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Picasso, Colescott, and the Reinterpretation of Les
Demoiselles

The two images, Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and Robert Colescott’'s Les Demoiselles
d’Alabama: Vestidas, present important similarities and differences in the context of modern art,
representation, form, color, identity, and cultural meaning. Both artworks focus on groups of women,
but they do so in very different ways. Picasso’s painting represents a radical break from traditional
European painting and helped introduce new ways of seeing the human body through distortion,
fragmentation, and geometric form. Colescott’s painting, on the other hand, responds to Picasso’s
famous image by using bright color, humor, racial commentary, and historical revision. Therefore,
comparing these two works helps viewers understand how artists use similar subjects to
communicate very different ideas. (Picasso, n.d.)

Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, painted in 1907, is one of the most important works in the
development of modern art. The painting depicts five unclothed women whose bodies are formed
through sharp angles, fractured surfaces, and simplified shapes. Unlike traditional paintings that focus
on realistic beauty, balanced composition, and smooth perspective, Picasso’s work breaks the body
into geometric forms. The women do not appear soft, natural, or idealized. Instead, their bodies seem
sharp, powerful, and unsettling. This makes the painting visually intense and emotionally disturbing.

This portrait exemplifies mechanisms of expression and reductionism. Picasso reduces the human
body into basic angular forms and simplified planes. The painting does not try to copy the natural
appearance of women. Instead, it reconstructs the female body through modernist experimentation.
The figures appear flattened and fragmented, and the space around them is also broken apart. This
reduction of natural form into geometric structure makes the painting an important step toward
Cubism. Picasso does not present the women as passive subjects in a traditional setting. He presents
them as bold, direct, and confrontational figures who force the viewer to respond.

Facial Distortion and the Influence of Non-Western
Art

The disorder of facial expressions in Picasso’s painting is also important. The faces of the women do
not all follow the same style. Some faces are influenced by Iberian sculpture, while the two women on
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the right show the influence of African masks. These mask-like faces create a sense of strangeness
and power. They also disturb the viewer because they reject conventional beauty. The women do not
look gentle or inviting. Instead, they appear cold, intense, and almost aggressive. This gives the
painting a psychological force that separates it from traditional representations of the female body.

The woman in the far-right corner is especially important because her body and face are sharply
distorted. Her pose is unnatural, and her face looks mask-like. This figure demonstrates Picasso’s use
of geometric structure and non-European influence. The dense application of paint, the angular body,
and the fragmented facial features all create a sense of visual tension. The figure seems to twist and
confront the viewer at the same time. This creates an uncomfortable viewing experience, which may
have been part of Picasso’s intention.

Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon also presents a radical break from traditional perspective and
composition. In older European painting, artists often used perspective to create depth and realism.
Picasso rejects this approach. The background and foreground seem compressed, and the figures
appear almost pushed toward the viewer. The space is not natural or realistic. Instead, it becomes
part of the fractured structure of the painting. This makes the viewer aware that the painting is not
trying to imitate reality but to challenge it.

The painting also reflects self-determination in artistic appearance. Picasso was not simply following
established academic rules. He was shaping his own artistic path by combining modern European
ideas with influences from Iberian and African art. This combination allowed him to challenge
orthodox French artistic traditions. The work appears shocking because it refuses to obey the
expectations of beauty, proportion, and perspective. It creates a new visual language in which the
body becomes a set of expressive forms rather than a realistic figure.

Colescott’s Revision of Race, Gender, and Art
History

Robert Colescott’s Les Demoiselles d’Alabama: Vestidas, painted in 1985, responds directly to
Picasso’s painting but changes its meaning in important ways. Like Picasso’s work, Colescott’s
painting focuses on a group of women. However, the women in Colescott’s painting are clothed,
colorful, animated, and socially expressive. The title itself shows that Colescott is referring to
Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, but he relocates the subject into a different cultural and
historical context. Instead of simply copying Picasso, Colescott reinterprets the image through race,
gender, humor, and American identity. (Colescott, n.d.)

Colescott’s painting uses bright colors, lively patterns, and expressive forms to give the figures
energy and individuality. The application of colors and dots helps separate one woman from another,
creating a sense of personality and difference. Unlike Picasso’s figures, who appear icy and mask-like,
Colescott’'s women seem more alive and socially present. They appear like a group of women with
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distinct identities, attitudes, and relationships. This creates the essence of eccentricity and
individualism, almost like a group of friends gathered together.

