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“ Mach i nes à So u ffr i r” ? T h e Pro bl e m o f I d e nti ty i n
Pi casso’s “ Po rtra i tu r e ” – BY JOHN FIN L AY

Given the liberties that Pablo Picasso took with “natural appearances,” marking the parameters of his portraiture is
something of a predicament. In fact, the vast majority of his
single figure compositions question the nature of identity, not to
mention the hopelessness of conclusively copying “reality.” As
Picasso told his dealer Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, “There are
so many realities that in trying to encompass them all one ends
in darkness. That’s why, when one paints a portrait, one must
stop somewhere, in a sort of caricature.” 1 In his vast and revealing exhibition, Picasso and Portraiture (1996 ), William Rubin
intentionally expanded portraiture’s definition to include works
that might easily be classified as general painter and model subjects, nude studies, descriptive genre scenes, caricatures and so
forth. 2 Rubin’s focus centred on the idea of transformation and
metamorphosis: transitory concepts that go against the notion
of “portraits” in the customary sense of the word.
Despite Picasso’s eagerness to distort and caricature, at times
monstrously, Rubin argues that “they are clearly portrayals,”
associating them with particular “sitters,” the artist’s “mood”
and essentially viewing “portraiture” as “exorcising anxiety.” As
Rubin further contends, “It would not be far from the truth to
consider these pictures autobiographical portraits.” 3 Insistence
that these “dramatically transformed images . . . should not be
called a portrait” nonetheless led Rubin to recount that “Jacqueline [Roque] herself recognised [Seated Woman, November 27,
1960, Museum of Modern Art, Toyama, Japan] as one, and said
of this very picture: ‘Ça, c’est moi.’ ” As Rubin further reasons
of the countless “portraits” of Jacqueline made over a 20-year
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period “and ranging along a continuum from extreme realism to
extreme transformation, there is no simple divide, no fixed single
point at which an image inspired by her can securely be said to
cease being her portrait.” 4
But surely the opposite is equally true: in Picasso there is no
secure image that can safely be termed or identified as a “portrait,”
this being the artist’s great gift to us? Picasso was utterly capricious
when it came to using the term “portrait,” but when asked about
the prominence he gave to “likeness,” realism and physiognomy in
a work, he claimed that there was none. “It’s not important to me
to know whether a certain portrait is a good likeness or not. Years,
centuries pass, and it is not important if the physiognomical traits
are exactly those of the person portrayed. The artist loses himself
in a futile effort if he wants to be realistic. The work can be beautiful even if it doesn’t have a conventional likeness.” 5
Leaving aside for a brief moment the issue of identification
and that self-recognition and the search for identity are a natural response in figurative art, it is often very hard to be sure
what exactly Picasso meant by a “portrait” in both his art and
statements. Yet identification of a particular “sitter” appears to
be the hallmark of Picasso studies—the great divide between
retrospective styles and extraordinary transformation no barrier
to scholarly insistence on identifying a particular individual in
a Picasso work, especially when it comes to singling out various
muses and models. Yet the vast majority of Picasso’s portrayals depict a single individual and these are virtually always
composed of his own imagination. For Picasso, identity and “conventional likeness” mattered little when representing one person
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Pablo Picasso in the safe of the Banque nationale pour le commerce et l’industrie (BNCI) with portraits of Dora Maar, Paris, 1939
Photo: Dora Maar © 2020 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris
Courtesy of Art Resource, New York

