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Pablo Picasso. Self-Portrait, 1899-

1900, charcoal on paper 

 

Pablo Picasso (25 October 1881 – 8 

April 1973), was a Spanish painter, 

sculptor, printmaker, ceramist, and 

stage designer. One of the greatest and 

most influential artists of the 20th 

century, he is widely known for co-

founding the Cubist movement, the 

invention of constructed sculpture, the 

co-invention of collage, and for the wide 

variety of styles that he helped develop 

and explore. 

 

During the first decade of the 20th 

century his style changed as he 

experimented with different theories, 

techniques, and ideas. His 

revolutionary artistic accomplishments 

brought him universal renown and 

immense fortune. 



Pablo Picasso. Les 

Demoiselles 

d’Avignon, 1907 

 

In this adaptation of 

Primitivism and 

abandonment of 

perspective in favor of 

a flat, two-

dimensional picture 

plane, Picasso makes 

a radical departure 

from traditional 

European painting.  

 

The work is widely 

considered to be 

seminal in the early 

development of both 

Cubism and modern 

art.  



Picasso’s Iberian period culminated 

in 1907 in Les Demoiselles 

d’Avignon. The term demoiselles is 

a euphemism for prostitutes, and 

Avignon refers not to the French 

town but to a street in the red-light 

district of Barcelona.  In a 

preliminary study for the painting, 

Picasso had included two men with 

the five women.  

 

His decision to eliminate the men 

was probably based on a number of 

considerations.  For one, the 

allegory they suggest detracts from 

the central issue of sexuality.  For 

another, their confrontation with 

the women on display makes the 

viewer a mere onlooker.  In the 

final painting the viewer is a 

participant: The women now pose 

for and look directly at the painter 

and us. 



Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (named after a red-light district in Barcelona), began as a 

brothel scene with allegorical overtones suggested by a sailor seated among the naked 

women and a student holding a skull. Picasso eliminated these figures at an early 

stage, and with them any symbolical, iconographical or anecdotal significance he may 

have originally intended the painting to carry.  

 

Its eroticism, however, became ever more aggressive and savage the more radically he 

absorbed primitive images and forms into it- a ravening eroticism at the very opposite 

pole of sensuality to that of the Salon paintings.  



In working out his theme, Picasso 

completely reversed the conventional 

male fantasy of easy access to willing 

women into a hostile confrontation.  

Even the fruit displayed in the 

foreground, a traditional symbol of 

female sexuality, seems hard and 

dangerous.  Picasso flattened the 

figures and transformed the entire 

space into a turbulent series of blunt 

and jagged geometric forms. 

 

Les Demoiselles d’Avigon was also 

conceived in opposition to Ingres’s 

Large Odalisque and, in fact, to the 

Western tradition of erotic imagery 

since the Renaissance.  Women, 

Picasso asserts, are not the gentle and 

passive creatures men would like 

them to be. 



Still more radical is the depiction of 

the body of the seated figure, the so-

called “squatter.” She looks toward 

the picture plane while 

simultaneously turning her body in 

the opposite direction, so that her face 

and back are visible at the same time.   

 

In this figure, Picasso has broken 

from tradition by abandoning the 

single vantage point of the observer in 

favor of multiple vantage points along 

the lines pioneered by Cézanne.  

 

Such distortion of the human figure is 

particularly startling because it 

assaults our bodily identity.  Light, as 

well as form, is fragmented into 

multiple sources, so that the 

observer’s point of view is constantly 

shifting. 



In painting Les Demoiselles Picasso 

quite deliberately set out to produce 

a major work- he had the huge 

canvas specially lined- probably in 

response to two challenges: 

Matisse’s Joy of Life, which had 

caused a stir at the 1906 Salon, and 

Cezanne’s late monumental figure 

compositions, which were just then 

becoming known and seemed to 

represent a last noble attempt to 

recreate the Classical tradition. 

 

Picasso had turned to various 

sources for inspiration, notably to 

Cezanne and Iberian (pre-Roman 

Spanish) sculpture, before African 

art opened his eyes to new ways of 

regarding the visual world. 



African art struck him as plus raisonnable, he explained – that is, more conceptually 

structured than the art of the West, more dependent on “knowing” than on “seeing.”  

 

So, abandoning the single viewpoint and normal proportions, reducing anatomy 

largely to geometrical lozenges and triangles, he completely reordered the human 

image.  

