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During the course of the 19th and 20th 
centuries, the figure of the odalisque was 
a fundamental subject in the history of art. 
The theme, which explored harem slaves at 
the sultan’s disposition, was elevated to its 
prestigious status by Ingres and Delacroix, 
whose works became paradigms for modern 
artists. While in his odalisques, Ingres 
synthesised the liberation from traditional 
forms through the line, Delacroix turned his 
harem scenes into an absolute triumph of 
colour. Inspired by these models, orientalist 
painters imagined fairy-tale settings in 
which odalisques reclined in the midst of 
tinsel and incense. Meanwhile, the imagery 
constructed about the Orient emerged as 
a crucial driving force behind the plastic 
and formal investigations associated with 
the avant-garde. The odalisque became their 
finest stereotype, combining the old masters’ 
rhetoric of the nude with a radical departure 
from the existing conventions in painting.  
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The odalisque was codified and typified 
to endure a century and a half of great 
aesthetic changes in western painting. 
A quintessential Parisian theme, the 
figure demonstrated the relevance and 
importance of the female body as a key 
battle ground in modern art, in the tension 
between tradition and innovation. It is 
no coincidence that the timeline of this 
exhibition begins with Ingres and ends 
with Picasso. The odalisques created by 
Matisse and Picasso paid tribute to those of 
Ingres and Delacroix, while simultaneously 
absorbing the fictive imagery of Constant 
and Gérôme. 

Beneath the skin of the most decisive 
stylistic transformations, the odalisque 
became one of the iconographies that best 
embodied the dominant western gaze of the 
Orient, 19th-century misogyny and western 
man’s fears about the changing role of 
women. With their presumed authenticity, 
these fairy-tale settings of fantasy and 
sensuality presented a different reality of 
oriental women, depicting them in a world 
without suffering, a world teeming with 
beauty and desire that offered an escape 
from the crisis and uncertainty that was 



sweeping across a newly industrial Europe. 
In fact, the reality was nothing like that. 
But while the suffragettes campaigned for 
the civil rights of all members of their sex, 
female factory workers demanded an eight-
hour day and middle-class women entered 
academe for the first time, one of the most 
popular themes in art was precisely the 
figure of the odalisque, emblem of the 
female body locked away and objectified, at 
a man’s disposition. 

Meanwhile, the Alhambra had become a 
prestigious backdrop for the great artists 
of the avant-garde, the place where they 
imagined their odalisques. Its unique 
quality as home until the 15th century of 
real Nasrid kingdom, which writers and 
artists evoked and envisioned, makes the 
Alhambra a magical and privileged setting 
for this exhibition. The exceptional pieces 
that make up the itinerary are therefore 
displayed alongside objects from the Nasrid 
harems of the 13th to 15th centuries, 
nowadays housed in the Alhambra Museum.



INGRES / DELACROIX: THE 
CREATION OF THE MODELS 

A magnificent collection of drawings from 
the Musée Ingres-Bourdelle in Montauban, 
complemented by the iconic painting Petit 
harem from the Louvre, illustrates the way in 
which Ingres formulated a plastic model of 
the odalisque that would revolutionise the 
traditional academic nude. From an almost 
diametrically opposed position, Delacroix 
shifted the entire pictorial focus of the 
theme to an experiment with the palette. 
Inspired by both, Chasseriau created his 
own models that would add new meanings 
to the existing plastic formulations. 



Jean-Auguste-Dominique INGRES (1780-1867)
La petite baigneuse, 1828.  
Oil on canvas, 54 × 46 cm.
Musée du Louvre, Paris



Eugène DELACROIX (1798-1863)
Femmes d’Alger dans un intérieur  
(Women of Algiers at Home), 1847.  
Oil on paper mounted on canvas, 27.5 × 22 cm. 
Réunion des Musées Métropolitains Rouen Normandie.
Musée des Beaux-Arts, bequest Jules Hédou, 1907



ORIENTALIST FAIRY  
TALE VERSUS OTHERNESS 
AND DIFFERENCE 

Throughout the 19th century, exquisitely 
executed orientalist paintings inundated 
the art market, popularising the depiction 
of lavishly dressed or voluptuously nude 
odalisques, guarded in their private 
chambers. The exhibition features 
extraordinary pieces by Constant, Gérôme 
and Seel, all of whom recreated and 
disseminated the fantasies, clichés and 
misogynistic prejudices surrounding 
the harem. Meanwhile, Émile Bernard’s 
exceptional paintings exemplify the 
ethnographic interest and explicit quest for 
otherness associated with a new pictorial 
language.



