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Preface

The purpose of this book is to present the collected writings on art of Henri Matisse (1869—
1954). Although Matisse is recognized as one of the most important artists of the twentieth
century and is the subject of one of the largest literatures in modern art, and although he
made public statements about his art for nearly half a century, his writings have been given
little attention. Only one very limited collection has appeared, in German, and there has been
as yet no collection in French or in English (see the Bibliography, below).* As a result, many of
Matisse’s most important writings have never, or have only partially, and sometimes mis-
leadingly, been reprinted, or have appeared only in inadequate or fragmentary translations.
Further, many of the writings have been virtually inaccessible, and in some cases unknown,
even to specialists in the field.

In a certain sense the writings of artists are as much a part of the artistic tradition as the
body of works which form that tradition. This heritage, especially in France, has long been a
part of the ‘artistic culture’ which constitutes the basic intellectual milieu of the artist. It is
hoped that the publication of these texts, by enabling students of modern art and the general
public to become familiar with the thought of Henri Matisse, will promote a broader appre-
ciation and understanding of this most important modern master.

In the course of writing this book, I have benefited from the kind co-operation of many
institutions and individuals.

I should like particularly to thank the staff of the following museums: the Baltimore
Museum of Art; the Philadelphia Museum of Art; The Barnes Foundation, Merion, Penn-
sylvania: The Museum of Modern Art, New York; the Musée du Petit Palais and the
Musée National d’Art Moderne, Paris; the Musée Matisse in Le Cateau; the Musée Matisse
in Nice-Cimiez, especially Mme Oudibert.

I should also like to thank the staffs of the following libraries: The Architecture and Fine
Arts Library of the University of Florida, especially Miss Anna Weaver; Miss Julia Sabine,
Art Librarian, Newark Public Library, Newark, New Jersey; the Art Department of the
New York Public Library; the staff of the Museum of Modern Art Library, New York,
especially Mrs. Evelyn Semler, for many kindnesses; in Paris, the Bibliothéque Nationale,
the Library and Archives of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, the Bibliothéque Historique de la
Ville de Paris, the Bibliothéque d’Art et d’Archéologie (Fondation Doucet), the Library of
the Musée National d’Art Moderne and that of the Musée National d’Histoire Naturelle.

I should also like to thank Miss Amy Tamburri for her great assistance with the early
phases of research; Professor Len Kesl for many kindnesses; Miss Hilary Adams, Mme Susan
Morgenstern, Mr. John Neff, Mr. Pierre Schneider, Mr. Henry Clifford, and Mlle Danitle
Giraudy for generously sharing their resources with me; Mr. Jack Cowart for kindly

"A‘ft_er this boqk had been sent to press a French Fourcade, ed., Henri Matisse, écrits et propos sur Part.
edition of Matisse’s writings appeared: Dominique Paris: Hermann, 1972.
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sharing his knowledge of Ecole des Beaux-Arts entrance procedures and Matisse’s early
training.

I should also like to express my thanks to my colleague Professor John L. Ward, with whom
I have shared many hours of fruitful and enjoyable discussion, and to Professor William G.
Wagner, Director of the Bureau of Research, College of Architecture and Fine Arts,
University of Florida, for a grant which greatly helped to facilitate the completion of the
manuscript.

To Professor Eugene E. Grissom, Chairman of the Art Department, University of Florida,
I should like to offer my warmest thanks for his constant understanding, co-operation, en-
couragement, and friendship; and I should also like to thank Dr. Laurie Schneider Adams for
her timely and important assistance with many of the translations.

Finally, I should like to acknowledge my deep gratitude to Miss Bonnie S. Burnham for
her dedicated and invaluable assistance with all phases of the preparation of this book.




Biographical Note'

Henri-Emile Benoit Matisse was born at Le Cateau (Nord) on 31 December 1869. After
attending the Lycée in St. Quentin, he spent a year in Paris preparing for his law exams,
which he passed in August 1888. At this time it seems that Matisse was not particularly
interested in art or painting, and while in Paris did not even visit the Louvre. After an attack
of appendicitis in 1890, he began to copy colour prints with a box of paints given to him to
while away the time of his convalescence. He seems to have obtained his first ideas on painting
from a popular, rather dry treatise by Goupil. He began to become intensely interested in art,
and finally decided to go to the Ecole Quentin-Latour where he could further his studies;
abandoning law, he went on to Paris in 1892, where he worked briefly under Bouguereau and
Ferrier. After failing the entrance examination to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, he succeeded in
entering the atelier of Gustave Moreau, where he remained for the next five years. Among the
other students then at Moreau’s studio were Rouault, Evenpoél, Camoin, Manguin, and
Linaret. At this time, Matisse also began a series of copies at the Louvre and in 1896, he
exhibited at the Salon de la Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts, and two paintings of his were
purchased, one by the State. In the summer of 1896, he travelled to Brittany and painted
outdoors with Emile Wéry. In 1897, he completed La desserte (Figure 5), which was exhibited
at the Salon de la Nationale of that year. Although the work was in a relatively conservative
Impressionistic style, it met with disapproval from the conservatives of the Academy who were
still fighting the battle against Impressionism. That summer, at Belle-1le, he made the acquain-
tance of John Russell who introduced him to the work of the Impressionists and Van Gogh.
In January 1898, Matisse married and, upon the advice of Pissarro, honeymooned in London
where he studied especially the paintings of Turner. This was followed by a trip to Corsica and
to the south of France where he mainly painted landscapes direct from nature, and occasionally
some interiors, such as the Chambre @ Ajaccio. Early in 1899 Matisse returned to Paris,
exhibited for the last time at the Salon de la Nationale, and finally left the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts, where Cormon had replaced Gustave Moreau who had died in 1898. In the same year,
he bought from Ambroise Vollard, Cézanne’s Trois Baigneuses (Figure ), which he could ill
afford but which he kept until 1936, despite his severe financial problems at the turn of the
century.. This painting was to have a tremendous and far-reaching influence on his thought
and work. That same year Matisse also acquired a bust by Rodin and a painting by Gauguin,
Head of a Boy, in exchange for one of his own canvases, and a drawing by Van Gogh. At this
time Matisse also began to study sculpture at night.

In 1900 Matisse, in dire straits, took a job painting decorations in the Grand-Palais for the
Exposition Universelle of 1goo, an experience to which later he would frequently refer. The
early years of the century were dark ones for Matisse, marked by extreme poverty and illness,
because of which he was obliged to be separated from his two sons, who were sent to live with
relatives. In 1903, he exhibited two paintings at the Salon d’Automne, and in June 1904,
had his first one-man show at Vollard’s gallery, the catalogue preface to which was written by
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Roger Marx.2 The Summer of 1904 was spent at St. Tropez working with Signac and Cross
in the neo-Impressionist manner.

In 1905, Matisse exhibited Luxe, calme et volupté (Figure 13) at the Salon des Indépendants.
This painting was in many ways the culmination of his neo-Impressionist experiment. In 1905,
Matisse also exhibited in the central room of the ‘Fauve Gallery’ of the Salon d’Automne.
This year was marked by the start of a buying public for his works; it was the year of the first
purchase by the Steins (Gertrude, Leo, Michael, and Sarah), and of support from Marcel
Sembat. The summer of 1905 Matisse spent at Collioure, where Derain came to join him. In
the same summer, he became friendly with Maillol and visited the collection of Gauguin’s
South Sea pictures which were in the custody of Daniel Monfreid, a friend of Maillol. That
autumn saw the exhibition of two of Matisse’s most important Fauve works, namely La
femme au chapeau and Portrait d la raie verte (Figure 16); in October 1905, while the
uproar over the Femme au chapeau was still raging, Matisse began the Bonheur de vivre (Figure
17), later retitled Joie de Vivre by Albert Barnes. The painting was completed before the
Salon des Indépendants which opened on 20 March 1906, and, because of its size and bril-
liance of colour, it created a furore. This animosity was felt not only among critics and aca-
demic painters but even extended to Paul Signac, who was at that time the vice-president of
the Indépendants, and who resented Matisse’s disavowal of neo-Impressionism. Because of its
subject, composition, manner of rendering, and especially the blending of a variety of styles,
the Bonheur de vivre was to be one of Matisse’s major early works, ‘a magnificent act of cour-
age, a prime monument in the history of modern painting. . . .”3 This was also the year of
Matisse’s second one-man show at the Galerie Druet, and of his trip to Biskra, and the sub-
sequent Nu Bleu of 1907 (Figure 18). In 1907 Matisse withdrew from his Fauve milieu, and
that summer travelled to Italy where he especially admired Giotto and the Sienese primitives.

Early in 1908, at the suggestion of Sarah Stein and Hans Purrmann, Matisse began a
painting class in his studio at the Couvent des Oiseaux, 56 rue de Seévres.4 The school was a
success, and as enrolment increased Matisse moved the school to the Couvent du Sacré
Ceeur, 33 boulevard des Invalides, where he also took up residence. The school closed in 1911.
The year 1908 was particularly important for Matisse’s reputation since it marked his first
shows outside of France; the first Matisse canvas exhibited abroad was at the New Gallery,
London, in January; later that year, he exhibited in the United States at Stieglitz’s ‘291’
Gallery, showed in Russia at the Golden Fleece Salon in Moscow, and in Berlin, at the Cas-
sirer Gallery. From a later (1910) exhibition at the ‘291’ Gallery came the first acquisition of
Matisse’s works for a museum, three drawings purchased by Mrs. George Blumenthal, wife
of the director of the Metropolitan Museum, New York. At the end of 1908, Matisse pub-
lished ‘Notes of a Painter’, his first, and surely his most influential theoretical statement.

In 1909 Matisse signed his first contract with the Bernheim-Jeune Gallery and took a
house at Issy-les-Moulineaux, where he would later paint many of his major works. In 1910 he
had a large retrospective at the Bernheim-Jeune Gallery, and at the Salon d’Automne ex-
hibited two large paintings, La danse and La musique (Figures 21, 22) which had been com-
missioned in the previous year by the Russian collector Shchukin. He also travelled to Munich
to visit the exhibition of Islamic art, which made a deep and lasting impression on him, and
wintered in Andalusia. He returned to France early the next year, and worked at Issy-les-
Moulineaux until summer, when he travelled to Collioure again. In 1911 he began to develop
a complex and extremely rich vocabulary of space and form. In the autumn, at the invitation
of his patron, Sergei Shchukin, he went to Moscow, where he studied icons, and was evi-
dently quite impressed with the foreignness of Russia.5 Early in the winter of 1911, Matisse
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left for Tangier, from whence he returned in the spring of 1912. That March his first sculpture
exhibition opened at the ‘291’ Gallery in New York. Matisse left for Morocco again before the
end of the year, and met Camoin, Marquet, and James Morrice in Tangier, returning to
Paris in mid-April for the exhibition of his Moroccan paintings, sculpture, and drawings at
Bernheim-Jeune, and spending the summer at Issy-les-Moulineaux. In 1913 Matissc ex-
hibited thirteen paintings, three drawings, and a large sculpture at the Armory Show in New
York, Chicago, and Boston, and was introduced to the American public by an interview in the
New York Times.6 In the autumn of 1913, he once again took a studio on the quai St. Michel
in Paris, where he had previously lived from 1899 to 1908. Matisse’s retrospective exhibition
at the Gurlitt Gallery, Berlin, opened in July 1914 and closed at the outbreak of the First
World War, That September he met Marquet and Juan Gris at Collioure, and returned to
Paris at the end of October.

In 1915 he exhibited at the Montross Gallery in New York, and in 1916, spent the winter
at Nice in the Hotel Beau-Rivage. This was the period of his most austere and ambitious
works., He returned to Issy-les-Moulineaux in late spring of 1917, was at Issy that summer and
worked in Paris in the autumn. Early in December he visited Marseilles and wintered again
at Nice at the Hétel Beau-Rivage. On 31 December 1917, he visited Renoir for the first time,
at Cagnes.

In 1917, Matisse also renewed his contract with Bernheim-Jeune, on terms which were
much better than those of his earlier contract. In 1918, he showed some of his paintings to
Renoir, to whom he now paid frequent visits, and also visited Bonnard at Antibes. He had an
exhibition with Picasso at the Paul Guillaume Gallery and spent the spring and early summer
at the Villa des Alliés at Nice. He returned to Paris in September, but later in the autumn
came back to Nice and took rooms in the Hétel de la Méditerranée on the Promenade des
Anglais. This was the real beginning of his so-called Nice period, marked by a return to small
studies done out of doors directly from nature. In the spring of 1919, Matisse had another
exhibition at Bernheim-Jeune, and his first one-man show in London at the Leicester Gal-
leries. In that year Diaghilev suggested that Matisse design the decor and costumes for the
ballet Le Chant du Rossignol, the choreography for which was by Massine and the music by
Stravinsky; in 1920, Rossignol was performed at the Paris Opéra by the Ballets Russes. During
the summer, Matisse painted at Etretat and had an exhibition of his Etretat and Nice paintings,
with some early works, including his first and second paintings (painted in 1890), at Bern-
heim-Jeune. In 1921, by now almost universally considered one of the most important
living painters, Matisse was invited to exhibit at the Carnegie International Exhibition in
Pittsburgh. He had spent the summer painting at Etretat, and the autumn in an apartment on
the Place Charles-Félix, in the old part of Nice. In 1923 the two major Russian collections
of Matisse’s works, those of Shchukin and Morosov, which had been confiscated during the
Revolution, were combined in the Museum of Modern Western Art in Moscow. In 1924
Matisse exhibited in New York at the Brummer Galleries, and had a large retrospective
exhibition organized by Leo Swane in Copenhagen, which then toured Scandinavia. Matisse
visited Italy again in 1925 and in July of that year was made a Chevalier of the Legion of
Honour. In 1927, Matisse exhibited at the Valentine Gallery in New York, an exhibition
arranged by his son, Pierre, and was awarded first prize at the Carnegie International Exhibi-
tion for his Compotier et fleurs, 1924, a relatively conservative choice by the Carnegie jury. For
years Matisse had dreamed of travelling to the South Seas, and in March 1930, at a moment of
crisis in his life and art, he began his journey by way of New York and San Francisco. While
in Tahiti, he did no painting. Instead, as he wrote to Escholier, ‘I lived there three months,
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absorbed in my surroundings, with no other ideas than the newness of all I saw, overwhelmed,
unconsciously storing up many things.’? Matisse’s return from Tahiti was not through the
United States, but directly to Marseilles via Suez. In the autumn of 1930, he was invited to
serve on the jury of the 1930 Carnegie International Exhibition, and after this, returned to
New York, where he visited the homes of many collectors of his paintings. In the meantime,
Dr. Albert C. Barnes, the important American collector, who had invited him to visit the
Barnes Foundation in Merion, Pennsylvania, proposed a commission for a mural decoration
for the Foundation, on the subject of the dance. Matisse returned to France, but returned to
Merion in late December to plan for the commission, which he began later in an abandoned
film studio in Nice. In November 1931 the Museum of Modern Art gave Matisse his first
large American one-man show in New York. This show had been preceded by an important
show in Berlin at the Thannhauser Gallery in the late winter of 1930, and by a large show which
opened at the Georges Petit Galleries in Paris in 1931, composed in the main of pictures from
the Nice period, 1918-30.

Thus the years 1930-1 brought to fruition many of Matisse’s personal ambitions and solidi-
fied his already growing international reputation. In 1931 Cahiers d’Art published a special
number on Matisse as did the French journal Les Chroniques du Jour. In 1932 Matisse com-
pleted the Barnes Mural, only to find that the wall space had been measured incorrectly; he
then began a second version, which was eventually installed in 1933 to the satisfaction of both
Barnes and Matisse. In October of 1932, the Skira edition of Poésies de Stéphane Mallarmé,
Matisse’s first illustrated book, was published. In 1935 Matisse signed a contract with Paul
Rosenberg, and also was commissioned by George Macy of New York to illustrate an edition
of James Joyce’s Ulysses. In 19377 Massine asked Matisse to design sets and costumes for Rouge
et Noir, a ballet with music by Shostakovitch and choreography by Massine. His painting at
this period had begun to take on a new vigour and boldness. In 1938 Matisse moved to
Cimiez, to the former Hotel Régina, overlooking Nice, where he designed set and costumes
for the ballet Rouge et Noir which was produced in the following year by the Ballets
Russes de Monte Carlo.

In 1940, after the fall of Paris, Matisse secured a Brazilian visa and passage for Rio de
Janeiro, but he changed his mind. As he said in a letter from Nice to Pierre Matisse in New
York, ‘When I saw everything in such a mess I had them reimburse my ticket. It seemed to me
as if T would be deserting. If everyone who has any value leaves France, what remains of
France?’® Despite the wartime shortages, Matisse managed to work, although not at full
capacity. As he put it to Pierre Matisse, ‘I have to invent and that takes great effort for which
I must have something in reserve. Perhaps I would be better off somewhere else, freer, less
weighed down.’? In any event, Matisse stayed in France throughout the war.

In March 1941, Matisse was operated on for an intestinal occlusion at Lyons, and he
returned to Nice in May. The operation and ensuing illness left him seriously affected;
damage to the muscular wall of one side of the abdomen caused him permanent weakness so
that he was able to hold himself erect only for limited periods of time. While he was con-
valescing, he began to work once again, painting and drawing in bed. At this time he also
worked on illustrations for the Fabiani edition of Montherlant’s Pasiphdé and the Skira
edition of Florilége des Amours de Ronsard. In 1943, Matisse moved to the Villa ‘Le Réve’, at
Vence and, still in less than the best of health, started work on the cut and pasted paper
compositions for Jazz. In the early summer of 1945 he went to Paris, where, for the first time
since 1940, he had a retrospective exhibition of thirty-seven paintings at the Salon d’Automne.
The same year, an exhibition of paintings by Picasso and Matisse was given at the Victoria and
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Albert Museum in London, and an exhibition of Matisse’s drawings was shown by the
Pierre Matisse Gallery in New York.

In 1947 Matisse was elevated to the rank of Commander of the Legion of Honour, and in the
spring of 1948 a large and important retrospective exhibition was given at the Philadelphia
Museum of Art. In this year Matisse began his work on the designs for the Chapel of the
Rosary at Vence; this project, which originally grew out of a stained-glass window design, was
to occupy most of his efforts for the next two years (Figure 45). In 1949, Matisse had important
shows of his large recent works at the Pierre Matisse Gallery in New York, and at the Musée
d’Art Moderne in Paris. In December 1949, the cornerstone of the Chapel at Vence was laid,
and in 1950 the maquettes for the Vence Chapel were shown in an exhibition at the Maison de
la Pensée Frangaise in Paris, and a retrospective exhibition was organized at the Galerie des
Ponchettes in Nice. Also in 1950, Matisse was awarded the first prize for painting at the
Venice Biennale.

In 1951, two very important exhibitions of Matisse’s work were organized, one at the
National Museum in Tokyo, and the other at the Museum of Modern Art in New York,
afterwards shown in Cleveland, Chicago, and San Francisco. To coincide with the American
exhibitions, Alfred H. Barr published Matisse: his Art and his Public, still the most important
work on the artist. On 25 June 1951, the Chapel of the Rosary of the Dominican Nuns of
Vence was consecrated, and in 1952, the Musée Henri Matisse was inaugurated at Le Cateau.
In 1953 Matisse had a large exhibition of works in cut and pasted paper at the Berggruen
Gallery in Paris. In the 1950s Matisse’s late cut-outs were creating as much of a stir in the art
world as had his Fauve paintings half a century earlier.

Henri Matisse died on 3 November 1954. He is buried on the hilltop of the cemetery at
Cimiez, in a plot of ground offered by the city of Nice.






Introduction

Painter, sculptor, draughtsman, graphic artist, book illustrator—and even, toward the end of
a career that spanned over half a century, architect—Henri Matisse managed in all these
fields of endeavour to produce some of the most original and significant works of one of the
most revolutionary periods in European art. But above all, as he himself insisted, he was a
painter,! and the greatest richness and complexity of his thought were expressed in his paint-
ings and in their later extension, compositions in cut and pasted paper.2 The creation of pictorial
space on a flat surface by means of line and colour, the pure process of painting, adherence to
the basic means of expression, these were the means through which Henri Matisse reformu-
lated the nature of painting and defined new parameters of structure and expression.

