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A Youthful Genius Confronts 

His Destiny: Picasso's Old Guitarist in 

The Art Institute of Chicago 
MARY MATHEWS GEDO, Chicago 

THE 
IMAGE of the blind minstrel has its origins 

deep in antiquity. According to tradition, it was 
the sightless Homer who carried the legends of the great 
Greek heroes from city to city, accompanying himself 
on his lyre as he sang their exploits. In Spanish art and 
literature, the figure of the itinerant bard gradually 
evolved into that of the blind guitarist; Pablo Picasso's 
great Spanish predecessor, Francisco Goya (1746-1828), 
was particularly fond of this motif and portrayed blind 
guitarists in a number of his paintings and prints. This 
theme was but one of several associated with Goya that 
the young Picasso would adopt and make his own.' He 
painted his masterful version, The Old Guitarist (fig. 1), 
now part of the Helen Birch Bartlett Memorial Collec- 
tion of The Art Institute of Chicago, during the last 
weeks of 1903 or early in 1904, a time that simul- 
taneously marked the climax and the closing phase of 
Picasso's blue period. 

Picasso's Blue Period: A Brief History 
The history of Picasso's blue style coincided with a 
period of restlessness in his young life, a time when he 
seemed almost as rootless as his itinerant guitarist. Be- 
tween October 1900, when he celebrated his nineteenth 
birthday, and April 1904, he made four journeys from 
Barcelona, where he lived with his parents, to Paris, a 
city he evidently regarded as a kind of artistic mecca. He 

created his first blue pictures during the course of his 
second and most extensive Paris stay, a visit that lasted 
from the late spring of 1901 until the following January. 
Although he had initiated this visit on a note of zestful 
productivity, he gradually became morosely preoc- 
cupied with the suicide of his friend Carlos Casagemas, 
an event that had occurred the previous February.2 

Although Picasso had been far away when Casagemas 
killed himself and had not attended the funeral, the fol- 
lowing autumn he painted a series of canvases portraying 
his friend's death, burial, and apotheosis. Their personal 
significance may be measured by the fact that Picasso 
kept several of them secreted in his own private collec- 
tion, unpublished for over half a century.3 His delayed 
reaction to Casagemas's death was probably related to 
Picasso's feelings about the death of his own younger 
sister, Concepcion, of diphtheria, in 1895, when the fu- 
ture artist was fourteen. Franqoise Gilot believes that the 
artist never succeeded in eradicating his guilt over Con- 
cepcion's death; certainly, throughout his long lifetime, 
he remained prone to blame himself irrationally for the 
deaths of various friends.4 

During the fall and winter of 1901 and 1902, Picasso 
gradually developed his full-blown blue style, abandon- 
ing the warmer colors of his palette to concentrate al- 
most exclusively on shades of blue, enlivened by occa- 
sional touches of red or yellow-green. Concurrently, he 
renounced his rich, van Gogh-like brushwork to paint 
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FIGURE 1 Pablo Picasso (Spanish, 1881-1973). The Old Guitarist,1903/04. Oil on panel; 122.9 x 82.6 cm. 
The Art Institute of Chicago, Helen Birch Bartlett Memorial Collection (1926.253). 



FIGURE 2 Pablo Picasso. Woman 
with Folded Arms, 1902. Oil on 
canvas; 79.4 x 57.8 cm. The Art 
Institute of Chicago, anonymous 
loan. 

2), currently on loan to the Art Institute, admirably 
represents the canvases of this type. Alone in an empty 
universe, the figure dwells in bitter helplessness. Her 
reproachful expression recalls Josep Palau i Fabre's con- 
tention that the underlying motif of Picasso's entire blue- 
period production is one of accusation, as his pro- 
tagonists berate us for being so prosperous and well-fed 
in the face of their abject poverty.5 

In October 1902, Picasso returned to Paris for a third 
visit. This time he enjoyed none of the financial security 
that had made his first two trips more pleasant, and he 

in thin, even strokes reminiscent of the technique of Paul 
Gauguin, who would become an important influence 
during Picasso's blue period. He peopled his new-style 
pictures with an entirely new cast of characters. Except 
for occasional portraits of himself or his friends, most of 
Picasso's 1901 and 1902 blue pictures feature destitute 
women-alcoholic outcasts or drooping madonnas 
whose seemingly boneless bodies almost fuse with those 
of the infants they hold. Woman with Folded Arms (fig. 

