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Chapter 1. Childhood, Youth and First Steps Towards Painting (1881–1900)
 
 
Pablo Picasso is regarded by many as the most famous artist of the twentieth century. Together with Georges Braque he developed Cubism and became world renowned during his lifetime. Of his ninety one years he devoted almost eighty to the tireless making of paintings, sculptures, ceramics and prints. He also wrote poems and plays and designed costumes and stage sets. The scale of his output is immense. Picasso’s art unites a wide range of techniques and styles in a broad spectrum of expression.
 
Today his works rank among the most expensive in the world. In 2015 the painting ‘Women of Algiers’ was sold at Christie’s in New York for 179 million US dollars. At the time it was the highest price ever achieved at auction for a painting.
 
The Picasso myth draws not only on the impact of his works but also on the extraordinary character of his life. Few artists have inspired so many books, films and art historical debates. His two marriages, numerous affairs and his responses to the politics of his age remain subjects of discussion. He is still seen as an icon of art history. Through their variety his works can be read as a condensation of twentieth century painting.
 
Picasso was born on 25 October 1881 in Málaga. His full name was Pablo Diego José Francisco de Paula Juan Nepomuceno Crispín Crispiniano María Remedios de la Santísima Trinidad Ruiz y Picasso. The long sequence of given names follows Andalusian tradition and honours male relatives and saints.
 
Pablo was the first child of his parents José Ruiz y Blasco and Maria Picasso y López. When his artistic talent showed early, both encouraged him. His father was a painter and taught at several art schools. From the age of seven Pablo received lessons in oil painting. Anecdotes claim his first word was ‘piz’, a shortening of ‘lápiz’, Spanish for ‘pencil’, and that he drew before he could walk. Such stories belong more to legend, yet they show how much talent and enthusiasm the boy brought from the start. He kept a diary and illustrated his entries with caricatures. By the age of ten he was signing his pictures ‘P. Ruiz’.
 
In 1895 Pablo’s younger sister Concepción, known as Conchita, died of diphtheria. That autumn the family moved to Barcelona. Pablo’s father took up a post at the ‘Royal Academy of Fine Arts of Saint George’. Known popularly as ‘La Llotja’, the Academy remains the most important art school in Catalonia. The father hoped it would provide solid academic training for his gifted son.
 
At José Ruiz’s request the thirteen year old Pablo was allowed to sit the Academy’s entrance test later in 1895. He completed the task in record time and was admitted to the advanced classes. His father rented him a room near the family flat so that he could work without disturbance.
 
The parents’ hopes were fulfilled quickly. Soon after admission to the Academy Picasso had works shown in public. In 1897 the painting ‘Science and Charity’ received an honourable mention at the annual ‘National Exhibition of Fine Arts’ in Madrid. These and other early works are mainly oil paintings in an academic realist style. With classical perspective and precise technique they aim at accuracy and faithful detail. They reveal Pablo’s rapid progress and his remarkable talent.
 
Madrid became the next destination. In autumn 1897 he left Barcelona to study at the ‘Royal Academy of San Fernando’. Teaching there disappointed him. Many approaches seemed useless and dull. He soon stopped attending classes, wandered the streets and cafés, watched daily life and caught scenes in sketches. Older fellow students introduced him to Madrid’s nightlife, to brothels and artists’ haunts.
 
At the same time he continued his education independently. The Museo del Prado absorbed him with the works of Spanish, Italian and Flemish masters. He studied and copied especially the paintings of Diego Velázquez, Francisco de Goya and El Greco. The following months passed in a mixture of free exploration and self directed study.
 
In spring 1898 Pablo fell seriously ill with scarlet fever. To recover he withdrew for almost a year to the countryside in Catalonia, accompanied by his friend Manuel Pallarès. In 1899 he returned to Barcelona. He distanced himself more and more from his father’s ambitions. Inspired by Post Impressionism, Expressionism and Art Nouveau he looked for new paths and no longer wished to be constrained by expectations.
 
During this phase he signed his pictures increasingly as ‘Pablo R. Picasso’ or ‘P. R. Picasso’. This marked a step away from his father’s surname, which he had used until then. He dropped the name Ruiz entirely in 1901.
 
His first solo exhibitions took place in February and July 1900 at the café ‘Els Quatre Gats’, a meeting place of the Barcelona art scene founded three years earlier. There Picasso quickly found friends and inspiration. Among leading figures of Catalan ‘Modernisme’ were Ramon Casas, Carles Casagemas and Isidre Nonell. Casagemas soon became a close friend.
 
The first of the two exhibitions showed more than fifty portraits, many of them of artist friends, together with a large canvas in the Modernisme style. Financial success was modest. Yet the painting ‘Last Moments’ pleased the critics and was presented the same year at the Paris Exposition.
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