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Preface

This book is a biography, not a work of art history, and I have constructed it along lines laid down by its subject. No one has described how to paint a portrait more clearly or succinctly than Henri Matisse. He insisted on accuracy, maintaining at the same time that the meticulous reproduction of external detail could never provide more than a starting point. Success or failure at a deeper level was a matter of contemplation, concentration, the force and quality of attention focussed on a subject. Matisse said that nothing should be distorted or suppressed. Approximations did not interest him. Anyone attempting a portrait should above all approach the subject without preconceptions.

Seven years ago, I set out to make a portrait of Matisse himself, using words as a medium. If the result contains surprising revelations, they come from sticking as closely as I could to Matisse’s own directions. He said his portraits uncovered much that he could not have suspected at the start. “To sum up, I work without a theory. I am aware primarily of the forces involved, and find myself driven forward by an idea which I can really only grasp little by little as it grows with the picture.”

Matisse was born in 1869 in northern France and grew up in Bohain-en-Vermandois, near the Belgian border, on the drab, cold, wet beet fields of French Flanders. The same area, culturally and geographically speaking, had produced Vincent van Gogh sixteen years before. Matisse spent his childhood among the smoking factory chimneys of a countryside still in the grip of brutal and convulsive industrialisation. The last remnants of the great forest that had once surrounded Bohain were chopped down in the year of his birth. Prussian armies poured across these flatlands in 1871, winning a bloody and decisive victory over the French at St-Quentin (where the young Henri later went to school) within a month of his first birthday. He spent his first twenty-one years—a quarter of his life—in this treeless industrial landscape under dour northern skies, showing no apparent interest in painting and envisaging little or no possibility of escape from a future as a wholesale seed-merchant, like his father. More than half a century later, it still seemed to him in retrospect as if he had spent those years in prison.

On one level, his whole life may be construed as a flight towards the brilliant light, the singing colours and apparently effortless freedom of his painting. His career was punctuated almost to the end by uprootings and departures, journeying always southwards. The open window remains a constant motif, sometimes an ambiguous metaphor, in his work. The soaring imagination and the constraints of reality; the artist simultaneously freed by and chained to his easel; discipline and sensuality; imprisonment and release—all these themes run right through Matisse’s work from the first small, dark, powerful and constricted interiors of the 1890s to the final dazzling synthesis of liberated colour in the great cut-paper or stained-glass constructions of the 1950s.

On another level, any life is made up of the kind of trivial, apparently insignificant detail without which, as Matisse insisted, it is impossible to build up a balanced picture, let alone to sense what might lie beneath the surface. It is lack of detail that blurs and falsifies the accounts currently available of Matisse’s early life, all of which are based on the same handful of recycled anecdotes. Constant repetition has turned these stories into the kind of ready-made image Matisse described as being to the eye “what prejudices are to the mind.” I have tried to look afresh, taking as my text Matisse’s saying: “To see is itself a creative operation, requiring an effort.” His notes on portraiture formulate the cardinal rules of all biographical research, namely to set out without preconceptions, to leave no stone unturned, and above all to turn stones over where no one has looked before.

Time in a biography takes the place of space in a painting, and enough of it has now elapsed for it to be possible to see Matisse in the same perspective as he saw Delacroix and Ingres. “Whether we like it or not, we belong to our time and we share in its opinions, its feelings, even its delusions,” he wrote in the first decade of the century. This book is an attempt to put Matisse back into the context of the nineteenth-century world which shaped him, and which he in turn would modify so profoundly that now, well over a hundred years after his birth, his vision seems more than ever to embody the twentieth century from the viewpoint of its closing decade.

If Matisse has so far eluded any serious attempt to write his life, he has not escaped the attentions of mythmakers who have invented for him an image that too often reflects the narrowness and banality of the minds from which it came. My aim has been to revise the myth by starting from what actually happened. Like all Matisse students, I owe a heavy debt to three monumental works of scholarship. First, and after nearly half a century still by no means superceded, Alfred Barr’s Matisse: His Art and His Public (1951) laid down basic guidelines for all explorers in this field. Barr has been majestically supplemented in France by Pierre Schneider’s Matisse (1984), and in America by Jack D. Flam’s Matisse: The Man and His Art, 1869–1918 (1986). Both are indispensable. But, being essentially art-historical in scope and origin, neither was written for the general reader, who has had to fall back on a number of simplified versions fairly described, in the words of the museum director Raymond Escholier (who wrote one of them), as memorials piously erected to the greater glory of the painter’s memory. By far the best source for anyone wanting to know more about Matisse has always been his own words, collected in two invaluable editions: Henri Matisse: Ecrits et propos sur l’art by Dominique Fourcade (1972), and Flam’s Matisse on Art (1973; revised in 1995). Without these crucial pathfinders, my attempt to map the still largely unexplored territory of Matisse’s life would have been infinitely harder.

This effort should perhaps have been unnecessary, at any rate in theory. Judged by a strictly intellectual scale of ideal values, the artist’s life matters little by comparison with the work, which needs no gloss beyond its creator’s comments. But this theory has not worked for Matisse in practice. For one thing, his words nearly always reach us through interviews with other people, not all of them reliable witnesses, a few positively hostile, some—especially in the early years—with little or no understanding of what he was talking about. For another, Matisse’s memory was excellent on nearly everything but dates. Subsequent commentators have based their accounts with little or no checking on the more or less casual recollections that surfaced at the end of the painter’s life, when for the first time he lifted his eyes from his work to look back in retrospect over his long career. Much that has been treated as hard fact turns out to be nothing of the sort. The blank page that was to have been consecrated by posterity to the painter’s life has steadily filled up with misunderstandings, inaccuracies and downright inventions.

Failing any rigorous or sustained biographical scrutiny, people have felt free, as Jack Flam pointed out in the introduction to his pioneering Matisse: The Man and His Art, to garble and rejig incidents from Matisse’s life at will. This tendency has been if anything exacerbated by the invincible discretion of the painter himself, his family and friends. The reasons for their policy of discretion will become apparent in the course of this book. Initially adopted as an emergency precaution, its effect in the long run has insidiously damaged the painter’s reputation. Work has been wrongly dated, crucial connections have been missed, whole sequences of Matisse’s artistic development left out of account. Individuals who played key roles in his life and work have been downgraded, or passed over altogether. Matisse’s motives have been misinterpreted, and his sayings misappropriated to be “used like Scripture,” in Flam’s expressive phrase, “which can be quoted to suit nearly any purpose.”

