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Pablo Picasso (1881 -1973) is without doubt the most famous 20
th

-

century artist. He created an incredibly comprehensive oeuvre of 

paintings, drawings, prints, sculptures, and ceramics – and his im-

pact on art of the 20th century remains undisputed. He was highly 

receptive to a great variety of artistic forms of expression ranging 

from classical depictions to abstract art. Picasso began his excep-

tional artistic career with paintings from his Blue and Rose Periods, 

as well as through founding Cubism together with Georges Braque. He 

continually and intensely experimented with a large variety of print-
ing techniques, demonstrating his great facility and competence in 

this art his life long. 

Georges Bloch (1901-1984), a textile industrialist in Zurich, collected 

Pablo Picasso’s prints from the mid-1920s onwards. But he only got 

to know the artist in 1953 after being introduced by Bernhard Geiser, 
the editor of the first catalogue raisonné of Picasso’s prints (Picasso 
peintre-graveur. Catalogue illustré de l’oeuvre gravé et lithographié 
1899-1931. Bern: Eigenverlag, 1933) Geiser himself was one of the 

first collectors of Picasso’s prints. in Switzerland  

Bloch and Picasso soon became friends. By the time of the artists 

death the Zurich collector had around 2000 works in very different 

printing techniques such as linocut, woodcut, etching, copperplate 

engraving, dry point, aquatint, and lithography. He combined collect-

ing and connoisseurship, meticulously building up his collection 

since the mid-1950s with his profound knowledge of printmaking (of-

ten purchasing first impressions). This collection was the basis for a 

cataloguee raisonné of his prints (Pablo Picasso: catalogue de 
l’oeuvre gravé et lithographié), which Bloch had edited 1968–1979 

and published in four volumes by Kornfeld & Klipstein in Bern. In 1972, 

the Gottfried Keller Stiftung (GKS) received George Bloch’s gift of 473 

works, roughly a quarter of his collection. This was supplemented by 

a total of 39 additional works in two lots in 1979/80 and 1981/82. 

Bloch arranged that a total of over 500 prints be made over to Swit-

zerland in order to have a substantial part of his collection repre-

sented there. The GKS had the holdings of over 500 sheets deposited 

in eight Swiss museums. Besides in the Kunstmuseum Bern, these 

prints are also kept in the Kunsthaus Zürich, the Kunstmuseum Basel, 

the Bündner Kunstmuseum Chur, the Musée d’art et d’histoire in Ge-

neva, the ETH print collection, the Musée Jenisch Vevey, and the 

Kunstmuseum St. Gallen. The only stipulation he made was that every 

five years the museums must, by turns, present the gift or part of it 

to the public in a show.  

Now again the Kunstmuseum Bern is in line to give the public insights 

into the rich holdings of this gift. In 1972/73 the Kunstmuseum Bern 

was the first museum to put on a show of this kind. Since then pres-

entations with individual foci have been organized regularly at the 

other 7 homes to the collection. 

The exhibition concentrates on the power of Eros, a subject that Pi-

casso intensively pursued not only in the medium of printmaking. The 

theme of the desiring and desirable female body preoccupied him 

obsessively his whole life.  

Exploring Eros, love, passion, and lust has always been omnipresent 

in art. In Picasso’s case the subject is particularly pithy, even if in the 

beginning – with the exception of several early drawings – he often 

expresses erotic dimensions symbolically as in the Minotaur pictures. 

At first the aspect of sexuality was still partially subdued in his work. 

It was only in the 1950s that this theme had a real breakthrough and 

then dominated his late work – especially his prints. It is as if the art-

ist fought a battle against his inevitable end with all the vitality he 

could muster.  

Room 1: The monumentally large painting  from 1971 has been hung 

right at the start of the exhibition. It explicitly displays Picasso's sov-

ereignty - in spite of his high age -  to suggest Three figures with 

characteristic strong lines also in oilpainting. The picture serves as a 

prelude to the exhibition, which commences with a few examples of 

Picasso’s early prints. Most of them stem from Bloch’s later gift from 

1979 and 1981, when he sought to supplement the collection in a 

meaningful way, as he had, up to this point, concentrated on the art-

ist’s late work. The first print here is the drypoint engraving La danse 

– from the Saltimaques series executed in 1905. It thematically en-

gages with the biblical figure of Salomé, describing the scene with 

satiric irony: He does not depict Salomé as a graceful and attractive 

ballerina but as grotesque and emaciated. The musician holds a child 

instead of his violin – as an allusion to Herod’s massacre of the inno-

cents. 

