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Abstract
This article analyses the various components of a graphic novel, El Perdón 
y la furia [Forgiveness and Fury] by Antonio Altarriba and Keko, about the 
Baroque painter José de Ribera. It does so within a framework drawn from 
art history and studies the transgressive role of images through citation, 
intertextual borrowing, or creation by Keko in the manner of Ribera. A com-
parative analysis of the artist’s biography and the graphic narration uncovers 
a series of parallels between historically attested and fictitious events that 
can be seen as the common thread in a thriller based on the fight against 
power. It concludes by returning to the same themes within a contemporary 
setting, while Ribera’s story and that of his present-day fictional counterpart 
simultaneously reveal human truths.

Keywords: contemporaneity, historical fiction, intertextuality, obsession, 
recreation, reutilisation, Riberisation

Since 2005, when the Louvre published a collection of albums on art-
ists and works related to the museum, the dialogue between museum 
archives and graphic novels has caught on internationally, while simul-
taneously leading to a rethinking of what constitutes museum policy.1 
A classic example of this dialogue is the work of Marc-Antoine Mathieu, 
Les Sous-sols du Révolu: Extraits du journal d’un expert [The Museum 
Vaults: Excerpts from the Journal of an Expert].2 This may be read as a bid 

 1 Catherine Ballé and Dominique Poulot, Musées en Europe: Une mutation inachevée 
(Paris: La Documentation Française, 2004), 217.

 2 Marc-Antoine Mathieu, Les Sous-sols du Révolu: Extraits du journal d’un expert (Paris: 
Musée du Louvre, 2007). The 2008 translation is published by NBM Publishing of 
New York.
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by comics to claim a relationship with painting, but as Margaret Flinn 
points out, something else is at stake too.3 The museum-related comics 
generally involve tales of various genres containing fantastical elements 
that take a special interest in a museum’s ‘hidden’ stories. In this way, 
the comics raise awareness of the institution’s collections.

The Prado Museum (Madrid) has not been immune to this trend. 
In 2016, at the behest of José Manuel Matilla, its chief curator of prints 
and drawings, the museum published El Tríptico de los encantados (una 
pantomima bosquiana) [The Triptych of the Enchanted (A Bosquian 
Pantomime)] by the Spanish comics artist Max.4 The following year saw 
the publication of Idilio: Apuntes de Fortuny [Idyll: Notes by Fortuny] by 
Montesol and El Perdón y la furia, [Forgiveness and Fury], with text by 
Antonio Altarriba and drawings by José Antonio Godoy ‘Keko’, coincid-
ing with the Prado’s exhibition Ribera: Maestro del dibujo [Ribera: Master 
of Drawing].5 In 2019, the museum published Historietas del Museo del 
Prado [Comics from the Prado Museum] in celebration of its bicenten-
nial.6 This collection of publications constitutes a recurring theme in 
museum policy, namely the search for a dialogue between artists from 
the past and the present, while allowing us to look at and read artistic 
works such as comics and graphic novels from outside the mainstream.

This article seeks to analyse El Perdón y la furia, a graphic novel 
about José de Ribera (1591–1652).7 While based on the artist’s life, it 
plays with time in order to explore characters and works of art more 
freely. The plot revolves around Osvaldo González Sanmartín, a pro-
fessor of art history at the University of Salamanca, who investigates a 
real phenomenon, the whereabouts of two lost works by Ribera, Sísifo 
[ Sisyphus] and Tántalo [Tantalus]. His obsession with the paintings 
leads him to imitate Ribera in order to understand what truly motivated 
the artist to paint works of art depicting figures from mythology. The 

 3 Luis Gasca and Asier Merino, La Pintura en el cómic (Madrid: Cátedra, 2014), 11; Mar-
garet Flinn, ‘High Comics Art: The Louvre and the Bande dessinée’, European Comic 
Art 6, no. 2 (2013), 69–94 (69–70). 

 4 Max, El Tríptico de los encantados (una pantomima bosquiana) (Madrid: Museo del 
Prado, 2016).

 5 Montesol, Idilio. Apuntes de Fortuny (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 2017); Antonio Alta-
rriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia (Madrid: Museo Nacional del Prado, 2017).

 6 Sento, Historietas del Museo del Prado (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 2019).
 7 For a definition of the graphic novel, see Viviane Alary, ‘La Novela gráfica en la his-

torieta contemporánea’, in Nuevos derroteros de la narrativa española actual: Veinte 
años de creación, eds G. Champeau, J.-F. Carcelén, G. Tyras, and F. Valls (Zaragoza: 
Universidad de Zaragoza, 2017), 217–236.
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plot spills over into Osvaldo’s everyday life and the microcosm of the 
troubled academic world.

El Perdón y la furia cannot be fully understood if it is read in isola-
tion. One must take into account the complex relationship and layers 
that relate the graphic novel and its time frame not only to Ribera’s 
paintings and their historical context but also to Spanish Baroque paint-
ings by other artists as well as to Altarriba and Keko’s other artistic 
work. That is the objective of this article.

The idea behind El Perdón y la furia emerged from the afore mentioned 
exhibition as well as from a previous one, also about Ribera, Las Furias: 
Alegoría política y desafío artístico [The Furies:  Political  Allegory and 
Artistic Challenge] from 2014. The accompanying catalogue led to so 
many enigmas and doubts that Chief Curator José Manuel Matilla de-
cided they would be ideal as the starting point for a story. Matilla chose 
Antonio Altarriba and Keko as writer and illustrator, respectively, based 
on their graphic novel, Yo, Asesino [I, Murderer] from 2014, which was 
well received by critics both within Spain and internationally.8 Accord-
ing to Matilla,

Lo primero a la hora de escoger el artista es que haya leído algo suyo que me haya 
gustado y que exista una cierta relación formal o conceptual, entre su obra y la 
que yo voy a seleccionar. Con Yo, Asesino como antecedente supe que Keko y 
Altarriba se ajustaban como anillo al dedo.