A first biography can do no more than draw up a plan, as accurate as possible, of known and unknown territory, pointing out gaps and opening up fresh ground. I have tried to redress the balance between Matisse’s life and work, to show how neglect or ignorance of the one has fed into and distorted understanding of the other. In this I have had unfailing support from Matisse’s descendants, in particular from Claude Duthuit, without whom this book could not have been written. I have relied on his acute and lucid grasp of family identity, on his firsthand memories of both Henri and Amélie Matisse, and on his endorsement of my attempt to make their voices heard throughout by quoting directly from published, unpublished and oral sources. I owe more than I can say to both Claude and Barbara Duthuit. My next great debts are to Jacqueline Matisse Monnier for her unfailing patience, kindness and ingenuity in furthering my researches; and to Paul Matisse, whose moral backing proved as dependable as his practical reinforcement. I am grateful to Gérard Matisse, Georges Matisse, Marie Matisse and the late Alexina (Teeny) Duchamp for their encouragement, and to Gaetana Matisse, Jacqueline, Paul and Peter-Noël Matisse for so generously allowing me access to the Pierre Matisse Gallery Archives.

I should like most particularly to thank Wanda de Guébriant for placing her unrivalled knowledge of the Matisse archive at my disposal; and the late Lydia Delectorskaya for allowing me to draw over several years on the rich resources of her well-stocked and formidably accurate memory.

My next debt is to the Matisse scholars whose initial encouragement gave me confidence to embark on this biography, and whose advice has kept me going ever since: the late Sir Lawrence Gowing, Albert Kostenevich at the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, Jack Flam, and above all Dominique Fourcade, whose firm belief that it could and should be done countered my doubts from first to last. I am grateful to David Sylvester for starting me off; to John Golding and Michael Holroyd for reading my manuscript; and to Richard Cohen, whose idea it was in the first place.

My special thanks for research assistance go to Marie-José Gransard, whose resourcefulness never failed, and whose insight illuminated much that might otherwise have remained dark; and to Georges Bourgeois of Bohain-en-Vermandois, whose expertise on Matisse’s native region proved inexhaustible, and whose archives have been a priceless asset. In Bohain, Le Cateau-Cambrésis and their environs, I am grateful to all those whose private research, family papers or personal testimony helped to make the past come alive: André Alcabour, M. Blondeel, Fernande Blondiaux, Emile Bourdeville, M. Cazé, Mme M. Richard-Cousteix, Lucien Durin, Yves Flamant and M. le Maire de Fresnoy-le-Grand, Jean Gérard, Mme Greuze, Mme Jacqueline Joncourt, Mme Suzanne Manesse-Nambruide, M. and Mme Mercier, Colonel Claude Moreau, Mme Pigeon, Mme Pointier-Flamant and M. Pierre Pothron; and in St-Quentin to M. and Mme André Flayelle de Xandrin, Viviane Gransard, the late Dr R. Haye and Monique Séverin.
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CHAPTER ONE

1869–1881: Bohain-en-Vermandois

Henri Matisse often compared his development as a painter to the growth of a seed. “It’s like a plant that takes off once it is firmly rooted,” he said, looking back at the end of his life: “the root presupposes everything else.”1 He himself was rooted in northeastern France, on the edge of the great Flanders plain where his ancestors had lived for centuries before the convulsive social and industrial upheavals of the nineteenth century slowly prised them loose. His father’s family were weavers. Henri Emile Benoît Matisse was born in a tiny, tumbledown weaver’s cottage on the rue du Chêne Arnaud in the textile town of Le Cateau-Cambrésis at eight o’clock in the evening on the last night of the year, 31 December 1869. The house had two rooms, a beaten earth floor and a leaky roof. Matisse said long afterwards that rain fell through a hole above the bed in which he was born.2

His parents, who worked in Paris, were paying a New Year visit to their hometown. They called their first child Henri after his father, following a family tradition that went back four generations. The first Henri Matisse had been a linen-weaver in the nearby village of Montay in 1789, when the French Revolution abruptly halved demand from the court for the fine linens of Cambrésis.3 This ancestor, Henri Joseph Matisse, married a tanner’s daughter from Le Cateau and moved with his loom to the tanners’ quarter outside the mediaeval town walls, settling round about 1800 on the place du Rejet at the top of the rue du Chêne Arnaud: a patch of low-lying wasteland heavily flooded each year when the winter rains washed liquid mud down from the high ground on one side to meet water rising up through the tanneries lining the banks of the river Selle on the other. Hardship and adversity bred strong wills and stubborn resistance in the Matisse family. Henri Joseph’s son, Jean Baptiste Henri, abandoned the humble weaver’s trade to become a factory foreman in one of the mechanised woollen mills beginning to spring up in the town in the 1850s. His son in turn would leave home and abandon textiles altogether.

This was Emile Hippolyte Henri Matisse, the painter’s father, who found work in his twenties as a shop-boy in Paris. By January 1869, when he married Anna Héloïse Gérard, the daughter of another Cateau tanner, he had been promoted to trainee buyer in ladies’ underwear.4 He worked for the Cour Batave on the brand-new boulevard Sébastopol, a highly fashionable store in a custom-built modern shopping complex specialising in lingerie, trousseaux, ladies’ stockings, bodices, blouses, personal and household linen.5 This sort of job was a natural progression for the clever, ambitious son and grandson of weavers in a region that supplied the capital’s apparently insatiable demand for novelties and fancy goods in the 1860s. Hippolyte Henri would take pride all his life in his thorough grounding at the Cour Batave, which served him well on regular buying trips to Paris long after he had moved back to set up his own business nearer home. It sharpened his eye for quality, confirmed his distaste for slack or shoddy performance, laid down the exacting standards by which he judged himself, his world, and especially his eldest son ever afterwards.

