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Artist: Pablo Picasso
Title: La Femme-Fleur
Date: May 5, 1946
Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 146 x 89 cm







In Plato’s Symposium Socrates engages in a dialogue with Diotima and defines Love as the great spirit (daimon), and like all such spirits, it is neither mortal nor immortal; Love exists as an intermediary and interpreter. Later in the speech, Diotima explains Love as the child of Poros and Penia, or Plenty and Poverty, following the Olympian Feast celebrating the birth of Aphrodite (Plato n.d.).   Pablo Picasso’s portrait of his lover Francoise Gilot, La Femme-Fleur, is an ideal representation of Diotima’s explanation of Love.  The synthesis of artistic ingenuity and the emotional environment between Francoise and Pablo incubated and gave birth to this image of love.  By examining the use of visual principles, the text of the memoir Life with Picasso written by Francoise Gilot, and other textual sources, the informative aspects of Le Femme-Fleur adhere to the Socratic method of Love.
The love story between Picasso and Gilot lasted over a decade, and in some respects their love will never cease, even if only reduced the painting or spirit La Femme-Fleur itself.  Both lives were forever impacted by the turbulent relationship ripe with emotional experiences.  They met at a café in May 1943.  Picasso was dining with a man and two women, one of whom was Marie-Laure, a prominent collector and painter; Francoise was dining with her school friend Genevieve.  Picasso introduced himself and invited the young women to visit his studio on Rue des Grands-Augustins, in Paris, at their will.  Initially, Pablo was attracted to Francoise’s looks and intellectual milieu (Gilot and Lake, 13).  As described in Life with Picasso, Francoise was surprised at the difference between how Picasso looked in a photograph taken by Man Ray in 1936, and what she was actually saw at the café.  At the time of their meeting, Picasso was aged 62 and Francoise 21.
Their relationship was founded on their mutual passion for fine art and devotion to its continuous evolution.  After nearly a year of sporadic visits to Picasso’s studio in Paris, during which Picasso would teach Francoise lithography and painting techniques, Francoise noticed herself frequenting Picasso’s studio on all of her free mornings.  During one of her morning visits, Picasso addressed their budding connection and said: “If the wings of a butterfly are to keep their sheen, you mustn't touch it.  We mustn't abuse something which is to bring light into our lives (165)”.  This admission of respect and desire remains a metaphor of the way Picasso expressed his love throughout their relationship; Picasso demonstrated his awareness of the fragility of their relationship is demonstrated by comparing it to a butterfly and the sheen of its wings.
Picasso was inspired to make portraits of Francoise after a visit to Matisse’s house.  Immediately following this visit, Pablo explored different images acting as portraits of Francoise.  It was only after spending many hours looking at Francoise naked, holding no pencil, that the synergy existed to create La Femme-Fleur, the zenith of all the portraits made by Picasso of Francoise.  For an artist and a model there comes a point where each becomes a catalyst for the other and a symbiotic relationship is established.  Admitting that he had been pondering Francoise’s shape in silhouette, Picasso said playfully that the idea he was waiting for all day was to see if her body corresponded to the mental image he has of it, and how it related to her head.  He then undressed her.  Francoise then writes that she “suddenly felt that I could trust him completely, and that I was beginning to live the beginning of my life.  One doesn’t necessarily live the beginning at the beginning.” (52)
Picasso started and completed painting La Femme-Fleur on May 5, 1946.  The painting is oil on canvas and measures 146 x 89 cm.  The painting title literally translated means woman flower.  This is inspired by Picasso’s visions.  As he finished the portrait he proclaimed “You’re like a growing plant and I’d been wondering how I could get across the idea that you belong to the vegetable kingdom than the animal.  I’ve never felt impelled to portray anyone else this way.  It’s strange, isn’t it? I think it’s just right, though.  It represents you” (119). Le Femme-Fleur has been selected as the pinnacle of the visual representations of their relationship because of the visual success achieved based on the previsualizations and artistic merits employed by Picasso throughout his career.  The personal gratification and serenity experienced leading to and as a result of the creation of this image makes it's creation of monumental value to Picasso himself.
