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In the summer of 1957, the photographer David Douglas
Duncan, who had photographed Picasso in his bathtub the
year before, shot a series of photographs at the Villa La
Californie in Cannes. These images are a window into the
artist’s workspace and provide invaluable insight into his
creative process. In one of the photographs (fig. 1), Picasso
and his art dealer Louise Leiris are seen in conversation,
seated in front of a large blank canvas. To the side, behind,
in the foreground, and all around, we can see dozens of the
artist’s works: ceramics, drawings, paintings, sculptures...
a chaotic mélange of all sorts. For Picasso it was important
to have a diverse range of works from different periods and
artistic disciplines in view, as one of his greatest artistic
references was his own art. In fact, the large blank canvas
in the photograph would soon be graced by Bathers at
La Garoupe', the sculptural version of which can be seen
alongside.

Picasso’s work often explores the interconnections
between different artistic domains. In this way, the artist
discovers how themes can sometimes undergo a reversal
of values when transposed from one medium to another,
giving him the chance to play around with ambivalence.

On other occasions, experimentation in one artistic realm

leads to formal solutions that can be transferred to another

medium, in a circular and mutually enriching creative journey.

This is typical of Picasso’s approach: squeezing every last
drop of potential out of a motif, changing the artistic domain
and then reimagining it again and again in a continuous
metamorphosis until its full potential has been extracted.
Let us take an example: throughout January 1956, Picasso
devoted numerous sketchbooks to the theme of a nude or
bathing woman putting up her hair?. The very next month

saw him transfer the same theme onto several ceramic

Fig. 1
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Pablo Picasso and Louise Leiris
sitting in front of a white canvas,
Summer 1957, Villa La Californie,

Cannes. Photo by David Douglas
Duncan

plates, introducing a fresh perspective that the ceramic
process brought to the formal evolution of the motif; some
of his discoveries were subsequently incorporated into the
painting Two Women on the Beach?® on February 16, later to
be revisited in ceramics in the large tile mural Seated Nude
Combing Her Hair *.
It seems advisable, therefore, to approach the artist’s
work holistically, considering each individual component as
an integral part of the organic whole that forms his entire
production. It is therefore somewhat perplexing that so many of
the leading scholars of Picasso’s work have either overlooked
entirely or barely touched on the artist’s ceramic works.
This is especially true in light of the fact that his ceramics
contain important clues to the understanding of other works.
After a quarter-century of dedicated research on Picasso’s
ceramic art, my colleague Harald Theil and | have developed
an approach that seeks to contextualize the artist’s ceramic
pieces within the broader scope of his oeuvre®, while remaining
mindful of the specific characteristics, tradition, and vocabulary
of ceramics®. This perspective echoes that of Picasso’s
own, blind as he was to any hierarchy between genres or
techniques. Rather, he gravitated towards whatever artistic
domain could be a vehicle for his work, for making Picassos.
To illustrate the viability of our approach, one need only
examine some of his works, where mutual influences and
rhizomatic relationships are often discernible. Picasso’s vast
experience accumulated over many years of artistic endeavor

undoubtedly left its mark on ceramics, a field in which he
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Fig. 2

N70-EhVKEFI—r) 1957 F 6 B 18 H. #MHFOM.
BAEE. bR L DEAR, /) B Eh Y EiiT8E(MP1990-374)
Pablo Picasso, Bullfighting Scene, June 18, 1957. Oval plate,

white clay painted with slips. Musée national Picasso - Paris,
MP1990-374

Fig. 3

Nn70-ERY. Ftk54 & (747 30, R). 1959 F 4
A3H. /4. /), EIEAYEMEE (MP1990-113)
Pablo Picasso, Drawings notebook n° 54 (folio 30 recto), April 3,

1959. India ink on paper. Musée national Picasso - Paris, MP1990-
113

Fig. 4
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Pablo Picasso, Plate decorated with a scene from ‘L’Auca del
senyor Esteve’ by Santiago Rusifiol, July 10, 1962. Grogged clay,
painted with slips. Fundacién Almine y Bernard Ruiz-Picasso,
Madrid

Fig. 5

NTO-ERY LTV IIVRRERDHE IV 1962 & 10 A 2 B,
YAy N/TIVafk, Nbtent EhYEE (70.311)
Pablo Picasso, Ingresque Family Portrait IV, October 2, 1962.

Linocut on Arches vellum paper. Museu Picasso de Barcelona,
70.311
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Pablo Picasso, Plat matrix for AR302—
304, January 22, 1956. Engraved

plaster mold. Sévres, Manufacture et
musée nationaux, Dépdt Madoura
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Pablo Picasso, 347 Series. At the Circus: Horsewoman, Clown and Pierrot, April 19,
1968. Aquatint on Rives vellum paper. Museu Picasso de Barcelona, 70.540

Fig. 8
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Pablo Picasso, Faun and Donkey, February 27, 1961. Tile painted with enamel and
patina. Museum fur Kunst und Gewerbe, Hamburg

Fig. 9
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Pablo Picasso washing a linocut print to remove surplus ink, Mas Notre-Dame-de-Vie,
Mougins 1964. Photo by Edward Quinn
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ceramic tiles (fig. 8). The images were achieved by darkening
the background while leaving the figures white, either with
engraving varnish or ceramic glaze, respectively.

Picasso also applied this formula to a series of experiments
with linocut prints, in what was dubbed “the bathtub
ceremony”'. The artist printed the linocuts with greasy white
ink on white paper, creating an invisible phantom image, then
covered them with black India ink and rinsed them with water
(fig. 9). The India ink slid off the greasy areas, adhering only
to the exposed areas of the paper, in much the same way that
in ceramics the glaze causes the patina to slide off. Using
a principle borrowed from his ceramic work, he was able to
make the strokes on the linoleum appear as positive marks on
the print rather than empty spaces.

Besides the examples given here, it should also be
remembered that Picasso’s ceramic works reference and
develop many of his concerns from the Cubist period. These
include two- and three-dimensional shifts, the dialectic
between concave and convex, the interplay between
reality and representation, and the relationship between
object and image'®. As such, the artist’s ceramic works are
deeply interwoven with the rest of his oeuvre, be it formally,
conceptually, technically, or thematically, while at the same
time retaining their own distinctive characteristics. The stream
of influences, research, and appropriation of resources is
two-way: flowing from ceramics to the rest of his work, and
vice versa. All of Picasso’s artistic dimensions are inextricably
linked. As such, it is only by approaching his work as a whole
that one can arrive at a full knowledge of the artist and his
oeuvre, as no single aspect of his work can be understood
in isolation from the others. In this ongoing exchange, his
ceramic art plays an essential role.

Translated from Spanish into English by Clare Murray
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