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Preface

One of the oddest things about Henri Matisse is that he has had no biography until now, fifty years after his death. The work has been left to speak for itself, which should have meant that the life recedes into the background, remaining insignificant and largely unknown. In practice, something more like the opposite has happened. The blank pages of Matisse’s life have been filled in over the past half century with half-truths, misconceptions and downright fabrications, many of them now so deeply embedded in art-historical culture that they seriously distort the ways in which people look at his paintings.

“If my story were ever to be written down truthfully from start to finish …,” Matisse wrote in retrospect, “it would amaze everyone.” It has certainly amazed me. The popular image of Matisse bears little relation to the character who slowly emerged from my ten years’ research. Key facts about the life confidently accepted as self-evident in previous accounts have frequently turned out to be nothing of the sort. Interpretations of the work based on these supposed facts need to be reexamined. This biography attempts to realign Matisse’s life and work within a more accurate framework that contradicts at crucial points the myths too often uncritically accepted as historical reality.

Biography has long been rated a poor relation of art history, but, in this case, a strict application of the rules of evidence is long overdue. I will instance two standard assumptions, both false, both of which have restricted or undermined understanding of Matisse’s work. The first concerns his supposedly exploitative relationship with the women he painted. The proposition that the painter automatically slept with his models has become an unquestioned tenet of Matisse scholarship, taken for granted long before it was first explicitly stated (by J. D. Flam in his groundbreaking Matisse: The Man and His Art in 1986). I began by taking it for granted myself, but no first-hand testimony or documentation has ever been produced to back up this notion, nor have I been able to find a shred of evidence to support it. On the contrary, rigorous biographical scrutiny points to very different conclusions. It is not my role to deal with the sexual, moral and political theories posthumously erected on this basic misconception, only to point out how strongly it has coloured attitudes to Matisse’s work, especially to the paintings he produced in Nice in the 1920s and ’30s, which remain to this day largely misrepresented and neglected.

My second example concerns a further set of baseless but damaging allegations about Matisse’s behaviour in World War II. The popular image of the painter indulging himself among the fleshpots of Nice in wartime will not stand up to even cursory inspection. For one thing, the whole area lay under imminent threat of invasion from Italian forces in 1940, and again from Allied armies in 1943–44. Matisse spent many months under bombardment in or just behind a military zone on pre-alert. His situation was complicated in January 1941 (a few weeks after his seventy-first birthday) by an emergency operation he was not expected to survive, which put him at grave risk for the next twelve months, and left him an invalid for the rest of his life. Rumours that he had dealings with the Nazi regime in France are based on a misreading both of the historical context and of the painter’s personal circumstances. These and many comparable blurrings or falsifications are documented in detail in the relevant sections of my text and endnotes. All of them crucially modified reactions to Matisse as a painter. The longstanding, at one time almost universal, dismissal of one of the greatest artists of the twentieth century as essentially decorative and superficial is based, at any rate in part, on a simplistic response to the poise, clarity and radiant colour of Matisse’s work that fails to take account of the apprehensive and at times anguished emotional sensibility from which it sprang.

My attempt to clear away prejudice and preconception could not have been fully documented without drawing on the extraordinarily rich and revealing correspondence preserved in the Matisse Archive in Paris. Matisse himself was a vivid, frank and lucid correspondent, who for the greater part of his long life set aside an hour or more each day for keeping in contact by post with family and friends. Only a minute portion of these letters (principally those to and from three fellow artists, Pierre Bonnard, Charles Camoin and André Rouveyre; the collector Sergei Shchukin; and the Dominicans, Father M. A. Couturier and Brother L. B. Rayssiguier, during the construction of the chapel in Vence) has so far been published. The family correspondence remains an unrivalled and as yet largely untapped resource. Matisse wrote regularly to his wife, sending letters that amounted to a detailed daily journal whenever the couple was separated for any length of time, up to and including his visits to Tahiti and the United States in the early 1930s. The Paris Archive also includes his letters to and from other members of the family, principally his daughter Marguerite Matisse Duthuit, as well as the many letters exchanged by members of the family. A further thirty years of intimate and moving correspondence between Matisse and his son Pierre has recently been lodged with the Pierre Matisse Papers in the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York.