The women in Colescott’s painting are more realistic and three-dimensional than Picasso’s women,
but they are still stylized. Their bodies and faces are exaggerated, but the exaggeration has a
different emotional effect. In Picasso’s painting, distortion creates tension and distance. In Colescott’s
painting, distortion creates humor, character, and social commentary. The women appear confident
and expressive. Their clothing also changes the meaning of the image. While Picasso’s figures are
unclothed, Colescott’s figures are dressed, or “vestidas.” This detail is important because it shifts
attention from exposure and objectification to identity, style, and presentation.

Colour, Space, and the Visual Organization of the
Figures

Colescott’s painting also uses background and foreground in a clearer way than Picasso’s. The figures
stand out against the colorful surface, making them the main focus of the image. The use of color
gives the painting warmth and movement. The women seem to occupy a social space rather than an
abstract or fractured environment. Their facial expressions communicate behavior, confidence, and
personality. This makes the viewer consider not only their bodies but also their character and social
presence.

The difference between Picasso and Colescott is also connected to cultural meaning. Picasso’s
painting is often discussed as a major work of European modernism, but it also raises questions about
the use of African visual forms in European art. Colescott’s painting responds to this tradition by
placing Black female figures at the center of the composition. In doing so, he challenges the history of
Western art, where Black subjects were often marginalized, stereotyped, or excluded. Colescott uses
Picasso’s famous composition as a starting point but turns it into a commentary on race and
representation.

Colescott’s work also uses irony. By referring to Picasso’s title and composition, he reminds viewers of
a famous modernist painting. However, he changes the subject, color, mood, and cultural message.
This creates a dialogue between the two artworks. Colescott does not simply reject Picasso; he
revises him. He takes a well-known European image and transforms it into something connected with
African American identity and social critique. This makes his painting both humorous and serious at
the same time.

Female Representation and Competing

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3



@ ’ACADEMIC

Constructions of the Body

Both paintings focus on women, but the way women are presented differs greatly. In Picasso’s
painting, the women appear as sharp, fragmented, and confrontational figures. Their bodies are
reduced to geometric forms, and their faces are mask-like. In Colescott’s painting, the women appear
more colorful, lively, and individual. Their clothing, expressions, and positions give them social
presence. Picasso’s women seem distant and unsettling, while Colescott’s women appear more
animated and expressive.

The use of color is another major difference. Picasso uses muted, earthy, and flesh-like tones that
create a tense and harsh visual effect. The painting feels serious, rough, and emotionally cold.
Colescott uses bright colors and decorative patterns, which make the painting feel energetic and
playful. However, this playfulness should not be mistaken for simplicity. Colescott’s bright colors help
deliver a serious message about racial identity, art history, and cultural visibility.

The use of form also creates contrast. Picasso breaks the body apart into angular shapes and
shattered surfaces. This reflects the modernist interest in reduction, abstraction, and the rejection of
traditional realism. Colescott also distorts the body, but his distortion is more cartoon-like and
expressive. His forms create movement, humor, and personality. In this way, both artists move away
from realism, but they do so for different purposes. Picasso uses distortion to create a new visual
structure, while Colescott uses distortion to question cultural and artistic traditions.

Distortion, Beauty, and the Shared Challenge to
Artistic Convention

There are also similarities between the two paintings. Both works challenge traditional ideas of
beauty. Neither painting presents women in a purely idealized or classical way. Both artists use
distortion to force viewers to think differently about the female figure. Both works also use groups of
women to explore larger ideas. Picasso explores modernism, form, and visual experimentation.
Colescott explores race, identity, humor, and historical revision. In both cases, the female figure
becomes a central tool for artistic expression.

The comparison also shows how art can change meaning across time. Picasso’s painting was
revolutionary in 1907 because it broke traditional rules of representation and helped open the door to
Cubism. Colescott’s painting was important in 1985 because it looked back at that modernist tradition
and questioned who had been included or excluded from it. Picasso changed the form of painting,
while Colescott changed the conversation around art history and representation. Together, the two
works show that art is not fixed. Later artists can respond to earlier works, challenge them, and create
new meanings.
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In conclusion, Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and Robert Colescott’s Les Demoiselles
d’Alabama: Vestidas are connected through subject matter and composition, but they differ strongly
in style, purpose, and cultural meaning. Picasso’s painting uses reductionism, geometric form,
distorted faces, and fractured space to break away from traditional painting and move toward
modernism. Colescott’s painting uses bright colors, clothing, humor, and racial commentary to revise
Picasso’s image and challenge Western art history. Both artworks focus on women, but Picasso’s
women appear cold, fragmented, and confrontational, while Colescott’'s women appear lively,
individual, and socially expressive. The comparison reveals how artists can use similar visual ideas to
communicate different messages about modernism, identity, gender, race, and representation.
(Colescott, n.d.)
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