In his earliest public statement about his art, he stated this outlook with the disarming
simplicity and straightforwardness that truly great practitioners of an art sometimes possess,
a simplicity that almost amounts to a personal mysticism: ‘When difficulties stopped me in
my work, I said to myself, “I have colours, a canvas, and I must express myself with purity,
even though I do it in the briefest manner by putting down, for instance, four or five spots of
colour or by drawing four or five lines which have a plastic expression”.’3 This statement, in
one sense so abbreviated as to seem obvious, is yet truly a summation of much of the thought
behind Matisse’s painting, for it expresses the two most powerful factors from which his art
grew: an absolute belief in his own powers, and an absolute belief in painting itself. It is no
exaggeration to say that Matisse conceived of himself as the high priest of a religion, and that
despite any doubts that came up along the way, the basic and unassailable assumptions of his
life lay in his refusal, one might say his inability, to doubt either his faith or his calling.

Such a man might be expected to maintain a close silence on his art, to consider verbaliza-
tion about painting at best, futile, at worst, wasteful. And when he sat down in 1908, at the
age of thirty-nine, to write his first public statement about his art, he evidently could not
himself escape that feeling: ‘A painter who addresses the public not in order to present his
works but to reveal some of his ideas on the art of painting, exposes himself to several
dangers. . . . I am fully aware that a painter’s best spokesman is his work.’4 Thirty-four years
later, at the age of seventy-three, he would tell a radio interviewer that his advice to young
painters was: ‘First of all you must cut off your tongue because your decision takes away from
you the right to express yourself with anything but your brush.’> And the first sentence of
Jazz, one of the most ambitious projects of his later career, contains the same thought: ‘He
who wants to dedicate himself to painting should start by cutting out his tongue.’

Yet of the three major French painters of the first half of this century—Matisse, Picasso,
and Braque—Matisse was not only the earliest, but also the most persistent and perhaps most
conscientious theorist,® and was the only one of the three who for a time seriously taught
painting. It seems, then, that Matisse had a good deal of the pedagogue about him, and that,
lacking the enfant terrible stance of Picasso or the conscious mysticism of Braque, when he felt
impelled to discuss his art, he went about it in the direct, orderly, and reasonable way in
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which he approached his painting and his life—the same manner that had, earlier, led his
fellow students to call him ‘the professor’.? Matisse’s statements on art cover almost the entire
span of his career as a mature artist, and their content and frequency seem to form a counter-
point to the works themselves. In them one can see reflected the evolution of his art, for in
most cases exploration of new means is followed rather than preceded by a written statement;
the writings are in this sense reflective rather than exploratory, synthetic rather than analytic.
The painter speaks of results rather than of ambitions.3

Chronologically, Matisse’s writings divide themselves into two distinct groups: those before
1929, and those after. The period before 1929 is remarkable for the rarity of either statements
or interviews, while from 1929 on, and especially after 1940, Matisse frequently expressed
himself on his art and career. During the first period, Matisse’s statements do not in fact go
much beyond the ideas contained in ‘Notes of a Painter’, while after 1929, having begun anew
an intense exploration and re-evaluation of his pictorial means, Matisse seems to have felt
a very real need to discuss his work. ‘Notes of a Painter’ (19o8) came out of Matisse’s success-
ful attempt to synthesize his own perceptions with the pictorial structures of the masters; an
attempt, as will be seen, ‘to re-do Cézanne after nature’. It is a summation and defence of the
realizations that came to him after eighteen years of painting, and anticipates the austere and
synthetic works of the next decade. In order better to place it and other of Matisse’s writings
within the context of his painting, it would be well to review briefly some aspects of his career
as a painter.

The Development of Matisse’s Painting

Matisse’s mature paintings may be grouped into the following five periods: Fauve period,
1900-1908; Experimental period, 1908-1917; Nice period, 1917-1929; period of Renewed
Simplicity, 1929-1940; period of Reduction to Essentials, 1940-1954.

Matisse’s works before 1897 (see Figures 1-4), are essentially those of an apprentice or
student painter. They include several copies after the old masters at the Louvre, a series of
still-lifes very much in the tradition of Chardin, and interiors in the manner of the little Dutch
Masters. The palette of these paintings is for the most part muted, on occasion almost drab.
It was not until 1897 that Matisse, inspired by the Impressionists, began to brighten his
palette by using dabs of pure colour, a method of working that he elaborated variously for the
next two years (see Figures 5, 6). In 1899, he began to work in two seemingly different manners,
both of which were to contribute to the later Fauve paintings. Typical examples of these
manners are La malade (Figure 7) and Buffet et table (Figure 8). The former is painted in
broad brush strokes, in fairly high colour, which, while exaggerated in various areas of the
painting (for example, the greens in the shadows of the tablecloth, the reds and greens in the
face of the women in bed, and the colours of the wall), is not the pure free colour of the
Fauve period, which goes beyond mere exaggeration and has its own life. While in La malade
the brushwork anticipates that of the Fauve period, being relatively brusque, the paint put
down somewhat roughly, the colour of the Fauve period is anticipated in Buffet et table, which
is painted in a somewhat Impressionistic technique and in hlgh colour. Thus neither has the
complete consort of Fauve colour and brushwork, and even in Buffet et table the colour is laid
on against a series of open white spaces which prevent its taking on the density and compactness
of the Fauve paintings.
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In 1900 Matisse began to work in what might be called his proto-Fauve style. The paintings
include a series of standing male and female figures (Figure 10), composed of heavily brushed
areas with sharp colour and value contrasts, though the colour is not in itself as bright as in the
Fauve period, and the value contrasts are for the most part modified at the contours.

The development of Matisse’s painting followed this pattern, for the most part, to around
1904. Although there are variations in the detail in which he rendered his objects, the paintings
till then were still usually heavily brushed, emphasizing large flat areas of paint, as in Notre-
Dame: fin d’aprés-midi, 1902 (Figure 11). The difference between this and other paintings of
this time, such as La guitariste of 1903 (Figure 15), is largely a matter of detail; the vision
behind them is essentially the same. In 1904, Matisse began to assimilate more thoroughly the
lessons of Cézanne, as is evident in such paintings as Nature morte au purro, I (Figure 12) and
in the important transitional period of 19o4-5 Matisse began to develop a much brighter
palette as may be seen in Nature morte au purro, 11, 1904-05. This neo-Impressionist phase
of Matisse’s paintings is best seen in his Luxe, calme et volupté, 1904-5 (Figure 13). With
this painting, Matisse began a series of works with a new subject, the imagined pastoral, and a
new method, working from a constructed or imagined scene. Throughout most of his life,
especially in the years of his early development, Matisse did not work from imagination, but
from life: from actual landscapes, models in the studio, or from interiors and still-lifes. In
Luxe, calme et volupté and its related studies, Matisse began to work toward an ensemble in
which, though the individual parts are studied from models, the totality is imagined. The
final painting combines vibrant colour, which is virtually Fauve in spirit, with a pastoral
subject matter that seems to be based on Cézanne’s Bathers. The intensity of the colour,
however, is still somewhat modified by the ubiquitous presence of the white ground of the
canvas showing between strokes.

This is also true of the even more overtly Fauve Fenétre ouverte, Collioure (Figure 14) of
the summer of 1905, in which the passage which describes the scene through the window is
broken up into many little strokes, suggesting the rhythm of the growing plants and of the
rocking boat in contrast to the solid architecture of the room. This area of the painting also
shows a good deal of the canvas, and has the effect of seeming looser in its visual texture, more
nervous in its linearity, and less intense in colour because of this separation of colour areas by
the white ground. Even in La femme au chapeau, which was the scandal of the 1905 Salon
d’Automne and combines bright colour with density of surface handling, many areas of the
painting are tempered by the addition of white to the pigment so that there is a certain chalki-
ness in some of the colour. La raie verte (Figure 16) which was painted in the autumn of
1905, is perhaps a more cogent statement of both form and colour than was the Femme au
chapeau, and is definitely more synthetic. In this painting, instead of the somewhat splotchy
modelling of the face of the Femme au chapeau, the forms are simplified into a series of planes
based on relatively complementary colours. Thus the blue of the hair plays against the red-
orange of the left central background as a complementary; against the yellowish side of the
face it operates as a blue violet, and near-complementary; the green strip down the face, in
relation to the reds in the background and the dress, simultaneously sets up a by-play of red
against green and at the same time becomes a spatial indicator: the brighter green of the face
jumps forward from the duller green of the right-hand background. On the whole the painting
is perceived as a series of large flat colour areas, which are broken by abrupt shifts in plane, so
that the painting is simultaneously three-dimensional and quite flat.

In many ways, the culmination of this aspect of Matisse’s style is the magnificent Bonheur de
vivre (Figure 17), a continuation of his imagined subject matter in an extremely complex
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compositional format. Matisse made several studies for this painting, which was not only one of
his major pictorial statements up to that time, but which, because of its large size, brilliant
colour, and spatial complexity was to become one of his most influential paintings. In 1907,
Matisse began to coalesce and to solidify many aspects of his paintings. The Nu blex (Figure

18) is a good example of his desire to combine strong two-dimensional pattern and strong -

three-dimensional modelling into a single ensemble, and there are overtones here, as in Nature
morte bleue of 1907, which show his wish to realize greater solidity of form, probably inspired
by re-study of Cézanne following the large Cézanne retrospective of 1907.

Early in 1907, Matisse also began a series of large decorative panels (such as Le Luxe, I)
which follow the general direction of the Bonheur de vivre, but are more restrained in colour,
sharper in value contrast, and more direct and cogent in their spatial construction. In 1908,
Matisse brought the Fauve period to a close with a series of large flat decorative compositions,
such as Joueurs de boules (Figure 19), and Harmony in Blue, repainted as Harmonie rouge
(Figure 20).

Harmonie rouge, with its translation of the total ensemble into a kind of ecstatic arabesque,
marks the beginning of a new, Experimental period in the art of Matisse. It is one of a
series of monumental compositions with which Matisse redefined the direction of his own
painting, and to a certain degree, that of European painting, as a whole. This in itself is an
interesting paradox, for while Matisse’s most immediate effect upon European painting came
directly out of the high Fauve period paintings (roughly 1905-1908), the period from 1908
to 1917 is perhaps the richest single period in his art, both in terms of the ideas and problems
that it presented, which he would use in his later development, and of the ultimate influence
that Matisse would have upon succeeding painters. The study of some major works from this
time will clarify these statements.

Matisse’s earlier paintings had been for the most part concerned with the lyricism of pure
colour, and relied upon an essentially nineteenth-century vision. The paintings which follow
Le Luxe in the tradition of imagined spaces, such as Joueurs de boules, La danse (Figure 21), and
La musique (Figure 22), and the paintings which come out of the ‘realistic’ tradition of observed
interiors and intimate scenes, still-lifes and interiors, such as Harmonie rouge, provide good
background for the synthetic aspect of Matisse’s painting in the later Experimental period.
The Experimental period might be divided into two parts, the earlier of which (1908-10) is
characterized by a certain fluidity and preference for organic form, the later (1911-17) by a
preference for rectangularity and strong geometrical substructure, possibly as a result of
Matisse’s exposure to Cubism.

Harmonie rouge is one of Matisse’s first attempts to investigate the possibilities, on a large
scale, of a space which is at once descriptive of tangible objects and at the same time pictorially
intangible, or flat. Precisely what is meant here can be seen by comparing this painting with
La desserte of 1897 (Figure 5). The subject matter is essentially the same—a woman at a table
which has similar objects on it. Harmonie rouge is a later restatement of La desserte, translated
into Matisse’s new vision. Although both these paintings were painted from what might be
called the experience of natural perceptual phenomena, Harmonie rouge restructures these
phenomena in such a fashion that the viewer sees a resynthesis of plastic objects in an essentially
non-plastic, symbolic space. The painting represents two areas, that inside a room and that
seen through a window. As the space of the painting is perceived by the viewer, however, it is
essentially flat, since the green seen through the window and the reds inside the room balance
each other out and tend to lie on the same plane in space. By colour Matisse unites almost the
entire painting on a single plane, but by very subtle juxtapositions such as overlapping,

-
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rhythmic placement of objects over the surface of the painting, and the use of contours to
define separation of areas where there is no colour separation (as in the table top), he creates a
space which has strong plastic overtones. Thus the painted space is perceived simultaneously
as being flat and also three-dimensional. The three-dimensionality of the painting, however, is
not constant, as it was in La desserte where the construction of space was codified into a
system of perspective. In Harmonie rouge, the table cloth is at once in front of, and on the same
plane as the wall, and the window is pictorially both behind and on the same plane as the table
and the wall. Even such a heavily overlapped object as the chair next to the woman tends to
operate most actively as a shape rather than as an object in space. The flattening out of the
elements in this painting, the reduction of tangible objects to an intangible space, and the
simplicity of the rendering of individual objects, all mark this painting as a distinct departure
from Matisse’s Fauve works. The metaphorical implications of this kind of space, the simul-
taneous presentation of the world as perceived and as conceived, also lay the groundwork
for the symbolic overtones of Matisse’s later works—the balance between objects and
‘signs’.

A similar flattening of space is to be observed in many of the works of 1909 to 1910, notably
La danse (Figure 21), Nature morte d ‘la danse’ and La conversation of 1909, and La musique
of 1910 (Figure 22).

In La famille du peintre, 1911 (Figure 23), Matisse builds upon the new space and imagery of
Harmonie rouge, but organizes his space in a different fashion. Although the painting is full of
varied floral motifs, and is essentially a very richly ornamented and decorative painting, the
painter treats the intangible space that was seen in Harmonie rouge in an even more complex
fashion. Here, instead of the essentially frontal and straightforward presentation of objects, and
the simple silhouette rendering of the figure, there is a complex relationship between the person-
ages represented; the space depicted in the interior of the room is deeper, and the drawing is
more complex in terms of the repertory of poses and of viewpoints. While in Harmonie rouge
there is essentially no viewpoint (the objects are presented hieratically), in La famille du
Dpeintre there is a constant by-play between passages of perspective and passages of non- or
even anti-perspective. By rendering almost everything in the painting in a flattened manner
and by playing the perspective of the draught-board with its slanting pattern and strong
insistence on drawn perspective, against the flatness of the painting, Matisse constructs a
complex and contradictory space. The draught-board seems to be a pivotal part of the structure
of this painting. Because of its strong black and white pattern and its perspectival rendering
and because it is surrounded by the very bright reds of the boys’ clothes, it operates as a focal
area of tension. While Matisse uses a colour shift and three-dimensional drawing to heighten
the plastic effect of the draught-board, he does not construct a space around it which is
plastic enough to contain it, and the contradiction produces a strong tension. This kind of
spatial contradiction was to become one of the bases of Matisse’s pictorial structure.

A similar structuring, but in a much more sombre key is to be found in La fenétre bleue,
1911 (Figure 24). The painting, a view through a window, is given a certain uniformity of
space and density by the pervasive blue hue, and the isolation of the objects against the rigid
geometrical substructure lends it a certain severity and serenity. Even more important is the
ambiguity of the rendering of semi-plastic objects in an ambiguous space. This aspect culmin-
ates in the pincushion and the green vase on the left of the painting. Although they are in the
same area as, and are thereby read as being with, the objects on the table, they are in fact not
on the table, but ‘on the wall’. The objects, if one were to read them literally, thus perform an
impossible action: they defy gravity and float in space. In fact, of course, the viewer does not
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read the objects as floating, but because of the dense and poetic space, accepts the ambiguity of
the placement and relative plasticity of objects in the same way that the reduction of the trees
into circular forms and of the cloud into an ellipse, is accepted; the same way that the space
outside the window and inside the window is accepted as paradoxically united on the same
plane. This kind of ideogrammic rather than logical space is carried out in a large series of
works from 1911 onwards, most especially in Grande nature morte aux aubergines, L’ atelier du
peintre, Fleurs et céramique, the so-called Moroccan triptych, and Le riffain, in which there is
a similar tension between the description of space through colour and the description of space
through drawing, which results in an intangible space. Sometimes the spatial ambiguity is
produced by drawing, as in the Madame Matisse of 1913 (Figure 26), in which objects such as
the scarf are made to appear and disappear and to change from areas into lines; at other times
the ambiguity is the result of painting: areas of the same colour are made to define different
areas in depth, and in so doing tend to make ambiguous the spaces or areas which they describe
—as in the grey area around the head of Madame Matisse. This handling of space is overtly
Cézannesque in its play of line against area, and in the delicate brushwork, as may be seen in
the similar treatment of space in the Femme au tabouret of 1913-14. One of the culminations of
this handling of symbolic space is the well-known Portrait de Mademoiselle Yvonne Landsberg
of 1914, in which lines radiate from the figure in a manner which is not descriptive at all, but
purely expressive.

From early in 1914 to the end of 1917, Matisse’s work took on a decidedly architectonic
quality. This is apparent in Le bocal aux poissons rouges, of early 1914, in a series of still-lifes,
and even in a series of figures studies and portraits, such as the Téte rose et bleue, L’italienne,
Sarah’ Stein, and Greta Prozor. This sense of broad architectonics, tense and rarified space,
and an icon-like severity, reaches its culmination in 1916 in such austere compositions as
L’atelier du quai Saint-Michel (Figure 29), L’artiste et son modéle (Figure 28), and especially
the Legon de piano (Figure 27). One of the last of these severe period paintings, which just
begins to indicate Matisse’s move toward more three-dimensional space, is Intérieur au violon
(Figure 31), painted in Nice during the winter of 1917-18.

The year 1917 was the beginning of Matisse’s so-called Nice Period, which was to last until
about 1930. The Nice period is marked for the most part by an overall sense of relaxation.
The paintings become much smaller in size and less architectonic than those of 1916-17, they
are softer in colour, and much more loosely painted. A good example of this change may be seen
by comparing L’artiste et son modéle of 1916 (Figure 28), with L’artiste et son modéle of 1919
(Figure 30), in which the space is much more tangible, and the drawing more consistent in
terms of the relationship of the spectator to the total pictorial space. This tendency is also seen
in Interieur @ Nice of 1921 (Figure 32) in which Matisse again begins to indulge in optical
devices, such as the transparency of the curtains through which the view through the window
can be seen. In these works, as well as in the numerous still lifes and odalisques of this period,
the space is much more tangible than in the preceding period, the colour more relaxed, and the
overall space and imagery decidedly less synthetic, even in such highly decorative canvases as
the Jeunes filles au paravent mauresque (Figure 35) or such contemplative and serene works as
Femme et poissons rouges. Although the subject matter (interiors, figures, and still lifes) remains
fairly similar to that of the paintings of the Experimental period, the construction is quite
different. '

Around 1929, Matisse began to broaden his forms once again, and the scale of the paintings
often increased in correspondence with the broadened forms (as in Femme au turban 1929-30
[Figure 33]), and more architectonic compositions, as in Feune fille en jaune, 192931 (Figure
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34), in which the familiar device of the French window is used to carry out the architectonic
framework from which the figure of the girl is, as it were, suspended in the space of the
painting.

From the time that Matisse received the commission for the Mural at the Barnes Foundation
in 1930 until around 1933, he concerned himself mostly with large murals and graphic works
(see Frontispiece) and did not do much easel painting. When eventually he returned to the
steady production of easel painting in 1934, the experience of the large murals was cvident
in the works that followed, for there was a tendency toward a renewed simplicity, partly the
outgrowth of the simplicity that was needed to cover the large walls of the Barnes Foundation
(Figure 36) and also a reaction against the optical effects and detail of the Nice period works.
In the Barnes Foundation Murals, Matisse had gone back to the theme of the dance, and to
imagined rather than an observed subject matter. In his easel painting, he returned to painting
from life, but began to simplify from life as he had simplified in the construction of the imagined
imagery of the Barnes Murals. In paintings such as Le réve of 1935, or the famous Nu rose
(Figure 38), this process is once again apparent. This simplification is marked by a new sense
of drawing in relation to painting. Whereas in the Nice period, as in the periods before, the
drawing and painting were integral to each other (that is, the forms were painted and drawn
simultaneously), in the paintings of the late 1930s the drawing very often acts in counterpoint
to the large areas of colour, as in Téte ockre or Grande robe bleue, fond noir (Figure 39) of 1937,
Le jardin d’hiver of 1937-8, or the Overmantel Decoration done for Nelson Rockefeller. These
large works and others, such as La musique of 1939, signal a permanent return to large simpli-
fied areas of space, with very bright colour. Space in these works is less tangible than in those
of the Nice period, the scale of the paintings is larger, and the cadences grander. In 1941, with
the war around him, Matisse retired again to the south, and began his large cut gouaches
découpées. His works of this period are even more simplified and the space even less tangible
than in the paintings of the late thirties (see Figures 40—44). If in his late paintings, such as
Grand intérieur rouge (Figure 44), he reduced the objects of the real world to signs and presented
them in a rarified, intangible space, in many of the late cut-outs he arrived at imagery
which seems to have no existence in space, which exists as pure idea, as in the grandly meta-
phorical L’escargot of 1953 (Figure 48).

