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PABLO PICASSO 

1881 Málaga - Mougins 1973 
 

Buste de Femme 
 
Pencil and ink on paper; 1903. 
Dated on the reverse (by the artist’s father): 23 Mayo 1903. 
232 x 172 mm 
 
PROVENANCE: Ernest Brown & Phillips, Ltd., London – The Leicester Galleries, London – George Prinz, 
London, by whom acquired from the above in the 1960s – Thence by descent 
 
 
Pablo Picasso spent most of the year 1901 in Paris - he would settle there in 1904 - and it is this stay 
that marks the beginning of what came to be known as his Blue Period, a time of introspection and 
darkness most probably caused by the death of his close friend, the Spanish painter Carlos Casagemas 
(1880-1901). 
 
In the late summer or early autumn of 1901 Picasso began visiting the women’s prison and hospital of 
Saint-Lazare in Paris, thanks to the good offices of Dr. Louis Jullien, a prominent venereologist who 
was a consultant physician there. Saint-Lazare was unique among Parisian penal institutions: a 
combination of convent, soup kitchen, laundry, and pharmacy where the inmates were charged with 
the spotless upkeep of the facilities. It was turned into a prison during the French Revolution and 
1824 it became a women’s penitentiary run by a religious order, the Sisters of Saint-Joseph [Fig. 1]. 
 
Picasso went to Saint-Lazare to paint the inmates, most of whom were incarcerated for offences 
related to prostitution. The inmates wore a special head covering; those who were diagnosed with 
venereal disease wore a white coif [Fig. 2]. Picasso maintained that he had applied to visit this 
particular prison because the models there cost him nothing. But the availability of free models was 
only a part of the lure of Saint-Lazare. What primarily drew this “painter of human misery” to the 
place was the opportunity to demonstrate how art could function as a “child of sadness and pain”. 
The dismal, gloomy halls of Saint-Lazare seemed to suit his new artistic outlook, for as Richardson 
has pointed out, "Where else could he find models that exemplified his equivocal view of sex as 
ecstatic and tender, but also guilt-inducing and bound up with suffering, even death?" 1 
 
In January 1902 Picasso returned to Barcelona, where he resumed work on the melancholy blue 
subjects he had been painting in Paris. Even later in Barcelona, the inmates of Saint-Lazare, those 
archetypes of female suffering, continued to cast their spell on him.  
 
 
 

                                                             
1 John Richardson, Painter of Human Misery, in A Life of Picasso - The Early Years, Vol. I, 1881-1906 , p. 218 ff.  
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Like most of the Catalan intelligentsia – those associated to Els quatre gats2 in particular – Picasso was 
on the side of the downtrodden. But in Barcelona as in Paris, it was primarily the women, above all 
the prostitutes, who engaged the artist’s sympathy – the victims of social conditions that had been 
endemic in Spain since long before the Golden Age.3 
 
Our drawing was executed in May 1903 in Barcelona, over one year after Picasso’s first prison visit. 
Nonetheless, the model for this drawing was probably an inmate of Saint-Lazare. It depicts an 
emaciated, naked woman seen from the rear.  
 
At least two further drawings depicting the same subject are recorded: Femme Aveugle (Blind Woman) 
[Fig. 3] from the collection of the Museum de Fundatie, which was executed on exactly the same day; 
and Femme au miroir (Woman at the mirror) [Fig. 4] from the collection of the Musée National Picasso in 
Paris. In his catalogue raisonné Christian Zervos lists a number of additional drawings representing 
the same subject. 
 
 
Monsieur Claude Ruiz-Picasso has confirmed the authenticity of this drawing. 
 
We would like to thank Madame Jeanne-Yvette Sudour, Musée National Picasso-Paris, and Arjette 
van Dulmen, Museum de Fundatie, for their help in preparing this catalogue entry. 
 
 

 
2 Els Quatre Gats was a cafe in Barcelona celebrated as a popular meeting place for artists throughout the modernist period 
in Catalonia. The cafe opened in 1897 in the Casa Martí and soon became a central meeting point for Barcelona’s most 
prominent modernist figures, among them Pablo Picasso. The bar closed due to financial difficulties in June 1903. 
3 John Richardson, Barcelona 1902, in op. cit., p. 236 ff. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barcelona
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Casa_Mart%C3%AD
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pablo_Picasso
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Fig. 1: Interior of the women’s prison of Saint-Lazare, 
Paris, c.1900, photograph 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 2: Pablo Picasso, Femme accroupie, 
oil on canvas, 1902-3. 
Staatsgalerie Stuttgart 

 
Fig. 3: Pablo Picasso, Femme aveugle,  
pen and ink on paper, 1903. 
Museum de Fundatie, Heino/Wijhe, Netherlands 
 
 

 
Fig. 4: Pablo Picasso, Femme au miroir, 
pencil on paper, 1903. 
Musée National Picasso, Paris 
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