[The first thing to keep in mind when choosing an artist is that you have 
read something they have done that you liked and that there is a certain 
formal or conceptual relationship between their work and the one you are 
about to commission. With their work on Yo, Asesino, I knew that it would 
fit Keko and Altarriba like a glove.]9

From his experience as a writer, Altarriba constructed a story based 
on biographical episodes in the life of Ribera, blended with a series 
of myths involving the Baroque painter. He also suggested which art-
works Keko should use as references for the illustrations. Nevertheless, 

 8 Antonio Altarriba and Keko, Yo, Asesino (Barcelona: Norma Editorial, 2016). The first 
edition, Moi, assassin was published by Denoël of Paris in 2014. Antonio Altarriba’s 
distinguished career as a comic book writer began in the 1980s. He is also a scholar 
of the medium, whose works include: Comicsarias with Antonio Remesar (Barcelona: 
Promociones y Publicaciones Universitarias, 1987); La España del tebeo (Madrid: 
Espasa Calpe, 2001); Superman: Le Mythe in Mythe et Bande Dessinée, eds Viviane 
Alary and Danielle Corrado (Clermont-Ferrand: Presses Universitaires Blaise Pascal, 
2007). 13–21. In 1984, he launched the magazine Neuróptica, which is dedicated to the 
study of comics. 

 9 José Manuel Matilla, in http://www.expansion.com/fueradeserie/cultura/2017/02/23/ 
58aee82922601df12d8b4652.html (accessed 27 February 2019).

http://www.expansion.com/fueradeserie/cultura/2017/02/23/58aee82922601df12d8b4652.html
http://www.expansion.com/fueradeserie/cultura/2017/02/23/58aee82922601df12d8b4652.html
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Altarriba’s manuscript moves beyond the genre of artist’s biography, 
since it superimposes the historical theme of the fictional protagonist’s 
investigation onto the vicissitudes and attitudes of other fictional char-
acters from the present who embody the excessive rivalries of the aca-
demic world. This world is well known to Altarriba, as he has been a 
professor of French literature at the University of the Basque Country. 
As in some of his other graphic novels, he builds the story by drawing 
on his skills as a novelist and basing it on the conviction that fiction is 
an instrument to be used for revealing truths about the human condi-
tion. At the same time, thanks to his understanding of the language 
of comics,10 he knows how to take advantage of the evocative power of 
images.11 The way in which Altarriba combines reality and fiction in his 
work pushes the reader to understand it as historical fiction, or fictional 
history, with tension between the two elements. In Perdón y la furia, 
this tension is embodied in a protagonist who is on the edge: Osvaldo 
is guilt-ridden and suffering.

This presentation and analysis of El Perdón y la furia is divided into 
three sections. First, the problematic figure of Ribera is used to investi-
gate the boundary between reality and fiction and the myths that have 
been generated throughout the history of art. The events depicted in 
the graphic novel take place in the historic city of Naples, a geograph-
ical area that was ruled by the Kingdom of Spain in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. As will be apparent, the fictional elements of 
the story are interrelated with this historically attested setting, lending 
the story greater credibility. This section also includes an introduction 
both to the iconography of Ribera’s works, known as the Furies, and to 
some of his other paintings.

The second section focuses on the graphic novel’s fictional protag-
onist, Osvaldo, and his Riberisation, according to which he adopts at-
titudes supposedly held by the Baroque artist. It presents Osvaldo’s 
physical evolution, which is achieved through graphic means, includ-
ing the reproduction of artworks and the use of panels as paintings. 
The architecture of the protagonist’s surroundings further refers spe-
cifically to the historical past. This section also discusses how the re-
interpretation of panels from two earlier graphic novels by Altarriba and 
Keko (Yo, Loco [I, Madman] and Yo, Asesino) is used to shed light on the 

 10 In 1981, Antonio Altarriba presented his Universidad de Valladolid thesis entitled La 
Narración figurativa: Acercamiento a la especificidad de un género a partir de la bande 
dessinée de expresión francesa.

 11 Juan Manuel Díaz de Guereñu, Hacia un cómic de autor: A propósito de ‘Arrugas’ y otras 
novelas gráficas (Bilbao: Universidad de Deusto, 2014), 196.
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protagonist’s academic past and his obsession with the aforementioned 
search for Ribera’s two lost works.12

The last section focuses on Osvaldo’s present—that is, the year 
2017—with flashbacks to 2014, when Osvaldo’s academic problems 
began. In this section, it is argued that it is exactly when the past and 
present intersect that the martyrological journey brings up to date the 
theme of pain and revenge, especially that of Osvaldo, subjected to 
Riberian cruelty.

Reality and Historical Fiction

While there has been a huge growth in the publication of albums and 
graphic novels dedicated to artists, they are usually limited to a few 
well-known and oft-studied iconic artists. This is the first graphic novel 
about Ribera. According to the art historian Martín González, the un-
derstanding of Ribera’s work and his technique has been somewhat 
contradictory over time. The myths about him have had a considerable 
influence and have led to a consensus view that Ribera was a tortured 
and unhinged artist.13 His behaviour and the choice of tortured icons 
in his paintings have only strengthened this image.

Of these paintings, the key works are Tantalus, Sisyphus, Tityus, and 
Ixion, collectively known as Las Furias [The Furies], four giant inhabi-
tants of the Greco-Roman underworld who were cursed for having 
defied Jupiter. They made their first appearance as a subject in  Western 
art when Mary of Hungary (the sister of Charles V) commissioned 
Titian to paint them in 1548 to hang in her palace in Binche, Flanders, 
which belonged to the Spanish crown. At that time, the giants’ rebellion 
against Jupiter constituted an unprecedented political allegory: the por-
trayal of these insubordinate rulers, enemies of the established power, 
was read as a critique of the German princes who had risen up against 
the emperor Charles V.14

After Titian, other Furies were painted by Ribera in Naples (the capi-
tal of a region that, since 1504, had also been ruled by the Kingdom of 
Spain), following his arrival from Rome. Historians fail to agree on the 
exact dates. It is likely that in 1632 Ribera signed the Tityus and Ixion, 

 12 Antonio Altarriba and Keko, Yo, Loco (Barcelona: Norma Editorial, 2018). 
 13 José Luis Morales Marín, ‘La Pintura valenciana del siglo XVII, José de Ribera’, in 

Historia del arte español: Los Siglos del Barroco, eds Cristóbal Belda, Juan José Martín 
González et al. (Madrid: Akal, 1997), 290–300 (293).