or another, or both, or various individuals. As a marker of the
“realist” figurative subject, identity is repeatedly called into question in his “portraiture.”
Recent analysis strongly suggests that when Pablo Ruiz
changed his moniker circa 1901 to “P. Ruiz-Picasso” and subsequently to a more pithy “Picasso,” in Yo Picasso (I, Picasso,
May – June 1901, private collection), he was revealing not just a
“progressive construction of a personal and artistic identity,” but
also ascribing “less an identity that an entity.” 6 In fact, Yo Picasso
is equally a method of experimentation in “appearances,” the artist depicted not in the act of painting, but literally through paint.
Notably, his use of thick impasto and loosely brushed, vibrant
colours is highly akin to the work of fashionable nineteenthcentury French Post-Impressionists. Neither brush nor palette
appears in Picasso’s hands. “The painter and the unity of his
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oeuvre supplant his person and the vicissitudes of his biography.” 7
Hence it is the matière of art, not likeness, that speaks for itself. 8
In general, Picasso’s working practices reveal that he habitually overlaid and coalesced postures and gestures, a habit that
reflects his remarks to Christian Zervos: “Do you think it concerns me that a particular picture of mine represents two people?
The ‘vision’ of them gave me a preliminary emotion; then little
by little their actual presences became blurred; they developed
into a fiction and they disappeared altogether, or rather they
were transformed . . . ” 9 Given that Picasso frequently expressed
notoriously fluctuant, precarious and conflated figurative identities—selves that could metamorphose into something (or
somebody) else completely—it might be prudent to assuage any
thoughts as to what can be gleaned from biographical identity in
his oeuvre. For Picasso, a genre of this kind was never confined

solely to portraying particular personages, so an additional and
fundamental question would be to ask what else—to the degree
we can ascertain or deduce—might the artist be addressing in
each “portrait”?
What, therefore, of our Tête de femme or the related Tête de
femme au chapeau, both created a day apart in early October
1939? 10 The “manner” of their execution is certainly evocative of
Picasso’s Royan masterpiece painting Woman Dressing Her Hair
(1940, Museum of Modern Art, New York), inspired it is said by
seeing Dora Maar brush her hair. Numerous writers have linked
the work with Maar, a work which, it is claimed, neatly characterizes a highly strung, neurotic and “Kafkaesque personality,” 11
and though acknowledging the work’s allegorical aspect, it is
nevertheless identified as a “portrait.” 12 The concept for these
works occurred during Picasso’s initial weeks in Royan, where
Picasso filled a carnet (utilized between September 30 and October 29, 1939) with drawings for the painting of a woman with the
skull of a sheep. 13 They seem to have inspired too the coupling
of a seated woman and death’s head in a series of tiny cardboard reliefs made in Royan at the start of 1940. 14 As Elizabeth
Cowling contends, this places them firmly “in the venerable tradition of vanitas where a young girl sees a skeleton in the mirror
or is shown as half as flesh, half as bone, a tradition which took
on special meaning in the midst of the war.” 15 Unsurprisingly,
writers such as André Malraux later called these images machines
à Souffrir. But are they really Picasso’s “suffering machines”—
a term that foists a psycho-biographical connection upon the
artist’s oeuvre? 16
Alternatively, we could view Tête de femme as a painting that
turns Picasso’s Cubism on its head by exploiting the original and
often brutal syntax of collage and construction: work that intentionally twists, bends, distorts and abstracts, to the point of near
obliteration, human form. Tête de femme’s death’s head/cranium—a series of white graffiti-like marks representing a ghastly,
distorted countenance with toothy rictus and a dark, physical
presence—certainly intimates life’s ineffable ravages. Whatever
the precise circumstances or “identity” of Picasso’s 1939 painting, however, it is this synthesis of viewpoints that reinforces the
perpetually Cubistic/Surrealistic nature of Picasso’s work, the
cruel twistings and turnings of Tête de femme making the work
feel intensely “real.”
As one author has recognized: “In Picasso’s work, there is no
beginning, and above all, no end to Cubism. It simply unfolds
across time, in temporal facets that are labelled ‘periods’ . . . ” 17
Looking at Lee Miller’s famous photograph of Maar, alone in her
Parisian apartment circa 1956 (Lee Miller Archives, England),
with two renditions of the ex-maîtresse displayed on the wall—one
painted, one drawn, one expressively distorted, the other “naturalistically” rendered—the snapshot becomes a paradigm for the
fruitlessness of definitively aping nature, veracity and the “real.”
As such, it throws doubt on any essential “truthfulness” vis-à-vis
Maar, or any other “portrait” image for that matter. In rejecting
the erudite compartmentalization of his work, one can justifiably
say that “portraiture” was Picasso’s “vision” of a person, and his
alone. He was very clear of mind regarding this matter: “Doesn’t
everyone look at himself in his own particular way? Deformations
simply do not exist. Daumier and Lautrec saw a face differently
from Ingres or Renoir, that’s all. As for me, I see it this way.” 18
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