FIGURE 3 Pablo Picasso. The Tragedy, 
1903. Oil on panel; 105.4 x 69 cm. 

Washington, D.C., The National 
Gallery of Art, Chester Dale 

Collection. 
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Picasso's Old Guitarist 

lived a hand-to-mouth existence there until he finally 
earned the train fare back to Barcelona in January 1903.6 
On his return to Barcelona, he resolved to stay at least a 
year in order to create a significant body of work, a goal 
he had not accomplished during his relatively unproduc- 
tive stay in Paris. 

During the next fifteen months, Picasso's blue period 
reached its apex as he executed the most ambitious and 
memorable of these pictures. Early in 1903, the artist 
painted several canvases depicting mournful family 
groups. The most powerful of these, The Tragedy (fig. 
3), represents a bereaved mother, father, and son stand- 
ing by the seashore-a setting that recalls Corunna, the 
city where Picasso's sister died. Another group of multi- 
figural compositions portrays young lovers. The most 
important of these, La Vie (fig. 4), the largest of all his 
blue paintings, is an enigmatic allegory that seemingly 
presents a confrontation between a pair of lovers and an 
older woman who clutches an infant to her breast. As 
already noted, Picasso depicted his dead friend Casa- 
gemas as the male lover (although x-rays of the picture 
reveal that Casagemas's image was painted over the art- 
ist's self-portrait). 

The Art Institute's Old Guitarist forms part of yet 
another series Picasso painted during the fall and winter 
of 1903 representing pitiable male indigents. These half- 
naked beggars, nearly always depicted as blind or psy- 
chotic, appear to be more dramatic masculine counter- 
parts to the female outcasts that Picasso had featured at 
the beginning of his blue period. Their elongated, an- 
gular physiques and slender, tapering fingers recall the 
similar anatomical anomalies of the final figurative style 
of El Greco, who had become a cult hero in the avant- 
garde artistic circle that Picasso frequented in Bar- 
celona.z This physical type, to which The Old Guitarist 
belongs, characterizes Picasso's style throughout the 
closing phase of his blue period-a fact that corrobo- 
rates other evidence suggesting that this picture was 
probably painted during the last weeks of 1903.8 The 
Old Guitarist's close formal links with one of the artist's 
other final blue paintings, Woman with a Helmet of Hair 
(Head of the Acrobat's Wife) (fig. 5), painted during the 
late spring or summer of 1904, can be observed firsthand 
by visitors to the Art Institute, where both pictures hang 
in adjoining galleries. The artist created the latter work 
in Paris, where the final chapter of the blue period was 
written. In April 1904, Picasso made his fourth journey 
to Paris; but this time it was for good, and he subse- 
quently returned to Spain only as a visitor. 

The Old Guitarist is unique among Picasso's blue- 
period works in showing the protagonist spiritually 
transported by his creative effort, rather than mired in 
hopeless passivity. This characteristic enhances the fig- 

FIGURE 4 Pablo Picasso. La Vie, 1903. Oil on canvas; 
196.5 x 129.2 cm. The Cleveland Museum of Art, gift 
of Hanna Fund. 
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ure's effectiveness, while simultaneously relieving us of 
yet another of those reproachful encounters so many of 
Picasso's other blue-period characters seem to demand. 
The guitarist's creativity, like his blindness, encloses him 
in a protective cocoon: Transported by the beauty of his 
song, he dwells in a world apart, a state that surely mir- 
rors the creative joy of the young artist himself. In order 
to emphasize the old man's self-containment and the 
power of his activity, Picasso has squeezed him into a 
pictorial format that seems too small to hold him. 
Should the guitarist ever unfold his legs or raise his head, 
he would burst the pictorial bounds that encase him. But 
like an obedient jack-in-the-box, he remains forever 
locked into the container in which his creator fitted him, 
conveying a sensation of compressed energy. 

