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Velázquez portrait has pride of place in Prado – but
original may be in Dorset
Precursor of Las Meninas may have been hanging in National Trust property for 150
years
Diego Velázquez's portait of the Infanta Margaret Theresa
and her entourage takes pride of place in the Prado museum
in Madrid, where it is seen by millions of visitors.
Innumerable artists have been inspired by it; Pablo Picasso
became so obsessed he painted 58 versions in one year
alone. Arguments abound as to the exact meaning of the
painting, which, with its use of angles, reflections, and
multiple interpretations, creates an unsettling relationship
between viewer and subject.
On Wednesday, Las Meninas, or the Maids of Honour,
provoked the latest argument in its 357-year history. At an
event that was as much a social occasion as an art lecture,
hundreds of guests gathered at Spain's Royal Academy of
Fine Arts to hear one of Spain's most respected art historians
argue that an original draft of the painting, long believed by
experts to be a copy, has in fact been hanging in a National
Trust property in Dorset for more than 150 years.

Las Meninas, or the Maids of Honour, by Diego
Velázquez, which takes pride of place in the
Prado museum in Madrid.

Sitting alongside the Condesa de Ruiz de Castilla and Antonio Bonet Correa, the director of the Royal
Academy, Dr Matías Díaz Padrón said that a "long and meticulous investigation" led him to believe that
"Las Meninas, today to be found in Kingston Lacy, was painted by the hand of Velázquez".
Proceedings were enthusiastically introduced by the TV presenter Minerva Piquero, in what was
described as a "historic … and happy day", and met with applause by the assembled great and the
good.
Díaz Padrón argued that the painting was "believed to be, and
documented as, a Velázquez original in the 17th and 18th
centuries … by the professors of the Royal Academy,
including Francisco de Goya". It was only in the 19th and 20th
centuries that the painting's provenance was changed, he
said, with historians coming to believe it to be a later copy by
Juan Bautista Martínez del Mazo, Velázquez's son-in-law and
successor as painter to the royal court.
The version of Las Meninas that has been
hanging at Kingston Lacy in Dorset.
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He argued that this was a mistake and that the painting was
the first "boceto or modeletto" — a first draft or sketch –
painted by Velázquez, which the king then asked him to
reproduce on a larger scale, which now hangs in the Prado.
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Díaz Padrón said: "Today, the moment has arrived to revise these judgments, and restore the
painting's authorship to Velázquez." He said: "I don't see any differences between the boceto and the
definitive work … the colours are typical of Velázquez in both pictures."
The debate is anything but settled, however, and the Prado museum denies that the painting in
Kingston Lacy, bought by the English landowner and art collector William Bankes in the early 19th
century, is an original.
Whatever the provenance of the painting owned by the National Trust, the public will be able to
compare them this month, when the Kingston Lacy work is shown in Spain for the first time, alongside
an exhibition of Velázquez's portraits at the Prado.
According to the exhibition's curator, Javier Portús: "For specialists and amateurs alike, a simple
viewing will be enough [to show it is not an original] … there is not a single doubt: Las Meninas in
Dorset was not painted by Velázquez."
A spokesperson for the Prado told the Guardian it would not be commenting further on the
controversy, saying the museum does not engage in debate over the provenance of paintings it does
not own. Art historians argue that more scientific research needs to be done before it can truly be
reattributed to Velázquez.
David Taylor, National Trust curator for pictures and sculpture, said: "The Kingston Lacy Las Meninas
is a fascinating and enigmatic picture, and is one of the most important works in the National Trust's
collection of Spanish paintings. The authorship of the picture has attracted debate for many years, and
a potential reattribution would be of huge interest. We very much look forward to reading the findings of
this research project."
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