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With only a few perfectly placed
lines Matisse drew this self-portrait
at Nice when he was 70 vears okl
Striving abways for purity and
sunphicity in s drawings, Matisse
made scores of hnes in the air
before he would tower his hand 10
the paper. Making sure the image
in his mind could be communicated
10 his pen or brush. he then

finished the work quickly.

Self-Lortrait, 1939

“Born to Simplify

Painting”

At cight o’clock in the evening of December 31. 1869, Henrt Matisse
was born in his grandparents” house in the town of Le Cateau. which
lies on the main road from Arras to Sedan in the cheerless far north of
France. Sedan in 1870, and Arras in 1914, are grim names in the an-
nals of war, and although Le Cateau itself has quite a bit of style. with
an 18th Century archbishop’s palace and king-sized formal gardens. the
region around it is turnip country: flat. dark and wet. It is a land that
has been fought over again and again since Roman times. Le Cateau has
been burned to the ground, sacked. shelled, bombed from the air and
stormed by assault. Coal mining and the Industrial Revolution have
atso done their worst. Altogether it takes character to live in this part
of France and not go under.

But character is just what its mhabitants have always had. Cham-
pions of the region like to point out that the armies of ancient Rome
et their match m a tribe called the Nervii. famous as the best foot-
soldiers n France. and that the Nervii had their headquarters in what
is now Le Cateau. The Spamards who ruled the region in the late 16th
Century bequeathed a certain fierce obstinacy. Mingled with the blood
and sinews of the Nervii, it produced a hardy and resolute people.

So goes the legend at any rate, and certainty nothing could be further
from the conventional stage-Frenchman than the thick-set, straight-
faced. stubborn. industrious. uncomplaining plamsmen of the north.
In business they give nothing away. but they can be relied upon. Ma-
tisse’s father had the right idea when he gave up his job as a linen
merchaut in Paris to set up as a druggist and grain merchant in the re-
gion. He chose the little town of Bohain-en-Vermandois, a short
distance from Le Cateau, where his wife’s family, the Gérards. had been
tanners and glovemakers for centuries. His business prospered. and
though he was never rich, by the time voung Henri was within sight of
the end of his schooldays, Emite Matisse could afford to think of en-
tering his son in one of the learned professions.

Virtually nothing is known of Matisse’s childhood and early youth.
Untit he was 10. he went to the tocal school in Bohain. Thereafter he



was sent to the {veée in Saint-Quentin, a town some way to the south-
west, where he studied Latin and Greek. Hf he had any strong feelings
about his father’s plans to enter him in one of the professions. they
have not been recorded. He had no clear idea of what he wanted to do.
No special aptitudes or strongly marked inclinations characterized his
sober progress from one school to the next. People told him to do
things. and he did them. with nothing more than a persistent boredom
and an unfocused anxiety to suggest that he had not found his true
bent. At 16. Matisse was a square-built, strong-jawed schoolboy going
nowhere in particular at a conservative pace. No one could foresee what
a pereeptive art teacher later foresaw. that Matisse had been “born to
simplify painting.” and that he would one day change the whole course
of Western art.

Yet that is just what Matisse did. and he did it by understanding the
genius of France and putting it to use. He saw that genius in its classical
terms: lucidity. perseverance. self-knowledge. adaptability. a special
feeling for perfection. Others have seen as much. and as clearly. but al-
ways with relation to the past: they know what Frenchmen have done.
and they try to do 1t over again. Matisse, on the contrary. knew that
what has onece been done supremely well cannot be repeated. Twice
over in his own lifetime he renewed the whole field of pamting. He did
it first m 1905, at the Salon d"Automne. when he showed people what
high. controlled energy could bring to the handling of color. And he did
it again on his deathbed. half a century later. when he produced the
huge cut-and-pasted paper compositions that are among the most beau-
tiful objeets in moderu art. tu neither case did the greatness of the
work mark the culimination of something: in both cases it was some-
thing to be taken up and used by others.

Bul Matisse as a boy gave no promise of any of this. In fact. he did
not even appear interested in art. Although the museum at Saint-Quen-
tin. where he went to school. had some excellent pastels by the 18th
Century artist Quentin de la Tour. Matisse at this stage of his life took
no notice of them. Neither does he appear to have been aware at the
time of the muscwin at Lille, whiech was not far from his home and
which contained a famous painting by Goya. as well as others by major
Duteh and Flemish masters. The public buildings of Le Cateau had a
kind of ordered and measured dignity that may have mupressed itself
upon him as a desirable quality to seek in other departments of life. Cer-
tainly the formal gardens of the archbishop’s palace. masterpieces of
French horticulture in which nature’s wild ways are tamed and brought
to order. canr be read as a metaphor for the importance of lucidity and
forethought in human affairs — whoever baptized them Le Jardin de I'In-
telligence must have had this in mind. Just as conceivably. Matisse may
have seen them as the triumph of patience. planning and coordination
over forces usually allowed to run riot. But all of this is conjecture.
based on the artist’s later activities: it would seem logical. but there is
no proof for any of it.

In the fall of 1887. Emile Matisse seut his son to Paris to study law.
He went willingly. read his law books. attended his lectures and a year



later passed his examinations with exemplary grades. If he was hone-
sick. nobody knew itz if Parts astounded hi, he never said. He spoke
only of occupying ltis spare time with “mediocre distractions.” Yet 1t is
a great thing for any voung man to spend his 19th year as a student in
Paris. and for a young artist — even a latent one— Paris 1888 was a
great city ina great vear in a great century. Georges Seurat. composiug
his canvases with scientifically juxtaposed dots of color. had just com-
pleted his poignant comment on the pleasures of big-city might life. The
Parade (page Fh). Vincent van Gogh had arrived at Arles. where the
revelation of southern light and color were to inspire the sun-drenched
paintings that have become evervone’s dea of the south. Paul Gaugum
had returned from a visit to the island of Martinique to question the
whole notion of an art bounded by the European past. And working
side by side, at Aix-en-Provence. Paul Cézanne and Prerre-Auguste Ren-
oir were striving to find a way out of the impasse that Impressionism
had created for itself by 1ts msistence on recording only the tleeting

look of a scene at one particular moment.

In short. wn the privacy of a handful of studios, the art of the 20th
Century was being hammered out. But of this the general public knew
alinost nothing. Art of that kind in those days was not a topic of public
mterest. and there were no newsmen or television cameras to peer over
the painter’s shoulder. To most people. painting meant the historical
set-pteces, fraudulent exoticisms and banal moralities. which were be-
ing manufactured by artists whose names are now forgotten. Matisse.
wlio cared for neither good pamting nor bad. saw no reason to linger in
Paris. Having forinally completed his {aw studies. he went back north
and took a job as a clerk in a lawver’s office in Samnt-Quentin.

It was dozy. unresponsible work. A lawver’s clerk i Matisse’s day
did what a Nerox machine does now. and often to the sanie purpose: he
copied out reams of information that went mto fles. never to be con-
sulted. Since bulk rather than content was the eriterion. Matisse took
to padding his foolscap pages with copies of the fables of La Fontame,
Clients were dehghted with the nnposing thickuess of their files, and
Matisse’s emplover did not conmplain. At 20, Matisse was embarked m a
small way on a professional career. and his future. thouglh not brithant.
was secure.

He could have trundled on m this fashion for another 50 vears if he
had not. in 1890, got appendicitis. During his long convalescence from
the subsequent operation, his mother tried to anuse him with the gift
of a box of pamts. a set of brushes and a do-it-yourself handbook on
painting. The effect was prodigious. The dullness of evervday life
dropped away. and Matisse felt for the first time, in his own words,
“free. quiet and alone.” Never was there a man who was less ol a mys-
tic. but a mystic could hardly have spoken more fervently or in more
exalted terms of the change that had come over his life. It was asif |
had been called.” Matisse wrote 00 vears later. “"Henceforth | did not
lead my life. It led me.” These were powerful words for a man who was
customarily measured and moderate in speech and in general pursued a
rational and systematic existence.

Henri Matisse was twenty when he sat tor this
photograph with hus motherin 1889, Some
vears later. Anna Gérard Matisse plaved a
charmmeg, though rather meidentat role in her
son’s discovery that anartist’s subconsctous
influences his work. Matisse was ma post
office in Picardy waiting for a phone call. *To
pass the timee,” he recalled, I picked up a
telegraph formand made a pen drawing of a
woman’s head. I drew without thinking ot
what 1 was doing, v pen working on its own,
and I was surprised to recognize my mother’s

face. with alb its subtleties.™



Just one year after he had first picked up a

paitbrush, Matisse  shown here flanked by
Iwo classmales  was acceepted at the
prestigions Académie Julian. But 1he
\ecadémic’s staff, led by the award-winning

pamler Adolphe W iliain Bouguereau,

stressed painting inaccepted modes: Matisse,

disillusioned, lefl atter a few weeks.
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The immediate product of this experience was a collection of copies
of the trumpery chromo-lithographs that serve as models for novice
painters. The long-term result was Matisse’s decision to study art. an
undertaking that meant a long and elaborate education at a time when
both the nature and function of painting were in the process of being re-
defined. There was still an art Establishment, and it was still immensely
powerful-—so much so that it was hardly possible for a painter to make
a living outside it. But it was also clear that the days of the Establish-
ment were numbered. New kinds of art were coming into being that
could not be reconciled with the frockeoats and potted palms of the tra-
ditional Salon. In fact. a new Salon, the Société Nationale des Beaux-
Arts, was founded to exhibit the work of these new artists the very vear

of Matisse’s "conversion.’

H istory is not always a very good guide to the way people felt about
things when they happened. Nothing today could seem more expressive
of health and well-being than such great lmpressionist paintings as
Manet’s Bar at the Folies-Bergére or Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating
Party or Monet’s Terrace of Sainte-Adresse. Stmply to look at these
paintings makes one think how agreeable life must have been at that
time. But. in fact. when they were first exhibited. most people regarded
them as immoral daubs — flashy. inept and practically incomprehensible

while those most qualified to judge regarded them, at best, as a
repudiation of everything that mattered. To academicians art was a mat-
ter of trade secrets, and nature was manipulated according to fixed laws.
The tmpressionists, on the contrary, staked everything on the actual
and previousty unrecorded look of things. As the name suggests, they
saw the world in terms of instantaneous impressions that were to be set
down as truthfully as possible.

In theory this was an ideal antidote to the formulas of the academy.
but in practice it left something to be desired. The painter abrogated his
right to express an individual opinion. He was required to be absolutely
passive toward nature. to become, as Cézanne said of Monet. “ouly an
eve.” Other pamters, in varving degree, also became dissatisfied with
pure lmpressioni=m. By the late 1880s they were in full revoli. bent
upon finding a kind of painting that would restore to them their free-
dom of expression. W hen Cézanne spoke of turning Impressionism into
“something solid and durable. like the art of the museums,”™ he had in
mind an art of more intellectual substance. He wanted the painter to be
able to dictate to nature instead of sitting quietly by. while nature dic-
tated to hinu.

The pioneers of this new movement were Georges Seurat. Paul Gau-
cuin and Cézanne himself. Cézanne was preoccupied with space. Unlike
the Linpressionists. for whom space was something vaporous and impal-
pable, Cézanne regarded space as something to be eut into, like marble.
This helps explain why he loved to paint the stone quarries near his
home in Provence: method and subject were one. But regardless of sub-
ject. in all his paintings he went all out for firmness and hardness and
calculation. Seurat. too. reintroduced calculation into painting. In fact,
he went much farther than Cézanne, for he believed in the scientific



analysis of color as well as of space. and he used mathematical formulas
to make quite sure that the final effect of his composition was what he
intended it to be.

With Gauguin, the revolt from pure linpressionism took an entirely
different direction. Romantic biographers like to stress the away-from-
it-all aspeets of Gauguin’s life—how he gave up his comfortable income,
his comfortable home and his exemplary wife and children to go off and
live a life of seeming debauchery in the South Seas. In faet. Gauguin
was a profoundly serious man who wanted to bring a new set of values
to the art of his time. He took what seemed to hun the only logical step
in that direction: he forsook a society that could be content with de-
based naturahistie painting.

“Man demeans himsell when he adores nature.” Gauguin onee said.
“He should mnake use of her.” I pursuit of this goal. he broke with the
Old Masters and wdentified himself with quite other sources of energy
and enlightenment. He turned to Peruvian idols. to Romanesque sculp-
ture, to Japanese prints. to ancient Egyptian and Assyrian art. ”I have
tried.” he said on his deathbed. “to vindicate the right to dare any-
thing. What | have done myself is only relatively good. but every
painter who benefits from the new-found freedom of art will owe me
something.” He was right: 20th Century art. with its contempt for nat-
uralismn, its frequent appeals to primeval instinets and 1ts belief in the
emotional force of color. is deeply indebted to Gauguin.

This was how matters stood in 1890 when Henri Matisse set out to he-
come a painter. But if Matisse knew that art was on trial. he was also
enough of a lawyer to know that every side of a case should be investi-
gated. He was aware that academic art training had in the past produced
good work. and he decided to give it a try. Consequently he began his
new career by enrolling in a drawing class in Saint-Quentin. The class
met every morning from 6:30 to 7:30 and was intended primarily for
young people with regular jobs who wanted to learn to be embroidery
and textile designers. The hours were grim. especially in winter, but
Matisse was a man of indomitable will. e attended class religiously
and began to draw evervwhere, all the time. " Fd be grateful.™ his good-
natured employer said. if you could draw a little less during working
hours. and bhe more accurate when you copy my drafts.” He also began

to paint. in an awkward but workmanlike style.

Tis part-time activity did not satisfy Matisse for long. It was re-
pulsive in itself, for it seemed a betraval of his new-found vocation.
Bevond that, it was almost meaningless in relation to the distance he
had to go and the problems he had to solve. Farly in 1892 he announced
to his father that he had decided 1o devote all his time to becoming a
pamter. The boy who had been listless and docile was suddenly un-
veiled as a man of elemental determination. 1 knew.™ Matisse said
many years later. ““that this was the vital turning point in my life. There
was something almost terrifving about my total conviction. and about
the impossibility of turning back. I just had 1o put my head down and
go at it like a bull at a gate. Peoplé had always been at me to “Hurry!
Hurry! Hurrv!” Now @ heard those words as if for the first time. earrvied

« Moadisse
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Fhese two drawmgs, done by Matisse tn 1891

at the Acadénie Julan, reflect prevailing art-

school phitosophy : excellence in making

unimaginative copes, from a cast (top)or

nature. It was requirements such as having to

sit through 20 classes on drawing plaster casts

that prompted Matisse to leave the school and

rebel against the dictum. = Coprez bétement la

nature”

Copy nature stupidhy (doggedlv).

)R



In 1892 Matisse began his studies under

dapper Gustaye Moreau. The above lithograph
of Moreau, by Matisse's elassmate Georges
Rouault. was most likely inspired by the
jaunty photograph at top. Moreau's
philosophy. whicli stressed personal vision
above mere teclmical competence, strongly

mfluenced the voung Matisse.

along as | was by a power quite alien to my life as a ‘normal” man.”

His father’s first reaction was, “You'll die of hunger!™. and at one
stage in Matisse’s career this prediction very nearly came true. Never-
theless. Emile Matisse decided in the end to let his son try his luck. and
even gave him a modest allowance. In October 1892, Matisse was back
in Paris. this time as an art student. His father was encouraged to hear
that he was taking lessons from Adolphe Bouguereau. then the most fa-
mous painter in France, but Matisse soon had other ideas about his new
teacher. Bouguereau’s paintings now look both lascivious and picayune.
with their agglomerations of femalte nudes and their soapy. standardized
methods of presentation. Matisse was not impressed by themn. He was
even less inpressed by Bouguercau’s lordly way of copying himself over
and over again before an admiring audience. Matisse did not want to be
acopvist: he wanted to get to the bottom of art. Before long he realized
that the only place to do so was at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. France's

official. government-supported art school.

Tl](‘ Fcole des Beaux-Arts of the 1890 is nowadays regarded as a cit-
adel of prejudice. garrisoned by hoors and drudges. and patrolled at in-
frequent intervals by bemedaled “"masters™ for whom posterity has a far
tess impressive name. Nevertheless. it offered resources far beyond the
means of any individual student: studios. a huge library. a famous col-
tection of copies and casts. a chance to compete for worthwhile prizes,
and-—perhaps most nuportant of all- the company of other gifted
young people. Matisse was rejected as insufhiciently qualified when he
first applied for admission. Subsequently he took to sketching. along
with other aspiring artists. in the school’s glass-roofed conrtyvard. which
contained copies of Europe’s great art treasures— paintings by the ltal-
lan masters. casts of Renaissance and Greek and Roman sculpture, Most
of the "masters™ who passed through the courtvard on the way to their
classes took a lofty and sardonic attitude toward the would-be students.
But there was one exception. Gustave Moreau. who. at 06. had just
joined the Beaux-Arts faculty. At first sight of Matisse's drawings. Mo-
reau issued a fateful invitation. “Join my class if vou want to.” he
said. “and Tl fix it up later with the administration.”

Today. after more than half a century of exposure to theories of psy-
choanalysis, anvone would recoguize Gustave Moreau as the very type
of the sublimated homosexual. A shy, delicate. mother-bound bachelor,
with a private income. he led an almost hermetic life in the house on the
Rue de la Rochefoucauld that is now the Musée Gustave Moreau. Cut-
ting hunself off from the outside world. Moreau lived almost entirely
among the products of his own luxuriant imagination. He worked con-
stantly and. at his death in 1898, left the French nation 609 oils, 282
watercolors and over 7.000 drawings. 3

Moreau in his art was indifferent to the modern world, and chose in-
stead to portray a world of pure fantasy. His paintings are peopled with
figures trom antiquity— Hercules. Salome. Orestes. Jupiter —in the
guise of elegant apparitions. indeterminate in sex and equivocal in their
states of undress. Poets and “decadent™ novelists like J.K. Huysmans
took particular delight in Moreau’s sumptuous il]]a.giliill;{;\‘. Otliers,



however, thought there was something humbug ahout his rejection of
the normal world. “Moreau.” said his old friend Edgar Degas. “is a her-
mit who knows all the railroad schedutes,™

In 1892 Moreau turned to teaching. The tender attention he lavished
on his students may well have heen an outlet for the homosexuality he
dared not express. But his classes at the Beaux-Arts quickly became fa-
mous for the enthusiasm he aroused in his students and the variety of
talents he uncovered. Moreau was the first of the great modern art
teachers: he believed that the teacher’s task was to set the student free
to be himself. Within a brief six years. his classroom produced two
major painters, Rouault and Matisse. It also produced four painters
who had much to do with the Fauve color revolution of 1905 Altbert
Marquet, Henrt Manguin. Chartes Camom and the Belgian pamter Hen-
ri Evenepoel. From his classes. too, came Simon Bussy. whose portraits
of André Gide and Paul Valéry are the hest likenesses ever produced of
these two great French writers. At a time when every other teacher on
the Beaux-Arts faculty detested his ideas. Moreau was the school’s one
civilizing influence.

Matisse never forgot his vears with Moreau. Years later his eves
would mist over at the mention of his name. and he could draw an exact
plan of the classroom from memory - who sat where. what the furni-
ture was hke, where the light fell. and so on. Three of his fellow
students meant much to him. Simon Bussv. although not a major paint-
er, was a loval friend to Matisse, one of the few people with whom he
kept up a lifelong correspondence. Tiny in stature (he hought all his
clothes ina British schoolbovs™ shop in Londou). ontspoken by nature.
Bussy was possessed of a well-stocked and neatly ordered mind. Georges
Rouault. a painter of inuch greater gifts than Bussy. was also important
to Matisse. Although he and Matisse were never cut out for close friend-
ship. they always respected one another. Rouault was deeply rehigious
and profoundly concerned with the woes and iniquities of the world.
Fven in his student days he had a fixity of purpose and a grandeur of
imagination that set him apart from his fellows. Rouault saw painting
not as a pastime. but as a way of embracing life and reinterpreting it for

a public much in need of admonition.

