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FIRST IMPRESSION 

I see five nude women, who are partially covered 
with a curtain. They are coming out into the open, 
presenting themselves in a sensual manner to the 

viewer. The women appear in a disconcerting, 
confrontational manner and none of the five seem 

to be conventionally feminine. Their bodies are 
angular and cubic, with harsh bends, making 

them seem abstracted and distorted. Facial 
features seem to differ from the three women on 

the left to the two on the right, as they seem more 
grotesque and angular. They also separate 

themselves through the fact that a thicker impasto 
layer of paint appears to have been used, which is 

also darker in tone.  

In this piece by Basquiat I see a single 
black figure in the center of the canvas, 

which consits of wooden planks that 
are nailed together. The skinny stick 

like body seems to be half cadaver, half 
living entity, whilst it stares blindly, 

with empty white eyes, at the viewer. 
His stretched out arms reach out to 

each other and create a closed circuit, 
which encloses another circle drawn 

on top. One can also observe the 
depiction of vital organs within the 

figure.   

Here I can see something which reminds me 
of a skull, due to the form of the head and the 
title of the piece. Yet again it contains eyes and 
other facial features. The head seems brutally 

distorted in an aggressive but also abstract 
manner, showing a certain form of 

disproportion.  
The wild selection of shapes, lines, color and 

illegible crossed out words, create a wild 
chaos within the head of the black figure.  
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PICASSO’S WORK  

PURPOSE  
Les Deemoiselles d’Avignon, as the piece is called, means The Young Ladies of 
Avignon, and was originally titled The Brothel of Avignon3. The purpose of 
the piece is to challenge the idealized representation of the female body. 
Picasso adjusts the formal representations of traditional art and distorts the 
female body, through the use of geometric forms, and by adapting 
grotesque African tribal masks4. The conventional female body is depicted 
as slightly sinister and is distorted with angular disjointed body shapes.     

TECHNIQUE  
Picasso used oil paint on canvas to create his piece5. The color pallet he 
chose is fairly limited, consisting of a cold icy blue, which contrasts with a 
warm brown and multiple nude tones, which he specifically used to paint 
the woman. This creates a form of discomfort, as the contrast disrupts the 
harmony between colors.  
Another way in which the overall imagery of the piece seems interrupted, 
is through the disparity between the the warmer colors, which appear 
loving and enticing, and the brutally preposterous and darker faces of the 
two women on the right, which have been influenced by African tribal 
masks. Here the paint was applied in multiple thicker, yet not, impasto 
layers. It appears as if Picasso went back and reworked the mask over a 
previously existing face. In the creation of the masks and the shading of the 
far right women, his very strong and confident brushstroke becomes 
visible, which in some places seems to have been applied in almost a 
viciously manner. With a courageous application of paint, Picasso outlines 
the cubic shapes which make up the composition, and captures their 
dynamics.  

Pablo Picasso was born on the 25th of October 1881 in Malaga and died on the 
8th of April 1973 in Mougins France, which is where he spent most of his 
adult life. He was a Spanish sculptor, printmaker,  and ceramicist but is yet 
most famous for his paintings1. He is proudly considered to be one of the 
most influential artists of the 20th century and is said to have been the co-
founder for the cubist movement at around 1908.2 

Source: http://www.britannica.com/biography/Pablo-Picasso 



The form of invisibility of the masks 
contrasts with the actual vulnerability 
of the nudity.   

Head consists of sharp 
geometrical shapes. 

Darker tonal shading suggests 
that she stands in the background 
behind the curtains. 

Have the most angular faces and 
differentiate from the other three.  Inspiration from traditional African tribal art. 

More heavy and thicker 
application of paint. 

The two figures and the 
far left one, don’t have a 
typical nude skin tone.  

The body morphs into the 
curtain. 

Unnatural bend and 
dislocation within the arm.  

All prostitutes look into different directions and are seemingly 
unaware of each other. Three of the five look directly at the viewer, 
translating that they are are self aware and independent women, 
which are no longer solely there for the pleasure of the male gaze. 
This also puts the viewer in the position of the customer, 
demanding their service. Following the conventions of the gaze of a 
nude, as seen in Manet‘s “Olypia”.  

