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LUCY BELLOLI 

The evolution of Picasso's portrait of Gertrude Stein* 

1 1. Porhait of Gertrude Stein, by Pablo Picasso. 1906. 100 by 81.3 cm. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York). 

BEGUN in the autumn of 1905, Picasso's portrait of Gertrude returned from G6sol in mid-August, he completed the paint- 
Stein (Fig. 1 1) was the result of eighty or more separate sit- ing in the absence of his model. Both Picasso and Stein were 
tings. In April 1906 Picasso painted out the whole head, and pleased with the results, as she records in Th Autobiography of 
soon after both painter and sitter (Fig. 12, seen here in a Alice B. ZkZas: 'And when she saw it he and she were content'.? 
photograph taken five years earlier) left Paris.' When Picasso Stein's well-known account has given rise to much speculation 

*I should l i e  to thank the entire Paintings Conservation Department of the Metro- digital integration of the hand-drawn overlays. 
politan Museum of Art, New York for assistance in writing this article, and particu- 'G. STEIN: Picasso, London [1939], p.8. See also J. RICHARDSON, with M. MCCULLY: A 
larly: Hubert von Sonnenburg, without whose interest this information would not hi ofPicasso, I ,  New York [1991], pp.434-35. 
have been published; Maryan Ainsworth, for thoughtful comments; Charlotte 'G. STEIN: The AutobiograPhy ofAlice B. i r , k h  [Harcourt Brace and Co., New York, 
Hale and Chris McGlinchey Ellen Pratt photographed the autoradiographs and 19331, reprinted in Selected W~t ings  ofofGerhcde Stein, New York [1990], p.53. 
Alison Gichrest was responsible for the tonal adjustment of them, and for the 



about the creative process that led to the final painting. Ques- 
tions have arisen about the appearance of the initial sketch, 
the changes or dimculties that might explain the many 
sittings needed to complete the work, and the stylistic influ- 
ences that lay behind the creation of the face. The handling 
of Stein's compelling image betrays an uneasy mixture 
of two different styles: within this discrepancy, and in partic- 
ular, in the handling of her face, lies the future direction of 
Picasso's art. 

The difficulties Picasso experienced in painting this work 
were not typical: eighty or ninety sittings were hardly his 
modus operandi. Stein's powerful personality may well have 
been a factor in protracting the pro~ess,~ but one cannot 
escape the sense of unusual struggle and laboured progress 
that characterised the execution of the portrait. The purpose 
of this article is not to explore these biographical or art- 
historical issues, but rather to investigate the development of 
the picture itself. Using the evidence of X-radiographs and 
autoradiographs, it is possible to look at the images Picasso 
discarded on his way to completing the portrait, and to re- 
create some of the steps in the evolution of the work. 

After a quick sketch executed at the first sitting, the artist 
seems to have had difficulty continuing in a simple and direct 
way. Numerous changes were made to the head, and minor 
ones to the right hand, shoulders and background. Initially 
Stein's head was almost in profile. Picasso gradually pivoted 
it until it came to rest in its present, more frontal and vertical 
position. In spite of (or perhaps because of) his frequent 
reliance on preliminary drawings, Picasso's paintings often 
prove, on examination, to contain changes, which can be var- 
ious in character and degree.4 The alterations we see in the 
portrait of Gertrude Stein are concentrated in the area of the 
head, and they have something of the quality of preliminary 
studies, much like those made for the 1906 Selfportrait with 
paktte (Figs. 13 and l4), where various angles and expressions 
are tried out. There are no known preliminary drawings for 
the Gertrude Stein, and it seems that Picasso experimented with 
several possibilities on the canvas itself. 

It has been possible to recapture the discarded images 
through the use of two complementary analytical techniques, 
X-radiography and neutron activation autoradiography. In 
1970 an X-radiograph was taken of the area of Gertrude 
Stein's head in the painting (Fig. 15).' It indicates two finished 
heads, the first almost in profile. With characteristic economy 
of means, Picasso employed the same general position for 
what had been the right eye to create the 'new' left eye in the 
final head, the one we see in the completed painting. How- 
ever, the X-radiograph also shows multiple foreheads and 
cheeks, pointing to the possibility that other positions for the 
head had been considered. 

