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Picasso factured a range of  Self  Portraits throughout his 
life, from 1896 aged 15 through to 1972 aged 90. The 
range of  styles used for this production indicate an 
energetic attention to innovate, change and experiment. 
Some of  the portraits use a nineteenth-century tradition, 
others use a range of  contemporary practices, some use 
a painstaking process, others are in imitation of  the 
practices of  some children. The Self  Portrait provides 
the artist with both a ground to practice craft skills and 
the ground from which to innovate into larger pictures. 
The 1906 picture analysed here is contemporary with 
Picasso’s work on his Portrait of  Gertrude Stein and in 
partial anticipation of  his major work in 1907, Les 
Demoiselles d’Avignon, with its range of  masks and 
summary heads.

Picasso experimented with a 
range of  different styles for 
facial depiction. He studied 
ancient Greek and 
Romanesque sculpture as 
well as African masks and 
sculpture. He purchased 
African work in local Paris 
markets. In his studio were 
two examples of  
Romanesque Iberian stone 
sculptural heads on 
clandestine loan from the 
Musée du Louvre. (These 
were subsequently 
returned.)

Painting Self  Portraits is part of  an extensive tradition in 
painting in Europe, with exemplary work by Rembrandt, 
Van Gogh, and Cézanne.. 

The figure of  the artist in 
three-quarter view, wearing 
a white open-necked 
buttonless shirt and grey 
trousers. His right arm 
sleeve rolled up to just 
below the elbow. His left 
hand holding a wooden 
palette with some 
indications of  pigment 
(black, brown, white, red), 
the colours in use for the 
portrait underway. His body 
is almost square to the 
canvas edges and his head 
partly turns to his right, 
partly concealing his right 
ear. His hair is black and 
there is a clear depiction of  
a receding hair line above 
his forehead. The overall 
posture and the positions of  
his pupils suggest inner 
thought, he is not looking at 
the viewer, or indeed at the 
mirror he is painting from 
(which is atypical of  Self  
Portraits). He does not hold 
a brush in his right hand. 
The thumb of  the left hand, 
holding the palette, loses 
part of  its appearance in 
reproductions.

The figure has been 
depicted with tonal values 
that indicate form and 
shadow. A black edge 
describes the top right of  his 
head, the upper edge of  his 
shirt on his right, the spaces 
between his arms and chest. 
The edges of  the left arm 
are also described with a 
black line albeit tentatively, 
with suggestions of  changes 
during the process of  
facture. Firm shadows are 
described beneath his chin 
and along the top of  his 
clavicle. Firm curves have 
been used to describe the 
neck and right forearm. 
Black lines are used to 
describe the fingers of  his 
right hand, his lips, nose, 
ears and the shape of  his 
eyes and eyebrows.These 
descriptions of  eye brows 
and eyes have been factured 
with a firm stylisation that 
emphasises the orbital rims 
above the eyes. The eyes 
have a firm almond shape. 
These features of  the eyes, 
rims above the eyes and eye 
brows have been developed 
from a study of  Iberian 
sculpture. White highlights 
have been used across the 
clavicle, and along the top 
of  his right arm and hand.




There are several facial studies and one naked study for 
Self  Portrait with Palette in the Musée Picasso, Paris and a 
small 1906 canvas (27 x 20 cm [11 x 8”]) of  a head can 
be seen in the Metropolitan Museum of  Art in New 
York. These all have very similar postures and facial 
stylisations to the Self  Portrait in this analysis. 

Self  Portrait with Palette is owned by the Philadelphia 
Museum of  Art.
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