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“If the painter wishes to see beauties that charm him it lies in his
power to create them, and if he wishes to see monstrosities that are frightful or
buffoonish or ridiculous or pitiable . . . he can be lord and master thereof.”
Leonardo da Vinci, 1492
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SKETCH ONE

“It’s nearly finished. Please step down from the dais for a moment and have a look.”
“Look at what?”
“Look at what...you ask? Why, behold the joyous symphony of line, shape, form, texture,
rhythm, luminescence, colour, hues and tones. Of course, in the flesh you are very much more,
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but this humble tribute to Venus begs appreciation on its own terms, an independent reality,
something apart.
“Pardon my ignorance, Don Gustavo, but that joyous symphony of yours is only paint
stuck to a bed sheet stretched around four hunks of wood. How much will your customers pay
for this mess and how many more can you produce? Huh? Tell me. I want money, not art. I’m
hungry for money and my daughter is hungrier still. She grows. The butterfly stirs inside the
cocoon, if you know what that means. But then, how could you know of such things?”
“Thank you, my Dulcinea. Your criticism is always more valuable to me than your
praise. But you are wrong.”
“I’m right.”
“No. You’re wrong. This mess, as you so callously refer to my efforts to immortalize
you, is my child. These other works stacked against the walls of my studio, are my children. I
created them and I nurtured them and I cry each night after they leave me. I watched them
emerge from their cocoons. I saw them grow. I loved them; but as they developed under my
paintbrushes like real children under a parent’s careful guidance, they began to judge me, to
doubt my skills and question my ability to bring them to their full potential. Still, I struggled to
give them everything they needed and wanted. Of course, I sometimes fail and they never
forgive me for that. Some even hate me, I’m sure of it.
“No matter, though. Like this latest desnudo, each of my beloved offspring stands on its
own two feet. I’ve given them what they need to survive in the world. Open your eyes and see!
Good painting achieves something much more than just a cheap wall hanging to match the divan
and compliment the drapery. It doesn’t matter who or what is the inspiration, the Muse, if you
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like: a naked woman – as I find you at this moment – or a naturaleza muerta, or a mangy old
donkey, or a picturesque old donkey-driver or the working class women in the tobacco factory or
the flower sellers or the peasants at harvest time or the Triana Bridge or merely an abstract
figment of the artist’s imagination or his worst nightmare. It could be a religious vision like the
beheading of Santa Caterina or the lovely Águeda with her ripe young breasts sliced off and
served up to the viewer like a brace of vanilla puddings on a silver tray, which is more or less the
way Zurbarán imagined it.
“Do I know him?”
“No. And I’m not going to introduce you.”
“He’s probably a better painter than you and lot wealthier.”
“The purpose of painting is not money.”
“You’re wrong this time. Money is the purpose of everything.”
“I disagree.”
“Then what is the purpose of this desnudo unless you can sell it and gain money?”
“I don’t paint just to gain money. Nor do I paint to reproduce reality. I paint to create
realities of equal intensity, separate and distinct.”
“I think you paint to escape from reality. You’re a coward. You don’t have to take your
clothes off if you want to eat. Your kind always has plenty.”
“Let’s stick to the subject, shall we? I paint because it makes me feel alive, the enigma in
the human spirit that has baffled philosophers throughout the ages. And, for your information
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before you even mention it, I don’t paint only naked women. I paint all types of portraits and
landscapes and naturaleza muerta as you can see. These sell equally well. Each genre has its
clientele.”
“You enjoy staring at naked women, old man, don’t fool yourself. You’re no different
from the others. I only stand here like a marble column for hours and hours because you pay for
my time. For me, your enigma, whatever that is, means money.”
“Quite so. We have different realities then. Nonetheless, the photographer captures a
more anatomically accurate record of your marvellous structure than I could ever do with my
paintbrush. But let’s leave that argument to technicians like our friend Don Alonzo in the Calle
Feria, a button pusher with some radical ideas and a dubious reputation who’s richer than
Zurbarán. My paintbrush, on the other hand, conjures something out of nothing, stirring
profound emotions in women and moving men to glorious and noble deeds or to outrage. Think
Goya! Velasquez! David! Delacroix! That is the task of the artist, the stuff of magicians and the
work of gods. When has a photograph ever done that?”