When Matisse’s painting is viewed retrospectively, it is seen to have a development that alter-
nates between polarities of tangible and intangible space, three- and two-dimensionality,
description and synthesis. During each of the major turning points in his art, the crisis
involved a reformulation of pictorial space. From 1900 to 1908 he explored and built upon
the pictorial means of the nineteenth century, basing his imagery on his sensations and feelings
after nature. During the Experimental period he explored various means of achieving highly
synthetic equivalents for those sensations and arrived at dynamic and original conceptions of
pictorial space. By 1918, exhausted by the demands of his austere new formulations,® and
perhaps needful of returning to more tangible means, Matisse backed away from the path that
he had been following and returned to the cautious, empirical paintings of the Nice period.
Instead of sustaining the symbolic abstract equivalences for light and space that he had
explored between 1908 and 1917, he returned to analysis. In effect, he had backed away from
the creation of imagery in which the sensations of light and space simultaneously are constituted
by colour energy, and for a decade settled for the description of light and space through colour.
Around 1930 he began to advance again, working inductively from analysis toward synthesis.
By 1940, the path was clear, and despite difficulties, he was finally able in the late paintings and
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cut-outs to achieve that ultimate synthesis of light and space through colour to which he had
first addressed himself some forty years earlier.

Matisse’s key writings relate to these pivotal points in his career, and to his changing
concerns. ‘Notes of a Painter’ coincides exactly with the transition into the Experimental
period, sums up many of the concerns of his early career, and outlines the course that he
would follow for the next decade. Thus it is a prime document in the painter’s conception of
his own recent work, as well as a summation and evaluation of many of the ideas that he had
passed through en route. But although the years between ‘Notes of a Painter’ and the 1929
‘Statement to Tériade’ are some of the most important of his career, he wrote nothing and
gave only a few interviews which merely repeated or elaborated on the ideas in ‘Notes of a
Painter’, or which were essentially autobiographical. It is quite likely that he felt unwilling
to theorize until he had arrived at a reformulation of his imagery.

The three statements to Tériade (Texts 8, 10, 13) reflect Matisse’s concern, around 1930,
with more synthetic imagery. Having spent over a decade seduced by the charms of southern
light, and committed to a descriptive rather than a synthetic vision, Matisse was evidently
impatient with his own progress, and seems to have felt that he had stood still or even retreated
since the bold and daring works of 1916-17. Thus in these statements to Tériade, as well as in
‘On Modernism and Tradition’ of 1935 (Text 12), Matisse emphasizes the liberation of Fauve
colour, the clarification of his visual sensibility, and the ‘purification’ of the means of expres-
sion: ‘When the means of expression have become so refined, so attenuated that their power of
expression wears thin, it is necessary to return to the essential principles which made human
language. . . . This is the starting point of Fauvism: the courage to return to the purity of the
means.” His statement refers as much to his recent painting, in which he had returned to pure
colour and broad simplified forms, as to his original Fauve experience.

Though after 1929 Matisse seems to have become more willing to discuss his art, he still for
the most part spoke in fairly concrete terms. Not until the 1939 ‘Notes of a Painter on his
Drawing’ does he begin seriously to elaborate on the symbolic quality of his forms. While in
‘Notes of a Painter’ he had discussed the process of how he arrived at his forms, in many of
these later statements, he discusses the result: the creation of plastic signs. This idea, which runs
throughout the late writings, has its equivalent in Matisse’s paintings of the period, in which he
had been reducing his objects into signs which, taken together, would form an ensemble in
which the objects functioned like actors in a play or pieces on a chess-board, images that Matisse
himself used repeatedly. Throughout the 1940s Matisse also developed the theme of keeping
one’s instincts fresh through contact with nature and avoiding clichés. In his later years
there is a strong emphasis on synthesis from remembered experience rather than direct con-
tact with a specific motif. These ideas also follow the development of his increasingly abstract
imagery. Yet, curiously, they are quite consistent with his similar remarks in ‘Notes of a Painter’
about the value of working both from nature and from imagination.

In fact, Matisse’s theoretical writings, even though they span almost half a century, have a
remarkable consistency, possibly because his earliest writings date from a period of relative
maturity. The major themes in his writings have to do with expression and with the relation-
ship of art to what might be called ‘sensations before nature’. Matisse’s painting is based upon
a condensation of fleeting sensations, recorded in the drawings, into a permanent image on
canvas. Thus, although throughout his writings he constantly stresses expression and freshness
of conception, the dependence of the artist upon nature is also emphasized. Matisse’s intuition
is informed, as it were, by deep self-appraisal and by contemplation of natural forms; he at all
times tries to avoid formulae. These concerns are to be found in his earliest published state-
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ments, such as the 1907 interview with Apollinaire and ‘Notes of a Painter’, and persist in
statements made almost half a century later. His writings reflect his conviction that art is a
form of projection of self through imagery, a form of meditation or contemplation which acts
as a private religion. The artist develops his art by developing himself.

Later in life when he felt compelled to advise young artists, as in the ‘Letter to Henry
Clifford’, Matisse mentioned, as he had forty years earlier in his school, the importance of the
study of nature, technical proficiency, discipline, and the development of one’s sensibilities.
In this, as in so many other aspects of his career, he demonstrates the extreme importance to
his later career of his early training: the forces and influences to which he was subject in the
early part of his career, the same factors that he synthesised in ‘Notes of a Painter’, were to
make themselves felt throughout his life.

The Historical Context

When at the turn of the century, in Paris, Matisse arrived at his first maturity as a painter, he
was subject to more diverse influences and cross-currents than perhaps had existed simultan-
eously in a single place in the whole history of European painting. These influences were not
only crucial to his early development but were also to have a lasting effect upon his whole
career and were probably an important determinant of the polarity of imagery that marked his
career as a painter, and which is reflected in his writings.

The basic matrix of his early development, the popular art of the time—that which one lived
and breathed—was a curious composite of academic ‘poetic realism’ such as may be seen in the
paintings of Bouguereau, and such fin de siécle phenomena as Art Nouveau. If the official
Academic style represented the last degenerate phases of neo-Classicism and Realism brought
to their ultimate degradation, what Ortega y Gasset has called ‘a maximum aberration in the
history of taste’,10 Art Nouveau, with its emphasis on decorative symbolism, may likewise be
seen as a somewhat degenerate form of the Symbolist tendencies of the last third of the nine-
teenth century. These two styles present an interesting dichotomy, offering on the one hand
imagery which is almost photographic in its rendering (‘copy nature stupidly’), and on the
other, imagery which is highly synthetic. In other words, Academicism and Art Nouveau
represented polarities of imagery not unlike those polarities which were, transfigured, to run
through the art of Matisse; the one three-dimensional, descriptive, realistic; the other two-
dimensional, synthetic and symbolic. It must be realized that while neither Academic painting
nor Art Nouveau necessarily had a direct or conscious influence upon the development of
Matisse’s later imagery, they both represented attitudes, habits of mind—even more important,
vocabularies of form—which made up the essential visual milieu out of which Matisse grew
and which he himself was later to redefine.

In opposition to such popular imagery, an important part of the culture of painting in
France in the first years of the century was the, by then, ‘tradition’ of the avant-garde, the
most important currents of which were Impressionism and post-Impressionism. Matisse,
like any painter then working in Paris, was subjected to a series of reactions and counter-
reactions against the traditions of this avant-garde as well as the traditions of the Academy and
of the street as embodied in the official style and in Art Nouveau; all were to stay with him
through the rest of his life. Perhaps more than any other major painter, Matisse represented
not only a continuation but a constant reformulation of these currents which may, for the sake
of convenience, be divided into two major groups: those in which the subject and motif were
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real (actually derived from nature), and the technique improvised; and those in which the
subject and motif were synthetic (not derived directly from nature), and the technique pre-
determined. To the former category belong the Impressionists, Van Gogh, and Cézanne; to
the latter the Academics, Seurat, Gauguin, the Nabis and Symbolists. In almost all cases, the
main flow of tradition with which Matisse moved was that which dealt with direct sensations
from nature and a technique improvised to correspond to those sensations, that is the tradition
of the Impressionists and Cézanne. At the same time, the various traditions of syntheticism
also had an enormous effect upon him. It was the balancing of these traditions, modified and
informed by his own enormous will and intellect, that enabled Matisse to achieve his pre-
eminent position.

Academic Painting

Matisse’s experience of Academic painting had a curious effect upon his career: it was a
tradition for which he expressed an active and long-lived contempt, yet his whole career was
affected by what he learned and kept from it. Although he was repelled by the narrow-minded
and moribund teaching that he had encountered there, and in his later years wrote and spoke
out against it with passion, certain aspects of his Ecole des Beaux-Arts background stayed with
him all his life and had far-reaching effects on his thought. Despite Matisse’s contempt for the
Ecole des Beaux-Arts, however, he was as powerless completely to do away with its influence
on him as is a child to avoid the influence of a despised parent. In some part, at least, it seems
that this was due to his late start as a painter.

As we have said, when Matisse arrived in Paris to study art in the winter of 1891-2, his
previous training had consisted of drawing courses at the Ecole Quentin-Latour (primarily a
tapestry and textile design school) and his own efforts with one of Goupil’s popular treatises on
how to paint.11 This book by Goupil, as might be expected, seems to have had some fairly
direct influence on his early technique.!2 Further, the book, which is essentially a popularized
compendium of nineteenth-century Academic practice, probably had some effect upon Matisse’s
early conception of what painting was, and some of the attitudes in it find specific echoes in
Matisse’s own later writings. At the very beginning of the book, Goupil discusses ‘Initiative
and Progress’, saying ‘How does one arrive at success? . .. Success is often only a long
patience!!!’13 The term ‘a long patience’ not only describes Matisse’s later advice to younger
artists,14 but also describes his early career, during which he constantly forced himself to
proceed slowly and thoroughly, even when frustrated by the system at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts.

It is difficult to say for sure just what the twenty-year-old Matisse, recently taken by the
desire to paint, would have found meaningful in Goupil. But there are themes that persisted in
his thought which, though commonplace, he must have encountered there for the first time.
‘Before one can create and compose pictures, it is indispensable to learn to copy’, writes
Goupil.15 ‘He who can copy can create’, Matisse was to write in ‘Notes of a Painter’. Goupil’s
emphasis upon copying the works of the old masters must also have affected Matisse’s early
ideas on painting. Goupil urges copying both nature and the works of the masters, and quotes
Delacroix to the effect that one should make the study a pleasure: ‘One therefore retains the
memory of fine works by means of labour which is not at all accompanied by the fatigue and
inquietude of the mind of the inventor who has had the anguish of the original work.’1é That
this feeling stuck with Matisse may be witnessed by his 1942 remark to Gaston Diehl that ‘too
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many of the young painters have thought it well to neglect the study of the masters; that alone,
however, permits one to take account of the possibilities of expression of colour and drawing.’17
Goupil also suggests the use of photographs as models, a procedure that Matisse used, especially
around 1900,1# although once again the practice is so general as to make it impossible to
attribute it directly to the influence of Goupil.

Certain aspects of Matisse’s later teaching also seem to be related to phrases from Goupil
which, while not particularly original, may have stayed with Matisse. Goupil, in his discussion of
working from the model advises: “The painter who wants to make a picture should begin first
of all by fixing his idea on the canvas. It is through drawing that one sets the general com-
position and gives to each thing in particular the form that it should have.1? Although quite
simple, such advice forms a leitmotif in Matisse’s writings. To be sure, a good deal of Goupil’s
advice is quite general, even simplistic. Although it would be absurd to think that Matisse
actually followed it all his life, it is evident that such an outlook, based on methodical study of
nature, was part of the foundation of the attitude to painting on which he would later build.

Matisse’s early training in Paris followed the same lines as his introduction to painting in
Saint-Quentin and Goupil’s book; he relied upon the standard approaches and the traditional
methods. His experience at the Académie Julian, a private school taught by professors from the
Ecole des Beaux-Arts, and in the atelier of Bouguereau and Ferrier disgusted him by the
quality of the teaching and made quite an impression for he would repeatedly refer to it in
later life as a symbol of all that was wrong with the Academic system.20

In 1942, he told a radio interviewer: ‘Undoubtedly the instruction given at the Beaux-Arts
. . . is deadly for young artists’,2! and yet, despite his reaction to the Beaux-Arts teaching,
which included that of the hated Bouguereau, Matisse in 1948 was to write urging the patient
study of nature in words that bear a striking similarity to Bouguereau’s ideas on the training of
the artist.22 And in 1892, when Matisse failed the entrance examination to the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts, he decided, instead of working as an independent, to draw in the glass-enclosed
Court of the ‘Cours Yvon’,23 where he attracted the attention of Gustave Moreau, who accepted
him as a student in his atelier.24 In Moreau’s studio Matisse at last found a sympathetic
atmosphere. Although Moreau was almost totally oblivious of the ‘modern’ advanced works of
such painters as Van Gogh, Gauguin, and Cézanne, he was a very liberal teacher with catholic
tastes and a good sense of his students’ individual personalities. Though Moreau seems to have
given Matisse little direct criticism of his work, he supported him enthusiastically and gave
him a ‘liberal education’ in painting for which Matisse later felt a real sense of gratitude.25
Further, even though Matisse’s works of this period (mostly interiors, still-lifes, and figure
studies in a somewhat dark tonality) have little in common with the sumptuous fantasy of
Moreau’s paintings he doubtless absorbed some of Moreau’s ideas about imagination, and
these would later appear in his own writings. Such thoughts as ‘Colours must be thought,
dreamed, imagined’,26 or ‘I believe neither in what I see nor in what I touch, I believe only in
what I feel. My brain and my reason appear to be ephemeral and of doubtful reality. Sub-
jective emotion alone seems to me to be eternal and unquestionably certain’,2? have strong
analogies with some of Matisse’s own statements in ‘Notes of a Painter’: ‘I am unable to dis-
tinguish between the feeling I have about life and my way of translating it.’

At this time Matisse was still proceeding very slowly, working on small unimaginative
canvases, perfecting his technique and doing copies of paintings in the Louvre, mostly Baroque
and Rococo works, many of the French school, in which he gave himself the opportunity to
study the structure and composition of such masters as Poussin, Philippe de Champagne,
Watteau, Fragonard, Boucher, and especially Chardin.28
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Matisse’s ambitions at this time also seem to have been somewhat ordinary. In the spring
of 1896 he exhibited four works at the Salon de la Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts, and sold
two of them.2% He was also elected an Associate Member of the Société, a considerable honour
which gave him the privilege of exhibiting several works each year without having to submit
them to the Salon jury, and which also increased his chances of selling both to collectors and
to the State. That summer, when he went to Brittany and painted out-of-doors, he still kept his
somewhat muted palette and saw and composed in terms of value tones rather than colour,
and both his subject matter and method of working, massing darks and lights, striving after
the general effect seen in terms of chiaroscuro rather than colour, are very much in the tradi-
tion of the Academic landscape study (see Figure 4).30 It was not until 1897 that Matisse,
inspired by the Impressionists, began to break away from the Academic tradition and to reach
toward a new vision. But even after spending the entire year of 1898—9 working mostly out of
doors and in the Impressionist manner, when he returned to Paris in February 1899 it was to
the atelier of the late Gustave Moreau. Although part of the reason behind his return to student
status surely had to do simply with needing to work from the model, it is evident that at this
period he still considered himself a student.3!

In 1900, when Matisse at last truly became an independent painter, he had spent a full
decade more or less under the influence of traditional methods of training, and had been
exhibiting in the conservative salons. (Not until the spring of 19o1 did he exhibit at the Salon
des Indépendants, his first overt step in the direction of the avant-garde.) From his Academic
training he obtained a great respect for the necessity of technical proficiency and a belief in the
study of nature as a means of arriving at truth. This provided him with firm roots in the tradi-
tions of the nineteenth century and doubtless contributed to the streak of conservatism that
ran through his later thought. At the same time it also gave him the confidence and proficiency
which would serve as a source of liberation from the very tradition which had nurtured him.

Decorative Art .

Matisse had a profound and abiding interest in decoration and decorative art. Throughout
his life he expressed this interest in his constant use of decorative objects (rugs, tapestries,
screens, vases, etc.) as motifs for his paintings and drawings, and by his interest in large
decorative paintings, such as the Shchukin La danse and La musique, the Barnes Murals and
the late cut-outs. The aesthetic of decoration was also expressed in his writings, especially
‘Notes of a Painter’.

When in October 1892, Matisse enrolled for an evening course at the Ecole des Arts
Décoratifs, he may have reflected an early interest in the decorative arts, which often tended
during the 18gos to be allied to the Fine Arts.32 When the convalescent Matisse was intro-
duced to painting in 1890, it was by the director of a textile factory who occupied the next
bed,33 and his first formal training was at the Ecole Quentin-Latour, under what he himself
characterized as ‘draftsmen who designed textiles’.34 It seems therefore likely that he may early
have come to know and take an interest in a book like Henry Havard’s La décoration.35 Some
of the ideas in this book have indeed sufficient parallel to parts of Matisse’s ‘Notes of a Painter’
to warrant mention. Havard discusses general similarities and differences between painters and
sculptors and decorators, noting that there is a separation between them, even though ‘all the
arts seek Beauty’.36 He then goes on to discuss some of the differences between artists (e.g.
history painters, etc.) and decorative artists. He notes that while artists can depict violent
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movement, decorators should avoid it, that while painters can depict sadness, horror, disgust,
and pain, decorative artists should not: “The duty of the decorator . .. is not to provoke
sentiments of fear or enthusiasm, but simply to adorn, and embellish. He should interest the
spectator, but never move him.’37 The decorative artist, Havard goes on to say, should avoid
subjects which provoke an intense emotion, and should be careful not to create an illusion, not
to imitate nature too closely.38 These thoughts not only seem germane to Matisse’s painting
around 1908, but have an equivalent in ‘Notes of a Painter’ where Matisse states his desire for
‘an art of balance, of purity and serenity, devoid of troubling or depressing subject matter . . .
a soothing, calming influence on the mind . . .’—a statement of his belief in painting as a
decorative, purely visual, as opposed to narrative art. Havard speaks similarly of decoration:
“The role of decoration . . . is uniquely to charm the eyes. That is why the decorator so often
has recourse to fabulous representations to express abstractions . . . not being contained within
the limits of reality he can give free rein to his fantasy, and with the aid of these gracious fic-
tions produce exquisite creations.’3? Havard’s comments seem not only to relate to some of the
ideas in ‘Notes of a Painter’, but also to Matisse’s paintings of that period. Speaking of the use
of modern subjects it is noted that the artist ‘should carefully avoid giving these objects too real
an aspect, which would certainly attenuate their emblematic value’.40 Most of Matisse’s works
of this period avoid this ‘too real aspect’ by generalized rendering of costume (which perhaps
carries over even into the odalisques of the Nice period), and by using nude figures—thus
avoiding a sense of specific time and place—even in such topical works asthe Joueursdeboules of
1908 (Figure 19). In keeping with the aesthetic of decoration, Havard insists that the decorator
should make his form quite legible: ‘He should underline the principal features, to accentuate
their character’,4! which is quite in line with Matisse’s insistence upon reducing things to
their ‘essentials’. Havard also notes that the painter should represent only the durable: ‘All
violent actions whose transitory character is too accentuated, are ill-suited to decorations which
are fixed for a relative eternity on the place which has been given to them’,42 a sentiment that
has direct parallels in ‘Notes of a Painter’. Thus it seems that the aesthetics of decorative paint-
ing had their part in Matisse’s formulation of his own ideas on painting and in his paint-
ings themselves.