-I-he third member of Morecau's class whom Matisse came to know
well was Albert Marquet. He was six years Matisse’s juntor. but had al-
ready had eight years of art training: at 15 he had been adnitted to the
Feole des Arts Décoratifs. Marquet had a slightly deformed leg and wore
thick. heavv-rinined spectacles. which set him apart from other bovs
and gave him a dreadful time in school. Other human beings, it seemed
to him, were at best indifferent and at worst actively hostile. In self-de-
fense he had become solitary and withdrawn. As a hoy he had wandered
alone for weeks on end along the Bordeaux waterfront. sketching ev-
erything that caught his faney. All his life he was a marvelous reporter
of what the French call la chose vue. the thing seen, the slice of life.

Matisse was then, as he was all his life. a bear for work. There was
never anythingabout him of the casygoing hohemian. But after he met
Marquet. the two of them used to go out together in the evenings. along

13



the streets of Paris. covering sheet after sheet of paper with little
thumbnail sketches. To Matisse, whose notion of drawing was related
exclusively to the sober, concentrated work of the schoolroom, these
sketching excursions to the cafés, bars and music halls were mvaluable.
Netther student had any money to spare, and they made a cup of coffee
go a very long way as they sat watching the city’s night world, then at
its most vivid, and while it eddied round them, put down on paper as
much of it as they could.

When Matisse left his bachelor room on the Rue des Ecoles, it was ei-
ther to go to school or to the Louvre or on one of these sketching
promenades with Marquet. He had no spare time. in the conventional
sense, and all his efforts were directed towards the two days of the
week, Wednesday and Saturday, when Moreau corrected his students’
work. Not that Moreau was a tyrant: far from it. There was no non-
sensc about Authority with a capital A. or about Standing with a capital
S when he came into the classroom, and his presence was certainly not
imposing. One acquaintance. seeing him on the street, observed that he
looked like ““an obscure country gentleman who had come up to Paris
for the horse show.”™ Nevertheless. when he appeared on correction
day, wearing his skullcap and dirty white smock, his students were in
no doubt about Moreau’s ability to judge what was best for each and
every one of them.

On some students, Moreau’s tcaching was wasted. Fewer than one in
10 had any real talent. Those whose names have gonc down in history
formmed a compact group at the back of the room, where the others were
less likely to disturb them. The rest were lazy or boisterous or ungifted,

.

or were immature careerists who were “m art” for what they could get
out of it. But every one of them, genius or dullard, idler or workhorse,
listened carefully when Moreau spoke. Unlike other members of the
faculty. whose teaching was based on a fixed hierarchy of values m
which their own work stood somewhere unear the top, Moreau never
mentioned his own paintings. And he was constantly shifting his
ground. e took his students to the Louvre as often as possible, and
once there kept their nmaginations on the move. One day he would
speak to them of the glowing colors of the masters of the ltalian Ren-
aissance, whose work he knew well from a trip he had taken to ltaly
in 1857 with Edgar Degas. The next day he would suddenly exclaim,
“You know there are times when I'd give everything | possess for one .
little piece of Rembrandt’s mud.” He scandalized other faculty mem-
bers by telling his pupils to get out in the street and study real life, and
by encouraging them to go and look at the work of new painters in the
galleries. "Don’t miss that Toulouse-Lautrec m the Rue Laffitte.” he
told them one day. "It might have been painted in absinthe.™

IVIatisse was formed by Moreau. One after another of Moreau’s re-
marks can be set, like mottoes, beneath the great pamtings of Matisse’s
maturity. “Nature.” Moreau would say. “is simply an opportunity for
the artist to express himself.” Or again: *"Think your color! Know how
to imagine 1! At a time when most painters were still striving to por-
tray nature objectively, Moreau was suggesting that this was a waste of



time. [t was useless. he said. to hope for “eftects of hght™ that com-
pared with nature’s. Much better to imagine light and imagine color
with such intensity that the ohserver would forget naturc and see only
the artist’s vision of the world. In the words of Rouault, Moreau be-
lieved that the exceptional student could be taught to ““discipline his
will without reference to preconceived method. and to remam true to
his inner vision.”

Matisse was one of those exceptional students. but he had come late
to painting. Ile was not vet ready to think of putting aside preconceived
method. He wanted to learn from the Old Masters. and he wanted to
learn from inside: by copying their work. Copying can be a drudgerv.
but it can also be an adventure in understanding. Matisse chose his
models with carc. Although he loved the Goya painting of two women
in Lille. for instance. and once said of it. “If that’s what painting is
about, I think I can do it too!”. he knew that no beginner could hope to
imitate its reckless mastery. The pictures he chose to copy were. for the
most part. painstaking reconstructions of everyday life by painters who
had tried to set down what they saw as accuratcly as possible. The
Dutch and Flemish masters were his favorites. Much later he spoke of
“the scale of silvers and grays. so dear to the Dutch masters. from
which I learned to make light sing out in subdued harmonies and to get

my values precisely in tune.”

Gustave Moreau's class of 1897 poses on the
steps of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts for a mock-
serious portrait (one student at upper left 1s
solicitonsly iu-llvln; the statue blow its nose)
Ronault stanuds, bewhiskered and bareheaded.
in the center of the picture. This class was

Morcau’s last: he died the following vear.
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Matisse at 26 could scarcely have been taken for either a youthful
prodigy or a rebel i the making. He seemed a painter primarily inter-
ested i playing off one gray against another. His one painting of any
consequence during this period bears this out. It is Gustave Moreau's
(lassroom. a scene very familiar to him and a good subject for a pamt-
ing. [t offered the challenge of the human body. dressed and undressed.
the dramatic fall of light from high side-windows, the complex pattern-
ing of easels and stools and canvases. and the presence of an occasional
antique cast. Matisse did very well with all these things, putting them
together in an easy but unconventional relationship. And he maneu-
vered with great skill between the flesh color of the model’s body. the
flat white of a plaster cast behind her, the whites and tans of the canvas-
es racked along the wall. the gray of the studio floor and the sharp white
of the students” collars. But of Matisse the revolutionary colorist there

was, as vet, no trace.

|n 1895. Matisse moved downhill from the Rue des Ecoles to 19 Quai
St.-Michel. a house that stood on the left bank of the Seine with a view
downstream to the Louvre and upstream to Notre Dame. His room was
high up. near the roof. and his neighbor across the landing was another
voung painter. Emile Wéry., Wéry was no genius. but he was in touch
with things and made 1t his business to be aware of the new and the
novel long before they were mucl publicized. Matisse and Wéry were
cach aware of what the other offered. and eventually much good came
from their encounter. But for the moment Matisse did not want to be
distracted. He had his own self-imposed program. and it was still con-
cerned with the art of the past. In the summer of 1895 he went to the
village of Pont-Aven in Brittany. once a favorite spot of Gaugum and
his friends. In fact. he even put up at the Pension Gloanec, Gauguin’s
old headquarters. But instead of being mfluenced by this. he went ahead
patiently and quietly as though Gauguin had never existed. working on
the paintmgs he meant to submit to the Salon of the Société Nationale
des Beaux-Arts for exhibit the following spring.

Five of these paintings were accepted by the Salon. This was the first
public showing of his work. and the pictures amounted to a catalogue
of Matisse’s current enthusiasms. In addition to Gustave Moreaus Class-
room. there were two still lifes. a Breton landscape and a portrait study.
W oman Reading. Fach is signed. as it were, by proxy. The Dutch mas-
ters are in the careful plotting of light on jugs and glasses. the French
still-dife painter Chardin is in the tender fullness of fruits and flowers.
Camille Corot is in the tranced and golden light of the Breton landscape.
Last but not least,  oman Reading s in essence an act of homage to
Vermeer's Lace-Vaker. which Matisse had scen many tiumes in the
LLouvre.

Two of the paintings. I oman Reading and Still Life with Black knife.
were sold almost immediately. which must have reassured Matisse’s fa-
ther. W oman Reading was even purchased by Félix Faure. president of
the French republic. and hung in his private apartment at Rambouillet,
the presidential hunting lodge and summer residence just outside Paris.
In addition. the eminent art critic Roger Marx liked Matisse’s entries



well enough to become one of his keen supporters. and Puvis de Cha-
vannes, then one of the most famous painters in Europe. nominated
Matisse for permanent membership in the Salon—an honor that carried
with it the right to bypass the entrance jury at future Salons. He could
hardly. in short, have had a greater success, and he could have had a
comfortable hife almost for the asking. Roger Marx. for instance. was a
member of the committee that purchased copies of Old Masters to be
hung in public buildings all over France. He was happy to recommend
Matisse for this work. through which Matisse earned as much as 1.200
francs per copy-—at a time when a single franc bought a passable din-
ner. He could also have found plenty of customers for more paintings
like # oman Reading and Still Life with Black knife.

But it was not enough. and Matisse knew it. In the summer of 1896,
almost within days of the Salon’s closing. he set out again for Brittany.
this time with Wéry at his side. Through Wéry he came to know the
Australian [mpressionist John Russell. then living at Belle-Ile on the
Breton coast. Russelt was a friend of Monet and Van Gogh. and he often
talked to Matisse about them. telling him what they were like. how they
persisted m their own work regardless of how others felt about it, how
they valued above all else their own unblemished independence: Rus-
sell even gave Matisse two Van Gogh drawings. Matisse was too
sensitive an artist not to be struck by the difference between the at-
titude of Monet and Van Gogh and the attitude of the Establishment.
There was, however, no immediate change in his own art. Although he
did experiment with pure cotor in one or two small seascapes. taving the
color directly onto the canvas in response to his own sensations. Ma-
tisse’s major painting that summer was Breton Serving Girl (page 21). a
picture of a young woman in local costume bending over a table laden
with bottles, dishes and a loaf of bread. It was. in effect. a Dutch inte-

rior transposed mto the sharp marine hght of Brittany.

Br(’lml Serving Girl was prepared especially for the Salon at a time
when people still expected Salon pictures to be carefully worked over.
with every inch of canvas filled and a lot going on inside. People hved
then in crowded. complicated intertors. The average bourgeois home
was packed with sitks and brocades and tapestries. with elaborately
shaded lamps and tables groaning with knickknacks: there was a real
horror of emptimess. Not surprisingly. the ideal Saton picture contained
a knight in armor. a group of cardinals. some tropical vegetation. some
counterfeit stamed glass, a medieval feast with every dish and goblet
shown in meticulous detail, a distant view of Constantinople through a
window i the background. and in the foreground, three or four naked
women, dancing.

Matisse did not go along with this sort of thing wholeheartedly, but
he did feel bound to offer a well-furnished picture. Interior with Top
Hat, painted in the same year as Breton Serving Girl. is proof of this. Jan
Davidsz. de Heem, the 17th Century Dutch master whose work Matisse
often copied, would have admired the sheer variety of objects that Ma-
tisse managed to get into this picture. Along with the hat of the title, it
contains a desk top heaped with books and papers. porcelain vases of



various textures, a lamp, a glass bottle and tumbler. and a wall filled
with paintings and pieture frames. All of the objeets are somehow real
and touehable. as if the spectator eould reach out and take what he fan-
cied. It is a patient. laborious piece of work.

Sometime in the fall of 1896. Gustave Moreau took Matisse aside and
suggested to him that it was high time he risked himself on a big. impor-
tant painting. There were several reasons for this. Matisse was by now
one of the acknowledged leaders in Moreau’s class. and Moreau wanted
him to prove himself in 19th Century terms. To painters of Moreau's
generation —and Moreau was then in his seventies  the deeisive test
of a painter’s ability was the large painting on a large subject. Canvases
such as Géricault’s Raft of the * Vedusa.” Delaeroix” Death of Sarda-
napalus or Courbet’s The Painter’s Studio were, n effeet, ordeals of
manhood for their creators-—and in pre-lmpressionist days the ordeal
had been taken for granted. Even when it failed. as it did in Ingres™ A po-
theosis of Homer or Corot’s Homer and the Shepherds. it had to be
attempted. The painter owed it to his public. and to himself.

Moreau’s second reason for urging this big picture upon Matisse in-
volved the question of the Prix de Rome. This prize. which still exists,
was open to all art students and entitled the winner to study for several
vears in Rome at the expense of the French government. Lodged. fed
and generally looked after in the Villa Mediei. one of the world’s great
houses. winners of the prize had the run of what was then regarded as
the supreme repository of Western art. Over and above these material
benefits, the Prix de Rome marked a man for life as a person of out-
standing gifts. To have won a Prix de Rome gave a young painter a head
start over his contemporaries. and if in later life he applied for an ac-
ademie or government post. “former Rome prizewinner™ was the
strongest of recommendations. In any ease, few young artists dared
think of their future in terms that ignored the existenee of this ofhicial

road to success.

M()r(tau hinself did not espeeially approve of the Prix de Rome
competition. and Matisse in later life could scarcely eontain himself on
the subject. "W hat makes it so peruicious,” he said, “is the preparation
forit. It"s simply an apparatus for sending the student out of his mind.
For one student like Rouault, who had a good head on his shoulders.
how many were there who lost the ehance of becoming normal eitizens
and remained ineffeetual artists for the rest of their lives!™ Neverthe-
less, Rouault’s example may have inspired Matisse to try a man-sized
painting of his own. Rouault had tried twice for the Prix de Rome, turn-
ing out mammoth Biblieal eanvases, and both times he had failed. Unde-
terred. he had gone on to produee. in 1897, a third major pamting on a
subject of his own invention, Le Chantier (page 23).

Le Chantier. one of the great European paintings. is set in that in-
determinate industrial region. neither city nor suburbs, whieh French-
men eall lo zone. It 1s barely dawn, but already the faetories in the
distance are in full output. and groups of people in twos and threes
are passing aeross the desolate seene on the way to industrial serfdom.
In the foreground two men are fighting fiereely. seemingly to the death.



but no one notices and 1o one cares: the Industrial Revolution has
blackened men’s hearts as it has blackened the landscape. The whole of
Rouault’s childhood and youth in the working-class quarter of Paris is
in this painting: he meant it as an indictment of society. Moreau, when
he saw it, likened its depth and breadth of vision to Shakespeare’s his-
torical plays. “In this painting.” he said to Rouault. “you are
Shakespeare’s countryman.”

IVIatisse was impressed by the quality of the effort Rouault had put
into this painting. but he knew that he himself was not meant for such
themes. His art was then. as it was to remain, entirely without any so-
cial or political or religious commitment. Matisse did not aspire to
change society. or even to leave a portrait of it. No one ever heard him
talk politics. and he lived and died an unbeliever. Even at its most rev-
olutionary. his art was traditional in subject matter: he painted pictures
of family life. of tables laden with good things to eat and drink. of beau-
tiful women taking their ease in beautiful surroundings. No one,
looking at a Matisse exhibition, would guess that he lived during some
of the most terrible years of human history and that the world changed
radically and irreversibly during the span of his lifetime. Ilis paintings
are. in a sense. portraits of an earthly paradise.

Consequently. when Moreau challenged him to produce a big picture
for the 1897 Salon. Matisse turned to one of the great recurrent themes
of French painting: The Dinner Table. Matisse’s table s that of a well-to-
do household with a faithful maidservant. familiar to readers of French
literature from Molicre to Proust. The maid is giving a last touch to the
flowers: the silver has been cleaned until it sparkles: the fruit, hand-
picked. is piled high in the center of the table: there is red and white
wine in abundance. A sense of order and well-being and fastidious op-
ulence pervades the whole scene.

The Dinner Table (pages 21-25) conveys, among other things. the
vast improvement in Matisse’s technical apparatus. Its many mdividual
still lifes are carried off with a brilliance that makes the Breton Serving
Girl look timid and stiff. Matisse was also learning how to compose. He
knew, for instance. how to keep the picture from straggling away at the
edges. The verticals of the decanters are so forthright that. said Mo-
reau. “You could hang your hat on them if you wanted.” while the
horizontals of dado and picture frame provide a complementary steady-
ing influence. The picture is bolder and firmer than anything Matisse
had attempted before. 1t is also his salute to lmpressionism, whose in-
fluence he had been able to assimilate in a very short time.

But whatever The Dinner Table is. it is above all a farewell. Matisse al-
ways seemed to know when he had got all he could out of one way of
painting. and he knew when he had finished The Dinner Table that he
had mastered Impressionism and was ready to move on. Henceforth he
would be out on his own. In this context. he was to remember many
times Moreau’s prophetic statement: “You were born to simplify paint-
ing.” Working his way toward this goal with characteristic persistence.
Matisse eventually produced. in the decade before 1914 the great paint-
ings that proved Moreau to be right.
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chri Matisse was schooled as a lawyer, and did not
take up art seriously until his carly twenties. But when he
did, lie pursued his training with the logic and
determination of an attorney defending a client. He was
sure of what he wanted to do. and he was not afraid to
express opinions. On his first morning at the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts in Paris, he strode mto class with his hat on.
When his annoyed teacher objected. Matisse is supposed
to have calmly informed him, “I'll take it off as soon as
you shut the window. There is a strong draft in here.”
Such a demonstrably self-assured man would seem to
be equally certain of his artistic goals. But it took Matisse
many torturous years to develop his own style. Under the
guidance of his teacher Gustave Moreau, at the Beaux-
Arts, he gained the fundamentals of drawing and
composition; by examining lmpressionist paintings he
came to understand the intense feeling pure color could
convey: from his study of Cézanne he learned that a
painting must be solidly constructed. These revelations
were the results of years of keen observation and wearying
toil  years during which the despairing artist was often
on the brink of abandoning painting. Matisse copied
museum works, experimented with different styles and
wrestled with the concepts of the masters and the
moderns. I'roin this quest a new and vital art emerged
an art that appeared deceptively simple, but one that only

a passionately dedicated man could have created.
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The Late
Beginner

The serious and poised
Matisse painted this self-
portrait in Paris in 1900,
when he was 31 years old.
He continued to observe
and paint himself
throughout his life in
straightforward self-
portraits ( page 81 ), in deft
crayon sketches (page 6)
and as an artist with his
model (pages [10-111).

Self-Portrait, 1900







Gustave Moreau: The U nicorns, ¢. 1890




gifted painter and a superb teacher., Gustave Moreau in the
1890s inspired and guided some of France’s finest modern
artists. including Matisse, Georges Rouault and Albert Marquet.
Moreau’s own paintings were traditional in technique but
unconventional in content. He followed a rule of “‘necessary
richness. " filling pictures like The Unicorns (left ) with ornate
fantasies of elegant maidens and mythological beasts. But as a
teacher at the Beaux-Arts, Moreau encouraged simple and
colorful pictures. urging his students into the streets to paint
what they saw.

Moreau’s favorite student was Rouault, a deeply religious man
whose early work (below ) reveals his visceral feeling for the
industrial countryside of his youth, with its brutahizing factories
and random, vicious fights. Another pupil was Marquet. who was
also introspective but to the point of chroriic self-depreciation.
Overshadowed by Matisse and Rouault. partly because he was
so shy. he went unrecognized until late in life, when his modest
landscapes and scenes of daily life gained him some fame.
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Georges Rouault: Le Chantier. 1897
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Still Life with Fruit Dish, 1897-1898

Muti.\w gained technical expertise from his studies

1t

Moreau, but outside the classroom he spent lonely
t his easel desperately trying to assimilate all that
irning. It was not until he took a summer trip
¢ on the coast of Brittany in 1896, when he

was 27, that he first attempted paintings that were more
than exercises. One of the finest of these is Breton Serving
Girl (top ), which shows Matisse’s interest in the detail
and setting of the Dutch masters. More significantly, at
Belle Isle he began to understand the effects of pure



color, as is seen in the luminous still life at left, above.

