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ABLO Picasso was born in 
Málaga in 1881, the son of 
an art teacher. Inspired by his 

father, he displayed exceptional tal-
ent for drawing from a very early 
age. According to his mother, his first 
words were ‘piz, piz’, a shortening 
of lápiz, the Spanish word for ‘pen-
cil’. From the age of seven his father 
trained him in figure drawing and 
oil painting. By the age of fourteen 
his career as a painter may be said 
to have begun with two early works 
of note: The First Communion, a 
large composition that depicts his 
sister Lola, and Portrait of Aunt 
Pepa. In 1890, still in his teens, he 
visited Paris for a short time, mixing 
with the European avant-garde. 

In 1901 he embarked on a phase 
known as the ‘Blue Period’, charac-
terised by austere paintings in 
shades of blue and blue-green, in 
which he depicted the general 
squalor of beggars, prostitutes and 
sick children on the Paris streets 
which he observed on frequent visits. 
In 1904 he made the decision to live 
in Paris, the world’s epicentre of 
contemporary art. He also entered 
what has been called a ‘Rose Peri-
od’,  characterised by a lighter tone 
and the use of orange and pink 
colours and  featuring  circus people 
or  acrobats.  Fernande  Olivier,  a 
bohemian artist who became his  
mistress,  is the subject of many. 

Picasso again quickly struck out in a 
new direction, influenced by Paul 
Cézanne, who died in 1906 and 
whose painting The Bathers (Les 
Grandes Baigneuses) was first ex-
hibited in that year. It is a sculptural 
depiction of a bathing party of nude 
females. The interlocking women fit 
into the triangular pattern formed 
by the trees and the river. Cézanne 
thought that the painter ought to 
“treat nature by the cylinder, the 
sphere, the cone”. The artist should 
construct his painting rather than 
merely copy something. Picasso re-
sponded in 1907 with a massive 8ft 
by 8ft nascent cubist work known as 
Les Demoiselles D’Avignon  (below), 
depicting five nude female prostitutes 
and based on a brothel he had fre-
quented on Carrer d’Avinyó, a street 
in the red light district of Barcelona.  

The five pink women – whose bod-
ies fracture into jagged shapes – 
seem arrested in time and existing in 
different worlds while provocatively 
flaunting their nudity. The two in 
the middle gaze unsettlingly at the 
viewer out of huge black eyes. 
African masks are worn by the two 
on the right, one of whom is squat-
ting among fabric diamonds. The 
phallic bowl of fruit pointing up-
wards in the centre foreground is 
the viewer’s phallus leading into the 
brothel and towards the women. 

The painting was viewed initially by 
friends whose reaction was so nega-
tive that Picasso kept it in his 
Montmartre studio for nine years. 
Matisse, whose Le bonheur de vivre 
was also inspired by Cézanne’s 
Bathers, thought Picasso’s ‘hideous 
whores’ were something of a sick 
joke. Whereas Matisse’s piece exudes 
a languid sensuality, Picasso’s is ag-
gressively pornographic. It has been 
suggested that Picasso is depicting 
not only desire but also fear  – the 
fear of syphilis, a real threat before 
antibiotics. He referred to it as his 
brothel painting, calling it Le Bordel 
d’Avignon, but André Salmon, the 
organiser of the 1916 exhibition at 
which it was first displayed, retitled 
it Les Demoiselles d'Avignon so as to 
lessen its scandalous impact. It is 
now regarded as the beginning of 
modern art – and a masterpiece.  ––>
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ET is Les Demoiselles d’Avi-
gnon not just a piece of sexy 
geometry? Is it indeed ulti-

mately – like most works of cubism, 
itself originally a term of derision – 
a triumph of form over content? If it 
has any meaning at all, the female 
distortions display a sexual disgust 
and destructive misogny. These were 
the feelings in 1907 of someone 
who in his lifetime used prostitutes, 
had two wives and several mistress-
es, and who later said: “For me 
there are only two kinds of women: 
goddesses and doormats”. The con-
tent of the work, in so far as it ex-
ists, is negative and unhumanist. 

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon was 
painted when Picasso was only in 
his mid-twenties. Move on 30 years 
to 1937 when he was fifty-six and 
widely considered the world’s fore-
most living painter. Reports reached 
him in Paris that a town in Northern 
Spain had been destroyed on 26th 
April by bombers of the Nazi Con-
dor Legion, acting in support of 
Franco’s rebel government in the 
Spanish Civil War.  

It was market day in the ancient 
Basque town of Guernica (spelled 
‘Gernika’ in Basque), 21 miles north 
east of Bilbao, and the 7,000 inhabi-
tants swelled to 10,000. At 4:40pm 
the planes arrived, flying low as there 
were no defences, and over the next 
three hours dropped 100,000 
pounds of high-explosive and incen-
diary bombs, reducing the town to a 
smouldering ruin (top right). Von 
Richthofen, the Condon Legion’s 
commander, wrote in his diary: 
“bomb craters can be seen in the 
streets. Simply wonderful”. The 
Basque government reported 1,654 
killed at the time, many burned alive, 
though later figures have put it much 
nearer 250. 

