Pablo PICASSO (Malaga 1881 - Mougins 1973)
Banjo
Blue pastel, brush and black ink on paper laid down on board.

Signed and dated Picasso / 26 at the lower right.
Inscribed [Pi]casso / banjo / 47 x 32 and numbered No. 9988 on a label pasted onto the old backing
board.
313 x 465 mm. (12 3/8 x 18 1/4 in.)
Pablo Picasso did not play an instrument himself, and is said to have had little interest in most types of
music. He did, however, have a particular penchant for the guitar, which seems to have reminded him of
his native Spain, and the instrument appears in many of his still life compositions and papiers collés of
the 1910s and 1920s; it was also the subject of his first constructions of sheet metal and cardboard,
produced between 1912 and 1914. As Robert Rosenblum has written, ‘For Picasso, the guitar was the
king of Cubist musical instruments, as well as being a ubiquitous presence in both his pre- and postCubist works.’ While guitars, mandolins and violins occur throughout the artist’s oeuvre, notably during
the early analytical Cubist years, they seem to have been a focus of his intense interest in the middle of
the third decade of the 20th century. This is particularly true of the early months of 1926, when Picasso
began developing numerous ideas for compositions with stringed instruments. For example, a small
sketchbook used by the artist between December 1925 and March 1926, today in the Musée Picasso
in Paris, contains several pen and ink drawings of still life compositions with guitars, akin to the present
sheet.

Drawn in Paris in March or April 1926, this large Banjo is one of three closely-related drawings of
stringed instruments of the same date. The other two drawings - one depicting a zither, today in the
Philadelphia Museum of Art, and the other a mandolin, which appeared at auction in Switzerland in
2005 - are likewise drawn in a combination of blue pastel and black ink, and are of identical dimensions
to the Banjo. A handful of other drawings by Picasso of this period can also be related to this group; a
vertical drawing of a mandolin, signed and dated 1926 and executed in blue pastel alone, a drawing of
a guitar, also in blue pastel, and a third pastel drawing of a guitar, also dated 1926 and likewise of the
same dimensions as the present sheet.

The last of these drawings has in turn has been regarded as a preparatory sketch for Guitar; an
assemblage made up of a washcloth, newspaper, string and nails on painted canvas, today in the
Musée Picasso in Paris. The Guitar is one of a small group of around a dozen or so fetish-like
assemblages or ‘picture reliefs’ of guitars created by Picasso in the spring of 1926, using rags,
washcloths or pieces of old shirts, as well as nails, string, cardboard and, in one instance, a knitting
needle, to create different guitar-like forms. As the artist’s biographer John Richardson has stated,
‘Early in March, Picasso cobbled together a series of fetishes – two large (130 x 96 cm) and ten smaller
ones – out of rags, nails, and other junk. These fetishes are all ostensibly guitars – anthropomorphic
ones.’ Part sculpture, part collage, all of these works – ‘suggesting threatening fetish objects provoking
a psychic shock comparable to a Surrealist found object’ – were kept by the artist until his death, and
most are today in the collection of the Musée Picasso in Paris.

As the scholar Josep Palau i Fabre has written of the artist’s work of this period, ‘During the spring of
1926, Picasso furiously attacked the theme of the guitar, as if all the versions he had so far given us
were not enough, as if he still had to extract unprecedented notes from the instrument. And he did. But
what notes! They are hair-raising. This is not a return to the guitars of Cubism in order to renounce or
contradict those he had been conceiving recently; it goes much further beyond. The guitar he now offers
us is incapable of producing pleasant, harmonious music; it represents the destruction of all the
previous guitars.’
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Artist description:
‘I do not know if I am a great painter, but I am a great draughtsman.’ (Picasso to Max Jacob).