Matisse’s awareness of color was gained at Belle Isle
in an entirely unexpected way. He met the painter John
P. Russell, who had worked with the great Impressionist
Claude Monet. Through Russell’s own work and his

The Dinner Table (or La Desserte), 1

collection of modern art—he gave Matisse two drawings

by Van Gogh—the artist was liberated from “museum”™
art. At the urging of Moreau. Matisse in Paris painted
The Dinner Table (above ), a rich evocation of

Impressionism that glows with shimmering colors.
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Ihe deliberate Matis e was never stampeded by his own painting exactly. In this he was guided by the work of

discoveries. His carcer was a sequence of revelations Cézanne, whose painting Three Bathers he kept in his
followed by periods of sober reflection and synthesis. studio for most of his life. So much did Matisse believe in
Thus, once he understood the power of pure colors, he Cézanne’s genius that he would constantly remind his
resolutely solidified his art by learning to construct a friends, “*Cézanne is the master of us all.”

NOLLIATIO) ALVAING

Male Model, ¢. 1900



Matisse's Male Model (below. left ) is clearly in debt to not forgotten

the painting has been planned as t
Cézanne. with its angular planes. dark blues and greens,

by a gifted architect. The sharp planes of Cézanne giv
and the solidity of a stone statue. Another nude study. way to a sense of roundness. although the colors are still
Carmelina (below. right ) is in many ways a subtler, softer, subdued. Soon they would burst out. but Matisse was

more mature effort. The essential lesson from Cézanne is moving at his own pace toward a personal style.
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Carmelina, 1903
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Too poor to hire a professional
model, Matisse dressed his wife as
a torero for this painting. As he
struggled with the work, she grew
tired in the awkward position and
accidentally plucked the guitar
strings. Matisse, angered by the
distraction, kicked his easel and
sent the painting flying. They both
burst inlo laughter, breaking the
tension and enabling Matisse to
eomplete the work.

The Guitarist ( Mme. Matisse ),
1903

Experiments with
the Dot

Matisse. in Mareh 1897, could be thought to have gotten more than his
fair share of the cream. He had an ideally stimulating teacher. he had
official recognition as an artist and he had the support of people whose
opintons mattered. One of his paintings hung in the country residence
of the head of the Freuch state. One of his echampions was Puvis de Cha-
vannes, president of the Salon. and another was the influential art eritie
Roger Marx. His fellow students recognized his extraordmary fixity of
purpose and acknowledged him to be their natural leader. Lively and in-
formed people were his friends. Best of all. he had just completed a
major painting. The Dinner Table. i which he felt that his love for
paint and painting had at last paid off.

A month later the cream eurdled. When The Dinner Table was put on
view at the Salon. Matisse found himself. for the first time. under open
attack. “You would have thought.” said Matisse. referring to the wine
carafes m the picture, “that there were microbes at the bottom of all
my deeanters.” The painting was taken as a manifesto for Impression-
ism. which many people still felt was not respectable. A large group of
Impressionist paintings—among them masterpieces by Monet. Renoir
and Pissarro — had just been put on show at the Musée du Luxenitbourg,
then France’s equivalent of a museum of modern art. The paintings had
been left to the museum by a wealthy collector. Gustave Caillebotte.
and their display in the museum, long a stronghold of dull and eon-
ventional academic art. had aroused a lively controversy. Matisse was
suspeeted of deliberately adding to the fuss by sending a provocative.
Impressionist-type painting to the Salon.

This was nonsense in both human and artistic terms. Matisse was not
out to make a stir: he was out to explore. one after another. the long-
term prospects for painting. Moreau was a great teacher. but there were
gaps in his teaching that his students had to fill in for themselves. Cé-
zanne, for instanee. was never mentioned in his classroom —and a
student who had not come to grips with Cézanne simply was not
equipped to cope with the central question of 20th Century painting:
“What should a picture be?”



The photograph above was taken al the 1nne
of Manhisse’s wedding, when. at the age of 20,
he had doubts about coutinuing his painting.
but not about his decision to marry \inélie
Parayre. She was. to him, “"a person of great
kindness, strength and gentleness.” Their
wedding took place on January 8. 1898, and
for manv years she lavizhed on Matisse a
devotion that included equal parts ol generons

sell-sacrifice and the utmost practicality.

30

Painters have asked themselves this question since the beginning of
time, but around 1900 it had a peculiar complexity. Almost everyone
agreed that the painter was no longer bound to imitate what he saw be-
fore him, that it was for him, not nature. to dictate what a painting
should be. He could heighten color. reshape forms. rearrange objects as
lie liked. He could add. and he could omit. Once the humble servant of
nature, he could now claim to be nature’s rival and equal. But freedomn
carries with it the elements of doubt and uncertainty. A man who can
do anything will often find it hard to decide what it is he most wants to
do. For this reason the years between 1900 and 1914 were marked by
an exceptionally rapul turnover in painting stvles. What was “in”" one
vear was “out” the next. For a painter like Matisse. neither voung nor
self-assured. the situation was especially ditheult.

[nany case. the question before Matisse was soon not. ~"What should
apicture be?” but. "Can | go on painting?” He had been living. up to
this point. on a small allowance from home and the occasional sale of a
painting. But The Dinner Table had put people off. and his father was
threatening to discontinue his support. To complicate matters further.
in January 1898 Matisse decided to get married. His wife was Amélie-
Noélie-Alexandrine Paravre. a beautiful girl from the country uear
Toulouse. whow he had et a month or <o before at the wedding of mu-
tual friends. Madame Matisse ranks high in the canon of artists” wives.
Matisse loved and prized her for her beautiful dark hair, for her dis-
tinciion of carriage. for the way she could carry off all kinds of fancy
dress and for the gaiety with which she ent herself to this studio make-
believe. But within the elegant figure stood fortitude personified. There
was nothing she would not do to help Matisse, and in the ditheult years
no one could have been more staunch or resourceful.

\fter a brief wedding trip to London. Matisse and his bride went on
an extended and economical honeymoon to Corsica. It was February
1899 before they got back to Paris and settled again in the apartment at
19 Quai St.-Michel. Paris. however, was not the same. While they were
cone, Gustave Moreau had died—of the cancer which for some time
had made his life uubearable. His successor at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts
was Fernand Cormon. a painter of popular historical canvases. Corinon
was appalled by Matisse’s work in his elassroom. s that man seri-
ous?” he asked. "How old is he?” Ou learning that the undeniably se-
rious Matisse was going on 30 years old. he sent word that he would

have to give way to a younger student.

IVlaliss«- had missed Moreau dreadfully. and now he missed the en-

vironment of the school. Private art classes and part-time ateliers were
no substitute. At the Salon he was less and less welcome, for his patron
there. Puvis de Chavannes. had died. and tlie other members did not
want to be bothered witlt Matisse's controversial canvases. Paris had be-
come a desert for him. To make even the shadow of a living, he had to
turn to menial work. For months in 1900, for instance. he worked on
the decoration of the Grand Palais. a huge exhibition hall then being
built just off the Champs-Elysées. Much of it was hackwork — gilding a

cornice of laurel leaves, for example - but Matisse did it as conscien-



tiously as he did everything else. His friend Marquet, who was also em-
ployed on the job, lacked Matisse’s self-discipline. ““Just think,” he said
one morning shortly after they had begun, “another seven hours to
go!” To which Matisse replied. “"Say that again and I'll kil you!™

The damp and the dust of the half-finished Grand Palais gave Matisse

an attack of bronchitis that he could not shake off, and in the spring of

1901 his father took him to Switzerland for a few weeks, hoping the
mountain air would cure him. It did. and while there he painted several
small-scale landscapes. But the big projects that might have reassured
his father were held in abevance. Despairing once and for alt of his
son’s future as a painter, Emite Matisse finally cut off the small al-
lowance that had been Matisse’s main source of support. With not a sin-
gle patron in sight. and with three small children (Marguerite later
married art historian Georges Duthuit: Jean, who became a sculptor,
died in 1976: and Pierre is President of the Pierre Matisse gallery in
New York City), Matisse had no choice but to return home to his
parents” house at Bohain-en-Vermandois.

ThC years 1902 and 1903 were a time of dread and dudgeon for Ma-
tisse. He hung his pictures in the Salons, but few of them found buyers.
He tried to get a small group of admirers to band together and subsidize
him, but nothing came of it. His children were periodically farmed out
among relatives. If it had not been for the resourcefulness of Madame
Matisse, who opened a small hat shop on the Rue de Chateaudun. the
household might not have kept going. Yet during this period of extreme
crisis, Matisse at last discovered where he wanted to go in painting
and Cézanne showed him the way.

Matisse came to know Cézanne’s work through visits to Ambroise
Vollard. the great art dealer. who owned Cézannes by the dozens. Be-
hind his apparently pathological sloth- Vollard often fell asleep in the
middle of conversations—this curious man had an exceptional business
sense. He knew good work when he saw it, and he knew how to bind art-
ists to him hand and foot. buymg their paintings when no one else
would and putting them under contract. The extent of Vollard’s hold-
ings in paintings by Cézanne. Degas. Renoir and others has never been
made known—he was secretive about his acquisitions and a haphazard
record-keeper. But it is probably safe to say that at the time of his death
in 1939, he owned more Impressionist and Post-lmpressionist master-
pieces than any museum. To step into his little shop was an adventure.

Matisse was introduced to this adventure by Camille Pissarro. an old-
er painter who loved young people and would do anything he could to
help them. One day he told Matisse that Cézanne was the man for him
to study. Cézanne, he said, was the exact opposite of the linpressionists.
Where they set out to capture whatever fleeting effect nature set in
their way, Cézanne preferred to leave nothing to chance. He organized
his pictures tightly and completely. Every stroke had a meaning. and
the meaning was directed and controlled by Cézanne. Matisse had long
wanted to follow Moreau’s advice to “simplify painting,” and now Cé-
zanne showed him how. The secret was to put down on the canvas only
those elements that were essential to his own idea.

Matisse 1= very mnch the family man in this

carly snapshot of him, his wife and three
children Pierre,at left: Jean, with a friend
perched on his shoulders: and Marguerite.
Marguerite was totally devoted to her father
and patienthy posed again and again for
drawings and pamtings. The bovs_more
restless. evaded that task as often as llh‘_\
conld, but they too. singly or together. served
a~ models. Al the ehildren, with Madame
Matisse. appear i the famous Matisse

painting, The Panter’s Family { page 87).



Ouly when he was old. famous and totally

sure of his art could Matisse bear to part with
Cézanne's Three Bathers, which he had bought
from the dealer, Vollard. in 1899. When he
presented the small pamting to the Petit
Palais Museum, he expressed some of the
deep feelings that had impelled him to
purchase it originally and keep it close to him

through all the suhsequent vears: “*| have

sustained me spiritually in the eritical

moments of my career as an artist: | have

drawn from it my faith and my perseverance.”
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This discovery so haunted Matisse that he felt he had to have a paint-
ing by Cézanne continually at hand. Another painter might have settled
for a photograph or a print, but not Matisse. In 1899 he managed to
scrape together 500 francs for a down payment on a small Cézanne he
had seen at Vollard’s: Three Bathers. It was not always easy to buy from
Vollard. who was inclined to say, “I'll think it over,” while he mul-
tiplied the price by 10. But for once Matisse was lucky. and for 1,500
francs he got not only the Cézanne. but also a small head of a boy by
Gauguin and a bust by Rodin. There were to be many moments at which
“Sell your Cézanne!” was the advice of friends who saw that the Ma-
tisses were near to destitution. But Matisse needed the picture the way
a deep-sea diver needs oxygen, and would never be parted from it.

Lookingat his later work, it 1s easy to see why. Three Bathers is one
of many pictures in which Cézanne tackled the problem of poriraying
the naked hunan body in the open air. Most pictures of this sort sug-
gest, even if they don’t mean to, that this is an unnatural state of affairs.
Cézanne’s bathers do not. He managed to make his undressed bodies
look as much at home in their setting as the trees and grass, and he did
this by treating them simply as objects, no more or less important than
anything else in the picture. His bathers have the kind of blundering
awkwardness that real people have in such situations. but they also
have an unfeigned, organic quality—like the trees and rocks and mov-
ing water. The picture is all one, and what makes 1t all one is the
unifying, directing intelligence of the artist.

-Ee first effect of Three Bathers upon Matisse was that he decided to
restudy the problem of the nude. Cézanne’s approach was sculptural in
that he wanted to give his figures weight and volume, fullness and
roundness. Never one to feign a knowledge he did not possess, Matisse
went humbly back to school and learned to do sculpture. Enrolling in
the free sculpture classes offered by the Ecole de la Ville de Paris, he
worked and worked and worked. When assigned. for instance, to copy a
bronze by the French 19th Century animal sculptor A. L. Barye, Jaguar
Devouring a Hare. Matisse was not content to merely reproduce its ex-
terior. but spent months studying the anatomy of the hare.

His first major piece of sculpture was a standing male nude, The Serf.
1t was inspired by a famous Rodin sculpture, Man W alking, and the
model who posed for it was a model often used by Rodin, a powerful
ltalian peasant named Bevilacqua. But as with the Barye sculpture,
there was no question of mere imitation. Bevilacqua was a square-built
giant of a man with a markedly anthropoid appearance, and Matisse had
hiin pose more than 500 times before he was satisfied. He used those
500 sittings to find out exactly what to emphasize, distort. rearrange
and abbreviate in order to capture the essence of the man. The com-
pleted work was Bevilacqua, all right, but it was also a fortress— an
image of strength and resistance that went far beyond everyday exper-
lence.

At the same time Matisse was also painting Bevilacqua. and the
brushstrokes he used on this series of male nudes were very different
from the delicate, petal-like brushstrokes he had been using on his little



landscapes. The nudes look as though they had been hewn out of stone
with a chopper. Matisse would dent the figure beneath the left breast.
for instance. like a wounded warrior. or scar and skash the forms of the
bodv. emphasizing them to the point of parody. He would examine
those forms under strong light that was by turns white. purple. ginger-
red and greeny-blue. In short. he was wresthng with the lessons of
Cézanne and Rodin as Jacol had wrestted with the angel.

In 1901 he turned to the female nude and again went all out for
power and monumentality and strange. arresting colors. Although he
did not dig into the living flesh as he had done with the male nudes, he
did break through to a quite new intensity of expression. e would pul
the model. for instance. against an orange background and draw in her
nose and eycbrow in one unbroken sickle-shaped line. It was a line that
had nothing to do with the “"good painting™ of the academy. and noth-
ing to do with actual experience. And vet. for all that. it was manifestly
right. It recorded the experience of looking at a naked woman more di-
rectly and more vividly than art had ever done before. What normally
comes quilted and felted and wrapped in asbestos is here branded upon
the senses with a red-hot iron.

Painting of this kind puts a tremendous strain upon the artist. Ma-
tisse always appeared to be the most circumspect of men. but actually
he worked in an atmosphere of mtense and lasting anguish. At the easel
he often showed all the physical symptoms of extreme fear: he trem-
bled. wept. cursed. broke out into torrential sweats and was subject to
impulses of unaccountable violence. His son-in-law Georges Duthuit
once wrote that "Matisse knew many a moment of panic. His evolution
iid not by any means go forward in a blaze of hght. It was not an un-

interrupted mystical ascension. Nor did he ever burn himself out in a

single burst of flame. e progressed toward an idea of reahity that was

Furning to seulpture ma teepening
l'\[’l()l(l[ll)ll U‘ [})l' lllllll.’lll “ll”l. \I.’lll\\l' mn

1900 began work m clav on a ['im'n‘ called The

Serf at his Parts studio (lefi ) on Quar St.-

Michel. Matisse aimed to simphfy, elinnmating
everything extraneous to the essential
qualities of a subject. To reach that goal. he
heeded the great Rodin's advice that a
sculptor should consuter each element of the
human hody as a separate unit: in the final
version of this first sculpture. The Serf
(above). completed in 1903, Matisse omitted
as superfluous to the expressiveness of the

ficure the arms that appeared m the study.,



constantly being revised. Flights into the empyrean alternated with pe-
riods of doubt and darkness in which he needed. as it were, to reassure
himself that the earth was still there.™

Put in plain words. Matisse suffered when he painted. and he often
sought relief in more routine kinds of work. Parts m those days had
many small art schools. and he took to dropping in on their classes—
much as a prima ballerina at the height of her career still goes to elass
every morning and slaves among the beginners at the barre. His jour-
neys in the course of a day might take him all over Paris. from a private
art school in the Rue de Rennes to the Académie Colarossi. then back
again after dinner to the municipal seulpture school in the Rue Etienne
Marcel. In class he would work patiently at the assigned task, keeping
the model in one pose long after the other students had tired of 1t.
When correetion time eame. the teacher  who might be someone like
Fugene Carriere, a painter of sentimental mothers and children — was
often appalled by what Matisse was doing. but he could not help being
awed by his tenacity of purpose.

A man can be very tenacious indeed and still be grateful for a friend
who shares his ideas. In March 1901 Matisse found such a friend. At a
retrospective exhibit of Van Gogh’s work at the Galerte Bernheim-
Jeune. he fell into conversatton with André Derain and Maurice
Viaminek. The two men were elose friends and neighbors. and they
made a spectacular pair. Both were huge, and both wore strange and
conspicuous elothes —one of Vlaminek’s favorite artieles of costume
was a painted wooden neektie. I the euphoria of seeing so many paint-
ings by an artist who meant 0o much to all of them. Derain and
\lamick pressed Matisse to come back with them to Chatou. the wa-
terside suburb where they lived. Thus began one of the most fruitful as-
soctations m modern French art. With Derain, and to a lesser extent
with Vlaminck, Matisse went on to break through, in 1905, to the tn-
umph of color for eolor’s sake and the movement called Fauvism.

Il was a novel expertenee for Matisse 10 be with gifted panters who
were obviously of a younger generation. “Matisse came down to see
us.” Viaminek said of this visit. “and he went howme ten years young-
er!” In a seuse it was true. Matisse at the time was 31 and Derain was
only 21. As for Vlaminck. althouglt at 25 he was already married and
the father of two children, he rarely had two sous to rub together and
he took life a great deal more lightly than Matisse had ever done. This
was partly a matter of physteal type. Vlaminek was a red-headed co-
lossus. well known as a boxer and wrestler. with a superabundant
energy that carried him unscathed through adventures that would have
prostrated Matisse. He supported himselt and his family with seasonal
jobs as a violimist- —sometimes posing as a gypsy —and by writing pulp
novels that skirted the frontiers of pornography.

Vlaminck never thought of his painting as a means of making a liv-
ing. much less as work that might one day enter a museum. The dea of
being a professional painter was. in faet, abhorrent to him. As for es-
tablishing some sort of relationship with the great painters of the past.
this secemed to him an occupation both pretentious and toredoomed.



“W hat do I care what other people have done?™ he would sav. ~In art.
every generation has to begin all over again for itself.” Vlaminek paint-
ed the way he felt — directly and without prelimimaries. He used pure
color. straight froni the tube. and made no pretense of drawing. ~“Our
painting.”” he saud later. describing this approach. “was not an mven-
tion but an attitude. It was a way of being or acting. of thinking. of
breathing. . . .7 He mistinetively used colors that stood at the very top
of the register. and he used them with the kind of abandon that 1s found
in children’s art. Early Vlamincks look. in fact. like the work of a tal-
ented eight-vear-old.

Matisse was fascmated to discover that Vlaminek had arrived. by
sheer foree of mstinet. at the same feeling for the role of color that he.
Matisse. had reached through conscious effort and adjustment. Even
co. it was not with Viamimek that he becamme intimate, but with Derain.
Derain’s painting at this time was an ambitious. painstaking. low-keved
derivation of Cézanne. Unlike Vlaminek, who claimed to despise in-
tellectual pursuits. Derain read enormously on a wide variety of
subjects and knew a great deal about the history of art. At the same
time. he could match \laminek’s rough talk when he wanted to. and he
was Vlaminck's equal in physical strength: Derain thought nothing of
bicyeling 100 miles a day.