“¡Madre mia….Que barbaridad! You think quite a lot of yourself, don’t you?”
“I’m a sucker for flattery, I’ll admit. Every man is. You laugh….huh! These spoiled
wenches whom I endeavour to immortalize, how easily they manipulate me. All they want is
money, money, and more money. Speaking of manipulation, can you shift a little to the left,
please? Yes. Thank you. The light changes as we work, a simple matter of physics as Galileo
observed, but we need to freeze it to make art. And to freeze light is to freeze time, another
conjurer’s trick. There’s a remedy for everything, isn’t that so, except stopping time? And that’s
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my only serious concern right now, that I am already old. I manage to freeze time only on the
canvas. It’s my greatest failure.”
“Yes. And those lumps of paint are going to dry and crack and crumble and your
stiffened canvas will sag like that useless trompeta hidden inside your trousers. Your customers
pay good money for the memory, your desnudos and Don Alonzo’s erotic postcards. It’s a joke
on both of you.”
“Ah! Now we have the truth, at last. Are you feeding vanilla pudding to that
pornographer? Keeping secrets from your Pygmalion? Fumbling around under his safelight
where nothing is safe? A few copper céntimos from the one, gold from the other. Be careful. I
should instruct you about the fate of the Propoetides.”
“The who?”
“Never mind. Move a little more to the left now, please. Yes, that’s it. I’ve made you into
a goddess, Ráfaga. You are the Fiestas de Abril, a celebrity of the carteles. And to think that this
lovely creature cannot read or write even a single word! Splendid! Well, no need for it. If
everything could be said in words then there would be no need for paint.”
“A goddess, am I? You’re a con artist, Viejo.”
“Of course I am. I’m chairman of the arts and architecture committee of the Exposición
Iberoamericana, after all; also president of the Academia and a director of the Instituto Provincial
de Bellas Artes and a personal acquaintance of the King. I shall paint his portrait again this year,
although he insists on keeping his clothes this time. I’ve promised to take Inésa to Madrid for
the occasion, and you too if you can behave yourself.”
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“Will you introduce me to the queen?”
“Maybe, or to his concubine, the movie queen. You two can share notes. You know, back
in the 80’s in Paris, I was invited to paint his wretched grandmother, Isabel Dos. Puta madre,
she repulsed me. Still, they named the Triana Bridge after the woman and I consider myself
monárquico in spite of the experience. It’s a hereditary thing. Like father, like son. Once a
monarchist, always a monarchist, I’m afraid.”
“Like I said, Don Gustavo. You think a lot of yourself.”
“Yes, but I’m mostly history by now. Did I mention that Turina is composing a concerto
for the Exposición? Opus 53, ‘Ráfaga’ he calls it, a work for the classical guitar. I fear you’ve
bewitched the poor fellow. And the sleepless Cernuda dedicates his verses to you. Las Desnudas
he calls the cantos. There’s another republican dreamer for you, like our friend Alonzo. And it’s
all a consequence of my paintings.”
“Basta, Viejo! Enough! Stare all you like. See whatever it is you want to see. You’re a
better talker than a painter. And hurry up, will you? I’m getting hungry and there’s a cramp in
my leg.”
“You women are always hungry for something and we men for something else.”
“And you, old man? What are you hungry for?”
“Me? I’m just a humble artist. My job it is to deepen the mystery.”
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SKETCH TWO
“Venga, niña. Come and give Tío Gustavo a hand with these pigments, will you? You know,
grinding paints is an exacting science that involves both physics and chemistry and, of course,
strong hands and a careful eye, both of which I see that you have. Why, just look at those strong
arms of yours, Inésa, so muscular for only ten years. And for a girl, no less! By the way, did I
ever tell you about Galileo and his experiments with light?”
“Si, Tío. Ya me dijiste muchas veces. Yes, Uncle, you already told me many times. Light
contains the three primary elements, red, blue and yellow, and three secondaries, orange, green
and violet. We see the coloured light when it reflects back from an object to our eyes. The object
filters out all the colours except the ones we see. White material reflects all the colours while
black material absorbs all the light and reflects no colour. To make art, we select materials that
reflect the colours we want to see then assemble them on the canvas in a certain way. In this
sense, every painting is an abstraction.”