 

Was the painting abandoned unfinished, as is usually assumed? It seems quite likely 

that the stylistic rupture on the right-hand side was left intentionally unresolved.  



Pablo Picasso. Head of a Woman 

(Fernande), 1909, bronze 

 

“My greatest artistic emotions were 

aroused when the sublime beauty of the 

sculptures created by anonymous artists in 

Africa was suddenly revealed to me,” 

Picasso told the poet Apollinaire. This 

sculpture is of his companion Fernande 

Olivier.  

 

Its flat, planed surface relates the work to 

his cubist paintings of the same period. 

Picasso made two plaster casts of the head, 

from which at least sixteen bronze 

examples were cast. 



Georges Braque.  

The Portuguese, 1911 

 

In 1907 Picasso met the French painter 

Georges Braque (1881-1963), who had 

studied the works of Cézanne and been 

overwhelmed by the Demoiselles. 

Braque is reported to have declared, 

when he first saw the Demoiselles, that 

looking at it was like drinking kerosene.   

 

For several years Braque worked so 

closely with Picasso that it can be 

difficult to distinguish their pictures 

during the period known as Analytic 

Cubism.  

 

In 1911, the climatic year of Analytic 

Cubism, Picasso and Braque succeeded 

in merging their styles to the point 

where truly the hand of one painter 

could scarcely be distinguished from the 

other.  



Braque was born in Argenteuil, France, 

and moved to Paris in 1900.  There he 

joined the Fauves, and established a 

collaborative relationship with Picasso.  

They worked closely together until 

World War I and were jointly 

responsible for the development of 

Cubism.   

 

In 1908, on seeing a painting by Braque, 

Matisse reportedly remarked that it had 

been painted “with little cubes.” This 

was credited with being the origin of the 

term Cubism. 



Georges Braque. Le Viaduc de 

L’Estaque, 1908, oil on canvas 

 

French art critic Louis Vauxcelles 

used the terms "bizarre cubiques" 

in 1908 after seeing a picture by 

Braque. He described it as “full of 

little cubes.” The term “Cubism”, 

first pronounced in 1911 with 

reference to artists exhibiting at 

the Salon des Indépendants, 

quickly gained wide use but 

Picasso and Braque did not adopt 

it initially. Art historian Ernst 

Gombrich described Cubism as 

"the most radical attempt to stamp 

out ambiguity and to enforce one 

reading of the picture—that of a 

man-made construction, a colored 

canvas.” The Cubist style spread 

quickly throughout Paris and then 

Europe. 



Left: Georges Braque. Houses at L’Estaque, 1908 

Right: Pablo Picasso. Cottage and Trees, 1908 



Georges Braque. Glass on a 

Table, 1909-10, oil on canvas 

 

Instead of presenting the 

single vantage point of 

traditional painting, Braque 

and Picasso fragmented the 

object into a series of 

geometric facets and planes, 

which imitate the darting, 

fleeting nature of sight.  

 

In this painting, painted 

before The Portuguese, the 

glass and pears on a table 

appear obscured by the 

scaffolding of vertical, 

horizontal and curvilinear 

forms. Braque believed that 

it was only by breaking up 

the picture plane that he 

could get closer to a true 

depiction of the object. 



The first phase of Cubism proper, called 

Analytic Cubism (1910-12), is more 

complex than mere geometric 

reductivism.  Hitherto, painting had 

represented objects from a single point 

of view and made them seem to recede 

into depth.   

 

Braque and Picasso rejected both of 

these assumptions, and instead tried to 

depict some of an object’s hidden sides 

on a single plane, the idea being to paint 

not only what they saw of it, but what 

they knew about it.   

 

They renounced natural colors in favor 

of a simplified (often monochromatic) 

palette dominated by greens, browns, 

and grays.  This phase was particularly 

decisive, for it marked a break with 

classical vision.  



The text are also signs and symbols, not 

images, and by using them in 

fragmentary form, Braque seemed to 

imply that the equally fragmentary 

geometries of his picture.   

 

Numerals and letters, being absolutely 

flat and light-absorbent, draw attention, 

by analogy, the rigid, opaque, two-

dimensional fact of the painting surface. 

 

As the musician arranges sounds to 

make music, Braque arranged forms 

and colors to make art.  Braque and, to 

a somewhat lesser extent, Picasso felt 

that subject matter could sometimes be 

just as incidental to art as it is to 

symphonic music. 