Dvl‘uin and Vlaminek were classic outsiders. In the wimter they
camped out in an abandoned riverside restanrant. burning its furniture
for warmth: in good weather they toured the countryside. alone or in
the company of a motley group of bohemans and bums. But there was
a difference between them. Vlaminek™s parents lived a life scarcely less
precarious than his own. while Derain’s father was a prosperous Cha-
tou baker with a shop onthe town square and a seat on the munie-
ipatcounerl.Vlaminek called Deramn . halfin resentment. halfinad-
miration. ~a hot-house plant.” and it did not surprise him when
Derain’s father forbade his son to hring V laminek to the house.

At 18, while Vlaminek was batting around the conntryside like a bue-
cancer in search of his prev. Derain was a serious art student. patiently
copying Ghirlandaio’s Christ Carrving the Cross in the Louvre. W hen
Viaminek went off to serve his time m the army. he treated the whole
thing as a frolic— playing cymbals i the regnmental band and contrib-
uting articles on army life to an anarchist newspaper: Derain detested
every moment he spent in the service and could hardly wait to get out.

Vlaminek went for pamting as mindlessly as a bull goes for a mat-
ador:to Derain pamting was part of the whole world of ideas. e had
read widely in physics and philosophy. in poetry and art history. and
he knew that old ideas about the nature of the universe and the forces
within it were being rejected on every hand. It was a time for new. fear-
less, radical investigations. Derain did not see why painting should be
exempt from this. In the winter of 1901. writing to Vlamincek from the
north of France in the midst of his military service. Derain observed
prophetically. “*As for painting. | realize that the period of realism is
over. Where painting is concerned. we're only beginning.™

Derain’s turn of mind was particularly congenial to Matisse. Derain
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Robust. individuahistie Maurice N lamincek

shown here in middle age with his pipe and
lhuge palette had a passion for painting but
did not seriously begin until he met André
Derain, with whom he shared a ramshackle
studio. “To be a painter,” he said, “is not a
business. any wore than to be an anarchist,

tover. racer, dreamer or prizefighter.”
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m his way was a universal man: he would have liked to leave his mark
upon many spheres of activity —on the theater. on philosophyv. on lit-
erature, even perhaps on politics — whereas Matisse was only and solely
interested in art. But when Derain put aside physics. metaphysics and
the ethics of colonial government. and got down to the problems of
painting. his thoughts and Matisse’s had a way of running parallel. De-
rain reached, quite on his own. the basic premise of 20th Century art:
that painting should offer an equivatent of nature, not an unitation of
it. "The great mistake that painters have made.” he wrote. “is to have
tried to render momentary effects of nature. ht has never struck them
that what makes these effects has nothing to do with what makes a good
painting.”

To Derain, a good pamting gave the viewer the same sense of height-
ened vitahity that he got from looking at nature —and it was the vitality.
not the municry. that counted. The painter’s job was to find a way of
putting down color so that it would act directly upon the viewer’s ner-
vous system. To do this. he had to be willing to abandon a targe part of
the unwritten contract that had hitherto existed between the painter
and his audience. According to this contract. the visual experience of-
fered by the painter was supposed to approximate to the visual
experience offered by nature. The closer the painting came to this. the
more successful 1t was. Now this familiar experience was about to be
changed. And nothing summed up the change more concisely than a re-
mark Matisse made to someone who complained that Matisse had never
seen women like the ones he painted. F don’t paint women.” Matisse
rephied, 1 paint pictures.” Henceforth the picture was an object in its
own right. independent of the object that inspired it. subject only to
laws of its own making.

Matisse had actually come close to this kind of painting in the winter
when he was struggling with the lessons of Cézanne. But characteris-
tically he was slow to make up his mind. For the moment he tacked this
way and that. sometimes letting his painting hand run free, sometimes
producing work that was almost Germanic in its careful workmanship.
These shifts in styvle could have been due to his private distress over
money matters and the dreariness of his life in Bohain-en-Vermandois,
where he was forced to spend so much of his time in the winters of
1902 and 1903.

ln general, however. Matisse disdained to let his inner feelings show.
No one could have guessed, for example, that the dazzling picture he
painted of Madame Matisse as The Guitarist (page 28) m 1903 was any-
thing but the work of a happy man. He posed his wife i a straight-
backed chair, dressed her in a pseudo-Spanish costume that set off her
dark southern beauty. gave her a guitar to pluck—or feign to pluck

placed her against a brightly patterned quasi-Spanish backdrop and
added some yellow flowers in a crystal vase. In its use of black to accent
Madame Matisse’s costume 1t echoed the lustrous black accents used
by Manet. and the pose of a woman bent over a guitar harked back to
the young woman lutanist of Vermeer's The Love Letter. Technically
the picture is brithiant. but Matisse in later years remembered it as



being a very fidgety picture to paint. one that he produced under great
tension every step of the way.

In the spring of 1901, Matisse received an mvitation from the painter
Paul Signac to spend the sunmner with him at St.-Tropez. aud the five
vears of apparently directionless work came to an end. It was as if Ma-
tisse had been warting for something to happen. as if he knew something
important was on its way. He longed for someone to talk to. to argue
with. and Signac was to be that much-needed person.

ignac was six vears older than Matisse. just old enough to have
been around m the 1880s when Georges Seurat brought a new kind of
painting to Paris. Signac never forgot and never recovered [rom. the im-
pact of Seurat’s Bathing Place. -isuéres (pages 12-13). The painting
shows a group of young working-class Frenchmen amusing themselves
by the Seine during their luncheon break. Some are in the water. some
are on the bank: m the distance are the factories to which they will
presently return. [t is the most ordinary of scenes. vet Seurat has raised
it to the level of epic. partly by endowmg the mdividual figures with a
monumental grandeur. partly by emploving a new painting techmque.
It was called Pomutillism. or Divistomism. or Neo-Impresstonism. and it
consisted of a novel brushstroke and a completely scientific use of col-
or. Every color was applied in exact lozenge-shaped dots. and every
color was accompamed by its complementary color— the one that
brought it out. raised it to its maximum strength. Seurat developed his
technique in reaction to what secined to him the aimlessness of Im-
pressionism, and during his short life— he dhed at 31 of an undiagnosed
tllness - he used 1t to paint some of the greatest and most completely
successful pictures m European art.

But Seurat’s paintings do not owe their greatness to Pointith=m
alone. He had a superfine social sense and a @ift for composition such
as occurs only once or twice every hundred years. In a painting hke
Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jaie (page 11). with its
characters drawn from every rung on the social ladder. Seurat present-
ed a whole society with the assurance of a Tolstoi or a Balzac. He knew
how to ningle high art and low. was as fascinated by billboards as by the
pictures in the Louvre. In paintings hike The Parade (page 11). with its
friezelike panorama of performers and spectators. he put the two kinds
of art together. Above all. Seurat had a supreme gift for the memorable
image. s paintings are full of things that once seen are never forgot-
ten. One knows all about the young workmen wm Bathing Place. 1s-
mieres, and not only about these particular voung men. but about all
voung men who are the prisoners of an industrial society.

Paul Signac knew that when Seurat died. something irreplaceable had
died with him. and he felt it his duty to bear witness to what he had
seen. Signac himsell was no gemius, but he had been close enough to
Seurat to study his methods minutely. He came to think. more and
more, that Seurat’s technique was the natural culmination of a process
that had been going on all during the 19th Century. Delacroix. around
1820. had begun to break down his colors in such a way that. when
looked at from a distance. thev blended with a new mtensity. More

\udré Deram was the son of a prosperons

baker who wanted him to follow a respectable
career. preferably engineering. The voung
pamter met enormous fannly opposition o his
vocation until Matisse spoke so glowigly of
Deram’s talent and future prospeets that the
parents fnally gave L allowed Deram o

devote hanself to art.,



recently the Impressionists had been groping in the same direction
when they realized that shadows could be rendered in pure color in-
stead of In terms of a negative near-darkness. Seurat had given these
color experiments scientific validity. Seurat’s painting was not at all
like the painting of the past: it was patient and persnickety. and fine
frenzied brushstrokes played no part. But Signac thought Seurat’s
method was, at the very least. the transitional step to the future.

Undeterred by the fact that no one but Seurat had ever made a total
success of Pointillism. Signae set out to publicize it. He talked about it
incessantly to everyone within earshot, and in 1899 he published a book
about it, From Delacroix to Neo-lmpressionism. 1t is a book powered by
confidence in the future. addressed to “those who will not be content
to do over again what has been done already. but who will have the per-
ilous honor of creating a new way of pamting and expressing an ideal
that is theirs alone.” Something of Signac’s optimisin must have
brushed oftf on his readers, for the book was widely read and widely
talked about. Undoubtedly one of its readers was Matisse, who always
kept up with the new in art. and who must have been especially struck
by its closing lines: “"The triumphant colorist has only to appear: we
have prepared his palette for him.™

When Signac invited Matisse to St.-Tropez for the summer he prob-
ably had in mind to gain a new and important convert. The visit was at-
tractive to Matisse. who was keenly interested in Signac’s ideas. In
addition. there would be the color and light of the south. which he had
missed during the long northern winter, and there would be freedom
from money worries. Signac was well off: he owned a villa that domi-
nated the old town of St.-Tropez and was an experienced yachtsman.
with a passion for ships and the sea. Altogether the proposal was very
appealing. Years later Matisse often spoke of the incongruities of this
summer. "It didn’tsuit me at all.” he would say. Not only Signac. but a
whole group of Signac’s friends and neighbors. were devotees of the dot
aud of the scientific application of color. For Matisse. who had spent
vears learning all manner of subtle and unusual color combinations,
such servitude was unthinkable. =1 could not live.” he said later,

“among all those provineial aunts.”

YI the following fall. when he got back to Paris, he spent much of
his time on a canvas done in the Pomtillist style. And Signae. when he
saw it at the 1905 Salon des Indépendants, tost no time in buying it.
Luxe. Calme et Volupté (pages 16-17) is a very odd sort of picture. Its
title 1s taken from a poem by Baudelaire. “1’Invitation au Voyage.”
about a journey to an imaginary city where cares are unknown aud peo-
ple tead a life of pure pleasure in conditions of luxury and refinement.
All this s very different from Matisse’s painting. The images in the
poen call to mind a roont in some Fastern eity; Baudelaire speaks of
well-waxed furniture and mysterious perfumes, rooftops shimmering
under a humid sky, ships at anchor in nearby canals. Matisse’s painting
is set in the open air: somewhere by the shores of a southern sea. a
group of naked women are whiling away the day.

Luxe. Calme et 1 olupté seems to derive on one hand from the de-



Jeuners sur fierbe. the Tmpressionists™ “pienies on the grass.” at which

the ladies present happen to have taken off their clothes. 1t also seems
to derive [rom Puvis de Chavanues” paintings of an imaginary island of
the blest where nobody has to work and nobody 1s ever ill. Matisse’s is-
land of the blest is curiously pinched. however. The vegetation is sparse
and spikey, and life looks neither rich nor easy: it is an idyll that gen-
erates the least idyllic of feelings —a certain general discomfort.
Evidently Matisde was working against his own nature. Pointillisin’s
dot ruled out the unpredictable strokes of color that marked his other
landscapes of this period color that he often placed with all the as-
surance ol a tennis champion putting the ball where it is least expected.

POillfi“ihlIl also ruled out the passionate. truth-at-any-cost modeling
that Matisse had used in his studio nudes ol the winter of 1900-1901.
That kind of modeling was out of the question when the brush had to
stop and start every hall-inch. Instead. in Luxe. Calme et ) olupté, Ma-
tisse turned to quite another way of indicating the curves of the human
body. one based on the decorative serpentine line of Art Nouveau. lt
was a line then very much in fashion. Lampstands. inkwells. ashtrays.
subway stations and drawings of famous actresses on the covers of the-
ater programs were all being shaped according to Art Nouveau. But the
line was not natural to Matisse, and the effort showed.

Luxe. Calme et olupté was also Matisse’s first and last attempt to
compose as Seurat had composed. Seurat. in his paintings, had dictated
to nature. makiug it subordmate to design. 11 he wanted flags to wave in
a certain way. they did so regardless of the directrton of the wind: if
he wanted a ship’s sails to be rigged ina certain way. they were so rigged

even if no such ship had ever put to sea: il he wanted a litte of clouds
to echo the line of a path along the face of a cliff. the clouds were <o ar-
ranged  regardless of meteorology. Seurat was also fond of setting up
echoes in a picture —of repeating, for instance. the same arabesque line.
In The Circus the sinuous curve of the rmgmaster’s whip is repeated in
the taut curves of the acrobat’s body: in Le Chalua (The igh Kick ).
the upraised arm of the music-hall conduetor 1s repeated in the upward
sweep of the dancers™ skirts: i Young Girl Powdering Herself. the
carved detail on a table leg is repeated in the scalloped edge of the girl’s
bodice.

Seurat managed to build these artificial devices of color, technique
and ('umlmsili()n mto })i('[lll‘(’b that were al once untrue to nature and
intrinsically true to hfe. Every city park on a summer Sunday has some-
thing it it of Lo Grande Jatte. Matisse. never one to abandon a project.
had tried to do the same. But the more he tried. as he took Luxe. Calme
et b oluptéfromoil-sketeh to finished pamting, the less plausible it looked.
The painting was a success when it was shown at the Salon des Indé-
pendants —and, in fact. it may have attracted more young painters to
Pointillism than Signac’s book on the subjectbut for Matisse Poin-
tillism was a false trail. In the summer of 1905, when Derain got out of
the army. the two friends headed south to the fishing village of Col-
lioure. where Matisse was to get back to the kind of work that was to
make him, before long. a key figure in European painting.

Ay



Durin;_r the last half of the 19th Century. Darwin and
Wallace promulgated the theory of evolution, Pasteur
proved that bacteria caused discase and Edison switched
on the electric light. The advances in science stimulated a
young artist named Georges Seurat to try to achieve
through logic what his predecessors. the hinpressionists,
had done by instinet and emotion: to capture in pait the
purity of nature’s colors: he wanted to replace
Impressionism’s subjectivity with an objective record of
reality. Studving the theories of chemists and physieists,
Seurat worked out divisionism. or Pointillism —a system
of stippling the canvas with individual dots of pure,
complementary colors - red and green. for example. Ile
did not mix pigments on a palette or combine them with
his brush on the canvas, for he believed that the small
dots. cach the same size. laid precisely side by side. would
combine themselves to reproduce the full range of natural
colors in the viewer’s eye. Later Seurat made the system
scem even more scientific by adding geometric rules.
Seeming to offer a new orderliness in painting.
Pomtillism attracted another young artist. Paul Signac.
who undertook to explain Seurat’s theories in print. In
1904, 13 years after Seurat’s death, Signac introduced
Pointillism to Matisse. The orderly-minded Matisse
experimented with the method but soon discarded it: he
was too imaginative an artist to be restricted by rules in

his preoccupation with the relationship of colors.

10

Making
a Science
of Art

Signac’s Hthograph advertising the
avant-garde Théiire-Libre (hence
the letters “"T-L7) is also a
demonstration of Pointilhst
theory. Running up and down the
letters and throughout the double
borders are pure colors arranged
in a sequence devised by Charles
Itenry. an esthelician-
malhematician whose theories of
color-contrast and harmony
greatly influenced the Pomiilhists.
In the cireular painting at the
cenler. Signac’s dots demonstrate
another of Henry’s ideas on color
interactions: the spectator’s hair
changes color as it appears against
the background of the stage. the

footlights and his own neck.

Paul Signac: Ipplication du
Cerele Chromatique de Mr. Ch.
Henry, 1888-1889
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Georges Seurat, who introduced

some of his theories with this
monumenial picture, was a shy young
man who was willing to lead a
revolution in painting. Perhaps he
would also have led a social
revolution, for his circle of friends
consisted of some of the most radical
artists and writers of the time.
Although Seurat never spoke of his
political beliefs, this painting, so
widely admired on purely artistic
grounds, may reveal some of his
feelings. For instance. the small
figures on the boat flying the French
flag could represent Seurat’s view of
the current French government. a
government that, like the figures, had
turned its back on the workers trying
to find a little recreation on the shore
in the foreground.

Whether or not the painting has a
message, it displays Seurat’s genius
for color and composition. In it,
Seurat had not yet fully developed his
technique of the dot brushstroke. but
his concern with the precise
application of color is evident. The
superbly disciplined placement of the
figures leads the eye across the
foreground and into the distance, and
light balances shade to achieve a
subtle harmony. Indeed, when Signac
saw the picture. he sensed that he was
in the presence of a masterpiece and
he spent the rest of his life working
for a broader appreciation of Seurat
and his remarkabic techniqu




Georges Pierre Seurat: Bathing Place (or Baihing Party), Asniéres, 1883.1381
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Ithough the two Seurat paintings below may seem
more poetic than scientific, they illustrate Pointillism’s
calculations of color and line. The upper picture, which
measures just over 10 feet across, is dotted with colors
that Seurat had meticulously preselected from a chart
constructed according to principles established by the

chemist M. E. Chevreul. And the poignancy of the lower
picture comes out of geometry as well as genius: the
relationship between the vertical and horizontal lines of
the painting follows the formulas of Charles Henry, who
hypothesized that certain linear combinations produce
specific emotions in the observer—a horizontal with
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Georges Pierre Seurat: Invitation to the Sideshow (or La Parade), 1887-1888




downward verticals for sadness, a horizontal with upward lines that Henry claimed to have measured by

verticals for gaiety. mathematical equation.

Henry’s theories are also demonstrated in the witty The subject of the picture is Félix Fénéon. Fénéor
and energetic portrait below. Painted by Signac. the an influential and intellectual writer who became an
picture’s geometric background of flowers. circles, swirls intimate friend of the leading Pointillists and was their

| and waves runs the gamut of emotion-producing dedicated spokesman for many years.
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Paul Signac: Portrait of Félix Fenéon. against Enamel. of a Background Rhythm with Beats and Angles, Tones and Colors, 1880
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Among the many reasons Matisse discarded
Pointillism the same year he adopted it was the matter
of its brushstrokes—the dots or tiny dabs that seemed,
to Signac and others, the only proper way to apply color
to canvas. The technique appeared to serve at least two
purposes. One was practical: at normal viewing distance
the small dots of pure color will begin to blend in the
viewer’s eye to become a wide range of vibrating tones
and shapes. (Hold this page close up and then look at it
from several yards’ distance to see the difference.) The
other function was less pragmatic: the Pointillists
apparently felt that impersonal, almost mechanical
brushstrokes preserved the scientific integrity of their
work. Neither recason was convincing to Matisse. He
tried to adapt himself to the method but found that he
could no more curb his brush to conform to arbitrary
laws of optical mixture than he could contain his sense
for color within “scientific” guidelines. In the autumn
of 1904, following a summer spent with Signac in the
south of France, he came as close as he could to
orthodox Pointillism by painting the picture shown
here. Despite the haunting quality he achieved, he felt
inhibited by the Pointillist technique all the time he
was working, and the completed picture never pleased
him. Shortly after it was publicly shown (and bought
by Signac), Matisse went back to his own search for a
st ut for the rest of his life he could be grateful to
Ulists, for in their own struggle with the new,
tl ‘iped to liberate him from tradition. On his
! proceed to a great exploration of color.
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Among the
“Wild Beasts”

Matisse, in the spring of 1905, was 35 years old and had stilt to produce
a painting ol which it could be said unequivocally. “This 1s by Matisse
and owes nothing to anyone etse.” He had. to be sure. produced many
heautiful paintings. but they were att in the stvle of others. He was rath-
er like a particularly conscientious executor. winding up the estates of
his predecessors —of Cézanne. of the Impressionists. of Seurat and his
friends. So far he had not ventured very far out on his own. Within the
next few years, alt this was to change. By the spring of 1908 he would
be an international art figure. with a school and many eager diseiples.
and would have signed his name to paintings that are now 20th Century
classics.