I owe an immeasurable debt to Matisse’s heirs—Claude Duthuit, Gérard Matisse, Jacqueline Matisse Monnier, Paul Matisse and Peter-Noel Matisse—who allowed me unprecedented and unrestricted access to these letters, and permitted me to quote freely from them. I am profoundly grateful for their generosity and confidence. Where my interpretation differs from theirs, they left me at liberty to disagree, and the responsibility for any consequent errors, large or small, in proportion, emphasis or detail, is mine alone.

My deepest thanks go also to the late Gaetana Matisse, and the late Marie Matisse, both of whom helped me unreservedly. For longstanding moral as well as practical support, I thank especially Claude and Barbara Duthuit, Jacqueline Matisse and Paul and Mimi Matisse. My next great debt is to Georges Matisse, who presided over my long labours in the Matisse Archive with inexhaustible patience, kindness and efficiency. Wanda de Guébriant has been for me, as for all other users of that archive, an incomparable source of insight, advice and information.

I was also fortunate enough to work regularly with the late Lydia Delectorskaya in Paris in the last five years before she died in 1998. She put her knowledge, memory and meticulous records at the disposal of writers and scholars over three or four decades, enriching key books from the two volumes of Louis Aragon’s Matisse: A Novel in 1968 to Hanne Finsen’s magisterial edition of the Matisse Rouveyre Correspondance in 2001. My book is the last in a long line to benefit from the collaboration of Mme Lydia, and I am truly grateful.

I have recorded elsewhere how much I owe to the unfailing support of Matisse scholars, but I should like to renew here my thanks to J. D. Flam and Dominique Fourcade, and to record a special debt to John Elderfield, who put at my disposal the prodigious research archive amassed by the late Judith Cousins for the Museum of Modern Art in New York. In Paris, my thanks go above all to Rémi Labrusse and Paule Laudon; in le Cateau-Cambrésis to Dominique Szymusiak, director of the northern Matisse Museum; and in Nice, to Marie-Thérèse de Pulvenis, director of the Matisse Museum in the South at Cimiez. I am also grateful to Catherine C. Bock-Weiss, Olive Bragazzi, Alessandra Carnielli, Lily Farkas and Margaret Loudon of the Pierre Matisse Foundation, John Caumann, Jack Cowart, John Klein, Isabelle Monod-Fontaine and Claude Laugier of the Musée Nationale d’art moderne in Paris, Kaspar Monrad of the Statens Museum fur Kunst in Copenhagen and Robert Parkes of the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York. I thank most particularly Doreen Bolger and Jay M. Fisher, respectively director and curator of drawings at the Baltimore Museum of Art; and Agnès Barbier, director of the Musée de la carte à jouer, Issy-les-Moulineaux, together with the archivist, Catherine Stouls-Nicolas, and Florian Goutagneux.

Among those who knew Matisse or their descendants, I have had inestimable help from Tamara Estermann, Paule Caen-Martin, the late Mme Clorinde Landard and Edward T. Cone. I renew my gratitude for continuous unstinting help to Natalya Semenova in Moscow, and to Georges Bourgeois in Bohain-en-Vermandois. I should also like to thank Isabelle Alonso, the late Quentin Bell, Claude Bernès, Cornelia Bernini of the Thomas Mann Archive, Zurich, Dr. Stanley Blaugrund, Professor Ashley Brown, Dr. William Chapman, Aldo Crommelynck, Sharon Dec, Philip French, Angelica Garnett, John Golding, Catherine Graham, Marie-José Gransard, Irus Hansma, Steven Harvey, Peter Kropmanns, Jacques Poncin, Karl Pringsheim, Brenda Richardson, Kathy Robbins, Rona Roob, Dorothy Rowe, the Lady Pauline Rumbold, John and Rosamond Russell, Richard Shone and David Thompson.