FIGURE 5 Pablo Picasso. Woman 
with a Helmet of Hair (Head of the 
Acrobat's Wife), 1904. Gouache on 
illustration board; 41.6 x 29.9 cm. 
The Art Institute of Chicago, be- 
quest of Kate L. Brewster 
(1950.128). 

The Old Guitarist and Its X-rays 

In studying The Old Guitarist, the discerning viewer 
soon becomes aware of another presence behind the mu- 
sician, the ghostly image of an earlier composition 
painted on the same panel (see fig. 7). Time has rendered 
the diguising layers of paint ever more transparent, and 
this earlier incarnation of the guitarist has become more 
and more visible. The Old Guitarist is but one of several 
pictures from Picasso's blue period known to have been 
painted on a reused support, a procedure dictated by 
economic necessity.9 Nor did Picasso abandon this prac- 
tice once the blue period had passed: A beautiful 1906 
picture, Nude with a Pitcher (fig. 6), also in the Art 
Institute, demonstrates that Picasso continued this 
custom during his rose period as well. This idealized 
image began her painted existence as a full-length, rather 
than a three-quarter, representation and one readily per- 
ceives the bare feet of this earlier version right at the 
groin level of the extant figure. 

The x-rays of The Old Guitarist and Nude with a 
Pitcher reveal that Picasso followed the same procedure 
in repainting both pictures. That is, he simply covered 
over the original figures with the new without bothering 
to turn his support 90 or 180 degrees, or even to inter- 
pose an obliterating layer of paint.10 Picasso's ability to 
rework a picture in this manner without being distracted 
by his own earlier image reveals unusual powers of con- 
centration. The most complex and fascinating reuse of 
such a support involves La Vie which, to this author's 
knowledge, is the only instance in which Picasso turned a 
painting before reusing it. Originally, as it was exhibited 
in 1900, the canvas showed a young priest at the bedside 
of a dying girl, an image most likely developed out of the 
artist's memories of his sister's death.n Before reusing it, 

FIGURE 6 Pablo Picasso. Nude with 
a Pitcher, 1906. Oil on canvas; 

100 x 81.4 cm. The Art Institute of 
Chicago, gift of Mary and Leigh 

Block (1981.14). 
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FIGURE 7 X-ray of The Old 
Guitarist (fig. 1). The Art Institute 
of Chicago, Department of 
Conservation. 

Picasso turned the canvas 90 degrees and then painted La 
Vie in a vertical format. The latter painting itself masks 
many pentimenti, among them Picasso's initial depiction 
of himself as the young male protagonist. It seems likely 
that the emotionally disturbing nature of the subject 
matter underlying La Vie determined this change in pro- 
cedure. 

While the x-rays of Nude with a Pitcher disclose the 
complete form of the underlying figure, those of the 
guitarist (see fig. 7) provide only fragmentary informa- 
tion about the nude submerged underneath. One readily 
perceives the young woman's head and shoulders, as well 
as her long, loose hair (see fig. 8). (In fact, these features 
can be observed without the aid of x-rays.) Her full, 
firm breasts can also be discerned, though less clearly. 
Below her head, and to her left, a second, more ghost- 
like female visage appears, her head seemingly bowed as 
though sunk into her chest. The radiograph also reveals 
an extended left arm, held palm upward, and two bare 
lower legs and feet, the latter firmly planted between the 
guitarist's own. It is not clear from this fragmentary 
evidence which female figure belongs to these limbs, nor 
which head Picasso executed first. The successive layers 
of paint masking the remainder of the torso(s) proved to 
be impervious to other laboratory techniques that were 
implemented. 

