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SECOND CLASS - PICASSO AND PORTRAITURE 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Today we are going to continue our exploration of modern art. 

Who do you think is the most famous artist of the 20th century? 
What artist springs to mind when you hear the words "modern art?" 

Picasso! 
He was famous not only as an artist but as a celebrity as well. 
He continued to paint until he died in 1973 at the age of 91. His 
picture and articles about his work often appeared in popular 
magazines and newspapers. 
(Older children will perhaps have already become familiar with 
Picasso's name. Younger children will have difficulty limiting 
their choices to 20th century artists.) 
Show any references to Picasso that you may have found in 
advertising, television or the movies. 

) 
In today's class we are going to look at two paintings by Picasso 
which will help us begin to understand what was unique and 
revolutionary about his style. 

II. EYE EXERCISES 

Many children who have had "Learning to Look" for a number of 
years enjoy doing these simple warm-up exercises. If students are 
too self-conscious, the exercises may be omitted. (See p. 50 of the 
Learning to Look textbook for a description.) 

) 
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III. PICASSO AND PORTRAITURE 

A. Les Demoiselles d'Avignon 

Artist - Pablo Ruiz y Picasso 

Year Painted - 1907 

Spanish (1881-1973) 

Medium - oil on canvas 

Props - poster of painting; one 8" white paper plate for each 
student; markers or crayons 

Activity - Make your own Mask 

) 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION (for the teacher) 
Picasso is universally acclaimed as the most important painter 

of the twentieth century. During his long, productive life he was an 
innovator not only on canvas but also in sculpture, printmaking and 
ceramics. His prodigious output and fertile, creative mind ensured 
that he would dominate his age. The son of a mediocre painter, Pablo 
Picasso was born in the Andalusian town of Malaga in southern Spain 
in 1881. Although a poor academic student, his precocious talent for 
draftsmanship was already apparent as a child. Legend has it that 
upon seeing his thirteen-year-old son's painting around 1894, his 
father handed over his brushes and palette to Pablo and retired from 
painting. John Richardson in his magisterial biography A Life of 
Picas so vol. I, discounts this story and says that Picasso's father 
continued to paint, albeit poorly. Picasso himself went to various art 
academies in the cities where his father taught drawing, first in 
Cornnna, and then in Barcelona. Another legend about Pablo, that he 
passed all the entrance exams for the La Lonja Academy in Barcelona 
in one day that normally took other students one month to complete, 
is also an exaggeration according to Richardson. Two years later, 
Picasso moved to Madrid to study at the art academy there and 
began to live on his own. 

Picasso is one of the modern artists of whom it is impossible to 
say that he painted the way he did because he lacked the traditional 
skills for realistic representation. His earliest works as a teenager 
show him capable of painting in a convincingly realistic, academic 
style. Yet Picasso was never content with staying put. His career 1s 
characterized by a number of periods in which he explored new 
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avenues of creative expression, At the end of the summer of 1900, 
the artist went to Paris for the first time and was enthralled. As a 
young Spaniard in turn-of-the-century Paris, Picasso struggled at 
first to find patrons and earn a living from his artwork. The suicide 
of his best friend, Casagemas, may have triggered a depression which 
is reflected in the blue tonality of Picasso's paintings of this time. 
The Blue Period lasted from 1901 to 1904 and was gradually 
replaced by the Rose Period (1904-05) during which his canvases 
take on a warmer, rosier hue and reflect a happier time in the artist's 
life. The image of the harlequin, an alter ego for the artist, appears 
frequently in pictures at this time. 

Around 1906 Picasso began exploring a new, radical way of 
expressing subject matter. The resultant canvas, Les Demoiselles 
d'Avignon. came to be hailed as, according to Richardson, "the 
greatest icon of the modern movement" (p. 33), yet at the time it was 
created in 1907 almost no one except the artist could see beyond its 
aggressive savagery to its importance in prefiguring much of 
subsequent modern art. The painting is often described as the first 
Cubist picture although critics such as William Rubin (Director 
Emeritus of MOMA) disagree. Rubin stresses the painting's emotional 
and expressive power in contrast to the cool geometric abstraction of 
Picasso's first Cubist works. Nonetheless, by the next year, Picasso 
and Georges Braque had begun painting figures and landscapes using 
muted brown and green tones and simple geometric shapes. Subject 
matter almost disappeared beneath a surface of small cubes. While 
the Cubist epoch (1908-1914) was gradually replaced by a Neo 
Classical phase in the artist's work, Picasso ultimately remained a 
Cubist his entire career. He continued in his later work the 
distortions and multiple viewpoints that characterized Cubism 
without obscuring the image to the same extent. Picasso's art always 
reflected his own personality, and the people and events that came 
in contact with him. One of his most powerful canvases, the anti-war 
painting Guernica (1937) which was painted in response to the 
bombing of the Basque town of Guernica during the Spanish Civil 
War has become a universal symbol of the horrors of war. 

