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For a few months, Guillermo de Osma gallery has become a tiny Picasso museum, where in barely 

eleven drawings one can trace many of the subjects that mattered most to the artist throughout his 

life. No matter how modest, it’s difficult not to leave a Picasso exhibition without a familiar feeling of 

admiration. One may not even like most of the works on show, and yet even the most insignificant of 

his drawings partly shares the glow of his greatest pieces. The perhaps exaggerated attention we pay 

even to his doodles proves just how towering Picasso’s influence on modern art is.  

 

The earliest of the pictures shown at Guillermo de Osma dates from 1920. I don’t think it is a bad thing 

for Cubism to be absent from a Picasso exhibition, seeing how this crucial movement for the 

development of modern art sometimes overshadows the rest of the artist’s immense output. If Picasso 

proved anything with virtuous arrogance, it was that his talent did not depend on one particular style. 

The repetition of Cubism was for other, less talented artists. Picasso, who had invented it alongside 

Braque, would forever have it incorporated and could therefore dedicate the rest of his life to an art 

that was entirely his own. 

  

The drawing from 1920 evokes a peaceful beach scene, a subject which became a sort of obsession for 

Picasso throughout the twenties and that would give way to such iconic pieces as Pan Pipes. Both this 

painting and the drawing at Guillermo de Osma share the idyllic air of an undefined and timeless 

Mediterranean world, inhabited by men and women who take care of their bodies through the 

practice of both physical exercise and the pleasures of life. In Picasso’s drawing, Ingres and Cézanne 

coexist. The lines of Picasso’s athletic bodies look very much like Cézanne’s trees and still lifes, lines 

which are constantly interrupted and that, despite their doubtful character, possess an enormous 

aesthetic appeal. How different these lines are to those of the homage to Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’herbe 

from 1961, where each of the figures seems to have been drawn by Picasso without once lifting the 

pencil from the paper. 

 

In the essay which accompanies the exhibition, Antonio Muñoz Molina says something I like very 

much, and it is that in any Picasso all Picassos coexist: there are female bodies drawn in the 1960s 

which remind us of the Demoiselles d’Avignon, there are horses and bulls that announce Guernica 

fifteen years before the start of the Civil War. In much the same way, when Picasso pays homage to 

the masters of the past, the decades or centuries that separate them are momentarily put aside. When 
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he makes one of his versions of Manet’s Déjeuner, when he examines it in the Louvre or in books, he 

does not look at it with a connoisseur’s curious eye but rather as if he were chatting to a friend. For 

Picasso, Manet’s painting is taking place at that very moment. Art that matters is always 

contemporary, be its author Picasso, Manet or Michelangelo. 

 

The homage to Manet was used by Picasso to explore the subject that perhaps most obsessed him 

throughout his life: the female body. In the exhibition there are three drawings, made between 1966 

and 1969, that refer to this. There are two great periods throughout which Picasso’s work was very 

erotically-charged: one is the 1930s, when he was in a relationship with the very young Marie-Thérèse 

Walter; the other took place in the last years of his life. There is a furious urgency in late Picasso’s 

eroticism, no doubt informed by the physical decline of a man who was nearing his ninetieth year. 

There is a drawing in the exhibition which proves that the sexual impotence of old age is merely 

physical, not visual. Made when he was eighty-eight, Picasso presents a frieze of women which distils 

an air of antique sculptural reliefs. The viewer is immediately drawn to the shameless sexual 

attributes, the thick pubic hair, the eyes replicated in the nipples. The eroticism here is simply 

overwhelming. There is not a single detail that has not been drawn in a state of intense sexual arousal, 

even the apparently banal zigzagging lines of the braids of one of the women or the Ionic ear and hairs 

of another. I think it is precisely in these details where Picasso’s desire is expressed; the colossal 

genital slits and holes would be the confirmation of impotence. 

 

In another drawing, a woman exposes her nudity to a bold and bearded old man that is dressed like a 

Spanish seventeenth-century gentleman. Not much imagination is required to see him as a veiled self-

portrait of Picasso, who at this stage of his life could only look and paint. An old woman, a procuress, 

stands between both figures and smiles, confirming the pathetic nature of the scene. “What a burst of 

laughter over the great sadness of old age,” says Muñoz Molina, what a violent contrast between the 

impotent old man and the exuberant body of the young woman who, in her impossible contortion, 

arouses more desire than a hundred scenes of explicit sex. Pornography atrophies desire; the drawings 

of the best Picasso never will. 

 

Eleven drawings by Picasso. Galería Guillermo de Osma. Claudio Coello, 4. Madrid. Until 20 November. 

 

 
Female nude with figures, 26 February, 1968. 
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