My best thanks go to all those who sheltered me during the research for or writing of these pages: Dame Drue Heinz, under whose wing I wrote the first two chapters of volume one at Hawthornden Castle, and the final chapter of volume two at Casa Ecco; Sarah and Robert Mackenzie, Jean-Jacques and Catherine Germond, and Marie-José Donche-Gay for taking me under their respective roofs in Paris; John and Janet Hale in Nice; Richard and Anne Rempel in Canada; Ian and Lydia Wright in Islington; and above all, for princely hospitality over ten years in New York, to the inimitable Ellen and Arthur Wagner. Rachel Packer and Nat Spurling provided essential maintenance and technical support. I acknowledge once again with delight and admiration the expertise of my long-suffering editor at Knopf, Susan Ralston, my designer, Iris Weinstein, my indomitable picture researcher, Grainne Kelly and Juliette Mitchell at Penguin. Lastly, I thank those who gave comfort and courage along the way, especially Carole Angier, Richard Cohen, Michael Holroyd, Bruce Hunter, Diane Middlebrook and—for inexhaustible support over longer than I could have imagined possible when I started out fourteen years ago—John Spurling.

Hilary Spurling  

Holloway, London

June 2004    
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CHAPTER ONE

1909: Paris, Cassis and Cavalière

Returning from Berlin to Paris in January 1909, Henri Matisse got off the train partway to visit one of his few German supporters. He had just said good-bye to his majestic Harmony in Red, leaving it behind in a gallery in Berlin, where people said his latest paintings were senseless, shameless, infantile monstrosities or sick and dangerous messages from a madhouse. The French felt much the same. Harmony—the goal Matisse desired more passionately than any other—was the last thing his art conveyed to his contemporaries.

His host at Hagen, a few miles along the Ruhr from Essen, was the collector Karl Ernst Osthaus, who had already bought five works from Matisse and was about to commission a sixth.1 Osthaus insisted on showing off his latest acquisition, a mosaic design installed in a modern crematorium newly built on an industrial waste site. When they entered the building on a cold, grey, rainy Sunday afternoon they found an organ playing softly in the gloom and a coffin sinking into the ground in front of them. Tired, depressed and deeply shaken by what had happened in Berlin, Matisse lost his usual composure and let out a scream: “My God, a dead body!”2

Osthaus explained that the body was a fake, part of a public relations exercise put on to counter the local workers’ instinctive mistrust of cremation. But Matisse could not forget it, and often marvelled afterwards at the strange way Germans chose to amuse themselves on a Sunday afternoon. He had a second shock when he got home and received a parcel from Germany containing what looked like a gigantic funeral wreath. In fact, it was a wreath of bays posted by a young American admirer, Thomas Whittemore of Tufts College, to console Matisse for the failure of his Berlin show. Trying to lighten her husband’s nervous tension, Mme Matisse tasted a bay leaf (“Think how good it will be in soup”), and said brightly that the wreath’s red bow would make a hair ribbon for their fourteen-year-old daughter, Marguerite. “But I’m not dead yet,” Matisse said grimly.3

The work Matisse stopped off to see in Hagen was his own Nymph & Satyr. It was a relatively conventional set of three ceramic panels showing a stocky muscular nymph doing a stamping dance, then falling asleep and being tentatively approached by a hairy, hopeful satyr enclosed in a frieze of grapes and vine leaves. In January 1909, Matisse had recently completed an oil painting of the same subject.4 This time the satyr (who had been more of a tame faun on Osthaus’s glazed tiles) started out with a little beard and pointy ears, but turned into something far more violent and raw. Matisse’s final version is unequivocally human: a clumsy, graceless, lustful male advancing purposefully on a naked female huddled with her back turned at his feet. The man’s pink, thinly painted flesh is outlined in red, the colour of arousal. So is the woman’s, but every line of her expressive body—bent head, drooping breasts, collapsing limbs—suggests exhaustion, helpless weakness and enforced surrender.

