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Hereditary Hunger

Saturn Devours One of His Children is a tragic painting by Spanish painter Francisco

Goya. The painting depicts the Roman god Saturn as he “devours” his child. He is shrouded in

an uncomfortable darkness, slouching like an animal feasting on the prize of his hunt. Blood is

smeared along the wounds of the mangled victim and Saturn is giving a crazed look of

starvation. Francisco Goya was the first of the Great Masters of

painting and was considered “a pioneer in new artistic tendencies and

new expressive forms,” even being considered “the father of modern

art” (Felisati and Sperati). The Great Masters of Painting refers to the

most celebrated and important artists in Western art history. Artists

such as Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo are some of the most

well-known Great Masters of painting. My analysis of this piece is

heavily influenced by my own experience. My experiences allow me

to give personal evidence in support of the viewpoints of many who

have led similar lives to me. In this essay, I will argue that Saturn Devours One of His Children

represents an innate societal fear of trust being broken, greed capturing the bodies of individuals

thus jolting them into wrath, and the immense desire for stability in an ever-changing world in

the context of Francisco Goya’s illness.

Francisco Goya followed a multitude of artistic paths as his career progressed. Initially,

he began painting to “[prove] his value,... [including] tapestries and portraits” (Felisati and

Sperati). He shifted his focus to expressive freedoms, creating outlandish and unique pieces of

varying styles. It is argued by many art historians that his second stage of expression “[showed]

the signs of his severe illness” (Felisati and Sperati). It is not known exactly what caused Goya’s
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illness. It is widely believed that he had contracted syphilis in his youth, eventually leading to

him becoming completely deaf by the age of 46. Untreated syphilis has many symptoms

including differing behavioral patterns. Without this key piece of information, it can be common

to interpret this piece as merely a mythological symbol tied back to the Greek and Roman gods.

Art historians often describe Saturn Devours One of His Children as a piece that

represents the wrath of the gods. This interpretation highlights the gods’ ability to completely

and utterly overpower us, a trait that fills them with animalistic madness. It shows that

throughout generations, there has always been a connotation of fear around the myth of Saturn.

On the surface level, Francisco Goya’s interpretation of the myth is similar to the countless other

retellings of it. Saturn is depicted as a madman with “unkempt hair that falls just over his

shoulders and he is not wearing clothing” (du Plessis et al.). I do not believe that this

interpretation is technically wrong, but I do believe that Francisco Goya was trying to express a

more personal perspective of the world through his eyes. It is my belief that Goya painted this

without the intention of showing it to others because of the grotesque nature that surrounds this

painting.

At the end of Goya’s life, he lived in a house known as Quinta del Sordo. In English, this

is translated as “Villa of the Deaf One”. Goya purchased this house from a previous owner who

was also deaf. It was here that Goya painted Saturn Devours One of His Children as well as 13

other paintings on the walls of his home. There were no names given to these paintings; it was

not until they were cataloged by art historians that they were given official names. Because they

were not named by Goya, it leads me to believe that he did not intend to show the world the

dark-rooted complexities of his mind. He was surrounding himself with his illness by painting

his thoughts and traumas on the walls of his home, mentally escaping his hellscape by giving it a
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physical shape. The idea of a father eating a child, by default, is cruel on its own, but when

accompanied by visual representation it becomes a much harsher reality. The imagery of Saturn

Devours One of His Children brings to mind broken trust. During Goya’s lifetime, he witnessed

and experienced many traumatic events in his life including the Peninsular War between Spain

and France in the early 1800s. It is my belief that the atrocities of war inspired Goya to paint his

distrust in his country. However, it is not only distrust in his country that is shown. Goya also

underwent the premature deaths of seven of his children. He likely did not feel he could trust in

himself to have a successful child, let alone any god that could allow him to do so. Surrounded

by death, Goya was lost in a cascade of dark mazes. He was a troubled man who had undergone

even more burden with the addition of physical illness on top of the extensive mental anguish he

experienced.

