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INTRODUCTION: A
QUIRKY FRENCH
ICON THAT
REDEFINED
FAMILY MOTORING

When  the  Citroen
Xsara  Picasso  first
appeared on European
roads  in  1999,  it  did
not  merely  enter  the
compact MPV segment
—  i t  p r a c t i c a l l y
i n v e n t e d  a  n e w
category of practicality
w r a p p e d  i n
unmistakable  French
charm.  For  millions  of
families  across  the
continent, this compact

people carrier became
the  faithful  workhorse
of school runs, holiday
journeys,  and  daily
commutes. Even today,
decades  a f te r  i t s
launch,  the  Citroen
X s a r a  P i c a s s o
remains a familiar sight
on roads, a testament
to  its  enduring  utility
a n d  d i s t i n c t i v e
character .  In  th is
article, we will explore
every  facet  of  this
remarkable  vehicle,
f r o m  i t s  d e s i g n
philosophy and engine
lineup  to  its  driving
dynamics  and  lasting
l e g a c y  i n  t h e
automotive  world.
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THE BIRTH OF THE
COMPACT MPV:
CONTEXT AND

LAUNCH

In the late 1990s, the
automotive market was
witnessing  a  quiet
revolution.  Families
were beginning to drift
away  from  traditional
h a t c h b a c k s  a n d
estates  in  favor  of
more versatile, people-
carrying  vehicles.
Renault  had  already
shaken  the  segment
w i t h  t h e  M e g a n e
Scenic,  but  Citroen,
ever  the  innovator,
decided to offer its own
interpretat ion.  By
taking  the  mechanical
underpinnings  of  the
p o p u l a r  X s a r a
h a t c h b a c k  a n d
stretching them into a
taller,  more  spacious
body,  the  Citroen
Xsara  Picasso  was
born. Named after the
legendary  artist  Pablo

Picasso,  the  moniker
was  meant  to  evoke
creativity, artistry, and
a  b r e a k  f r o m
convention — qualities
that  Citroen  hoped
w o u l d  s e t  t h e i r
compact  MPV  apart
f r o m  m o r e
conservative rivals.
Launched at the 1999
Frankfurt  Motor  Show,
the  Xsara  P icasso
immediately  caught
at tent ion  wi th  i t s
bu lbous ,  f r iend ly
proportions  and  an
interior that prioritized
space  and  comfort
above  all  else.  It  was
an instant  commercial
success, particularly in
markets  like  Spain,
France, and the United
Kingdom.  Over  i ts
production  run,  which
lasted  until  2012  in
some  markets,  more
than  1.7  million  units
were  sold  globally.
That  number  alone
speaks volumes about
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the  resonance  of  the
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso  with  real-
world  famil ies.

DESIGN
PHILOSOPHY:
FORM FOLLOWS
FUNCTION WITH A
FRENCH FLAIR

F r o m  a  s t y l i n g
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso  was  never
g o i n g  t o  w i n  a n y
b e a u t y  c o n t e s t s
against  sleek  saloons
or  sporty  coupes.  But
that  was  never  the
point.  Its  design  was
d e l i b e r a t e l y
unconventional, almost
c a r t o o n i s h  i n  i t s
roundness.  The  high
roofline,  large  glass
a r e a ,  a n d  s h o r t
overhangs  were  all
e n g i n e e r e d  t o
maximize  inter ior
volume  while  keeping
the  overall  footprint
compact  enough  for

city  driving.  The  front
end featured Citroen's
characteristic  double
chevron  grille,  flanked
by  large,  f r iend ly
headlamps  that  gave
t h e  c a r  a n
approachable,  almost
smiling  face.
The  side  profile  was
dominated by a single,
sweeping  curve  that
connected  the  front
windscreen to the rear
tailgate.  This  shape
was  not  just  about
aesthet ics;  i t  a lso
contributed to the car's
aerodynamic  efficiency
and  interior  space.  At
the  rear,  the  large
tai lgate  opened  to
reveal  a  surprisingly
generous  boot,  while
the  vertical  tail  lights
completed a look that
was  unmistakably
C i t roen .  Over  the
years,  the  Citroen
X s a r a  P i c a s s o
received several minor
facelifts,  with  updated
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bumpers,  grilles,  and
lighting  elements,  but
t h e  c o r e  d e s i g n
language  remained
remarkably  consistent
t h r o u g h o u t  i t s
production  l i fe.