Anna Gérard, who had also gone up to Paris to work in a hat-shop, was twenty-four when she married Hippolyte Henri Matisse, who was four years older. Warmhearted, outgoing, capable and energetic, she was small and sturdily built with the fashionable figure of the period: full breasts and hips, narrow waist, neat ankles and elegant small feet. She had fair skin, broad cheekbones and a wide smile. “My mother had a face with generous features, the highly distinctive traits of French Flanders,” said her son Henri,6 who spoke always with particular tenderness of the sensitivity and the innate generosity reflected in his mother’s character as in her looks. Throughout the forty years of her marriage, she provided unwavering, rocklike support to her husband and her sons.

Hippolyte Henri’s own parents had both died by the time he was twenty-five, leaving him with no immediate family except an elder sister married to a local weaver and a younger one working, like her sister-in-law, as a hat-maker in Paris. Anna herself belonged to a large and cohesive family of Gérards, established for three hundred years in and around the rue du Chêne Arnaud as tanners, furriers, glove-makers, leather-dressers and skin-merchants. Anna’s father, Benoît Elie Gérard, dealt in hides from the family tannery as well as running a small farm on the rue des Arbalétriers where she was born in 1844, the fourth of his eight children. Her younger brother Emile—the first boy born after four older sisters—would mechanise and modernise the tanning works. The go-ahead Emile stood godfather to Anna’s son Henri, who grew up surrounded by a watchful, protective network of aunts and uncles, first, second and third cousins, as well as more distant connections related by blood or marriage, all originally based in Le Cateau but spilling out increasingly in his own and his parents’ generation into the surrounding countryside, several taking the train the hundred miles south to Paris to find jobs on a temporary or permanent basis.

One of Anna’s elder sisters had married a railwayman, François Mahieux, who switched to innkeeping and ended up running a hotel nineteen miles away at Bohain-en-Vermandois, where Hippolyte Henri’s second cousin, Edouard Lancelle, ran a medical practice and doubled as the mayor’s secretary. Cousin Lancelle lived with his family on the rue Peu d’Aise. The Mahieux ran the Golden Lion Hotel two streets away on the rue St-Antoine. Henri Matisse was eight days old when his parents moved with him to Bohain to take over a general store on the corner of the rue Peu d’Aise and the main street, called rue du Château.7 The shop sold everything from seeds to groceries, hardware and housepaints, although over the next few years most of the sidelines would be swallowed up by the seed-merchant’s side of the business.

The Matisse-Gérard partnership prospered (as did the Mahieux-Gérards at the Golden Lion) on the strength of Hippolyte Henri’s business flair, his own and his wife’s contacts, their joint commitment to strenuous, unremitting effort, backed up by her small dowry and his modest inheritance. On his father’s death in 1865, Hippolyte Henri had inherited a one-third share in the tiny Matisse estate, consisting chiefly of the property on the rue du Chêne Arnaud, which passed, before or just after his marriage, from his family to Anna’s.8 Her retired parents were living there by New Year’s Eve, 1869, when their grandson Henri was born. Anna’s father died there in his sixty-first year three months later, on 27 March, and on 29 March, as the family gathered for the funeral, a second baby was born in the same cramped cottage.

This was Emile’s first child, another Emile Gérard, cousin and almost exact contemporary of Henri Matisse. The two young fathers, starting out simultaneously on what proved to be highly successful parallel careers, stood godfather to one another’s sons. The two boys grew up in a world that placed a high premium on enterprise, initiative, risk-taking, a willingness to experiment and to keep an open mind. Each was groomed to succeed his father at the head of a rapidly expanding business. Over the next twenty years the Bohain hardware store under Hippolyte Henri Matisse grew into a streamlined wholesale and retail operation with a fleet of delivery wagons supplying seed, fertiliser and fodder to beet-growers and transporters all over the surrounding plain. Emile Gérard meanwhile made a fortune by installing a tallow works alongside the tannery on the river Selle, shortly afterwards building a second factory to manufacture the French food industry’s latest product, an imperial invention called margarine.

The two brothers-in-law belonged to a breed of dynamic young businessmen who were turning away from the rural past all over France to build a brave new urban world. But the changes they dreamed of with such prodigious confidence were literally devastating. Henri Matisse was born just as the accelerating juggernaut of industrialisation and deforestation reached top speed in his native region. When his family settled on the rue du Château, Bohain was already halfway through its transformation from a sleepy weavers’ village deep in the ancient forest of the Arrouaise to a modern manufacturing centre with ten thousand clanking looms installed in the town itself and the villages round about. The population, which had taken forty years to grow from two to four thousand before the large-scale installation of steam machinery in the 1860s, would very nearly double again in the twenty years before Matisse finally left home for Paris.9

The town’s principal product was textiles but sugar-beet output also doubled in the first ten years of his life. Energetic clearance meant that the last pockets of surrounding woodland were cut down to make way for beet plants in 1869, the year of Matisse’s birth.10 The windmills and belfries that traditionally dotted the rolling flatlands of the Vermandois were far outnumbered in his childhood by the smoking chimneys of sugar refineries and textile mills. The streams on these chalky downs—Bohain stood high in the centre of a triangle marking the sources of the Somme, the Selle and the Escaut—ran with dye and chemical refuse on leaving the towns. The streets of Bohain were slippery with beet pulp in autumn, and the air was rank all winter with the stench of rotting and fermenting beets. Visitors from the outside world in the 1870s and 1880s were shocked by the drabness of the town itself, and by the stark, treeless outlines of the newly denuded land round about. “Where I come from, if there is a tree in the way, they root it out because it puts four beets in the shade,” Matisse said sombrely.11

The memories he recalled with pleasure from his boyhood in Bohain were mostly of the countryside. He remembered parting the long grass in spring to find the first violets, and listening to the morning lark above the beet fields in summer.12 In later life he never lost his feeling for the soil, for seeds and growing things. The fancy pigeons he kept in Nice more than half a century after he left home recalled the weavers’ pigeon-lofts tucked away behind even the humblest house in Bohain. Matisse said that for all the exotic specimens in the palatial aviary specially constructed for him in the 1930s, the best songbirds were still the robin and the nightingale, which could not survive captivity.13 They sang freely in the copses and thickets round Bohain, and in the ruins of the mediaeval castle where he played as a boy within a stone’s throw of his father’s shop at 26 rue du Château.

