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With only a few perfectly placed
lines Matisse drew this Ht"”-[mrl rail
al Niee when he was 70 vears old.
Striving alwavs for purity and
stmphieity i his drawings, Matisse
made scores of hines in the air
before he would lower his hand to
the paper. Making sure the image
m his mund could be communicated
to his pen or brush, he then

inished the work quickly.

Self-Portraat. 1939

“Born to Simplify

Painting”

At eight o'clock in the evening of December 31, 1869, Henri Matisse
was born in his grandparents’ house in the town of Le Cateau, which
lies on the main road from Arras to Sedan in the cheerless far north of
France. Sedan in 1870, and Arras in 1914, are grim names in the an-
nals of war, and although Le Cateau itself has quite a bit of style, with
an 18th Century archbishop’s palace and king-sized formal gardens, the
region around 1t is turnip country: flat, dark and wet. It is a land that
has been fought over again and again since Roman times. Le Cateau has
been burned to the ground, sacked, shelled, bombed from the air and
stormed by assault. Coal mining and the Industrial Revolution have
also done their worst. Altogether it takes character to live in this part
of France and not go under.

But character is just what its inhabitants have always had. Cham-
pions ol the region like to point out that the armies of ancient Rome
met their match in a tribe called the Nervii. famous as the best foot-
soldiers in France, and that the Nervii had their headquarters in what

s now Le Cateau. The Spaniards who ruled the region in the late 16th
Century bequeathed a certain fierce obstinacy. Mingled with the blood
and sinews of the Nervii, it produced a hardy and resolute people.

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

Virtually nothing i1s known of Matisse's childhood and early youth.
Until he was 10, he went to the local school in Bohain. Thereafter he



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

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

But Matisse as a boy gave no promise of any of this. In fact, he did

not even appear interested in art. Although the museum at Saint-Quen-
tin, where he went to school, had some excellent pastels by the 18th
Century artist Quentin de la Tour, Matisse at this stage of his life took
no notice of them. Neither does he appear to have been aware at the
time of the museum at Lille, which was not far from his home and

which contained a famous painting by Goya, as well as others by major
Dutch and Flemish masters. The public buildings of Le Cateau had a
kind of ordered and measured dignity that may have impressed itselt
upon him as a desirable quality to seek in other departments of life. Cer-
tainly the formal gardens of the archbishop’s palace, masterpieces of
French horticulture in which nature’s wild ways are tamed and brought
to order, can be read as a metaphor for the importance ot lucidity and
forethought in human affairs—whoever baptized them Le Jardin de |'In-
telligence must have had this in mind. Just as conceivably, Matisse may
have seen them as the triumph of patience, planning and coordination
over forces usually allowed to run riot. But all of this is conjecture,
based on the artist’s later activities: it would seem logical, but there 1s
no proof for any of it.

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



later passed his examinations with exemplary grades. If he was home-
sick, nobody knew 1t; if Paris astounded him, he never said. He spoke
only of occupying his spare time with “mediocre distractions.” Yet it 1s
a great thing for any young man to spend his 19th year as a student 1n
Paris, and for a young artist—even a latent one— Paris in 1888 was a
great city in a great year in a great century. Georges Seurat, composing
his canvases with scientifically juxtaposed dots of color, had just com-
pleted his poignant comment on the pleasures of big-city night life, The
Parade (page 11). Vincent van Gogh had arrived at Arles, where the
revelation of southern light and color were to inspire the sun-drenched
paintings that have become everyone’s idea of the south. Paul Gauguin
had returned from a visit to the island of Martinique to question the
whole notion of an art bounded by the kuropean past. And working
side by side, at Aix-en-Provence, Paul Cézanne and Pierre-Auguste Ren-
oir were striving to find a way out of the impasse that Impressionism
had created for itself by its insistence on recording only the fleeting
look of a scene at one particular moment.

In short, 1in the privacy of a handful of studios, the art of the 20th
Century was being hammered out. But of this the general public knew
almost nothing. Art of that kind in those days was not a topic of public
interest, and there were no newsmen or television cameras to peer over
the painter’s shoulder. To most people, painting meant the historical
set-pieces, fraudulent exoticisms and banal moralities, which were be-
ing manufactured by artists whose names are now forgotten. Matisse,
who cared for neither good painting nor bad, saw no reason to linger in
Paris. Having formally completed his law studies, he went back north
and took a job as a clerk in a lawyer’s office in Saint-Quentin.