In the Times newspaper George Steer 
wrote: “The raid on Guernica is un-
paralleled in military history. Guerni-
ca was not a military objective. A 
factory producing war material lay 
outside the town and was un-
touched. So were two barracks some 
distance from the town. The town 
lay far behind the lines. The object of 
the bombardment was seemingly the 
demoralisation of the civil popula-
tion and the destruction of the cradle 
of the Basque race”. At the Nurem-
berg Trials, Hermann Goering testi-
fied: “The Spanish Civil War gave me 

an opportunity to put my young air 
force to the test, and a means for my 
men to gain experience”. Franco, 
however, never acknowledged any 
responsibility and blamed the car-
nage on Basque Republicans, accus-
ing them of having set fire to the 
town during their retreat to Bilbao. 

Guernica has gone down in history 
as the first experiment in total war. It 
was a blatant act of terrorism against 
the civilian population. Picasso  – 
then working on a commission from 
the Spanish government to produce a 
large mural for the World’s Fair to be 

opened in Paris in late May – was 
enraged. He abandoned the initial 
project and on May Day began to 
sketch his response to the atrocity.  

There would be no images of planes, 
bombs or exploding buildings; in-
stead, he decided to anchor the work 
in the violence, suffering and passion 
of the corrida. The bullfight arose in 
Málaga, the Andalusian city where 
Picasso had been born. The bull en-
tered the ring alone, angry, and al-
ready wounded by tiny lances driven 
into his neck. It made several charges 
at the capes wielded by the torero or 
matador. A horse and picador then 
entered the ring, and the bull charged 
the blindfolded horse and gored it, 
while the picador tried to drive his 
long lance into the bull’s neck, weak-
ening him and vulnerable to the final 
blow by the matador’s sword. The 
sacrifice of the horse being impaled 
by the bull’s horns fascinated Picasso 
throughout his life and in May 1937 
it formed the genesis of his painting 
of the Guernica terror bombing. 

Picasso said: “in the panel on which 
I am working, which I shall call 
Guernica, and in all my recent 
works of art, I clearly express my 
abhorrence of the military caste 
which has sunk Spain in an ocean of 
pain and death”. The painting was 
completed after 35 days on 4th June. 
It is a massive work, measuring 3.5 
metres (11.5ft) high and 7.8 metres 
(25.5 ft) wide. Its sheer size aids its 
depiction of the horror of war. The 
same applies to the palette which is 
grey, black and white, perhaps be-
cause this bleak monochrome 
heightens the sense of panic and ter-

ror and because it helps to create a 
veneer of journalistic realism. This is 
stressed by the textured part in the 
bottom left half which resembles the 
lines of newsprint. 

Guernica is set in a room littered 
with suffering people and animals. 
Starting on the left, there is the white 
head and partial dark body of a bull. 
Picasso said that the bull was there 
to ‘signify brutality and darkness’. 
But does it represent the general cru-
elty of war or more specifically the 
brutality of Franco’s fascists, while 
the suffering horse serves as the re-
publican side and/or the massacred 
civilians? Is the fact that the bull is at 
the ‘western end’ turning its head 
away from the horrific event symbol-
ic of the governments of western 
Europe who stood by and did noth-
ing to help Spain in its hour of need? 

Below the bull is a grieving woman 
holding a dead child in her arms. 
This is Picasso’s homage to the Pieta 
by Michelangelo, which is the     ––>
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sculpture of the Virgin Mary 
cradling the dead body of her son. 
Both are also pyramidal in shape. 
Her head faces the sky in an an-
guished cry or scream. Perhaps this 
mother represents Spain mourning 
over the loss of its children. Her 
tongue is like a dagger pointing up 
to the bull’s steaming nostrils.  

Below the bull and the horse – if we 
continue the corrida analogy  – lies 
the dead matador or torero, the 
sword broken off in his tight-fisted 
hands.  All that remains of his dis-
membered body is his head, a sev-
ered right arm and the left arm, 
which contains a stigmata, a symbol 
of martyrdom. As well as the sword, 
his right hand is holding a flower, 
which may be the white poppy rep-
resenting a hope of peace for the 
future amidst the carnage. Beyond 
the corrida allusion, he probably 
represents a republican soldier in 
the civil war or the Republic itself. 
The flower may be the white poppy 
representing a hope of peace for the 
future amidst the carnage. 

The wailing horse has a dagger-
shaped tongue and death-head nos-
trils and appears to be wearing 
chain mail armour decorated with 
the marks of newsprint. It seems to 
have been mortally wounded in the 
side with a spear or javelin. Again, it 
could represent the people of Guer-
nica or the Republicans. Or indeed 
the fact that animals as well as hu-
mans are casualties of war. 

