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Lesson 5:  Modern Art:  Cubism in Europe & America 
 
Images Included_________________________________________________________ 

 
1. Title: Les Demoiselles d’Avignon 

Artist:  Pablo Picasso (1881– 1973) 

Date:  1907 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Location:  Museum of Modern Art, New York 

 

 
2.  Title:  untitled (African mask) 

Artist:  unknown, Woyo peoples, Democratic Republic of the Congo 

Date: c. early 20th century 



Medium: Wood and pigment 

Size: 24.5 X 13.5 X 6 inches 

Location: Los Angeles County Museum of Art 

 

 
3.  Title:  untitled (African mask) 

Artist: Unknown, Fang Tribe, Gabon 

Date: c. early 20
th

 century 

Medium: Wood and pigment 

Size: 24 inches tall 

Location:  Private collection 

 

 

 

 
4. Title:  Abstraction 

Artist:  Paul Ninas (1903–1964 

Date:  1885 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Size: 47.5 x 61 inches 

Location:  Morris Museum of Art 

 



 
5.   

Title:  Houses at l’Estaque 

Artist: Georges Braque (1882–1963) 

Date: 1908 

Medium: Oil on Canvas 

Size: 28.75 x 23.75 inches 

Location:  Museum of Fine Arts Berne 

 

 
Title:  Two Characters 

Artist: Pablo Picasso (1881– 1973) 

Date:  1934 

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Location:  Museum of Modern Art in Rovereto 

 

 

 



Historical Background____________________________________________________ 
Experts debate start and end dates for “modern art,” but they all agree modernism 

deserves attention as a distinct era in which something identifiably new and important 

was under way.  Most art historians peg modernism to Europe in the mid- to late-

nineteenth century, with particularly important developments in France, so we’ll look at 

that time in Paris and then see how modernist influences affect artworks here in the 

American South. 

Modernism is often said, then, to span the period from about 1880 to about the time of 

World War II.  It was a time of massive change in Europe.  New ideas (Freud and 

Einstein published major works, for example) and new technologies such as electricity, 

the automobile, and the steam engine, brought new possibilities to society such as 

assembly-line production and easier travel (eventually leading to the concept of suburbs), 

not to mention changes in how warfare was waged.   

Modern art kept apace.  Artists of this era are noted for immensely rich and diverse 

experimentation, and their works often pushed accepted artistic and societal norms, 

questioning and challenging existing traditions and institutions (this is an era of world-

scale wars, after all).    Modernist art is characterized by rapid proliferation of “isms,” 

or significant art movements such as Cubism, Expressionism, Surrealism, Orphism, 

Abstract Expressionism, Minimalism, and many more.   

 

Analysis:  Cubism in Europe & America_____________________________________ 

Let’s focus on just one of the many Modernist “isms :  Cubism. 

Cubism is one of the most famous modern art movements, though not necessarily easy to 

understand.  Pablo Picasso met Georges Braque (1882-1963)  in 1907, the year Picasso 

painted his seminal work Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, and together the two men went on 

to create Cubism.  As with many modernist movements, Cubism was, strictly speaking, 

short-lived.  It lasted from about 1908 to about 1925, but its influence endures even 

today.  Braque and Picasso’s ideas and works shattered existing French artistic traditions 

and revolutionized Western painting.   

Here is the painting Picasso was working on when he and Braque first met: 

 
Les Demoiselles d’Avignon  



 
Houses at l’Estaque 

 

It is a confusing image, intentionally harsh and hard to look at.  Picasso himself 

abandoned the work, unfinished.  Yet he was highly aware of it as an important piece:  a 

challenge to the very foundations of the Western painting tradition.   

The French Academy was well established and played a large role in shaping public 

expectations of art.  It advocated looking to classical and Renaissance precedents for 

ideas of artistic excellence.  Subject matter should contribute to mankind’s elevation. 