The information obtained from the X-radiograph, to- 
gether with Stein's description of the many sittings, provided 

Tor one interpretation as to the nature of Picasso's difficulties, see R. LUBAR: 'Un- 
masking Pablo's Gertrude: Queer Desire and the Subject of Portraiture', Art Bulletin, 
WUX [1997], p.56. 
4For the most recent discussion of the topic of changes in Picasso's work (but not 
including the portrait of Gertrude Stein), see A. HOENIGSWALD: 'Works in Progress: 
Pablo Picasso's Hidden Images', in PiGasso Ihe Ear4 Ears, 1892-1906, exh. cat., 
National Gallery of Art, Washington [1997], p.298. 
'The X-radiograph was taken by Hubert von Sonnenburg, Chairman of the Paint- 
ings Conservation Department at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
6This research was undertaken at the Brookhaven National Laboratory, with contri- 
butions from Maryan Ainsworth, Egbert Haverkamp-Begemann, John Brealey and 
Pieter Meyers. Neutron activation autoradiography is a non-destructive technique 

12. Gertrude Stein in c. 1901. Photograph (Reinecke Rare Books and Manuscript 
Library, Yale University, New Haven CT). 

the incentive to include the portrait in an autoradiography 
project largely concerned with Rembrandt, Van Dyck and 
Vermeer, carried out by Maryan Ainsworth and others in 
1978.6 The autoradiographs made of the Gertrude Stein form a 
set of eight. Of these, nos.5 and 8 together contain most of 
the information concerning the changes to the painting. 
The clarity of autoradiograph no.8 (Fig.20) is due in great 
measure to the radioactive element of phosphorus found 
in bone black, a pigment which Picasso used to make the 
initial sketch. This image gives us a sense of the rapidity and 
sureness with which Picasso sketched in the folds of Stein's 
jacket - unlike the face, where the .initial sketch has been 
obscured by subsequent changes. 

whereby a mild and transient radioactivity is induced by exposure to a beam of 
thermal neutrons for a short period of time. Beta particles (electrons) emitted in the 
decay of the radioactive elements of the painting are recorded on photographic film. 
A series of autoradiographs is made up of consecutive exposures, initially of short 
duration then increasing exponentially, with the final exposure lasting for one 
month. Because the radioactive elements within the painting have dierent decay 
times, dierent images are produced within the series, giving a description of the 
painting process. This technique does not indicate organic pigments, which are not 
radioactive, nor denser molecular weight pigments such as those that are lead based. 
For a full discussion, see M. AINSWORTH et al.: Art and Automdiography: Zmights into the 
Genesis ofPaintings by Rembrandt, Van @ck and VZmem, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York [1982]. 



14. Studies for Self-porhait withpalette, by Pablo Picasso. 1906. Pencil on paper, 3 1.5 
1 

by 47.5 cm. (MusCe Picasso, Paris). 

! 
b has to be reconstructed. We have assumed that the position 

furthest away from the final one was the first. In this initial 
placement, Stein's head (Figs.20 and 17) was almost in pro- 
file, with her left eye only partially visible. The top of her head 
was tilted slightly towards the viewer and was placed much 
further to the right, with the ear and hairline, as well as the 
outline of the coiffure, correspondingly shifted. A diagonal 
line that crosses the present chin delineated the neck, and 
the various lines around the chin indicate that Picasso had 

piu initially placed it lower and further to the right. 
-6 Other positions of the head are not so readily apparent, 

13. Selfportrait withpalette, by Pablo Picasso. Autumn 1906. 92 by 73 cm. (Philadel- 
phia Museum of Art). 

but a clue to sorting them out is provided by the repeated 
notation for the right nostril. In autoradiograph no.5 (Fig. 16) 
there are four indications of it: one in the first position already 
described, one in the final position, and two others visible 
on the bridge of the final nose. These nostrils and multiple 
profiles of the forehead show that Picasso turned the 
head towards the viewer to a point midway between the first 
and final positions, raising the face. Indications of this 'sec- 
ond' position (Fig. 18) are the top nostril, a new forehead 
profile, a different cheekbone, the top lip, an indication of a 
right eye and a notational line under the chin to indicate the 
neck. Other changes that must have occurred to the ear and 
hairline in shifting the head are not apparent, but have been 
marked here with dotted lines. 

In what can be called a 'third' position, Picasso lowered 
and tilted the head, turning it slightly to the viewer's right. 
This is indicated by both eyes and a strongly drawn right 
nostril (Fig. 19). The lines of the left cheek and forehead are 
not too different from the 'second' position, except for the 
angle of the neck and its placement further to the left. Final- 
ly, Picasso lowered the head further and, while shifting it to 
the viewer's left, made it more vertical. There is no indication 
that the face was ever directly frontal. The ear and hairline 
shifted to the left, along with the face. A fresh notation was 
inserted for the neck, lower than in the 'third' position but 
continuing at the same angle. A strong outline was drawn 
around the face, effectively isolating and abstracting it from 
the rest of the figure. The eyes, their asymmetry similar to 
that found in many heads of the post-G6sol period, are delin- 
eated, as are all the features, with a loaded brush. The black 

15. X-radiograph of Fig. 11, showing a detail of the head. outlining of face and features makes this last face the one most 
easily read in autoradiographs nos.5 and 8 (Figs. 16 and 23). 

