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Title 

By comparing the Capricho number 43 of Goya and the hoax “Gilda” of the Yes Men, this 

paper will investigate how satire sets up scenes of sacrifice to bring to light the darkest 

pleasures of humankind. 

 

 

Abstract 

The focus of this paper is to research about how satirical artists have set up scenes of 

sacrifice. It starts by comparing Goya and The Yes men, two different artists in two different 

socials contexts in two different continents with 200 years of difference between them. After 

understanding their social context, this investigation will analyse the second part of “Los 

Caprichos” and the hoaxes of the artist duo The Yes Men as a framework to study how 

satire represents the darkest pleasures of humankind. Also, this analysis will focus on the 

scenes of sacrifice depicted in the Capricho number 43 “Gift to the master” and the hoax 

“Gilda” of the Yes Men. By comparing them and finding their similarities and contradictions, 

this paper will conclude that an effective way to set up these sacrifices is to imitate the 

staging of their ceremonies. The paper will add that the artist plays the role of a catalyst, 

talking and acting like any other “witch” involved in the ritual. The artist can increase the 

absurdity of the scene to satirise about a topic by playing with the meanings of the message. 

The investigation will also point that a successful imitation can lead to confusion in the 

audience’s interpretation and eventually, a small part of the crowd might engage with the 

absurd ideas of the artist, bringing to light their darkest pleasures.  

 

Key Words 

Goya, Yes Men, satire, sacrifice, evil.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
X. Solé X. Solé 

3 

 

 

“So if you meet me 

Have some courtesy 

Have some sympathy, and some taste. 

Use all your well-learned politesse 

Or I'll lay your soul to waste,  

 

Pleased to meet you 

Hope you guessed my name! 

But what's puzzling you 

Is the nature of my game!” 

 

 

 

Sympathy for the Devil.  

Keith Richards and Mick Jagger.  

The Rolling Stones.  

Beggars Banket.  

1968 
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At the end of the 18th century, Goya was the first painter of the court of the Kingdom of 

Spain. By that time, Goya was surrounded by a society where the Inquisition held the role of 

moral guardian and justice executor. The political power was in the hands of an absolutist 

monarchy and science was still seen as Witchery: “the Inquisition accused the New School 

of Medicine of Madrid of “dammed sciences, more dangerous than magic””. (López-Rey, 

1953) 

 

In his portraits of members of the crown and influential people of Madrid, Goya always kept 

an undercovered wit, but with the raise of Enlightenment ideals, his perception of the world, 

and the Spanish society in particular, changed dramatically. However, regarding to the 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: “While it is common to conceive of the Enlightenment 

as supplanting the authority of tradition and religious dogma with the authority of reason, in 

fact, the Enlightenment is characterised by a crisis of authority regarding any belief.”  

 

On the other hand, at the change of the Millennium, the ideals of a new world order driven by 

technology rooted deeply. “determinists like Kevin Kelly argue that network technology has a 

soul that is transporting us toward a digital promised land.” (Keen, 2015). The access to 

Internet would bring a more democratic world, where knowledge would be decentralised, 

information spread independently and economic power distributed in a fairer way. However, 

a few years later, all those ideals that the thinkers of the open culture were preaching, were 

far from reality. Multinational companies held more power than ever and owned media 

corporations that obediently spread messages to benefit them.   

By then, Igor Vamos and Jacques Servin were two independent activists whose work 

pointed on social injustices using tactical media strategies. When Vamos and Servin started 

working together in 2001, they created two characters to fulfil their actions: Mike Bonanno 

and Andy Bichlbaum, also called The Yes Men.  

 

Looking at their historical contexts, both Goya and the Yes Men are living in very different 

societies connected by many factors. “Goya connects the early 19th-century society with us” 

(Goya, crazy like a genius, 2002). A society in crisis, where the old beliefs are challenged 

and a new social order is stepping up. Those new societies bring the promise of embracing 

human reason and triggering a social change through science and humanism. However, the 

reality does not match with the original promises, and that is where Goya and The Yes Men 

use satire as catharsis, ridiculing the values of society and their most influential characters.    

 

However, as Licht states, the evolution of the two artists is dramatically different:  
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Although Goya was very interested in the ideas that were spreading along 

Europe, his ideas evolved from hope to scepticism. He went from trusting 

the Enlightenment, which pretended to improve society by showing its 

mistakes and vices, to become a precursor of the modern world, in which 

he lost his trust in the intellectual capacity of people to regenerate society 

and just finds a dark world without ideals. This evolution in his way of 

thinking happened during the preparation of Los Caprichos, and it can be 

clearly seen in the different approach on the etchings, some with 

enlightening satire, and the last ones where he shows his scepticism on the 

possibilities of humankind.  (Licht. 2001). 

