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One may ask  what more could 
possibly be said about Les Dem-
oiselles d’Avignon, one of the most 
thoroughly analyzed works of 
art, ever. But Suzanne Preston 
Blier, Clowes professor of fine 
arts and professor of African and 
African American studies, has 
brought fresh eyes, new evi-

dence, and a diverse set of research disciplines to bear on the work, resulting in Pi-
casso’s Demoiselles: The Untold Origins of a Modern Masterpiece (Duke University Press, 
$29.95). The masks he depicted provide one clue to her interest: Blier has published 
broadly on Africa’s art and architecture. After recounting her personal journey toward 
this analysis, and the methods she employed, her introduction begins briskly:

Most scholars today  see Pablo 
Picasso’s iconic painting Les Demoi-
selles d’Avignon as a work about five 
prostitutes who boldly stare down 
their male bidders, a theory rooted 
in part in Picasso’s purported dis-
comfort with women. The latter 
tensions are thought to be reflected 
in the strange African masks that 
several of the figures wear. It is hard 
to imagine that a work of this com-
plexity, one that Picasso labored on 
for more than five months, had such 
a porous and, indeed, insecure 
foundation.…I reveal instead that 
the painting is richly layered, multi-
valent, and far more interesting. My 
reading sees these figures not only 
as sexual beings but also as mothers, 
grandmothers, lovers, sisters, and both 
family and race progenitors—in short as 
women more broadly defined in their 
myriad roles. This is based in large part 
on an array of new evidence that has es-
caped scholars to date, materials that 
inspire new questions about the painting. 
Through these sources I have broadened 
the painting’s purview considerably, ex-
panding it from its narrow  brothel setting 
and transforming the five occupants into 
global women of multiple eras and identi-
ties. This reading is consistent with the 
larger colonial world Picasso and his 
friends inhabited, as well as core interests 
of the period in terms of both evolution 
and ideas of origin.…

Picasso likely did not want the fact the 
he was using book images to be known for 
fear they would harm his growing reputa-
tion. Even later, when his reputation as a 
revolutionary artist was secure, he likely 
made sure that none of these materials saw 
the light of day. Today, we know that 
Gauguin, Matisse, and other artists of the 
era used illustrated books, journals, and 
photographs as sources, yet until very re-
cently the use of published works of this 
type was seen to be problematic. This 
legacy of disparagement no doubt made 
Picasso’s sources difficult to address, much 
less admit, and if this meant that basic ques-
tions were unanswered, so be it.
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grants from across the world who looked 
different from one another and spoke dif-
ferent languages and understood the world 
differently—for her, culture was a continu-

ous process of mixing and reconstituting. 
Her aunt was a bharatanatyam dancer, and 
watching her perform, Jehlen recalls, was 
like a “religious experience.” Jehlen went 

to Brown to study something “very Brown,” 
she says, a self-directed major called “Sto-
rytelling and Survival: Ritual and Perfor-
mance as Guardians of Culture.” After tak-
ing time off to dance in India, she enrolled 
at Harvard Divinity School in 1997 to learn 
Persian and study Sufi literature (and to ac-
cess Harvard’s dance studios). She found-
ed ANIKAYA—a blend of the Hebrew an 
(gift), the Persian i (of), and the Sanskrit 
kaya (body)—around the same time, as a ve-
hicle for her various dance projects.

Jehlen says she always knew she was born 
to dance, and her career has combined the 
styles she learned growing up with genres 
from Japan, West Africa, and those of the 
many dancers she has traveled around the 
world to recruit. She calls the work “dance di-
plomacy”—but resists the concept of “fusion,” 
as though it were a process of randomly gluing 

together elements from different genres. 
“It’s important to me to learn something 
so thoroughly that it becomes part of your 
body,” she explains: to understand how 
each dance form uses the body, the deep 
relationships and symbols and meanings 
behind every movement and gesture. Hu-
mans are wired to be moved by dance, 
she says, but that doesn’t mean dance is 
a “universal language.” When Jehlen cre-
ates choreography with her partners, she 
emphasizes, “It’s not about the superficial 
aspect of the art form. We’re meeting at 
the core of the art form, not at the, ‘How 
do you move your hands?’” 

The evening-length Conference of the Birds 
begins with its eight dancers (each from 
a different country) moving across the 
stage in full-bodied, synchronized flight, 

their arms evoking something between avi-
an and human—as powerful and light as a 
bird’s wings. In the background, projections 
fill a screen with sketches of birds, text, and 
pieces of passports and visas, representing the 
violence of borders. The poem on which the 
show is based, by Farid ud-Din Attar, tells a 
spiritual, searching story about the birds of 
the world on a perilous quest to find their 
sovereign, Simorgh. In the end, the birds dis-
cover that they themselves, together, are the 
Simorgh; a Persian folk etymology translates 
the word to “30 (si) birds (morgh).”

“It’s actually based on a Sanskrit text, 
which is probably based on something even 
older,” Jehlen says. “This is a story that’s been 
with humanity for thousands of years: these 
questions of traveling, traveling together, 
traveling across, and of the necessity of all 
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d’Avignon, 1907 

© 2 0 1 9  E s t a t e  o f  P a b l o  P i c a s s o /A r t i s t  R i g h t s  S o c i e t y  ( A R S ) ,  N e w  Yo r k 
I m a g e  f r o m  t h e  B r i d g e m a n  A r t  L i b r a r y 

60     July  -  Augu st 2019

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc.  617-495-5746