Boys from the streets round the castle banded together to form a gang with headquarters in the crumbling keep from which underground passages, built for communication and supplies in mediaeval sieges, still ran out beyond the town walls. Each year the Château boys, armed with homemade shields and swords, challenged their contemporaries from other parts of town in a stylised form of gang warfare that dated back to the Middle Ages, when Bohain had been a fortified frontier town on the edge of the fertile European flatlands fought over successively for centuries by the armies of France, England, Austria and Spain. The local children were familiar from infancy with the folklore of battle and bloodshed attached to every stick, stone, ditch and hummock. They played at knights on horseback as their fathers had done before them, but the earliest invaders in these parts were Roman battalions marching against the Gauls (who included the tribe of Vermandii, or Vermandois) in 57 B.C.14 Caesar’s Gallic Wars, which would be one of young Henri’s set books at school, took place partly in and around his hometown.

One of the castle’s three subterranean passages led to the Chêne Brulé, or Blasted Oak, a vast, spreading ancient tree which bore the scars left by marauding Spanish soldiers who had attempted to destroy it in the seventeenth century. Henri Matisse climbed it as a child, painted it as a young man, and recalled it with affection to the end of his life. It was the town’s only landmark (at least until the construction of a monumental town hall when he was fourteen), and it figured endlessly in fireside stories recounted by the old people he remembered sitting out their lives in the chimney corner with sticks to chase the cats away from the hearth.15 As a small boy, he listened to tales told by a neighbour—“Old Cousin Becks”—who remembered Russian soldiers entering Bohain in 1815 after Waterloo. The Russians had occupied the region for three years, and the young Henri grew up hearing Cousin Becks’ highly coloured accounts of barbaric Tartars and Kalmucks “with little piggy eyes” marching past her door “armed with bows and arrows … at the time of the great invasion.”16 To the end of his life “Kalmuck” remained for Matisse a term of abuse.17

In his own childhood, the invaders were Prussian. German soldiers (who occupied Bohain three times in Matisse’s lifetime) marched past the seed-shop on the rue du Château for the first time on New Year’s Day, 1871, the day after his first birthday. The whole region had been waiting for them in a state of increasing tension since the Emperor’s catastrophic defeat at Sedan four months earlier. Prussian troops had already bombarded and captured the local market town of St-Quentin sixteen miles away. After a brief flurry of sniper fire, Bohain responded, as the town always had done to foreign occupation, with grim resignation. The population retreated behind sealed doors and windows for nearly three uneasy weeks while French and German forces massed for the battle, which took place on 19 January in the snow just outside St-Quentin. The citizens stood on their town walls all day, watching the heavily outnumbered French army suffer yet another decisive defeat, and barricaded themselves in their cellars as the survivors withdrew in silence through the streets that night. A few hours later, when the fleeing French soldiers stumbled into Bohain—filthy, famished and exhausted—they found the inhabitants waiting for them in the snow with food and lanterns to light their way.18

Several thousand Germans, still covered in mud with eyes starting from their heads like caged beasts unleashed, poured through the town in pursuit on 20 January. France capitulated the same day. The occupation lasted just over another month, during which Bohain went through the usual cycle of retaliation, reprisals, arrests, armed searches and hostage-taking. A curfew was imposed. One citizen was shot dead on his own front doorstep, and another fired at for sticking his head out the window. People waited sullenly on their unwelcome lodgers. “We gave them or let them take whatever they wanted,” wrote a compatriot, describing the shame and suppressed fury of that wretched winter.19 Henri himself was almost fourteen months old, just beginning to walk and talk, when the Germans finally left Bohain on 25 February. On his first visit to Germany nearly forty years later, he told one of his students that the only words he knew in her language were Brot and Fleisch, or bread and meat.20 He never forgot his mother repeating like a grace at meals: “Here’s another one the Germans won’t lay their hands on.”21 The phrase would become a familiar refrain throughout the region during the incursions of the next seventy-five years and more.

The day the Germans marched away in 1871 was celebrated by the whole of Bohain on the town square, where a newly released captive, half weeping and half laughing, held up his little grandson as a pledge of the future to the cheering crowd.22 Children who were babes-in-arms that day were never allowed to forget it. They were reared on stories of blood-soaked fields around St-Quentin and village cemeteries filled with soldiers’ graves. They knew by heart the atrocities perpetrated by their oppressors, the precise spot where each occurred, and the legendary feats performed in return by valiant civilians. In Bohain, the local hero was a ten-year-old boy—a future lawyer’s clerk like Henri himself—who shot at an uhlan with his father’s gun.23 At the lycée in St-Quentin, it was the school gym master who had personally taken eleven Germans prisoner with the aid of a scratch troop of firemen.24 Even the travelling Belgian hypnotist, who made a profound impression on Henri in his teens, won French hearts by describing how he reduced a group of mesmerised Germans to grovelling at his feet.25

“Today’s generation will bear their country a greater love than their elders,” wrote the author of a history of Bohain, which was also a patriotic call to arms in 1897: “they know what we have suffered, and they have been brought up in the belief that they have a lofty duty to fulfil.”26 It was drilled into Henri and his classmates at primary school in Bohain that it would be up to them to retrieve the lost honour of their country. They sang warlike songs (“Children of a frontier town, / Born to the smell of gunpowder …”) and carved defiant messages (“Death to all Prussians!” and “Frenchmen never forget!”) wherever they would catch the eye.27 They watched historic companies of archers, crossbowmen and cannoneers parading round the streets to military marches played by the town’s uniformed brass band. They practised regularly in shooting booths at town and country fairs: Henri became a crack shot, and his cousin Edgard Mahieux won first prize in the town’s grand shooting contest in 1887.28

Matisse never talked afterwards about what it meant to have been born into this peculiarly intense phase of his native martial culture (save to say once, when he was under extreme pressure in his early sixties, that the only way he could forget his work for a few seconds was to level a gun at the target in his local shooting booth).29 But he never entirely escaped the poisonous atmosphere of failure and humiliation in which he had grown up. “We were beaten, and we knew it,” wrote one of his younger schoolfellows, describing the heavy weight of military and political disaster that pressed down on their childhood and youth.30 Their mothers spring-cleaned the houses, but it took more than scrubbing to get rid of the sour smell of defeat. “He may not have understood it, but everyone around him recalled and retold the story; he saw through their memories what he had not seen at first hand,” wrote the biographer of St-Quentin’s most famous son, the historian Henri Martin, who was born just before the Russian occupation in 1815. “He knew the bitterness of it, he had sensed the violence. Ten years—twenty years—later that humiliation could still make him flush and tremble. Memories like that do not fade.”31 They profoundly affected Matisse’s whole generation in France, especially those born on the front line, as he was. They would lead him to experiment in his twenties, like many of his contemporaries, with anarchism as an answer to the mistakes of the past. In the end it was Matisse who, of all his Bohain classmates, came closest to fulfilling the destiny drummed into them as children: that theirs was the generation born to bring fresh lustre to France’s tarnished glory.