Picasso’s work, however, represents a group of prostitutes confronting the viewer as if he 

were a potential client.  The title in English is Women of Avignon, referencing Avignon, a 

street in Picasso’s home town known for its brothels.  The painting title came somewhat 

later; he simply called it his brothel picture.  Picasso’s preparatory sketches for the work 

show a sailor among the women, though he eventually eliminated that man and turned the 

prostitutes’ gaze outward, at the viewer. 

Depiction of nudes was not new in art, though until recent times in Paris (see Jean 

Dominique Ingres odalisques or Edouard Manet’s Olympia, for example), they had been 

sufficiently sanitized by being depicted as, say, mythical or allegorical figures. 

French academic tradition also dictated that a scene be treated illusionistically.  That is, it 

should use time honored Renaissance techniques associated with a high level of visual 

realism:  linear and atmospheric perspective, careful shading to suggest weight and 

volume, and depiction of understandable space.   

Picasso intentionally violated every one of those norms.  For example, he eliminated the 

horizon line and vanishing point, thereby throwing away linear perspective.  His 

depiction of physical space is therefore confusing; hard to decipher.  This effect is 

exacerbated by his method of breaking form into seemingly shifting facets and by his 

depiction of objects assuming multiple poses at once.  Note, for example, the aerial view 

of the fruit on the table and yet the frontal view of the central figure.  Or note the seated 

figure on the far right.  Her back is to the viewer, yet her head is seen frontally.  

Combining multiple poses into one view was a direct challenge to French tradition—it is 



not possible for a viewer in a fixed position to see multiple views at once.  Depicting it 

thus went beyond contemporary conceptions of painting’s limits and seemed to imply 

shifts in time and space.  All prior Western tradition had privileged the assumption of a 

fixed viewer in one place at one moment.  If time and/or space may be shifting, there is 

no sense in painting shadows as if from a fixed light source, as was the tradition.  Look at 

the painting’s inconsistent treatment of light and shadow.   

More traditional French art looked to classical and Renaissance models for inspiration.  

Picasso knew these sources well and drew upon them, but he also was influenced by 

other artistic precedents-- by Iberian and Egyptian sculpture, by Cezanne, and by works 

many did not yet even consider to be art, but merely ethnographic curiousities:  African 

tribal works. 

African tribal art, perhaps especially African masks, were a major inspiration to many 

modernist artists, not just the Cubists. As the capitol of French colonial power, African 

art was beginning to filter into Paris’ cultural fairs and ethnographic museums during the 

early 1900’s.  

 



 

Photograph of an African mask.  

 

Picasso explained that the masks were used to connect his prostitutes to the “primitive;” 

and that “The masks weren’t just like any other pieces of sculpture.   Not at all. They 

were magic things. . . . They were against everything—against unknown, threatening 

spirits. . . .”  

Picasso together with Braque moved on to develop full-blown Cubism.   Important 

Cubists include Juan Gris, Albert Gleizes, and Jean Metzinger. 

American artists were not quick to accept modernism.  Parisian artists had been breaking 

new artistic ground since the mid -1800’s, as Courbet and then Manet shocked the art 

world with their controversial, progressive works.  America did not have much occasion 

to consider the new modernist developments in Europe until 1913, when the famous 

Armory Show, seen at venues in New York, Boston, and Chicago, brought a large 

sampling of the best known European artists’ work stateside.  Cubists, Expressionists, 

and others were represented, introducing Americans to a level of abstraction, subjective 

interpretation, and contemporary subject matter previously undreamed of here. 

Existing American art institutions (and note that many of the most famous ones had yet to 

come into existence in the 1920s and ‘30s) tended toward a conservative approach to art 

acquisition, exhibitions, and training and had contributed little to the spread of modernist 

art in American or the South; however, organizations such as the Arts and Crafts Club in 

New Orleans brought new perspectives to local art and laid the groundwork for artistic 

development and appreciation in the community. 