Interior
Packed
With
Clever
Storage
Solutions
S t e p  i n s i d e  t h e
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso, and you were
g r e e t e d  b y  a n
environment  that  felt
a i r y ,  l i g h t ,  a n d
incredibly  practical.
The  dashboard  was  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
ergonomic  thinking.  It

featured  a  central
instrument cluster that
m o v e d  w i t h  t h e
s t e e r i n g  w h e e l
adjustment,  ensuring
that the driver always
had a clear view of the
speedometer  and  rev
counter.  This  "fixed
hub"  steering  wheel
concept,  where  the
controls  remained
stationary  while  the
wheel rim rotated, was
a precursor to systems
f o u n d  i n  m o d e r n
v e h i c l e s  l i k e  t h e
Citroen  C4  and  i ts
successors.
Storage  was  nothing
short of abundant. The
cabin featured a built-
i n  c o o l e r  i n  t h e
dashboard,  capable  of
keeping  drinks  chilled
during  long  journeys.
There was also a large
glovebox, door pockets
that  could  hold  water
bottles,  and numerous
cubbies  and  t rays
scattered  throughout.
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The  rear  seats  were
d e s i g n e d  t o  b e
individually folded and
removed,  transforming
the car into a spacious
van-like  load  carrier
when  needed.  For
families, this versatility
w a s  a  g o d s e n d .
Whether transporting a
bulky piece of furniture
from  a  DIY  store  or
loading up the children
and their friends for a
trip  to  the beach,  the
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso  adapted
effortlessly.

ENGINE OPTIONS
AND
PERFORMANCE

Under the bonnet, the
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso  offered  a
range  of  petrol  and
diesel  engines  that
catered  to  different
dr iv ing  needs  and
budgets. At launch, the
petrol  lineup  included
1.6-litre  and  1.8-litre

units,  with  outputs
ranging from 90 to 115
horsepower.  These
engines were adequate
for  everyday  driving,
providing  smooth  and
refined  performance,
especia l ly  around
town.  However,  they
could  feel  somewhat
strained when the car
was  fully  loaded  with
p a s s e n g e r s  a n d
luggage  on  motorway
climbs.
Where  the  Citroen
Xsara  Picasso  truly
shone  was  with  i ts
diesel options. The 2.0-
litre HDi diesel engine,
available  in  various
states of tune from 90
to  110  horsepower,
became  the  favourite
among  buye r s .  I t
offered  excellent  fuel
e c o n o m y ,  o f t e n
returning over 45 miles
per  gallon  in  mixed
driving, combined with
a surprising amount of
low-end  torque  that
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made the car feel more
responsive  than  its
petrol  counterparts.
Fo r  h igh -mi leage
drivers  and  families
conscious  of  running
costs,  the  HDi  diesel
w a s  t h e  o b v i o u s
choice. Later in its life,
a  1.6-litre  HDi  diesel
was  also  introduced,
offering  even  better
efficiency,  though  with
a  slight  trade-off  in
outright  power.

Transmis
sion
Choices
Most  Citroen  Xsara
Picasso  models  were
equipped  with  a  five-
speed manual gearbox,
which  was  generally
well-regarded  for  its
smooth  and  precise
shift  action.  For  those
who  p re fe r red  an

automatic,  a  four-
s p e e d  a u t o  w a s
available  on  certain
pe t ro l  and  d iese l
variants.  While  the
a u t o m a t i c  w a s
convenient  for  city
d r i v i n g ,  i t  c o u l d
occas iona l l y  fee l
lethargic  and  was  not
the  most  efficient
choice in terms of fuel
c o n s u m p t i o n .
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i t
broadened  the  appeal
of  the Citroen Xsara
Picasso  to  a  wider
audience,  including
those  who  s imp ly
wanted  a  stress-free,
effortless  driving
experience.

DRIVING
EXPERIENCE AND
RIDE COMFORT

Citroen  has  always
been renowned for  its
focus on ride comfort,
and the Citroen Xsara
P i c a s s o  w a s  n o
e x c e p t i o n .  T h e
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suspension  was  tuned
to  absorb  bumps  and
road  imperfections
with  remarkable  ease,
making  it  one  of  the
most  comfortable cars
i n  i t s  c l a ss .  Long
motorway  journeys
were  effortless,  with
the  car  feeling  stable
and  relaxed  even  at
higher  speeds.  The
high  seating  position
g a v e  d r i v e r s  a n
excellent  view  of  the
road  ahead,  which
added to the sense of
confidence  and
security.
That  said,  the  soft
suspension did have its
drawbacks.  Body  roll
through  corners  was
n o t i c e a b l e ,  a n d
enthusiastic  driving
was not encouraged by
t h e  s e t - u p .  T h e
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso  was  never
i n t e n d e d  t o  b e  a
dr iver 's  car  in  the
traditional  sense;  it

was a vehicle designed
to coddle its occupants
and minimize stress. In
t h a t  r e g a r d ,  i t
succeeded  brilliantly.
The steering was light
and  easy ,  mak ing
parking and low-speed
manoeuvres  a  breeze,
while the brakes were
strong and progressive.

Noise,
Vibration
and
Harshnes
s
Refinement  was
generally good for the
era. The diesel engines
c o u l d  b e  a  l i t t l e
clattery  at  idle,  but
once moving, the noise
level  sett led  down
nicely. Wind noise was
well suppressed due to



8

8 Citroen Xsara Picasso 2024-12-25

t he  ae rodynamic
shape, and road noise
was kept to a minimum
t h a n k s  t o  t h e
compliant  suspension
and  decent  sound
deadening. Overall, the
cabin  of  the  Citroen
Xsara Picasso  was a
pleasant  place  to  be,
e v e n  o n  l o n g e r
journeys.

