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eo 1he very skillful Student of Falces, wrapped in his cape, tricks

the bull with the play of his body
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In this print, Goya shows the legendary matador known as the “Student of Falces”
(Bernardo Alcalde, born 1709) performing one of the death-defying feats that made him
famous. In his treatise on bullfighting, Nicolas Fernandez de Moratin described the mata-
dor as “diestrisimo” (very skillful); Goya’s use of the same adjective in the caption suggests
that the text was a source for the print.! Contemporary authorities on bullfighting detailed
tricks like the one Goya depicted here. In 1802, Josef de la Tixera wrote that the Student
of Falces was astonishingly light and “dexterous beyond measure, especially in tricking
the bulls . . . which he used to do as he spun in circles and without taking off his cloak.”
Another writer observed how, before conducting that move, the Student of Falces would
draw a circle on the sand and manage to keep the bull inside it while pivoting until the ani-
mal tumbled.? In old age, he regretted the reckless behavior of his younger days, according
to Vargas Ponce’s Disertacion, as techniques like using his own cloak as a cape brought him
dangerously close to the bull’s horns.*

Goya illustrated the intensity of such a maneuver by setting both figures in an austere
context, lightly indicating the outlines of the barrier and the onlookers. The focus of the
image is the man and the bull, which Goya treated as a single compositional block mov-
ing in unison, the surface of their bodies animated by contrasting dark and light tones.
Whereas the black appears saturated to the point of lightening, owing to overbiting in
areas of the cloak and on the back of the animal, the highlights reveal the tonal ground of
thin aquatint and the blank paper left in reserve.

The prominent diagonal shadow created by the man and the bull and the areas of emp-
tiness endow this work with an almost abstract quality. In addition to the central placement
of the figures, a number of other details convey the impression of circular movement,
including the swirling cape wrapping around the man’s leg, reworked in several stages to
improve its legibility, and the lines indicating movement that radiate from the matador’s
torso. Perhaps to lead the eye around the sheet and emphasize dynamic rotation, Goya
placed his signature in an unusual position, vertically and at almost the left edge of the
plate, superimposed over a mass of horizontal strokes that articulate the shade. rirc
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