 14 Miguel Falomir, Las Furias: Alegoría política y desafío artístico (Madrid: Museo del 
Prado, 2014), 27.



 José de Ribera’s Journey from Faith to Magic 69

both currently hanging in the Prado Museum, and that the following 
year he completed a series of works for the Dutch collector Lucas von 
Uffel, although their whereabouts remains unknown. Nevertheless, we 
can indirectly complete Ribera’s remaining Furies in the series ( Tantalus 
and Sisyphus) by reference to two pieces painted by his apprentice Lucas 
Giordano, which also hang in the Prado.

The paintings of the Furies are characterised by their improbable 
perspective and agonised expressions. In their historical context, they 
represented punishment for disobedience and served as a political tool, 
as a warning to those who wished to rebel against the authorities.15 
They are briefly described in this article, as their iconography is central 
to the understanding of the graphic novel.

Tityus appears chained to a rock while an eagle devours his liver. 
He lies face up with his neck bent backwards, revealing his facial ex-
pression and the movement of his arms. A similar posture can be seen 
in other works by Ribera, Apollo and Marsyas (1637) and Prometheus 
(1620).16 Ixion was condemned to be chained to a spinning wheel for all 
eternity. This is shown in a violent scene in which the giant is depicted 
face down, the dramatic effect accentuated by a powerful use of chiaro-
scuro, making his punishment stand out from a black background as 
the character appears to fall towards the viewer. Here, the executioner 
shows his cruelty in a direct gaze at the viewer.17 Sisyphus is attributed 
to Luca Giordano. The character was sent to the underworld by Jupiter 
and condemned to push a rock up a mountain for all eternity. Tantalus 
was punished by having to kneel beneath a massive stone on the point 
of falling, and every time he tried to get closer to a nearby fruit tree, the 
tree moved out of his reach.

The unanswered questions regarding who commissioned the Furies 
are the historical basis of the first fictional story included in El Perdón y 
la furia. Changing some of the historical facts along the way, Altarriba 
includes information about Ribera’s relationship to the patrons and 
viceroys of Naples and what his motivation was for painting the Furies.18 

 15 Alfonso Pérez Sánchez, ‘Ribera’, in Veintitrés biografías de pintores del Museo del Prado 
(Madrid: Fundación Amigos del Museo del Prado, 1992), 191–225 (209).

 16 Falomir, Las Furias, 100.
 17 The issue of cruelty in Spanish Baroque art has been extensively studied by Spanish 

researchers and British and American Hispanic scholars. See, for example, the exhi-
bition The Sacred Made Real (The National Gallery, Washington, 2009) and Lisa A. 
Banner and Jonathan Brown’s publication of The Spanish Manner Drawings from 
Ribera to Goya (New York: The Frick Collection and Scala Publisher, 2009).

 18 I would like to thank Antonio Altarriba for giving me access to the complete manu-
script, which bears the subtitle Historia mágica de algunos cuadros de José de Ribera, 
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Numerous academics have suggested that the Marquesa de Charela 
acquired Tityus and Ixion and that the paintings arrived in Madrid in 
1634, originally hanging in the Palacio del Buen Retiro.19 This infor-
mation has been changed in Altarriba’s version in which it is stated 
that: ‘El encargo no lo hizo Lucas Van Hagel, como algunos creen … se lo 
hizo Don Manuel de Acevedo y Zúñiga, virrey de Nápoles. En aquel año de 
1632 … de eso no me cabe duda’ [Lucas Van Hagel did not commission 
the work, as some believe … instead it was Don Manuel de Acevedo y 
Zúñiga, viceroy of Naples. In the year of 1632 … of this I have no doubt]. 
No record exists of Lucas Van Hagel, though one can imagine the name 
of the collector was invented by Altarriba.20

We know that in 1633, Ribera completed a series of paintings for 
the Dutch art collector Lucas van Uffel.21 According to the count of 
 Monterrey’s inventory of 1653, a Tityus, a Sisyphus, and a Tantalus are 
attributed to Ribera.22 If we take into account that Manuel Acevedo, 
count of Monterrey, ruled as the viceroy of Naples between 1631 and 
1636, these paintings may very well be the same ones.

Altarriba assigns the commissioning of the paintings to the  Viceroy 
Acevedo and thereby strengthens Acevedo’s role in the story, perhaps 
because it allows him to include certain dark, magical elements in 
the story, which, again according to Altarriba, would influence the 
 painter’s life. In Altarriba’s telling, Acevedo belonged to a heretical tra-
dition known as Illuminism, a heresy that claimed that there was no 
such thing as a bad action since man was created by God. When he ar-
rived in Naples, the viceroy discovered the book De Magia  mathematica 
by Giordano Bruno, thanks to which he believed he would be able to 
achieve a state of grace through art.23 Inspired by this idea, he hung the 

‘El Españoleto’ [Magical History of Some Paintings by José de Ribera, ‘The Little Span-
iard’]. I should also like to thank Keko, who gave me insights into various aspects of 
his work and showed me his preparatory sketches.

 19 Javier Portus, Pintura barroca española: Guía (Madrid: Museo Nacional del Prado, 
2001), 84–86.

 20 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 25.
 21 Falomir, Las Furias, 100.
 22 Marcus Burke and Peter Cherry, Collections of Paintings in Madrid, 1601–1755, vol. 1 

(Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 1997), 472, 508. 
 23 This is a reference to Giordano Bruno, burned for heresy in Rome (1600) who embod-

ies absolute rebellion, with all his work on the Catholic Church’s List of Prohibited 
Books. It cannot be a coincidence that one of his works is entitled Gli Eroici Furori and 
that the term furor features repeatedly in the graphic novel, including in the title. It is 
also significant yet puzzling that the viceroy refers to a work while doubtless aware of 
its magical and heretical nature and which moreover is by a writer, Giordano Bruno, 
who did nothing to hide a belligerent anti-Spanish sentiment.
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Furies in a room with an octagonal floor plan, at the centre of which the 
axis redemptionis is concentrated, while on the roof he placed a small 
mirror in the shape of an isosceles triangle, a speculum humanae salva-
tionis. The idea was that if the viceroy stood in the centre of the room 
when the light entered, the suffering of the Furies, and consequently all 
those condemned to hell, would have their sins absolved and the viceroy 
would be forgiven.