Most distorted face, 
showing the greatest 
semblance to the African 
tribal masks.  

The nose is drawn out 
of profile whilst the face 
is frontal.  

Have round facial features 
and show a greater 
resemblance to the  
conventional female body. 
Seperates them from the 
other two women.  

Were inspired by 
Liberian 
sculptures.  

The abstract nature of the 
painting prevents the women 
from having natural 
proportions. 

Yet again feminine 
features such as breasts 
and hips are clearly 
emphasized. 

Her arm is in an 
unnatural distorted and 
dislocated position. 

Just like the women on the 
far right, her body morphs 
into the curtain. The sharp 
geometric shapes of her leg 
are adapted into the bottom 
of the curtain.  

Overall the space is radically 
compressed and the interior 
is almost closterphobic . 

The women fill the 
entire space and seem 
trapped within.  

Picasso replaces the 
sensual graceful 
curves of the female 
body and replaces 
them with sharp, 
jagged almost 
shattered forms. 

Look almost dangerous as 
if they were pieces of 
shattered glass.  

Her entire body appears to be 
distorted with almost any 
natural form.  

Falsly proportioned 

Erotically positioned 

The shapes of the arm blend 
into the face and the leg.  

Figure and ground merge. 
There apiers to be a shift in perspective, 
as it isnt clear whether the women is 
standing or lying down. 

Wider, agressive, almost 
hacking brushstrokes. 
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IMPACT OF FOREIGN CULTURES: PRIMITIVISM  
PABLO PICASSO  Even though Picasso never set foot on the African continent, he was very 

well aware of the tribal art created there. French imperialism in Africa and 
boats and trading steamers bringing back ritual carvings and masks from 
the large continent, made the artifacts accessible to the public6. The tribal 
artworks were then displayed in multiple museums such as the Trocadero 
in Paris, which Picasso went to visit, and also became a substantial 
element of his collection7. He stated that “The masks weren't like any 
other pieces of sculpture, not at all. They were magic things.”8 This 
alongside multiple sketches, made in preparation for the piece, shows the 
deep impact the masks had on him and his work. (See bottom left corner)  
He was fascinated by the so-called ”Primitive” art, a term typically 
referring to African masks and statues9, which for him also encompassed 
ancient carvings from Iberia (now Spain). He prized in these objects the 
stylistic traits that gave these works their primitive expression. This was 
for example the absence of a linear perspective, simple outlines, the 
presence of symbolic signs, an emotive distortion of the figure displayed 
and the energetic rhythm's resulting from the use of repetitive patterns10. 

Picasso long acknowledged the importance of 
Spanish art and Iberian sculptures as influence 
on his paintings11. The rounded facial contours 
of the three prostitutes on the left hand side of 
the piece, display exactly this. They separate 
themselves from the other two prostitutes due 
to a more realistic approach to the 
conventional female body, yet still depict the 
radical simplification of form as seen within 
the Spanish sculptures. A certain form of 
disproportion within the faces of Picassos 
work, such as enlarged eyes and elongated 
noses, resemble those in the faces of the Iberian 
sculptures 

A “fang” mask, used in ceremonies 
by the Ngil tribe of Gabon, West 
Africa in the  19th century 

The Iberian women in the center of the canvas clash with the 
hideously masked creatures standing and squatting on the right, 
inspired by the African tribal masks. Here Picasso abandons the 
idea of perspective in order to create a flat, two dimensional 
picture-plane. In these two masks fewer detail can be observed and 
the face is distorted through the misproportioning of certain facial 
features, which is also recognizable in the African masks. The large 
noses with the gaping eyes make the face seem more grotesque, 
departing from the usual erotic atmosphere the three left 
prostitutes create. Similar to the face of the prostitute on the far left, 
the masks are painted in a darker, thick brown paint, resembling 
colors within the carved wooden masks, Through these mask like 
faces Picasso seemingly “Africanizes” the pink, or white European, 
bodies of the two prostitutes who are seen on the right hand side of 
the picture. The other three figure’s faces evoking more Iberian 
ideas (see RHS). This creates an effect of cultural confrontation; the 
difference between the two is explicitly present and causes a certain 
discomfort. Yet again it also breaks a monotonous composition, 
which would have come up if all faces featured inspiration form 
the same culture. 
To me although, his recreation of the masks within his piece lack 
the power of the originals.  