 

While Goya starts depicting a society with an optimistic point of view that turns pessimistic, 

the Yes Men go on the opposite way. Their first works are grotesque and cruel (like using 

human excrements to beat hunger in the third world), but they evolve into an optimistic 

approach, joining other activists to reach their main goal: to change the world.  

 

Because of the legal implications of their work, both artists describe their work very 

differently. Due to the danger of being severely punished by the Spanish Inquisition, Goya 

made many efforts in highlighting that all the people and the situations that appear in the 

series are completely made up. Goya declared in the advertisement in “Diario de Madrid” on 

the day of publication of Los Caprichos:  

 

A Collection of Prints of Capricious Subjects, Invented and Etched by Don 

Francisco Goya. Since the artist is convinced that the censure of human errors 

and vices (though they may seem to be province of Eloquence and Poetry) may 

also be the object of Painting, he has chosen as subjects adequate for his work, 

from the multitude of follies and blunders common in every civil society, as well 

as from the vulgar prejudices and lies authorized by custom, ignorance or 

interest, those that he has thought most suitable matter for ridicule as well as 

for exercising the artificer’s fancy. [...]   (López-Rey,1953). 

 

Goya was making big efforts to dissimulate the connection between his messages and the 

characters depicted in Los Caprichos. Although he was blaming aristocrats, politicians, 

members of the church and other institutions for stopping the impact of Enlightenment in 

Spain, he asked the poet Moratin to write the texts that would complete the stamps to soften 

the hardness of the ones that Goya previously wrote.  
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The Yes Men, on the contrary, put themselves in the middle of the action supplanting the 

people they want to satirise. Instead of an exercise of camouflage, the Yes Men transform 

anonymous characters of multinational corporations into well-mannered but grotesque 

creatures to make their real intentions more visible. They call it “identity correction”. As 

Bichlbaum says: 

...we call “identity correction” to these people that are not presenting 

themselves honestly, that hide something about their nature. That’s really 

scary, and we want to bring that out, we want to show that, we want to 

demonstrate that. 

… we think that the WTO is doing all these terrible things that are hurting 

people, and they are saying the exact opposite. We are interested in 

“correcting their identity”. In the same way an identity thief steals somebody’s 

identity in order to engage in criminal practices, we target people whom we 

see as criminals and we steal their identity to try to make them honest, to 

present them in a more honest face. […] 

For a long time, we have been trying to create public spectacles than in 

some kind of poetic way reveal something about our culture that’s profoundly 

a problem. (The Yes Men, 2003). 

 

To reinforce the apparency of fantasy, Los Caprichos have the structure of a dream. Los 

Caprichos start with a self-portrait of Goya, where more than presenting the author, the 

intention of the artist is to depict how he is falling asleep. Goya is entering in a dream that he 

is not capable of controlling.  

 

Although the series do not work as a sequence (the etchings run in pairs, trios and few in 

series), there is a clear structure that splits the different topics. In the first part, Goya shows 

scenes of the Spanish society treated as rituals to depict human vices, the greed of the 

Church, the lack of knowledge of the Spanish society and the unruliness of passions. 

 

Between the first and the second part of the series, there is an “interlude” called “Las 

Asnaridades” (the donkey making). In this part, Goya criticises the stupidity of the powerful 

social classes, as well as the falseness of the so-called scientists, artists and governors.  

 

The second part of Los Caprichos begins in the n.43: the Sleep of Reason Produces 

Monsters. This section emphasises the lack of knowledge of the Spanish society and 

therefore, its embracement to religion and superstition. “The series appears to escalate from 

satire into a Satanism conjured up by a spirit sick in the sleep of reason which was the 
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Spanish society.” (Williams. 1976). This part represents the deepest and cruellest pleasures 

of humankind in violent scenes of sacrifice, murder and torture with horrible creatures like 

witches, monsters, dwarfs or devils. 

At the end of the dream, the sun rises again, and the superstition disappears with all the 

creepy creatures and their vices. When Enlightenment comes, darkness vanishes.  

 

On the other side, the Yes Men create highly sophisticated hoaxes to depict similar 

situations. Their knowledge about tactical media techniques in combination with their taste 

for grotesque storytelling creates the perfect combination to shock the audience. 

“Calling into question inherently dubious concepts such as “reality”, “trust”, “ belief”, 

“obedience”, and “the social contract” pranks occasionally succeed in implanting a profound 

and lasting distrust of all social conventions and institutions.” (Vale, V. & Juno, A.1987) 

 

Three parts conform the Yes Men’s hoaxes. First, the Yes Men create a network of fake 

websites of global organisations. These sites link to URLs that are very similar to the real 

ones. By imitating the web design and changing the texts for satirical ones, they create a 

trap for people who mistakenly visit the website and send them an invitation to an event. 