Also a very few sheets of the so-called Suite Vollard are to be seen in 

the first room. This series is made up of one hundred prints that were 

executed between 1930 and 1937. Picasso handed the plates over to 

the art dealer Ambroise Vollard – who in exchange gave the artist two 

paintings, one by Renoir and one by Cézanne. Vollard then had the 

plates printed. Thematically these prints not only explore notions 

about artists and artistic activity but the ancient world of imagery 

too. Some are characterized by a classicistic linear quality that was 

typical for Picasso’s style at the time. We also discover the mythical 

Minotaur whom Picasso conflated with bullfight subject matter. Again 

and again we can perceive the similarity between bullfight arenas 

and Picasso's studio: the bullfight mutates into the struggle with 

women. 



 
Room 2: In Paris from November 1944 onwards Picasso became en-

grossed in the technique of lithography in the printmaking workshop 

of his close friend Fernand Mourlot. This technique using stone 

plates allowed also the use of colors. In the period after World War II 

there was renewed demand for modern art. Printmaking was a way in 

which many artists could produce reproductions for the art market at 

a reasonable price. In the ensuing years Picasso produced several 

hundred lithographies. This printmaking technique allowed him to not 

only design motifs and then print them but also to modify the plates 

and further develop his prints.  

His style changes as he reinterprets and contends with the art of the 

old masters, demonstrating – at least to an extent – his admiration 

for influential predecessors such as Rembrandt, Cranach, Velazquez, 

or Goya. His referencing and his re-creations not only crop up in his 

paintings, but occasionally also in his prints. They are full of formal 

irony. And here again we are confronted with erotic motifs like those 

in a number of “Embraces” (L’Etreinte). The subject of embracing and 

rape can be found several times already in 1933, in the Suite Vollard . 

The Etreinte series, which he executed between October 14 and 23, 

1963, transforms beholders into witnesses of intimacies, making vo-

yeurs of them.  

Rooms 3 and 4: On one wall are arranged a group of aquatints of the 

50ies and early 60ies, that could be easily mistaken for drawings in 

Indian ink. They mostly take up the theme of the painter and his 
model. It had been adopted by Picasso as early as 1927 on becoming 

fascinated with Balzac’s Unknown Masterpiece. In this short story 

Picasso recognized his alter ego in the painter and genius Frenhofer 

– who was consumed by his passion for art. As Picasso advanced in 

years, the artist in various costumes was often the focal point of his 

etchings and lithographs. 

 In autumn of 1968 the Parisian Leiris Gallery organized a show in 

which a series of 347 prints was shown. The artist completed the se-

ries between March 16 and October 5, 1968. The exhibition was an 

overwhelming success and was afterwards shown in several muse-

ums. The so-called 347 gravures is one of the most voluminous se-

ries of prints ever. A great number of these sheets are part of Georges 

Bloch’s gift. On each the exact date has been added, transforming 

the series into a sort of painted diary. Indeed, the artist, on asking 

“why do you think I put a date on everything I create” answered that 

“It is because it does not suffice to know an artist's works; one must 
also know when, why, how, and under which conditions he created 
them.” Picasso considered the colossal series of images – full of en-

tangled fantasy poses of female exhibitionism and male desire – as a 

summery and to be embedded within the greater context of his life-

work, which was gradually coming to an end. He was meanwhile 87 

years old and had just lost his dear friend and secretary Jaime Sa-

bartes.  In all these works he used different techniques of intaglio 

printing such as mezzotint, dry point, etching, and lift ground. At 

times we are confronted with etchings dominated by simple lines, 

reminding us of Ingres’ style of depiction. For contrasts Picasso has 

added hatching. Picasso obviously worked in the mornings, some-

times completing several plates in one day. Biting the plates was 

done around midday by his much esteemed printers, the Crom-

melynck brothers. The first proof impressions were ready by evening.  