Not that there seems to have been anything out of the ordinary about Henri Matisse as a boy. The stringent demands of a new business meant that he was often sent to stay with his maternal grandmother in Le Cateau, where he said he was always happy.32 She shared her house, at any rate in the early years of her widowhood, with her son’s family so she could look after both her grandsons, Henri Matisse and Emile Gérard, while their parents worked with the dogged perseverance of their northern race. In July 1872 the young Matisses had a second son, Emile Auguste, who died just before his second birthday, when Henri was four years old. His mother was already pregnant again, bearing her third and last child, Auguste Emile, two months later, on 19 July 1874.

The boys grew up in a world that was still detaching itself jerkily from a way of life in some ways unchanged since Roman times. The coming of the railway had put Bohain on the industrial map, but people still travelled everywhere on foot or horseback. They drew water from the town wells (one of the marks of belonging to the rising middle class was possession of a private well like the Matisses’), and lit lamps or went to bed at nightfall. Life was hard, monotonous and effortful even for the relatively affluent, and the young Matisses at this stage were far from well off. They lived in rented rooms behind the shop, and drove themselves regularly to the brink of exhaustion and beyond. Matisse remembered his father coming home from buying stock in Paris with his nerves so strung up that he would sleep for thirty-six hours at a stretch.33 Hippolyte Henri said that a young man starting out had a choice between providing for his family and taking time off to rest (“Eat well or sleep well”).34 His household rose before dawn, which meant 4 a.m. in summer, ready for the working day to start at five.35 Even when there was no longer any need for him to do so, he drove a delivery cart himself, returning over the painfully slow, rutted country roads from outlying farms so dog-tired that his wife would meet him with a lantern at the stable door to unharness, feed and water the horses.36

Matisse’s memories of his childhood were of stern and single-minded application. “Be quick!” “Look out!” “Run along!” “Get cracking!” were the refrains that rang in his ears as a boy. “He who does not honour the penny is not worth the dollar,” Matisse’s own son would repeat long afterwards on the streets of New York, echoing his Bohain grandfather’s tart comment: “If you don’t like the fruits, you’re not fit to eat the jam.”37 Matisse’s conversation to the end of his life was peppered with down-to-earth sayings that looked back to a rural world where money was scarce, rations skimpy, work backbreaking and repetitive. Survival itself depended on habits of thrift, vigilance and self-denial. Matisse prided himself in later life on being a man of the North. Born in the Département du Nord, brought up just over the county border in the Département de l’Aisne, he could speak the raw, terse, expressive patois of Picardy like everyone else in Bohain (“Chacun s’n pen, chacun s’n erin,” or “Chacun son pain, chacun son hareng,” was his example of a typical local sentiment, roughly translated as “Everyone for himself.”)38 His family name was often spelt in the Flemish style, “Mathis” or “Mathisse.”39 He came on both sides from Flemish stock with the touch of Spanish blood that accounts for the dark colouring, fine bones and fiery temperaments so common in the region. The painter’s father bore a striking resemblance to the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who was also born and bred in Flanders.40

The Matisses belonged on the border dividing the turbulent Picards from the relatively phlegmatic, law-abiding Flemings. So did the historian Gabriel Hanotaux, who grew up speaking the Picard dialect in Beaurevoir, five miles west of Bohain, a village where people on the outskirts were already Flemish-speakers:


Picardy or Flanders, the land is rude, rough … [and] scoured by winds from the north. I remember the great skies of my native country, crossed by lines of horizontal cloud stacked one above another over the flat plain, with long flights of crows strung out as in the naïve engravings of the Loensberg Almanac …. The Middle Ages lived on in our midst.41



Hanotaux put the harshness of his countrymen, their brute strength and fierce determination, down to the appalling climate, the vast horizons, the immense, daunting uniformity of the undulating downs and the soft, rainy, often glowering, sometimes radiant light.

If the sun brought a brief splendour even to the drab beet fields in summer, in winter the towns and villages turned in on themselves. Piled snow lined the streets of Bohain, ice covered the cobblestones two or three feet deep, water froze overnight indoors in jugs and basins. The roads were blocked for months at a time by snowstorms, blizzards, freezing fog and bitter winds raking the high plateau on which Bohain stood exposed, shorn of its protective forest, ringed by underground springs which welled up as soon as the ice thawed, flooding the unpaved streets in the poorer parts of town knee-deep in mud and slush. “I came into the world shivering with cold and, when I think of it now, it makes me shiver still …,” wrote Hanotaux. “Our fathers knew how to endure, and we too had to grow accustomed to endurance.”42

Children who survived these ordeals (many did not) had to be tough, wary and defensive; and it was their fathers’ job to make them so. In the traditional culture of the North, the father was masterful, demanding and often impossible to please, the mother indulgent and supportive. Henri’s mother took his part all her life, while his father reined him in and spurred him on. When Matisse in turn had children of his own to bring up, he saw any lapse in discipline or open display of tenderness as weakness on his part.43 This was especially true when it came to drawing and painting. Matisse felt it was his duty to his children to be their sternest critic, just as his father had always been to him. Any child who drew spontaneously as an instinctive form of free expression needed cracking down on: “When a father finds his kid scribbling on a bit of paper, he says: ‘Come on now, throw that away and run along to your drawing lesson.’ ”44 Drawing lessons in the 1870s and 1880s in Bohain and the vicinity meant strict mechanical copying of geometrical objects with penalties for straying even slightly from the approved method or attempting to use colour. For the young Henri they represented all that was dreariest and most stultifying about the adult world.