Once they are invited, two of the Yes Men’s personas (their names change in every hoax) 

will attend the conference to give a talk or a lecture. In each one of these symposia, the Yes 

Men will make a big announcement on behalf of the company they are representing. 

Sometimes, the message is cruel and violent, other times is honest and exaggeratedly 

optimistic. The talk is usually accompanied by kitsch powerpoint presentations with gross, 

tacky CGI videos and grotesque costumes. The Media is the last of the main pillars of the 

Yes Men’s actions. They use it in a variety of ways, from sending press releases to 

journalists, to creating newsworthy stories that usually get coverage. Moreover, the Yes Men 

have released three film documentaries about their work. These films not only witness their 

actions but they work as a call to recruit other activists to join the Yes Men and coordinate 

similar actions around the world.  

   

Although the press was invented years before Goya drawn Los Caprichos, he was 

fascinated by its capability to reach a wide audience. He mastered in the arts of the etching 

and aquatint and put all that knowledge into practice in Los Caprichos.  

Currently, the Academia de Bellas Artes San Fernando of Madrid, in which Goya was the 

director at the end of the 18th century, is currently the home of the National Calcography 

Department. Pilar García, responsible of the department, answered a question about Goya’s 

choice of using the press instead of another medium “Goya used etching and engraving with 

the intention of reaching as many people as possible. His interest in the press laid on his will 
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to expand the impact of his works and thoughts to a bigger audience”.  That is why he 

advertised the publication of Los Caprichos in Diario de Madrid.  

 

Aesthetically, there are similarities between the second part of Los Caprichos and the 

lectures of the Yes Men that are worth highlighting.   

 

The Caprichos 52 and 53 depict the fakeness of prophets and evils. In number 52, “lo que 

puede un sastre” (what a tailor is capable of) the etching shows us a monster. A terrible 

creature that looks like the death scares the credulous audience. The people, due to their 

lack of knowledge and their absolute belief in the religious dogmas, are afraid. They kneel, 

they pray, they obey. The mother presented in the etching not only does not observe the real 

nature of the evil and tries to understand it, but she is giving an example to her son, 

continuing the chain of ignorance from generation to generation. “How many times a 

ridiculous character suddenly transforms into a ghost that is worth nothing but appears to be 

a lot! This is the ability of a tailor and the foolishness of the people who judge by the 

appearances” (Helman, 1983).   

   
On the other hand, the Capricho number 53 called “¡Qué pico de oro!” (literally translated as 

What a golden beak, which means “he has the gift of the gab”), Goya shows us a charlatan.  

 

This looks like an academic boardroom. Who knows if the parrot is talking 

about medicine, but you may not believe its word. There are doctors that when 
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they talk they have the gift of the gab, but when they prescribe, they are like 

Herod: he speaks of the pain but he does not heal it: he fools the sick and fills 

the cemeteries of skulls. (Helman, 1983)  

 

The Yes Men’s goal is to fool the audience to make them revolt presenting themselves as a 

fine, well dressed (what a tailor is capable of!) and well-educated parrots. They aim to trigger 

something in the audience heads that free them of the previous conception of what the 

companies are (false gods and demons) and which is the kind of messages they are 

spreading.  

 

The credulity of the audience based on false ideas is a topic that the Yes Men work 

intensively. In their case, they want to enlighten that audience by creating false messages 

that are “too crazy to be true” (The Yes Men, 2001). Although their intention is to shock the 

audience to trigger a response against the company they are “representing”, they explain 

how frustrated they feel when nobody stands up and start asking questions about the real 

nature of the ideas and challenge how stupid and horrible they are. 

 

I was not depressed by people not reacting; I was depressed by people just 

swallowing and not reacting making questions because that shows that you need 

some sort of control. 

The WTO (me) can come and say this amazingly hideous things to a group of the 

most educated people […] you can say the most atrocious things and nobody will 

really react and nobody will really care.  Mike Bonanno (The Yes Men, 2004) 

 

Regarding the appearance of the characters, after reading Voltaire’s theories about how 

nature engraves the person’s character in the body, Goya finds a way to express his 

thoughts: “physiognomy”, a person's facial features or expression, especially when regarded 

as indicative of character or ethnic origin. In Los Caprichos, Goya depicts the audience as a 

mixture of monks and witches that look like greedy, hungry monkeys with big, wide open 

mouths. In their documentaries, the Yes Men show the audience of their talks in a very 

similar way. While they are saying nonsense proposals, the cameras capture the crowd’s 

reactions, with the same mouths wide open.   
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After these previous considerations, this paper will compare “Gilda” Dow’s Acceptable Risk 

Program hoax and Capricho 47: Obsequio al maestro. (Gift to the master).  