Goya’s past can be seen in the strokes of Saturn Devours One of His Children as he

personified the fear of trust being broken, especially by someone who was supposed to be your

father. The saying, “blood is thicker than water” resonated in my mind as I gawked at Goya’s art.

The sense of suspicion and wariness Goya’s Saturn embodies reveals the dark underbelly of this

saying; the vicious reality that blood is much easier to drown in. A child left destroyed and

shocked by the father’s course of action, drowning in the sea of blood that was their familial

bond. What drives a father to do this to his own child? Could he do this because he feared he

would be usurped? How could his distrust go so far as to require him to devour his own child?

In my experience, Goya’s interpretation of the myth of Saturn eating his children causes

an echo in my mind of past abusive experiences with my own father. I, as are many others, am an

example of a child who was broken by an untrustworthy perception of my father. Blood is said to

be thicker than water, but no one ever said that it is thicker than lust. Lies and deception,
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especially by a parental figure, manifest into life-long trust issues. My father always set a

precedent of loyalty and trust above all else yet was the first to break said precedent. I went

throughout my childhood utilizing these precedents to build expectations for my future, but these

feelings, like the child depicted in Goya’s painting, were devoured upon the discovery that my

father was unfaithful.

Unfortunately, I was not given the opportunity to decipher the lies of my childhood with

visual suggestions. I am able to see Saturn’s madness and distrust that is shown on the lighting of

his knuckles revealing a pale white coloration indicating that he is using immense amounts of

energy to hold the body of his loved one despite it being lifeless and unable to fight back. It is as

if he does not trust that the death of his child would be enough to stop his dethroning. His eyes

and mouth also indicate a sense of madness as they are often described as “two white balls with

black orbs in them” and “a gaping black hole” (du Plessis et al.). These descriptions are

incredibly inhuman, giving Saturn a look akin to a beast or monster. Saturn looks almost like he

knows what he is doing is wrong, he can see the consequences of his actions, and that terrifies

him, driving him further into insanity which takes over his body. Saturn Devours One of His

Children can be seen as a representation of the fear of distrust in the context of Goya’s narrative.

Similar to the visceral feeling of fear taking over your body, greed engulfs the mind. In

Saturn Devours One of His Children the presentation of greed is highlighted in the sense of

urgency shown in the painting. The Saturn depicted differs from other visual interpretations of

the myth because he has fully eaten the right arm, head, and left hand of his child and he

continues to go back for more. The action of going back for more suggests the idea that his body

is being taken over by a need and desire to consume as much and as quickly as possible. Greed is

“characterized by the desire to acquire more and the dissatisfaction of never having enough”
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(Wei et al.). Saturn feared the prophecy that stated he would be overthrown by one of his

children. Because of the fear that his reign would not be eternal, he consumed each of his sons as

soon as they were born. His ultimate goal was to maintain the power and position he had. He felt

threatened by the possibility of giving up one of his possessions; his greed overcame his mind

and forced him to make the decision to eat his children. The characteristic of greed is displayed

in a similar fashion as the fear of distrust. The hands of Saturn clenching as if he would die if he

released his grasp on the child is shown, again, by the white highlights on his knuckles and the

straining of his muscles. Looking further into the details of the painting, it was noticed that his

hands can be seen burrowing into the muscles and skin of his meal. He has succumbed to the

greed and paranoia that was resulting from the possibility of losing power.

Throughout my childhood, my father was absent from the home, only being there

one-third of the year. He told the family that he worked as much as he did and as hard as he did

for his children, but this never felt like the case. Similarly to Saturn, my father bit down on his

temptations and sacrificed his family. However, instead of literally biting his children, he bit

down on the time he was able to spend with us and tainted the opportunities to build a stronger

familial bond. Goya’s use of lighting around Saturn’s knuckles reminds me of my father’s

ironclad grip on his position to work as much as he did, digging his fingers further into his

addiction. His greed engulfed his mind and shielded him from the acknowledgment of his

consequences.