Reconstructing a convincing pose for either of these 
submerged fragments that would explain the peculiar 
bodily proportions suggested by the x-rays seems diffi- 
cult, especially because the figure's left hand appears be- 
low her knee level, suggesting that the woman had to be 
seated or crouching. A drawing, now in the Museo 
Picasso, Barcelona (fig. 9), shows a seated nude with her 
arms extended, duplicating perfectly the position of the 
feet and left hand of the figure beneath the guitarist.12 
This sketch represents an aging woman with sagging 
breasts; she looks down and to her left with a beseech- 
ing, troubled expression, so that one reads her open- 
armed gesture as one of entreaty. The pose of her head 
seems more congruent with that of the lower obliterated 
face than with that of the more upright, younger 
woman. However, neither the right shoulder nor the 
voluptuous breasts apparent in the x-rays match those of 
this aging personage. Perhaps remnants of two distinct 
figural compositions underlie the guitarist, one of them 
resembling the sorrowful woman of the drawing, the 
other closer in age and spirit to the model depicted in a 

FIGURE 8 Author's reconstruction of figures beneath 
The Old Guitarist (fig. 1). 

surviving painting of a young woman, Blue Nude (fig. 
10), whose sensuous form and provocative expression 
seem much closer to those of the younger woman who 
gazes out so boldly from beneath the guitarist.13 

During late 1903, Picasso seemed quite preoccupied 
with portraying nudes who extended their arms in ges- 
tures similar to that of the submerged woman beneath 
the guitarist. Several of these personages seem to have 
been conceived as decorations for a fireplace,14 toward 
which these pathetic figures stretched their arms; per- 
haps this was an unrealized commission of the period. 
Two other drawings feature quasi-mythical beings: in 
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FIGURE 9 Pablo Picasso. Figure, 
head, and guitar, 1902/03. Pen and 
ink on paper; 31.5 x 22.1 cm. 
Barcelona, Museo Picasso. 

FIGURE 10 Pablo Picasso. Blue 
Nude, 1903. Oil on canvas; 62.2 x 

34 cm. Barcelona, Museo Picasso. 
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Picasso's Old Guitarist 

one case a nude winged man, in the other a similar 
female figure. In both instances, the winged persons 
seem to be making gestures of benediction or protection 
over a pair of nude lovers whose positions recall those of 
a couple that originally appeared in the area of La Vie 
now occupied by the nude in the lower background. 
This area originally showed a winged bird-man, with a 
feathered head and a human body, hovering over a re- 
clining nude. The detail can be identified even in repro- 
ductions of the painting (see fig. 11). In this connection, 
it should be noted that a lost painting now known only 
from photographs, Nude with Crossed Legs, features the 
same young girl who probably posed for the figure be- 
neath the guitarist and reads almost like a mirror image 
of the woman shown in the lower background of La Vie. 
The latter's bent head, in turn, echoes the pose of the 
guitarist himself. Such coincidences suggest that the two 
paintings probably share an underlying thematic rela- 
tionship. 

Thematic Interpretations of The Old Guitarist 

In an important essay devoted to the symbolism in 
Picasso's Old Guitarist, R. W Johnson posited a connec- 
tion between that painting and La Vie, suggesting that 
their commonalities derive from the themes of love and 
death shared by both pictures. Specifically, he hypoth- 
esized a connection between the death of Casagemas and 
the initial appearance of the guitar in Picasso's oeuvre, 
noting, too, that members of the artist's intimate circle 
anthropomorphized the guitar, to which they ascribed 
not only a feminine form, but a feminine psychology.15 
The substitution of the old guitarist's image for that of 
the young woman followed, he believed, from that equa- 
tion. In other words, Picasso's painting conveys the 
message that the artist has the same relation to his me- 
dium that characterizes that of other men to their sexual 
partners. 

Johnson emphasized that the members of the Catalan 
artistic circle to which Picasso belonged were imbued 
with Nietzschean aesthetics.16 Johnson believed that 
Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music, 
which connects the development of tragedy with the 
Dionysiac spirit as expressed in the Greek chorus, exer- 
cised a particularly strong influence on Picasso, who 
may have fused such ideas with the Spanish tradition of 
the cante jondo, or song of the Gypsies, a type of music 
that emphasized the tragic side of life and the heroic 
position of the victims of social injustice.17 

There can be little doubt that Johnson correctly iden- 
tified the programmatic determinants of Picasso's tragic 
view of life. The critic did not, however, address the 
reasons why certain aspects of the contemporary cul- 

