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The Awakening of Subtraction:A Study of Picasso's
The Bull Print Series

Xu Lifan
Faculty of Innovation and Design, City University of Macau, Macau

Abstract: This research takes The Bull, the print series by Spanish artist Pablo Picasso, as the object of
investigation. By analyzing the evolution from representational figuration to minimalist lines, it probes into the
logic of Picasso’s creative method termed "subtractive destruction". Within this research framework, the paper
maps out the developmental trajectory of the visual language throughout the series, and argues that Picasso
employed subtractive destruction as a strategy to subvert the academic realist tradition. Far from being a
merely reductive and destructive process, the series constitutes an inner artistic practice through which the
artist returns to the primal root of primitive art and upholds his childlike creative ethos.

The series enacts a threefold primitive return: a return to the intuitive mode of expression born of childhood
innocence; a return to the primal core of classical spirit themed on Greek mythology; and a return to the
primitive linear compositional paradigm of subtractive destruction characteristic of primitive murals. Through
this tripartite return, Picasso reached the peak of subtractive destruction that all artists since the Renaissance
had long aspired to attain.

Keywords: Pablo Picasso; The Bull print series; subtractive destruction; internal sketch
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