“Estupendo!” You learn well. Now hand me that jar of linseed oil and the beaker of
turpentine, please. Let’s get started, shall we?
“But what is abstraction?”
“We’ll save that explanation for later.”
“What colours do we make then, Tío?”
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“Ocres. We’re going to make ochre. I need some earth colours as a foundation to soften
and warm these canvases.
“Carry everything over to the marble slab there. Yes. That’s it. Bring the large muller and
some glass jars with the screw-on lids.”
“Can I paint too, Tío? I saved my sketches to show you. La Mona Lisa is my model. I
feed her fish heads to keep her still. But don’t tell my mother, please. She’ll murder me if she
finds out I’m feeding her precious food to cats.”
“Your secret is safe with me, child. Don’t worry about the fish heads. The fishes don’t
need them anymore. And soon you will have enough genuine worries to fill your pretty head.”
“And do you want me to help you stretch some canvas today too, Tío? Can I have the
scraps and some wood to make my own stretchers?
“No need, little one, we can go around to Valdés’ shop in the Calle Tetuán and purchase
our canvases already stretched on their bastidores. I’m getting too old and tired to make frames
and stretch fabric and coat them with hide glue and white lead. I’m too impatient these days. I
have much work to do and I sense the clock ticking more rapidly each day. We can buy
everything in the shops now, even the paint already prepared in metal tubes, but still I prefer to
grind my own colours; better control and more luminescence that way.”
“I want to be a painter like you, Tío.”
“And why not, eh? There were – and still are – some very good women painters. How
about the impressionists Berte Morisot and that American, what’s her name? Cassatt I think it is.
Yes. Mary Cassatt. Sounds French but isn’t. There’s Diana Coomans and her sister Heva,
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costumbristas par excellence. Marie Vasselon and Bertha Verree. And of course, there’s my
favourite old master, or perhaps I should say old mistress, Artemisia Gentileschi. I like her
‘Susana and the Elders’ better than my own version.
“How did you learn?”
“Well, to start with, I wasn’t always a painter. I trained to be a lawyer like half the young
men in this city. We Sevillanos are a race of lawyers. We live to litigate. Lawyers are men who
spin out lots and lots of words to make people think that what they do is so esoteric and
complicated and terribly important that only they can understand it. But I soon found that I could
say things with light what couldn’t be said with words. Colours and shapes and textures became
my obsession and also my torment. So, I quit practicing law to study drawing and painting at
Aranda’s studio. I can see that you already have the hand and eye coordination needed for
drawing, Inésa. It’s a rare gift. Drawing is the basis of painting, like the skeleton supports the
flesh. Don’t waste your time with words. Any fool with a mouth in his head can do that.”
“But I want to go to school too, Tío. I want read and write and speak well and wear pretty
dresses and have playmates. I don’t want to wear rags anymore or sit on the smelly street with
my mamá all day long with our dirty feet sticking out and looking sad so people will place a coin
into her hand and listen to her mumble. And I don’t like the ones she brings up to the attic at
night after you leave the studio and go home to your dinner and your children.”
“I don’t have any children, little one. These paintings you see all around us are my
children.”
“Then I can be your child. But you have to teach me to paint. And take me to the school
every morning and hold my hand on the way and buy me pretty clothes to wear. And in return I
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will make your bastidores and stretch your canvas on them and grind your colours because
you’re too old and need eyeglasses and don’t have strong arms like me. And I can do your
painting for you when you can’t see anymore.”
“Well, then. You’re quite the little negotiator, aren’t you? Maybe you should become a
lawyer after all. But I expect that women make better painters than litigators and judges except
when it comes to trying and punishing their husbands. I must consult my dear sister Flora about
the school business and, of course, the dresses. It’s delicate. You see, I haven’t yet told her about
the mother who inspires my canvases and the daughter who wants to stretch them for me.
“But now, child, I have an appointment scheduled with Don Alonzo at the Bodega Santa
Cruz. You see? We’ve wasted all our time talking instead of grinding colours and making art.”
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SKETCH THREE
“Entonces! Hay un par de palomas en el ático, Viejo.…So, I see there’s a lovely brace of doves
nesting in your attic, old man. One of them is a real beauty. Turina tells me that her bathwater
sells in glass vials at the apothecary, the latest miracle cure for flagging libidos. And the other
bird? Well, that remains to be seen now, doesn’t it; surely like mother, like daughter, as they
say.”