In addition, Matisse was quite obviously influenced by certain aspects of Art Nouveau
decoration, which comprised an important aspect of the visual environment at the turn of
the century. S. Tschudi Madsen has noted that the ‘principal ornamental characteristic of
Art Nouveau is the asymmetrically undulating line terminating in a whip-like, energy-laden
movement’,%3 a description which might well characterize some of the impulse behind the
arabesques in Matisse’s painting from 1905 onward. As Trapp has remarked, a good deal of
the impulse behind Matisse’s early sinuous arabesques, such as that of Bonheur de vivre, seems
to come out of the milieu of Art Nouveau, and also to be connected with paintings such as
Derain’s L’ 4ge d’Or of 1905, or Long’s Pan of 1899, both of which represent bacchanals in a
landscape.4 Trapp further goes on to point out the similarity between several of Matisse’s
large interiors such as Harmonie rouge of 1909 (Figure 20) and Grande nature morte aux
aubergines of 1911, with various Art Nouveau interiors.45 Matisse not only adopted the super-
ficial look of Art Nouveau, but he seems to have well understood its symbolic character.
Madsen has noted:

If we penetrate still deeper into the nature of Art Nouveau ornamentation, we shall find
that at times it may constitute a feature of the object which is endeavouring to express
something. This may both apply to its function as an artifact and be a purely aesthetic
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element. We are here approaching the significance of Art Nouveau decoration as a
symbolic factor. In this respect its most important aspect is its ability to emphasize the
structure of form and, next, to fuse the object and its ornament into an organic entity:
the aim is unity and synthesis. . . . The budding, growing ornamentation thus reflects
essential elements of Art Nouveau—the very force and creative ability of the style,46

Matisse’s early arabesque, that seen in the Bonheur de vivre (Figure 17), seems to come directly
out of the immediate milieu of Art Nouveau; indeed his use of the arabesque seems through-
out his career to have had a distinctly metaphorical or symbolic character. During the
most synthetic moments of the development of his style, as in the period from 190§ to
1917, and from 1930 onwards, Matisse made great use of the symbolic arabesque, to express
growth or ‘becoming’. During the less synthetic moments of his stylistic development, as in
the period before 1905 and during the Nice period from 1917 to 1929, he made less use of it.
Thus the arabesque seems to have had a direct correspondence in Matisse’s art to his most
synthetic style, and may be seen as an important by-product of his experience with and
understanding of Art Nouveau.

Impressionism

If when Matisse worked in his most synthetic mode he seems to have relied upon his essentially
Art Nouveau-inspired arabesque, when he worked in a more naturalistic or descriptive style,
he seems instead to have gone back to the tradition of Impressionism.

As Meyer Schapiro has shown, many aspects of Matisse’s style, including his subject
matter, seem to derive from Impressionism. Schapiro points out that ‘the flatness of the field
or decomposition into surface patterns, the inconsistent, indefinite space, the deformed con-
tours, the peculiarly fragmentary piecing of things at the edges of the picture, the diagonal
viewpoint, the bright, arbitrary color of objects, unlike their known local color, constitute
within the abstract style of Matisse an Impressionist matrix.’47

Impressionism represented for Matisse his first and most vivid awareness of the analysis of
light and the creation of the effect of light through pure colour. As he himself stated, before
his awareness of Impressionism he transposed in the transparent tones of the Louvre;48 the
dark, old master palette which he had used was determined both by his experience in the
Louvre and by the palette of the Academic painters. Even his first ambitious Impressionist
composition, La desserte of 1897 (Figure 5) is indeed a very conservative brand of Impression-
ism. The colour is brushed on in somewhat broad strokes, more in the manner of early Manet
than Monet or Renoir, and the breaking up of colour within local colour areas, even in the
white of the tablecloth, is not nearly so dynamic as that of the Impressionists. La desserte in
retrospect seems more of an Academy piece with an Impressionist inflection than an Impres-
sionist picture. Matisse’s first really Impressionistic paintings date from the summer of 1897,
when he brightened his palette and began to conceive of his pictures in terms of colour
sensations rather than masses of light and shadow. In 1897 he also met Pissarro, who encouraged
him to work in an Impressionist manner, and even advised him to study Turner in London as
Pissarro himself and Monet had done in 1870—advice which Matisse did in fact follow in
January 1898. When Matisse left Paris for the South shortly after his return from London, he
was already committed to a new vision and a new method. He set out consciously to seek out
vivid optical sensations and to record them directly. The canvases executed during that year in
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Corsica and near Toulouse are mostly small landscape sketches concerned with the general
impressions of the landscape, but conceived in terms of colour rather than values (sce Figure
6). While in a certain sense they are as much landscape éfudes as were the pictures exccuted at
Belle-1le in 1896, the intention is entirely different, effects of chiaroscuro being sacrificed for
vividness of colour and a certain surface tension. By the end of 1899, in Nature morte a contre-
jour and Buffet et table (Figure 8), in which form is actually dissolved by light and the compon-
ents of areas of local colour are analysed and described, though exaggeratedly, he had achieved
a kind of personal Impressionism.

Matisse, however, tended constantly to see form as integral rather than as dissolved by light,
and as a result did not long stay with orthodox Impressionism. At the same time, the influcnce
of Impressionism upon his succeeding works is marked by liberation of colour and by a certain
delectation in the rendering of light and light effects. In 1904-5, during his neo-Impressionist
or Divisionist phase, he managed to merge some of the technique and vision that he had learned
from his Impressionist studies with a greater synthesis of form and a structural ordering of
colour. This experiment was also short-lived, but had a pronounced effect upon his following
works, especially those of the high Fauve period (19o5-6), after which he moved constantly
away from Impressionism to other concerns. He began to seek a greater solidity and structure
in his pictures, and moreover a greater synthesis of his vision itself. This is clearly reflected in
‘Notes of a Painter’ where he writes: ‘Often when I start to work I become aware of fresh and
superficial sensations. . . . A few years ago I might have been satisfied with the result ... I
would have recorded fugitive and momentary sensations which would not completely define my
feelings, which I would barely recognize the next day.” He goes on to characterize the Impres-
sionists, saying, “The word ‘‘impressionism” perfectly characterizes their style, for they
register fleeting impressions.’4? Matisse, seeking at this time more enduring images, based on a
‘condensation of sensations’, turned away from Impressionism somewhat as Cézanne had done
a generation before him, and in search of similar ends. For Matisse, who wrote of his inability
‘to distinguish between the feeling I have about life and my way of translating it’, truth was to
be found in the confrontation between the individual personality and nature, not in nature
itself. He expressed his understanding of this when he said, ‘A Cézanne is a moment of the
artist while a Sisley is a moment of nature.’5? Matisse’s ambitions lay in the direction of Cézanne
rather than of Impressionism.

Itis significant, however, that when during the Nice period he began to return to direct obser-
vation of nature, his Impressionist experiences of some twenty years earlier had a profound effect
upon him.51 The paintings of the Nice period are good evidence of this. For one thing, unlike
those of the Experimental period, they have much of the casualness of objects seen at a glance.
As Schapiro says of painters after Monet, “They discover their pictures in looking around at
objects, and execute swift sketches which have the immediacy of a glance. Sensibility operates
instantaneously, in the very act of seeing.’52 This is seen in many of Matisse’s paintings of the
Nice period, which dwell upon the fleeting effects of light and texture (see Figures 31-33),
and which often have truncated compositions. Matisse’s consciousness of the Impressionist
tradition before him may be seen especially in the Etretat series executed in 1920, in which he
painted the Needle and the Elephant rocks on Etretat beach, a theme especially dear to Monet.
Even Matisse’s return in the early 1920s to paintings done out-of-doors is part of a conscious
return to nature via Impressionism, as is his return to tonalities of yellow and violet, which give
a distinct sense of atmosphere and of light and shadow. It was not until the transition into the
more austere works toward the end of the Nice period, that he finally moved away from a
distinctly Impressionist attitude.
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The Impressionist experience, however, was deeply rooted in Matisse’s mentality, and when
he designed the stained-glass windows for the Chapel at Vence, the colour scheme of green,
violet, yellow and blue with which he broke up the light coming through the glass and the
fragmentation of the forms of the windows into little sections, is an indirect but positive echo
of Impressionism. Thus it may be seen that Impressionist doctrine not only affected Matisse
in his formative years, but remained throughout his life a force in his paintings and writings.

Cézanne

Cézanne’s influence upon Matisse is extremely rich and varied, and most important. No other
outside influence seems to have been so strong, yet no other influence was more thoroughly
assimilated. Despite Kurt Badt’s contention that Cézanne had no heir or successor, it seems
that Matisse (even more than the Cubists) represents the continuation of the tradition of
Cézanne.53

The influence of Cézanne upon Matisse is seen alike in motifs, techniques, and attitudes.
Throughout the earlier part of his career, Matisse made significant use of compositional
motifs taken from Cézanne, as in his St. Tropez: la baie of 1904 which closely resembles,
among others, Cézanne’s L’Estaque: la baie.5* Although Matisse’s brushwork is broader, his
colour brighter, and his form less solid, the painting expresses his desire to treat in his own
way some of Cézanne’s actual motifs and compositional devices.

This may also be seen in Carmelina of 1903 which shares with Cézanne’s Portrait de
Chocquet 1879—8255 a similar compositional format (placing the figure firmly in the middle of a
series of rectilinear forms which echo the format of the painting itself), and an opportunity to
use Cézannesque modelling. Although the colour scheme in Carmelina does not have as
complicated a break-down of local colour areas as does the Cézanne portrait, the sense of form
and of the total pictorial space is very similar, and Carmelina has in common with the Cézanne
portrait a sense of simultaneous solidity of form and two-dimensional design.

Nature morte au purro, I of 1904 (Figure 12) is also an excellent example of Matisse’s
Cézannesque handling of form during this early period in which Matisse developed a certain
sense of clear colour, of solidity and austerity. After the height of the Fauve period, in order to
solidify his forms, he returned again to Cézanne, as may be seen in such paintings as the Barnes
Nature morte bleue of 1907 and, in a less obvious way, Nu bleu (Figure 18) of the same year.

In 1911, one of the most crucial years of Matisse’s development, he began once again to
resynthesise his forms after Cézanne. La fenétre bleue of 1911 (Figure 24) seems quite obviously
to be based upon Cézanne’s Le vase bleu (Figure 25) which had been given as part of the
Camondo legacy to the Jeu de Paume in 1911. The two paintings have much in common
besides their blue tonality. The dense and poetic handling of space in Fenétre bleue is extremely
Cézannesque, especially in terms of the modelling and the interaction between painting and
drawing. Furthermore, both paintings share a similar compositional device of centring objects
in relation to a frame-with-a-frame: the window in the Matisse and the window frame in the
Cézanne. Both paintings also have a tendency to make vertical divisions of form in which various
objects are centred in relation to other objects-in a series of changing near-symmetrical
relationships. This multiple centring of objects gives each painting its sense of simultaneous
repose and dynamism.

Even during the Nice period, Matisse tended to refer back to certain Cézannesque devices,
although toward different ends. Les joueurs de dames of 1923, for example, is quite obviously
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based upon the early Cézanne Owverture de Tannhauser, in which the patterning of the wall
behind the piano also expresses a visual embodiment of the music.

Another adaptation by Matisse from Cézanne, one which had an extraordinary longevity in
the formulation and reformulation of his pictorial means, was the study of the figure imagery
of his own Cézanne, Trois baigneuses (Figure 9), which he had bought in 189qg. Its influence
may be seen in both the subject matter and certain aspects of pose in both Luxe, calme and
volupté of 19o4—5 (Figure 13) and the Bonheur de vivre of 1905-6 (Figure 17).56 Further,
the Cézanne Trois baigneuses seems to have been one of the major impulses behind Matisse’s
use of imagined idyllic and pastoral subject matter. The adaptation of specific motifs from the
painting may be seen in Matisse’s Baigneuse of 1909, in the four reliefs of Le dos (1909-30), and
in the Barnes Murals of 1931-3.57

Matisse’s return to his own Cézanne around 1930 seems significant. This reconception and
simplification of form at the end of the Nice period reflects some of his feeling towards Cézanne,
who seems to have represented for him an ultimate synthesis and condensation, as opposed
to the much more immediate and fleeting effects which could be created with a version of
Impressionist vision. Within Matisse’s hierarchy of visual contexts, that of Cézanne gave
him the greatest structural awareness and feeling for synthesis, a realization of the enduring
quality behind objects. Thus at certain crucial moments in his career he seems not only to
have turned to Cézannesque muotifs, but also to a certain Cézannesque technique, as in
L’atelier du quai Saint-Michel (Figure 29), in which the fluidity of the forms, the dynamism of
the plastic space, the constantly shifting planes, and the uncanny sense of simultaneous
two- and three-dimensionality are all part of the legacy of the Master of Aix-en-Provence.

There are also distinct parallels between Matisse’s thought and that of Cézanne, many of
which are pointed out in the notes to the texts, below.58 In general terms Matisse shares with
Cézanne a sense of research with regard to arriving at a fully ‘realized’ canvas. This sense of
study and research which runs throughout Matisse’s writings has a definite precedent in
Cézanne.5® Like many other aspects of Matisse’s painting it had its roots in nineteenth-
century empiricism in a way that quite differentiates it from Cubism.

Cubism

Although Picasso was not far off when he said that he and Matisse represented the North and
the South poles, they both had a common point of departure in Cézanne.80 For each of them
Cézanne amounted to something like a talisman, a paragon, and a definition of modernity; but
each interpreted and synthesized Cézanne to a different end. While Picasso took from Cézanne
the outward structure of his late paintings and brought it to a conclusion beyond anything
that Cézanne had conceived, Matisse saw in Cézanne a method of perception rather than of
construction. For while Picasso was committed to the avant-garde, Matisse always balanced
his daring with a good measure of caution. ‘Matisse possessed, as the counterpoint of his
recurrent boldness, an almost equally persistent streak of caution. It was a part of his strength;
he never moved until the way ahead was clear.’61 While Matisse mistrusted modernism for its
own sake, Picasso espoused it, and while Matisse considered his paintings to be researches,
probing into a difficult and elusive reality, Picasso was ever ready to impose his own truth: “To
search means nothing in painting. To find is the thing.’62

At the turn of the century the arts in general were involved in seeking a new workable
balance between the objective and subjective, what Shattuck refers to as the ‘self-reflexive’



26 Cubism

element of modern art;83 both Matisse and the Cubists, strongly tied to Cézanne and to an
essentially Bergsonian outlook, reflect this.6¢ The Cubists, no less than Matisse, were involved
in the problem of reaching a truth underlying visual experience, and their early professed aims
bear a certain similarity to those of Matisse.65 The pictorial means they arrived at, however,
differed, and by 1911 any similarity between their goals had become barely recognizable. For
while in 1908 both were involved with depicting a kind of Bergsonian knowledge of the objects
they painted—in which accumulated memory and experience become the basis for the know-
ledge of objects—the Cubists tended to move increasingly toward an art of deduction,$8
whereas Matisse maintained, with only a few exceptions, an art of induction. Thus while the
legibility of objects in Cubist paintings between 19o8 and 1911 was becoming increasingly
more difficult, the representation of objects in Matisse’s paintings remained clear. While
Matisse stayed with an inductive, empirical method, based on direct visual sensations and
an attempt to avoid pre-knowledge of objects (a legacy of nineteenth-century empiricism, the
Impressionists, and Cézanne), the Cubists arrived at an art of deduction, in which the process
of deduction depends on inventing forms from pre-existing ideas.®? Within this context the
physical work of art could contain concrete fragments of unsynthesised reality (undisguised
collage elements) which became part of the new reality of the work of art by participating in an
ensemble which was composed of fragments of pre-existing ideas, rendered in a predetermined
fashion.

In other words, the Cubists and Matisse, starting initially from similar assumptions about
painting, worked toward divergent ends, both by intention and in terms of the pictorial means
employed. The Cubists throughout the Analytic phase constructed in terms of a limited
fairly tangible relief space, whereas Matisse’s pictorial space at this time is much less tangible.
In Matisse, space is not described so much as it is suggested; in an Analytic Cubist painting
the limits of the pictorial space are fairly well described even though the objects which fill it
are not. Further, whereas the Cubists constructed in terms of geometry, Matisse constructed
in terms of the arabesque, and while the Cubists used colour to describe form in space,
Matisse used it to constitute space itself. The Cubists in this early phase relied upon the
modelling of form with dark and light in order to construct a sculptural space, whereas Matisse
constructed space in terms of colour and thereby arrived at a pictorial space which has less
plastic actuality.

Within these contexts, the problems of the description of objects were different. Whereas
Matisse invented forms which were synthetic equivalents of objects, the Cubists invented new
objects. This may be seen in a painting such as Picasso’s Ma Jolie of 1911, in which, although
the forms suggest a woman with a guitar, what is actually described in the painting is a
combination of brush-strokes, lines, and planes in a limited but internally fluid space, which
is activated or animated by fragments of figurative imagery. The subject is represented as a
gathering of energies rather than as a discrete form. In order to maintain the legibility of the
objects being described in such a painting, the painter resorts to clichés to describe parts of the
subject involved. Throughout the Analytic Cubist painting of this period, the forms used to
describe eyes, hands, ears, pieces of rope, fragments of musical instruments, etc., are self-
conscious clichés (pre-existing ideas) which are easily legible. This cliché aspect of Analytic
Cubism maintains the legibility of the total image of the painting. In Matisse’s paintings of this
period (Figures 19-24) the overall imagery is extremely clear, but the details of many of the
forms are so synthetic that they would be meaningless outside the context of the painting.
Whereas the rendering of a hand in an Analytic Cubist painting may be identifiable outside
the context of the painting, many of Matisse’s forms in this period, although they are very
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clear within the context of the painting, are almost completely illegible as discrete objects out-
side that context. Thus the Cubist painting not only constructs a distinct plastic space, it also
constructs an internal temporal environment. Because the painting is perceived as an accumu-
lation of details, and because of the relatively difficult legibility of many forms, the painting
not only articulates its own temporal environment, but also imposes that sense of time upon the
consciousness of the viewer, since, like words on a printed page, the Analytic Cubist painting
cannot be taken in at a glance. A Matisse painting, on the other hand, involves a simultaneous
presentation of its spatial totality. While the Cubist painting is composed of a series of occur-
rences or interactions of form which happen in time, with something like a causal relationship
between them, a Matisse painting is literally read as a condensation of sensations into a total
image which suggests past and future time, but which is unequivocally depicted in terms of the
‘present’. Thus while Matisse’s paintings almost never have any internal sense of cause and
effect, they almost always have a strong suggestion of before and after. Just as an Analytic
Cubist painting constructs a plastic actuality, so it constructs a temporal actuality; whereas in
the contemporary paintings of Matisse time is no more actual than space.

Although it is quite likely that the flowering of Cubism around 1911 may have given Matisse
an added impetus and boldness in his own formulations at that time,%8 he remained constant
to an inductive method based on actual vision. Although he occasionally deviated from this,5?
even his most austere and geometric works, such as the Lecon de piano of 1916 (Figure 27) are
an organic part of his imagery and have little to do with Cubism. Around 1918, when he seems
to have exhausted his involvement or belief in synthetic imagery, he returned to empirical
descriptive painting, the legacy of the nineteenth century. When he returned to synthetic
imagery after 1929, he first worked in terms of reformulating his earlier imagery (as in the
Barnes Murals), and then once again from life. And even, toward the end of his life, when he
began to work in his most abstract style, his method remained largely inductive, as may be
seen in his description (Text 42, below) of the evolution of L’escargot (Figure 48).