Georges Braque. Fruit Dish and Glass, 

1912, charcoal and collaged paper 

 

Braque began, as they always did, by 

setting up a still life on a table in the 

studio. Rather than copying these 

motifs, Braque took from them various 

shape elements (curves, angles, and 

lines) and areas of shadow, which he 

then carefully assembled on the surface 

of his work in a pyramidal fashion.  

 

“The goal,” as Braque said, “is not the 

reconstitution of an anecdotal fact, but 

the constitution of a pictorial fact.” 



Left: Pablo Picasso. The Accordionist, 1911 

Right: Pablo Picasso. Ma Jolie, 1911-12 



Pablo Picasso. Still Life with Chair Caning, 1912 



Picasso and Braque both initiated the next phase of Cubism, which was even bolder 

that the first.  Usually called Synthetic Cubism because it puts forms back together, it 

is also known as Collage Cubism, after the French word for “paste-up,” the technique 

that started it all.  We see its beginnings in Picasso’s Still Life with Chair Caning of 

1912.  

 

Most of the painting consists of facets. Because they were already abstract signs, the 

letters could not be translated into prismatic shapes.  But beneath the still life is a 

piece of imitation chair caning, which was pasted onto the canvas, and the picture is 

“framed” by a piece of rope.  This inclusion of found materials has a most remarkable 

effect: the abstract still life appears to rest on a real surface (the chair caning) as if it 

were on a tray, and the reality of the tray is further emphasized by the rope. 



The idea of making a picture by cutting and pasting was not new.  It had existed in folk 

art throughout the nineteenth century, and many middle-class nurseries had their 

decorative screens covered in cherubs, animals, flowers, and the like, cut from patterns 

and magazines.  Picasso’s originality lay in introducing collage techniques into an easel 

painting.  

 

 If he had used real chair-caning, the effect might not have been so startling.  By using 

a printed image of caning, Picasso was placing a product of mass manufacture in the 

midst of its traditional opposite, the hand-made object.  Real chair-caning was at least a 

craft product, and came from the same order of things as a painting.  But the oilcloth in 

this still-life of 1912 opened art to the industrial present in a quite unprecedented way. 



For just as the first syllable of JOURNAL can stand for the whole word and signify, 

without actually reproducing, the newspaper likely to be present on a café table.  It is a 

kind of pictorial synecdoche, wherein a part serves well enough to eliminate the need 

for illustrating the whole.  With collage- the realization of a picture by means of 

assembling readymade fragments taken from the world outside the picture- Picasso 

could now make a still more searching exploration of the paradoxical nature of reality. 



Pablo Picasso, Bottle of Vieux 

Marc, Glass, Guitar and 

Newspaper, 1913, printed papers 

and ink on paper 

 

Picasso and Braque first began to 

make collages, or papiers collés, in 

1912. The use of cut papers, and in 

particular clippings from 

newspapers, seemed a natural 

extension of their earlier 

experiments with stenciled 

lettering. Whereas their earlier 

Cubist works had involved 

deconstructing objects into their 

component parts and planes, 

works like this one sought to 

construct a unified composition 

from abstracted fragments of the 

objects depicted. The newspaper in 

this work may have been chosen 

for its faded color, since it was 

already nearly thirty years old 

when Picasso used it. 



Pablo Picasso. Bowl of Fruit, 

Violin, and Bottle, 1914, oil on 

canvas 

 

This table-top scene, with its 

fruit-bowl, violin, bottle and 

(painted) newspaper, is 

constructed from areas of color 

that resemble cut-out pieces of 

paper.  

 

The background has been left 

white. Picasso and Braque had 

been making collages that 

experimented with 

representation and reality since 

1912.  

 

They soon began to simulate 

the appearance of collage 

materials in their oil paintings, 

sometimes adding sand to the 

paint to give a heightened 

reality to the picture surface. 



Juan Gris. Bottle of Rum and 

Newspaper, 1913-1914, oil on 

canvas 

 

Juan Gris first began to paint 

in a cubist manner in 1912 

and, under the influence of his 

close friends Picasso and 

Braque, he quickly progressed 

through analytical cubism, 

with its faceted forms and 

shifting perspectives, to 

synthetic cubism, using 

overlapping flat planes of color 

and texture. 

 

In this most radical form of the 

cubist idiom, nature was no 

longer a necessary starting 

point. Instead, colored planes 

could provide the architecture 

for imagery that the artist 

could develop towards 

something representative. 



Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, an 

art dealer who was Gris’s close 

friend, wrote of the artist’s 

method:  

 

“He started with the ensemble, 

whose rhythm he allowed to 

develop freely. From this 

rhythm sprang, in their turn, 

the objects. A few simple 

‘stimulants’ sufficed to make 

the spectator ‘see’ the desired 

object. Parallel lines drawn on 

a white surface changed it into 

a page of music; lines of type 

turned it into a newspaper; a 

flatly drawn ring made it into a 

plate.” 

 

Objects in such works were 

often no more than signs, 

which had to be read 

imaginatively by the spectator 

in order to be understood. 



Pablo Picasso. Still Life with Compote and Glass, 1914-15, oil on canvas 



During his return to depicting identifiable objects in his Cubism, Pablo Picasso 

created this complex arrangement of colored shapes and faceted objects. He delighted 

in the many different surfaces and substances, including a wood-grained tabletop, 

swatches of wallpaper, dots of many colors, various foods, and sections of wood 

molding. He has explored the range of illusions that can be produced by using the 

faux marble surfaces, a shadow from a key or knob in the drawer of the table, pieces 

of fruit in both cross-section and profile, and picture planes that are flat against the 

surface or that sit at an angle and cast shadows. 



Pablo Picasso. The Three Musicians, 1921, oil on canvas 

 

The three musicians and dog conjure a bygone period of bohemian life, enjoyed here by 

Picasso in the guise of a Harlequin flanked by two figures who may represent poet-

friends of the artist: Guillaume Apollinaire, who had recently died, and Max Jacob. The 

patterned flatness of the work is derived from cut-and-pasted paper, and stands in stark 

contrast to the sculptural monumentality of Picasso’s Three Women at the Spring, also 

painted in the summer of 1921. 



Georges Braque. The Billiard Table, 1945, oil on canvas 



The Billiard Table is a magisterial example of the late style of Georges Braque. With its 

subtle, and characteristic, color harmonies of greens, greys and browns, and its free use of 

line, plane and descriptive detail evoking an interior scene, the canvas epitomizes many of 

the qualities for which the French painter was revered in his lifetime. 

 

It is one of a series of seven paintings on the subject of a billiard table. The series was 

begun in 1944, possibly after the liberation of Paris in August. Certainly, the sheer 

boldness and playfulness of the series stands in marked contrast to the typically more 

sober and smaller works that Braque executed during the years of the German occupation.  



The partially folded billiard table in the foreground dominates this complex 

composition, which is filled with decorative elements such as detailed paneling and 

a colorful abacus in the background. Ornate lamps hang above the table. On the 

left a straw boater, scarf and curving line suggestive of shoulders – perhaps a coat 

hung over a chair – create an anthropomorphic presence. The presence of lettering, 

which could be read as “La loi sur l’ivresse” (Law against drunkenness), distantly 

evokes the interior of a billiard hall and recalls the snippets of words, and 

wordplays, found in Braque’s and Picasso’s early cubist works. 



Pablo Picasso. Guernica, 1937 



This monumental work by Picasso of 1937 was a powerful protest against the 

brutality of war and tyranny. Consistent with its theme of death and dying, the 

painting is nearly devoid of color, though there is considerable tonal variation within 

the range of black to white. The absence of color enhances the journalistic quality of 

the painting, relating it to the news accounts of the bombing it protests. 



When the Spanish Civil War erupted in 1936 between the Republicans and the 

Fascists, Picasso turned the new Surrealist-inspired language away from his personal 

life to condemnation of the fascist leader, General Francisco Franco, and his German 

supporters.  Picasso’s most damning indictment of the fascists was Guernica, which 

Picasso produced for the Spanish Pavilion at the world’s fair in Paris in 1937.   

 

Shortly after accepting the commission from the legitimate republican government, 

Picasso and the world were shocked by the world’s first aerial bombing of civilians: 

German pilots fighting for Franco had bombed the peaceful Basque town of Guernica, 

killing hundreds of men, women, and children.  Picasso’s depiction of this incident is a 

stark, surrealistic nightmare focusing on the victims.  



When pressed to explain what the symbols in Guernica mean, Picasso said, 

 

“...this bull is a bull and this horse is a horse... If you give a meaning to certain things in 

my paintings it may be very true, but it is not my idea to give this meaning. What ideas 

and conclusions you have got I obtained too, but instinctively, unconsciously. I make the 

painting for the painting. I paint the objects for what they are.” 