By the time of his death in 1973, the once-poverty-stricken 
artist had accumulated an estate worth millions of dollars. It 
included four homes, important paintings and sculptures by other 
artists, and hundreds of his own works, many of which were given to 
the French government in lieu of paying inheritance taxes. So much 
has been written about the artist, especially about his mercurial, 
misogynistic personality, and his images have become so familiar to 
us that it is easy to underestimate the extraordinarily original and 
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inventive nature of his genius. Picasso's impact on twentieth 
century culture remains as strong today as it was during his lifetime. 
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DIALOGUE SUGGESTIONS (for classroom presentation) 

One of the best ways to introduce Picasso to children is to read to 
them about his life from one of several short biographies aimed at 
their age. Two suggestions are: Ibi Lepscky's Pablo Picasso (Barron's, 
Woodbury, N.Y.: 1984) and Mike Venezia's Picasso (Children's Press, 
Chicago: 1988). These show the evolution of Picasso's art, the many 
changes in his style, and prepare students for viewing one of the 
major masterpieces of 20th century art: Les Demoiselles d'Avignon. 

Then reveal the poster of Les Demoiselles d'Avignon and tell them 
that this picture was painted by Picasso in 1907 when he was living 
in Paris. He was only 26 years old. It represents a radical change in 
the artist's way of picturing people. 

What is this a picture of? 
Five women in various poses with a bowl of fruit on a table m 
the foreground. 

Do you find this painting shocking? 
Most students will respond negatively to this picture at first. 

It seemed like everyone in 1907 found Picasso's Demoiselles shocking 
too! Even a sophisticated art critic and dealer such as Daniel-Henry 
Kahnweiler said, "The picture he has painted appeared insane and 
monstrous to everyone." (Werner Spies, Picasso's World of Children, 
p. 44.) 

Let's try to figure out what is shocking about this image. 
Nude bodies! 
Yet remind your students that depicting the nude in art goes 
back to ancient times and was entirely acceptable to audiences 
so long as the nude figure was somewhat idealized or softened 
and preferably connected to some historical, literary or 
mythological subject. 

(Picasso's subject matter was highly unorthodox. The title the artist 
gave to the painting was The Avignon Brothel, and the scene depicts 
women in a whorehouse. In earlier sketches the artist even included 
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two male figures, a sailor and a doctor. It is not appropriate, 
however, to discuss the sexual content of this picture with young 
children.) 

It is not just the nudity that was shocking, it's the way Picasso 
painted these figures that was totally new to art. Let's look at each 
of the five women individually and describe how they look. Start on 
the left. 

) 

What view do we see of the woman on the left? 
A sideways view. 
Her head is in profile. 

What does she seem to be doing? 
She appears to be walking into the scene. 
Her right leg is extended. 
She is pulling back a red drapery with her left hand. 

What do you notice about her eye? 
It's facing front even though her face is in profile. 

This way of depicting the eye facing front while the head is to the 
side was typical of ancient Egyptian sculpture which Picasso saw in 
the Louvre and may have been the inspiration for this figure. 

Look carefully at the position of the legs of the second figure from 
the left. Is she standing? 

Her legs don't seem able to support her. 
She looks like she's standing like the others but the artist has 
really shown a view of her as if she were reclining on a bed. 
Picasso later often used multiple viewpoints in his art. 

The two center figures with their arms raised have the most 
"normal" faces. Picasso said that he was influenced in painting them 
by ancient Iberian (Spanish) sculptures that he had seen. They have 
the same bulging oval eyes and large ears. 

Now look at the two figures on the right? Did you notice them 
before? What's disturbing about them? 

Their faces. 
They don't look human. 

) What do they look like? 



Let the students describe them as monsters, witches, animals 
with snouts, etc. 

) 
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What might you wear on your face especially at Halloween time that 
would hide what you look like? 

Masks. 
These two figures seem to be wearing fright masks. 
These two faces are the most shocking part of the picture. 

