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Pablo Picasso (Spanish, 1891-1973)
The Artist and his Model I, 1964
Lithograph on paper

Gift of Keith Achepohl; 2016:15.18

The relationship between concepts of woman as muse and acts of creativity in the Western
world goes back to Ancient Greece, which celebrated nine sisters as the divine inspiration for
men composing poetry, histories, theatrical entertainment, music, and dance. The female form,
embodied by the nude model, is replete with such associations, envisioning women as objects
devoid of individual personhood onto which artists can project their vision, desires, fears, and
ideals. A woman'’s worth located in the potential of her body, and her spirit, to rouse a male
artist’s interests, imagination, and creativity. As in Western art historical portrait traditions,
cultural standards of physical beauty — ideal proportions, smooth flesh — accord with inner
virtues of purity and innocence. Qualities that deviate from these ideals, communicated
through disorder or distortion, comparably equate to socially “undesirable” feminine traits.

The concentration on the female form and dependance on nude women models within the
canon of Western art history also defined traditions of art education. In most institutions a line
of social decorum prevented women artists from being in the presence of nude models,
creating a substantial barrier to the quality of professional training, and thus success, available
to their male counterparts. This persisted until the mid-twentieth century.
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