“Don’t play cat and mouse with me, Alonzo. Selling her bathwater? What a comic! I
suspect you’ve already sampled the sauce and now you expect me to hand over the entire bird.
You want my blessing for your treachery but you won’t get it. She poses for my brush by day
but the night belongs to her. I’m more liberal than you think. I respect a woman’s rights
although in this country they don’t have any.”
“Women’s rights? ¡Hombre….! That’s unthinkable. If such nonsense were possible,
this country would already be at the forefront of progress in the modern world. Our oligarchical
system and the Church would never allow it. Have you ever seen a female priest or bishop or
member of the Cortes for that matter? Still your model’s face and form are recognized all over
Sevilla since the Exposición so perhaps she can run for public office one day, after the
revolution, that is.”
“Who knows? But I doubt it. She’s illiterate and uninterested in anything but money,
which I suppose does qualify her for a seat in the Cortes. It’s true that my art has made her a
symbol of the Fiestas de Abril and the lovely face of the Exposición; as opposed to the rather un12
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pretty visages of your overly endowed coquettes, though I expect you earn more from selling
those erotic postcards and other trash than I do from painting. I prefer that you not get her
involved in your so-called art, Alonzo. Don’t you think that going from portraits in oils to cheap
postcards delivered in a plain brown envelope would be a step backward for an artist’s model,
career-wise, I mean?”
“Well, not really backward when you consider the circumstances. But be realistic,
Gustavo, will you, for once? You turn these putas into goddesses then fall in love with them, but
in the end they drift back to the gypsy camps. Once a woman has sold herself for money, she
changes forever. You can’t ever change her back. Why do you think there are so many convents
in this city if it isn’t to deny the burdeles their feedstock? And before long, her time-ravished
charms won’t excite even the most desperate of mariners. That’s the beauty and virtue of my
photography, can’t you see? I preserve a perfect copy before, well, you know, before time
makes monsters of them, of us all really. I capture the flower as it emerges from the bud and
before the petals drop and the tired stem withers and bends, while the bloom still emits its
tempting perfume and tastes of ambrosia. Then I sell them to the sailors.”
“Camarera….aquí….dos cervezas más, por favor….”
“Oye…. Listen here, Alonzo, I don’t care to see her naked images secreted under the
counter of every news kiosk in Sevilla for the edification of dirty old men like yourself, not just
yet anyway, at least not until the Exposición is finished and her face forgotten and my beautiful
posters are used to wrap the trash. I have plans for her, and for the girl too.”
“What kind of plans? No, don’t tell me. I think I know.”
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“You don’t know. The little girl has talent for more than just taking off her clothes,
although she will grow into a beauty like her mother. I’ve seen her drawings and they’re
brilliant. She has a keen eye for gesture and appreciation of detail. She takes a chalk to the floor
and reduces a real cat to the essence of a cat with a marvellous economy of strokes. I’m teaching
her to paint.”
“And the other?”
“That we shall see. Until my public tires of her lovely face and form, I will keep on
painting her. During Semana Santa, I paint her in black mantilla and fingering her rosary beads.
During Feria, she’s a smart flamenco dancer in her traje de gitana. The rest of the time, I paint
her stark naked, as a public service so to speak, something daring to grace the drawing rooms of
our more discerning customers or enhance their solitary vices. The sales are splendid.”
“Look Gustavo, I don’t want to preach to you but the personal side has me worried. In
my trade, I chance on a girl in the street and she asks a few pesetas in exchange for a half hour
romp in a cheap room above a café in a dingy lane off the Alameda. Instead, I lead her to my
studio. She disrobes in front of the lens then it’s out the door. She’s happy. I’m happy. No
messy leftovers. No lingering attachments. Then one day when I really do feel the urge, I just
visit the room above the café, or another room above another café, and enjoy it gratis because
they always hope to pose for the camera another time. It’s much too easy.
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“But in your case, Gustavo, there’s always
the danger of ensnarement, especially at your age.
Like I said, there’s only one theme or variations on
that theme. As soon as she thinks you’re carrying a
torch for her, she’ll go out and do something
outrageous to test the strength of your love, to see
how you enjoy the betrayal and find out what are the
limits. It’s mutual self-destruction. Don’t fall in
love with these whores, I warn you. Your lovely
Carmen is better off working for me than you.”