The beginnings of this change date from the day in the summer of
1905 when Matisse. in company with his friend André Derain. left Par-
is for the fishing village of Colioure. near the Spanish border. The
choice of Collioure as a summer place had been made by Madame Ma-
tisse. who had scouted the httle town the previous fath. With its harbor
full of sailboats. its watchtowers and 17th Century fortifications, its
color-washed houses of red. veltow and blue. Collioure could have been
relentlessty pieturesque. It was saved from this by a hard masculine
line. by a functional tautness i the sithouette of battlement and for-

C
()

tress. Signae, who had painted Colioure in 1887, made it look like what

it was —a muscular town with the shoulders of a fullback. Now. 18
e years later. Matisse and Derain found it an ideal setting in which to pur-
Matisse’s arbitrary colors - I ’
BRI &1 the Parisian art sue a bold new style of painting.

public when this portrait of Meanwhile. they came to know each other better. Matisse discovered
the artist’s wife was first that Derain moved easily in the world of ideas, and was as ready to talk
shown at the Saton . )

T . W T
005 I music or theater or philosophy as he was to argue for the 500th time

BRW= wiolcnl was the the nature of the “new painting.” Derain found Matisse ““much more
crowd’s reaction that Matisse extraordinary than I expected. especially when it comes to clear think-

i et to the show ing and psychological speculation.” Temperamentally the two were
after his first visit. N . h . . .. - N
poles apart. Derain rushed at things: Matisse took his time. Their bags

Wt with the Het were scareely unpacked before Derain was writing Vlaminck of a eom-

(Mme. Matisse ). 1905 plete change in his work: Matisse. however. continued to struggle

19



doggedly with Seurat’s dot. French painting at that moment was dom-
inated by this dot. and both Matisse and Derain had tried their hand at
it. But the very action of applying the dot. over and over again. was un-
natural to men who mstinctively used the brush in a very different way.
For Matisse, there was one other insuperable objection. From a dis-
tance. the complementary dots of intense color merged into half-tones.

Around this time. by happy accident. Derain and Matisse were taken
to visit Daniel de Monfreid. a painter who had been a close friend of
Gauguin and who owned a number of Gauguin’s Tahitian paintings. Ma-
tisse had known about Gauguin for years. and had even purchased one
of his portraits from Ambroise Vollard. Now, at this crucial moment in
his career, Gauguin was at his shoulder. telling him things he needed to
hear. Color, Gauguin seemed to say. was as one felt it to be. not as it ac-
tually was. He also seemed to say that no art can be great when the
forces within a painting neutralize one another —as Seurat’s colored
dots did.

Matisse went away from Monfreil’s house determined to bring new
nreaning to Signac’s famous prediction. “The triumphant colorist has
only to appear. We have prepared his palette for him.” Instead of ap-
plying his colors i well-regulated dabs. he let them rip across the
canvas in whatever way suited the picture. In one famous painting from
this period. Landscape at Collioure. the tree trunks are brushed on in a
serpentine line, sometimes broken. sometimes continuous. Their col-

.

ors. as described by Alfred Barr, are “"as one reads the picture from left
to right . . . blue-green. maroon. bright blue. yellow-green. scarlet and
purple. dark green and violet. and. at the right. ultramarine. They
spring from a ground that is spotted blue. orange. ocher and sea-green,
and they carry foliage of vermilion, green and lavender. Only the sea iy
the distance and the sky retain their natural color.™

[t could have been a mess. but it wasn’t. Matisse may have ignored
nature’s colors, but he kept his own color sense ntact. Every touch of

color. no matter how arbitrary in itself. was related to every other

Matisse drew The Fisherman. the pen-and-ink

-

6?:\\5\\ o

sketeh of the curving beach at right, in 1905,

when he and the l!ililltl‘l‘ Derain spent the ~
summer i the little fishing port of Cothionre. . = /;\' ~ TNl (&, S S
Derain is the faintly seen figure swimming = @:‘. =

merrity in the cove beyond the patient angler. ol ... ol =

One of dozens of paintings and drawings that

P .
{ ‘T'f \ "| " N
v L2097 ]
AL DN
Matisse made at Collioure during the many y
summer months he spent there, this amusing
sketeh was later a gift of the artist to his

generous Russian patron, Shehnkin.
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touch. Also. Matisse was helped by the natural quality of Collioure’s
light. Unlike the hght of northern France. which casts deep shadows.
the light at Collioure is intense, blonde and all-powerful: it bathes ev-
erything in a kind of diffused radiance. To capture this quality in his
painting. Matisse left parts of his canvas untouched. and the pure white

along with suggesting intense sunlight —also held the bold colors in
balance.

In the fall. back in Paris. Matisse used this new approach to color i a
portrait of Madame Matisse that was to become one of the most famous
paintings of the century. W oman with the Hat (page 18). Basically the
painting was the standard upper-bourgeois portrait of the day. Matisse
chose the same pose. the same spectacular hat. the same look of super-
cihious boredom that marked portrait after portrait in the Salon. But he
treated the human face in W oman with the Hat exactly as he had treated
the (Jollmlm‘ landscape—he rearranged its color structure to suit him-
self. \ broad green stripe ran across the forehead and another went
down the bridge of the nose: one cheek was vellowish-green and the
other was pmkish-red. But when all these unrealistic patches were put
together the end product was a portrait more real than many a natural-
istic portrait. The virtuoso color was not merely decorative. still less
was it color according to theory:it was color in support of the preture’s
meaning it conveved the festive message fundamental to such “soci-
ety portraits.

W oman with the [lat was a true portrait. but the Parisian public of
1905 did not think <o. When it was exhibited at the Salon d"Automne
of that vear. along with four other Matisse canvases. there was a public
outery. People felt that the picture was not simply bad or incompre-
hensible. but that it was a deliberate insult: it violated not only the sit-
ter’s appearance but also the audience’s coneept of womanhood. They
felt the pubhic was being hoaxed and vilified by a painter who ought by
rights to have come round. hat in hand. seeking its favor. Painters. at
the turn of the century. were regarded almost as civil servants. The
painter who made his annual obeisances at the Salon. who kept in touch
with the whims of public taste. might hope for steady preferment of the
kind enjoyed by members of the Chureh or the armed services. The
Salon was the place where reputations were made or destroyed: trial by
public opinion was a fact of life. and the dragon of public disapproval
still had all its teeth.

Matisse’s H oman with the Hat was not. as it happened. the only paint-
ing that went beyond the sedate norms of the 1905 Salon. During the
previous sunmuer a number of other painters had also been experiment-
ing aggressively with color. sometimes as a group, sometimes in
isolation. Derain’s friend Vlamimek was one of the experimenters: Hen-

Manguin. Charles Camoin and Matisse™s old schoolmate Albert
Marquet were others. At the same time. Rouault, although relatively
subdued in color. was startling people with the ferocity of his subject
matter— grotesque portraits of circus folk and the demimonde. There
was no concerted putsch in the work of these men, but the Salon made
it scem =o by hanging all therr pictures together m one room. Room
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VII. And the hatred of visitors to Room VII was so intense that the ex-
istence of the movement. as a movement, soon became a matter of
legend.

The movement was ealled Fauvism. from an ineident often deseribed,
and just as often disputed. There was in Room VII a small. conventional
statuette of a cupid. done in quasi-Renaissanee style by some would-be
Donatello whose name is now forgotten. The critic Louis Vauxcelles is
said to have walked into Room VI1 and. noting the diserepancy between
statue and paintings. eried. “Aha. Donatello among les fauves |[wild
beasts|!” The name stuck and came to be applied not only to the paint-
ers in Room VII but to all painters— among them Braque and Dufy
who were attracted to unrepressed color. Matisse. as the oldest and
most publicly reviled, was their acknowledged leader. Within a month
or two. his measured and purposeful way of expressing hunself had
made him, almost in spite of himself. the accredited ambassador of a
new way of painting.

“Color for color’s sake,” a phrase originated by Derain, applied
equally to all the Fauves. All of them stood for exhilaration: “Have a
good time!” was their message.

In Paris. despite the furor over Fauvism. the idea of enjoving color
went down very well. for Paris had always regarded art as a funda-
mentally comtortable aetivity. But serious painters were eoming up in

.

other places for whom painting was not a superior distraction. “Color
for heaven's sake™ would have better described the attitude of some of
these painters  men who used color to heighten man’s sense of his
mystical union with the universe — while “eolor for pity’s sake™ came
closer to the mark for those who used color to awaken man to the
wrongs in his own society. The message of the latter painters was not a
shout of exhilaration but a cry of protest and pain. It was a ery that ran
through the musie and literature of central Europe in the vears before
1911 as well as through its painting. It was the ery of men who felt
themselves dispossessed of the things that should have been theirs by
nature.

In art. the great progenitor of this movement, whieh eame to be called
Expressionizsm, was the Norwegian painter Edvard Muneh. Munech was
six vears older than Matisse but had grown up in a very different world.
In Oslo it was possible to go to jail simply for expressing unpopular
points of view. In 1880 the writer Hans Jacger was imprisoned. for in-
stanee. for publishing an autobiographiecal novel that acknowledged the
existence of sex. Munch was close in spirit to the dramatists Henrik
Ihsen and August Strindberg, the latter of whom onee deseribed Munch
as “the esoteric painter of love, jealousy, death and sadness.”™ Like
them, he saw established soeiety as fundamentaliy evil: mankind was
perverted by the demands made upon it by society. and for those who
rejected those demands punishment was inevitable.

Compared to the carefree world of the lImpressionists—the lun-
cheons out-of-doors where everyone has enough to eat and drink. the
dances where everyone has a partner. the sailing parties where the wind

never drops and no one is ever seasiek-— Muneh’s world is not agree-



able. In Munch’s paintings physiecal love is foredoomed by treachery or
mmpotence. death and disease lie in wait for the unblemished body of
every voung girl. and every evening out is followed by its retributive
hangover. Munch could not paint a crowd scene without suggesting
that at any moment the crowd might be cut down by cavalry: he could
not paint a love scene without suggesting that fate would shortly tear
the lovers apart: he could not paint a single figure in a room without
suggesting desertion. This was the world Munch saw about him. and 1t
was also the world of his own private experience. His life was one of
loneliness. vagabondage and mental breakdown.

In 1893, while Matisse was still a student in Moreau’s classroom.
Munch was painting the great picture that prefigures the 20th Centu-
ry’s preoccupation with angst —the unfocused anguish that poisons the
wells of the inner life. The Cry shows a dreamlike figure running along
a jetty toward the viewer. The mouth. the head. the sea behind it. the
clouds and the horizon are all so distorted that finally the whote world
seems to be hallooing in fear and agonv. Color. in this tormented scene.
is the henchman of the artisi’s thought. “Above the blue-black fiord
hung the clouds. red as blood. red as tongues of fire.” wrote Munch of
the picture’s making. “Alone, trembling with anguish, 1 became aware

of the vast. infinite ery of Nature.”

l \t the turn of the century this ery was heard all over Europe. Peo-

ple felt instinetively that terrible times were coming and that nothing
could be done about it. Private misfortunes were seen as metaphors for
an approaching collective disaster that would put an end forever to the
old familiar ways of life. Taboos that had held fast for generations were
suddenly seen as degrading: “pillars of society™ were derided as hyp-
ocrites, and the very notion of authority was considered offensive to
free men. All over Europe huge armies were massing, and ingenious
weaponry pointed to dreadful conflicts that could not long be delayed.
Strikes. assassinations. popular uprisings. political scandals like the
Dreyfus Affair, plots to overthrow long-petrified regimes —all these
pointed to a society divided against itself: Christian against Jew. rich
against poor. free-thinker agaist man of faith. old against young. sol-
dier against civilian. Gauguin, dying in 1903, just missed witnessing m
every department of life what he had demanded only for art —"a break-
ing of all the old windows. even if we cut our fingers on the glass.™

For many young artists this escape from the past was not easy. and
nowhere was this truer than in Germany, where the military machine
was atready tuning up for murder. German officialdom felt. quite right-
Iv. that an art based on a questioning attitude could prove imconvenient
in other spheres as well. and the government did its best to suppress ar-
tistic independence. The director of the National Gallery in Berlin was
dismissed. for instance. for buying too many modern French paintings.
Under such conditions, free expression meant violent expression, and
the free man was by definition a hunted man — a position that most Ger-
man painters were quite incapable of dealing with.

Painting ranked high in German national life. but it was painting of a
kind that depended on anecdote. Germans liked pictures of well-kept

In 1895, two vears after pamting The Cryv the

dour Norwegian artist Edvard Muneh made a
linear interpretation of the pieture in the
lithograph above. In this black-and-white
verston, the seream seems to ring across the
sky o ripples of schematie sound. Intensely
concerned with social problems, with the
alienation of the mdividual and with the
anxieties ol modern life, Munch and other
northern European painters revealed their

feelings m a style known as Expressionisni.




fishermen mending their nets. of soldiers relaxing with nursemaids over
a glass of beer, of preparations for a first communion, of lambs
springtime in the Tyrol. For deeper fare, to satisfy what the German art
historian W tlhelm Worringer referred to as “the heavily oppressed in-
ner life of northern humanity.” Germans turned to poetry and novels,
to the theater and the opera house. Painting was society’s accomplice.
and society did not let painters forget it. What this attitude produced
was a kind of art described in 1900 by a very idealistic young man,
Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. after a visit to a Munich art exhibit. “The
paintings were as depressing as the public’s indifference,” wrote Kirch-
ner. ~Outside there was the flood of life. all color, all sunshine. all
gladness. Inside, these pale, lifeless daubs. Why don’t the worthy
gentlemen paint real life?”

Five vears later Kirchner and three of his friends decided to do some-
thing about it. Kirchner was then an architectural student in Dresden.
and of the four crusaders — the others were Erich Heckel, Karl Schinidi-
Rottluff and Fritz Bleyl- he was the only one with any formal art
education. Nevertheless, banding together as Die Briicke. “*the bridge.”
the four men set out to redeem German art. Dresden at the time was
one of the most beautiful cities in the world. with a very lively cultural
life. But it was a culture in which there was no place for disquiet. Kirch-
ner and his friends were not so much rejected as ignored. They worked
in empty shops on out-of-the-way streets. using their friends as models
and relying on a handful of sympathizers for support. They took their
inspiration partly from Van Gogh. whose work they had seen at a Dres-
den exhibit in 1905, and partly from primitive African and Polynesian
art, of which there were some superb examples in the local ethnograph-
ic museum. Disdaining all ties with the conventional art world, they
held their first exhibit in the showroom of a suburban lamp factory.

1:1* Briicke believed not only in a new art. but in a new society. It
stood for candor and truth in personal relationships. for the straight-
forward portrayal of social reality. for absolute faith in young people as
against their titled and bemedalled elders. "We don’t want art for art’s
sake.” wrote one of its spokesmen., Iwan Goll. “"We want art for peo-
ple’s sake.” Using the same palette of pure unmixed colors that Matisse
used. they achieved a completely different result. Where Matisse aimed
for a sense of relaxed well-being. Kirchner and his friends were out to
shock and provoke. Their candid portraits show people in awkward.
half-dressed poses  pulling at a garter. sprawled across a bed-that
make the viewer feel like an intruder. Their groups of nudes m the
open air are identifiable people undressed in public and are suggestive
of acts even more abhorrent to publie order. Unlike Gauguin’s naked
South Sea islanders, who belong to a distant and doomed culture, the
Briicke nudes are ordinary Germans taking off their clothes in con-
servative Saxony.

In this act of social sabotage. color was once more the great hench-
man: the Briicke's colors were high and strong. as aggressive as their
subject matter. ~“May God protect us! Bad times are on the way!™ Ed-
vard Munch is said to have exclaimed when he first saw a collection of



their lithographs. Kirchner. painting one of his lady friends lying on
her stomach. her backside as blue as a baboon’s. might well have been
echoing one of the Britcke's favorite authors. Friedrich Nietzsche.
“Anyone who wishes to be creative.” wrote Nietzsche. “must first blast
and destroy all social values.™

Yet strong color is not in itself subversive. Delacroix had observed
in his diary that the ideas commonly generated by yellow. orange and
red were “joy and plenty.” And in spite of 19th Century Europe’s gen-
eral preference for brownish, spmachy-green narrative paintings, there
were stitl people whose color sense operated in a much higher kev. In
Russia. above all. Western ideas of nuance and subtlety simply did not
apply. A five-minute walk through the Kremlin reveals on every hand a
color sense that is dircet and full-hearted. The buildings of the Kremlin
are alive with color. inside and out. and that color 1s used with ex-
traordinary freedom and assurance. Sooner or later Russian painters.
conscientrousty imitating the subdued palette of bygone French and
[talian painting. were bound to realize that their strength lay in this an-

cestral attitude toward color.

-E«‘ Russian who got the point soonest was Wassily Kandinskv, a
painter who had embarked on his painting career at an even later point
in his {ife than Matisse. Until well mto adult life Kandinsky. too. had
meant to be a lawyer. Not until 1896, when he was offered a law pro-
fessorship ina provineral university, did he fially reahize that painting
was his true profession. Turning down the academic post, Kandinsky
went off to Munich to study art. Despite this change in careers, Kan-
dinsky looked and acted all his life like a member of the learned
professions. He was precise and sober in his dress and kept his studio
as clean and neat as an operating room. He was widely read and could
talk with authority on many subjects music. anthropology. the nat-
ural sciences, comparative rehigion, literature m several languages and
the theater.

As early as 1889, on a trip to the provinces to collect information on
Russian peasant law. Kandinsky had beeu struck by the mtensity of the
peasants” untutored color sense. All around him he saw houses, elothes.
furniture and furnishings so richly ornamented that everything seemed
to dissolve in color. When he himself began to paint. he drew upon this
ancestral tradition. One of his early paintings. a scene evocative of me-
dieval Russia. The Votley Life (page 67 ). is an attempt to use color with
the same vigor and freedom and purity that he had found in folk art.
He also assigned certain meanings to colors much as Old Russia liked
to refer to the “raspberry note™ of the small bells worn by horses. Red.
for instance, in Kandinsky’s mind stood for “purposeful power.” vel-
tow for uncontrollable aggression and “absolute green™ was supremely
restful. White was a symbol of silence  the silence of emptiness await-
ing fulfilment: black was also a symbol of silence —but of another and
more final sort.

Unlike the Briicke. which fought its battles at home and largely in
isolation, surrounded by a hostile society. Kandinsky traveled widely
and was a true cosmopolitan. He was as mueh at home m Paris and Mu-

I

v

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, a tounder of the
Dresden artists” group Die Briccke (The
Bridge). made this woodeut in 1909 for the
cover of a porttoho contamimg hthographs
and an etchmg by Karl Schmidt-Rottlufl,
another founding member. tn 1906, a vear
after the group was formed. Schimdt-Rottluft
stated their ammn: “To attract all revolutionary
and fermenting elements. that is the purpose

unplied m the name “Briteke,” ™
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Pure abstract pamting was born i Germany

in 1910 with this completely nonobjective
watercolor by the Russian-born Wasaily
Kandinskv. True 10 his theory that art should
provide direet communication between
pamter and viewer, with no preconceived
tanguage of imagery to enewnber the artist’s
spontaneous freedom. Kandinsky left this

«-pm'h-mzll\mj_f watercolor unlitled.
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mch as he was in his native Russia. and he knew what was going on ev-
erywhere in the world of art. What set him apart from other painters
was s entirely original color sense. and eventually this color sense
moved with him into abstract art. Kandinsky. around 1908, discovered
quite by accident that color could work independently of the object
with which it was associated. Returning one evening to his home in Mu-
nich, Kandinsky came face to face in his studio with a painting he had
recently completed. For a moment its colors. in the twilight. spoke to
him so strongly in themselves and for themselves that the subject mat-
ter of the picture did not matter—and the impact of the picture was. if
anything. all the stronger for it. From this he inferred that it might be
possible to dispense with subject matter entirely. and that the resuht
might be all gamn and no loss.

But it took him several years to work this out. Kandinsky had pre-
viously used color in a straightforward. descriptive way. to heighten
the emotional content of a particular scene —to evoke, for instance. the
pageautry of the Middle Ages or the blazing sun of North Africa. Now
he began to use color to express his own states of mind. Instead of
choosing the contents of his pictures. he stood aside and allowed those
contents to choose him. deliberately opening himself to /imagery
brought m from the unconscious. The result was a combination of
forms and colors that were meant to act upon the observer in a logical,
predictable way-since each form and color had for Kandinsky a very

specific meaning.