This attitude persists also in his later pedagogical position (Texts 33, 35, 43, below), and in
his attitude toward non-figurative art (Texts 34, 42, below), which he saw as ‘abstractions
based on abstractions’. For Matisse art was always more or less directly based on visual ob-
servation, even in his last, magnificently metaphorical works. ‘My destination is always the
same but I work out a different route to get there’, he wrote in 1908, and the words turned out
to have a truth far beyond what he could then have imagined.

It is in this sense that Matisse also presents one of the most striking paradoxes in all modern
art. His reliance upon actual sensation from nature and his mistrust of purely synthetic means
of expression seem to be almost anti-modern, especially in contrast to the theoretical bases of
the Cubists and other schools independent of direct, empirical observation. Yet his flexibility
and acuity of awareness allowed him to transcend the object by realizing form and space in
terms of pure colour. As Gowing has pointed out, ‘In the end, when the developments of the
first half of the twentieth century were complete, it was apparent that while for his contempor-
aries representation of one kind or another and the basic reference to form had outlasted the
luminous substance of painting, with Matisse the reverse had happened. Light had outlasted
representation. . . . No one else was travelling the same way. Matisse had developed a self-
protective, conservative attitude.’70

Matisse’s imagery depended upon the sensations of light energy upon the eye and mind of
the artist. In this adherence to purely visual phenomena, he remained perhaps the only major
painter of his period to construct space in a purely visual way, with light energy articulated
by colour.? In this sense, Matisse, like Cézanne, stands apart from the schools and systems
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that were contemporary with him. While for the Cubists, especially Picasso, the history of art
was like a vast encyclopaedia of forms which, through modification, could be reinvented into
new forms or recombined into new entities, for Matisse the history of art served mainly as an
impetus to new modes of vision. Thus while many influences can be seen at work in his paintings,
they never possess the conscious eclecticism of Picasso or Braque. Instead Matisse drew from
the past what he needed to organize and put into context his own sensations before nature,
and therefore, unlike Picasso, who created a whole new language of forms and shapes—of new
characters, as it were, in the world of painted imagery—Matisse arrived at a new formulation of
pictorial space itself. It was precisely the openness of his attitude and his extreme flexibility
which allowed him constantly to revitalize himself from the same sources and to create a
notion of pictorial space which, because of its empirical, totally pictorial nature, can be seen as
no less than the discovery of a new reality for painting.
It is this, above all, that has made Matisse so important to painting today.

The Texts

In the following collection, Matisse’s writings have been arranged chronologically; each
selection is preceded by a critical introduction, and each is annotated in order to explain
certain points, identify persons and circumstances not generally known, and to call attention to
significant parallels in other statements by Matisse and others.

A word should be said about the use of the term ‘writings’ since the present volume is both
more and less than a collection of Matisse’s complete writings. The term is here meant to
denote the body of Matisse’s significant statements on art regardless of the manner of presen-
tation. These are of three types: statements written by the artist, statements transcribed by
someone else, and interviews. The present collection includes all of Matisse’s own significant
writings, and most of the transcribed statements and interviews. The final criterion for the
selection has been to represent as fully and deeply as possible Matisse’s thoughts on art. Almost
all the texts presented here have either been published during Matisse’s lifetime or were
approved by him before his death. Taken together, then, they represent his formulation of the
principles and ideas behind his art, as well as his observations on his career, on the various
art movements of importance which occurred during his lifetime, and on some problems of the
arts in general.

Within this context, the artist’s general correspondence has been of only limited interest
since most of his letters to friends and relatives are concerned with daily affairs and problems of
the sort that make up any man’s life. When these letters do discuss artistic problems, they are
often confined to a brief mention or discussion of the problems inherent in single works, and
although such letters are interesting from a documentary point of view their general interest is
limited. Further, those letters which do address themselves to general problems and attitudes
usually repeat or echo public statements. Because of this, and because most of the available
letters have recently been or soon will be published—see the Bibliography—the present
collection does not include Matisse’s general correspondence. The available letters have, how-
ever, been carefully examined and are quoted from where they seem relevant to the specific
texts and ideas here presented.

Such diverse writers as George Moore and Vladimir Nabokov have argued that translations
should sound like translations. In the following, I have tried to preserve the original sense by










The Texts

I

Apollinaire’s Interview, 1907

In December of 1907 the poet and critic Guillaume Apollinaire published an essay which
contains four quotations by Matisse. While the general style is lyrical (“‘When I came to you,
Matisse, the crowd had looked at you and as it laughed at you, you smiled’), Matisse’s own
statements are marked by the calm sobriety which was to characterize most of his theoretical
writings and his interviews.2 For the most part Matisse’s statements are on a personal level. He
says very little about his specific theories of art, but does speak of his general method of con-
ception, which he equates with self-discovery, as when he relates how he found his artistic
personality by looking over his earliest works, and how he made an effort to develop it by relying
on ‘intuition’ and by returning always to ‘fundamentals’. This emphasis upon fundamentals is
of particular interest, for it is a point that Matisse was to return to again and again. At this time
Matisse was also somewhat defensive about his reliance upon the art of others, most notably
Cézanne, and both courage and a certain defensiveness may be noted in his statement that he
never avoided the influence of others. This conception of the development of his own art in
" relation to other artists and nature is Matisse’s first public statement, here only implicit, of his
belief that the act of creation is a synthesis of the individual’s relationship to the art that has
come before him and his own confrontation with nature.

APPOLLINAIRE’S INTERVIEW

I have worked . . . to enrich my knowledge by satisfying the diverse curiosities of my
mind, striving to ascertain the different thoughts of ancient and modern masters of plastic
art. And this study was also material because I tried at the same time to understand their
technique.

Then . . . I found myself or my artistic personality by looking over my earliest works.
They rarely deceive. There I found something that was always the same and which at
first glance I thought to be monotonous repetition. It was the mark of my personality
which appeared the same no matter what different states of mind I happened to have
passed through.
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I made an effort to develop this personality by counting above all on my intuition and
by returning again and again to fundamentals. When difficulties stopped me in my work
I said to myself: ‘I have colors, a canvas, and I must express myself with purity, even
though I do it in the briefest manner by putting down, for instance, four or five spots of
color or by drawing four or five lines which have a plastic expression.’

I have never avoided the influence of others, I would have considered this a cowardice
and a lack of sincerity toward myself. I believe that the personality of the artist develops
and asserts itself through the struggles it has to go through when pitted against other
personalities. If the fight is fatal and the personality succumbs, it means that this was
bound to be its fate.

2

Notes of a Painter, 1908'

‘Notes of a painter’, Matisse’s earliest theoretical statement, and one of the most important
and influential artists’ statements of the century, was written at a time when he was involved in
controversial ideas about painting and seems to have been opposed especially to certain aspects
of contemporary Cubism.2 This essay is an attempt by Matisse to state the basic tenets of his
art and by implication to clear himself of some of the criticism levelled against him.3

The presentation of ideas in ‘Notes of a Painter’ is quite methodical, and seems to reflect
Matisse’s legal training. He begins the essay with a disclaimer, saying that the painter who
addresses the public with words exposes himself to the danger of being literary, but notes that
other painters have written about their work, thereby associating himself directly with his
contemporaries and indirectly with such illustrious names as Leonardo, Ingres and Delacroix,
who also wrote extensively.

The ideas that Matisse discusses are relevant not only to his painting of around 1908, but are
for the most part germane to his pictorial thought until his death. It should be remembered
that when Matisse wrote this he was no longer a young man; in 19o8 he was already thirty-
nine years old, and although he had not by far exhausted the range of his stylistic development,
much of his basic theoretical outlook was already formed. Matisse’s theory was, with certain
modifications, generally valid over a long period of time and for a great number of stylistic
changes. This has to do with a basic outlook expressed in ‘Notes of a Painter’, where he notes
that his fundamental thoughts have not changed, but instead have evolved and that his modes
of expression have followed his thoughts; it also has to do with the general nature of the ideas
expressed: Matisse’s essay is more philosophic than technical.

One of the basic ideas of ‘Notes of a Painter’, and of Matisse’s whole theory of art, is his
professed goal of ‘expression’, which is inseparable from the painter’s pictorial means. The
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emphasis here is on the creation of intuitive symbolism through perceptual experience. As
Gauss has said of this expressionistic viewpoint of art, “T'his intuition is a consciousness of life
which is of the nature of a religious attitude. They [expressionists] make no distinction between
their consciousness of life and their manner of expressing it. The work of art is thus a sample
of the feeling it expresses. It is only the rendition of that feeling in concrete form. The work of
art is therefore a symbol in a special sense.’#

This emphasis on intuition also has much in common with the writings of Bergson (1859~
1941) and of Croce (1866-1952), whose ideas were current at the time. (Croce’s Aesthetics was
puhlished in 1902, Bergson’s Creative Evolution in 1907.) The broad concepts of Bergsonism
were especially in the air at the time, much as Einstein’s theory of relativity, or, much later,
Sartre’s Existentialism would be. Not only were these ideas current among artists and writers;
they also found their way, condensed, into the popular press (in the same way as Matisse’s own
ideas later, somewhat garbled, were to find their way into the New York Times Magazine in
1913).5 There are indeed similarities between certain aspects of Matisse’s thought and Croce’s.®

/-Bergsonian Intuition also offers a striking parallel with Matisse’s theory. Based on reciprocal
[ action between past and future, space and time, Intuition, by the ‘sympathetic communication
\ which it establishes between us and the rest of the living, by the expansion of our consciousness
/ which it brings about, introduces us into life’s own domain, which is reciprocal interpenetra-
._tion, endlessly continued creation.’” Matisse placed great importance on the possibility of
\_expanded consciousness through ‘sympathetic communication’ and ‘reciprocal interpene-
tration’. So much so, that it may be described as his method. It was from precisely such a flow
of time: ‘this succession of moments which constitutes the superficial existence of beings and
things . . . and which is continually modifying and transforming them’, that Matisse wanted
to evolve forms which would express the ‘more essential character’ of things, so that he might
‘give to reality a more lasting interpretation’.

Matisse, conceiving of existence as flux, and perceiving happening in a fashion similar to
Bergson’s durée, wanted intuitively to evolve forms that would express the elusive ‘present’
even as it was being eroded by the mutual interpenetration of past and future. The goal of
the process is to arrive at an absolute which, paradoxically, has only relative validity: that is,
for a given situation. Thus Matisse, who could say that he would not repaint any picture in the
same way, follows a process which is remarkably close to that outlined by Bergson in Intro-
duction to Metaphysics:8

It follows that an absolute can be reached only by an intuition, whereas the rest [of our
knowledge] arises out of analysis. We here call intuition the sympathy by which one
transports oneself to the interior of an object in order to coincide with its unique and
therefore ineffable quality.

For Matisse the goal of this process, was ‘that state of condensation of sensations which
constitutes a picture’. This single idea, which is as important to the art of Matisse as that of
réalisation was to the art of Cézanne,? also has affinities with Bergson:10

Now the image has at least this advantage, that it keeps us in the concrete. No image
can replace the intuition of duration, but many diverse images, borrowed from very
different orders of things, may, by the convergence of their action, direct the conscious-
ness to the precise point where there is an intuition to be seized.

This of course is also close to Matisse’s idea of taking different routes to arrive at the same
place (réalisation through condensation), and possibly explains why Matisse was not a painter
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of a small number of ‘masterpieces’, but of numerous realizations of condensed and frozen
duration, of multiple absolutes. It is in this special sense that Matisse’s paintings become
symbols; they are like a cinematographic record of the intuited perceptions of the duration
of his lifetime; only their field of action is limited by the painter’s subject matter.11

By abandoning the literal representation of objects and of movement, and by avoiding
anecdotal subject matter, Matisse hoped to achieve ‘a higher ideal of grandeur and beauty’ and
to raise decorative painting to the level of philosophy. Matisse clarifies this idea with the well-
known statement, ‘What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity devoid of
troubling or depressing subject matter . . . a soothing, calming influence on the mind, some-
thing like a good armchair which provides relaxation from physical fatigue.” It is important to
realize that this statement is more an explanation, and perhaps defence, of Matisse’s limited
range of subject matter than an expression of simple-minded optimism. Unfortunately the
phrase, ‘something like a good armchair’, which has been quoted so often, tends to give the
impression that Matisse desired from painting merely a means of relaxation or of entertain-
ment—in short that his ideals were somewhat superficial.12 Matisse, however, does not advocate
an art of superficial decoration or entertainment, but states his belief in art as a medium for the
elevation of the spirit above and beyond, yet rooted in the experience of, everyday life. In other
words, the transfiguration of experience into a state of what might in the past have been called
‘the sublime’. This is borne out by Matisse’s statement that there are no new truths besides the
discoveries within the formal configuration of a single painting. Truth is as intuitive and
relative a process as is individual perception, and ‘rules have no existence outside of indivi-
duals’.

Matisse’s reliance on nature, so evident in his paintings, is very strongly stated in ‘Notes of a
Painter’. He emphasizes honesty and sincerity of perception in relation to the final image, to the
degree that the painter should feel that he has painted only what he has seen: ‘And even when
he departs from nature, he must do it with the conviction that it is only to interpret her more
fully.” Within Matisse’s theoretical framework, nature is the ultimate source of art, and the
work of art is a synthesis of imagery perceived in nature and translated, by an act of belief in
the artist’s own perceptions, into the final image. The act of painting is an act of belief, a
synthesis (or ‘condensation’) of sensations into perceptions, and of perceptions into significant
form.

Although Matisse dwells at great length on the general process of the creation of art through
the temperament of the painter and by contact with nature, he discusses only to a limited
degree the actual formal nature of paintings themselves. Indeed he says virtually nothing about
the creation of space in painting, about drawing and line, or about the relationship between the
nature of painting and drawing. In the main, ‘Notes of a Painter’ is concerned with subject
matter and its function, and the relation of this to the artist himself. The only formal element
that he discusses in specific terms is colour.

The discussion of colour is for the most part in terms of expression. Like Matisse’s drawing,
which is based upon an aesthetic of condensation of meaning through essential lines, colour is
considered to be a reduction to essentials, the finding of an equivalence.13 Matisse’s search for
colour equivalence points to his desire not to reproduce direct optical sensation but rather to
transfigure it, thus finding a configuration of form which, while it does not imitate nature, is an
~ equivalence of the painter’s perception of nature; all of which is accomplished through instinct
rather than by the application of a set theory. This synthetic balancing of tones and hues is
part of a conception in which the picture is not fragmented, but in which, right from the begin-
ning, the painting is conceived as a total image rather than a conglomeration of vignettes.
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Consonant with this idea of total conception is Matisse’s idea of clarity, the clarity which he so
admired in Cézanne’s paintings. Just as Cézanne’s painting was woven into the fabric of
Matisse’s pictorial thought—so Cézanne’s theories had also been absorbed and synthesized.

The main concerns of ‘Notes of a Painter’ then, are those of expression, synthesis from nature,
clarity and colour. In this essay Matisse states his faith in art as personal expression, his con-
ception of which is not ‘imaginative’ or literary, but based instead upon the intuitive synthesis
of sensations from nature. The artist, working toward an ideal that he intuitively understands,
is a person of extremely fine perceptions who is able to translate these perceptions into tangible
form. The most important aspect of painting is not the imitation of nature, but the transfigur-
ation of perceptions into an enduring image. This more lasting interpretation was to be achieved
by balancing the total structure of the picture rather than by dwelling upon specific emotion:
the drama of Matisse’s painting, he implies, is to be found in form rather than specifically in
subject matter. It is a drama of happening, not of events. The realization of a painting is
achieved through synthesis of nature and the organization of visual ideas in a clear and lucid
fashion. The process of painting has an almost religious significance because it involves a
restructuring of time and space, a penetration into Reality itself.

NOTES OF A PAINTER

A painter who addresses the public not just in order to present his works, but to reveal
some of his ideas on the art of painting, exposes himself to several dangers.

In the first place, knowing that many people like to think of painting as an appendage
of literature and therefore want it to express not general ideas suited to pictorial means,
but specifically literary tdeas, I fear that one will look with astonishment upon the
painter who ventures to invade the domain of the literary man. As a matter of fact, I am
fully aware that a painter’s best spokesman is his work.14

However, such painters as Signac, Desvalliéres, Denis, Blanche, Guérin and Bernard
have written on such matters and been well received by various periodicals.1® Personally,
I shall simply try to state my feelings and aspirations as a painter without worrying about
the writing.

But now I forsee the danger of appearing to contradict myself. I feel very strongly
the tie between my earlier and my recent works, but I do not think exactly the way I
thought yesterday. Or rather, my basic idea has not changed, but my thought has
evolved, and my modes of expression have followed my thoughts. I do not repudiate
any of my paintings but there is not one of them that I would not redo differently, if I had
it to redo. My destination is always the same but I work out a different route to get there.

Finally, if I mention the name of this or that artist it will be to point out how our
manners differ, and it may seem that I am belittling his work. Thus I risk being accused
of injustice towards painters whose aims and results I best understand, or whose accom-
plishments I most appreciate, whereas I will have used them as examples, not to establish
my superiority over them, but to show more clearly, through what they have done, what
I am attempting to do.16

What I am after, above all, is expression. Sometimes it has been conceded that I have a
certain technical ability but that all the same my ambition is limited, and does not go
beyond the purely visual satisfaction such as can be obtained from looking at a picture.1?
But the thought of a painter must not be considered as separate from his pictorial means,
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for the thought is worth no more than its expression by the means, which must be more
complete (and by complete I do not mean complicated) the deeper is his thought. I am
unable to distinguish between the feeling I have about life and my way of translating it.18

Expression, for me, does not reside in passions glowing in a human face or manifested
by violent movement. The entire arrangement of my picture is expressive: the place
occupied by the figures, the empty spaces around them, the proportions, everything has
its share. Composition is the art of arranging in a decorative manner the diverse elements
at the painter’s command to express his feelings. In a picture every part will be visible
and will play its appointed role, whether it be principal or secondary. Everything that is
not useful in the picture is, it follows, harmful. A work of art must be harmonious in its
entirety: any superfluous detail would replace some other essential detail in the mind of
the spectator.

Composition, the aim of which should be expression, is modified according to the
surface to be covered. If I take a sheet of paper of a given size, my drawing will have a
necessary relationship to its format. I would not repeat this drawing on another sheet of
different proportions, for example, rectangular instead of square. Nor should I be satis-
fied with a mere enlargement, had I to transfer the drawing to a sheet the same shape,
but ten times larger. A drawing must have an expansive force which gives life to the
things around it. An artist who wants to transpose a composition from one canvas to
another larger one must conceive it anew in order to preserve its expression; he must
alter its character and not just square it up onto the larger canvas.19

Both harmonies and dissonances of colour can produce agreeable effects. Often when I
start to work I record fresh and superficial sensations during the first session. A few years
ago I was sometimes satisfied with the result. But today if I were satisfied with this, now
that I think I can see further, my picture would have a vagueness in it: I should have
recorded the fugitive sensations of a moment which could not completely define my
feelings and which I should barely recognize the next day.20

I want to reach that state of condensation of sensations which makes a painting. I
might be satisfied with a work done at one sitting, but I would soon tite of it; therefore,
I prefer to rework it so that later I may recognize it as representative of my state of mind.2L
There was a time when I never left my paintings hanging on the wall because they re-
minded me of moments of over-excitement and I did not like to see them again when I
was calm. Nowadays I try to put serenity into my pictures and re-work them as long as I
have not succeeded.

Suppose I want to paint a woman’s body: first of all I imbue it with grace and charm,
but I know that I must give something more. I will condense the meaning of this body
by seeking its essential lines. The charm will be less apparent at first glance, but it must
eventually emerge from the new image which will have a broader meaning, one more
fully human. The charm will be less striking since it will not be the sole quality of the
painting, but it will not exist less for its being contained within the general conception
of the figure.22

Charm, lightness, freshness—such fleeting sensations. I have a canvas on which the
colours are still fresh and I begin to work on it again. The tone will no doubt become
duller. I will replace my original tone W1th one of greater density, an improvement, but
less seductive to the eye.

The Impressionist painters, especially Monet and Sisley, had delicate sensations, quite
close to each other: as a result their canvases all look alike. The word 1mpressmmsm
perfectly characterizes their style, for they register fleeting impressions. It is not an
appropriate designation for certain more recent painters who avoid the first impression,
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and consider it almost dishonest. A rapid rendering of a landscape represents only one
moment of its existence [durée]. I prefer, by insisting upon its essential character, to
risk losing charm in order to obtain greater stability.