Picasso’s preparation sketches for the painting of “Les 
Domoiselles d’Avignon“ 
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Source: https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Traditional_African_masks  

Female 
Iberian 
sculpture 
from 3rd or 
2nd century 
BC   

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Les_Demoiselles_de`Avignon 

Source: http://www.learn.columbia.edu/demoiselles/swf/prepd.swf 



BASQUIAT’S WORK  
Jean-Michel Basquiat was born on the 22nd of December, 1960 in Brooklyn New York and passed away on the 12th August 1988 in 
Manhattan New York. He first gained notoriety through is street art under the name SAMO, spraying poetic quotes on walls throughout 
the city, but it was only when he started painting that he became to one of the most accomplished artists of his generation.11 

WIDER PURPOSE OF HIS WORK  
Basquiat’s art works mainly focuses on seeming opposites or “suggestive dichotomies”. These include subjects 
such as; wealth versus poverty, integration versus segregation, and inner versus outer experience12. He worked 
poetry in with drawing and painting, and through this combined text and imagery. He seeks a combination of 
figuration and abstraction and translates the world of street art into art galleries13. 
Within his work Basquiat reacts to his experience of being a black male and displays this through strong social 
and political commentary, exploring the racial oppression and segregation of the black culture all around the 
world, in past and present14. He celebrates black excellence by depicting icons such as Charlie Parker, bebop 
musicians and famous athletes as martyrs, saints and hero's15, and also imitating and adapting the style of African 
tribal art16. He prevents their names from being forgotten and fights the struggle for identity within his culture17.     

TECHNIQUE  
Basquiat’s work displays a wide use of different materials, and shows self written text of all kinds: Words, numerals, 
letters, pictograms, logos, map symbols, diagrams and more. The inclusion of this is said to be inspired by firstly his 
love for Leonardo Da Vinci’s annotated sketchbook18 and a Grey’s Anatomy book, which his mom bought him when 
he was young19, as both feature a mixture of imagery and texts. The tonal use of color varies throughout Basquiat’s 
work; either using more vibrant primary colors mixed on the canvas itself or a more subtle color palette raging around 
black and white.     

In “Scull”, thick impasto layers of wet on wet paint have been applied. Basquiat does this in a confident bravura 
manner, despite the fact that he was never schooled and mostly self taught. Strong brushstrokes cross over prior 
drawn sections , making the piece seem as if it had been constantly reworked, adding more and more layers. In the 
skull/head the different layers appear to demonstrate the journey further into the head; starting with the scared outer 
skin, then bones and finally the chaos of lines, shapes and crossed out indecipherable letters within the head. Basquiat 
allows the paint to move freely and drip down and fill the background into the foreground. The imperfect, rough and 
almost aggressive application of paint even allows the canvas to seep through in certain areas. 
Especially within “Scull”, Basquiat uses a set of loud, vibrant primary colors, which cannot be overlooked, catching the 
viewers sight and preventing the distorted black figure from being overlooked- giving him an identity. This shows 
how the Media was used to serve a certain purpose of supporting the concept of the piece.  

“Flexible” also seems to have been done in layers, similar to “scull”, yet again those layers weren’t as chaotically and 
thickly mixed, as there is a clear separation between colors. Partitions are also created through a sharp contrast 
between the dark brown figure placed on the pale white background. Also the more subtle and less vibrant colors of a 
darker hue, have been applied in a rather imperfect aggressive manner, as they slash across the main figure  in 
ignorance of what lies below.  

Source: https://orinink.wordpress.com/2009/06/02/
master-artist-jean-michel-basquiat/ 



Arms are connected to form a loop 

Vicious, fierce full, confident 
application of paint. There are no 
breaks in the line, as it also covers the 
figure, which stands in the foreground 

Crossed out writing. What it says is not 
visible.  

Grabs the viewers attention and sparks interest.  

Seems to be a dark skinned 
male, which stands in the 
foreground. 

Possible gun shot wounds 

Clear separation of color tones, as 
they don’t mix 

Colores (black and 
green) mix. 

Rich color tones are 
included, which can also be 
observed in African tribal 
art.  