Ifthm(' forms and colors cometimes reflected the real world as well as
Kandinskyv's own unconscious. this was a fact he neither stressed nor
ignored. The cannons that crept mto Improvisation 30 Cannon could
be explained. he said. by the continual talk of war that has been going
on.” Kandinsky was no fool about world affairs despite a strong el-
ement of mysticism in s make-up. and ke every other intelligent Eu-
ropean he saw disaster conting. The cannons. the churches blasting off
hike rockets. the fragments of landscape lying about. were all expressive
of a world in dissolution. Yet the pamnting itself, as a composition, 1s ab-
sotutety firm. “"Make sure the corners are heavy.” Kandinsky told
himsel as he painted 1t. and indeed the corners are pinned down as
firmly as those of a big circus tent. Above all, the colors work together
to create a sense ol absolute stability. Through color. the painting
speaks of another world. one that lies beyond the petty concerns of men
one that will outlast them.

Kandinsky behieved that it was the artist’s role “'to speak of mystery
in terms of mystery.” and to help “suffermg. searching. tormented
souls™ discover their common bond with animate and inanimate na-
ture, This was a far ery fronr the social realism of the Briicke. It was
even further removed from Matisse’s artistic concerns. To Matisse,
Kandinsky's eredo must have seemed pure dementia  but uneither can
he have had much sympathy for the Briicke’s wish to change society.
Yet curiously it was to Matisse that both Kandinsky and the Briicke
often tooked for leadership.

His attraction was not his reputation for wildness. Indeed Kandinsky



and the Britcke must have known. as most painters did on even the
slightest acquaintance with Matisse. that the label “wild beast™ was ill-
deserved. Rather, they were drawn to this entirely rational man by his
caleulated use of color. a color more intense, nore ingenious and less
dependent upon everyday experience than anything painters had hith-
erto been able to manage. Matisse in effeet had brought eleetricity to a
civilization based on candles.

For Matisse. however. this great serviee to art was no more than a
passing phase, immensely invigorating but limited. Fauve painting was
a sprinter’s painting. and Matisse was a long-distance runner. He spoke
later and without regret of his Fauve period as a time “when the noting
down of my immediate and superficial color sensations was enough for
me.”” Fauve eolor belonged to a eertain moment and that moment could

not be prolonged.

1-11(‘ Salon d"Autonme of 1905 had scarcely closed its doors when Ma-
tisse began work on a very large canvas in which Fauvism is only part of
the magic. Joy of Life (study on page 82 is one ol the great paintings of
the 20th Century. It looks both forward and backward, and says things
about art and the hidden energies of life as well as about Matisse and
the future course of his eareer. [t is a picture that derives direetly from
Matisse’s summer in Collioure. but it also has to do with ideas that had
haunted the European tinagination for centuries—ideas relating to the
age-old dream of a seeret garden free from guilt and worldly care.

Matisse took enormous trouble with the painting. First he sketched a
remembered clearing in the woods near Collioure. which had a distant
view of the sea. Then he did a great many drawings of a naked model in
the open air. remembering the look of Collioure fishermen dancing on
the shore. but also remembering the way Greek vase-pamters treated
the human figure. For his reclining figures, he turned to his memory of
Seural’s languorous Parisians in Sunday Afiernoon on the Island of La
Grande Jatte. And when he tackled the problem of composing these el-
ements into a eoherent whole, he remembered the bacchanals of a long
succession of European painters. running from Bellini and Titian.
through Rubens and Poussin. to Watteau and Ingres.

Yet most people. seeing the Joy of Life for the first time at the 1906
Salon des Indépendants. thought it willfully original —unlike any paint-
ing ever done before. Matisse had treated the trees as if they were a se-
ries of stage flats, and the earefree people in the scene—dancing.
making love. playing the pipes—suggested the charaeters m a tradi-
tional classic ballet. But within the tradition, there were some very odd
things. The serpentine woman twined with ivy at the extreme lefi
looked more like an Art Nouveau lampstand than a human being: the
eouple making love in the foreground seemed to have, between them,
only one head. Some of the people were impossibly large by the normal
standards of perspective. and others were impossibly small.

Joy of Life initiated a lot of things, both for Matisse and for others.
Its sinuous, sculptural poses became standard among seulptors of mon-
umental figures, and its vigorous round dance was obviously the
forerunner of Matisse’s own famous Dancers. eompleted some four



years later. In more general terms, Joy of Life declared Matisse’s in-
tention of being accepted as a painter on his own terms and on no one
else’s. Having examined most of the great art of the past, he knew that
many of its themes were worth keeping, but he also knew that they
could not be treated in the same way. Similarly, he knew that Fauve
color, for all its striking effects, did not allow him to say the complex
things he wanted to say. Joy of Life is a masterpiece of lyrical color, but
it is not color used to intensify action — it is the action. The dancing fig-
ures, the lovers locked in emblematic embrace, the musicians playing
on their pipes are no more alive than statues. It is the color that trans-
ports the viewer into another world.

Matisse set such great store by Joy of Life that it was his only entry
in the 1906 Salon des Indépendants, but the audience, far from sharing
his enthusiasm for it, was dumbfounded. The painting was clearly the
result of long and patient labor, but what did it mean? Its subject was
clearly erotic, but it did not seem to aim at sexual provocation. Nor did
it seem at all to be a criticisin of life or society, though it did hint an
oblique criticism of other painters who attempted such subjects. It was
in its way profoundly polemical ~Matisse’s own arguments for what he
thought painting should be —and like all good polemics, it enraged a lot
of people. One of the people most enraged was Matisse’s old friend Sig-
nac, who announced to one of his disciples that Matisse had *“gone com-
pletely to the dogs. He's taken a canvas eight feet long, surrounded
some odd characters with a line as thick as your thumb and covered the
whole thing with flat, well-defined color areas. which, pure as they are,
disgust me.”

F()rtunatel)' there was one person who understood what Matisse was
up to. The poet Guillaume Apollinaire was Matisse’s exact opposite —
impulsive where Matisse was measured and cautious, extravagantly
social where Matisse begrudged every moment spent away from the stu-
dio. adventurous where Matisse double-checked every new move.
Apollinaire was one of the most irresistible personalities of the cen-
tury. He also happened to love painting, and he wrote a great deal about
it. What he wrote was not always well-founded (Braque once said that
Apollinaire could not tell Rembrandt from Rubens), but people read
him simply because he was Apollinaire. Also, he moved among painters
as an artist among artists, and so they spoke to him freely and in full
confidence. Consequently, his articles were often a very good guide to
how painters really felt.

Apollinaire often talked with Matisse —Matisse’s children long re-
membered his roly-poly presence in their home and his insatiable
appetite for preserved ginger—and defended him when most of the art
world was anxious to look the other way. Critics complained, he wrote,
that Faure was ““too mild for Matisse, that Fauvissime, *wildest of wild
beasts,” would be better,” but the truth was that ““if Matisse Is an in-
novator, as he certainly is, he renovates more than he innovates.” Then
he would go on to woo his readers toward Matisse with references to
the painter’s solid family life, to the quality of the food served by Ma-
dame Matisse (“the family table, without being lavish, is delicious™),



to the excellence of Matisse’s liqueurs. brought baek from Collioure.

Apollinaire was the first to say in print that Matisse’s art was above
all an art of equilibrium, in whieh instinet and aequired knowledge were
made to work together. Questioned about this. Matisse told Apollinaire
that the artist had to find his own inmost personality and rely upon it
entirely. and that this could not be done through introspection alone.
He had to pit himself against the giants of the past. eonfront them di-
reetly. “If the fight is mortal.” he said. “and the personality of the art-
ist eollapses, then that’s the way it has to be.” Apollinaire was also the
first to report in print the full extent of Matisse’s interest in other forms
of art: “"the hieratie art of the Egyptians. the refined Greek art. the vo-
luptuous Cambodians. the work of the aneient Peruvians and the
African tribal statues, proportioned according to the passions that pro-
voked them.”

Through Apollinaire. people became genuinely interested in Ma-
tisse's ideas, and in 1908 the magazine La Grande Revue invited him to
speak for himself. The artiele, A Painter’s Notes,” beeame an imme-
diate sensation and was translated almost at once into German and
Russian. At a moment when Expressionism was rampant and violence
was visible everywhere in art. Matisse disposed of Expressionist ideas
in a line or two. ""To my mind.” he wrote, “expression Is not a matter
of passion mirrored on the human faee or revealed by a violent gesture.
When | paint a picture, its every detail is expressive. The place oc-
cupied by figures or objeets, the empty spaces around them. the
proportions, everything plays a part.” He was equally short with the
Impresstonists, whose work was still a living 1ssue for the publie. A

rapid rendering of a landscape.” he wrote. “represents only one mo-
ment of its appearanee. | . . . prefer to disecover its more enduring char-
acter and eontent, even at the risk of sacrificing some of its nore
pleasing qualities.” As for the eolor theories of Signae and his friends.
these too were shown the door: “When | choose a color it is not be-
eause of any seientific theory. It comes fromn observation. from feeling.
from the imnermost nature of the experience in question.™

IVlatisse was against violent expression, against the rendering of fu-
gitive impressions, against all forms of pseudoseientific doetrine. He
wanted a eonsidered art. an art of serenity from which everything non-
essential had been pared away. an art of whieh he himself was to be the
master. I cannot copy nature like a servant. I interpret nature. and na-
ture must submit herself to the spirit of the pieture.” He was a
eonservative, then, rejecting the painting styles of the moment. But he
was also in the truest sense a revolutionary. For mere imitators of the
past he had nothing but disdain. “*We belong to our time.” he wrote.
“We share its opinions, its preferenees and its delusions. All artists
bear the mark of their time, and the great artists are the ones in whom
that mark lies deepest.”™ And Matisse knew. though he did not say. that
the great artist is the one who takes the whole burden of his time upon
himself. who paints not for color’s sake, or for heaven’s sake. or for
pity’s sake, but for his own sake. Matisse aeeepted that burden. and
lived with it and proved himself right.
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This 1950 lithograph. Apollinaire. Rourveyvre,
Vatisse, 1= Matisse’s tribute to two of his early
admirers and triends. The poet-critie
Guillaume Apollinaire (top. left ). the first
public champion of Matisse’s work. had died.
weakened by war wounds, in the 1918 flu

epidemic. André Rouveyre. a writer and

caricaturist who shared the artist’s tove of the

south of France. still hved in Vence, near
Matisse. when the lithograph was made.
Matisse inscribed the triple portrait *To
friendship™ in a curtycued border. like an

entry i a 19th Century album of mementos.
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-II(‘ pictures are ariot of color: the sky is cream. the
shadows green. the tree trunks red. Even today. after
more than 60 years. the viewer is jolted by the power of
theircolors and is disturbingly pleased by their effect.

W hensuch paintings were exhibited at the Salon
d"Automne in 1905, Parisians too were shocked- but not
with pleasure. So aggressively irrational did the paimtings
seem that the painters who had made them were
nicknamed fauves. or “wild beasts.” Ironically. the leader
of the “wild beasts™ was the sober Matisse.

W hy did Matisse, who was such a careful observer.
deliberately ignore the colors of nature for these aberrant
hues? To Matisse and the Fauves color served to transmit
the artist’s intense feehng for his subject: color stood for
the emotion of the artist as he went about his work.

Matisse’s pictures were shown very early in Germany.
where pamters were already trying techniques that would
jog traditional German art out of its representational rut.
In Dresden and Munich particularty. daring voung men
used bold. abstract color to express themselves and thus
carned their name. “Expressionists.”

Both the Expressionists of Germany and the Fauves of
France were indebted to Van Gogh. Gauguin and Cézanne:
both movements at their most intense were short lived.
burning out quickly like bursts froma Roman candle. But
Matisse remained a Fauve in principle for the rest of his

days colorconveyed his emotion.
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The “"Wild
Beasts”

This hight and lyrical scenc is a
typical Fauve painting by Matisse.
The brushwork is quick, the colors
audacious: the carefree gaiety of a
summer day is unmistakable.
Charming as this painting seems
today. it was attacked in 1905 with
the other Fauve paintings by one
critic as “"the barbarie and naive
sport of a child who plays with the
box of colors he just got as a

Christinas present.”

The Open W indow. 1905
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Madame Matisse (** The Green Line™ ), 1905

he first time the three leading Fauves—Matisse. André
Derain and Maurice de Vlaminck— got together was at a
Van Gogh exhibition in 1901. Van Gogh was an inspiration
to all three. "l use color in a completely arbitrary way in
order to express myselfl powerfully.”” the Dutchman had

1 1o his brother some 15 years before. Van Gogh
n dead almost a dozen years. but the Fauves.
heir work, proved to be kindred spirits.
1d Derain had been acquainted for a couple of

year re serious students of art who were working
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THE TATE GALLERY. LONDON

André Derain: Portraut of Matisse, 1905

toward Fauvism through study and experimentation.
Derain’s friend. Vlaminck, was the opposite: a wildly
impulsive artist who made his paintings glow like red-hot
coals. Matisse described his meeting with Vlaminck at the
Van Gogh show in this way: ~l saw Derain in the
company of an enormous young fellow who proclaimed
his enthusiasm in a voice of authority. . . .I still think
Derain was a bit afraid of him. But he admired him for his
enthusiasm and his passion.”

Whatever their personality differences. the three

\
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Maurice de Vlaminck: Portrait of Derain, 1905

arrived at Fauvisin alinost simultaneously. but
individuallv. Vlaminek’s stvle was erude, as is seen in his
portrait of Derain (above, left ). The paints are thick on
the canvas. laid on in heavy sinears; the eyelids are
weighty, the mustache wanders off the face, the skin tone
and baekground in one section are nearly identical.
Derain’s portrait of Vlaminck (above. right ) shows a
lighter, more delicate touch. The colors are softer than
Vlaminck's, the brushstrokes finer: the ambiance, from
the cocked bowler hat to the cheery yellow background.

André Derain: Portrait of | laminck. 1905

is more sophisticated. Derain’s fine sensitivities are also
manifest in his portrait of Matisse (opposite ).

Of all the Fauves. however. Matisse had the surest
hand, as is seen by his portrait of his wife (opposite),
nicknamed “The Green Line " by the Michael Steins, who
first owned it. The green splits the face in relief and saves
it from being lost in the forceful background. Here
Matisse has used one of his favorite devices: he made the
background so strong that the subject must emerge on its

own. The result is a study of imposed harmony.
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Vunm-rl\ and Derain, although of vastly different

tenrperaments, fitted the popular notion of the artist as a
rather disreputable bohemtan. They worked together
tefly in what had been a decrepit old restaurant in

i, a suburb of Paris. They consorted with bums,

nd prostitutes. and they took a vain pride in their

rengthr. frequentty interrupting work for
ke rides and rowing races. “We were not real

Viaminek satd, referring to himsel and

André Derain: | iew of Collioure, 1905

Derain. “Just nonconformists. We didn’t belong.™

Derain’s work suffered from his excesstvely intellectual
bent. He became increasingly conservative, often trying
to match himself against the masters and — in his mind
faiting. “"The greatest danger in art is too much
knowledge, ™ he said. But at his best, his touch was true,
guided by a sure sense of light, movement and beauty.
When he worked with Matisse at Collioure in 1905

(above ). his work reflected thetr shared beliel that painting
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should always be pleasing to the eye.

Unlike Derain, Vlaminck never compared his talent
with past masters. He was a blatant self-promoter who
took keen pleasure in giving art history broad swipes with
the back of his hand. Visiting inuseums bastardizes the
| personality, just as hobnobbing with priests makes you
lose your faith.” he once said. Striking out at his
canvases, he worked in furious bursts. often spreading the
oil paint on directly from the tubes. as had Van Gogh. His
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Maurice de Vlaminck: Landscape with Red Trees, 1906

talents were many-sided. A pugnacious giant, Vlaminck
was an accomplished musician and writer. And he was
also an anarchist who worked off his hatred of the social
establishment through his art. **Painting was an abscess
which drained off the evil in me.”” he said. W hat [ could
have achieved in social context by throwinga bomb. . .1
have tried to express in art. . .. Thus I have been able to
use my destructive instincts in order to re-create a

sensitive, living and free world




hile tiie Fauves set Paris in an uproar, the
Expressionists were trying to inflame not only the German
art world. but their entire repressive, rigid society. One
school. Die Briicke, or ““The Bridge™ (to the future),
established a studio in a former butcher’s shop in
Dresden. where work and talk went on all night. and
models and artists enjoyed a communal life. The two
paintings on this page by Kirchner and Heckel show this
passion for freedom and spontaneity. Another school of

xpressionists was formed in Munich as Der Blaue Reiter

(The Blue Rider), a name coined by two of its leaders,
Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc. Kandinsky, a Russian
expatriate and former professor. often painted fond
memories of his homeland, using color to convey his
spiritual longing (opposite page). Similarly, the German
Marc used color, shape and rhythm to dramatize the
integration of all creatures in nature.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner: Blue Nude with Straw Hat, 1908

Erich Heckel: At the Pond in the § ood, 1910
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Franz Marc: The Yellow Cow. 1911
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Matisse expressed the visual
excitenent he felt in Morocco with
the warm colors of this stll life
painted during his second visit
there. Lush and inviting. the fruit
in the bowl is set off by a scattering
of green leaves, while the flowered
tablecloth and colorful background
supply a touch of gaiety.

Oranges. 1912

IV

An Audience
from Abroad

Matisse i his late 30s was not rich in the way that young painters
are often rich today. but there was a moment when it was clear that
with reasonable luck he would never be poor again. The moment came
sometime between March 19060 and February 1907, On the former date
the art dealer Théodore Druet offered himn a one-man show. to which Ma-
tisse sent 35 pictures—all but a few of which came straight back to his
studio when the show closed. On the latter date a new young art deal-
er. D.-H. Kahnweiler. arrived in Paris from Germany and was quickly
able to corral such pamters as Derain. Vlaminck, Braque and Picasso.
But Kahnwetler never approached Matisse because. he said. Matisse
“was already too big for me.” Somewhere along the line in the in-
tervening 10 months, Matisse had changed from an unsalable firebrand
to a man of substance. He had acquired what all painters dream of: a
group of sohd. serious. durable patrons.

With one exception all of these patrons were foreigners. The only
Frenchman to see the point of Matisse was Marcel Sembat. the So-
cialist politictan who represented Montmartre in the Chamber of
Deputies. Sembat had begun to collect Matisse’s paintings m the early
days of Fauvism, and never lost his adiniration for his work. In 1920
Sembat published the first monograph on Matisse. and in 1922 his gen-
erous bequest to the Grenoble Museum put 1t 20 years ahead of other
French museums in the possession of Matisse paintings.

Among Matisse’s foreign patrons. the honor of bemg first usually
goes to Leo and Gertrude Stein. who bought W oman with the [lat—re-
putedly for around 3100 from the Salon d’Autonmme and carried 1t off
to the apartment they shared at 27 Rue de Fleurus. Matisse was im-
pressed by their faith. French feeling against the prcture ran so hot and
strong at the time that he had forbidden Madame Matisse to go to the
Salon. and Matisse himself went only once. But the Steins were not or-
dinary patrons. By French standards they were naive, but they also
had a fearless and articulate preference for the new. They were eager
to learn but also innately self-confident.