In parallel to Altarriba’s interpretation of historical facts within a 
fictional frame, Keko creates a fictional architecture based on histori-
cal information. Keko refers to Baroque octagonal floor plans to lend 
the drawings historical credibility, which also allowed him to establish 
similarities between the octagonal room at the viceroy’s palace and the 
professor’s house, which appears later in the graphic novel. According 
to the illustrator, the octagonal room is particularly noteworthy, as it 
features coffers or sunken panels similar to the dome of the Pantheon 
in Rome (see Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Keko: preparatory drawing of the octagonal hall belonging to Viceroy 
Acevedo y Zúñiga in Naples.
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The blurred boundary between reality and fiction also applies to cer-
tain myths about Ribera’s paintings, including the notion of a curse 
that befalls those who behold them. The myths include a story told by 
Joachim von Sandrat in Deutsche Akademie (Nuremberg, 1675).24 Ac-
cording to von Sandrat, Jacopa von Uffel looked at Ixion while pregnant, 
and as a consequence, she gave birth to a deformed child. However, in 
the graphic novel version, the Uffels bought a copy of the painting in 
1635 and their son was born with fingers that were clenched in pain and 
lived a miserable existence until his death at an early age. In Altarriba 
and Keko’s telling of the story, a graphic reversal is introduced. In their 
depiction of Jacopa, they appropriate Ribera’s unsettling image of the 
famous bearded lady, Magdalena Ventura with Her Husband and Son, 
painted in 1631, but they eliminate the woman’s facial hair. The melan-
choly shown on the couple’s faces is no longer due to Jacopa’s physical 
defect but to their deformed infant son (see Fig. 2).25

Another fictional episode in El Perdón y la furia involves the true 
story of the kidnapping of Ribera’s daughter, Margarita, by another and 
later viceroy of Naples, John of Austria, in 1648. Margarita was raped, 
resulting in the birth of a baby girl.26 The graphic novel shows the situa-

 24 Falomir, Las Furias, 102.
 25 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 29.
 26 Pérez Sánchez, ‘Ribera’, 220.

Figure 2. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 29). Jacopa van Duffel. Based on Magdalena Ventura with Her Husband 
and Son, by José de Ribera.
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tion in which Ribera manages to recover his daughter thanks to an elab-
orate ploy involving the paintings. In Altarriba’s version, Ribera tells the 
viceroy that he painted the Furies to show the harsh punishment meted 
out to rapists. In this way, the artist uses the hold that he knows the 
images have over the viceroy and emphasises that the paintings may 
be read as political allegory. To this, John of Austria replies, ‘No sigáis, 
Ribera … llevaos a vuestra hija, que no quiero sufrir los encantamientos de 
vuestros cuadros’ [Stop there, Ribera … take your daughter, I don’t want 
to suffer under the spell of your paintings].27 According to the graphic 
novel, one viceroy paid for the paintings and another stole them from 
him, but the whereabouts of Tantalus and Sisyphus remain unknown.

Keko’s depiction of these scenes is an excellent example of the way 
in which he combines a series of fictional and factual references. In his 
depiction of John of Austria, Keko used an anonymous portrait that 
hangs in the Prado, showing him wearing a Maltese Cross. In another 
instance, he uses digital techniques in the drawing of the Throne Room 
in the Royal Palace of Naples, making modern-day photographs look 
like seventeenth-century engravings. In this way, he locates the events, 
although fictitious, at a specific time in the past.

Given the hostility and magic apparent in the stories referred to 
above, it comes as no surprise that Ribera’s work was of interest to 
the Romantics. Lord Byron introduced the idea that Ribera dipped his 
paintbrush in the blood of the saints:

But ever and anon, to soothe your vision,
Fatigued with these hereditary glories,
There rose a Carlo Dolce or a Titian,
Or wilder group of savage Salvatore’s;
Here danced Albano’s boys, and here the sea shone
In Vernet’s ocean lights; and there the stories
Of martyrs awed, as Spagnoletto tainted
His brush with all the blood of all the sainted.28

Byron’s poetic licence becomes a point of interest for Altarriba as he in-
cludes it in the story, arguing that ‘Ribera empapaba sus pinceles en sangre 
de santos. … Lo dijo Byron para explicar la expresión de sus mártires, ese 
sutil encuentro entre el dolor y el éxtasis’ [Ribera soaked his paintbrushes 

 27 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 47.
 28 Lord Byron, Don Juan: Canto the Thirteenth, LXXI (Halifax: Milner and Sowerby, 

1837). See http://www.gutenberg.org/files/21700/21700-h/21700-h.htm#2H_4_0014 
(accessed 3 April 2019).
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in the blood of saints. … Byron said this to explain the expression on 
his martyrs’ faces, that subtle encounter between pain and ecstasy].29

The reference to Byron exemplifies how Ribera’s work throughout 
history has been seen as a form of transgression underpinned by the 
scandals that accompanied it and the subsequent historiographical si-
lence. The heritage of romanticism is the valorisation of a transgressive 
work that violates the conventional rules and limitations of art, a con-
cept rooted in Ribera’s contested biography. This makes Ribera, his life, 
and his work ideal for a twenty-first century recreation in graphic novel 
format, as this genre can represent the intricacies of visual culture (now 
respectably museum-based) while reflecting the development of the 
(once disdained) comics medium since the 1970s. The result superim-
poses disparate time frames, with an eclectic style, in the sense that the 
writer and illustrator have their point of departure in the past while at 
the same time maintaining a relation to present-day art forms.