Same continuous flow, which is visible in 
the arms, can be seen in the two circles 
(continuation) 

Ther is a distinct background or 
negative space, where the white forms a 
strong contrast to the black figure, 
which stands in the foreground.   

Extreme simplicity, when 
drawing the inner organs. 
Very different to the amount of 
detail, which can be observed 
in the face.   

Drawing of organs was 
inspired by his Grey’s 
Anatomy book.  

The figure is the central object of 
the composition. 

The two circles don’t 
seem to belong to the 
character below  

However, the bottom circle could 
also be an extreme simplification of 
the stomach.   

The white lines could be the bone 
structure of the figure.  

The face has grotesque facial features and 
looks scary.  

The face is distorted, and has 
something abstract 

Empty gaping eyes 

Deformed large nose. 

Semblances to African tribal 
masks  

Dark earth tones are used, which are 
covered in colors of a darker hue. 

Could be a form of decoration. 

The face has something brutal and 
aggressive with the angled eyes and bared 
teeth. à strong expression of emotion  

Leads the views eyes once around 

Is painted on multiple wooden planks 
(media)   

Limiting lines guide the views perspective 

Seems to be a form of “gallery street art”, 
as the surface the piece is created on, is 
more likely to be found in the street and 
it is more typical for street art in the 
sense of working with what you have. 
Yet again the work is displayed in a 
gallery.  

There are also no realistic proportions in the figure in general 

 



Red, blue, and yellow are all three 
prime colors and strongly contrasting.  

Use of text on the image.  

Imperfect, dynamic, wild 
application of paint, as certain 
sections are covered and others not. 

Black is the most dominant 
color within the scull as it 
covers everything beneath 

Scull of a black 
African- American 

The scull is partially 
made up of an 
assemblage of 
shapes.  

Eyes are 
completely 
made up of 
different shapes  

Eyes seem to be 
looking down 
and appear 
droopy, and 
listless. Background color 

comes through in 
certain parts of the 
scull. 

Mouth seems to 
be incomplete 
as teeth are 
missing. 

Teeth might 
have been 
knocked out, as 
the face seems 
to be beaten up. 

Police brutality towards black people. 
(social commentary) 

Scars continue throughout the 
entire face.  

Sign of the police beatings as it 
distorts the face (social commentary)  

Parts of the flesh is missing. 

Multiple colors are layered in an energetic 
matter so that the color beneath is not 
completely covered. 

Blue is the dominant 
background color, causing a 
distinct separation to the scull. 

Yellow, another major 
background color, flows into the 
scull, breaking up the clear 
separation.   

Inner of the head is showing and 
even the background color seeps 
through.  

Could have been beaten open and 
distorted (social commentary) 

Inner is made up of smaller 
shapes. The further we go 
deeper into the head, the 
smaller the shapes seem to 
become.  

Looks almost chaotic, 
as lines shapes and 
colors mix 

Black Limiting lines outline the scull 

Flesh missing 

Exaggerated proportioning of 
the mouth and nose  

Simplistic mimicry of 
hair 

Allthough complete with eyes, a 
nose, and teeth, the painting gives 
the viewer the illusion that the face 
is incomplete. 

Repetitive line patterns visible 
throughout the head.  

Pattern extends outside of the face. 

Wild crossing over of lines to shape the eye 

Canvas is visible. Through the ruff application not 
everything is covered in great detail.  



IMPACT OF FOREIGN CULUTURES  
JEAN-MICHEL BASQUIAT 

Mask of Tezcatlipoca from Aztec era  
The Main influence of 
foreign cultural art on 
Basquiat’s work, came from 
the Haitian and Puerto 
Rican heritage of his 
parents22. He began by 
borrowing shapes and 
forms from foreign cultures, 
and especially the 
traditional African art. He 
greatly adapted the 
primitive approach of a 
certain absence of linear 
perspective, simple 
outlines, the presence of 
symbolic signs (mainly 
from his culture ex. Crown, 
halo), and the emotive 
distortion of the figure 
displayed. Due to traveling 
and a growing collection of 
art history books, Basquiat 
was later able to extend his 
artistic vocabulary and 
showed heavy influence 
from the Aztec, Egyptian, 
Greek and Roman Cultural 
art23. 