Occasionally, when we gaze at the model we are reminded of the bib-

lical figure Susanna who was waylaid by the elders. On the other 

hand, fellow painters have been in other prints, such as Raphael – 

whom Picasso greatly admired – frolicking together with his mistress 

Fornarina, while Michelangelo, the painter’s sly rival, looks out from 

under the bed. The Spanish painter was by no means humorless when 

painting subject matter such as this. Often we also can discern a vo-
yeur near the edges of the compositions. These figures secretly ob-

serve the scenes and the turmoil of bodies. In this way, Eros or libido 

is linked to the faculty of sight, implying that seeing is the origin of 

all inspiration 

Room 5: Picasso experimented with the whole range of printing tech-

niques – including also linocuts and woodcuts. The bacchanals and 

bullfights, still lifes and references glow with unusually rich colors. 

The majority of works of this kind were created in the 1950s and early 
1960s. After meeting Jacqueline Roque he seems to have been driven 

by an immense creative impulse to pursue the technique of linocut, 

which then abated again later. The printer Hidalgo Arnéra's great 

contribution must be acknowledged: He printed at night what Pi-

casso had cut into linoleum during the day. Letterpress printing gave 

Picasso new impetus; he succeeded in creating several new versions 

from single plates, which were printed in corresponding editions. But 

he soon finished his “affair with linocuts” (Brigitte Baer). 

Room 6: In the sixth and last room we find a continuation of the 1968 

series of the 347 gravures. Not part of the Tauromaquia series, some 

works here on one wall engage mainly with the theme of the “His-

panidad.” The atmosphere in the prints and the stylistic structure 

remind us of the world we know from other great Spanish artists like 

Goya or Velazquez. We discover lecherous “grandees”, musketeers 

and hildagos seduced by lovely Majas.,. And as already in other prints 

and lithographs we again encounter the wrinkled procuress Céles-

tine, a ubiquitous figure we are familiar with from Spanish Renais-

sance literature (Fernando de Rojas).  

Several of Picasso’s very last sheets, produced shortly before he 

died, show that his creativity did not diminish and that he pursued 

the themes that fascinated him most to the very end. Among these 

we find him transforming the beholder into a witness, or often dis-

torting dimensions in multi-figured scenes. 

In these late etchings we occasionally find Edgar Degas’ portrait de-

picted on the borders of Picasso’s compositions. This is because Pi-

casso owned a whole series of monotypes that Degas produced in 

Parisian brothels. Picasso again renewed his interest in the theme of 

Eros in conjunction with the motifs of the artist as voyeur, the artist 

in his studio, or the artist confronted by his models -  all the while 

seeking to conflate beauty with the ugly as well as celebrating the 

mythical disposition and power he saw embodied in the figure of 

woman.  

Curator: Therese Bhattacharya-Stettler 

We wish to thank the Gottfried Keller Foundation as well as the mu-
seums and collections who have kindly lent their works to the 
Kunstmuseum Bern.  

Accompanying program 

Guided tours in German 

Sundays, 11 a.m.:  February 27, March 6/27, April 10/24 

Tuesdays, 7 p.m.:  March 29, April 12/26 

A conversation with Dr. Eberhard W. Kornfeld about his encounters with Picasso 
and about the oeuvre catalogue of the artist’s prints (in German): Tuesday, March 

1 at 7 p.m. No booking necessary; admission covered by the exhibition admission 

fee 

Tom Blaess (printmaking studio/gallery) will demonstrate printmaking techniques. 
This event will be rounded off by a guided tour of the exhibition (in German) : every 

Saturday, March 12/19/26, 10:00 a.m. until around 1:00 p.m.  

10:00 a.m. Meeting point in front of the Kunstmuseum. 

10:15 a.m. – 11:45 p.m.: Tom Blaess’s printmaking studio 

Midday until 1:00 p.m. Guided tour in the Kunstmuseum Bern. 

Booking required/additional information: Tel.: 031 328 09 11 or 

vermittlung@kunstmuseumbern.ch Price:  

CHF 15.00 plus exhibition admission fee 

 

Workshop for children (in German): Sunday Morning in the Museum – P as in Pi-
casso 
Sunday, March 27, 10:30 a.m. – midday. Bookings / information: Tel.: 031 328 09 11 

or vermittlung@kunstmuseumbern.ch . Price: CHF 10.00  