Théodore Chassériau (1819-1856)
Mora saliendo del baño en el serallo o Interior del harén, 
1854. Óleo sobre lienzo, 67 × 54 cm.
Musée des Beaux-Arts de Strasbourg 



Jean-Joseph Benjamin CONSTANT (1845-1902)
Reclining Odalisque. Circa 1870.
Oil on canvas, 115 × 149 cm. Private collection  
on permanent loan to Musée d’Orsay  

This painting is inspired by Jean-Joseph Benjamin-Constant’s 
visit to the Alhambra in Granada, Spain. The inscription 
on it (الو بلاغ الإ هللا) translates as ‘There is no conqueror 
but God’. This was the official motto of the Nasrid dynasty 
(1232-1492) and it may have been derived from the devices 
on the banners which the Almohads carried in the victorious 
battle of Alarcos (1195) against the Christian troops of  
Alfonso VIII of Castile. As with this painting, the motto 
appears on all manifestations of Nasrid power, from art and 
architecture to official documents and coins.



Domenico MORELLI (1826-1901)
The Sultana and Her Slaves Returning from the Bath,  
1877-1883. Oil on canvas, 72 × 90 cm.
Collezione Fondazione Internazionale Balzan,  
Badia Polesine (Italia)
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Émile BERNARD (1868-1941)
Arabian Interior, 1895. Oil on canvas, 49.5 × 61 cm. 
Musée du Quai Branly, Paris  
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Émile BERNARD (1868-1941)
Abyssinian Woman in a Silk Gown, 1895.  
Oil on canvas, 113.5 × 87.5 cm.
Musée du Quai Branly, Paris, on permanent loan to 
Musée des Années Trente,  



AESTHETIC 
REFORMULATIONS: 
ODALISQUES AND THE 
AVANT-GARDE 

The models proposed by Ingres and 
Delacroix were endlessly reinterpreted and 
celebrated by the avant-garde artists, and by 
Matisse and Picasso in particular. Together 
with Matisse’s exceptional odalisque, 
Picasso’s works highlight the multiple 
meanings which the figure acquired in his 
oeuvre: if La femme au tambourin is a nod to 
Renoir and Matisse, Femme nue au bonnet 
turc is his tribute to Delacroix. 
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Georges ROUAULT (1871-1958)
Nude Resting on Her Elbows, 1939-1945.  
Oil, ink and gouache on paper mounted on canvas, 
52.8 × 37.1 cm. Centre Pompidou, Paris. Musée national 
d’art moderne. Centre de création industrielle 
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Henri MATISSE (1869-1957)
Odalisque au fauteuil noir, 1942.
Oil on canvas, 38 × 46 cm. 
Private collection



© Sucesión Pablo Picasso, VEGAP, Madrid, 2020

Pablo PICASSO (1881-1973)
Woman with Tambourine, 1925.
Oil on canvas, 97 × 130 cm. Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris. 
Jean Walter and Paul Guillaume Collection 
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Pablo PICASSO (1881-1973)
Nude with Turkish Cap, 1955. Oil on canvas, 116 × 89 cm. 
Centre Pompidou, Paris. Musée national d’art moderne. 
Centre de création industrielle 



TEMPORARY EXHIBITION 

From June 10 to September 10, 2021
Temporary exhibitions hall in the Fine Arts 
Museum. Palace of Charles V. Monumental 
Complex of the Alhambra and Generalife

OPENING HOURS  

Monday through Sunday, 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. 
and 4 p.m. to 8 p.m.

FREE ADMISSION 
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