“As you wish, Alonzo. But for now, I still need her.”
“Take my advice. You’re a man of culture and refinement and respected for your talent
in this city.”
“Be that as it may, my friend, but as usual you and I have different values. You think
everything can be bought and paid for, just like that, without any attachments. I’m afraid this
emerging new world order of yours will put an end to life as we know it, reducing everything to
the charmless, black and white essence of a block of cheap postcards and sordid albums, stamped
and discretely delivered by your comrades from the Oficina de Correos. Sure, it’s 1929 already
but still I’m a monarchist and rather conventional. The last things we Sevillanos are willing to
give up are our institutions and our conventions. We want progress so long as our institutions
are left intact. We know how to enjoy our discrete pleasures, en sobre sin ningún signo exterior,
if need be. We don’t like change.”
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“¡Cálmate, amigo. Tranquilo!...My camera is nothing to fear, except that it always tells
the truth. It puts bread on my table. Unlike you, I am backing the republican movement. If
change has to happen – and it’s going to happen whether or not we like it – then these medieval
institutions of ours need to go the way of the donkey cart. Sex needs to come out into the open, a
sexual revolution. Women and men need to be liberated. Like I said, the only reason this city
has so many convents is to keep its women out of the brothels. It’s the opposite face of the same
ancient coin. These institutions of yours keep the decadent aristocracy and priests in control
while the ignorant masses go hungry, the same old ruthless exploitation of one group of human
beings by another, the oppression of one sex by the other, slavery by another name. Just look at
the rest of the world and then take a look at Spain, if you will. Almost two centuries after
Rousseau, we’re still a bastion of ignorance and superstition frozen in the Middle Ages. Pitiful.
Speaking of donkey carts, did I tell you I’ve purchased a motorcar?”
“A motorcar. And for what purpose, may I ask? What could you possibly need a
motorcar for in this most confounded of cities? A rowboat would be more useful. At least then
you can float around the wreckage next time the Guadalquivir escapes its banks.”
“That’s a fact. I don’t need a motorcar, or a boat either, but owning one is a symbol of
progressive thinking. One can curse a motorcar and kick it and take a cudgel to it and nobody
will accuse him of cruelty to animals. And you only need to feed the beast when it’s working,
not twenty-four hours a day, day after day. I wish I could find myself a woman like that.”
“Hmm…. Well, I’m sure your comrades are working on the problem.”
“Actually, I bought the motorcar from my wife’s father in Córdoba. Took us four days to
drive it back here.”
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“You can walk the entire distance in two days, or one day if you walk quickly and don’t
stop for lunch and siesta.”
“That’s true, very true. The old man asked if we needed some lessons on how to operate
the mechanism but my brother insisted no, he already knew how. Anybody could do it. He
would teach me. It’s like driving a team of mules except you don’t need a whip. “Okay, then”,
my father-in-law said, “Have it your way.” So off we went in the general direction of Sevilla,
rolling backwards the whole way, slowly, very slowly. I had to trot ahead and direct him while
Jose Miguel steered, glancing back over his shoulder, until we lost the road and ended up in a
forest of prickly pears. He had a terrible pain in the neck after that. The sly old man caught the
train instead and made it to Sevilla before us. Then he showed us how to put the accursed thing
into forward gear.”
“Ha! And that’s why you’re a cheap pornographer and I’m president of the Academia.”
“Sometimes I think you’re right, Don Gustavo. I really shouldn’t be seen in Barrio Santa
Cruz drinking beer with a monárquico, being a republican supporter and a freethinking
pornographer to boot. It may not be the Academia but I’m chairman of the photography section
of the artists cooperative in the anarchist collective. Primo de Rivera would love to have us all
shot but it’s only a matter of time before the old Caudillo will be history. I have it on good
authority that the man has a bad ticker.”
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“Well then. It’s awfully daring of
you to drink with a monarchist, Alonzo, and
to share this useful information. I’m
honoured. So honoured, I’ll let you pick up
the tab.”
“With pleasure, my dear friend. But
let’s change the subject, shall we, before we
murder each other like good Spaniards
always do over trivialities and politics, which
are pretty much one and the same? Tell me
how it is you acquired your lovely brace of
pigeons.”
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