Providing unconditional encouragement was the mother’s role, and Henri’s played it with enthusiasm: “My mother loved everything I did.”45 He was by his own account a dreamy child, docile and obedient but inattentive, frail and not outstandingly bright.46 His own delicate health, and the loss of his middle brother, made his mother specially attentive, and he in turn urged himself to special efforts for her sake. She was always the first person to whom he showed his early paintings, and on the rare occasions when she seemed less than satisfied, the effect on him was devastating.47 She ran the section of the shop that sold housepaints, making up the customers’ orders and advising on colour schemes. The colours impressed Henri as a boy much as they did another future painter, Fèlix Valloton, whose parents also kept a provincial hardware store in the 1870s:


The second shopwindow was the best: twelve tubular glass bottles, drawn up in battle order on a stand and filled to the brim with colours whose very names made me feel proud. They were, in order, pale chrome yellow, dark chrome yellow, cadmium, cobalt blue, ultramarine, Prussian blue, milori green, English green, rose madder, Austrian vermilion, Turkey red and pure carmine.48



Matisse said he got his colour sense from his mother, who was herself an accomplished painter on porcelain, a fashionable art form at the time, and almost the only one in which it was considered proper for a woman to indulge (twenty years later Marie Laurencin’s mother would reluctantly permit her to train as a painter of china in the vain hope that she might retain at least some shreds of bourgeois respectability).49 Anna Matisse worked in gouache on breakable bowls and pots, which have long since disappeared except for a single plain white salad bowl, decorated with great charm and delicacy in a severely simple pattern of dark blue dots and lines.50

Her kitchen remained always a source of warmth and comfort. The life of the household revolved around the big stove, kept permanently alight with a pot of coffee on the hob, within easy reach of the shop on one side and the yard on the other, with its washhouse, well and herb-and-vegetable plot. There was also a range of high brick outbuildings which included stabling for the horses, space for the wagons, and storage in the loft for kegs or crates of chemicals, sacks of seed, rice, grain and cattle cake. Anna Matisse had a tiny pair of brass scales with which she weighed out birdseed and fish food for the fancy cage-birds and ornamental goldfish that were traditionally part of a seed-merchant’s stock-in-trade (both would reappear in Matisse’s life and work).51 Sixty years afterwards in Nice, her son’s thoughts reverted to the simple homely remedies and recipes passed down in the lost world of his childhood. He remembered the lime-blossom tea his mother took to calm her nerves and help her sleep, and he insisted that of all his own innumerable remedies for chronic insomnia, the best was beer and chips.52

These were the basic staples of his native region, where meat was eaten sparingly (mostly hutch-rabbit, pigeon or pork in an area so famous for charcuterie—hams, patés, sausages, chitterlings and trotters—that the bells of St-Quentin were said to peal as a refrain, “Tripe and black pudding / Tripe and black pudding”).53 He wrote nostalgically of the pungent local cheese, le Maroilles, and he knew how to make three different sorts of onion soup, which was a speciality in Bohain.54 Another was hot pickled herring served with stoved potatoes cooked in a flat covered clay pot. In his early twenties Henri painted one of these pots in his mother’s kitchen along with the earthenware dishes and lidded pans, the apples, eggs and onions, the bottles, jugs and half-empty beer glasses that make up the traditional standbys of Flemish painting.55

It was not only the paraphernalia of domestic life that remained unchanged. For a child growing up in Bohain in the last part of the nineteenth century (and well into the twentieth) contact with the outside world was still largely confined to itinerant traders, pedlars, tinkers and bands of exotic, dark-eyed Gypsies selling baskets, telling fortunes, sometimes even leading a chained dancing bear. They came in spring and summer, when the roads were passable, with the fairmen who set up their sideshows and booths on the town square, selling toys, gingerbread, striped humbugs and sticks of twisted barley sugar. The whole year was marked out by a seasonal round of markets, fairs and festivals (les fêtes de la Kermesse) which ranged from May Day and 14 July to a child’s personal saint’s day (Henri’s was 15 July), or the celebrations for the different districts when the bigger boys disguised as knights staged their mock battles. The little ones rode on the merry-go-round—rogayo in the Bohain patois—with a donkey to turn the wheel that made the wooden horses go up and down on their painted poles. “How charming they were, how simple and sober, the dear old barrel organs that played for our rides on the rogayo,” wrote Matisse’s oldest friend, Léon Vassaux, reminding him of the fun they had together at the country fairs of their youth.56

The grand annual fairs in the big towns were elaborate theatrical productions with clowns, tumblers and fast-talking salesmen who were also seasoned Grand Guignol performers in shows as colourful as they were brutal and macabre. The painter Amedee Ozenfant, growing up in St-Quentin at the turn of the century, remembered the fairground rat-killer testing his poisons on the town’s stray dogs before a circle of interested children hoisted on their parents’ shoulders, and the tooth-puller in a gold-frogged silver uniform, with white and scarlet plumes tossing in his big black hat, who arrived in a carved and gilded carriage with a red-plush throne or scaffold on which public extractions were carried out to the sound of drumrolls.57 Stunts like these—thrilling, grisly, richly freakish—answered people’s need to blot out at regular intervals the dull, bleak grind of their daily lives. Although Bohain, like St-Quentin, officially belonged to Picardy, both were, as Ozenfant observed, “as Flemish as a Breughel painting.”58

It was a society that offered little imaginative outlet beyond its fairs, the occasional travelling circus and games of knights-on-horseback. Matisse said long afterwards that his twin ambitions as a child had been to be a clown or horseman (sometimes he varied the formula to acrobat or actor, on the one hand, and jockey on the other).59 He experienced early the overriding need to escape, to perform, to draw and hold an audience, and he described his need in terms of the travelling salesmen of his youth:


If there were no public, there would be no artists …. Painting is a way of communicating, a language. An artist is an exhibitionist. If you took away his audience, the exhibitionist would slink off too, with his hands in his pockets …. The artist is an actor: he’s the little man with the wheedling voice who needs to tell stories.60