Graphical Intertextuality: Riberisation and the Reutilisation 
of Images

As mentioned earlier, the protagonist of the main story set in 2014/2017 
is Professor Osvaldo González Sanmartín. He is obsessed with the sub-
ject of his research and undergoes a metamorphosis. This is made clear 
through his depiction in a Riberian manner at the beginning of the 
graphic novel (see Fig. 3). Here, Osvaldo is contorted and stretched due 
to the use of forced perspective, high and low angles and chiaroscuro, 
evoking the Furies and other works by Ribera. This physical transfor-
mation leads him also to act like Ribera, or how he believes Ribera 
would have acted.

The images do not reveal Osvaldo’s true likeness until page 17, via 
a flashback to the defence of his doctoral thesis on the painter Valdés 
Leal as an example of cruelty in the Spanish Baroque at the University 
of Salamanca three years earlier.30 The close-up of Osvaldo is similar 
to a minor character from one of Altarriba and Keko’s earlier works, 
Yo, Asesino.31 This and other characters are reutilised in order to create 
continuity between the two stories that belong to the same fictional 
universe. In addition to reusing the character of Osvaldo, Altarriba and 
Keko also reuse the topic of Spanish Baroque cruelty. It is expressed 

 29 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 20. On the topic of cruelty, see José Luis Mo-
rales Marín, ‘La Pintura valenciana’, 293.

 30 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 17.
 31 Altarriba and Keko, Yo, Asesino, 112, second panel.
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through the inclusion of images created by Ribera and drawn according 
to his particular style. In this way El Perdón y la furia actualises evil as 
part of all historical epochs, past and present.

The Riberian form can be appreciated from the first page with the 
full-length image of Osvaldo previously described, distorted as if he 
were Tityus, one of Ribera’s Furies, his legs bent and about to fall. Even 
the gestures and position of the arms are reminiscent of the painting 
(see Fig. 3).32

Altarriba’s original manuscript is illuminating, since it includes me-
ticulous details of the panel, showing the attention to the details of how 
the story will appear on the page, the shape and layout of the frames, as 
well as their importance as part of the story. In the words of Altarriba,

Viñeta 5: Vemos a Osvaldo de cuerpo entero como si fuera Ticio. La viñeta se 
centra, pues, en la cama con las sábanas revueltas. Sobre ella, desnudo, con las 
piernas encogidas (como el modelo ‘riberiano’) y saliéndose por los pies de la 
cama, se extiende la anatomía ya convulsa de nuestro protagonista. … De hecho, 
se diría que está a punto de caerse porque cabeza y brazos cuelgan fuera de la 
cama. En esta viñeta la posición de Osvaldo se identifica totalmente con la de 

 32 Altarriba & Keko, El Perdón y la Furia, 9.

Figure 3. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 9). In panel number five the Riberian form of the protagonist can be 
observed as he adopts Tityus’ pose.
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Ticio. Hasta las arrugas de la frente, el movimiento de los brazos y la apertura 
de la boca recuerdan el cuadro. … Todo en la habitación está del revés. Incluso en 
esta viñeta en que el mobiliario aparece del derecho, el desequilibrio del cuerpo de 
Osvaldo, el escorzo que aproxima su cabeza al primer plano y los pies al fondo, 
contribuyen a dar esa sensación de espacio invertido.

[Panel 5: We see Osvaldo full-length as if he were Tityus. The panel focuses 
on the bed with the sheets in disarray. Lying naked, with his legs bent (like 
the ‘Riberian’ model) with his feet at the head of the bed, the body of our 
protagonist is stretched out in an agitated state. … In fact, it looks as if he 
is about to fall off of the bed as his head and arms are hanging out. In this 
panel, Osvaldo’s posture can be closely identified with that of Tityus. Even 
the wrinkles on his forehead, the movement of his arms, and the way in 
which his mouth hangs open remind one of the painting. … Everything in 
the room is back to front. Even in this panel in which the furniture appears 
the right way up, the unbalanced position of Osvaldo’s body, the foreshort-
ening that brings his head to the foreground and his feet to the background, 
help create the feeling of space turned upside down.]33

The dramatic pose is echoed on page 11 where colour reproductions of 
the Furies are hung on the walls, and when one reaches the last panel 
of the page, the image closes in on Ribera’s work, with the panel acting 
as a frame for the painting.34

On the following page, the protagonist is depicted inside his room, 
naked, with his back to the viewer, in a close-up similar to the third 
frame on the first page of Yo, Loco.35 This constitutes yet another re-
utilisation from Altarriba and Keko’s earlier work, since both Osvaldo 
and Ángel (the protagonist of Yo, Loco) are trying to escape from a 
nightmare and return to reality.36 There are also further references to 
Ribera’s work. In one of the panels, the protagonist appears sitting at 
his desk, his pose and the surrounding objects reminiscent of Ribera’s 
The Penitent St. Jerome of which several versions exist.37 Keko includes 
various symbols associated with the saint to establish the archetype. He 
takes the skull from one of the paintings, placing it on the table to serve 
as a candleholder. In a reference to Saint Jerome, Osvaldo is consulting 
a parchment (see Fig. 4).

 33 Altarriba, El Perdón y la furia: Historia mágica, 3.
 34 Other elements (e.g., sleeping pills on the bedside table) refer to his state of anxiety. A 

book about Valdés Leal and The Furies: From Titian to Ribera catalogue on the shelves 
both confirm the protagonist’s obsessions and reveal the documentary sources con-
sulted by Altarriba and Keko.

 35 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 9; Altarriba and Keko, Yo, Loco, 1.
 36 If we take into consideration that Yo, Loco was published in December 2018, the fact 

that some of the images already existed suggests a lengthy creative process.
 37 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 19.
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These few first pages illustrate well the way in which Altarriba and 
Keko draw on a series of different references. The result is a highly 
sophisticated presentation of the protagonist and the key theme of his 
obsession with Ribera and his work.