Underlying this succession of moments which constitutes the superficial existence of
beings and things, and which is continually modifying and transforming them, one can
search for a truer, more essential character, which the artist will seize so that he may
give to reality a more lasting interpretation. When we go into the seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century sculpture rooms in the Louvre and look, for example, at a Puget,
we can see that the expression is forced and exaggerated to the point of being disquieting.
It is quite a different matter if we go to the Luxembourg; the attitude in which the sculp-
tors catch their models is always the one in which the development of the members and
tensions of the muscles will be shown to greatest advantage. And yet movement thus
understood corresponds to nothing in nature: when we capture it by surprise in a snap-
shot, the resulting image reminds us of nothing that we have seen.23 Movement seized
while it is going on is meaningful to us only if we do not isolate the present sensation
either from that which precedes it or that which follows it.

There are two ways of expressing things; one is to show them crudely, the other is to
evoke them through art. By removing oneself from the literal representation of movement
one attains greater beauty and grandeur. Look at an Egyptian statue: it looks rigid to us,
yet we sense in it the image of a body capable of movement and which, despite its rigidity,
is animated. The Greeks too are calm: a man hurling a discus will be caught at the
moment in which he gathers his strength, or at least, if he is shown in the most strained
and precarious position implied by his action, the sculptor will have epitomized and
condensed it so that equilibrium is re-established, thereby suggesting the idea of duration.
Movement is in itself unstable and is not suited to something durable like a statue, unless
the artist is aware of the entire action of which he represents only a moment.24

I must precisely define the character of the object or of the body that I wish to paint.
To do so, I study my method very closely: If I put a black dot on a sheet of white paper,
the dot will be visible no matter how far away I hold it: it is a clear notation. But beside
this dot I place another one, and then a third, and already there is confusion. In order
for the first dot to maintain its value I must enlarge it as I put other marks on the paper.

If upon a white canvas I set down some sensations of blue, of green, of red, each new
stroke diminishes the importance of the preceding ones. Suppose I have to paint an
interior: I have before me a cupboard; it gives me a sensation of vivid red, and I put
down a red which satisfies me. A relation is established between this red and the white
of the canvas. Let me put a green near the red, and make the floor yellow; and again
there will be relationships between the green or yellow and the white of the canvas
which will satisfy me. But these different tones mutually weaken one another. It is
necessary that the various marks I use be balanced so that they do not destroy each other.
To do this I must organize my ideas; the relationship between the tones must be such
that it will sustain and not destroy them. A new combination of colours will succeed the
first and render the totality of my representation. I am forced to transpose until finally
my picture may seem completely changed when, after successive modifications, the red
has succeeded the green as the dominant colour. I cannot copy nature in a servile way;
I am forced to interpret nature and submit it to the spirit of the picture. From the
relationship I have found in all the tones there must result a living harmony of colours, a
harmony analogous to that of a musical composition.25

For me all is in the conception. I must therefore have a clear vision of the whole from
the beginning. I could mention a great sculptor26 who gives us some admirable pieces:
but for him a composition is merely a grouping of fragments, which results in a confusion
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of expression. Look instead at one of Cézanne’s pictures: all is so well arranged that no
matter at what distance you stand or how many figures are represented you will always
be able to distinguish each figure clearly and to know which limb belongs to which body.
If there is order and clarity in the picture, it means that from the outset this same order
and clarity existed in the mind of the painter, or that the painter was conscious of their
necessity. Limbs may cross and intertwine, but in the eyes of the spectator they will
nevertheless remain attached to and help to articulate the right body: all confusion has
disappeared.

The chief function of colour should be to serve expression as well as possible. I put down
my tones without a preconceived plan. If at first, and perhaps without my having been
conscious of it, one tone has particularly seduced or caught me, more often than not once
the picture is finished I will notice that I have respected this tone while I progressively
altered and transformed all the others. The expressive aspect of colours imposes itself
on me in a purely instinctive way. To paint an autumn landscape I will not try to remem-
ber what colours suit this season, I will be inspired only by the sensation that the season
arouses in me: the icy purity of the sour blue sky will express the season just as well as
the nuances of foliage. My sensation itself may vary, the autumn may be soft and warm
like a continuation of summer, or quite cool with a cold sky and lemon-yellow trees that
give a chilly impression and already announce winter.

My choice of colours does not rest on any scientific theory; it is based on observation,
on sensitivity, on felt experiences.2? Inspired by certain pages of Delacroix, an artist like
Signac is preoccupied with complementary colours, and the theoretical knowledge of
them will lead him to use a certain tone in a certain place. But I simply try to put down
colours which render my sensation. There is an impelling proportion of tones that may
lead me to change the shape of a figure or to transform my composition. Until I have
achieved this proportion in all the parts of the composition I strive towards it and keep
on working. Then a moment comes when all the parts have found their definite relation-
ships, and from then on it would be impossible for me to add a stroke to my picture with-
out having to repaint it entirely.

In reality, I think that the very theory of complementary colours is not absolute. In
studying the paintings of artists whose knowledge of colours depends upon instinct and
feeling, and on a constant analogy with their sensations, one could define certain laws of
colour and so broaden the limits of colour theory as it now defined.

What interests me most is neither still life nor landscape, but the human figure. It is
that which best permits me to express my almost religious awe towards life. I do not insist
upon all the details of the face, on setting them down one-by-one with anatomical ex-
actitude. If I have an Italian model who at first appearance suggests nothing but a purely
animal existence, I nevertheless discover his essential qualities, I penetrate amid the lines
of the face those which suggest the deep gravity which persists in every human being.
A work of art must carry within itself its complete significance and impose that upon the
beholder even before he recognizes the subject matter. When I see the Giotto frescoes at
Padua I do not trouble myself to recognize which scene of the life of Christ I have before
me, but I immediately understand the sentiment which emerges from it, for it is in the
lines, the composition, the colour. The title will only serve to confirm my impression.28

What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity, devoid of troubling or
depressing subject matter, an art which could be for every mental worker, for the business-
man as well as the man of letters, for example, a soothing, calming influence on the mind,
something like a good armchair which provides relaxation from physical fatigue.

Often a discussion arises as to the value of different processes, and their relationship
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to different temperaments. A distinction is made between painters who work directly
from nature and those who work purely from imagination. Personally, I think neither
of these methods must be preferred to the exclusion of the other. Both may be used in
turn by the same individual, either because he needs contact with objects in order to
receive sensations that will excite his creative faculty, or his sensations are already organ-
ized. In either case he will be able to arrive at that totality which constitutes a picture.
In any event I think that one can judge the vitality and power of an artist who, after
having received impressions directly from the spectacle of nature, is able to organize his
sensations to continue his work in the same frame of mind on different days, and to
develop these sensations; this power proves he is sufficiently master of himself to subject
himself to discipline.2?

The simplest means are those which best enable an artist to express himself. If he
fears the banal he cannot avoid it by appearing strange, or going in for bizarre drawing
and eccentric colour. His means of expression must derive almost of necessity from his
temperament. He must have the humility of mind to believe that he has painted only
what he has seen. I like Chardin’s way of expressing it: ‘I apply colour until there is a
resemblance.” Or Cézanne’s: ‘I want to secure a likeness’, or Rodin’s: ‘Copy nature!’
Leonardo said: ‘He who can copy can create.” Those who work in a preconceived style,
deliberately turning their backs on nature, miss the truth. An artist must recognize, when
he is reasoning, that his picture is an artifice; but when he is painting, he should feel
that he has copied nature. And even when he departs from nature, he must do it with the
conviction that it is only to interpret her more fully.30

Some may say that other views on painting were expected from a painter, and that
I have only come out with platitudes. To this I shall reply that there are no new truths.
The role of the artist, like that of the scholar, consists of seizing current truths often
repeated to him, but which will take on new meaning for him and which he will make
his own when he has grasped their deepest significance. If aviators had to explain to
us the research which led to their leaving earth and rising in the air, they would merely
confirm very elementary principles of physics neglected by less successful inventors.

An artist always profits from information about himself, and I am glad to have learned
what is my weak point. M. Péladan in the Revue Hébdomadaire reproaches a certain
number of painters, amongst whom I think I should place myself, for calling themselves
‘Fauves’, and yet dressing like everyone else, so that they are no more noticeable than
the ﬂoor-walkers in a department store.31 Does genius count for so little? If it were only
a question of myself that would set M. Péladan’s mind at ease, tomorrow I would call
myself Sar and dress like a necromancer.32

In the same article this excellent writer claims that I do not paint honestly, and I
would be justifiably angry if he had not qualified his statement by saying, ‘I mean
honestly with respect to the ideal and the rules.’33 The trouble is that he does not mention
where these rules are. I am willing to have them exist, but were it possible to learn them
what sublime artists we would have!

Rules have no existence outside of individuals: otherwise a good professor would be as
great a genius as Racine. Any one of us is capable of repeating fine maxims, but few can
also penetrate their meaning. I am ready to admit that from a study of the works of
Raphael or Titian a more complete set of rules can be drawn than from the works of
Manet or Renoir, but the rules followed by Manet and Renoir were those which suited
their temperaments and I prefer the most minor of their paintings to all the work of
those who are content to imitate the Venus of Urbino or the Madonna of the Goldfinch.
These latter are of no value to anyone, for whether we want to or not, we belong to our
time and we share in its opinions, its feelings, even its delusions. All artists bear the
imprint of their time, but the great artists are those in whom this is most profoundly
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marked. Our epoch for instance is better represented by Courbet than by Flandrin, by
Rodin better than by Frémiet. Whether we like it or not, however insistently we call
ourselves exiles, between our period and ourselves an indissoluble bond is established,
and M. Péladan himself cannot escape it. The aestheticians of the future may perhaps
use his books as evidence if they get it in their heads to prove that no one of our time
understood anything about the art of Leonardo da Vinci.

3
Statement on Photography, 1908

In 1908 Alfred Stieglitz’s magazine Camera Work solicited views on photography from several
painters. Although Matisse’s statement may seem at first to relate directly to an aesthetic of
photography (‘documentary’ as opposed to ‘contrived’ or ‘studio’), it is really concerned with
Matisse’s views about penetrating nature, since he sees photography primarily as yet another
way of approaching the study of nature.? In this, as in many other instances, nature may be
equated with ‘external reality’.

STATEMENT ON PHOTOGRAPHY

Photography can provide the most precious documents existing and no one can contest
its value from that point of view. If it is practised by a man of taste, the photograph will
have an appearance of art. But I believe that it is not of any importance in what style
they have been produced; photographs will always be impressive because they show us
nature, and all artists will find in them a world of sensations. The photographer must
therefore intervene as little as possible, so as not to cause photography to lose the objective
charm which it naturally possesses, notwithstanding its defects. By trying to add to it
he may give the result the appearance of an echo of a different process. Photography
should register and give us documents.3
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Sarah Stein’s Notes, 1908

~ Sarah Stein (Mrs. Michael Stein) was a close friend of Matisse and studied in his school, which
she helped to organize during 1908. She took careful notes on Matisse’s advice to the class and
to individuals within the class. These notes were first published by Alfred H. Barr, and are
reprinted here as edited by him.

The programme of study at Matisse’s school was quite traditional, consisting of drawing and
painting from plaster casts and from the model, still-life, and modelling clay. At the height of
his interest in the school, Matisse came every Saturday to give criticism, the usual practice of
professors when he had himself been a student. The emphasis was on ‘adhering to nature and
trying to portray it with exactness. In the beginning you must subject yourself totally to her
influence. . . . You must be able to walk firmly on the ground before you start walking a tight-
rope!’2 In the approach to the model, there are also some striking analogies with Academic
drawing practice of the 1890s.3 Yet Matisse’s teaching also was tempered by his own breadth of
understanding, and was not moribund.

Matisse’s advice to his students seems to have three basic aspects: advice on how to perceive
nature more fully, advice on how to go about constructing a picture, and general advice about
the purpose of the work of art, especially in relation to nature. In helping his students to
perceive more fully what was presented to their eyes, Matisse used both analytic and synthetic
methods. A good deal of his advice has to do with the analysis of form; for example he speaks
of an Antique head as a ball. In some cases, as in his discussion of the analysis of the model, he
takes a functional approach: ‘Remember the foot is a bridge, the pelvis fits into the thighs to
form an amphora.’ He stresses not only visual analysis but also what might be called emphatic
analysis, as when he advises the student to assume the pose of the model himself, for the key of
the movement is where the strain comes. He is very much concerned with the poetry of the
vision of his students; they must have true sensitivity to see the resemblance of a calf to a
beautiful vase form. Matisse evidently was concerned with imbuing his students with a poetry
of vision comparable to his own.
 Matisse’s advice on the construction of paintings is very similar to his own methods of
construction; as in his own paintings, he stresses the importance of order, of colour and of
unity. This unity, he advises, should be above all a unity of colour: ‘Construct by relations of
colour; close and distant—equivalents of the relations that you see upon the model.” This idea
of ‘equivalence’, which is so important to Matisse’s own paintings, he also stresses for students:
‘You are representing the model, or any other subject, not copying it; there can be no colour
relations between it and your picture; it is the relation between the colours in your picture
which are the equivalent of the relation between the colours in your model that must be con-
sidered.’

In terms of the general aesthetic outlook that he tried to communicate to his students,
Matisse’s comments are very revealing. He notes, for example, that while in the Antique, full-
ness of form results in unity and repose of the spirit, in the moderns we often find a passionate
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expression and realization of certain parts at the expense of others; hence, a lack of unity,
consequent weakness, and a troubling of the spirit. This is not very far from the outlook
expressed in ‘Notes of a Painter’. He remarks also that the great periods of art concern them-
selves with the essentials of form while decadent periods dwell on small detail (a prejudice no
doubt stemming from his implicit criticism of nineteenth-century Academic French painting),
and also advises his students to let the model awaken ideas and not simply to agree with a pre-
conceived theory or effect. As has been seen in ‘Notes of a Painter’, Matisse was at this time
himself very much concerned with avoiding formulas.

Matisse’s advice to his students is remarkably close to his own aims, and within the context of
those aims his advice seems extremely sound. It is general enough to give the student sufficient
leeway to follow his own personality, and is in fact specifically aimed at not feeding the student
preconceived theories and ideas, a pedagogical attitude he may well have derived from
Gustave Moreau.

SARAH STEIN’S NOTES

DRAWING
~  Study of Greek and Roman sculpture

The antique, above all, will help you to realize the fullness of form. I see this torso as a
single form first. Without this, none of your divisions, however characteristic, count.
In the antique, all the parts have been equally considered. The result is unity, and repose
of the spirit.

In the moderns, we often find a passionate expression and realization of certain parts
at the expense of others; hence, a lack of unity, consequent weakness, and a troubling of
the spirit.

This helmet, which has its movement, covers these locks of hair, which have their
movement. Both were of equal importance to the artist and are perfectly realized. See it
also as a decorative motive, an ornament—the scrolls of the shoulders covered by the
circle of the head.

In the antique, the head is a ball upon which the features are delineated. These
eyebrows are like the wings of a butterfly preparing for flight.

Study of the model

Remember that a foot is a bridge. Consider these feet in the ensemble. When the model
has very slender legs they must show by their strength of construction that they can
support the body. You never doubt that the tiny legs of a sparrow can support its body.
This straight leg goes through the torso and meets the shoulder as it were at a right angle.
The other leg, on which the model is also standing, curves out and down like a flying
buttress of a cathedral, and does similar work. It is an academy rule that the shoulder
of the leg upon which the body mainly is resting is always lower than the other.4

Arms are like rolls of clay, but the forearms are also like cords, for they can be twisted.
These folded hands are lying there quietly like the hoop-handle of a basket that has been
gradually lowered upon its body to a place of rest.

This pelvis fits into the thighs and suggests an amphora. Fit your parts into one another
and build up your figure as a carpenter does a house. Everything must be constructed—
built up of parts that make a unit: a tree like a human body, a human body like a
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cathedral.5 To one’s work one must bring knowledge, much contemplation of the model
or other subject, and the imagination to enrich what one sees. Close your eyes and hold
the vision, and then do the work with your own sensibility. If it be a model assume the
pose of the model yourself; where the strain comes is the key of the movement.

You must not see the parts so prosaically that the resemblance of this calf to a beautiful
vase-form, one line covering the other as it were, does not impress you. Nor should the
fullness and olive-like quality of this extended upper arm escape you. I do not say that
you should not exaggerate, but I do say that your exaggeration should be in accordance
with the character of the model—not a meaningless exaggeration which only carries you
away from the particular expression that you are seeking to establish.®

See from the first your proportions, and do not lose them. But proportions according
to correct measurement are after all but very little unless confirmed by sentiment, and
expressive of the particular physical character of the model. When the model is young,
make your model young. Note the essential characteristics of the model carefully; they
must exist in the complete work, otherwise you have lost your concept on the way.

The mechanics of construction is the establishment of the oppositions which create
the equilibrium of the directions. It was in the decadent periods of art that the artist’s
chief interest lay in developing the small forms and details. In all great periods the
essentials of form, the big masses and their relations, occupied him above all other
considerations—as in the antique. He did not elaborate until that was established. Not
that the antique does not show the sensibility of the artist which we sometimes attribute
only to the moderns; it is there, but it is better controlled.

All things have their decided physical character—for instance a square and a rectangle.
But an undecided, indefinite form can express neither one. Therefore exaggerate accord-
ing to the definite character for expression. You may consider this Negro model as a
cathedral, built up of parts which form a solid, noble, towering construction—and as a
lobster, because of the shell-like, tense muscular parts which fit so accurately and
evidently into one another, with joints only large enough to hold their bones. But from
time to time it is very necessary for you to remember that he is a Negro and not lose him
and yourself in your construction.

We have agreed that forearms, like cords, can be twisted. In this case much of the
character of the pose is due to these forearms being tied tight in a knot, as it were, not
loosely interlaced. Notice how high upon the chest they lie; this adds to the determination
and nervous strength of the pose. Don’t hesitate to make his head round, and let it outline
itself against the background. It is round as a ball, and black.

One must always search for the desire of the line, where it wishes to enter or where to
die away. Also always be sure of its source; this must be done from the model.? To feel
a central line in the direction of the general movement of the body and build about that
is a great aid. Depressions and contours may hurt the volume. If an egg be conceived as
a form, a nick will not hurt it; but if as a contour, it certainly will suffer. In the same
way an arm is always first of all a round form, whatever its shades of particular character.

Draw your large masses first. The lines between abdomen and thigh may have to be
exaggerated to give decision to the form in an upright pose. The openings may be
serviceable as correctives. Remember, a line cannot exist alone; it always brings a com-
panion along. Do remember that one line does nothing; it is only in relation to another
that it creates a volume. And do make the two together.

Give the round form of the parts, as in sculpture. Look for their volume and fullness.
Their contours must do this. In speaking of a melon one uses both hands to express it
by a gesture, and so both lines defining a form must determine it. Drawing is like an
expressive gesture, but it has the advantage of permanency. A drawing is a sculpture,
but it has the advantage that it can be viewed closely enough for one to detect suggestions
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of form that must be much more definitely expressed in a sculpture which must carry
from a distance.?

One must never forget the constructive lines, axes of shoulders and pelvis; nor of legs,
arms, neck, and head. This building up of the form gives its essential expression. Particular
characteristics may always heighten the effect, but the construction must exist first.

No lines can go wild; every line must have its function. This one carries the torso
up to the arm; note how it does it. All the lines must close around a center; otherwise
your drawing cannot exist as a unit, for these fleeing lines carry the attention away—
they do not arrest it.

With the circle of brows, shoulders, pelvis and feet one can almost entirely construct
one’s drawing, certainly indicate its character.

It is important to include the whole of the model in your drawing, to decide upon the
place for the top of the head and base of the feet, and make your work remain within these
limits. The value of this experience in the further study of composition is quite evident.