In later years Matisse acquired a reputation for extreme seriousness which made him something of a butt behind his back to the younger Parisian artists who frequented the Cirque Medrano with Picasso. Matisse’s single-mindedness worried them and made them nervous. By this time he had good reason for preferring the outside world to keep its distance, but his young detractors might have been surprised to know that when someone told him he was the spitting image of the Medrano’s clown Rastelli, Matisse took it as a compliment.61

The young Henri was a champion mimic who could always reduce his friends to helpless laughter with his imitations of pompous or overbearing elders. As a student in Paris in the 1890s, he could sing or chant all the street cries and calls of the Latin Quarter,62 a habit he picked up as a boy on the streets of Bohain, which rang with the din of competing knife-grinders, salad-sellers, toffee-makers, men offering to mend broken umbrellas, glue cracked crockery, recane chair-seats or cobble shoes (“Each street vendor had his own song, cry, special call, whistle, bell, drum, clapper or rattle,” wrote a contemporary from Bohain).63 Street life fascinated Henri as a child long before he started filling his student sketchbooks with Parisian street scenes—cabmen with their fares and horses, passersby, music-hall performers—drawn with an agile, observant line and a sardonic eye for detail.

On summer evenings the working people of Bohain would bring out their chairs and sit gossiping in front of their houses to the great delight of inquisitive small boys like Henri and his friend Léon, who lived next door to the Matisses. Even before they were out of short trousers, these two spent hours watching and listening to the neighbours on the rue Peu d’Aise: Cousin Becks with her Tartars and Kalmucks; the dressmaker, Old Mother Bifou, who upset Léon’s mother by sending both boys home with fleas; and Mme Massé, who earned her living by winding wool and amused the boys by regularly adding a new baby to her tribe of handsome children.64 Henri would paint one of the Massé girls when he grew up, and he also painted Mother Massé herself, wearing the white cap of the region, seated at her spooling wheel in her comfortable, cluttered interior—the typical single work-cum-living room of Bohain’s working class—with her woollen skeins laid out ready for the skein-winder on its wooden stool, and the coffeepot simmering beside her on the Flemish stove.65 Léon was a favourite with a melancholy spinster in a black lace bonnet called Clémence Lescot, who had a repertoire of songs dating back before the Revolution which she sang to the accompaniment of a guitar.66 Henri was fascinated by the three Mlles Merlot, hairdressers on the rue du Château, and the two Mlles Nobécourt, unmarried sisters—one skinny, one plump and courted by a local farmer—who kept a hat-shop a little further up the main street on the rue Fagard.67 All his life he would take a fond and knowledgeable interest in anyone who made hats like his own mother, several of his aunts and both his grandmothers.

The two boys were inseparable. Léon was two years younger, the same age as Henri’s brother who died, and perhaps in some sense he took his place.68 At all events, he would remain Henri’s firm friend and follower—in time of crisis his most faithful supporter—for the rest of their lives. He was kind, clever and original in his own unobtrusive way, as independent and as much of a deadpan comedian as Henri himself. They roamed the countryside together in summer, and played in winter in the Matisses’ loft or the Vassaux’s kitchen. “I can see us still,” Léon wrote, “seated at the kitchen table performing manoeuvres with a squad of lead soldiers—and our fright when we heard my mother ring the bell.”69 Later they experimented with chemicals borrowed from Henri’s father’s storeroom (Valloton wrote an autobiographical novel in which one of the narrator’s friends turned purple after falling into a vat of dye in the back room of the family hardware shop, and another died from tasting a mysterious green powder). Henri was about twelve years old and Léon ten when they helped themselves to materials for an experiment known as “the Philosopher’s Lamp,” which was supposed to produce hydrogen; when the lamp blew up in their faces, they were lucky to escape with nothing worse than holes burned in their clothes.70

Léon was also a loyal assistant a couple of years later in the great artistic enterprise of their childhood, which was Henri’s toy theatre. It was made from a crate lined with coarse blue wrapping paper from the shop, and the parts were played by characters cut out from strip cartoons and glued onto strips of cardboard. Henri was director, stage manager, musician, scene designer and set painter. His greatest triumph was a piece that ended with the sensational eruption of Vesuvius, for which his father provided sulphur and saltpetre. The volcano went up in puffs of smoke and flame against a background of blue-paper waves edged with painted foam to represent the Bay of Naples: “The décor was signed Matisse, and the musical effects were provided by your violin,” Léon wrote in what remains the only extant account of this remarkable premiere. “The price of the seats was within everybody’s reach: a trouser button, and I believe our parents ended up mystified by the increasing scarcity of that sartorial accessory.”71 Vesuvius erupted in May 1885. The event was reported in provincial papers all over Europe and reproduced in far more spectacular theatrical productions, but perhaps none more interesting. Already, as a boy of fifteen who had never set foot outside his own small corner of northeastern France, Matisse’s best efforts were inspired by the light of the Mediterranean.

The spectators who paid with trouser buttons presumably included Henri’s eleven-year-old brother Auguste and Léon’s twelve-year-old only sister Jeanne, perhaps the Matisses’ cousin Edgard Mahieux from the hotel, possibly some of the director’s school contemporaries. Henri’s best friend at school was Gustave Taquet, a shrewd, expansive and entertaining grocer’s son who looked forward (unlike his friend) to taking charge of his father’s shop.72 The two would go on together to secondary school in St-Quentin, returning home in the holidays to share adolescent outings and escapades. Matisse’s closest contacts as an adult in Bohain remained Gustave Taquet and a younger boy called Louis Joseph Guilliaume, a weaver’s son who eventually opened the town’s first photographic business next door to Henri’s parents on the rue du Château.73 Taquet and Guilliaume slipped readily into the roles allotted to them, both achieving worldly success long before Henri did (or Léon, either, for that matter), and both living out their lives as pillars of the community in Bohain.