The themes of sinfulness and pain, depicted in the comic through 
the leitmotiv of recurring images of suffering bodies and the cruelty 
inflicted upon them, persist at the moment of the protagonist’s death at 
the end of the story through a reference to another painting by Ribera: 
Apollo and Marsyas (Brussels, Musées royaux des Beaux Arts de Bel-
gique, 1637). This painting describes the episode in which Apollo flays 
the satyr Marsyas for daring to compete with the god, a theme that can 
be likened to the punishment of the Furies and, consequently, those 
who defy authority. The moment of greatest tension comes when Os-
valdo appears hanging by his right leg, the same position depicted in 
Apollo and Marsyas. In the graphic novel, this moment is first presented 
through a series of close-ups, reflecting the protagonist’s wickedness 

Figure 4. Keko: preparatory drawing for Osvaldo examining a parchment, in 
the style of Ribera’s depiction of Saint Jerome.
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and pain, until we reach the third panel, which bears an even greater 
similarity with the painting but with the difference that the scene takes 
place indoors and at night.38 And it is in this moment of death in slow 
motion that a final twist can be found: in spite of having adopted the 
position of Marsyas, Osvaldo’s face resembles that of Tantalus, thus clos-
ing the circle of the cruelty of the Furies (see Fig. 5).

As can be seen from Altarriba’s manuscript, a doubt emerged as to 
the faces of the Furies:

Página 50  
Viñeta 1: Plano centrado en la cabeza y los hombros de Osvaldo muerto cabeza 
abajo. La sangre que mana de su cuello empapa el suelo y ya coagula. Destacan 
los ojos, abiertos como platos, dirigidos (ya sin mirada) al lector. … Tántalo es el 
que conviene simbólicamente, porque vendría a recordar el deseo no alcanzado 
de Osvaldo. Pero, como el dibujante prefiere Sísifo, lo dejo a su elección. En cual-
quier caso, se ve al supliciado con la piedra o intentando alcanzar las manzanas.

[Page 50  
Panel 1: A close-up centred on the head and shoulders of Osvaldo lying dead, 
with his head towards the bottom of the page. The blood that flows from 
his neck stains the floor and has already begun to coagulate. His eyes wide 
open (now lifeless) stare out at the reader. … Symbolically, Tantalus would 
be appropriate since he reminds one of Osvaldo’s unrequited desire. But, 
since the artist prefers Sisyphus, I leave it up to him. Either way, the victim 
can be seen with the stone or trying to reach the apples.]39

As previously described, the protagonist’s physical appearance is simi-
lar to that shown in the paintings, but he also attempts to imitate the 
life and times of the painter in his behaviour and habits, even going 
as far as falsifying his identity card, substituting Ribera’s details for 
his own.

In order to imitate the painter’s life, Osvaldo uses an octagonal tower 
on the roof of his house, similar to one of the rooms in the fictional 
account of the viceroy.40 Keko followed Altarriba’s directions: ‘Puede 
responder a una arquitectura neoclásica, barroca, en cualquier caso, evoca-
dora de otra época, con frontispicios, ventanales y hasta cúpula’ [It could be 
neoclassical architecture, Baroque, in any case, reminiscent of another 
era, with frontispieces, windows and even a dome]. 41 Although the story 
takes place in Salamanca, Keko was inspired by the Casa de los Portu-
gueses [House of the Portuguese], a building in the centre of Madrid 

 38 Ibid., 58.
 39 Altarriba, El Perdón y la furia: Historia mágica, 64.
 40 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 2.
 41 Altarriba, El Perdón y la furia: Historia mágica, 4.
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Figure 5. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 58). Osvaldo’s death. Suspended from one leg in the manner of Apollo 
and Marsyas. The close-up in the third panel is different in that his face recalls 
Tantalus.
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built at the start of the twentieth century, combining the two spaces by 
converting the hexagonal tower into an octagonal one (see Fig. 6).

It is an evocative yet mysterious tower, with windows on four sides 
that alternate with four walls. A red octagon, the axis redemptionis, is 
painted in the centre, forming a sacred or magical place where repro-
ductions of Tantalus and Sisyphus are displayed. Approximately halfway 
through the story, Oswaldo obtains information about the two missing 
Furies, and once he has them all, he needs only to build the speculum 
according to the specified magical proportions, and when the light 
comes in, he thus acquires peace and courage in the same manner as 
the viceroy.42

Now Oswaldo inhabits a space that transports him to seven-
teenth-century Naples, which forces him to act like Ribera. His loca-
tion in this space is inspired by the theories of the Romantics inherited 

 42 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 51.

Figure 6. Keko: preparatory drawing from page 2. The first panel was previ-
ously used in Yo, loco, while the octagonal tower is similar to one of Viceroy 
Acevedo y Zúñiga’s rooms.
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from Roger de Piles who, in the eighteenth century, noted that  Ribera’s 
natural genius led him to search for terrible themes filled with pain.43 
 Byron’s aforementioned declaration that Ribera painted with the blood 
of saints was taken up by Théophile Gautier, who emphasised the 
 cruelty of the practice:

Toi, cruel Ribeira, plus dur que Jupiter,
Tu fais de ses flancs creux, par d’affreuses entailles,
Couler à flots de sang des cascades d’entrailles!

[Thou cruel Ribera, harder than Jupiter,
you make from his hollow flanks, by frightful gashes,
cascades of guts flowing with rivers of blood!]44

The idea that Ribera painted with blood is the product of the im-
agination of the Romantics and has not been scientifically proven, 
but it has nevertheless persisted throughout the centuries. The idea 
is also part of the graphic novel, as a Riberised Osvaldo experiments 
with his own blood mixed with pigments, although without obtaining 
the desired outcome. In this way, Altarriba and Keko turn the literary 
metaphor into a truth, as they invent historical documents, according 
to which ampoules containing the blood of Saint Januarius, Blessed 
Francis, and Sister Giovanna were sold in Naples.45

As Osvaldo realises that he is unable to find a saint; a homeless 
person will have to do, an option justified by reference to the idea that 
the poor will inherit the kingdom of heaven. The fact that Ribera had 
created a new topic, that of the philosophers of antiquity inspired by 
the ragged figures he had observed on the streets, made it possible for 
Osvaldo to substitute a pauper for a saint in order to commit a brutal 
murder. In the graphic novel, Keko resorts to another of Ribera’s works, 
the Martyrdom of Saint Philip (Madrid, Museo del Prado, 1639), for its 
extreme depiction of violence. The scene in which the homeless man’s 
throat is cut is shown in a full-page image with the red blood standing 
out from the black and white (see Fig. 7).46

Following the instructions of Byron and Gautier, Osvaldo first re-
creates the four Furies with pencil sketches.47 In his presentation of the 

 43 Falomir, Las Furias, 103.
 44 Théophile Gautier, Sur le Prométhée du musée de Madrid [On the Prometheus of the 

Madrid Museum], 1843, http://www.unjourunpoeme.fr/poeme/sur-le-promethee-du 
-musee-de-madrid (accessed 24 March 2019).