FIGURE 11 Pablo Picasso, La Vie 
(fig. 4), detail. 

tural matrix exerted a much stronger pull on Picasso 
than on others. By the time that the artist's blue period 
had fully developed, the Symbolist style of painting to 
which these works belong had crested and begun to 
wane. For the only time in his career, then, Picasso 
hitched his wagon to a fading, rather than rising, star. 
Thereafter, he would take the lead in developing revolu- 
tionary new modes of art; yet, he ignored the proto- 
Fauve elements implicit in the oeuvre of Gauguin and 
other Post-Impressionists to whom he was exposed dur- 
ing his Paris sojourns, leaving the development of that 
new style to Henri Matisse and his peers. 

The style and subject matter that Picasso pursued in 
his blue period surely reflected his personal experiences 
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and subjective attitudes as well as the impact of his 
cultural milieu. It was this potent combination of indi- 
vidual and communally shared factors that shaped his 
work of 1901 to 1904. Certainly, the artist himself repeat- 
edly emphasized that his entire oeuvre possessed an ex- 
plicitly autobiographical character. It seems plausible, 
then, that the young artist utilized his blue-period 
oeuvre as the forum in which he played out his conflict- 
ing feelings about his age-appropriate wish to assume a 
mature, independent sexual role, and his unresolved at- 
tachment to his family.'8 Certainly, separation had al- 
ways posed difficult problems for Picasso. As a child, he 
suffered from a school phobia, a prime symptom of sep- 
aration problems. To an unusual degree, he had relied on 
his parents, particularly his artist father, to organize his 
life and protect him, as well as to teach him the princi- 
ples of the craft he would later practice with such daz- 
zling mastery. 

It is surely no coincidence, then, that Picasso initiated 
his blue period in Paris, where he was living indepen- 
dently without the emotional and financial support that 
his parents had provided. His earliest blue-period pic- 
tures, featuring the lonely female outcasts and im- 
poverished mothers mentioned above, may be read as 
symbols of the artist's own mother, whom he may have 
imagined as psychologically impoverished by the threat 
of his nascent independence. Nor is it an accident that he 
terminated each of his first three Paris visits right around 
Christmas, or as soon thereafter as he could finance his 
return home. That the approach of the holiday season 
can exacerbate homesickness is too well known to re- 
quire elaboration.'9 

As has already been stated, Casagemas's suicide had a 
strong effect on Picasso. The fact that Casagemas's death 
was connected to his unsuccessful attempt at a romantic 
relationship, and that his death triggered the death of his 
mother-who supposedly died of shock on learning of 
his demise-must have reinforced Picasso's baseless fears 
and feelings of guilt about the possible untoward effects 
of his efforts to separate himself from his parents. The 
artist's resolve to stay in Barcelona after he returned 
from his fruitless third Paris sojourn in January 1903 
suggests an underlying awareness that he had to work his 
separation problems out on his home ground rather than 
through flights. 

We may now be ready to draw the multiple levels 
of meaning encoded in The Old Guitarist together into 
a coherent statement. This picture, with its complex 
allusions, once again refers to the principal players in 
Picasso's domestic drama: his mother, his father, and 
himself. His aborted conception for this panel, the 
drawing in the Museo Picasso (fig. 9), portrayed not the 
sensuous young nude he eventually painted and then 
obliterated, but the figure of an older woman with sag- 

ging breasts and a mournful expression. She extends her 
arms not in sexual supplication, but as if to entreat her 
lost child to return to her bosom. In contrast, the alter- 
native image, that of the provocative nude, seems to have 

symbolized his simultaneous sexual longings and desire 
for an autonomous existence; eventually, he overlaid 
both images with that of the blind artist with which he 
concluded his work on this panel.20 Once again, this 

figure, like the condensed images of a dream, represents 
not just the young Picasso himself, but his artist father as 
well and, by extension, all of his artistic progenitors. 
The image asserts the priority of Picasso's vocation over 
his obligations as a son. 