Picasso himself described how he visited an ethnographic (Natural 
History) museum while working on this canvas. He was 
overwhelmed by the power of primitive African masks that he saw 
there. "They were magic things" which warded off evil, according to 
the artist (Richardson, p. 24 ). (Show pictures of African masks if 
possible.) Picasso then repainted the two figures on the right, giving 
them distorted, horrifying features. 

Do you think this painting is a portrait? 
It is difficult to identify who the people are, therefore it is 
more of a figure painting than a portrait (a likeness). 
Yet Picasso once said as a joke that the women represented his 
girlfriend (mistress) Fernande in several views, a female artist 
friend Marie Laurencin, and the grandmother of a male friend. 

Do you think these women would have been happy to have been 
shown this way? What type emotions does this painting make you 
feel? 

Anger, meanness, violence, aggression, hostility. 
The painting attacks the notion of beauty in art. 

Where are all the figures looking? 
They stare straight at the viewer. 
The painting is very confrontational. 

What else is it about the way in which Picasso paints these figures 
that makes them seem so threatening? Let's look at the elements of 
art for some clues. 

What type lines and shapes does the artist use? 
Lots of diagonals in both the bodies and the background. 
The diagonals seem to run into each other and clash. 
Many things that are rounded in real life are shown as straight 

) lines or triangles (e.g., the knees and breasts). 



Does Picasso show many details? Look at the noses for example. Do 
they look real or simplified? 

Simplified. 
The artist has treated parts of the bodies as abstract shapes. 

What shape do you use for a nose when you draw? 
Most students use a triangle. 

Are there many angles in this painting? Point them out. 
The painting is very angular and sharp. 
This too makes the figures seem aggressive. 

What color does Picasso use most? 
A reddish coral. 

) 

Is this a hot or a cool color? 
A hot color. 

What other colors can you find? 
Blue, white and black. 
Picasso does not use the colorings we would expect. 

How about space? Is the space crowded or open wide? Are the 
figures pushed into the fore ground or does the picture suggest space 
m the background? 

The figures are cramped together into the foreground of the 
painting. 
This makes them look up close, tense, and flat. 

Finally, how does Picasso show light and dark in this painting? 
Light is indicated by jagged areas of white paint while shadows 
are made by using hatched strokes, for example on the noses of 
the two figures at right. 
The artist does not attempt to reproduce light and shadows 
realistically. 

Another reason this pamtmg was so shocking is its large size (almost 
8 feet square). Picasso had painted a picture that would become one 
of the most famous images of modern art. But it would take the 
public many years before they began to understand and appreciate 
the significance of this work. 

( ) 



ACTIVITY: 
Let's make our own "fright masks." Give each student an 8" 

paper plate and crayons or magic markers. Ask them how they will 
make their faces "really scary." Will they distort the features the 
way Picasso did? What colors will they use? At the end of the class, 
have all the students hold up their masks in front of their faces and 
take a "group portrait." Can you tell who is who? 

B. Maya in a Sailor Suit 

Artist - Pablo Picasso Spanish (1881-1973) 

Year Painted - 1938 

Medium - oil on canvas 

) 

Props - poster of the painting; paper and craypas; favorite toys 
or objects that children are often portrayed with 
(dolls, boats, stuffed animals, sports equipment). 

Activity - Paint a portrait of your friend 

DIALOGUE SUGGESTIONS (for classroom presentation) 

Show the students the poster of Maya in a Sailor Suit and ask them if 
they think this picture is by Picasso. 

Yes! 

Why? 
Children will say, "because of how strange it looks!" 
Perhaps some will mention the word "distorted." 

What type painting is this? 
A portrait. 

What is the person wearing? Describe the outfit. 
Shorts, a striped shirt, a pompon (sailor) hat, socks and shoes. 
Some students may recognize this as a sailor suit. 

) Is this a boy or a girl? Give your reasons why. 



A boy - because he's wearing shorts. 
A girl - because her hair is too long for a boy's 

- because both boys and girls wore sailor suits at that 
time. 

If you guessed a girl, you are right. This is a portrait of the artist's 
daughter Maya which he painted in 1938 when he was 57 years old. 

How old do you think she is here? 
Three years old. 
Maya was born in 1935. 
Her mother was Marie-Therese Walter. 
Picasso sketched and painted Maya frequently both 
realistically and in distorted fashion. 