 

 
 

Religious fanaticism, shown as acting both impulsively and deliberately, is 

here linked to superstitious belief, one being as destructive of human” dignity 

as the other. [...] In Goya’s fancy, human vices are equal in power to devilish 

practices. Such a parallel is now strengthened by visions in which the witches’ 

fiendishness duplicates human vices. By this double equalisation Goya 

reaches a new pitch in his expression of man’s absurdity. (López-Rey, 1953)    

 

Gilda’s hoax and The Gift to the master are scenes that represent a sacrifice. In both 

artworks there are similar characters: The witches that organise and lead the ritual, the 

victims and the Evil.     

 

The Yes Men were invited to a lecture in the Millennium Conference Centre in London. They 

were correcting the identity of Dow Chemical, one the biggest pharmaceutical companies in 

the world. On that lecture, they are going to present Dow’s new product to the main banks 

and insurance companies of the world. “The idea is to demonstrate exactly how Dow 

Chemical calculates the cash value of human life” (The Yes Men fix the world, 2009) 

 

The title of the talk is “Risk, Reality & Reason: End to end standards and acceptable Risk.”  

In the lecture, Dow presents a new program that calculates which human risk is acceptable 

and which it is not from a business perspective. They show the challenges that growth 
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represents as an opportunity, rather than something to be hidden. “Can we turn a skeleton in 

the closet to a golden skeleton? We do not want to say that an Indian life is worth less than 

another, I believe in the sanctity of life, but the market has its own logic”. (The Yes Men fix 

the World, 2009) 

 

In both scenes, the witches play a catalyst role. In Los Caprichos, the witches are in charge 

of the ceremony. They have to trap little kids to sacrifice them for the devil, in this case with 

the shape of a more powerful witch. In the talk, the Yes Men are the catalysts, they lead the 

ceremony, they target the victim and praise to the devil. In this case, the victim would be any 

worker of the third world.   

 

After doing strong statements like linking IBM with the Jewish genocide, the lecture 

continues with the presentation of Gilda, the mascot of the program, and a hilarious demo 

video where the golden skeleton is dancing in the rain. A rain of money. The greed of Dow 

and the other companies that are in the conference room is their representation of the devil. 

The charge of humour and nonsense of the lecture makes some people of the audience 

react smiling and not giving it too much credit. However, there is something The Yes Men 

were not expecting. In this hoax, their representation was so accurate that they brought to 

light the darkest vices of two of the conference speakers: the Evil they are laughing at, 

appears. Just like in “the gift to the master”, where the witch is transforming into a goat, 

symbol of the Devil.  

 
The Yes Men show in the video of Gilda’s hoax a conversation that reminds Goya’s etching:  
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Is your model applicable to anything? Can we use it in risk management?” Asks 

the first one. “Your case was, I want to introduce a new product on the market. 

As I understood it, your risk assessor will work out the human impact threat as 

opposed to how much money can you make on it. Whichever the way you do 

this your are going to cost some lives, but if you are going to make some money 

in the process, then it’s acceptable. I thought it [the lecture] was refreshing 

actually. Says the second guest. (The Yes Men fix the world, 2009) 

 

 

Aesthetically, there are few aspects to take into consideration. Bonanno’s glasses have a 

hidden camera to film the conversations. In this part of the video, the Yes Men show us 

those characters with a shaking image. These images are shown with a curved frame and 

poor light conditions. These characters are the only ones who have their eyes pixelated. On 

TV, pixelated eyes work as protection for the people who appears in the footage. However, 

in this case, it looks like the Yes Men are using the pixels to protect themselves.  

 

After analysing and comparing Gilda and “Gift to the master”, it can be concluded that in a 

satirical artwork that represents a ritual of sacrifice to bring to the surface the darkest vices 

and pleasures, imitation is capital. Covered by a layer of wit, the message can be grotesque, 

but the staging needs to emulate the real rituals. Another aspect to consider is the role of the 

artist as a catalyst. After grabbing their attention, the artist has to create the appropriate 

atmosphere to make the listeners feel comfortable, and by presenting something the 

audience desire, create a bait to make them engage in the discourse. Then, absurdity can 

be increased gradually until the extreme. Even sending the most terrible message, a small 

part of the audience can engage in the speech because they will be blinded by their own 

vices. To conclude, it is important to highlight that the artist has to be prepared for the 

possibility of finding a small fraction of the audience that really connects with the idea of the 

sacrifice and will possibly react accordingly.  
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