In “Scull”, the strong inspirations from African masks24 
and specifically a mask made in the Aztec era becomes 
visible25. Basquiat came in contact with many of these 
cultural artifacts on his travels around the world26. The 
two share similar traits such as the depiction of a skull, 
missing front teeth and the large gaping eyes. Also both 
are covered in bright vibrant color(s), which appears to 
be a sharp contrast to the morbid idea of the skull. 
However, it also becomes visible how Basquiat built 
onto the adapted style, by adding more life like 
semblance such as a nose, proper ears and the addition 
of flesh. It seems although as if he wasn’t very much 
interested in the actual context and theme of the artifact, 
rather just the aesthetics, and adapted this into his work.   

In “Flexible”, one of Basquiat’s most famous 
motifs is featured, and that is of the griot20. This 
was,  traditionally in western Africa, a wandering 
kind of philosopher, story teller, social 
commentator and street performer all in one21. It 
seems as if Basquiat reflected his own personality 
within the griot in relation to the New York art 
world. Also his illustration of this African figure, 
was very much inspired by the cultural art. 
Resembling the mask the griot wears during his 
performances, Basquiat’s figure has a large mouth 
showing its gruesome teeth combined with large 
outlined empty eyes. Within his piece the 
displayed black figure does not wear the griot 
mask, the mask is rather his face. This could 
possibly be interpreted in the way that Basquiat 
constantly sees himself pressured to be in the role 
of the griot, being obliged to display social 
commentary and tell the story of black 
segregation and oppression.  

Griot Mask 
from Burkina 

Faso 

Source: http://flickrhivemind.net/Tags/africa,griots 

Source: http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/aoa/m/
mosaic_mask_of_tezcatlipoca.aspx 



DISTORTION 
THE IDEA OF 

DISPLAYED WITHIN THE WORK 

The bashed open 
head, seemingly 

reveals its inner and 
also the background 

becomes visible 

Scarred from the 
beating of police 

The mouth is beaten 
open and teeth are 

missing, as a sign of 
police brutality 

All three pieces share a common idea of distorting 
the figure(s) displayed within. 

The scull in Basquiat’s work seems 
to be distorted in a certain surreal, 
grotesque, scary manner. This is 
partially due to a form of social 
commentary and his expression of 
this. In his work Basquiat highlights 
the omnipresent racism in his 
culture at that time, and the police 
brutality towards black people27. 
Long scare’s on the face of the scull 
show the aftermath of the beatings 
and depict the long term memories 
that will never fade28. Also the 
busted open head, chin and teeth, 
revealing the chaotic inner of the 
head, deface the figure making it 
seem beaten into a new anamorphic 
form.   

Similar to Picassos piece, the adaptation of 
the primitive approach to adapting forms 
from African tribal art, distorts the piece. The 
face is similarly disproportioned with 
enlarged nose and mouth, and in case of 
“flexible”, a slim body, which is all very 
typical for traditional African art31. Especially 
in this piece, the facial expression seems 
brutal and aggressive through the empty eyes 
and the bearing of the incomplete set of teeth. 
The vast movement away from any 
semblance of life like structures, allows the 
essence of forms within the face to be 
amplified, and only with an hint of reality 
helps to guide the viewer. 

The form of distortion and separation from the traditional 
depiction of a female, ends up with Picassos work almost 
being seemingly grotesque. This is largely due to the 
blocky, pared down forms and forceful angular planes of 
Primitive art, which Picasso took great inspiration from29. 
The striking shapes and contours made their way into his 
work, composing and contributing to his radical 
restructuring of the formal female characteristics. There is 
no longer a resemblance to the round curvy sensual 
bodies of a usual prostitute. This also lead to his work 
being described as “proto-cubist” and issaid to have laid 
the foundations for the cubist movement30.  
The dark thick, yet not impasto, paint on the two 
prostitutes on the right does not only separate them from 
the rest, but also alienates them.   

PICASSO  

BASQUIAT 

“Flexible”  
Acrylic and crayon on wood 
1984 
259 x 190.5 cm 
Wikiart.org 
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CONECTION TO CUBISM WITHIN THE WORKS  
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A relation to cubism is visible as the piece 
consists of fragmented bulged together 
assemblence of shapes, which are all depicted 
in a flat two dimensional manner. Yet again a 
resemblance to the cubist movement, most 
likely wasn’t intentional.     