The theme of blindness, too, possesses many ramifi- 
cations. Blindness protects the sightless against many of 
the visual provocations that assail the rest of humanity; 
specifically, they do not-cannot-see beautiful tempt- 
resses like the alluring nude whom the artist painted out, 
protecting us, as well as himself, from this potential 
source of stimulation and focusing instead on his artistic 

activity. In this light, John Berger's hypothesis-that 
Picasso's preoccupation with the motif of blindness dur- 

ing this era probably stemmed from his fears that he 
would suffer venereally induced blindness as a punish- 
ment for his sexual transgressions-should not be ig- 
nored.21 Blindness also refers to the fate of Picasso's fa- 
ther, an artist who allegedly gave up producing paintings 
of his own to live vicariously through his talented son. 
In this connection, it seems quite fascinating that the last 

painting Picasso completed before his definitive move 
from his parents' home to his own residence in Bar- 
celona (where he stayed from January to April 1904), 
was The Old Jew (Old Man and Child) (fig. 12).22 This 
canvas depicts another aged, emaciated beggar, probably 
based on the same model who posed for the guitarist. He 

hugs a small boy who sadly munches a crust of bread, 
evidently the only bit of food the pair possesses. Al- 

though the old man is scantily clothed and barefooted, 
the boy appears securely wrapped in a flowing cloak. 
The painting silently conveys the implicit message that 
the old man has sacrified himself to save the boy-what- 
ever meager food and clothing they possess belongs to 
the child. This theme reinforces those of other contem- 

poraneous pictures, suggesting that in this, his last blue 

phase, the artist finally confronted his extreme depen- 
dency on his father and the dire implications that he 

perceived for his father's emotional prosperity following 
the young artist's imminent defection. 

A preparatory drawing for The Old Jew strengthens 
the posited connection between this picture and The Old 
Guitarist. On a sketchbook sheet, Picasso depicted the 
model for the guitarist, this time sighted and staring 
intently to the left, where a drawing for the boy from 
The Old Jew appears. A wealth of lightly drawn female 
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Picasso's Old Guitarist 

FIGURE 12 Pablo Picasso. The Old Jew (Old Man and 
Child), 1903. Oil on canvas; 125 x 92 cm. Moscow, 
Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts. Photo: J. Palau i 
Fabre, Picasso: The Early Years, 1881-1907 (New 
York, 1981), p. 359. 

nudes separates these two figures, including one who 
stands facing the lad, her arm extended palm outward in 
a gesture recalling that of the lost nude beneath The Old 
Guitarist. The drawing indicates that Picasso continued 
through the end of 1903 to struggle with his conflict 
between adult concerns and his lingering feelings of 
guilty loyalty toward his father. Moreover, this sketch, 
which shows a preliminary version of the guitarist, sug- 
gests that Picasso had not yet worked out the final con- 
figuration for this painting at the time that he completed 
The Old Jew. 

Perhaps, then, The Old Guitarist was actually the 
final picture Picasso painted before he moved out of his 
parental home, or even the first that he executed in his 
new studio in 1904. Certainly, the self-contained pose of 
the guitarist, absorbed in his own creativity, symbolized 
the road that Picasso would soon follow, deliberately 
blinding himself to his family and his past to dedicate 
himself totally to his art and to his professional future. 
On another level, too, The Old Guitarist seems pro- 
phetic, for Picasso would live to become the great old 
master of twentieth-century painting. In his final self- 
portraits, the aged artist would show himself as a living 
death's head (see fig. 13), resembling that of the aged 
musician he had depicted so vividly seventy years earlier. 

FIGURE 13 Pablo Picasso. Self-Portrait, 1972. Pencil 
and colored crayons on paper; 65.7 x 50.5 cm. Japan, 
private collection. Photo: The Solomon R. Gug- 
genheim Museum, New York. 
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It is Picasso's own complete identification with his 

guitarist that ultimately makes this the most powerful 
and beloved of his blue-period pictures, and one of the 

greatest treasures of the Helen Birch Bartlett Memorial 
Collection. 