(Show students other images of Maya as found, for example, in Helen 
Kay's Picasso's World of Children, Doubleday & Co., Inc. Garden City, 
New York: n.d., or Picasso and Portraiture. William Rubin, ed., MOMA, 
New York: 1996.) 

) 
What color hair does Maya have? 

Blond like her mother's. 

Can you find where the artist has signed his name? What's funny 
about it? 

On the front of the sailor hat. 
It's written in childlike block letters. 
It's the artist's way of identifying both his art and his child 
with his own name. 

At a young age, Picasso signed one of his self-portraits in this 
fashion, and when an American soldier theorized to the artist in 
1944 that the painting really represented the artist himself, Picasso 
agreed and stated that he always wore a striped jersey under his 
clothes. (See Picasso and Portraiture, p. 375) Some books even refer 
to this painting as Boy in Sailor Suit with Butterfly Net. 

What is the child doing here? 
Catching butterflies. 

Who can find the butterfly net? 
Point it out. 

) 
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Is there a butterfly? Why is it easy for us to see? 
It's red, a bright, eye-catching color. 
It's next to Maya's face. 

Is the child running around? 
No. 

What is she doing? 
Sitting on a log holding her butterfly net and staring at the 
butterfly. 

Does this portrait look like a real child? 
No! 

Let's look at what the artist has distorted the most. 

Does the way Picasso painted Maya's eyes remind you of the other 
picture by him that we just talked about (i.e., Les Demoiselles 
d'Avignon)? 

The left eye is shown facing front while the one on the right 1s 
depicted in profile. Her head is in profile. This is similar to the 
figure on the left in Les Demoiselles d'Avignon. 

Take a moment for the children to observe each other's eyes both 
from the front and from the side. Then tell them that Maya looks as 
if we are seeing her from two different viewpoints. 

Can you think of any reason in the picture why Maya's eyes might be 
looking in two directions? 

The butterfly is up so close to her face that she seems to be 
cross-eyed. One eye is looking out at us and the other at the 
butterfly. 

What else seems distorted about Maya's body? 
Her arms are very short and her head is very large. 

Have you ever noticed that children's body parts are not in the same 
proportion as adults'? 

Picasso uses distortion partly to suggest the chubby 
awkwardness of a small child. 

Does Picasso show us all the details of how a person looks? 
_) No. 
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He simplifies things. 

What simple shapes has Picasso used for Maya's body, legs, etc.? 
Legs = rectangles 
Tongue and lips = backwards C 
Fingers = loops 
Ear = figure 8 
Nose = triangle 
Body = rectangle 
Left eye = diamond with circles within 
Right eye = triangle with circles within 

It is typical of Picasso to distort and break up forms in order to 
express something, in this case to emphasize the comical, almost 
frustrating task of a small child trying to catch a butterfly. 

What is something you like about this painting? 
Did anyone mention the bright colors?! 

How many shades of blue can you find? Point them out. 
The sky, hat, sailor suit, socks, nostrils and ear. 

What is green in this picture? 
The grass, the netting of the butterfly net, Maya's irises and 
eyebrows. 

What does the orangey-yellow of her one collar match? 
The pompom on her hat and her hair. 
Blue and orange are complementary colors. They make each 
other stand out. 

Do you think the sailor suit really had a purple part to it? What does 
the purple represent? 

Shadows on the blue deepen the color to purple. 

Will you use some of these colors in your own art? 

Picasso enjoyed deliberately drawing like a child with bold colors 
and simple forms. He even drew on the same piece of paper with his 
children. As a grown up, Maya recalled her father making presents 
for her--toys, dolls, drawings, books, funny dresses--to amuse her 
and to reduce the tension of the war years. Picasso made several 

_) 



hundred sketches and paintings of children during the course of his 
career. Would you have liked Picasso to have painted your portrait? 

ACTIVITY: 

Now we get to be artists like Picasso. Pick a partner and 
discuss with him or her what you both want to be wearing and 
holding in your portraits. Will it be a cowboy hat or a fancy dress, a 
baseball mitt or a toy sailboat? You don't have to have these objects 
with you in class. Draw them from your imagination. Each of you 
will paint a portrait of the other person. You can both work at the 
same time. (Craypas on large sheets of white paper make very 
bright, strong images.) Try to include some features, such as hair 
and eye color, that let the viewer know who you are portraying. Will 
you use simple shapes and distortion in your portrait the way 
Picasso did? Where will you sign your creation? 

) 