 45 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 20.
 46 Ibid., 32. See also Pérez Sánchez, ‘Ribera’, 206.
 47 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 40.

http://www.unjourunpoeme.fr/poeme/sur-le-promethee-du-musee-de-madrid
http://www.unjourunpoeme.fr/poeme/sur-le-promethee-du-musee-de-madrid
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Figure 7. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 32). The murder of the homeless man, naked, with his hands tied in a 
pose from José de Ribera’s Martyrdom of Saint Philip.
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scene, Keko works from Ribera’s paintings, transforming them into 
actual sketches, which he achieves by using a graphic tablet to draw di-
rectly on the originals. Having reproduced the four Furies, Osvaldo lays 
them on the floor of the tower around the red central axis and begins to 
paint with the beggar’s blood. Next comes a double page spread with an 
overhead view, where the bodies of the four tortured souls appear as he 
pictures them. The result is a vision of ecstasy, where the paintings are 
arranged in such a manner as to create a circle in which each character 
forms part of the circumference. Digital tools are used to make the 
figures stand out from the background, matching each other in colour 
and tone, rotating the composition to form a circle (see Fig. 8).

The evolution of Osvaldo’s thinking about Ribera is demonstrated 
through a flashback to his defence of his doctoral thesis, which is 
shown through the reproduction of two panels from Yo, Asesino. One of 
the panels shows the members of the academic panel and the other, the 
moment of his defence, where he discusses Valdés Leal’s work In ictus 

Figure 8. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 42–43). The four Furies of Ribera (Sisyphus, Ixion, Tityus and Tantalus) 
in the cartoonist’s composition.
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oculi [In the Blink of an Eye] (Seville, Hopital de la Caridad, 1670–1672).48 
Together with Finis gloriae mundi [The End of Worldly Glory] (Seville, 
Hopital de la Caridad, 1672), this work constitutes the best example of 
Valdés Leal’s use of the spirit of the Counter-Reformation to create an 
aesthetic of panic.49 The only change from Yo, Asesino is the inclusion of 
a text box that reveals Osvaldo’s thoughts, indicating that he had not yet 
realised Ribera’s importance in understanding Baroque art (see Fig. 9).

To sum up, this Riberisation—the reutilisation of earlier images 
from other graphic novels and the graphic intertextuality of artistic 
works—is central to following the plot and unpacking the highly com-
plex, and to some extent hermetic, characteristics of El Perdón y la furia. 
In the last section of the analysis, yet another layer is made explicit 
through the discussion of the way in which the story is located in con-
temporary Spanish society.

Rooted in Contemporaneity

The story takes place in the present, essentially in 2017, apart from the 
flashback to Osvaldo’s doctoral defence in 2014, a date that coincides 
with the publication of Yo, Asesino, emphasising its significance for 
understanding the motives behind the protagonist’s Riberisation as 
previously described.

Aside from the publication date of 2014, other elements indicate that 
the story is set in the present. In his fervent search for a beggar from 
whom to obtain blood to use as paint, Osvaldo finds a homeless man 
who sleeps in the doorway to a bank. Once again, Altarriba’s original 
manuscript provides us with an insight into the connection between 
the image and the text:

Viñeta 1: Aspecto e indumentaria no dejan lugar a dudas. … En este aspecto 
no se diferencia mucho de los mendigos del XVII que la pintura de la época re-
flejó ampliamente (Caravaggio, Velázquez, Murillo…). El propio Ribera ofrece 
algunos ejemplos … un sombrero sucio, un abrigo raído, una barba descuidada 
bastan para producir el efecto. Podría titularse ‘Retrato de un mendigo en tiem-
pos modernos’.

[Panel 1: Appearance and clothing leave no room for doubt. … In this re-
spect, they are not very different from the seventeenth-century beggars 
often depicted in paintings of the period (Caravaggio, Velázquez, Murillo…). 

 48 In a personal communication, Keko tells a curious story related to this painting. For 
many years he has kept a postcard of the In ictus oculi painting near his work table, a 
mysterious coincidence since Altarriba was unaware of its existence.

 49 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 17.
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Figure 9. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 17). By means of a flashback, we witness the protagonist defending his 
doctoral thesis. In the third panel we see a reproduction of Valdés Leal’s paint-
ing In ictus oculi. Panels 4 and 5 show a close-up of Quintana and Osvaldo 
respectively.
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Ribera himself provides some examples … a shabby raincoat, an unkempt 
beard are enough to produce the effect. It could be entitled ‘Portrait of a 
Beggar in Modern Times’.]50

Both the fact that homeless people are a common sight and the bank’s 
name, Bankia, refer to the recent economic crisis in Spain (see Fig. 10).51 
The story is set in Salamanca, but the archetype of ‘Portrait of a Beggar 
in Times of Crisis’ could be found in any Spanish city.

A second contemporary reference is to the art market, specifically the 
work Prometheus, which according to the graphic novel, is still owned 
by the Johnson & Johnson family.52 The dates do not match, however. 
Although the painting had belonged to Barbara Piasecka Johnson, it 
was auctioned at Sotheby’s in 2009 and sold to a private collector in 
Monaco. Altarriba delays the ownership of the work in order to lend 
greater credibility to the fiction.