Henri and Léon both left for Paris as soon as they could, and before that each found different ways of pushing at the edges of the tight, narrow, restrictive world into which neither fitted comfortably. Léon was born into a banking family. The Banque Vassaux had been one of many small banks springing up to service the industrial expansion of the 1860s, and like countless others, it fell into difficulties.74 Léon’s father and uncle resigned as directors when he was a baby, and he himself grew up old beyond his years with a precocious sense of responsibility, reinforced by his mother’s death when he was twelve. An uncle who was a doctor offered an escape route which Léon took by studying hard, doing brilliantly in his examinations, and enrolling at eighteen in the medical faculty of the Sorbonne.

Henri meanwhile dreamed and dawdled through his school career. Constant rote learning was the rule in the three local schools he attended under teachers who lashed out freely with the cane or ruler.75 The daily routine consisted of tests, exercises, homework, and the punishments that followed automatically for faults or slips. Proud, stiff-necked and stubborn, none of the Matisses ever took kindly to this sort of treatment. Henri’s father, Hippolyte Henri, had attended school in Le Cateau until the age of eighteen without apparently ever taking a public examination or achieving any mark in any subject except “poor” or “mediocre.”76 A late developer who prospered only after he struck out on his own, he resolved to prevent his sons from repeating his own mistakes. Henri, no less resolute, responded with what had once been his father’s strategy of passive resistance. The standoff between father and son, which eventually reached epic proportions, started with private music lessons, then as now thought to provide a flying start by parents anxious to reinforce their children’s social credentials.

Henri and Léon, who was highly musical, shared the same violin teacher, whom they both detested. M. Pechy was leader of the town band, a formidable figure ranking second only to the superintendent of police as he marched at the head of his musicians with his black baton and gold-braided officer’s cap. He beat his mutinous pupils with his violin bow, and they retaliated by playing truant. When Père Pechy knocked on the Matisses’ door, Henri would climb over the Vassaux’s party wall so that when his pupil failed to appear, Pechy went next door in search of Léon, who was also missing, both boys having by now prudently hopped back over the wall onto the Matisses’ side.77 Léon always insisted that Henri was the more gifted of the two, and that if it hadn’t been for Père Pechy, he could have become a great virtuoso violinist. Certainly this episode rankled with Matisse, who tried long and hard in later life to make up for the practice he had missed in his youth. His violin always remained close to his heart. He obliged his own reluctant son to practise many hours daily, explaining that he himself bitterly regretted having opposed his father on this and other fronts.78

As Matisse grew older, he came increasingly to understand and sympathise with a side of his father he had rebelled against with his whole being as a boy. In the last years of his life he looked with new eyes at his father’s problems: the precariousness of his achievement, at any rate in the early years; the anxiety and labour involved in setting up any kind of enterprise, the constant effort required to keep it going.79 Hippolyte Henri, starting out with minimal capital and nothing like the Gérards’ established family network to support him, had been confronted almost immediately by the catastrophic consequences of the German victory. The citizens of Bohain were obliged to pay over to the enemy almost 200,000 francs in reparations and requisitions,80 a staggering sum for a town of just under seven thousand inhabitants mostly living on subsistence wages (less than a hundred francs a month for a skilled workman). The town’s manufacturing base came within a hairsbreadth of being wiped out, recovering only through grinding collective retrenchment and reconstruction.

One of the regrets that nagged Matisse was that his father had never had the support he might have looked for from an eldest son. As a father in his turn, he understood only too well the nervous energy expended in efforts to correct and counteract anything that might leave a child exposed, vulnerable or unprepared for the harsh conditions of a future he would have to face alone. Already as a boy, he was riddled with conflicting impulses. He refused to please his father by taking violin lessons, but a few years later as a student, he couldn’t be parted from his fiddle.81 He dreamed of being a jockey, although he did not know how to ride a horse. Matisse learned to ride only after his father’s death, in spite—or perhaps because—of the fact that Hippolyte Henri had loved horses, ending up at the height of his success with at least ten in his stables: mighty, gleaming dray horses, harnessed five abreast, to draw the great wagons loaded with his stock all over the department. Hippolyte Henri also kept a light barouche with a fast, fine-paced mount for his personal use, one of the few luxuries he allowed himself in a life of disciplined and dedicated toil.82

His sons were brought up as good Republicans and Roman Catholics according to the custom of their class and time. Baptised at seven days old before he left Le Cateau, Henri was confirmed with all the other children of his age in 1881 in the church of St-Martin in Bohain. Seventy years later he said he still used the Hail Marys and Paternosters of his childhood to calm his nerves,83 but for most of his life he looked back with distaste on his Catholic upbringing as part of the harsh authoritarian apparatus that had curbed and controlled his youth. He was sent as a small boy to the local primary school, transferring briefly when he was about ten years old to his father’s old school, the College of Le Cateau.84 Henri attended as a day boy, living with his grandmother Gérard in the rue du Chêne Arnaud, a stay chiefly memorable by his own account for an injury he got by slipping on the grease and mud outside her house (the Cateau tanneries not only produced a stench as powerful as the beet refineries of Bohain but impregnated the streets around them with slithery, slimy animal fat, or tallow).85

Matisse said little of his schooling afterwards, save to mention his headmaster with a flash of unexpected warmth: “M. Francq, a grave but good man, with side whiskers.”86 Joseph Francq had a good deal to be grave about in the early 1880s. Newly promoted to the post of head after twenty-six years in teaching, he was one of a staff of five (only one of whom had more than the most elementary qualifications) attempting to provide a classical education in a town which barely managed to produce even a single annual candidate capable of sitting the Baccalauréat examinations. His despairing predecessors forwarded regular complaints to the authorities about insufficient funding, dilapidated buildings, inadequate equipment and unsuitable or missing books. One of them, in charge when Hippolyte Henri was a pupil, blamed his staffing problems on the virtually universal drunkenness of the male population of Le Cateau.87

Drink was a greater scourge than the cholera epidemics that regularly swept densely packed industrial towns like Le Cateau before the installation of drainage and sanitation. Every street in every town and village in this part of Picardy or Flanders had at least one bar, often no more than a counter and a couple of barstools, run by a housewife trying to make ends meet. Hippolyte Henri’s own parents had kept a bar on their retirement, and Anna’s sister Sidonie ran another with her husband on the rue du Chêne Arnaud. The Matisses’ employees at the Bohain seed-store started work at dawn with a nip of gin to help them face the day.88 Wives collected their husbands’ pay packets
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