It was dozy, unresponsible work. A lawyer's clerk in Matisse's day
did what a Xerox machine does now, and often to the same purpose: he
copied out reams of information that went into files, never to be con-
sulted. Since bulk rather than content was the criterion, Matisse took
to padding his foolscap pages with copies of the fables of La Fontaine.
Clients were delighted with the imposing thickness of their files, and
Matisse’'s employer did not complain. At 20, Matisse was embarked in a
small way on a professional career, and his future, though not brilliant,
was secure.

He could have trundled on in this fashion for another 50 years if he
had not, in 1890, got appendicitis. During his long convalescence from
the subsequent operation, his mother tried to amuse him with the gift
of a box of paints, a set of brushes and a do-it-yourself handbook on

o

painting. The effect was prodigious. The dullness of everyday life

dropped away, and Matisse felt for the first time, in his own words,
“free, quiet and alone.”” Never was there a man who was less of a mys-
tic, but a mystic could hardly have spoken more fervently or in more
exalted terms of the change that had come over his life. It was as if 1
had been called,” Matisse wrote 60 years later. “"Henceforth 1 did not

.3 Ml g

lead my life. It led me.” These were powerful words for a man who was
customarily measured and moderate in speech and in general pursued a

rational and systematic existence.

Henrt Matisse was tw enly when he sat for this

photograph with his mother in 1889. Some
years later, Anna Gérard Matisse played a
charming, though rather incidental role in her
son’s discovery that an artist’s subconscious
influences his work. Matisse was in a post
oflice in Picardy waiting for a phone call. *“'To
pass the time,” he recalled. =1 picked up a
telegraph form and made a pen drawing of a
woman s head. | drew without thinking of
what | was doing, my pen working on its own,
and | was surprised to recognize my mother’s

face. with all 1ts subtleties.”

9



Just one year alter he had hrst I}it‘.kﬂd up a

paintbrush, Matisse —shown here flanked by
two classmates —was accepted at the
prestigious Académie Julian. But the
\cadémie’s staff, led by the award-winning
painter Adolphe William Bouguereau,
stressed painting in accepted modes: Matisse,

distllusioned, left after a few weeks.

10

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

?

of Matisse’s “‘conversion.’

H Istory 1s not always a very good guide to the way people felt about
things when they happened. Nothing today could seem more expressive
of health and well-being than such great Impressionist paintings as
Manet's Bar at the Folies-Bergere or Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating
Party or Monet’s Terrace of Sainte-Adresse. Simply to look at these
paintings makes one think how agreeable life must have been at that
time. But, in fact, when they were first exhibited, most people regarded
them as immoral daubs—flashy, inept and practically incomprehensible
—while those most qualified to judge regarded them, at best, as a
repudiation of everything that mattered. To academicians art was a mat-
ter of trade secrets, and nature was manipulated according to fixed laws.
The Impressionists, on the contrary, staked everything on the actual
and previously unrecorded look of things. As the name suggests, they
saw the world in terms of instantaneous impressions that were to be set
down as truthfully as possible.

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

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



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

With Gauguin, the revolt from pure Impressionism took an entirely
difterent direction. Romantic biographers like to stress the away-from-
it-all aspects of Gauguin’s life—how he gave up his comfortable income,
his comfortable home and his exemplary wife and children to go off and
live a life of seeming debauchery in the South Seas. In fact, Gauguin
was a profoundly serious man who wanted to bring a new set of values

to the art of his time. He took what seemed to him the only logical step
in that direction: he forsook a society that could be content with de-
based naturalistic painting.

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

T'his was how matters stood in 1890 when Henri Matisse set out to be-
come a painter. But if Matisse knew that art was on trial, he was also
enough of a lawyer to know that every side of a case should be investi-
gated. He was aware that academic art training had in the past produced
good work, and he decided to give it a try. Consequently he began his
new career by enrolling in a drawing class in Saint-Quentin. The class
met every morning from 6:30 to 7:30 and was intended primarily for
young people with regular jobs who wanted to learn to be embroidery

and textile designers. The hours were grim, especially in winter, but
Matisse was a man of indomitable will. He attended class religiously
and began to draw everywhere, all the time. “*I’d be grateful,” his good-
natured employer said, “if you could draw a little less during working
hours, and be more accurate when you copy my drafts.” He also began
to paint, in an awkward but workmanlike style.