I have yet to meet an individual who enjoys change. Humans seem to think they are the

exception to the world’s evolution. Saturn Devours One of His Children represents this idea of

desired stability. As stated previously, Saturn’s ultimate goal is to lengthen his reign of power. He

wishes for the opportunity to be the ruler of all other gods and maintain a stable position. The
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idea of change, even if that change would be beneficial for his child, is met with utter refusal.

The madness in his eyes and the strength in his grip support this idea. His grip reminds me of a

predator-catching prey. In order to survive, to return back to stability, the predator must take

action and kill those beneath it. The psychological reasoning behind his wrath is that “change

interferes with autonomy… [making] people feel that they’ve lost control of their territory”

(Kanter). Saturn feels the emotions of those he consumed, the emotions of prey. This act of

prolonging the inevitable showcases an unwillingness and resistance to change, something that

can be drawn back to an event from almost everyone’s life.

I have familiarity with the need for stability. My father is similar to Goya’s Saturn

because he is just as rigid. He plays the game of life by a set of rules he curated, allowing himself

to live in his own idea of a stable environment. I can only imagine my father’s emotional

pondering on his countless work trips that seemed to always be extended and never shortened. I

can only imagine his thought process as he flies thousands of miles away from home on his

child’s birthday. When asked about his extensive schedule, I was met with nothing but frustration

and annoyance. He wished for the stability of having an unquestioning family. The process he

chose was to monopolize emotion; if I am the only one that is allowed to outwardly express my

emotions, would it add or take away from the tranquility of loneliness? That is the question I

have asked myself since childhood and yet I still have no answer. My father eats and eats and

eats emotions, just as Saturn did, however, I have not reached the end of my myth where I bite

back and free the emotions that have been kept isolated in my father’s stomach. Is it true stability

my father experienced or a facade he enjoyed pursuing? I like to think that Saturn’s child was

asking the same. I can see myself in the mouth of Saturn, my emotions, my stability, my father

figure. All devoured.
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I believe that Francisco Goya’s painting Saturn Devouring One of His Children

represents the isolating and terrifying event of broken trust, the visualization of greed-induced

wrath, and the necessity of stability throughout society. These points are shown through Goya’s

use of lightning, highlighting the bodily stress Saturn had undergone midst devouring his child.

They are also contextualized by the traumatic and devastating past of Goya including him

witnessing incredibly disturbing moments of brutality during the Peninsular War and the

premature deaths of seven of his children. By utilizing my own experience, I was able to reflect

on the reasoning behind my interpretation and adequately support the ideas I presented. I am

witness to the monster that is the unspoken habit of fathers psychologically crippling their

children.



8

Works Cited

Cikanavicius, Darius. “Trust Issues That Arise from Childhood Trauma.” Psych Central, 3

September 2019, https://psychcentral.com/blog/psychology-self/2019/09/trust-issues#1.

Accessed 27 September 2023.

du Plessis, Alicia, et al. “"Saturn Devouring One of His Sons" by Francisco Goya - A Study.” Art

in Context, 18 October 2022,

https://artincontext.org/saturn-devouring-one-of-his-sons-by-francisco-goya/. Accessed

27 September 2023.

Felisati, D., and G. Sperati. “Francisco Goya and his illness - PMC.” NCBI, 5 October 2010,

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3040580/. Accessed 27 September 2023.

Kanter, Rosabeth Moss. “Ten Reasons People Resist Change.” Harvard Business Review, 25

September 2012, https://hbr.org/2012/09/ten-reasons-people-resist-chang. Accessed 27

September 2023.

Toptan, Tugce, et al. “Neurosyphilis: a case report - PMC.” NCBI, 24 April 2015,

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5175054/. Accessed 27 September 2023.

Wei, Shiyu, et al. “Greed personality trait links to negative psychopathology and underlying

neural substrates.” NCBI, 20 July 2022,

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10036871/. Accessed 27 September

2023.



9


