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	Located in the southern part of Spain lies the city of Malaga, which has grown into one of the country's most densely populated urban centers. During an earlier era, this city was home to two particularly noteworthy individuals: José Ruiz y Blasco and María Picasso y López. José earned his living as both a painter and an instructor, regularly guiding young students through the fundamentals of drawing. The two fell in love and wed in 1880, welcoming their first child into the world just a year later.

	That child carried an extraordinarily lengthy name: Pablo Diego José Francisco de Paula Juan Nepomuceno María de los Remedios Cipriano de la Santísima Trinidad Ruiz y Picasso—though the world would come to know him simply as Pablo Picasso. What accounts for such an elaborate name? In that era, it was entirely commonplace for parents to bestow multiple middle names upon their children, typically drawn from relatives or Catholic saints. Even in modern times, the royal child of Prince William and Duchess Kate Middleton received the name George Alexander Louis. While far less elaborate than Picasso's, lengthy names remain a cherished tradition across many families and cultures.

	Neither José nor María could have imagined that the child they were raising would one day stand among the most celebrated artists the world has ever known. Because José was himself a painter, he began passing on the fundamentals of drawing and painting to Pablo from an astonishingly early age. There is even a story claiming that Pablo's very first word was "piz."

	In the speech of Spanish-speaking infants, "piz" is a shortened form of lápiz, the Spanish word for pencil. From the earliest moment Pablo could grip a pencil, drawing consumed him. He drew on paper, he drew in dirt, he drew patterns in sand—it was a passion that defined him, and his father swelled with pride at every stroke.

	Both of his parents championed Pablo's artistic development from the time he was very young. He displayed unmistakable talent, and his love for the craft was apparent to everyone around him. José particularly enjoyed bringing Pablo along to bullfights, a celebrated Spanish tradition. In the arena, a trained bullfighter faces off against a powerful bull in a contest that demands extraordinary courage and skill. The spectacle drew enthusiastic crowds, and bullfighting remains a popular cultural event in Spain to this day. The fighter must evade the charging bull while doing so with flair and daring, giving the audience the thrilling performance they came to see.

	Pablo was captivated by these events, and upon returning home he would eagerly sketch the dramatic scenes he had witnessed. At eight years old, he attempted one of his earliest paintings, inspired by the world of bullfighting. His parents were astonished by what he had produced, and they wasted no time sharing it with relatives and friends. Word spread rapidly from person to person until the entire community was buzzing about the eight-year-old painter named Pablo Picasso.

	Pablo grew up alongside two sisters. One was named Lola, and the other was named Conchita. Sadly, Conchita's life was cut short when, at age seven, she succumbed to diphtheria, a severe respiratory illness. The loss devastated the entire family, though Pablo was still too young to fully comprehend what had happened. Nevertheless, the experience planted a deep fear of death within him. Having watched death claim his little sister, he could not shake the thought that anyone around him might be taken next.

	Even amid grief and fear, the young Pablo Picasso continued building a reputation as a remarkable artist. By the age of thirteen, he mounted his first art exhibition, presenting his body of work to a public audience. Many believe that his father José harbored a quiet jealousy during this time—after all, José had devoted his entire career to establishing himself as an artist and teacher, yet here was his thirteen-year-old son already holding exhibitions. Whatever his private feelings, his pride ultimately won out. He ceremonially handed over all his brushes and painting tools to Pablo and set aside his own artistic ambitions for good.

	The following year, Pablo applied to an art school typically attended by university-level students. His talent was so undeniable that the institution accepted him without hesitation. Conveniently, it was also the school where José taught, making the arrangement a comfortable one for both father and son. The family relocated to Barcelona, currently the second-largest city in Spain, a vibrant coastal metropolis perched along the shores of the Mediterranean Sea and one of the most visited destinations in Europe.

	At this school, Pablo rapidly became the darling of the faculty. The professors marveled at his skill and the energy he brought to his work each day—he stood out as one of the finest students in the entire institution. At just fourteen, he was enrolled in courses designed for only the most advanced artists, and he held his own with impressive consistency. Pablo's abilities far outpaced what anyone his age might reasonably be expected to achieve.

	At sixteen, he completed a painting titled Science and Charity, depicting his sister Lola lying ill in bed with their father José seated by her side. More will be said about this work later, but what matters here is that the painting was exhibited in the Spanish capital of Madrid, where it received a prestigious award. Pablo Picasso had not yet turned eighteen, and already his name was celebrated throughout Spain. His paintings were displayed alongside those of the country's most distinguished artists, his abilities measured favorably against painters who had spent decades perfecting their craft.

	Following the recognition Science and Charity received in Madrid, his parents understood that Barcelona could no longer contain their son. He was too gifted. His future was too luminous for him to remain where he was—he needed a greater stage, one where his talents could be tested and developed alongside the very best. The question was: where should he go?

	Madrid, the thriving heart of Spanish arts, science, and culture, offered the clearest answer. Pablo was enrolled at the Royal Academy of San Fernando, one of the most prestigious institutions in the entire country. Yet for all his brilliance as an artist, Pablo was far from a model student.

	He skipped classes regularly, flouting the school's rules with little apparent concern. He also found himself at odds with the institution's approach to teaching art. His instructors required students to reproduce famous works from art history, a practice rooted in centuries of tradition. The underlying belief was that by studying and replicating masterworks from the past, students would develop an intuitive sense of what great art looked like. Pablo found this philosophy deeply unsatisfying.

	What Pablo craved was the freedom to pursue his own ideas and experiment with different artistic approaches. That spirit of independent exploration, after all, had driven the success of his earliest paintings. He appreciated studying historical artists and their contributions, but he refused to be defined or constrained by them. He was determined to carve out his own path.

	His time at the Royal Academy proved short-lived, and not entirely by his own choosing. That winter, he fell ill with scarlet fever, a disease that was affecting many people at the time. He suffered from an intensely painful sore throat and a spreading rash. Forced to step away from school during his recovery, he had ample time to reflect on what lay ahead.

	Once he regained his health, did he truly want to return to the Academy? The answer came easily: no. He had no affection for the place, no respect for its teaching methods, no connection to the professors who ran it. The Royal Academy of San Fernando simply was not where he belonged. He was Pablo Picasso, and he intended to paint on his own terms. His family pushed back against the decision—the Royal Academy was among Spain's finest institutions; how could he willingly walk away from that opportunity?

	Pablo felt no regret whatsoever. He refused to allow any institution to dictate the direction of his art. The world was waiting, and he was going to step into it and shape his own destiny.
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