Between the bull and the horse there 
is a small bird, perhaps the dove of 
peace as it has a white flash across 
it. Is peace being pushed into the 
background by the warring fac-
tions? We should also note the light 
bulb above the horse. This may have 
multiple meanings. It is shaped like 
an eye with the light bulb as the 
pupil and rays of light emanating 
from it like spiky eyelashes. Is this 
God’s eye as he laments the madness 
of war? More likely, it  represents the 
incendiary bombs. The Spanish word 
for bulb, ‘bombilla’, is very similar to 
the word for bomb, ‘bomba’.  

There are three other figures in the 
painting. At the bottom right, a 
woman runs towards the centre in a 
diagonal path. She seems to be  flee-
ing from the scene with a wounded 
leg. Perhaps she is one of the 
refugees who were leaving Spain. 

The women at the top right (or is it 
a man?) holds her arms in the air 
and screams as she is being engulfed 
in flames. Her eyes and nostrils are 
shaped like teardrops and her head 
is bent backwards as if broken off.  

The third women on the right of the 
horse’s head emerges from an open 
window wielding a lamp. Is she 
shedding a light on the scene and 
coming to the rescue? She recalls the 
Statue of Liberty raising her torch in 
the air. She may represent the Eu-
ropean Enlightenment threatened by 
the rise of fascism. 

RONICALLY, Guernica was 
first exhibited in the Spanish 
Pavilion at the World’s Fair in 

Paris which was held to celebrate 
man’s technological developments. 
Picasso’s supreme masterpiece 
demonstrates that technology has its 
dark side. The reaction to it was 
initially negative. The press ignored 
it altogether. In late July the official 
German guidebook to the fair sug-

gested that German-speaking visi-
tors should pass by the pavilion be-
cause it contained nothing of interest 
or importance, least of all a mam-
moth black-and-white painting that 
seemed to be the dream of a mad-
man, a melee of broken bodies that 
might have been the work of a four-
year-old child. 

Le Corbusier, the renowned architect 
and one of the fair’s key planners, 
was damning. “Guernica saw only 
the backs of our visitors”, he wrote, 
“for they were repelled by it”. The 
art historian Anthony Blunt wrote in 
the Spectator that it was nothing 
more than a series of ‘abstruse cir-
cumlocutions’ with no meaning for 
serious observers of art or politics 
and that it was ‘too esoteric for ordi-
nary people to decipher or enjoy’. 

Yet Christian Zervos, the Greek-
French art historian, wrote in the art 
journal Les Cahiers d’Art: “this work 
will forever enter our hearts, will 
inspire, stir up feelings, and arouse 

our convictions that there are greater 
things than ‘reality’, and that to par-
ticipate in their grandeur is to rise 
again in dignity”. The poet Michel 
Leiris wrote: “on a black and white 
canvas that depicts ancient tragedy, 
Picasso also writes our letter of 
doom: all that we love is going to be 
lost, and that is why it is necessary 
that we gather up all that we love, 
like the emotion of great farewells, in 
something of unforgettable beauty”. 
The art historian Herbert Read 
wrote in the London Bulletin that 
“Guernica is a monument to de-
struction – a cry of outrage and hor-
ror amplified by the spirit of genius”. 

Picasso was, for much of his life be-
fore 1937, a very apolitical man. His 
paintings generally prove it: form is 
all, content is secondary. See Les 
Demoiselles d’Avignon, Violin and 
Grapes, Girl before a Mirror, Three 
Musicians, The Old Guitarist, The 
Weeping Woman, and so on. Guer-
nica is different. Form and content 
are perfectly fused to produce one of 
the greatest artistic indictments of 
man’s inhumanity to man ever creat-
ed. Here Picasso demonstrates that a 
powerful political statement can be 
made using a non-realist form. The 
fractured cubist shapes actually am-
plify the destructiveness and terror 
produced by the civilian bombing. 
The Guardian art critic Jonathan 
Jones has aptly referred to the paint-
ing as a ‘cubist apocalypse’. 

Picasso refused to let Guernica go to 
Spain until ‘reestablishment of public 
liberties’. After the World’s Fair, it 
was displayed on a tour that lasted 
19 years throughout Europe and 
North America to raise conscious-
ness about the threat of fascism and 
raise funds for Spanish refugees.  
Finally, in 1981, eight years after 
Picasso’s death and six years after 
Franco’s, it was taken to Spain and 
now resides in the Reina Sofia muse-
um in Madrid. 

A full-sized tapestry copy hangs out-
side the Security Council chamber of 
the UN. When Colin Powell was 
outlining the American case for war 
against Iraq in 2003, it was decided  
to cover it with a blue curtain. Pow-
ell could hardly seduce the world 
into bombing Iraq surrounded on 
camera by shrieking and mutilated 
women, men, children, bulls and 
horses. That would have been to let 
too much light on reality.      q
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