Some have proposed that Picasso's intended symbolism in regards to the light bulb is 

related to the Spanish word for lightbulb, "bombilla", which makes an allusion to "bomb" 

and therefore signifies the destructive effect which technology can have on society. Others 

have suggested that it is a symbol of hope as the light of reason.  It appears in the shape of 

an eye with the sun’s rays.  



The dying horse represents the death of civilization, though it may be rescued by the 

woman with a lamp (Liberty) rushing toward it. On the right, the pose and gesture of a 

falling woman suggest Christ’s Crucifixion.   

 

On the left, a woman holds a dead baby on her lap in a pose reminiscent of Mary 

supporting the dead Christ in the traditional Pieta scene.  Behind the woman looms the 

specter of the Minotaur, the tyrant of ancient Crete, whose only human quality is the 

flattened face and eyes.   

 

For Picasso, the Minotaur came to represent modern tyranny, as embodied by the Spanish 

dictator General Francisco Franco, who collaborated with Adolf Hitler and Benito 

Mussolini. 
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STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these paintings by Pablo Picasso, devise a question 

to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute 

response might be formally assessed. You may choose to address either work or both.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on 

Braque’s The Portuguese, devise a 

question to present to and answer for 

the class. Create a five-point rubric in 

which a ten-minute response might 

be formally assessed.  



The figure of the nkondi tatu is a form of minkisi 

(sing. nkisi) – power figures. Such minkisi are 

made among the Yombe, an ethnic group on the 

west coast of Africa in today’s Republic of the 

Congo. 



In colonial times this kind of art was referred to 

as a fetish, on which wizardry had been 

executed. In a defined area that reaches from the 

waist up to the neck over the arms to the arm 

tires, and also extends along the lower jaw, 

countless nails, screws and blades testify from 

the use of this figure as a power figure and to seal 

oaths.  

The sculpture is violated. Into its matter alien 

elements are driven, thus it appears insensitive 

to pain and strong. It doesn’t remain as a steady 

image, for the sculpture is in constant use, 

change and appropriation, except for the work in 

our museums. 



Masks of the Chokwe representing ideal young female beauty, Mwano Pwo, were 

danced with male counterparts, Chihongo, during initiation ceremonies and other 

important occasions to bring fertility and prosperity to the village. Most share the 

depiction of facial scarification patterns, filed teeth, fanciful and inventive hair styles, 

tear motifs and cruciform markings on the forehead.  



Few African tribes have created 

masks designed for women, the 

Mende being a rare exception. These 

Mende masks were used by what is 

known as the Sande Society (also 

known as Bundu), a group of women 

placed in charge of the education of 

young girls and their initiation into 

adulthood. The male equivalent of the 

Sande Society, the Poro, alternates in 

the Mende culture with the women of 

the Sande Society for political control 

over activities such as farming, cloth 

production, and ritual performances. 

The Poro rule for four years, after 

which the Sande rule for three. 

During the three years the Sande 

assume power, all traces of the men's 

society are prohibited. 



To strengthen the bonds of this 

secretive society, young initiates 

must undergo a series of hardships 

including  periods seclusion in the 

forest. The initiation can last a year 

or more. They also undergo a 

clitoredectomy performed by the 

local head of a Sande chapter.  

 

After her wounds have healed, and 

as she emerges from the forest, the 

young girl is accompanied by a 

masked priestess in her first public 

appearance in the town or village. 

During this ceremonial event, the 

priestess completely hides her own 

identity by wearing an elaborate 

costume consisting of these helmet 

masks with black raffia. 



The Bundu mask itself bears 

features of an idealized 

feminine role model, including 

a high forehead signifying 

intelligence, downcast eyes 

referring to modesty, and an 

elaborate hairstyle exhibiting 

feminine beauty.  

 

The lustrous black color of the 

masks is thought to be 

associated with the skin color 

of a healthy, youthful 

complexion. It may also be 

linked to the blackness of a 

river bottom, suggesting the 

initiate's symbolic movement 

through water, a realm 

bearing strong associations 

with the spirits of the Sande. 



What art-historical 

allusions does 

Picasso make in his 

large-scale 

Guernica and why? 



David Hockney. Pearlblossom Highway, 11-18th April 1986, photo collage 

 

How is David Hockney’s work influenced by Cubism? 







 

 

Colescott's Demoiselles 

d'Alabama 

http://arthurrogergallery.com/1997/06/robert-colescott-rocks-the-boat-american-visions/
http://arthurrogergallery.com/1997/06/robert-colescott-rocks-the-boat-american-visions/