Based on an underpainting beneath the final La Femme-Fleur, the painting was originally a realistic portrait of a seated woman.  The form of the underpainting is still visible as a form beneath the final image.  After working a while on the painting, Francoise writes, Picasso explained that “A realistic portrait would not represent you at all.” (117)  He then proceeded to slowly reduce the painting and number of elements utilized until the final image emerged. The figure expands to fill the available space reflecting the centrality of the figure to the composition.  The details of the face, contained within the moon-shaped head, are filled in with the typical chiaroscuro style of which Picasso was a master.  The base of the figure, which can be seen as the flower stalk, or legs, forms a triangle widening towards the base.  The breasts of the figure are represented by circles whose spherical form become apparent by the gradient created by the charcoal used to draw the circles.  Divided form the upper level of the painting by a dark blue line, the red grounding is painted in a deep red and reminds the viewer of the symbolic application of red as passion.  Red is generally a symbol of passion and is used in moderation to provide grounding for the painting.    
The use of artistic design elements within the painting have been displaced or appropriated from their habitual meaning and converted into another meaning.  Picasso suggested to Francoise during a conversation one day that “You must always work not just with, but below your means.  If you can handle three elements, handle only two.  In you can handle ten, then handle only five.  In that way the ones you do handle, you handle with more ease, more mastery, and you create a feeling of strength in reserve.” (58)  As he painted the right hand holding a circular form cut by a horizontal line, he pointed and said, “That hand holds the Earth, half land, half water, in the tradition of classical paintings in which the subject is holding or handling a globe.  This produces a shock between the usual definition and at the point of departure and its new definition at the point of arrival”.  In nature leaves gather light.  The symbolic use of the leaves for the hair can be seen as a metaphor of Francoise as a communication mechanism for Picasso with the divine world.  The texture of the leaves is made evident by the application of different grades of green.  This change of color is symbolic of the changes and span of events that occur while an individual is communicating with the divine world.
The moon shape of the head is symbolic as Picasso claimed to have “never thought in terms of stellar zones before” (122).  In naturalistic painting it is the gesture of one arm in relation to the other arm that differentiates them. “They’re drawn according to what they are doing,” Picasso said, “I individualize them by the different forms that I give them, so that there often seems to be no relationship between them.  From these differing forms one can infer that there is gesture.”  In La Femme-Fleur, the right arm ends in a circle, representing the Earth, while the left arm ends in a triangle.  This aligns with Picasso’s theory that nothing in nature is the same; just as a circle is not the same as a triangle.  
Emotional turbulence often translated to mental disorganization for Picasso, and at some points in life hindered him from activating his drive to work.  He suffered numerous events which resulted in him not being able to work all together.  Picasso claims his own work is autobiographical (Gedo 1989, 105) and the continual representation of his real surroundings supports this claim.  Examples of events  leading to his ceasing all creation include: His estrangement from his first wife Olga, and the time period following the birth of their daughter Maya, the forced separation by Olga from his lover Marie-Thérèse, Georges Braque serving in the army, his lover Eva dying of Tuberculosis and the eventual demise of his relationship with Francoise.  The turbulence of life for Picasso is translated to a visual element in La Femme-Fleur in the way the Earth is drawn within the hand.  The jagged edges of the land represent the turbulence of life, while the water is smooth and transparent representing the need for light to sustain the symbiotic relationships of the world.  The charcoal used to create the texture of the earth shows Picasso’s perception of the impermanence and transparency of human life on Earth.
Picasso considered himself the primordial Creator, believing he could appropriate God’s divine powers of creation through all of his own previous incarnations.  He is famous for saying “I am God, I am God, I am God.” (Burgard, 487)  This admission of self perception is integral to understanding the mindset of the artist; For Picasso, the act of creation was almost as important as the resulting work of art. His role as the creator is an essential element of the meaning of art and its affirmation of life.  He once told Francoise “God is really only another artist” (50) further connecting himself as a translator and appropriator of the creations made possible by God
Picasso was convinced that he had drawn Francoise previously in a lithograph, claiming her face haunted him, (49) and the fixation on the image of Francoise impacted his creative efforts.  Demonstrating his ultimate acceptance of the La Femme-Fleur image, he painted numerous portraits of Francoise for months following; however, he always returned to the same moon-shaped head.  The recurring shapes and interpretations evident in La Femme-Fleur signify Picasso’s tranquil and climactic connection with the divine while painting La Femme-Fleur.
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