-I:is part-time activity did not satisfy Matisse for long. It was re-
pulsive in 1itself, for it seemed a betrayal of his new-found vocation.
Beyond that, it was almost meaningless in relation to the distance he
had to go and the problems he had to solve. Early in 1892 he announced
to his father that he had decided to devote all his time to becoming a
painter. The boy who had been listless and docile was suddenly un-
velled as a man of elemental determination. **I knew,”” Matisse said
many years later, ““that this was the vital turning point in my life. There
was something almost terrifying about my total conviction, and about
the impossibility of turning back. | just had to put my head down and
go at it like a bull at a gate. People had always been at me to “Hurry!
Hurry! Hurry!” Now I heard those words as if for the first time, carried
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These two drawings, done by Matisse in 1891
al the Académie Julian, reflect prevailing art-
school philosophy: excellence in making
unimaginalive copies, from a cast (top ) or
nature. It was requirements such as having to
sit through 20 classes on drawing plaster casts
that prompted Matisse to leave the school and
rebel against the dictum, ** Copiez bétement la

nature”— Copy nature stupidly (doggedly).
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In 1892 Matisse began his studies under

dapper Gustave Moreau. The above lithograph
ol Moreau, by Matisse’s classmate Georges
Rouault, was most likely inspired by the
jaunty photograph at top. Moreau’s
philosophy, which stressed personal vision
above mere technical competence, strongly

influenced the young Matisse.
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along as | was by a power quite alien to my life as a ‘normal’” man.’

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

Ihe Ecole des Beaux-Arts of the 1890s is nowadays regarded as a cit-

adel of prejudice, garrisoned by boors and drudges, and patrolled at in-

frequent intervals by bemedaled “"masters™ for whom posterity has a far
less impressive name. Nevertheless, it oftered resources far beyond the
means of any individual student: studios, a huge library, a famous col-

lection of copies and casts, a chance to compete for worthwhile prizes,

and-—perhaps most important of all—the company of other gifted
young people. Matisse was rejected as insuthciently qualified when he
first applied for admission. Subsequently he took to sketching, along
with other aspiring artists, in the school’s glass-roofed courtyard, which
contained copies of Europe’s great art treasures—paintings by the ltal-
lan masters, casts of Renaissance and Greek and Roman sculpture. Most
of the “"masters™” who passed through the courtyard on the way to their
classes took a lofty and sardonic attitude toward the would-be students.
But there was one exception, Gustave Moreau, who, at 66, had just
joined the Beaux-Arts faculty. At first sight of Matisse’s drawings, Mo-
reau 1ssued a fateful invitation. “Join my class if you want to,” he
said, ““and I'll fix it up later with the administration.”

Today, after more than half a century of exposure to theories of psy-
choanalysis, anyone would recognize Gustave Moreau as the very type
of the sublimated homosexual. A shy, delicate, mother-bound bachelor,
with a private income, he led an almost hermetic life in the house on the
Rue de la Rochefoucauld that is now the Musée Gustave Moreau. Cut-
ting himself off from the outside world, Moreau lived almost entirely
among the products of his own luxuriant imagination. He worked con-
stantly and, at his death in 1898, left the French nation 609 oils, 282
watercolors and over 7,000 drawings.

Moreau 1n his art was indifferent to the modern world, and chose in-
stead to portray a world of pure fantasy. His paintings are peopled with
figures from antiquity—Hercules, Salome, Orestes, Jupiter—in the
cuise of elegant apparitions, indeterminate in sex and equivocal in their
states of undress. Poets and ““decadent”™ novelists like J.K. Huysmans
took particular delight in Moreau’s sumptuous imaginings. Others,



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

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

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

a public much 1n need of admonition.

Ihe third member of Moreau’s class whom Matisse came to know

well was Albert Marquet. He was six years Matisse’s junior, but had al-
ready had eight years of art training; at 15 he had been admitted to the
Ecole des Arts Décoratifs. Marquet had a slightly deformed leg and wore
thick, heavy-rimmed spectacles, which set him apart from other boys
and gave him a dreadful time in school. Other human beings, it seemed
to him, were at best indifferent and at worst actively hostile. In self-de-
fense he had become solitary and withdrawn. As a boy he had wandered
alone for weeks on end along the Bordeaux waterfront, sketching ev-
erything that caught his fancy. All his life he was a marvelous reporter
of what the krench call la chose vue, the thing seen, the slice of life.

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