NOTES 

1. The prostitutes, procuresses, madmen, and beggars that 
Picasso painted between 1900 and 1904 have many counterparts 
in the art of Goya, as do the bullfight scenes later so intimately 
associated with the contemporary master. As an elderly artist, 
most markedly in his so-called "erotic engravings" of 1968, 
Picasso returned to many Goyesque themes. 

2. Carlos Casagemas, a fellow artist and friend of Picasso's, 
accompanied him on the first trip to Paris. There, Casagemas 
fell in love with a young woman variously known as Ger- 
manine Gorgallo and Germaine Pichot; although she saw Cas- 
agemas, she did not return his love. He began to brood and to 
drink heavily, alarming Picasso, who proposed that when they 
returned to Barcelona for the Christmas holidays, Casagemas 
join his family and himself on their annual holiday pilgrimage 
to their native Malaga. This change of scene failed to improve 
Casagemas's spirits, and Picasso's new Bohemianism inflamed 
his family and relatives. After accompanying Casagemas on a 
drunken round of Malaguenan fleshpots, Picasso abandoned 
his friend to his fate and fled alone to Madrid. Casagemas later 
returned to Paris, where he killed himself in his beloved's pres- 
ence on February 17, 1901. During his second Paris sojourn, 
Picasso himself had a brief affair with this promiscuous young 
woman. That Picasso's preoccupation with Casagemas's fate 
evolved out of conversations about him with Germaine is sug- 
gested by Josep Palau i Fabre in Picasso: The Early Years, 
1881-1907, trans. Kenneth Lyons (New York, 1981), pp. 
269-70. 

3. Picasso revealed this fact to Pierre Daix and Georges 
Boudaille, who included reproductions of two of these hith- 
erto unpublished pictures in their catalogue raisonne of 
Picasso's paintings from 1900 to 1906, Picasso: The Blue and 
Rose Periods, comp. with Joan Rosselet; trans. Phoebe Pool 
(Greenwich, Conn., 1967), cat. 6, nos. 5, 6. 

4. Author's personal communication with Frangoise Gilot, 
September 3, 1977. During the course of this interview, this 
author made Gilot aware of the fact that Picasso had distorted 
the chronology of his sister's illness and death, which he always' 
attributed to 1891, when they arrived in Corunna, rather than 
to the actual date of January 5, 1895, during their last winter in 
the Atlantic coast city. See also M. M. Gedo, "The Archae- 
ology of a Painting: A Visit to the City of the Dead Beneath 
Picasso's La Vie," Arts Magazine 56 (Nov. 1981), pp. 116-29. 

5. Palau i Fabre (note 2), p. 336. 

6. Picasso earned the fare back to Barcelona by hawking The 
Mistletoe Seller (Paris, private collection), a painting that 
strangely anticipates his subject matter of nearly a year later. 

The picture shows an extremely emaciated, bearded (and pre- 
sumably blind) beggar accompanied by a small boy helper or 

guide whom the old man treats with tender consideration. 
Both the protagonists and the style prefigure such works of 
late 1903 as The Old Jew (see fig. 12, p. 163). For reproductions 
of these and other works from this period, see Daix and 
Boudaille (note 3), cat. 8, nos. 4, 5; cat. 9, nos. 29-34. 

7. Alfred H. Barr, Jr. was one of the first critics to point out 
Picasso's early debt to El Greco. See his Picasso: Fifty Years of 
His Art (New York, 1966), pp. 29, 48, and passim. Barr and 
others have also emphasized the importance of medieval sculp- 
ture as a source for Picasso's exaggerated anatomical depictions 
of the blue period. In this connection, it is interesting to com- 

pare The Old Guitarist with sculptures such as the representa- 
tion of David on the south porch of the great Spanish pil- 
grimage church at Santiago de Compostela, for their similar 

elongations and cross-limbed postures. 

8. Palau i Fabre (note 2), p. 352, noted that a sketchbook from 
October 1903 shows in embryonic form the artist's subject 
matter during the autumn and early winter; it included vari- 
ous sketches of blind men and blind singers. A drawing that 
Picasso sent to a friend in Paris on November 30, 1903, shows 
the model who later appeared as The Old Guitarist. See also 
note 22. 