A third reference to the present time is the representation of the 
micro cosm of university life, including archetypes that could be found 
in any art history department in a Spanish university, together with the 
intrigues and conflicts involving academic rivalries. The first example 
is Quintana, the egotistical head of the department who also appears in 
Yo, Asesino. Esther, a departmental colleague, explains to Osvaldo that 
the head of department is about to take disciplinary measures against 
him as a result of his continued absences from the university. The de-
partmental meeting is shown in a flashback and takes place in a room 
in the Faculty of History of the University of Salamanca, which has 
certain similarities with the boardroom of the University of the Basque 
Country that appears in Yo, Asesino.53 Quintana chairs the meeting, 
attended by Esther and other members of the department, some of 
whom are recognisable as members of the tribunal from Yo, Asesino 
(see Fig. 11).

This first sighting of the teaching staff offers an archetype of sexa-
genarian, bespectacled, balding men in suits and women in dull dresses 
and outdated hairstyles, who are likewise bespectacled. A similar rep-
resentation can be found two pages later when the thesis is being read 
a couple of years before the departmental meeting, under the guid-
ance of Enrique Rodríguez Ramírez, a character who is mentioned on 

 50 Altarriba, El Perdón y la furia: Historia mágica, 21.
 51 The period coincides with the corruption scandal which affected Bankia, its collapse, 

its and subsequent government bailout (2012–2017).
 52 Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la furia, 36.
 53 Altarriba and Keko, Yo, Asesino, 29.
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Figure 10. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 23). Rooted in contemporaneity: the beggar as a new vision of sainthood.
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 numerous occasions, although we never see him, and thanks to whom 
the different aspects of university research are observed.

In the departmental meeting, the conflict between the director and 
the absent Osvaldo is made clear, arising from their opposing views 
on Spanish Baroque art. Osvaldo was originally a follower of Pro fessor 
Rodríguez Sanmartín and a member of his research group Arte y 
Crueldad [Art and Cruelty], which studies the representation of pain 
in Western painting. Yo, Asesino details the professor’s dealings with 
the university’s administration and the negative consequences for his 
followers. These include Osvaldo, who is forced to switch to Quintana’s 
research group and endorse their opposing view, which argues that 
Spanish Baroque paintings can only be understood in relation to the 
Christian faith. As part of Quintana’s research group, Osvaldo is given 
access to material found in Rome to continue his work and to prove that 
Ribera was a religious painter and that his paintings worked miracles.

However, during the course of El Perdón y la furia, we discover that 
Osvaldo begins to neglect his academic duties, and indeed all his ob-
ligations, not even bothering to dress. Shut away in his room, naked 
and obsessed, he rejects the ideas of his new mentor, Quintana, as he 
realises that Ribera employed magic. Quintana publicly announces that 
Osvaldo’s absences are a personal betrayal, but there are other hidden 
motives behind the sanctions imposed on him: Osvaldo personifies the 
rejection of the established power. But as we have seen throughout the 
story, all forms of rebellion warrant a punishment. Quintana will there-

Figure 11. Altarriba and Keko, El Perdón y la Furia (Madrid: Museo del Prado, 
2017, 15). A meeting room at the University of Salamanca’s Department of Art 
History. Some of the professors were present three years earlier when Osvaldo 
was defending his doctoral thesis.
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fore have to kill him—which he does (see Fig. 7)—thus legitimising the 
notion that justice is only done with fury, since religion brings order, 
and order obedience. If Zeus or God condemns, then so must he. This 
brings us to a contemporary reading of the Furies: punishment for the 
betrayal of power.

It is in Osvaldo’s intricate evolution that the plot becomes clear: the 
power initially exercised by his first tutor Rodríguez Sanmartín and 
afterwards by Quintana limits his freedom to research Baroque art. The 
constant pressure on him to yield, involving cruelty, faith, and magic, 
lead him to Riberisation and insanity. In this way, El Perdón y la furia 
also becomes an explicit criticism of academic life, depicted as her-
metic, drawing attention to the pressures to which the teaching staff 
is subjected by the administration, and the search for recognition from 
colleagues. Although confrontations are taken to extremes, the conflict 
and its consequences can be extrapolated to the punishment of anyone 
who dares to rebel against those who wield authority.

Closing Thoughts

With El Perdón y la furia, Antonio Altarriba and Keko exemplify the 
maturity of Spanish comics as part of the European comics field. The 
artistic territory represented in Altarriba and Keko’s work reveals tra-
ditions that cut across the history of art and the graphic novel itself. In 
this intersection or tension, images acquire new categories thanks to a 
story that involves the documentary style of exhibition catalogues and an 
updated bibliography of Spanish Baroque art, and in particular Ribera.

Of the numerous ways of approaching a subject as complex as El 
Perdón y la furia, I have chosen three levels of analysis: the first is his-
torical since the story was motivated by the exhibition held at the Museo 
del Prado. Hence, the Baroque is linked together with the biography of 
Ribera, who, as has been seen, was an important source of inspiration 
to the Romantics. Secondly, the protagonist’s physical and behavioural 
identification with Ribera and his paintings are discussed, and here 
both the writer and the illustrator shape the historical and fictional data 
to fit with a Riberian graphic expressiveness. This is reflected not least 
in the transformation of the protagonist’s appearance compared with 
his presence in previous work by Altarriba and Keko. Finally, I have 
analysed a third level involving the problems caused by the protago-
nist’s identification with the research topic of Ribera. Here, focus is on 
academic disagreements as the product of power struggles, leading to 
differences in the interpretation of the reality in which they move.
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The three levels of analysis are deeply interwoven due not least to a 
multilayered collaboration between writer and illustrator, resulting in 
an evocative work of art that allows for more than one reading.

That said, the idea that I consider to be predominant is that of re-
bellion against the establishment in its broadest sense. The Furies and 
Osvaldo have in common their rebellion against the established power. 
The superimposition of instances from the past and present, and the 
appropriation of canonical paintings by a graphic novel, enable the 
reader to empathise with present-day characters caught up in the plot 
and to engage with works from the past that, in one way or another, 
help us understand the present.
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