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Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon was a groundbreaking painLng, in terms of 
both its arLsLc and social impact. Painted in 1907, it is raw, primiLve and is delib-
erately meant to be shocking. It horrified many of those who first saw it, criLcs and 
arLsts alike, but it eventually came to be regarded as a work of monumental influ-ence 
and value. It portrays five naked prosLtutes in a brothel and was indeed origi-nally 
enLtled Le Bordel d’Avignon [1]. The leWmost one is shown in profile facing the other 
four with her face painted in a style reminiscent of EgypLan art. The two fig-ures in the 
center have Iberian features and are looking alluringly at the viewer, placing him in the 
posiLon of customer. The two figures on the right have contorted bodies and faces that 
look much like primiLve African masks. 

There is a distorted sLll-life in the fore ground of the painLng that at once gives it a 
grounding in tradiLonal painLng and emphasizes its extreme departure from tradi-Lon. 
Many of the techniques used, such as the use of flat planes, the deconstrucLon of 
human bodies and the angularity of form had a revoluLonary effect on painLng. 

Along with the work of Georges Braque, Demoiselles was one of the first Cubist piec-es 
to be painted. It revoluLonized percepLons of art and the aestheLc, opening the door 
to subsequent arLsLc movements such as Surrealism and Dadaism. The use of imagery 
borrowed from African art was also groundbreaking. Other well-known painters had 
previously incorporated elements of ‘primiLve’ art into their work, but Demoiselles 
was the first to portray African feLshes. Demoiselles was a rejecLon of bourgeois 
society, colonialism, tradiLonal art, sexual inhibiLons and outdated mores and 
convenLons. The feLshes and the sebng of a brothel were both devices to con-vey 
this, and the new arLsLc devices he employed emphasized his social messages. 

Picasso (1881-1973) was the Spanish son of a drawing master and was an infant 
prodigy in the Barcelona Art School [2]. During his lifeLme, he reinvented himself 
repeatedly, and was at the forefront of several arLsLc movements. He came to Paris at 
the age of nineteen, and gained a following painLng subjects such as beggars, out-casts 
and circus people. He eventually Lred of this, however, and began to look elsewhere 
for inspiraLon. He was introduced to primiLve art and the work of Primi-Lvist 
European painters while in Paris and was profoundly influenced. 

PrimiLvism was a movement in the arts in which painters a<empted to escape the 
confines of industrialized, urban Europe. Like RomanLcism, it was in part a reacLon 
against the negaLve results of the industrial revoluLon (polluLon, overcrowding, etc.). 
ArLsts looked to the directness, insLncLveness and exoLcism of non-urban cul-tures 
for inspiraLon [3]. Painters such as Paul Gauguin and Henri POD us seau felt that it was 
necessary to abandon urbanism and ‘advanced’ European culture and search for 
something more idyllic in rural or primiLve sebngs. 

PrimiLvism found expression in music as well as in art, parLcularly in the work of Igor 
Stravinsky. His ballet. The Rite of Spring depicted rituals of pagan tribes and imported 
ideas from primiLve music. The Rite of Spring caused a riot in its first per-formance in 
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Paris in 1913 [4]. The violent and overtly sexual nature of the choreog-raphy as well as 
the pounding rhythms and dissonances had much the same impact on audiences as 
Demoiselles. Indeed, Picasso was an admirer of Stravinsky [5]. 

There is some debate as to whether or not Picasso had been exposed to African fet-
ishes prior to painLng Demoiselles. Picasso himself claimed that he had not [6], but 
much of the evidence seems to contradict this. Both MaLsse and Max Jacob assert the 
he was shown African statue<es and masks in the Trocadéro well before painLng 
Demoiselles [7], and Gertrude Stein also contradicted Picasso’s claim [8]. Fernande 
Olivier stated that “Picasso was becoming a fanaLc on the subject of Negro works, and 
statues, masks, and feLshes from every country in Africa were accumulaLng in his 
apartment” [9]. 