When considering the different positions of the head, it Other alterations to the painting occurred as a conse- 
should be understood that the order in which they were quence of the changes to the head (Figs.20 and 11). First, 
created cannot be determined by technical means alone, and using an umber pigment, and working to the viewer's right, 
14 



16. Autoradiograph no.5 of Fig. 11, showing a detail of the head. 17. Autoradiograph no.5 of Fig. 11, showing detail, with the author's indication of 
the first position of the head. 

18. Autoradiograph no.5 of Fig. 1 1, showing detail, with the author's indication of 19. Autoradiograph no.8 of Fig. 1 1, showing detail, with the author's indication of 
the 'second' position of the head. the 'third' position of the head. 

15 



20. Autoradiograph no.8 of Fig. 1 1. 

Picasso painted out the remnants of earlier faces, although 
with the increasing transparency of the oil paint, the first 
profile can now be discerned with the naked eye. Changing 
to a light grey-umber combination, he continued up to the 
top edge of the painting, making a near-vertical line. Moving 
from this axis, and using the same colour, he then surround- 
ed the right of the figure (the viewer's left) with a curve echo- 
ing the curve of the armchair on Stein's left (the viewer's 
right). He lowered her right shoulder by half an inch and, 

16 

in the process, painted out the original edge of the armchair 
to the right of the sitter's head. The final shaping of the ear, 
which is reduced in size and lowered, may have occurred 
soon after this adjustment. He then raised her left shoulder by 
as much as an inch. These changes to the shoulders have a 
great impact on the portrait: they increase the massiveness of 
the body and create an asymmetry which complements that 
of the powerful face. 

In comparison with the many changes to the head, however, 





Autoradiograph no.8 of Fig. 1 1, showing a detail of the head. 

24. Portrait o fho  Stein, by Pablo F'icasso. 1906. 
Gouache on cardboard, 24.8 by 15.8 cm. (Baltimore Museum ofArt). 

white the massive forehead with its flat, sharply contoured 
sections, the hard-edged cheeks and flattened chin. Just as 
important to the final effect of the face is Picasso's use of 
half-tones: the grey shadow on the left side of the face with 
its sharp edge, the strong shadows to the sides of the mouth, 
under the eyes, and in the make-up of the eyebrows. Because 
this grey contains white, it registers minimally in the auto- 
radiographs. It is possible to say that the autoradiograph 
relates to the painting much as a Picasso contour drawing 
does to the final, built-up work. One can also perhaps read 
the face of the autoradiograph no.8 (Fig.23) as what Marg- 
aret Werth has called the 'true self' of Stein lying beneath 
the mask.g In her discussion of the portrait, she refers to the 
'oscillating oppositions' between the 'real' self and the mask 
which 'animate the portrait and create a vivid and disturbing 
psychological presence'. In the autoradiograph we have what 
amounts to a naturalistic portrait of Stein. 

According to Fernande Olivier, it was Picasso who 
approached Stein with the idea of painting her portrait.'' 
Whether or not this was the case, in beginning the work he 
may have believed that it would prove to be carried out as 
spontaneously as the portrait of Leo Stein painted that same 

year (Fig.24), and may not, therefore, have felt the need for 
preliminary drawings. Indeed, it is likely that in the earlier 
stages of the painting, the handling of the faces was consistent 
with the way the body was painted, and that, had the portrait 
been finished at any of these stages, the head would have 
resembled that in the portrait of Leo Stein. But, after return- 
ing from G6so1, Picasso painted the final head with a rapidi- 
ty that was more characteristic of his usual habits of working, 
requiring no further sittings from Gertrude. 

The strong relationship to the mask-like drawings Picasso 
made in G6sol of the head of Josep Fontdevila has been 
commented on by numerous scholars." Indeed, the 'death 
mask' drawing of Fontdevila (Fig.22), made near the time the 
portrait was completed, is almost a mirror-image of Stein's 
face, and echoes it in spirit as much as in detail. With the 
superimposition of this mask-face, the character of the paint- 
ing was transformed. Picasso resolved the work in a way that 
distanced him from the sitter but also paid her homage, albeit 
in severe and monumental form. Stein herself remained 
undaunted by the image: 'for me, it is I, and it is the only 
reproduction of me which is always I, for me'.12 

%. WERTH: 'Representing the body in 1906', in exh. cat. cited at note 4 above, " See, for example, J. PALAU I FABRE: Picarso:Li and Work ofthe Earb Ears 1881-1907, 
pp.277-89, esp. pp.283-84. tr. K. LYONS, Oxford [1985], p.469; also RICHARDSON, 106. kt. at note 1 above. 
'OF. OLIVER: Picarso and his Friends, London [1964], p.83. ' 2 s ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  106. cit. at note 2 above. 