In the 1930s, Paul Ninas, an artist working in New Orleans and exhibiting internationally, 

helped to develop the modern art scene in the American South. The Delgado Museum of 

Art in New Orleans held a show of works by Pablo Picasso in December 1940; thereafter, 

Ninas work became increasingly abstract. Similar to Picasso’s style, he also broke up the 



surface space into a series of decorative cubes or triangles. Ninas’s work, Abstraction, 

1959, is comparable in style to Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.  

 
 

When looking at Ninas’ Abstraction, the figures seem to represent birds and female 

nudes. The central figure has female anatomy; however, the face of the woman is curious. 

The strangely shaped head is half black and half red and the only recognizable features 

are the eyes and hair. It is possible that this figure’s face is meant to evoke a mask, much 

like the two figures in Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.  It is necessary to note that this 

painting has not been thoroughly researched, and these are initial speculations.  Another 

female figure, much smaller than the central figure, is located on the left side of the 

painting. As mentioned previously, Ninas broke up the surface space, so it is hard to see 

where she fits on the plane. This is also true for the figures in Picasso’s painting. The 

sharp angles are more dramatic in Abstraction as is his use of color. The color use and 

angles are much like Picasso’s Two Characters, 1934.  

 

 

 

 



Tour and Contact Information____________________________________________ 

Georgia Regents University Humanities Program: 
 http://www.aug.edu/Humanities/index.php 
Morris Museum of Art: 

http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html 
Request a docent-led tour at the Morris Museum of Art: 

http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html 
or, email:  education@themorris.org 
 

Curriculum Connections for High School Students          

Lesson 2:  Modern Art: Cubism in Europe and America 

This unit best meets specific Visual Arts Standards for use in the High School 

classroom. See the standards listed below: 

 

 VAHSVACU.1 Articulates ideas and universal themes from diverse cultures of the 

past and present. 
a. Identifies how the issues of time, place, and culture are reflected in selected art works. 

b. Discusses how understanding the original context of an artwork affects a viewer’s 

connection with and interpretation of the artwork. 

c. Recognizes art, art styles and artists and talks about them from a wide range of 

perspectives, including cultural context, formalist, expressionist, conceptual, functional, 

and technical. 

d. Discusses the importance of art in daily life (personal significance, social commentary, 

self-expression, spiritual expression, planning, recording history, for beauty’s sake, and 

marketing / advertising). 

e. Supports, with examples from history, the assertion that humanity has an innate need to 

create or make their world a more beautiful place. 

g. Discusses the role of art in at least two historical cultures; compares and contrasts to 

art today. 

h. Discusses the role of art and artifacts as a visual record of humankind’s history and a 

vehicle for gaining understanding of another culture. 

 

Modernism:  Interpretive Questions for Discussion 

 

Assign the students or read as a group the information above under the header Modern 

Art:  Cubism in Europe & America 

 

Use the following questions below to guide the discussion 

  

1. What years can we assign to Modernism as an artistic movement? What 

significant historical events took place just prior to the development of 

Modernism? How would you describe the type of work that directly preceded 

Modernism? 

 

http://www.aug.edu/Humanities/index.php
http://www.themorris.org/education/tours.html
mailto:education@themorris.org


2. Modernism can be for some people difficult material. In what ways in Modernist 

art different from the other works of art you’ve looked at? Why might these 

difference prove challenging for some viewers. Do you see Modernism as a move 

forward in artistic progress, or something else? What makes you feel that way? 

 

3.  Modernism is often misinterpreted to mean ‘contemporary.’  How might you 

describe the differences between these two terms to someone who is unclear?    

 

Extending the Lesson Plan 

 

Assign students a studio art project that relates to the reading and discussion 

above. After learning about Picasso’s cubist work have student’s create a work in 

a similar style. Start with having students select a common object (a guitar, 

camera, pitcher, etc., etc.,) and ask them to draw the object multiple times from 

different angles. The more drawings and angles the better the effect. Have 

students take the drawings and cut them into pieces and reassemble them as a 

cubist inspired collage. 

 
 
 

 