In any event there is a clear resemblance between the faces of the two rightmost fig-
ures in Demoiselles and African mask. In contrast to others involved in the PrimiLv-ism 
movement, Africa did not represent an idyllic, pre-European society to Picasso, but 
rather a (welcome) threat to civilized Europe [10]. What struck Picasso most about the 
feLshes was not their form, although this was certainly evident in his painLngs, but 
their spirit. As Picasso said, “The masks weren’t just like any other pieces of sculpture. 
Mot at all. They were magic things... they were weapons. To help people avoid coming 
under the influence of spirits again, to help (the Africans) be-come independent. 
They’re tools. If we give spirits a form, we become independent. Spirits, the 
unconscious, emoLon—they’re all the same thing. I understood why I was a painter.” 
[11] 

To Picasso, all of creaLon was his enemy, and his painLngs were a defense against 
nature. He said, “Mature has to exist so that we may rape it.”[12] This manifesto was 
very destrucLve, but it was accepted and bought by the public partly because it was a 
reflecLon of the destrucLveness of the previous century, the pibng of indus-trialism 
against nature. PrimiLve art had the same purpose as modern industrialism: to keep 
nature at bay. These destrucLve ideas were a part of his moLvaLon for the 
deconstrucLon in his Cubist painLngs, of which Demoiselles was the first. 

Picasso and the other Cubists felt that it was pointless to simply copy objects as real-
ists did. In order to truly capture the essence of images, it was necessary to decon-
struct them. By seeing different aspects of an object at the same Lme, some of which 
stand out clearly and some of which are blurred, one sees more of the true subject 
than one would in a meLculously realisLc painLng. The deconstrucLon of the form 
allows the audience to reconstruct it in their own way, a<aching their own mean-ings 
to it [13]. Plate 5 shows an example of how Picasso was to develop cubism in later 
years. 

This was part of a general arLsLc movement in the early twenLeth century to reject 
established forms, to self-consciously pursue innovaLon. ArLsts, writers, intellectu-als, 
poets and painters all reacted against established rules of art and looked for new, 
experimental forms of expression. At the turn of the century, Europe was in a period of 
unusual stability. The economic growth, increasing standard of living and scien-Lfic 
breakthroughs of the Lme all contributed to a sense of excitement and experi-
mentaLon which made arLsts and audiences more recepLve to experimental work 
[14]. 



Aside from the spiritual and arLsLc meanings that were expressed in Picasso’s use of 
feLshes, there were also important social messages. Picasso was a friend and disciple 
of Alfred Jariy, who was well-known for his anL-colonial saLres on black Africa, and 
cannot help but have been influenced by him [15]. 

Much of Africa was sLll independent in 1375, but by 1912 virtually all of it was un-der 
the control of Europeans. There are several reasons for this rush to conquer Afri-ca, 
including the desire to control mineral resources, the need to control trade routes and 
to establish new markets for European products, to help missionaries convert Africans 
and to gain control over strategic areas. Once the scramble began, many countries 
simply seized regions to prevent other countries from gebng them first [16]. 

European officials felt that the governments of African naLons were incapable of 
producing the economic changes needed to implement the trade that they wanted, so 
they simply conquered the African states and ruled over them directly. Faced with the 
newly invented machine gun, there was li<le that the Africans could do to resist. For 
example, a force of 32 Europeans and 500 African mercenaries defeated the 31 000 
strong army of the emir of Sokoto in 1898. Only twenty Europeans died, but there were 
11000 Sudanese casualLes [17].  

To most Europeans, the nature and culture of the conquered peoples in Africa had li<le 
significance. They were confident of their superiority, both cultural and other-wise, 
over ‘primiLve’ socieLes. This self-assured smugness is well displayed in works such as 
Rudyard Kipling’s White Man’s Burden. PseudoscienLfic ideas like Social Darwinism 
were used to jusLfy this, and it was commonly believed that whites were superior to 
blacks. Europeans recognized themselves as the rulers for whose benefit the rest of the 
world existed [18]. 

The methods used to secure colonial lands were brutal. William Howi<, an English-man 
who traveled to several colonies, gives an example: “To secure the dominion of these, 
(the Dutch) compelled the princes of Ternate and Tidore to consent to the root-ing up 
of all the clove and nutmeg trees in the islands not enLrely under the jealous guard of 
Dutch keeping. For this they u<erly exterminated the inhabitants of Banda, because 
they would not submit passively to their yoke.” [19] 