This piece has the least resemblance to 
the cubist movement, as predominantly 
round shapes are used. The piece is 
although painted in a flat two 
dimensional manner.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Les Deemoiselles d’Avignon“ 
Oil on canvas 
1907 
243.9 × 233.7 cm 
MOMA New York 

This piece is said to have laid the ground 
stones for the Cubist Movement33. The 
prostitutes shoulders, hips and limbs consist 
of angular lines and two dimensional cubic 
geometrical shapes. However, still a few 
curved lines are visible in the two central 
women's breasts, or in parts of legs and feet. 
Especially in the faces of the two women on 
the right the faces are harshly simplified and 
consist of sharp edges. Cubism shattered 
subjects into multiple smaller cubic 
fragments, causing them to appear flattened 
and partially abstract.   

Cubism is was an art movement, which developed between 1908 and 1912, and was the radical style of reducing natural forms to basic geometric compartments on a two-
dimensional picture plain32.   
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•  Omnipresent racism  
•  Killing of Michel Steward  

 

 

•  The piece was said to have 
to much of a street art 
touch to it, so that high end 
galleries refused to display 
his work.  

•  The art world focused a lot 
on minimalism and 
conceptualism, which 
didn’t allow for great 
innovation. Minimalism 
confused Basquiat as it 
divided people up and 
alienated them from art. 
Thus he wanted to create 
something bold and 
directly expressive. 

•  People could connect to the 
expression of the pain 
caused by the racial conflict 
between black and white 
people.  

 
 

•  He was influenced by the art 
in the Haitian and Puerto 
Rican culture, introduced to 
him through his parents 
heritage. 

•  Was given a Grey’s Anatomy 
book when he was small. 

•  His mom frequently took 
him to museums, increasing 
his awareness for the great 
artists, which came before 
his time. In his work this is 
well reflected as he 
frequently adapts the style 
of famous artists yet still 
represents it in his own style 

•  His work shows the constant 
anger he had for the the 
racial conflict and 
oppression of black people. 

•  Started off as a street artist 
with the name “SAMO” in 
the industrial city of New 
York, expressing his wild 
abstract thoughts.  

•  He had a good education, 
learning about History and 
other cultures. This is shown 
in his work as he often 
presents important historical 
events and problems.  

 
 
•  There were many famous 

black people in the African 
American culture he grew 
up with, such as bebop 
musicians, famous athletes 
etc. Through the displaying 
of them, he celebrated black 
excellence within his 
community, having the 
figures stand as almost 
religious symbols (halos and 
crowns)  

•  Killing of Michel Steward 
(oppression of black people). 
This sharpened his anger, 
and the oppression of black 
people moved more into 
focus within his work.  

•  Street art was gaining fame 
and became popular. 

•  Was prior to neo-
expressionism and pushed 
the boundaries by the nature 
of his work 

•  Post-modern art era  
•  Lived in the creative 

meteropol of downtown 
New York . 

 
 

BASQUIAT’S WORK IN CONTEXT  
ART 

WORK 

June King McFee conceptual framework 

“Scull”  
Acrylic 
and crayon 
on canvas  
1981 
207 x 175.9 
cm  
Wikiart.org 

“Flexible”  
Acrylic and 
crayon on 
wood 
1984 
259 x 190.5 
cm 
Wikiart.org 



AUDIENCE WORLD AUDIENCE  ARTIST  ARTIST WORLD 

 

•  French colonialism 
was spreading 
through Africa, and 
large numbers of 
priceless African 
tribal artifacts were 
brought back into 
museum and to 
private collectors in 
Paris. 

•  Through the 
invention of the 
steam boat many 
artifacts from Africa 
could be brought 
back to Europe.  

 

•  The audience is 
aware of African 
cultural art and can 
see the impact it 
had on his work. 

•  People were 
outraged by his 
piece due to the 
radical departure 
from the traditional 
European paintings. 

•  Africa and its art 
was seen as symbol 
of savagery.  