Do remember that a curved line is more easily and securely established in its character
by contrast with the straight one which so often accompanies it. The same may be said
of the straight line. If you see all forms round they soon lose all character. The lines must
play in harmony and return, as in music. You may flourish about and embroider, but
you must return to your theme in order to establish the unity essential to a work of art.?

This foot resting upon the model stand makes a line as sharp and straight as a cut.
Give this feature its importance. That slightly drooping bulge of flesh is just a trifle
that may be added, but the line alone counts in the character of the pose. Remember that
the foot encircles the lower leg and do not make it a silhouette, even in drawing the profile.
The leg fits into the body at the anklef?],10 and the heel comes up around the ankle.

Ingres said, ‘Never in drawing the head omit the ear.” If I do not insist upon this I do
remind you that the ear adds enormously to the character of the head, and that it is very
important to express it carefully and fully, not to suggest it with a dab.11

A shaded drawing requires shading in the background to prevent its looking like a
silhouette cut out and pasted on white paper.

SCULPTURE

The joints, like wrists, ankles, knees and elbows must show that they can support the
limbs—especially when the limbs are supporting the body. And in cases of poses resting
upon a special limb, arm or leg, the joint is better when exaggerated than underexpressed.
Above all, one must be careful not to cut the limb at the joints, but to have the joints
an inherent part of the limb. The neck must be heavy enough to support the head (in
the case of a Negro statue where the head was large and the neck slender and the chin
was resting upon the hands, which gave additional support to the head).

The model must not be made to agree with a preconceived theory or effect. It must
impress you, awaken in you an emotion, which in turn you seek to express. You must
forget all your theories, all your ideas before the subject. What part of these is really
your own will be expressed in your expression of the emotion awakened in you by the
subject.

It can only help you to realize before beginning that this model, for instance, had a
large pelvis sloping up to rather narrow shoulders and down through the full thighs to
the lower legs—suggesting an egg-like form beautiful in volume. The hair of the model
describes a protecting curve and gives a répetition that is a completion.12

Your imagination is thus stimulated to help the plastic conception of the model before
you begin. This leg, but for the accident of the curve of the calf, would describe a longer,
slenderer ovoid form; and this latter form must be insisted upon, as in the antiques, to
aid the unity of the figure.
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Put in no holes that hurt the ensemble, as between thumb and fingers lying at the side.
Express by masses in relation to one another, and large sweeps of line in interrelation.
One must determine the characteristic form of the different parts of the body and the
direction of the contours which will give this form. In a man standing erect all the parts
must go in a direction to aid that sensation. The legs work up into the torso, which clasps
down over them. It must have a spinal column. One can divide one’s work by opposing
lines (axes) which gives the direction of the parts and thus build up the body in a manner
that at once suggests its general character and movement.13

In addition to the sensations one derives from a drawing, a sculpture must invite us
to handle it as an object; just so the sculptor must feel, in making it, the particular
demands for volume and mass. The smaller the bit of sculpture, the more the essentials
of form must exist.

PAINTING

When painting, first look long and well at your model or subject, and decide on your
general color scheme. This must prevail. In painting a landscape you choose it for certain
beauties—spots of color, suggestions of composition. Close your eyes and visualize the
picture; then go to work, always keeping these characteristics the important features of
the picture. And you must at once indicate all that you would have in the complete work.
All must be considered in interrelation during the process—nothing can be added.

One must stop from time to time to consider the subject (model, landscape, etc.) in
its ensemble. What you are aiming for, above all, is unity.

Order above all, in color. Put three or four touches of color that you have understood,
upon the canvas; add another, if you can—if you can’t set this canvas aside and begin
again.

Construct by relations of color, close and distant—equivalents of the relations that
you see upon the model.

You are representing the model, or any other subject, not copying it; and there can
be no color relations between it and your picture; it is the relation between the colors
in your picture which are the equivalent of the relation between the colors in your
model that must be considered.

1 have always sought to copy the model; often very important considerations have
prevented my doing so. In my studies I decided upon a background color and a general
color for the model. Naturally these were tempered by demands of atmosphere, harmony
of the background and model, and unity in the sculptural quality of the model.

Nature excites the imagination to representation. But one must add to this the spirit
of the landscape in order to help its pictorial quality. Your composition should indicate
the more or less entire character of these trees, even though the exact number you have
chosen would not accurately express the landscape.

Still life

In still life, painting consists in translating the relations of the objects of the subject
by an understanding of the different qualities of colors and their interrelations.

When the eyes become tired and the rapports seem all wrong, just look at an object.
‘But this brass is yellow!” Frankly put a yellow ochre, for instance on a light spot, and
start out from there freshly again to reconcile the various parts.

To copy the objects in a still life is nothing; one must render the emotion they awaken
in him. The emotion of the ensemble, the interrelation of the objects, the specific char-
acter of every object—modified by its relation to the others—all interlaced like a cord
or a serpent.

The tear-like quality of this slender, fat-bellied vase—the generous volume of this
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copper—must touch you. A still life is as difficult as an antique and the proportions of
the various parts as important as the proportions of the head or the hands, for instance,
of the antique.

CRITICISM (remarks addressed to individual students)

This manner of yours is a system, a thing of the hand, not of the spirit. Your figure
seems bounded by wires. Surely Monet, who called all but the people who worked in
dots and commas wire-draughtsmen, would not approve of you—and this time he would
be right. ’

In this instance the dark young Italian model against a steel-gray muslin background
suggests in your palette rose against blue. Choose two points: for instance, the darkest
and lightest spot of the subject—in this case the model’s black hair and the yellow straw
of the stool. Consider every additional stroke in addition to these. ,

This black skirt and white underskirt find their equivalent—in your scheme—in
ultramarine blue with dark cobalt violet (as black), and emerald green and white. Now
the model is a pearly, opalescent color all over. I should take vermilion and white for this
lower thigh, and for this calf—cooler but the same tone—garance and white. For this
prominence of the back of the forearm, cool but very bright, white tinged with emerald
green, which you do not see as any particular color now that it is placed.

Your black skirt and red blouse, on the model stand, become an emerald green (pure)
and vermilion—not because green is the complementary of red, but because it is suffici-
ently far away from red to give the required rapport. The hair must also be emerald
green, but this green appears quite different from the former.

You must make your color follow the form as your drawing does—therefore your
vermilion and white in this light should turn to garance and white in this cooler shadow.
For this leg is round, not broken as by a corner.

Thick paint does not give light; you must have the proper color-combination. For
instance, do not attempt to strengthen your forms with high lights. It is better to make
the background in the proper relation to support them. You need red to make your blue
and yellow count. But put it where it helps, not hurts—in the background, perhaps.

In this sketch, commencing with the clash of the black hair, although your entire figure
is in gradation from it, you must close your harmony with another chord—say the line
of this foot.

There are many ways of painting. You seem to be falling between two stools, one
considering color as warm and cool, the other, seeking light through the opposition of
colors. Had you not better employ the former method alone? Then your blue background
will require a warmer shadow; and this warm, black head against it, a warmer tone than
this dark blue you have chosen. Your model stand will take a warmer lighter tone; it
looks like pinkish, creamy silk in relation to the greenish wallpaper.

Cézanne used blue to make his yellow tell, but he used it with the discrimination, as
he did in all other cases, that no one else has shown.

The Neo-Impressionists took different centers of light—for instance, a yellow and a
green—put blue around the yellow, red around the green, and graded the blue into the
red through purple, etc.

I express variety of illumination through an understanding of the differences in the
values of colors, alone and in relation. In this still life; an understanding of cadmium
green and white, emerald green and white, and garance and white, give three different
tones which construct the various planes of the table—front, top, and the wall back of it.
There is no shadow under this high light; this vase remains in the light, but the high
light and the light beneath it must be in the proper color relation.
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Estienne: Interview with Matisse, 1909’

In April 1gog Charles Estienne published an interview with Matisse as part of a newspaper
series on modern art. This interview is of particular interest because it reflects some of Matisse’s
immediate concerns at the time, as well as his stature (‘leader of a school’), that led him to speak
of modern painting partly in terms of ‘we’. Although Matisse dwells upon the general synthetic
aspect of modern painting in these terms, he changes to the first person singular when he begins
to elaborate the subtle but distinct definition of his own attitude.

Most of this elaboration parallels ‘Notes of a Painter’, with only a few minor changes in
wording. The passages that he repeats are significant, however, in that they seem to sum up the
core of his theory at the time: the condensation of sensations which constitutes a painting.
This restatement of the ideas in ‘Notes of a Painter’, less than four months after its publication,
gave Matisse the opportunity, in addressing himself to a larger if less sophisticated audience,
to underline the most essential aspects of his theory. And also to side-step the image of a
painting being like a good armchair, a phrase which he here omits from his repetition of that
passage from ‘Notes of a Painter’.

INTERVIEW WITH MATISSE

It is with all impartiality that we institute here several interviews on the plastic arts and
their current development, and more directly on painting, for it is in this domain of art
that experiments seem the most daring and the most debatable.

A new spirit has begun to flow through all the arts during the past twenty years.
We have had Symbolism, after Naturalism, for poetry and literature; we have lately
heard talk of ‘music of the future’ and this music has become, I believe, that of today;
the revolutionary ferment is now in painting.

We are not setting out to state our preferences here. We admit and quite understand
that these new tendencies are provoking a resounding censure. Above all, what we are
investigating, for the edification of the public, are the arguments, the motives, the vital
explanations.

To ask about these; we went to M. Henri- Matisse, who is considered, one cannot ignore
it, the leader of a school, and whose works are among those which have aroused the
harshest criticism.

M. Henri-Matisse answered us with a readiness that well indicates that the motives
he gives us are his customary ones. Hence, he did not express them by random conversa-
tion, as one might imagine. This painter, of whom it is too easily said that he mocks the
world, has a thoughtful and curious conception of his art, which he has already stated, at
the inducement of M. Georges Desvalliéres, in the Grand Revue following the last
Salon d’Automne.
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‘I related in Notes of a Painter’, he said to me, ‘several of my ideas; but what I am going
to say to you will be more formal and more complete.’

First of all, M. Matisse harbours no resentment toward the public for its incompre-
hension: never, according to him, is the artist entirely understood by the majority; nor
even by the mean. Is he even by his peers? Formidable question! The poet like the
musician, the sculptor like the painter, must undergo this almost total impossibility. But
the quality of the work of art operates little by little, without the knowledge of men,
and this influence obliges them one day to attest the truth.2

‘We are leaving the Realist movement,” said M. Henri-Matisse. ‘It has amassed the
raw materials. They are there. We must now begin the enormous job of organization.

‘What did the Realists do, and the Impressionists? They copied nature. All their art
bas its roots in truth, in exactitude of representation. It is a completely objective art, an
art of unfeeling—one might say of recording for the pleasure of it. And yet, what compli-
cations are behind this apparent simplicity! Impressionist painting—and I know, having
come from there—teems with contradictory sensations, it is a state of agitation.

‘We want something else. We work toward serenity through simplification of ideas
and of form. The ensemble is our only ideal. Details lessen the purity of the lines and
harm the emotional intensity; we reject them.

‘It is a question of learning—and perhaps relearning—a linear script; then, probably
after us, will come the literature.’

(The reader should understand the word literature to mean a mode of pictorial
illustration.)

“The painter no longer has to preoccupy himself with details,” continues M. Henri-
Matisse. “The photograph is there to render the multitude of details a hundred times better
and more quickly. Plastic form will present emotion as directly as possible and by the
simplest means.

“The object of painting is no longer narrative description, since that is in books.

‘We have a higher conception of it.

‘By it, the artist expresses his interior visions.

‘T take from nature what I need, an expression sufficiently eloquent to suggest my
thoughts. I painstakingly combine all effects, balancing them in rendering and in colour,
and I don’t attain this condensation, to which everything contributes, even the size of
the canvas, at the first shot. It is a long process of reflection and amalgamation. Suppose
I want to paint a woman’s body: first of all I mirror her form in my mind, I imbue
it with grace and charm; then I must give something more. I will condense the mean-
ing of this body by seeking its essential lines. The charm will be less apparent at first
glance, but it must eventually emerge from the new image which will have a broader
meaning, one more fully human. The charm will be less striking since it will no longer
be the sole quality of the painting, but it will not exist less for its being contained within
the general conception of the figure.’3

That is formal, and this is no less so:

‘A picture is a slow elaboration. A first sitting notes down fresh, superficial sensations.
A few years ago I was sometimes satisfied with the result. But today if I were satisfied
with this now that I think I can see further, my picture would have a vagueness in it,
I should have recorded rapid, momentary sensations which cannot completely define
my feelings, and which I should barely recognize the next day. I want to reach that state
of condensation which makes a painting. I might be satisfied with a work done at one
sitting, but I would quickly tire of it; therefore, I prefer to rework it so that later I may
recognize it as representative of my state of mind. There was a time when I never
left my paintings hanging on the wall because they reminded me of moments of
over-excitement and I did not like to see them when I had again become calm.
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Nowadays I try to put serenity into my pictures and re-work them as long as I have not
succeeded.’4

Here Matisse sounds like Puvis de Chavannes; for him painting is an appeal to reflec-
tion, to serenity. It should be restful, and this feeling should be reached by the simplest
possible means; three colours for a large panel of the dance: azure for the sky; pink for
the figures; green for the hill where the Muses dance.5

And how does he compose? I believe I understood it by an example he gave me:

‘T have to decorate a staircase. It has three floors. I imagine a visitor coming in from
the outside. There is the first floor. One must summon up energy, give a feeling of light-
ness. My first panel represents the dance, that whirling round on top of the hill. On the
second floor one is now within the house; in its silence I see a scene of music with en-
grossed participants; finally, the third floor is completely calm and I paint a scene of
repose: some people reclining on the grass, chatting or daydreaming. I shall obtain this
by the simplest and most reduced means; those which permit the painter pertinently to
express all of his interior vision.6

‘What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity, devoid of troubling or
depressing subject matter, an art which could be for every mental worker, for the
businessman as well as the man of letters, for example, a soothing, calming influence on
the mind, something which provides relaxation from fatigues and toil.’?

This conception is logical and acceptable. To interpret this, the artist goes back
beyond the Renaissance to the image-makers of the Middle Ages, ingenuous as well as
ingenious, and farther in the past, to Hindu and Persian art. Is he on the right path, or
does he err? Too many contingencies assail us on all sides to allow us these certainties.
The testimony of time, of the works, will outweigh our present speculations.

6

Clara T. MacChesney:
A Talk with Matisse, 1912’

The stir which greeted the New York Armory Show of modern art (177 February to 15 March
1913) is by now legendary. Matisse, who was well represented (by thirteen paintings, three
drawings and a sculpture), was vehemently attacked by the conservatives. The New York
Times, 23 February 1913, for example, said of him: ‘We may as well say in the first place that
his pictures are ugly, that they are coarse, that they are narrow, that to us they are revolting in
their inhumanity’. And when the show moved to the Art Institute of Chicago, the art students
at the Institute held a protest meeting and burned in effigy Matisse’s Nu blue (Figure 18).
A week before the New York show closed, the New York Times Magazine published the
following interview with Matisse, by the journalist Clara T. MacChesney. The actual interview
appears to have taken place during the summer of 1912. Despite the (often amusing) in-
accuracies and confusions in MacChesney’s reportage, her awkward translations from French,
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and her evident ignorance of art, the statements by Matisse appear to be authentic and fairly
accurate. This interview is of enormous interest, as it reveals Matisse quite consciously
addressing a lay audience (indeed an ignorant and antagonisticlay audience); and it also provides
a description of Matisse’s working arrangements at this time.

Matisse was never an enfant terrible; he was always very serious about his art and anxious to
be understood. Thus he is not daunted by the obtuseness of his interviewer, and states quite
directly, if somewhat simply, the aims and problems of his art. It is interesting to note his stress
on technical competence (the answer to the tired old question of ‘but can he draw?’) and on his
extensive preparation and training as an artist.

A TALK WITH MATISSE

In speaking of the different post-Impressionists, it is always Matisse’s name which
heads the list. At first it was a name which to many suggested the most violent extremes
in art; it was spoken of with bated breath, and éven horror, or with the most uproarious
ridicule. But time has converted many, even of our most conservative critics and art
lovers, to his point of view. One says: ‘He is a recluse in revolt, a red radical, whose aim
is not to overturn pomps, but to escape from them. He discards traditions, and seeks
the elemental,” and ‘he paints as a child might have painted in the dawn of art, seeing
only the essentials in form and color.’

Five of his canvases were placed before me by a Paris dealer last Summer,2 and
arranged in chronological order. The first was an ordinary still life, painted in an ordinary
manner. The next two were landscapes, broader and looser in treatment, higher in key,
showing decidedly the influence of the Impressionists. The last two I studied long and
seriously, but I failed absolutely to discover what they expressed—still-life, landscapes,
or portraits.

Thus it was with keen interest that I sought this much-ridiculed man, whose work is
the common topic of many heated arguments today. After an hour’s train ride and walk
on a hot June day, I found M. Matisse in a suburb southwest of Paris.3 His home, the
ordinary French villa, or country house, two-storied, set in a large and simple garden
and inclosed [sic] by the usual high wall. A ring at the gate brought the gardener, who
led me to the studio, built at one side, among trees, leading up to which were beds of
flaming flowers. The studio, a good-sized square structure, was painted white, within and
without, and had immense windows, (both in the roof and at the side,) thus giving a sense
of out-of-doors and great heat.

A large and simple workroom it was, its walls and easels covered with his large, brilliant,
and extraordinary canvases. M. Matisse himself was a great surprise, for I found not a
long-haired, slovenly dressed, eccentric man, as I had imagined, but a fresh, healthy,
robust blond gentleman, who looked even more German than French, and whose
simple and unaffected cordiality put me directly at my ease. Two dogs lay at our feet,
and, as I recall that hour, my main recollection is of a glare of light, stifling heat, princi-
pally caused by the immense glass windows, open doors, showing glimpses of flowers
beyond, as brilliant and bright-hued as-the walls within; and a white-bloused man
chasing away the flies which buzzed around us as I questioned him.

‘I began at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. When I opened my studio, years after, for some
time I painted just like any one else. But things didn’t go at all, and I was very unhappy.
Then, little by little, I began to paint as I felt. One cannot do successful work which
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has much feeling unless one sees the subject very simply, and one must do this in order
to express one’s self as clearly as possible.’

Striving to understand, and failing to admire, a huge, gaudy-hued canvas facing me, I
asked: ‘Do you recognize harmony of color?’

Almost with indignation he replied: ‘I certainly do think of harmony of color, and of
composition, too. Drawing is for me the art of being able to express myself with line.
When an artist or student draws a nude figure with painstaking care, the result is draw-
ing, and not emotion. A true artist cannot see color which is not harmonious. Otherwise
it is a moyen, or recipe. An artist should express his feeling with the harmony or idea
or color which he possesses naturally. He should not copy the walls, or objects on a
table, but he should, above all, express a vision of color, the harmony of which corres-
ponds to his feeling. And, above all, one must be honest with one’s self.’

‘But just what is your theory on art?’ I persisted.

‘Well, take that table, for example,” pointing to one near by, on which stood a jar
of nasturtiums.4 ‘I do not literally paint that table, but the emotion it produces upon
me.’

After a pause full of intense thought on my part, I asked: ‘But if one hasn’t always
emotion. What then?’

‘Do not paint,” he quickly answered. ‘When I came in here to work this morning I
had no emotion, so I took a horseback ride. When I returned I felt like painting, and had
all the emotion I wanted.’

‘What was your art training?’ I asked.

‘I studied in the schools mornings, and I copied at the Louvre in the afternoons. This
for ten years.’

‘What did you copy?’ I asked curiously.

‘I made a careful copy of La Chasse (“The Hunt”) by Carraccio [sic], which was
bought by the Government for the Hotel de Ville, at Grenoble; and Narcisse, by
Poussin, which was also bought for the provinces. Chardin’s large still-life of fish I
worked at for six years and a half, and then left it unfinished. In some cases I gave my
emotional impressions, or personal translations, of the pictures, and these’, he said sadly,
‘the French Government did not care to buy. It only wants a photographic copy.

‘No, I never use pastels or water colors, and I only make studies from models, not
to use in a picture—mais pour me nourrir—to strengthen my knowledge; and I never
work from a previous sketch or study, but from memory. I now draw with feeling, and
not anatomically. I know how to draw correctly, having studied form for so long.