Many atrociLes were commi<ed under white rule. Even the pro-colonial contempo-
raries of the Lme were horrified by some of the acts commi<ed. Sir H. H. Johnston, the 
BriLsh Consul for Southern Nigeria and Portuguese East Africa, who repeatedly extolled 
the virtues of bringing civilizaLon to the ‘savages,’ wrote that the Belgian King Leopold 
II “debased himself in history by the exploitaLon of the posiLon con-ferred on him at 
the Congress of Berlin. His agents were allowed to inflict indescrib-able misery on 
millions of unhappy savages.” [20] A BriLsh governor of AshanL admi<ed that, “The 
reader will find much to deplore in the public and private acts of many of the white 
men who, in their Lme, made history.” [21] 

The huge numbers of babies of mixed race that were born in Africa during the Lme of 
colonial expansion clearly shows that none of the European reverence for female 
chasLty was extended to the Africans. Howi< had this to say of one of the colonies he 
visited: “The treatment of the females could not be described. Dragged from the 
inmost recesses of their houses . . . the virgins were carried to the Court of JusLce, 



where they might naturally have looked for protecLon, but they now looked for it in 
vain; for in the face of the ministers of jusLce, in the face of the spectators, in the face 
of the sun, those tender and modest virgins were brutally violated... Other females had 
the nipples of their breasts put in a cleW bamboo and torn off.” [22] 

By 1907, many Europeans, including Picasso, were protesLng against the atrociLes, 
although they oWen did not go so far as to say that Africans should be given self-rule 
unLl significantly later. By using African art in his work, Picasso was validaLng Af-rican 
feLshes, and thus African culture, as something to be taken seriously, as true art rather 
than just curiosiLes. European art tradiLonally portrayed woman as either the 
Madonna or the Venus. The former was an expression of purity and virtue and the 
la<er was an expression of sexuality and desire. Both were seen as pure forms, and 
while the eroLcism of the Venus form was socially acceptable, it was certainly 
unacceptable socially for a woman to be an eroLc being. In a very real sense, both the 
Madonna and the Venus could be considered to be European feLshes. They dis-played 
aspects of womanhood in an idealized, supernatural form. With his Olympia, Edouard 
Manet created a huge sLr in 1865 by painLng a well-known prosLtutein a pose 
associated with the Venus [23]. He was presenLng a real person as a feLsh. Pi-casso 
took this idea further in Demoiselles by mixing African feLshes, which had sexual 
connotaLons because of their use in ferLlity rites, with the European sexual symbol of 
prosLtutes. The link between the two was strengthened by the belief of some of the 
intellectuals of the Lme that the same psychological mechanisms were responsible for 
religious supersLLon in primiLve socieLes and sexual ‘perversions’ in modern society. 

In the nineteenth century, middle-class women were worshipped, cherished, de-ferred 
to and considered vulnerable, virginal and remote pure angels to which men could 
seek refuge from the cruel world of business realiLes [24]. Their husbands shel-tered 
them from the realiLes of the ‘vulgar’ outside world. As James Fenimore Cooper wrote 
in 1828, the genteel wife lived “reLred within the sacred precincts of her own 
abode . . . preserved from the destroying taint of excessive intercourse in the world.” 
[25] A London court ruled in 1840 that a husband had the right to kidnap his wife and 
lock her up in order to “protect her from the danger of unrestrained intercourse with 
the world.” [26] Well-bread women took on the virtuous aura of the virginal Madonna, 
and were expected to see sex as a revolLng experience that must occasionally be 
performed in order to ensure procreaLon. Dr. Alice Stockham went so far as to assert in 
1894 that any husband who indulged in marital intercourse for any purpose other than 
procreaLon was turning his wife into a private prosLtute. [27] There was a general 
consensus that married couples should have sex no more than once a month, and 
never during pregnancy or menstruaLon [28]. 

The percepLon of woman as a pure angel did not extend to working-class women. 
They were oWen forced to work as part-Lme prosLtutes in order to support them-
selves and their families, and they were certainly given none of the special moral 
reverence that was granted genteel women [29]. Men found an outlet for their sexual 
desires with these prosLtutes that they could not with their wives. Indeed, it was 
believed by many that cool, unemoLonal sex with a prosLtute was less sinful than 
passionate sex with one’s wife. This belief was partly based on the wriLngs of St. 
AugusLne, who claimed that intercourse had been free from “unregulated excite-



ment” in the Garden of Eden, and that Original Sin had only been commi<ed when lust 
and passion became involved [30]. This led several, such as Leopold Deslandes, to 
claim that sex with a prosLtute was “generally a<ended with less derangement” than 
sex with a wife [31]. 

