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F

auvism is when there is a red,” said Henri Matisse concisely putting into words
the most straightforward notion held of Fauvism. Matisse has in fact become
fauvism’s leader over the years as a result of his contemporaries and researchers
persistently perpetuating such an idea. Consequently Matisse’s œuvre has been scoured
through in a search for the ultimate Fauvist painting. Matisse never pretended or aspired
to such a role, and on the question of what Fauvism represents in theory and in practice,
he never came to a final conclusion.
The “academic spirit” with which he was infused meant that his mind was always
engaged in a profound and serious search for answers to the questions posed by the age
in which he lived.
Matisse’s pupils recollected that wholehearted respect for Ingres reigned in the Académie
which he organized in 1908, while the art of Classical Antiquity was esteemed most of all.
Matisse’s character clearly favoured balance and order, that is to say Classicism in its most
profound form, and it was probably because of this that Matisse became so enraptured by the
studio which Maurice de Vlaminck and André Derain established. The “Chatou School’s” use
of primary colours proved to be the vital balancing which helped the young avant-garde to
attain full artistic expression. For Professor Gustave Moreau’s diligent pupil, as Matisse may
be described, it was the discovery of Van Gogh at an exhibition in 1901; of Muslim art at an
exhibition in Paris in 1903 and of the French Renaissance at an exhibition in the Grand Palais
in 1904, that proved to be the crucial elements which shaped his artistic individuality. With the
other Fauvists it can be argued that their art was dominated by either reason or emotion.
Matisse’s intellect, however, continuously searched for a direction where both reason and
emotion became reconciled and balance and order might be found. At the 1905 Salon
d’Automne critics were enraged by the anarchistic colour of his Portrait of Mine Matisse in a Hat
(1905, private collection, San Francisco). Yet André Gide’s famous remark about the
rationalism of Matisse’s group was inspired by that and other similar works.
In his essays and many writings, Matisse never attempted to define a concept of Fauvism.
What he did do in fact was to concentrate his inquiring mind on Fauvism’s actual sources.
“Fauvism arose as a result of our determined rejection of false colour. As a consequence of this
we achieved results with colour which were at once stronger and more noticeable. And then
there was the luminosity of the colours as well.” What Fauvism really represented for Matisse
was a rolling into one of the varied creative impulses which saw Vlaminck and Derain painting
the banks of the Seine using only red or blue, whilst simultaneously Kees van Dongen was
colourfully filling in the contours of a dancer’s expressively outlined body and Marquet was
using delicate daubs of silver to unite water and sky.
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(II), 1899. Oil on
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1905-1906.
Oil on canvas,
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1906. Oil on canvas,
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Matisse’s art was never an ultimate expression of Fauvism. The Fauvist movement was
the combined work of a number of artists with wide-ranging creative impulses who united
around a certain core of precepts. The most important of these was freedom of expression.
If Matisse was not, as has been claimed, Fauvism’s leader, then he was without doubt its
“elder statesman”. He was older and more sensible than the other members. His solid and
positive character inspired respect and, unlike Vlaminck, he did not claim to be Fauvism’s
premier exponent. But he supported the concept of independence which united the Fauvists.
Henri Matisse was born on 31 December 1869 into a stallholder’s family in CateauCambrésis in northern France. He began his education at the lycée in Saint-Quentin and
continued at Paris University where he read law. On graduating he returned to SaintQuentin where he worked in a lawyer’s office. During this period Matisse began to attend
his first drawing classes and at the age of twenty, when an illness confined him to bed for
nearly a year, he painted his first work.
Returning to Paris in 1891 Matisse started to take lessons at the Académie Julian,
working as a law tutor to help pay his way. In 1892 he abandoned Bouguereau’s totally
uninspiring lessons and transferred to Gustave Moreau’s classes at the Ecole des BeauxArts. During the evenings Matisse also attended classes in applied art and there he made
friends with Albert Marquet, who soon also became a pupil of Moreau. It was at these
classes that a group of artists came together and formed friendships that would endure
all the trials and tribulations of their respective lives. This group consisted of the “Three
M’s” — Matisse, Marquet and Manguin; Georges Rouault, Charles Camoin and Louis
Valtat. Working in Léon Bonnat’s studio, which was just across the corridor, was another
future member, Othon Friesz. And he would later be joined by Raoul Dufy.