‘T always use a preliminary canvas the same size for a sketch as for a finished picture,
and I always begin with color. With large canvases this is more fatiguing, but more
logical. I may have the same sentiment I obtained in the first, but this lacks solidity, and
decorative sense. I never retouch a sketch: I take a new canvas the same size, as I may
change the composition somewhat. But I always strive to give the same feelmg, while
carrying it on further. A picture should, for me, always be decorative. While working I
never try to think, only to feel.’

As he talked he pointed to two canvases of equal size. The sketch hung on the wall
at my left, and the finished canvas was on an easel before me. They represented nude
figures in action, boldly, flatly, and simply laid in in broad sweeps of vivid local color,
and I saw very little difference between the two.

‘Do you teach?’ I asked.

“Yes, I have a class of sixty pupils, and I make them draw accurately, as a student always
should do at the beginning. I do not encourage them to work as I do now.’s

Yet I had heard he was not always successful in this respect.

‘I like to model as much as to paint—I have no preference. If the search is the same
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when I tire of some medium, then I turn to the other—and I often make pour me nourrir; a
copy of an anatomical figure in clay.’

“Tell me,’ I said, pointing to an extraordinary lumpy clay study of a nude woman
with limbs of fearful length, ‘why—?

He picked up a small Javanese statue with a head all out of proportion to the body.

‘Is not that beautiful?’

‘No,’ I said boldly. ‘I see no beauty when there is lack of proportion. To my mind no
sculpture has ever equaled that of the Greeks, unless it be Michael Angelo’s.’

‘But there you are, back to the classic, the formal,” he said triumphantly. ‘We of to-day
are trying to express ourselves to-day—now—the twentieth century—and not to copy
what the Greeks saw and felt in art over two thousand years ago. The Greek sculptors
always followed a set, fixed form, and never showed any sentiment. The very early
Greeks and the primitifs only worked from the basis of emotion, but this grew cold, and
disappeared in the following centuries. It makes no difference what are the proportions,
if there is feeling. And if the sculptor who modeled this makes me think only of a dwarf,
then he has failed to express the beauty which should overpower all lack of proportion,
and this is only done through or by means of his emotions.’

Yet I gazed unconvinced at the little figure of a dwarf from Java, for I failed to see
anything of beauty.

‘Above all,” he said, struggling with the fly problem, ‘the great thing is to express one’s
self.

I thought of a celebrated canvas Matisse once produced of blue tomatoes. ‘Why blue?’
he was asked. ‘Because I see them that way, and I cannot help it if no one else does,” he
replied.

‘Besnard’s work? It is full of feeling, but sans naiveté. Monet is very big. Cézanne seeks
more the classic. Rafielli I do not like at all.8 Goya, A. Diirer, Rembrandt, Corot,
Manet are my favorite masters.

‘Yes, I often go to the Louvre,” he replied, in answer to my question, asked rather
perfunctorily.

‘Whose work do I study the most? Chardin’s,” he answered, to my great surprise.

‘Why?’ I asked curiously, for there is not a trace of that great man’s manner in Matisse’s
work.

‘I go there to study his technique.’

Audible silence.

His palette, lying near by, was a large one, and so chaotic and disorderly were the vivid
colors on it, that a close resemblance could be traced to some of his pictures.

‘I never mix much,” he said. ‘I use small brushes and never more than twelve
colors.’

‘Black?’

‘Yes, I use it to cool the blue.’

I pondered on this statement a few moments before asking him if he had traveled
much.

‘No, I've only made a trip or two to Germany, and lately to Tangiers in Morocco,
and I’ve never been to America.

‘No; I seldom paint portraits, and if I do only in a decorative manner. I can see them
in no other way.’

The few hanging on the wall were forceful, boldly, simply executed, and evidently
done in stress of great emotion. An eye, in one canvas, was placed on the right cheek,
and in another one-half of the face was drawn so unpleasantly to one side as to suggest
a paralytic stroke.

One’s ideas of the man and of his work are entirely opposed to each other: the latter
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abnormal to the last degree, and the man an ordinary, healthy individual, such as one
meets by the dozen every day. On this point Matisse showed some emotion.

‘Oh, do tell the American people that I am a normal man; that I am a devoted husband
and father, that I have three fine children, that I go to the theatre, ride horseback, have
a comfortable home, a fine garden that I love, flowers, etc., just like any man.’

As if to bear out this description of himself, he showed me the salon in his perfectly
normal house, to see a normal copy which he had made at the Louvre, and he bade me
good-bye and invited me to call again like a perfectly normal gentleman.

As I walked down to the station in the blazing sun in the throes of a brain-storm from
all I had seen and heard, Augustus John’s opinion of Matisse stood out clear in my mind:
‘He has a big idea, but he cannot yet express it.’

M. Matisse sells his canvases as fast as he can paint them, but, if the report is true,
speculators buy the majority. He certainly has the courage of his convictions; his work is
constructive, and not destructive; he has many followers, who, unlike him, are not
expressing themselves, but are imitating him. One critic maintains that his work acts
like a sedative to a tired brain, or as an easy chair to a weary toiler home from his day’s
work.? But I am positive that I should not dare when weary, to sit for long in front of his
‘Cathedrals at Rouen’.8

A facetious American asked: ‘Are these ruins?’ for none of the pillars were perpendicu-
lar, but standing or falling at all angles to the horizon. She asked the reason of this
apparent intemperance of the pillars and walls and was told: ‘Oh, we do not see as you
do; we are perfectly free, and are bound by no rules, and we see as we pleasel’

7

Interview with facques Guenne, 1925’

In 1925 Jacques Guenne published an interview with Matisse which was also incorporated
into his essay on Matisse in Portraits d’artistes. The greater part of this interview consists of
autobiographical reminiscences by Matisse which are mainly concerned with his formative
years. These reminiscences not only shed light upon Matisse’s attitude to his early training—
a quarter of a century later—but also show his obsession with discipline and reliance on sen-
sations after nature. Furthermore, this interview contains one of Matisse’s most striking
observations about the significance and influence of Cézanne upon his own work. Coming at a
time in Matisse’s career when he himself was going through a crisis in his art, a transition
from the somewhat loose style of the Nice period to the more austere compositions of the
1930, it is interesting to see Matisse’s renewed concern with Cézanne.
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INTERVIEW WITH JACQUES GUENNE

It was at Clamart,2 where Matisse usually spends several months, that I met him.

‘I was a lawyer’s clerk at Saint-Quentin,’ he said, ‘but even then other people’s quarrels
interested me much less than painting. One of my acquaintances, a friend of Bouguereau,3
advised me to come to Paris and take lessons from a painter who had acquired such great
notoriety at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. I used to go to the atelier of Bouguereau. The
master taught relief in twenty lessons, the art of giving the human body noble academic
bearing and the best way to scumble the depths. He contemplated my easel. “You need to
learn perspective”, he said. “Erasure should be done with a good clean rag, or better yet,
with a piece of amadou. You should seek advice from an older student.”4

‘Another time, he reproached me more crossly for “not knowing how to draw”. Tired
of faithfully reproducing the contours of plaster casts, I went to Gabriel Ferrier> who
taught from live models. I did my utmost to depict the emotion that the sight of the female
body gave me. The model had a pretty hand. I first painted the hand. How stupefied
and indignant the professor was! Painting the hand before the model’s face! “But my
poor friend,” he cried, “you will never finish your canvas by the end of the week.”
Having barely sketched in the torso, he considered indeed that I would never have time
to ““do the feet”’. And one should be ready to ‘“‘do the feet” by Saturday, the day when the
professor came around to correct us. I abandoned that studio.® Sometimes I went to
Lille. I admired the works of Goya in the Museum.? I wanted to do something like that.
It seemed to me that Goya had understood life well. Nevertheless I went back to the
Ecole des Beaux-Arts.

‘I had been advised to go to the “Antiques” where Gustave Moreau was teaching.8
“All you have to do,” I was told, “is to rise when the professor walks by in order to be
accepted as one of his students.” This time I had been better advised. What a charming
master he was! He, at least, was capable of enthusiasm and even of being carried away.
One day he would affirm his admiration for Raphael, another, for Veronese. One morning
he arrived proclaiming that there was no greater master than Chardin. Moreau knew how
to distinguish and how to show us who were the greatest painters, whereas Bouguereau
invited us to admire Giulio Romano.®

‘From that time dates my first still life,10 you see it there, which I have preciously
saved. I used to visit the Louvre. But Moreau told us: “Don’t be content with going
to the museum, go out into the streets.” In effect it’s there that I learned to draw. I went
to the Petit Casino with Marquet who was my co-disciple.11 We were trying to draw the
silhouettes of passers-by, to discipline our line. We were forcing ourselves to discover
quickly what was characteristic in a gesture, in an attitude. Didn’t Delacroix say: “One
should be able to draw a man falling from the sixth floor”’?’12

Did you go to Impressionist shows?

‘No, I only knew their works when the Caillebotte collection opened.’13

Was Gustave Moreau aware of your efforts?

‘Certainly. He told me: “You are going to simplify painting”.’

Would that he had simplified his own!

‘It was then that I made a copy of Chardin’s La Raie.14 Soon I joined a pzinter named
Véry!S and I left for Brittany with him. T then had only bistres and earth colours on my
palette, whereas Véry had an Impressionist palette. Like him, I began to work from
nature. And soon I was seduced by the brilliance of pure colour. I returned from my
trip with a passion for rainbow colours whereas Véry returned to Paris with a love
for bitumen! Naturally colleagues and collectors marvelled at his new style.
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“Then I did a Desserte.18 And already I was not transposing any longer in the trans-
parent tones of the Louvre.’

And what did Gustave Moreau think of that canvas?

‘Moreau showed the same indulgence toward me as toward Marquet and Rouault. To
the professors who discovered what was already revolutionary in this attempt, he re-
sponded: “Let it be, his decanters are solidly on the table and I could hang my hat on
their stoppers. That’s what is essential.” I exhibited this work at the Nationale.!? It was
the time when the public was generally terrified of germs. One had never seen so many
cases of typhoid. The public found germs at the bottom of my decanters!'® However, I
had been raised to the level of Associate. What a fine civil service career opened before
me! I deserve no praise, I assure you, for not having followed it. To tell the truth, it’s
my modest condition which I have to thank for my success. In effect, painting, even
academic, was a poor provider at that time. I was going to be forced to take up another
profession. I decided to take a year off,19 avoid all hindrances, and paint the way I wanted
to. I worked only for myself. I was saved. Soon the love of materials for their own sake
came to me like a revelation. I felt a passion for colour developing within me.

‘At that moment the big Mohammedan exhibition was mounted.?? And with what
pleasure I also discovered Japanese woodcuts! What a lesson in purity, harmony, I
received! To tell the truth, these woodcuts were mediocre reproductions and yet I did not
experience the same emotion when I saw the originals. Those no longer brought with
them the newness of a revelation.?!

‘Slowly I discovered the secret of my art. It consists of a meditation on nature, on the
expression of a dream which is always inspired by reality. With more involvement and
regularity, I learned to push each study in a certain direction. Little by little the notion
that painting is a means of expression asserted itself, and that one can express the same
| thing in several ways. ‘Exactitude is not truth’, Delacroix liked to say. Notice that the
classics went on re-doing the same painting and always differently. After a certain time,
Cézanne always painted the same canvas of the Baigneuses. Although the master of Aix
ceaselessly redid the same painting, don’t we come upon a new Cézanne with the greatest
curiosity? Apropos of this, I am very surprised that anyone can wonder whether the
lesson of the painter of the Maison du pendu and the Foueurs de cartes is good or bad. If
you only knew the moral strength, the encouragement that his remarkable example gave
me all my life!22 In moments of doubt, when I was still searching for myself, frightened
sometimes by my discoveries, I thought: “If Cézanne is right, I am right”; because I
knew that Cézanne had made no mistake. There are, you see, constructional laws in the
work of Cézanne which are useful to a young painter. He had, among his great virtues,
this merit of wanting the tones to be forces in a painting, giving the highest mission to
his painting.

‘We shouldn’t be surprised that Cézanne hesitated so long and so constantly. For my
part, each time I stand before my canvas, it seems that I am painting for the first time.
There were so many possibilities in Cézanne that, more than anyone else, he had to
organize his brain. Cézanne, you see, is a sort of god of painting. Dangerous, his in-
fluence? So what? Too bad for those without the strength to survive it. Not to be strong
enough to withstand an influence without weakening is proof of impotence. I will repeat
what I once said to Guillaume Apollinaire: For my part, I have never avoided the influence
of others, I would have considered it cowardice and lack of sincerity toward myself. 1 believe
that the artist’s personality affirms itself by the struggle he has survived. One would have
to be very foolish not to notice the direction in which others work. I am amazed that some
people can be so lacking in anxiety as to imagine that they have grasped the truth of their

art on the first try. I have accepted influences but I think I have always known how to
dominate them.’
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Matisse turned toward the wall where his latest works were hanging. And since I
indicated two of them which differed only by the means of expression and the lighting:

‘Yes,” he told me, ‘I copy nature and I make myself even put the time of day in the
painting. This one was painted in the morning, that one at the end of the afternoon; one
with a model, the other without. I often told my students when I had a school: The ideal
would be to have a studio with three floors. One would do a first study after the model on
the first floor. From the second, one would come down more rarely. On the third, one
would have learned to do without the model.’

Can you tell me what reasons led you to open the school and then to close it?

‘I thought it would be good for young artists to avoid the road I travelled myself. I
thus took the initiative of opening a school in a convent on the rue de Sévres, which I
then moved near the Sacré Ceeur, in a building where the Lycée Buffon now stands.23
Many students appeared. I forced myself to correct each one, taking into account the
spirit in which his efforts were conceived. I especially took pains to inculcate in them a
sense of tradition. Needless to say, many of my students were disappointed to see that a
master with a reputation for being revolutionary could have repeated the words of
Courbet to them: I have simply wished to assert the reasoned and independent feeling of my
own individuality within a total knowledge of tradition.2

“The effort I made to penetrate the thinking of each one tired me out. I reached the
point where I thought a student was heading in the wrong direction and he told me (revenge
of my masters), “That’s the way I think.” The saddest part was that they could not con-
ceive that I was depressed to see them ‘‘doing Matisse”. Then I understood that I had to
choose between being a painter and a teacher. I soon closed my school.’

When you started out what were the material conditions of life for a painter?

‘We didn’t have enough to buy a beer. Marquet lived in such misery that one day
I was obliged to reclaim the twenty francs which a collector owed him because he needed
the money so badly. I was personally obliged to work with Marquet on the decoration
of the ceiling of the Grand-Palais.25> Marquet did not have enough money to buy colours,
especially the cadmiums which were expensive. Consequently he painted in greys and
perhaps this economic condition favoured his style. At one point I thought of setting up
a company of collectors run for my profit, like Van Gogh had proposed. One of my
cousins agreed to be party to it on the condition that I do two “views” of his property.
Hunger was threatening us. And we looked at what others were doing and decided to do
the same in order to please the public. We couldn’t. So much the better for us! The
collectors said: “We’ve got our eye on you”, which meant that, in a few years, they would
take the risk of paying a hundred francs for one of our paintings.’

Didn’t you know the shop of Pére Tanguy?26

“That shop in front of which people used to meet to make fun of Cézanne and Van
Gogh? No! But I knew old Druet,2? then a wine merchant on the place de I’Alma. Rodin
ate there and made Druet take photos. Then Druet installed himself on the rue Matignon
where he sold the neo-Impressionists. He had a genius for making collectors enthusiastic,
and thus performed a great service for painters. Ambroise Vollard?8 did a bigger favour
in taking the initiative in having canvases photographed.2? This had considerable im-
portance because without it others surely would have “finished” all the Cézannes, like
they used to add trees to all the Corots. Berthe Weill also helped painters a lot. “Bring me
a canvas,” she wrote us sometimes, ““I have a buyer.” And in fact it sometimes happened
that a buyer introduced by her offered us twenty francs for a canvas, which was an honour-
able fee at the time.30

‘For my part, I have never regretted this poverty. I was very embarrassed when my
canvases began to get big prices. I saw myself condemned to a future of nothing but
masterpieces!’
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Statements to Tériade, 1929-30'

. [On Fauvism and Expression through
Colour; On Travel]

In 1929, before Matisse’s Tahitian voyage, and again in 1930, a few months after it, Matisse’s
friend the critic Tériade recorded some statements by the artist. These two statements also
formed the basis for a later statement to Tériade, ‘Matisse Speaks’ (Text 39, below).

In the first statement, Matisse explains the difference between neo-Impressionism and
Fauvism, noting that the former is an essentially mechanical method of painting, and that the
theoretical aspect of such painters as Seurat did not, in the last analysis, count nearly so
much as the human value, a line of thought quite in keeping with his earlier dictum that
rules have no meaning outside of individuals. It is significant that Matisse recalls the artistic
and moral victory which Fauvism represented to him, since it suggests the new crisis Matisse
felt in his art at this time, which is reflected in such works as Figure decorative sur fond
ornemental of 19277, Femme au turban of 1929 (Figure 33), and Le dos, IV (Figure 37) of
1929-30, all of which indicate his desire to achieve a renewed simplicity in his works. The
parallel between this 1929 crisis and the earlier Fauve crisis is striking; both have to do
with a calculated aesthetic and social risk (cf. the interview with Jacques Guenne, Text 7
above), and both are concerned with moving from observation of actual light and detail to
construction with colour ‘without differentiation of texture’. This statement also shows
Matisse’s retrospective state of mind at the time, his lack of interest in contemporary move-
ments and his preoccupation with finding a fresh way to move. In 1929, noless than in 1903,
Matisse was indeed going once again—from the ordered interiors of the Nice period (kept
by country aunts)—back into the jungle.

The statement made after Matisse came back from his trip to Tahiti shows just how pro-l
found was the unrest which moved him to make the voyage in the first place, and some of the
effects which his travels had on him. One of the most interesting aspects of this statement is
Matisse’s discussion of the tensions which provoked him to work, and their absence in Tahiti
and presence in New York. This desire to regain equilibrium in the face of tension seems to
have been one of the most important psychological impulses behind his art.

STATEMENTS TO TERIADE [On Fauvism and Expression
through Colour]

[Matisse, about to leave Paris, speaks to Tériade:] ‘I went to bed a little late last night.
Let’s speak to the point, because we have scarcely an hour. I am leaving right away for
Nice. Paris tires me in winter—the noises, the movement, the events and fashions that one
has to follow. When you are young, of course, it’s all very good. You have to begin by
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entering the fray, adventuring in the bush.2 But for me now, silence and isolation are
useful. Only superficial painters need fear them. As for the movements and exhibitions, I
have almost nothing to learn from them, and I don’t want to let my thought stray from
my work in progress. Look, during these few days that I spent in Paris, I went to see the
boat show the first day, and the second also, and every day since. Even today, I don’t want
to leave Paris without having given it a last glance. I adore boating. Look at the calluses I
have on my hands.” And Matisse showed us his bronzed palms which bore the only sign of
the sun in the grey room.

‘How do you feel about the Fauve movement judged from the distance of today?’ This
question, asked a little bluntly, resounded too profoundly in Matisse for him to be able
to answer it immediately, directly. Thus he began by going back to the sources, to the neo-
Impressionist period where his true work as a painter became evident, and I was given an
admirable lesson on colour, on the means by which the coloured surface of the painting
was divided according to Divisionist theories, on the reconstruction of white light,
Chevreul’s colour wheel, diffusion, the breaking up of shadow by light, etc. This brought
the painter to speak of himself and of his situation at that time.

‘I showed Signac and Cross my first picture done according to these principles. The
latter, noting that I had achieved contrasts as strong as the dominants, told me: ‘“That’s
good, but you won’t stay with it long”.3 Quite so.

‘Neo-Impressionism, or rather that part called Divisionism, was the first systematization
of the means of Impressionism; but a purely physical systematization; an often mechanical
means corresponding only to a physical emotion. The breaking up of colour led to the
breaking up of form, of contour. Result: a jumpy surface. There is only a retinal sensation,
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