All of this caused prosLtuLon to flourish in European ciLes. EsLmates put the num-ber 
of prosLtutes in Paris in the 1860’s in the range of 30 000 to 120 000 and up to 80 000 
in London. The average in Europe in the late nineteenth century was one prosL-tute for 
every twelve men, with some areas such as Vienna having one for every seven men 
[32]. As their numbers conLnued to increase, both the legal and moral authoriLes who 
had previously vocally denounced yet tolerated prosLtuLon began to take serious 
measures to curb it. This was also due in large part to the spread of syphilis. In the 
1860’s, 60% of the prosLtutes sentenced to the prison Saint Lazare were infected [33].  

ProsLtutes were treated with the utmost disdain, partly because they were blamed for 
the spread of syphilis, but mostly because they were ‘fallen women.’ According to one 
nineteenth century arLcle in the Westminster Review, they were treated as “out-casts, 
Pariahs, lepers. Their touch, even in the extremity of suffering, is shaken off as if it were 
polluLon and disease... They are kicked, cuffed, trampled on with impunity by 
everyone.” [34] Li<le was done to help them. As the Bishop of Newcastle re-marked in 
1898, “too many professing ChrisLans repudiate all responsibility for these outcasts of 
society. They will say no prayer for their conversion, give no alms towards agencies that 
are set on foot to win them back.” [35] 

Earlier versions of Demoiselles included a sailor sibng in the brothel and a student 
presenLng a skull to him and the prosLtutes. One interpretaLon of this is that the skull 
is meant to remind the sailor and prosLtutes of death and the spiritual wages of sin. 
However, given Picasso’s negaLve abtudes towards the church, it is more rea-sonable 
to believe that Picasso was commenLng on the hell of being a prosLtute, a recurrent 
theme of his work from 1898 to 1904 [36]. 

By portraying prosLtutes that repel rather than a<ract in Demoiselles, Picasso was 
emphasizing the ugliness that was at the core of being forced into prosLtuLon. By 
pubng the viewer in the posiLon of the customer, Picasso forced him or her to open-ly 
confront the reality of prosLtuLon and its prevalence in European society. This was 
shocking to many, who felt that prosLtuLon was certainly not something that should 
be dealt with in polite company.  

As menLoned earlier, part of the moLvaLon of Cubism was to deconstruct things so 
that the viewer could consider them in new ways. This is exactly what Picasso is doing 
with sexuality in Demoiselles. He forced people to confront their abtudes about 
sexuality, and perhaps reconsider them.  

Picasso also brought together the ideas of PrimiLvism and his opposiLon to Europe-an 
concepLons of sexuality. The ‘Iberian’ women in the middle of the painLng are 
prosLtutes on display, while the ‘African’ women on the right can be seen as mock-ing 
this display and challenging bankrupt western society [37]. Rather than the Eu-ropeans 
looking down upon African culture as primiLve and savage, now African culture is 
judging Europeans and their moral hypocrisy. Perhaps Picasso was think-ing of how the 



Africans must have been judging the Europeans for the atrociLes that they commi<ed 
upon them. 

By dealing with two of the most oppressed groups of his Lme, black Africans and 
prosLtutes, and by breaking arLsLc boundaries, Picasso was at once challenging moral, 
poliLcal and arLsLc tradiLons. Demoiselles established him as an original voice in the 
PrimiLvism movement and was the most significant painLng in the birth of Cubism. He 
forced people to openly confront problems in society when they looked at his painLng. 
As Andre Salmon writes, “The expression on (the prosLtutes’) faces are neither tragic 
nor passionate. These are masks almost enLrely freed from humanity. Yet these people 
are not gods, nor are they Titans or heroes; not even alle-gorical or symbolic figures. 
They are naked problems, white numbers on the black-board.” [38] 

Even Picasso’s followers were iniLally horrified by the ugliness of the faces and the 
subject ma<er of the painLng [39]. MaLsse and Gertrude Stein, two of his most im-
portant associates, temporarily distanced themselves from Picasso upon seeing it. 
However, by the Lme Picasso finally sold Demoiselles in 1925, it was well on its way to 
becoming the monumentally influenLal work that it is. 
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