Leo and Gertrude Stein were the children and grandchildren of Amer-
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A sketch and color notes tor the pamnting
Oranges appear above on the fragmenl of a
letter Matisse senl 10 Michael Stein in 1912,
Apparently Malisse was nol yet satished with
the design and was trying oul an idea on his
friend. For 1he fimished work ( see page 68 for
comparison ), he kepl the fruit and Howered
tablecloth essennially 1he same, but broke 1he
original background elemenls into a grealer
variety of horizontal, verlical and oblique
lines and colors, and replaced The siripes
below the cloth with solid red and purple.
Picasso boughl the Matisse painting for his

own collection during World War 11.

ica’s robust, mid-19th Century expansionism. Sensitive they might be,
but in the tast analysis they thought their judgment as good as anyone
else’s. They had money —not a lot. but enough—from famity-owned
clothing stores i Baltimore and Pittsburgh. and from holdings in the
Omnibus Cable Company of San Francisco and the Central Pacific Rail-
road. In Baltimore they had made their mark as cultivated people, but
thev also knew how to work. Gertrude had been a serious student of med-
icine at Johns Hopkins at a time when only a rare woman dared to
enter the field, and had missed out on her diploma only because she re-
fused to make up a flunked course given by a professor who bored her.
Leo cared enough about art to spend every vacation from Harvard tour-
ing the world’s great museums. and for a time was collecting material
for a life of Mantegna. a project he abandoned onty when he reatized
that he preferred estheties to history. After Harvard. Leo became a dis-
ciple of Bernard Berenson. and was often at Berenson’s Florentine villa.
I Tatti —although Berenson sometimes found Leo’s earnest scholarship
tiresome (Leo. he once said. “"was always inventing the umbrella™).

As children. the Steins had been inseparable—Leo once referred to
their attraction for each other as ““the family romance.” In Paris they
soon became the center of the bohemian art world. Even in that world
they were a funny pair. Leo, with his unceasing flow of talk, his pre-
sumed wealth, his bald head and superabundant beard, his corduroy
pants and “*bacchic™ sandals. struck the French as a mysterious, con-
tradictory figure. Gertrude was even odder: a squat, thick-set, pear-
shaped voung woman with a monumental head and a capacity for saying
things that mattered in a very few words. At the time, however, no one
took the future author of some immensely influential poetry and prose
to be a near-genius. It was Leo who set the inteltectuat pace. Among his
friends, who were many, and his amours, who were hardly less nu-
merous, Leo was known as a man who would achieve great things—if
only he could make up his mind what he wanted to do.
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Leo’s letters reveal him as vain. touchy and self-important. Nev-
ertheless he was briefly. according to art historian AHred Barr. perhaps
the world™s most discerning collector of 20th Century art. Between
1905. when he and Gertrude bought I oman with the Hat. and 1909,
when he tired of the game. Leo put together a superh collection of mod-
ern painting. Berthe Weill knew him well -~ Leo referred to her as ““the
funny little squinting near-sighted old fady who svmpathized with rev-
olutionaries. good. bad and indifferent™ and it was through Berthe
Weill that he came to buy W oman with the Hat. Berthe Weill told him
of Matisse’s chagrin over the picture’s reception. “"Matisse had thought
that this time he had played the ace of trumps.” Leo wrote. “and ap-
parently it would take nothing.” He and Gertrude went to look at the pie-
ture in the Salon. got over s strangeness and decided to buy it. I
was what | had unknowingly been waiting for.” he wrote.

Having bought the painting. they soon arranged to meet the artist.
and Leo. who knew an inteltectual when he saw one. was delighted. Va-
tisse's mind was like the well-stocked. well-ordered minds of the ]u'(»lnl('
with whom the Steins had associated in Baltimore. ““Matisse was really
intethgent.” he noted. “"He was also wittv. and capable of saving ex-
actly what he meantaboutart.”™ At a time when most Frenchmen thought
of Matisse as someone who just splashed pamt around. Leo Stein got
the point of Matisse’s working methods: “He 1s intuitive, he is intel-
ligent. in his way heisas persistent as Cézanne himself: and his best com-

positions are full. complete. veritable pictorial finatities such as one

rarely finds.” Before fong Matisse paintings were hanging one on top of

another at 27 Rue de Fleurus. The Steins bought freely. out of genuine
passton, and in bulk: I oman with the Hat in 1905, Joy of Life in 1906,
Blue Nude in 1907,

Matisse was glad to have such firm support. but he was not howled

Pamtings by Cézanne, Matisse. Renoir and
Picasso jammed the walls of Gertrude Stein’s
salon on the Rue de Fleurus. Here Miss Stein
(right ) and her life-long companion Alice B.
I'oklas. often seated m this fireplace corner of
the room, held court for favored artists. 1t was
here, in fact. that Gertrude once gave a
Inncheon for all the living painters whose
work she owned, taking delight in seating each
man opposite his own picture. No one noticed
the arrangement except the alert Matisse. who
was annoyed rather than pleased. According
to Miss Stein. he later upbraided her laughingly.
saving. “Mademoiselle Gertrude. the world 1s
a theater for you. but there are theaters and
theaters, and when you histen so carefully to
me and so attentively and do not hear a word

I say then I do say you are very wicked.” Most
likely Matisse was put out because Picasso

was replacing him in Miss Stein’s favor.
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The charcoal sketch above is a study hy
Matisse for his portrait of Michael Stein’s
wife, Sarah ( page 82). the artist’s favorite of
all the Stein family. Sarah was responsible for
the first sale of a Matisse to an art collector in
America. She bought Nude ina I ood tor a
New York friend George Of, who had seen the
Matisse pictures she had brought with her on
a quick trip home in 1906. Impreszed by these
works. the first Matisses to come to the United
States, Of asked Sarah to buy a Matisse for
him sight unseen: she fulfifled the

commission on her return to France.
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over by it. Leo himself once observed that ““Matisse has always been a
very good businessman, and why not? We did not buy his paintings be-
cause of his beautiful eyes. but because we were interested in what he
was doing. . . .7 Perhaps Matisse sensed that the interest would fade.
that Leo was by nature giddy and unfocused and that Gertrude. al-
though vastly more stable. had no real feeling for art. In any case it is cer-
tain that the person he hked best in the Stein family was Mrs. Miehael
Stein, the wife of their older brother. It was primarity thanks to Mi-
chael Stein’s skill as an investor that Leo and Gertrude did not have to
bother about money. And it was Miehael’s wife Sarah who very soon be-
eame Matisse’s most staunch and loval admirer.

T;v Miehael Steins hved on Rue Madame in a modest apartment that
had none of the panache of the bohemian establishment on Rue de Fteu-
rus. But though Matisse was always made much of when he visited Leo
and Gertrude. he was a great deal happier at the Michael Steins. Sarah
Stein was an impulsive. affectionate young woman who had onee stud-
ied pamting. and Matisse thought her a person of exceptional finesse
and discernment: “Mrs. Michael Stein.” he wrote many vears later.
“was the really intelligently sensitive member of the family.”™ Also,
after the self-important posturing that was de riguewr on Rue de Fleu-
rus. he found Saralh’s unspoiled girtish ways a pleasant contrast. He
got into the habit of going regularly 1o Rue Madame to tatk with Sarah
and her husband, feeting that with them he could speak freely, without
danger of having his confidences bruited all over town.

The fullest and funniest but not the most rehable aeeount of this pe-
riod in Matisse’s hife is to be found in Gertrude Stein’s light-hearted
book. The Autobiography of Mlice B. Toklas-—ostensibly the memoir of
the wispy youngwoman who joined Gertrude in 1907, to beeome her life-
tong companion. Written long after the events it describes (it was
published m 1933), the Awobiography eontains errors of faet. taste
and affeetion. Leo Stein ealled it “a rather clever superstructure on a
basis of nnpenetrable stupidity.” Georges Braque was more blunt.
“Miss Stemn.”” he wrote. “understood nothing of what went on around
her.. .. She never went beyond the stage of the tourist.” Matisse said
for publication that much of the book was sheer tnvention. “more like
a harlequin’s eostume . . . sewn together without taste and without re-
lation 1o reality.” In private he went much further: Gertrude Stein, he
said, was a “king-sized blockhead.™

The book’s references to Matisse are indeed often disparaging. At
one point. speaking of her cook. Hélene. Miss Stein wrote. “lélene
had heropinions: shedid not forinstance like Matisse. She said a French-
man should not stay unexpectedly 1o a meal partieularly if he asked the
servant beforehand what there was for dinner. She said that foreigners
had a perfect right to do these things but not a Frenehman. . . . So
when Miss Stein said to her. Monsieur Matisse is staying for dinner
this evening, she would say. in that case I will not make an omelet but
fry the eggs. It takes the saie number of eggs and the same amount of
butter but it shows tess respeet., and he wilt understand.™

No one likes 1o be made fun of in print. and Frenchmen are espe-



cially incensed by the jibes of foreigners: the privilege’of entering French
life is not one that is expected to be abused. But there is a further pos-
sible reason for Matisse’s annoyance with The Autobiography of Alice
B. Toklas. Gertrude Stein makes it quite clear that in her view the one
painter worth bothering about in the Paris of her vouth was a young
Spaniard just starting to make his way: Pablo Picasso.

Matisse and Picasso met at the Steins in the fall of 1906. Fernande
Olivier. Picasso’s companion at the time. says i her memoirs that at
this meeting “Matisse was very much master of himself. Picasso was al-
ways rather sutlen and restrained at such tnmes. and 1t was Matisse who
shone.” Matissc had reason to feel superior. His most important paint-
ing, Jov 0/'/ ife. dommated the Steins’ drawing room uml he was. after
all. Picasso’s senior by 12 vears: Picasso was then only 25. But it was a
mislcading beginning. Picasso had known Leo and Gert rmiu Stein for al-
most a year, and had already completed his monumental portrait of Ger-
trude—for which she sat more than 80 times. During those sittings she
and Picasso had achieved a genuine rapport. quite different from her re-
fationship with Matisse. Picasso was mercurial. inquisitive. opportu-
nistic, quite evidently aman of genius: Matisse. with his intrinsic reserve
and his measured way of speaking. was not. Gertrude Stein was not pro-
foundly committed to painting as painting. but she was committed to ex-
ceptional human beings. And she recognized, from the very start. that
Picasso was at the very top of that class.

The fact that Matisse and Picasso had not met before is less ex-
traordinary than it might seem. Picasso lived and worked m Montmartre
and seldom came down iis hills to Paris proper: Matisse never went up
to Montmartre. Neither man went out for the sake of gomg out. but a pa-
tron. especially a foreign patron. had certain claims on a painter.
Gertrude Stem had no particular trouble getting Matisse and Picasso
into her house at the same time. but it 1s doubtful that any other host-
ess could have done it with such ease thereafier. Matisse and Picasso

were never rivals in the commounplace sense, but neither were they

close friends. Each recognized the other as a supreme professional. Pi-
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In 1911 Matisse was anxious about The
Painter’s Famuly (page 87 ). his work in
progress when he sent the posteard above to
Michael Stemn in San Francisco. It 1s well
under way,” he wrote in the note, above a
sketch of the painting. . .. but I am
uncertain of its success.” Genuinely fond of
Michael Stein and his wife, Matisse did
portraits of them both m Paris i 1916 (page
82). The photograph at left shows Matisse at
work on Michael’s larger than life-size,
austere portrait. More conventional than
most of Matisse’s portraits of the time. the
picture perhaps reflects the deep personal

esteemn the painter had for his subject.



Miss Etta Cone («hove jand her sister, Dr.
Claribel Cone (below ), were perceptive
collectors of 13 Matisse paintings. W omen of
great learning and outstanding individuality,
they also had their eccentric side. Dr. Claribel
was said to be so insistent on her comfort and
privacy that, when World War I broke ont
while she was visiting Germany. she chose to
remain there through the war-torn years

rather than risk having to share crowded

accommodations during the return home. The

fastidious Miss Etta onee lyped a complete
Gertrude Stein manuscript letter by letter
since, having failed to ask permission to read
the book. she did not feel that it was fitting to

take notice of the words.

casso once spoke of Matisse and himself as the “"North Pole and South
Pole™ of art —meaning no doubt that in temperament they could not
have been further apart. but also meaning that they functioned as land-
marks. without which the map of modern art did not make sense.

At the time of therr first meeting there was no direct parallel be-
tween their activities. Picasso was just emerging from his Blue and
Rose Period canvases— delicious. romantic visions that stayed within
the bounds of everyday experience. Soon he would begin to develop Cub-
1sm, a kind of painting that seemed to many people more radical and
more promising than anything Matisse had put forward. The color rev-
olution pioneered by Matisse was a revolution of feeling: it empowered
painters to express themselves with a new directness and candor. The
Cubism proneered by Picasso was a revolution i construction. While
Matisse moved toward a two-dimensional art conceived in flat areas of
pure color. Picasso was giving the world a new idea of the third di-
mension. The two were going in completely opposite directions. Yet 1t
would have been unnatural for Picasso not to wish to overtake Matisse
as an artist, and equally unnatural for Matisse not to regard this with
something more than mere curiosity.

Shortly after meeting Matisse, Picasso set about painting what is
probably the most famous picture of this century, Les Demoiselles
d" 1vignon. a canvas dominated by five massive female nudes with mask-
like faces and angular bodies. The origins of this painting are immensely
complex, but unquestionably Matisse was. in one way or another, on
Picasso’s mind from time to time when he did 1. With his gentus for
fastening upon things that could be of use to him. Picasso had re-
cently fastened on African art. Just how this came about is still a mat-
ter of controversy. Matisse. however. had been collecting African
sculpture for some time. and no doubt had shown his collection to
Picasso when Picasso came to call on him at his apartment. Picasso
also had before him during this period the example of Matisse's Joy
of Life. which hung m 27 Rue de Fleurus. a painting in which Ma-
tisse had masterfully summed up all his preoccupations to date. It
cannot be pure coicidence that alinost immediately Picasso began to
paint a comparably ambitious picture. Finally, there 1s a direct re-
lation between the seated figure in Picasso’s painting and a seated
figure in Cézanne’s Bathers, a painting then owned by Matisse.

Aflvr the appearance of Les Demoiselles d Avignon. a well-judged
wariness marked the two painters’ personal relations. even though they
continued to see each other socially. There was a period, for instance,
when Matisse took Picasso riding with him, and. wittingly or not. set a
pace that invariably left the nonriding Picasso stiff and sore. And much
has been made of the fact that when they exchanged paintings. neither
cave the other his best work. Nevertheless. after the end of World
War I, when the two were more or less neighbors in the south of
France, they drew closer together. Matisse presented Picasso with the
dove that served as model for his famous peace poster, and with the
striped Melanesian idol that confronted visitors to Picasso’s villa in the
late 1950s. Picasso, who values few persons’ opinions. often invited Ma-



tisse to look at his work and when Matisse became too ill to leave
home, Picasso hired a truck and took his paintings to Matisse so that
the aged master could examine them at his teisure. Not long after Ma-
tisse died. a friend remarked to Picasso on what seemed to him the in-
fluence of Matisse in one of his new canvases. " Ah ves.” said Picasso.
“vou see | have to paint for both of us now.™

-|I:o personal magnetism that so quickly attracted collectors to Pi-
casso was absent in Matisse. Every new enthusiast for Matisse’s work
was a precious possession. and the year 1900 was memorable tor his ac-
quisition of two such patrons. the strong-minded American maiden la-
dies, Dr. Claribel and Miss Etta Cone. The Cones had been friends of
the Steins since Baltimore days. and like them were genuine cosmo-
politans. They too had a comfortable private income —in their case.
from cotton mitls founded by their brothers with money borrowed from
their father, a first-generation German-Jewish immigrant.

«Dr. Claribel Cone, even more drawn to medicine than Gertrude Stein.
was one of the first woman doctors in America. Just a few mches over
five feet high, with large hands and feet and a marked tendency 1o
spread out below the waist, she cut an even stranger figure than her
friend. Paradoxically. however. Dr. Claribel had a great sense of stvle.
She invariably wore black, but she fancied theatrical accessories. often
putting them together in combinations that stopped just short of the ri-
diculous. At the opera she would appear with silver skewers from India
in her hair. massive Renaissance jewelry upon her hosom, mountains
of shawls from Spain and the Orient draped over her shoulders. Dr. Clar-
ibethad a lot to say. imost of it worth hearing. and a voice that compelled
attention. Miss Etta. her sister. was equally firm in her opinions. al-
though as a person she was gentle and withdrawn and much less
extravagant in her costume. Their qualities as art collectors are man-
ifested in the Cone Collection of the Baltimore Museum. but their qual-
ities as human beings were just as remarkable: as patrons. the Cones
were constant. honorable and open-minded,

Matisse met the Cones in January 1900. when they were taken to
callon him by Mrs. Michael Stein. They bought at onee. for $20. a draw-
ing and a watercolor, and they went on buymg for 30 years. Unlike Leo
and Gertrude Stein, who later unloaded their Matisses. the Cones held
onto theirs. And unlike other Matisse collectors. who dropped out when
his prices rose, they continued to bid for his work on the open market.
When Blue Nude. for instance. was auctioned in Paris in 1926, Dr. Clar-
ibel paid $6.000 for it— then a substantial sum.

Matisse repaid the Cones™ loyalty with the deep but undemonstrative
affection that he reserved for people who in his eyes had really proved
themselves. This trusted cirele was not targe. and much of it was knglish-
speaking. It included the English art crities Roger Fry and Chive Bell,
the English writer Matthew Stewart Prichard. and the American ar-
cheologist Thomas Whittemore. best known for his work in uncovering
the splendid mosaics in St. Sophia m Istanbul. W hittemore purchased
Matisse’s Terrace, St.-Tropez in 1909 and presented it to Boston art col-
lector Isabella Stewart Gardner. who turned her home. Fenway Court.



The sporty Irio hoisting steins of beer i
Munich i 1910 are Matisse, nght. the
German painter Alberl Weisgerber, center,
and. at left, Hans Purrmann, whose 1953 <elf-
portrait appears below. One of Matisse™s most
ardent champions, Purrmann helped organmze
Matisse's art school in Paris and was its
“student manager™’; i his native Germany,
he arranged Matisse’s first one-man show in
Berhin, acted as Matisse’s agent with German
collectors, wrote a series of memoirs about
the painter and successfully guided Matisse

1hrough three tours of Germany.
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into a museum- making Terrace. St.-Tropez the first Matisse painting to
enter an American museum.

But the patron on whom Matisse leaned most heavily was without a
doubt Mrs. Michael Stein. After 1907, when Leo Stein began to weary
of Matisse. and Gertrude Stein came more and more to prefer Picasso,
Sarah Stein emerged as the member of the family most to be trusted. It
was Sarah who took the first Matisse paiting across the American con-
tinent to San Francisco and started a vogue for Matisse collecting in Cal-
iforma. This happened in 1906, after the San Francisco earthquake,
when she and her hushand went home for a while to attend to their
real estate holdings. Among her converts on this trip were Harriet
Lane Levy, whose Matisse collection is now in the San Francisco Mu-
seum. and Miss Levy’s gnomelike little friend Alice B. Toklas. who ul-
tunately followed the Stems to Paris and joined the ménage of Gertrude.

Sarah Stein was also responsible for the short-lived but immensely
successful Académie Matisse. She had long been in the habit of show-
ing Matisse her own paintings for correction and. in her typically warmp-
hearted way. could not resist sharing the privilege. First she invited
the German painter Hans Purrmann to join her. Then. when a number
of other people expressed a wish to learn from Matisse at first hand,
she proposed starting a private art school. Matisse was of two minds
about the project. He was touched by his would-he students” enthusiasm.
and he remembered what Gustave Morcau's classes had meant to him.
But he also feared that it would take time and energy from his own
work at a crucial moment in his career. Ever since the close of the fate-
ful Salon d”Automme of 1905, Matisse had been struggling to assimilate
a number of unrelated new experiences. Never oue to treat such prob-

lems lightly. he was finding himself from time to time in serious trouble.

In the winter of 1905-1906. Matisse had gone to Algeria. At Biskra
and elsewhere. the light. the color and the relaxed beanty of the local
inhabitants had made a deep 1mpression on him. He had noted this
briefly m sketches, and then in the following winter at Collioure had
worked it into a finished painting. the famous Blue Nude. When the
Blue Nude was shown at the Salon des Indépendants of 1907, it
caused another terrible furor. There 1s certainly something disturbing
about the brutish. chunky. naked model. reclining. haunch high in
air. m one of Matisse’s favorite poses. It 1s a northern nude in a south-
ern setting: northern for the uncompromising directness of the mod-
eling. the determination to get at the truth no matter how ugly 1t
may scem: southern for the pink shade on the spreading paln leaves
and the vibrancy of the color in the shadows.

