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Six shadows flit through “Picasso: The Artist and His Muses,” now showing at Vancouver 

Art Gallery; fleeting glances of six women, caught in an artist’s gaze.  

The exhibit, featuring more than 60 works from prolific master Pablo Picasso, seeks to shine a 

light on an artist through biography — and on the subjects of his work. Arranged 

chronologically, the exhibit focuses on six key muses in the artist’s life. All were not just his 

models but his lovers, two were his wives, and several were artists in their own right. All were 

painted, sketched or sculpted by him repeatedly, immortalizing a moment, like when the light 

suddenly catches a tiny facet of a gem.  

Walk through “Picasso” and see how the artist developed — and, along the way, hear six 

stories you may not know. Perhaps the exhibit overstates the importance of these women to 

his work — is a model and a life partner an artistic collaborator? But it’s fascinating to gaze at 

the faces, imagine the women in a quiet studio, ponder how their lives were shaped by their 

relationships with the artist. We meet, midway through the exhibit, Picasso on video, 

watching him paint (transforming a flower shape, with a few easy, confident strokes, into a 

nude figure). The women, more elusive, never move. Yet they seem to watch us, asking us to 

read them, to remember.  

The first face we see is that of Fernande Olivier, her heavy-lidded eyes gazing out, almost 

sleepily, from a 1906 sketch. She was an experienced artists’ model, and her face quickly 

became a laboratory for young Picasso’s experiments, lifting him from his melancholy Blue 

Period to warmer tones. The two lived in chilly poverty in France’s Montmartre district, but 

Olivier wrote that Picasso didn’t seem to notice the cold when he was painting.  

The two were together from around 1905 to 1912, years in which Picasso painted the great 

pre-Cubist work “Les Demoiselles d’Avignon” (not in this exhibit). It’s not clear whether 

Olivier posed for that painting or not, but a pencil sketch here, with a body seeming to emerge 

from a flurry of planes, seems a precursor to it: these are, presumably, Olivier’s limbs, 

disappearing into a map of angles.  

Two decades after splitting with Picasso, Olivier published her journals in France; they were 

translated and published in English in 2001, long after her 1966 death. “His tribute to her,” 

wrote The New York Times, “resides in the paintings and drawings of la belle Fernande that 

remain as a testament of their love and life together.” 

Ballerina Olga Khokhlova, from Ukraine, was a member of Sergei Diaghilev’s famed Ballets 

Russes company; she met Picasso when he designed the ballet “Parade” for Diaghilev in 

1917. In a photo of Picasso — snappily attired with three-piece suit and walking stick, 

indicative of his growing fame — and a warily smiling Khokhlova, they pose in front of the 

ballet’s poster. Khokhlova soon left the Ballets Russes, married Picasso and had a son with 

him.  
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In response, Picasso’s work became more naturalist, depicting serene views of mother and 

child. In one, “Maternité,” Khokhlova and her son are sketched with the barest of lines, yet 

you can practically see them moving and hear the child’s fretful cry. The marriage failed 

before long — Picasso had a famously wandering eye — but Khokhlova, angered by his 

refusal to divide his property with her, refused to divorce. They remained legally married until 

her death in 1955.  

In 1927, in front of a Paris department store, Picasso was dazzled to meet teenage Marie-

Thérèse Walter; she seemed, with her athletic body and patrician blonde beauty, to be 

somebody he had created. Their affair was secret for some time, and several works here show 

us how he coded her initials into his art. During their years together, Picasso’s work veered 

off again into experimentation; her body, often depicted standing on the beach (as in the 

painting “Female bather with raised arms”), morphs into curiously unformed yet rock-strong 

shapes. And her face in the oil “Buste du femme,” with its long bones and elegant lines, 

seems a perfect playground for overlapping planes.  

Our last view of her in the exhibit is a calm one — reclining, all warm curves and catlike 

haunches, with a book in 1939’s “Femme couchée lisant” — but her own final years were 

troubled. Four years after Picasso’s death in 1974, Walter hanged herself.  

Picasso met the surrealist photographer Dora Maar at a movie opening in 1935, and was 

immediately dazzled by her; she and Walter quickly became rivals, a situation that persisted 

for many years. Deeper, stronger colors emerge in Picasso’s work, and the serenity of the 

paintings of Walter is replaced by strange, angry imagery, reflecting the two artists’ volatile 

connection. Maar’s head, in several paintings here, looks to have been violently slashed in 

two; her face, in “The Weeping Woman,” is anguish personified.  

Maar worked with Picasso to photograph the progress of one of his greatest works: 

“Guernica,” a vast mural, created in response to the city’s bombing during the Spanish Civil 

War. Displayed in replica at the Vancouver show, it is a startling depiction of war; its faces, 

twisted, cry in pain. Though she struggled with depression after parting from Picasso, Maar 

continued to create art (switching from photography to painting) for the rest of her life. She 

lived quietly in Paris, in nunlike seclusion, until her death in 1997; once famously remarking, 

“After Picasso, only God.”  

Françoise Gilot, also an artist, met Picasso in 1943; at 21, she was 40 years younger than he. 

They spent a decade together, which produced two children (depicted in a dark but strangely 

charming portrait “Claude et Paloma”) and a rich trove of art. A pregnant Gilot is depicted by 

Picasso in a sculpture made of fragments of broken vessels; portraits depict her as a beauty 

with flying brown hair (“Femme au collier jaune”) and as a woman-turned-flower (“Femme 

assise”).  

She left Picasso in 1953 and embarked on an eventful life, continuing work as a painter, with 

two marriages (including one to Jonas Salk, discoverer of the polio vaccine; they were 

married 25 years until his 1995 death) and two books. Now in her 90s, the exhibit tells us, she 

still paints every day.  

“The Artist and His Muses” ends with a beguiling image: a vast black-and-white photograph 

of an elderly Picasso with his final muse, Jacqueline Roque, who married him in 1961. In a 

cluttered studio, in front of a large painting, the swimsuited artist stands next to a smiling 

Roque, who’s demonstrating a ballet position. Roque was with Picasso through the end of his 
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life, posing for a series of paintings over two decades (in an armchair for “Nu assis dans un 

fauteuil,” she has a sphinxlike beauty) and organizing retrospectives of his work after his 

death. Following sadly in the footsteps of Walter, she ended her own life in 1986. 

A sketch or painting — or a paragraph in a story — gives just the tiniest glimpse of a life. 

“Picasso: The Artist and His Muses” reminds us that each of these women breathed, painted, 

danced, loved. On these walls, they live on.  

A famous Picasso story comes to mind: Early in his career, he painted his patron Gertrude 

Stein. Viewing the work, somebody remarked that Stein did not look like her portrait. “She 

will,” was the artist’s reply.  
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