9. Although Picasso did not actually suffer physical depriva- 
tion during the blue period, except perhaps during his brief 
third stay in Paris, he did not have much ready cash either, so 
such a creative reuse of materials was important. 

10. This author is especially grateful to Timothy Lennon, Art 
Institute Conservator, who discussed the x-rays on several oc- 
casions during the summer of 1985. In addition, William R. 
Leisher, Executive Director of Conservation, Neal Benezra, 
Associate Curator of Twentieth-Century Painting and Sculp- 
ture, and Courtney G. Donnell, Assistant Curator in that de- 

partment, all provided helpful observations and input. 

11. See Gedo (note 4). 

12. The tiny rendition of a guitar that the artist later appended 
to the left margin of the Barcelona sketch seems especially 
provocative, suggesting that, on some preconscious level, 
Picasso had already associated this female figure with the image 
of a guitar. For a translation of the poem also inscribed on this 
sketchbook sheet, see R. W Johnson, "Picasso's Old Guitarist 
and the Symbolist Sensibility," Artforum 13 (Dec. 1974), pp. 
56-62, esp. p. 59. 

13. Several other paintings from the same period also seem to 

portray this model, though sometimes depicted as a more mo- 
rose figure than in Blue Nude. See Daix and Boudaille (note 3), 
cat. 9, nos. 16, 18, and 19, for pictures not reproduced here. 

14. Juan Eduardo Cirlot identified these works as "sketches 
for the decoration of a fireplace." Since these drawings were all 
made in Barcelona, the unrealized commission apparently 
originated there. See Cirlot's Picasso: Birth of a Genius, trans. 
Paul Elek Ltd. (New York, 1972), p. 140. Cirlot's identifica- 
tions of works reflect those of the Museo Picasso, whose staff 

cooperated with him to produce this book. 
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15. See Johnson (note 12), pp. 58-59, for extensive quotations 
from an essay devoted to this idea that appeared in Arte Joven 
in 1901, an ephemeral journal for which Picasso served as art 
editor. 

16. See Johnson (note 12), pp. 61-62. Anthony Blunt and 
Phoebe Pool, Picasso: The Formative Years: A Study of His 
Sources (Greenwich, Conn., 1962), p. 6, also noted that inter- 
est in Nietzsche was in the air, but suggested that Picasso 
probably got his information secondhand from others. 

17. Nietzsche's implicit conception of the artist as prophet, 
best exemplified by his Zarathustra, must have strongly ap- 
pealed to the adolescent Picasso and buttressed him in his 
struggle to justify leaving his family. 
18. See M. M. Gedo, Picasso-Art as Autobiography (Chi- 
cago, 1980), pp. 27-56. 

19. To add to Picasso's emotional distress around the holiday 
season, he associated it with the birth of his sister next in age, 
Dolores. Although Dolores was actually born on December 
15, 1884, Picasso mistakenly remembered her birth as occur- 
ring during the night of December 25. Also, Concepcion's 

death on January 5, 1895, indicates that she must have been 
severely ill throughout that Christmas season. 

20. This kind of fluidity in developing his images occurred in 
many of Picasso's early paintings. For a discussion of the com- 
plex instances of this type involved in the evolution of La Vie, 
see Gedo (note 4), pp. 120-22. 

21. John Berger, The Success and Failure of Picasso (Har- 
mondsworth, Middlesex, England, 1965), pp. 43-44. 

22. An inscription on the back of this painting indicates that it 
was completed in Picasso's family home, not in his studio; 
Palau i Fabre (note 2) suggested that the artist painted this at 
the very end of 1903, while waiting to move into his own 
studio. The sketch-showing the boy who appears in The Old 
Jew, along with another sketch of the model for The Old 
Guitarist, still not in his definitive pose-suggests that The 
Old Guitarist may have been painted later still. The close re- 
semblance between the pose of the guitarist and that assumed 
by the figure in Woman Ironing, 1904 (New York, Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Museum), adds to this impression. The latter is 
one of Picasso's last blue-period pictures. 
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