But Blue Vude is also disturbing because in 1t two different and con-
tradictory sides of Matisse were struggling for mastery. On the one hand
thereis his desire to model as solidly as possible. to emphasize the three-
dimensional character of the subject at hand: on the other hand there is
his preoccupation with tight. the intense North African light that bleach-
es color, flattens form and reduces everything to two dimensions.
Matisse. who always weighed every move carefully before committing

himself, was eddying back and forth between the sculptural and the



decorative. the real and the 1magined. the direct and the fabricated.

Around this time, too. Matisse was digesting the impressions of his
first journey to ltaly. In the summer of 1907 he and Madame Matisse vis-
ited Venice. Florence. Padua and Siena. Matisse had no particular
affection for the High Renaissance: ltalian art. as he saw it, was going
downhilt by the time Leonardo and Michelangelo came to maturity.
But he did delight in the earlier ltalian painters — Giotto. Duccio. Piero
della Francesca. Matisse was far too complex a man to show any im-
mediate mfluence from this ltalian journev, but his reactions were
more intense than those of an ordinary visitor. The Amnerican artist
and art critic Walter Pach. who met Matisse in Ttaly. wrote that Ma-
tisse returned froma day in Arezzo “with enough admiration for the per-
feet art of Piero della Francesca to last a lifetime.”™

Tlll(* third crucial event for Matisse during this period was precipitated
by the death of Cézanne. in 1900, and the two memorial shows that fol-
lowed —an exhibition of 79 watercolors at the Bernheim-Jeune Gallery
in June 1907, and a group of 18 paintings in the 1907 Salon d"\u-
tommne. Matisse. who had revered Cézanne for more than a decade,
must have watched with some irritation as more and more young art-
ists came to share his enthusiasm. Not only did they appear to think
that no one had noticed Cézanne before, but they tended to ignore the
side of Cézanne that most attracted Matisse. While the vounger artists
admired those facets of Cézanne’s work that foreshadowed Cubism

his injunction. for instance., to “see in nature the eylinder. the sphere.
the cone™  Matisse respected Cézanne for the mastery of his “con-
structions after nature.” Every part of a Cézanne painting was as
important as every other part: nothing was extrancous. It was this qual-
ity that convinced Matisse that Fauvism. with its unpremeditated
procedures. was simply not capable of carrying the weight of thought
and feeling that he wanted to put into his pictures.

In 1907 Matisse decided to put everything he had into one mon-
umental picture. which he called Blue Sull Life. The picture was big
not so much in size (its dimensions are 35 by 15 inches) as i the full-
ness and complexity of its intentions. It was in effect an homage to Cé-
zanne onavery grand scale. The subject was one often treated by Cézanne

a table, somewhat aslant the field of vision: a tablecloth. bunched in
deep folds and Iving half on. half off the table: a stili-life arrangement of
fruits and bottles and jugs. But where Cézanne usually left much of his
canvas open, usinga plain wooden tabletop to offset the noble forms of an
onion or a peach. Matisse filled up his whole picture with emphatie im-
agery. e covered his table with a heavily figured cloth and set 1t against
awallpaper printed with bouquets of flowers: instead of limiting his fruits
to afew perfect specimens. he scattered apples. oranges and lemons across
the table m rich profusion.

Blue Still Life. while it paid homage to Cézanne. at the same time
looked back across Cézanne nearly 300 vears. to the Dutch still-life
painters of the 17th Century. Jan Davidz. de Heem would have
understood Matisse’s impulse to heap the plate high. to hll the can-
vas with succulent objects and rich patterns and textures. De Heem



to the surprise of the students at the
\cadémre Matisse. “the king of the wild

beasts™ insisted on a sertous. academic
approach to art, inchuding the discipline of
sculpting from a live model ( foreground.
above ). "Note the essential characteristics of
the model carefully: they must exist in the
complete work, otherwise vou have lost your
concept on the way.” he told them. In this
photograph of a sculpture class, Sarah Stein
and Hans Purrmann. two co-founders of the
school, stand beside Matisse as he enticizes

the work of a student.

was said to have moved from Utrecht to Antwerp solely because the
Antwerp markets contained fruit “in finer condition and state of ripe-
ness to draw frow life. .. .7

Matisse never moved from Paris to get better Comice pears — the mar-
kets there in any case are as good as any in the world. But he did con-
sistently set a very high value upon the appearance of the things he
painted. In the days when he was poor. he often spent more on fruits
and flowers than he could really afford. And he always took loving care
ofhis favorite still life objects. even when they were only trumpery tour-
ist souvenirs. His motives could be mistaken for sentiment, except that
Matisse himself, as it happens, set the record straight shortly after com-
pleting Blue Still Life. *To copy the objects in a still life,” he said. “is
nothing. The painter must strive to render the emotion that the objects
awake in him: the emotion of the ensemble. the inter-relation of the ob-
jects. the specific character of each object, all interlaced. . . . You
must be touched by the tearlike quality of this slender, big-bellied vase
and by the generous volume of this copper pot.™

He was speaking at the time to the students of his school. The Aca-
démie Matisse had finally got going in the early months of 1908. Michael
Stein guaranteed it financially. room was found in a former convent on
the Rue de Sevres, the Couvent des Oiscaux. and a large and motley
group of students soon formed. Altogether, during the three years the
school lasted. 1t was attended by nearly 120 people. only four of whom
were French. The rest were Swedes. Poles, Norwegians, Germans, Hun-
garians. Americans. Englishmen. an lcelander and a Japanese. Some of
them later made names for themselves— Max Weber and Patrick Hen-
ry Bruce amongthe Amerieans. Béla Czobel among the Hungarians, Mat-
thew Smith among the British. Most of them. however, were people of
no particular gifts who would never make a go of it as painters but
would be better human beings for having tried.

Er something under two dollars a week, the students got the use of
the studio and the model. and the certainty of a weekly correction
from Matisse. Correction day was Saturday. but Matisse also dropped
in during the week when he felt like it or had time. He preferred this in-
formal arrangement —and in fact refused to accept a fee for his cor-
rections — because it would allow hiin to disengage himself if the school
became too great a bother. And a bother in one sense it soon became,
for the number of students increased so rapidly that the school had to
move almost al once to larger quarters in another former convent,
the Sacré-Coeur. on the Boulevard des Invalides.

Many of the students. knowing Matisse only through his work, ex-
pected to find that they could do just what they liked in his classes. On
the very first morning. for instance. they welcomed him by festooning
the classroom with canvases daubed in the loudest. strongest eolors on
their palettes. Matisse, walking in, exclaimed, ~"What's all this rubbish?
Takeitdownatonce!” Then he put them through a series of academie ex-
ercises that must have made some of them wish they were back in the
Beaux-Arts. He insisted on exact measurements. and on the use of the
ruler and the plumb line. He forbade themn to use color loosely, with-



out regard for other colors. At correction tine he could be terrifying:
“They got to be as meek as lambs every Saturday.” he said later. ~and
it took all week for me to persuade them to be Hous again.™

Matisse did not believe that art could be made easy. He had always
worked 12 hours a day himself. and he knew of no other way to take
art seriously. When he spoke to his students. every word carried the
weight of years and years of meditation. Sarah Stein’s classroom notes
are a uniquely revealing record of how he saw his task. “Lines must
never go wild,”" he would say, “Every line must have its function.

.. Oragain, “Everything must be constructed - built up of parts to
make a unit: a tree like a human body. a human body like a cathedral.™
He advised them to study their subject closely. and then to allow their
own feelings to take over: “Close your eyes and hold the vision.” he
told them. “and then go to work with your own sensibitity.” Time and
again he pointed out to them the kinship between forms, the unexpected
paratlels: “The pelvis fits into the thighs and suggests an amphora.” he
said on one occasion. On another, he asked them to notice “the re-
semblance of this calf to a beautiful vase.” or again. to “"remark the full-
ness and olivelike quality of this upper arm.™

Matisse learned as much from his teaching expericnce as any of his pu-
pils. The necessity of putting his thoughts into words. clearly and
succinctly. was invaluable to him. In 1908 he carried this process one
step further by putting his ideas into writing. in an article for the mag-
azine La Grande Revue. From this article. A Painter’s Notes.” and
from Sarah Stein’s classroom notes, 1t is possible to see into Matisse’s
mind. to understand the very structure of his thoughts: how he an-
alyzed a figure, broke it down into its parts and then built it up: how he
strove to get beyond the mitial excitement of pamnting and enter into
the serene state of mind that comes with complete mastery of a sub-
ject. To Matisse, the whole point of a work of art was its power to -
pose itself upon the viewer’s imagination: “When | look at the frescoes
in Padua.” he wrote. ~'l do not bother to recognize which scene in the
life of Christ | have before ine. | simply understand. without hesitation.
the feeling which comes out of the picture. It’s all there, in line. in
color, in the composition. The title brings nothing but confirmation.™

AS for his own art, Matisse hoped it would convey a sense of se-
renity. “"What | dream of is an art of equilibriumn.” he wrote, ~of pu-
rity. of tranquility: an art free from disquieting or bothersome subject
matter. an art which will cahn and soothe the man who works with his
head. be he businessman or man of letters.” Compared to the evangel-
ical aims of Gauguin or Van Gogh or Munch —painters who were out
to change the world —Matisse’s aims can be made to seem shallow and
frivolous. Some people said that Matisse was simply out to relax the
Chairman of the Board at cocktail time. What he had in mind. how-
ever. was considerably more profound. When Matisse spoke of an “art
of equitibrium.™ he envisioned an art that evoked an ideal human con-
dition, an image of man at one with himself and at one with his society.
In the years immediately before 1914, Matisse achieved this aim—and
neither art nor people’s concept of art has been quite the same since.



-I:dayall it takes to buy a Matisse isa ot of money. Th B
Sixty-odd years ago it was not wealth that was needed so e rave
much as courage. faith in the new and a bit of artistic C | I .t
clairvoyance. Inthe early 1900s. such qualities were O e C 0 rS
almost nonexistent among French collectors and gallery
owners. who considered Matisse a misguided radical.
hardly a good investment. At his few exlubitions his
paintings were jeered at for their implausible colors. two-
dimensional quality and primitive design: practically none
were bought.
Fortunately for Matisse not everyone shared this
disdain. Among the youngartists gathered in Paris he was
apowerful guiding force. and this enthusiasm
communicated itself to a small. and in many ways
unlikelv, band of collectors — predominantly American
and Russian. They bought htsart. giving hintnot only the
money he so desperately needed but also the psychological
lift of outside encouragement. These brave foreigners

were cultured men and wormen who enjoved the This ruggged self-portrait, painted

by Matisse when he was 37, was
. . ~' , B I . 3 )‘ '. . a2 Bl R . J X . A .
stimulation ot avant-garde Paris. They all had bought by two of his most faithful

independent means and purchased contemporary art as \merican collectors, Michael and
“amateurs,” mthe best sense of the word. Though they Sarah Stein. Enchanted with his
5 0lg . . ! . . art, and impressed by his
paid incredibly low prices  $100 or so for a painting that : Pre T
) ‘ & articulateness, Sarah Stein
might now bring hundreds of thousands of dollars -~ they persuaded Matisse to open a
bought from Matisse because they liked and believed in school. which she helped to run

im. T g for about three years.
him. They are remembered today as the hardy pioneers )

who first appreciated the gentus of a modern master. Sel-Portrait, 1906
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Vichael Stein

Sarah Stein

o American collectors did more to advance the early fortunes of Matisse
than a family of eccentric, ruggedly individualistic expatriates, the Steins
elder brother Michael. his wife Sarah. brother Leo and sister Gertrude. At a
tune when Matisse was being reviled by the French public, the Stein clan
bought many paintings, including the ones shown here: and through the
Steins, Matisse met other patrons. Leo and Gertrude were flamboyant in-
tellectuals who encouraged writers, poets and painters. But it was with the
more retiring, genteel Michael and Sarah that Matisse felt most comfortable.
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Joy of Life (study ). 1905
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Vusic ( sketeh ), 1907
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Harriet Levy
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Dr. Claribel Cone
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Etta Cone
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-Eree of Matisse’s early backers were American
spinsters who met him through the Steins. Claribel Cone
of Baltimore was strong-willed, one of the first women in
America to graduate from medical school. Her sister Etta,
and a friend, Harriet Lane Levy of San Francisco, were
more moderate. But all three were devoted to Matisse,
buying from him confidently and ultimately enriching
their hometown museums with their fine collections.
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Girl with Green Eyes, 1909




The Pewter Jug, 1916-1917




! /ﬂ/\’\‘\“
/gﬁ

<

N ——
N
P

Sergei 1. Shchukin

Russian textile importer with a passionate
craving for modern art provided Matisse with
some of his largest early sales and several
important commissions. Sergei Shchukin was
born to a very wealthy. art-buying family —his
four brothers had built a fine collection of old
masters. But Sergei had an eye for the new and

different. The walls of his 18th Century rococo

palace in Moscow were covered with daring
modern art, and he was not afraid to buy the
abjured work of Matisse. Indeed, so eager was he
for Matisse's pictures that he sometimes claimed
them even before the paint was dry. But the
prescience that led Shchukin to collect Matisses
won him little respect in the art world: in Paris
he was snidely branded ““the mad Russian.”

Harmony in Red, 1908-1909
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Madame VMatisse, 1913
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Conversation. 1909




Shchukin fell s0 in love with Matisse’s art that in 1909
he commissioned two giant canvases, Music and Dance
(below ). Each w
decorate a land
{\1();‘-\"“"\ NOITE

to his monumental Joy of Life, extracting a circle of gay

sabout 12 feet long and was intended to

> along the stairway in the importer’s
\s the theme for Dance, Matisse returned
dancers {from the background. For that scene and for this
new work the artist drew on his memories of the Catalan
dance-in-the-round called the sardana. which he had seen
in southern France. But while the sardana is intricate and
mathematical in its precision, Matisse invested it with

joyful exuberance. Dance is so vital that it repeatedly

startled the artist—as it hung in his studio the rays of the
setting sun made it seem to quiver. He had gone all out to
intensify his color, saying later that he had aimed at “‘the
bluest of blues for the sky, the greenest of greens for the
earth, and a vibrant vermilion for the bodies.”

For Music, Matisse also went back to an earlier work
(page 83). There, two of the listeners are so stirred by the
music that they have begun dancing. Here, however, he
emphasized their rapt concentration, their absorption in
private thoughts. Stillness has replaced action, creating a
sharp counterpoint to the frenzy of Dance.

In these works, Matisse’s drawing is deliberately simple,




unencumbercd by traditional modeling and tricks of
perspective. He said of these paintings, ~"We are moving
toward serenity by simplifying ideas and figures. The
whole 1s to be our only ideal.™

Matisse eventually traveled to Moscow to hang these
pictures in Shchukin’s palace, where they remained until
the Soviet revolution engulfed Russia in 1917. Shchukin
escaped to France, but all his art was confiscated. And
ironically, Soviet Russia, which officially frowns on

abstract art, became heir to some of the best Matisses.

Today. in the Hermitage Museum. Dance and VMusic are

displayed in the perspective duplicated below.

Dance and Music, 1910
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Durin;_r the time that Matisse was being discovered by

foreign collectors, he painted some pictures that he did not sell.
He did not even exhibit the two paintings shown here until
many years after he had completed them. Although he never
explained why he held them hack. it may have been that Matisse
wanted. or needed. to keep thein because each represented a
significant experience in his life.

Both pictures were finished while Europe was deeply
embroiled in World War 1, and art life as it had been known
ceased to exist. Exhibitions were few. French eollectors fewer
still. and Matisse’s contacts with his foreign patrons were more
and more difficult to maintain. Under these circumstances, he
was able to work for several years on paintings that were both
too large and too diflicult for any existing market. Bathers by a
River (above )is just under 13 feet long. 1t may have been partly
inspired by a Cézanne painting of a similar subject that Matisse
had owned for many years, but just as likely it relates to the
landscape of North Africa, a pleasant reminiscence of the visits
the artist had made earlier. The sword-edged foliage. the intense
contrasts of light and shade and the eryptic and potentially
dangerous snake recall the African environment in subtle
ways. The Moroccans (right ) is a more direct and beguiling
evocation of the colorful land that he had come to love during
his visits in 1912 and 1913. The painting. the most abstract
work he had y et done, is ¢ oniposed in three seetions: at the
upper left. beneath a typically North African skyline, is a
terrace with potted flowers: below. fat melons droop on leafy
vines: at the right. a few robed Moroccans. as solid as
wrchitecture, are crouching. The paiting requires study to

reciate everything Matisse has put into it -and left out.
isked to explain. however. he said only: *I find it difficult
¢ this painting of mine with words. It is the heginning

ssion with color, with blacks and their contrasts.™
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Bathers by a River, 1916-1917
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Voroccans, 1916
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Of the many interior scenes with

a view through an open window
that Matisse painted. this is one

of the finest. Painted from his room
in the Hotel Beau-Rivage in Nice.
the picture documents Malisse’s
fascination with the brilliant
Mediterranean light and the sharp
conlrasts it produces. \gainst the
dazzling sea. the shuttered window
and interior walls are black, while
the painter’s beloved violin glows

like a jewel in its blue-lined case.

Interior with a | wlin, 1917-

1918

The ldeal Patron

By 1909 Matisse had an assured market for his pictures and a rep-
utation that was growing steadily —at least outside his native France.
(French enthusiasm for his work, when expressed at all. stopped well
short of signing a check.) He had the hvely support of a group of open-
minded Americans: Scandinavians by the score attended his school:
and through his friendship with the German painter Hans Purrmann a
number of his paintings had found their way imnto German collections
and mto Berlin’s Cassirer Gallery where, in the winter of 1908-1909,
he had a one-man show. Among those who knew his work, Matisse.
just then pushing 10, was regarded as the major painter of the day. Ger-
trude Stein wrote that his German pupils sent him cases of Rhine wine
and “a very fine black police dog. the first of the breed that anyv of us
had seen.” Thomas Whittemore, 1the Amertcan archeologist, marked
the opening of the Cassirer show in Berlin by sending hin a gigantic lau-
rel wreath—a gesture to which Matisse responded characteristically.
“But I'm not dead yel.” he said. Meanwhile. Madame Matisse appro-
priated the red ribbon from the wreath for her daughter’s hair and
used some of the laurel leaves to flavor the soup.

With this increasing notice Matisse was finding it more and more irk-
some to hiveo as it were. over the shop. Although his home and stndio
were now m one of the grandest houses in Paris. the former convent of
the Sacré Coeur. 1he fact of having his school so near at hand meant
that his teaching obligations, real or imagined. were continually prey-
ing on his mimd. He began to look around for another place to hve and
work, and in the summer of 1909 he found it. The new home was a
villa at Issy-les-Moulinecaux. now only 15 minutes by taxi from the
center of Paris. but then completely countrified. The house was a
square. two-storied affair that sat in a large garden with a pond. a hot-
house and some serpentine paths between neatly trimmed patches of
lawn. It had a view over woodlands and orchards of apple and pear
and 1t had a bathroom. a touch of modernity thar Gertrude Stein
claimed the Matisses learned 10 appreciate only “from long contact

with Americans.” although she hastened to add thar the Matisses had
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In the Moscow mansion of Sergei Shehukin,
one salon alone contained some 20 of the 37
major Matisse paintings that the rich
merchant owned. The section of this
“Matisse™ room that appears below shows a
part of the great 20th Century art coltection
as it was hung in the sumptuous 18th Century
rococo mterior of Shchukin’s home in

prerevolutionary Russia.

always been “scrupulously neat and clean.” In any case. the house
was. and still is today. a genuine little country house almost within
walking distance of the amenities of Paris. Matisse. who only five
vears before had been desperately poor. referred to this miniature
estate as “our little Luxembourg.™

One of the first things Matisse ordered for [ssy-les-Moulineaux was
a large prefabricat<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>