From 1896 onwards Matisse not only began to exhibit his work in official salons, but he also
became a member of the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts. He was interested in the
Impressionists and he also began to travel, going to Brittany and even as far south as Corsica.
At this time too he married and started a family. After Moreau’s death Matisse briefly
attended Professor Ferdinand Cormon’s classes, before joining Eugène Carrière Académie,
where in 1901 he became friends with Jean Puy and Andre Derain. It was Derain who
brought Matisse and Vlaminck together at the Van Gogh exhibition in 1901.
Matisse saw the twentieth century in as a father of three young children, a man in poor
financial straits, an artist who had made only a limited name for himself, but nonetheless
a highly respected member of the circle of artists in which he moved.
In 1901 Matisse and his friends started to exhibit their work at the Salon des Indépendants
and in Berthe Weill’s gallery. In 1903 they were involved in the founding of the Salon
d’Automne, where two years later Vauxcelles would see their work and dub them “les fauves”.
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1906. Oil on canvas,
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The years 1904-1905 found Matisse in Saint-Tropez and Collioure painting the
Mediterranean coast. By now he was living and working in an artistic milieu and among
the many artists and influential people he met were Paul Signac, Henry Edmond Cross,
Aristide Maillol and Daniel de Montfreid, a friend of Gauguin’s. In 1905 Signac bought
Matisse’s Luxe, Calme et Volupté (1904, Musée d’Orsay, Paris) and the following year Leo
Stein acquired Joie de vivre (1905-1906, Barnes Foundation, Merion).
With Ambroise Vollard and the Americans Gertrude and Leo Stein buying his
paintings, Matisse could now claim to have his own patrons. In 1908 the wealthy Russian
collector Shchukin joined their number.
This period saw Matisse’s material position steadily improve and as a result he was
able to travel extensively — to Algeria, Italy, Germany and Spain. He also made etchings
and worked in ceramics, as well as giving art lessons. In 1908 exhibitions of his work
opened in New York, Moscow and Berlin.
In 1909 Shchukin commissioned him to paint the decorative panels The Dance and
Music, which were brought to Russia at the end of the following year. In 1911 Matisse
travelled there himself. The first decade of the twentieth century saw him and his
friends come to the fore of the avant-garde in European and world art. In doing so they
achieved the financial independence that was so important for their future work.
The Salon d’Automne scandal in 1905 brought Matisse fame and glory at a time when the
preceding generation of artists were only just beginning to receive theirs. Matisse, as a natural
inheritor of the French tradition, showed himself more than respectful of his elders. Renoir, whom
he often met whilst in the south in 1917 and 1918, always remained a teacher figure for him.
The financial well-being Matisse now enjoyed freed him from many of life’s restrictions. He
continued to travel frequently and in 1927 his journeys even took him as far as Australasia. He
often went to the USA, especially after 1930, when he received a commission from the Barnes
Foundation to paint the decorative panel The Dance (1930, Barnes Foundation, Merion). In
France Matisse divided his time between the Mediterranean coast and Paris, especially the
studio at 19 Quai St.-Michel, where he had already worked as a young man.
Exhibitions of Matisse followed each other around Europe and America. The paintings,
sculptures, ceramics and graphic works displayed attested to the amazing breadth of his
creative abilities. As well as constantly painting, he simultaneously worked in theatrical
design, most notably on Stravinsky’s Le Chant du rossignol (1920) and Diaghilev’s Ballets
Russes in Monte Carlo in 1937. He also sculpted, illustrated books and produced lithographs.
In the early I 930s, like many artists of his generation Matisse, working on a commission
from Mine Coutoli, painted some wallpaper designs on cardboard. He returned to this field
of design in 1946. During the Second World War Matisse illustrated a great number of books.
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