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The composition and execution of this work shows much greater elaboration and
detail than the painter's Virgin Mary with John the Baptist and Mary Magdalene.
(Completed for the Knights of the Assumption congregation in the Jesuit church of
San Esteban of Murcia, the latter painting currently also resides in the Historic
Building of the University of Barcelona.) In this work, Gilarte demonstrates his artistic
debt to the Valencia masters of the early seventeenth century, although he painted it
on his first visit to Murcia, where he actively collaborated with artists of the stature of
Juan of Toledo. The Prado Museum houses seven more paintings in this series.

The subject is the adoration of the shepherd and the painting forms part of a series
depicting the life of the Virgin Mary for the congregation mentioned above. Because
of the subject matter, perhaps, we can find a much greater variety of postures and
visual models. On the one hand, we observe the idealized faces of the Virgin Mary,
Joseph and the Christ Child, reflecting greater skill in the use of colour than in the
previously cited work. They show lItalian influence filtered through Valencia's pictorial
tradition, which Gilarte studied in his early years of training. On the opposite side, we
find the figures of the shepherds, who draw more on popular models and lean toward
realism. Although not as stark as commonly seen in Spanish Baroque paintings, they
reflect an idealization that relates them to the more archaizing aspect of the period's
style. Even so, Gilarte does not suppress his interest in detail, as we can see in his
treatment of the textures of the sheep's coat or the shepherds' garments. Nor does
he avoid introducing anecdotal elements in the foreground, such as the basket of
eggs, seeking to flesh out the setting accurately and give the depicted scene greater
verisimilitude.

Turning to the composition, we find—as Alcolea already commented—that the two
groups form a pyramidal form, especially the left-hand group, the holy family. The
vanishing points converge in the centre of the work where the Christ Child appears.
This is logical because He gives sense to the entire history of catholicism. For this
reason, most of the figures also direct their gaze toward the spot, inviting us to do the
same. In turn, all of this is supported by the use of light. Although uniform throughout
the work, the light is strengthened by the use of sunbeams coming from the little
angels in the upper part of the canvas. Again, as is typical in Gilarte's works, they
appear in somewhat involved positions as they bring their good tidings on scrolls.

The landscape in the background is resolved in a fairly straightforward manner.
Mountains in pastel tones do not disturb or distract the viewer's attention from the
main subject matter. The half-ruined architecture and restrained plant elements
follow the traditional models for representing the scene in Bethlehem. We can also
see how Gilarte draws nearer to the style of the Valencia painters after Juan (such as
Father Borras), giving a cleanly Baroque treatment that rejects light effects and
shadowy landscapes to create a much more amenable setting.

As in the other canvas painted by Gilarte that is on loan from the Prado Museum to
the University of Barcelona, the artist's signature appears in the lower part of the
painting, almost in the centre of the composition, with the same words as in the other
case: GILARTE FACIEBAT.
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