 

•  He went to the Musée 
d'Ethnographie du 
Trocadéro in Paris to 
look at an exhibition 
of central African 
tribal art. After he said 
the show deeply 
impacted him  

•  Graceful depiction of 
prostitutes inspired by 
“Venus”, a painting by 
Manet. 

•  He had a collection of 
African tribal art  

•  Began carving 
wooden sculptures. 
Here Picasso was 
driven to a 
simplification of form 
by both the technical 
properties of the 
wood he worked with 
and by the compelling 
memory of the 
prehistoric African 
tribal art, which he 
saw in the Trocadero. 

 
•  The Musée 

d'Ethnographie du 
Trocadéro in Paris 
had an exhibition 
displaying a 
collection of African 
tribal art. 

PICASSO’S WORK IN CONTEXT  
ART 

WORK 

June King McFee conceptual framework 

“Les Deemoiselles 
d’Avignon“ 
Oil on canvas 
1907 
243.9 × 233.7 cm 
MOMA New York 

 



COMPARE AND CONTRAST 
JEAN-MICHEL BASQUIAT PABLO PICASSO 

CULTURAL CONTEXT  
CULTURAL CONTEXT  CULTURAL CONTEXT  

•  Took great inspiration from 
primitive art, such as African tribal 

masks and sculptures 
•  “Scull” and “Les Deemoiselles 

d’Avignon” both have cubistic 
features  

•  Was also inspired by Iberian sculptures, which 
feature a more realistic and less abstract 

approach to the depiction of the prostitute.  

•  Was also inspired by Aztec, Egyptian, Greek and 
Roman culture.  

•  Depicts a form of social and political commentary 
within his work, talking about the oppression and 

segregation of the Black culture.   
•  Inspiration was introduced through African 

American heritage of his parents 

MEDIA  MEDIA  

MEDIA  

•  Paint is applied through strong, visible 
confident, bravura brushstrokes.  

•  “Scull” and “Les Deemoiselles d’Avignon” 
were both created on a canvas.  
•  Layering the paint 

•  Constant reworking of the paintings 

•  The color pallet he consisting of cold icy blue, 
which contrasts with warm brown and nude 

tones, he used to paint the women. 
•  Strong outlines rendering the cubic shapes  

•  Made form oil paint on canvas.  
•  The paint is contained within the geometric 

shapes and can not move freely.  

•  More vibrant colors are used in “Scull” 
•  Dark muddy earth tones are used in “Flexible”, 

which are covered in colors of a darker hue. 
•  Both use Acrylic paint, and crayon, however on 

top of different surfaces. 
•  Colors work into each other (Wet on wet) and 

partially mix on top of the canvas or wood. This 
also results from Basquiat constantly reworking 

his pieces. 
•  The paint is allowed to move freely, creating a 

chaos of lines, colors, and shapes. 

FUNCTION AND PURPOSE 
FUNCTION AND PURPOSE 

FUNCTION AND PURPOSE  

•  Focuses on “suggestive dichotomies” 
•  Strong social and political commentary (oppression and 

beating of black people.  
•  Celebration of black excellence within his community. 

•  Distortion of displayed figure(s), through 
inspiration from African tribal masks, 
which makes the faces look grotesque.   

•  Challenges the idealized representation of 
the female body, as he adjusts the formal 
representations of traditional. He distorts 

the female body, through the use of 
geometric forms and by adapting grotesque 

African tribal masks. 

FORMAL ELEMENTS 

FORMAL ELEMENTS 
FORMAL ELEMENTS 

•  Figure is in front of background, with no interaction 
between the two. 

•  Scars from police brutality are a reoccurring motif. 
•  Use of text, which is partially crossed out. 

•  Two dimensional 
•  In  “Scull” and “Les Deemoiselles 

d’Avignon” figures consist of an 
assemblance of geometric forms. 
•  Existing limiting lines, bound 

shapes or outline body parts. 
•  Abstraction of the displayed 

figures through the adoption of 
angular shapes. 

•  Contains multiple figures, which don’t 
seem to be aware of each other. 

•  Interaction between the figures and the 
background.  

•  Feminine features are emphasized 
•  Faces are painted with different sources of 

inspiration. (African tribal masks and 
Iberian sculptures)   
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