
obvious example of this is Plate 14 (pl.VII), "The 
way is hard!," in which both the caption and com­
position allude to the Crucifixion of Christ. 38 

Goya's association of the prisoner of war with 
Christ (also evident in his painting The Third of 
May 1808,as has often been noted) echoes the 
rhetoric of the endless stream of propagandistic 
texts that characterized the struggle against the 
French as a holy war in order to urge Spanish citi­
zens, in the face of brutal torture and death, not to 
give up the fight.39 

The same idea was expressed in popular prints, 
also propagandistic in intent, such as Example of 
the Greatest Heroism (fig. 8), which depicts the 
hanging of several Spaniards, including clerics, 
that took place in Barcelona in 1809. As in "The 
way is hard!" a victim is dragged up a ladder, 
while another (in Goya's print, there are two), 
just hanged, sways back and forth in his noose. 
Inscribed on a banner above the scene are the 
words "For Religion, Ferdinand VII, and the 
Country." 

In contrast to its propagandistic counterpart, 
Goya's print seems to call into question the 
assumption that the defense of religious beliefs 
justifies brutality and human sacrifice. This same 
questioning of the use of religion is evident in a 
wash drawing of a garroting, Album C.91 of 
around 1810-20, incisively captioned "Many have 
been finished with in this way," in which a cleric 
again gives the benediction to a man about to be 
executed. 40 The expression on the face of the 
cleric in Plate 14 of the Disastersreveals if nothing 
else his impotence, and at most that he is a sham. 
The caption "The way is hard!," then, has an 
ironic turn, like those of the Album C drawing 
and of numerous others in the Disasters of War, 
such as "Charity," "Great deed. With corpses," 
and perhaps even "What courage! "41 

Another Christian subject that was manipulated 
both by the war propagandists and by Goya is the 
martyr. In their graphic rendering of pain and 
brutality, some of the most gruesome depictions 
of torture in the Disasters(Plates 29,32,33) seem 
to have been derived more from representations 
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of the martyrdoms of saints-those of the seven­
teenth-century Spanish painter Jose de Ribera 
(which during the late eighteenth century were 
cited as examples of Burke's "sublime" 42) imme­
diately come to mind-than from anything in the 
history of war imagery. 

The inscriptions on numerous Spanish propa­
ganda prints of the time characterize the accom­
panying images in terms of martyrdom. The text 
on an anonymous woodcut in which cherub-like 
bodies are piled up described the victims as 
"Innocent Spanish Martyrs," while among the 
couplets in an anonymous engraving of the 
funeral procession of two famous heroes of the 
war is the exclamation "Oh Innocent Martyrs! "43 

The civilians who died in Madrid on May 2, 1808 
were "martyrs of Spanish liberty" whose "inno­
cent blood" profaned the Buen Suceso Church, 
the text of Tomas Lopez Enguidanos's May 2, 
1808 ... in the Puerta del Sol tells us.44 In another 
print from Lopez Enguidanos's series, May 2, 
1808 ... in the Prado (fig. 2), we learn that on the 
night of May 2nd "hundreds of innocent victims 
were treacherously sacrificed." 

Yet the stiff, panoramic scenes that accompany 
such descriptions hardly convey the idea of inno­
cent sacrifice expressed in the texts. By appro­
priating conventional religious imagery, Goya, on 
the other hand, was able to translate more effec­
tively the idea of the sacrificed martyr into visual 
terms, just as artists in France, from the Revolu­
tion onward, turned the king and revolutionaries 
alike into martyrs. 45 More importantly, Goya also 
seems to have understood a profound implication 
of this fill-in-the-blank iconography: power is 
inevitably accompanied by abuse; governments 
change, but human nature remains steadfast. The 
association of contemporary events with religious 
history was deeply embedded in Spanish rhetoric 
of the time; Goya used this rhetoric only to 
expose it for what it was. 