SAFETY AND
RELIABILITY

When  the  Citroen
Xsara  Picasso  was
launched ,  sa fe ty
standards were not as
demanding as they are
today.  Nevertheless,
the  car  performed
reasonably well in Euro
NCAP  crash  tests ,
earning  a  four-star
r a t i n g  f o r  a d u l t
occupant  protection.
Dual front airbags were
standard,  and  side
airbags were available
on  higher  trim  levels.
Anti-lock  brakes  (ABS)

were  also  fitted  as
standard  across  the
range.  While  it  lacked
some of the advanced
electronic  systems
found in modern cars,
the robust construction
and strong safety cage
provided  reasonable
protection in the event
of an accident.
In  terms  of  reliability,
the  Citroen  Xsara
Picasso  had  a  mixed
reputation.  The  petrol
engines were generally
robust  and  trouble-
free, but the diesel HDi
units,  while  excellent
for fuel economy, could
suffer  from  issues  with
i n j e c t o r s ,
turbochargers, and the
dual-mass  flywheel  if
n o t  m a i n t a i n e d
properly.  Electrical
greml ins ,  such  as
f a u l t y  w i n d o w
r e g u l a t o r s  o r
dashboard  warning
l i g h t s ,  w e r e  n o t
uncommon as the cars
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aged.  However,  with
regular  servicing  and
careful  ownership,
many examples proved
to  be  remarkab ly
durable,  with  some
covering  well  over
200,000 miles  without
major  mechanica l
issues.

MARKET
RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

The  Citroen  Xsara
Picasso  was  a  sales
phenomenon during its
heyday. It  consistently
topped sales charts in
severa l  European
countries  and  became
a  ubiquitous  presence
in suburban driveways
and  school  car  parks.
I ts  success  can  be
attributed  to  a  potent
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
affordability,
practicality, and French
charisma.  Families
l o v e d  t h e  c l e v e r
storage,  spacious

i n t e r i o r ,  a n d  l o w
running  costs,  while
fleet  operators
a p p r e c i a t e d  i t s
durability and value for
money.
E v e n  a f t e r  i t s
discontinuation  in
2012,  the  Citroen
X s a r a  P i c a s s o
enjoyed  a  second  life
o n  t h e  u s e d  c a r
market.  Its  reputation
for practicality and low
purchase  prices  made
it  an  attractive  option
for  budget-conscious
buyers,  first-time  car
owners,  and  smal l
businesses.  In  many
ways,  it  became  the
everyman's  car  —  a
workhorse  that  asked
for little but gave a lot
in return.

The
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Picasso
Badge

Lives On
Citroen  continued  the
Picasso nameplate with
the  larger  C4  Picasso
and Grand C4 Picasso
models,  which  built
upon the same formula
of  clever  design  and
f a m i l y - f r i e n d l y
practicality.  However,
the  original  Citroen
X s a r a  P i c a s s o
remains  the  most
iconic  of  the  line.  Its
distinctive  design  and
generous interior set a
benchmark  that  many
competitors  struggled
to match.  Today,  it  is
fondly remembered by
e n t h u s i a s t s  a n d
everyday  drivers  alike
as a car that perfectly
encapsulated the spirit
of  early  2000s  family
motoring.

USED BUYING
GUIDE: WHAT TO
LOOK FOR

If  you are  considering
purchasing  a  used
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso ,  there  are
several  key  points  to
keep in mind. First and
foremost,  check  the
s e r v i c e  h i s t o r y
thoroughly.  A  well-
maintained  example
w i t h  r e g u l a r  o i l
changes  and  timing
belt  replacements  is
fa r  more  l i ke ly  to
provide  trouble-free
ownership  than  one
t h a t  h a s  b e e n
n e g l e c t e d .  P a y
particular  attention  to
the  diesel  models,  as
the  HD i  eng ine  i s
sensitive to oil  quality
and  ma in tenance
intervals.

Rust and
Corrosion:
Check the rear
wheel arches,
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sills, and around
the tailgate for
signs of rust.
While overall rust
resistance is
reasonable, older
cars can develop
issues in these
areas.
Electrical
Systems:
Ensure that the
central locking,
electric windows,
and dashboard
instruments all
function
correctly. Faulty
display pixels
and intermittent
electrical faults
are known
issues.
Suspension
Wear: Worn
bushes and
shock absorbers
can lead to a
clunky ride.
Listen for
knocking sounds
during test drives

over uneven
surfaces.
Air
Conditioning:
The air
conditioning
system can be
prone to leaks.
Check that it
blows cold air
effectively.
Clutch and
Gearbox: On
manual models,
the clutch should
feel firm and
progressive. Any
signs of slipping
or difficulty
engaging gears
warrant further
investigation.

Overall,  a  well-kept
C i t r o e n  X s a r a
Picasso  can  still  offer
excellent  value  and
reliable  transportation.
Par ts  ava i lab i l i ty
remains  good  due  to
the  large  volumes
p r o d u c e d ,  a n d
independent specialists
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are  plentiful,  keeping
maintenance  costs
reasonable.

CONCLUSION: A
LASTING ICON OF
PRACTICAL

MOTORING

The  Citroen  Xsara
Picasso  is  far  more
than just a car; it is a
cultural touchstone for
a generation of families