In Plate 67 (pl. XXII), "This is no less so," the 
men who carry a statue of the Virgin on their 
backs wear the clothing of an earlier era.46 If we 
turn to Goya's drawings of roughly the same 
period as the prints of the Disasters(the drawings 
are not securely datable), the extent to which 
he associated past and present to make the sad 
point that things stay the same is remarkable. In 
Album C.87 (fig.5), a drawing of a woman being 
punished by the Tribunal of the Inquisition, the 
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Fig. 9. Francisco Goya, Album F.11,[duel],sepia wash 
(Museo de! Prado, Madrid) 

words "I saw her" suggest that the artist himself 
witnessed the event; but as we move through the 

Fig.10. Francisco Goya, Album F.13, [duel],sepia wash 
(Museo de! Prado, Madrid) 
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Fig.11. Francisco Goya, Esto es lo verdadero (This is the 
true), Disasters o/\Var, Plate 82, etching (courtesy 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston) 

series of punishments depicted in the album, we 
also encounter famous cases in the history of the 
Inquisition. 47 In six consecutive pages of Album F, 
duels of various time periods are placed side by 
side (figs. 9,10).48 In the prints of the Tauromaquia, 
too, modern day and historical bullfights are inter­
spersed (figs. 3,4). 49 In each case, then, Goya 
recorded the history of a particular genre of 
violence and concluded that humanity, however 
enlightened, was unable to rid itself of bestiality. 

In the Disasters of Wm; the introductory and con­
cluding plates serve to underline this message. In 
Plate 1 (pl.I), a kneeling man who opens his arms 
and looks up in supplication recalls the suffering 
Christ of the Agony in the Garden. (As has often 
been pointed out, the print is close to Goya's own 
1819 painting of Christ on the Mount of Olives in 
the collection of the Escuelas Pfas de San Anton 
in Madrid.) The caption, "Sad presentiments of 
what must come to pass," links Christ's vision of 
his fate with the fate of present-day Spain, thereby 

emphasizing the inevitability of the violent scenes 
that directly follow. As with the motif of the mar­
tyr, the caption echoes propaganda of the time, 
such as the description of the French brutality in 
the Prado on May 2, 1808 as "a sad prelude of the 
bloody scene ... of that night" inscribed below 
Tomas Lopez Enguidanos's print of the event 
(fig. 2). Yet Goya, characteristically, makes a more 
general statement, based on his own responses 
to a specific and devastating moment in history, 
about human nature. 

Plate 82 (fig. 11), the final symbolical print, and 
one of five in the mock-up set that were not 
included in the 1863 edition, is apparently set in a 
primitive Garden of Eden, predating Christian 
history.50 The bundles of hay, fruit tree, sheep and 
basket filled to the brim denote abundance and 
lend credence to the usual interpretation of this 
print as a hopeful sign of Truth's victory over the 
animal instincts within us. Yet there is reason to 
question whether Goya, who in 1820 was seventy-
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four years old and had witnessed decades of cor­
ruption and violence, gave so incontrovertibly 
optimistic a conclusion to his series of prints. 

The caption to Plate 82 reads "This is the true" 
(verdadero) as opposed to the "Truth" (verdad) of 
Plates 79 and 80. Perhaps she is not "Truth" at 
all, but rather a mockery of the belief that there is 
such a thing as a "Truth" that can conquer human 
nature, for she seems to be wearing the cape of 
the bishop in Plate 79 and like him gestures in 
benediction, concentrating her gaze on the hir­
sute, ape-like man standing next to her.Just as she 
might be a sham "Truth," he might be a mockery 
of Rousseau's vision of "primitive man" as an 
innocent being. If nothing else, this was probably 
Goya's initial conception for the print, as is sug­
gested by the caricatured face of "Truth" and the 
devious smile of the sheep in the red chalk pre­
paratory drawing.51 The fact that three small 

prints of prisoners were placed at the end of the 
mock-up set of the Disasters a/War made during 
Goya's lifetime also implies a less than positive 
concluding note. 

As we turn back the clock, Goya seems to be say­
ing, we reach a time when humans were motivated 
by base instincts, whether in acts of violence or in 
the romantic passion that is alluded to in "This is 
the true" -appropriate to a Garden of Eden, and 
as if to say, "this is how it all began." As we then 
move through the centuries and trace the history 
of religious sacrifice, Inquisition punishment, 
dueling, or the bullfight, we discover that these 
instincts remain unchanged, and also produce 
the "fatal consequences" of war. This is the funda­
mental meaning of Goya's "I saw it." 

Reva Wolf 
Boston College 
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