This is the mood of Paul Cézanne’s The Abduction (or The Rape), where another masterful naked man carries off another pale, limp, fleshy female.5 The fierce erotic charge in both paintings is reinforced by harsh colour and rough handling. In Matisse’s case, the texture of the paint was itself an outrage. The choppy stabbing brushstrokes, the landscape’s crude contours filled with flat scrubby green, the blurry patches round the man’s head, crotch, left hand and right knee, all convey extreme disturbance. His picture, like Cézanne’s, is both personal and symbolic. Both suggest an image spurting up from some deep, probably unconscious level of the Paul Cézanne, imagination on a tide of bitterness and rage. Matisse’s satyr looks as if he means to strangle his victim with his outsize red hands. Matisse himself said that this was how he always felt before he began a painting.6

For him each painting was a rape. “Whose rape?” he asked, startling his questioner (perhaps also himself) with the brutal image that surfaced in his mind during an interview that took place more than three decades after he painted Nymph and Satyr: “A rape of myself, of a certain tenderness or weakening in face of a sympathetic object.”7 He seems to have meant that he relied on his female models to arouse feelings that he could convert to fuel the work in hand. He confronted whatever underlay that process head on in Nymph and Satyr. The displaced emotion here is at least in part aesthetic. The last time Matisse put classical nymphs into a picture was in 1904 in Luxe, calme et volupté, an uneasy experimental composition that led directly to the explosive canvases dismissed by most people the year after as the work of a wild beast, or Fauve. In the winter of 1908–9, Matisse was once again grappling with, and violating, the ancient canons of a debased classical tradition in a canvas that commits pictorial and depicts sexual rape.

This coarse, powerful, primitive painting was earmarked for the Russian collector Sergei Ivanovich Shchukin, a man in process of committing himself as unreservedly as Matisse to liberating painting from the academic tyranny of Beaux-Arts aesthetics. Shchukin was an inordinately successful textile manufacturer with a patchy education and no academic training. People dismissed him, in both Paris and Moscow, as gullible and uncouth, an ignorant boyar who made no attempt to cultivate the refinement that enabled other Moscow merchants to build up more serious art collections. It was Shchukin who had commissioned the Harmony in Red currently hanging in Paul Cassirer’s gallery in Berlin. Shchukin went to see it there and, unlike the German art world, was powerfully impressed. On 9 January he followed Matisse to Paris to inspect work in hand in the studio, including the Nymph and Satyr.8

Shchukin took delivery of six Matisse paintings in the month after he got back to Moscow. The painter said that in some ways he came to dread the visits of this particular collector because of his unerring knack for picking out the latest breakthrough canvas and carrying it off, sometimes with the paint still wet. Shchukin grasped at once that Nymph and Satyr was an affront to decency and morals, which only increased his impatience to possess it. This new canvas could not easily be displayed in mixed company, let alone in public. It was quite different from the sexy pictures other men kept behind locked doors in their private rooms and cabinets. Its secret kick for a subversive like Shchukin was precisely that it violated every sacred Beaux-Arts precept enshrined in the flawless public nudes that filled the Paris salons.

The contemporary French incarnation of those precepts in the eyes of fashionable Moscow was Maurice Denis. Shchukin himself owned several pictures by Denis, who had once embodied the last word in sophistication for him, too. In January 1909, Denis was making waves in Moscow. He had come to install his latest work in the home of another Moscow merchant, Ivan Abramovich Morozov (who had also made a fortune out of textiles). Morozov, who was Shchukin’s close friend and only Russian rival in the field of modern art, had ordered seven huge painted panels telling the story of Cupid and Psyche for his music room.

Denis pictured Cupid as a plump, life-size, naked youth wearing wings to match his predominant colour scheme of pink, green and blue. His Psyche is a solid girl with cushiony breasts, buttocks and hips. The couple’s sturdy build adds to the absurdity of their chaste embrace as they dangle cheek to cheek in midair with nothing touching below the waist. The décor of Cupid’s palace with its garden ornaments, mauve silk drapes and floral sprays is more reminiscent of an expensive modern florist than of ancient Greece. This is seduction with any hint of desire or danger air-brushed out. It went down well on its first showing at the Paris Autumn Salon, and it made an even bigger splash in Moscow. So much so that Morozov, who was thinking of hiring Matisse to decorate his dining room, dropped the idea in favour of commissioning six more panels from Denis.9

It was Shchukin instead who commissioned wall paintings from Matisse. The painter never forgot the lunch at the Restaurant Larue in Paris where the pair of them together hatched a plan to end all blue-pink-and-green decorative schemes peopled with dancing nymphs and piping fauns. Matisse’s Dance and Music grew from their conversation at this lunch. “I hope that when they see your decorations, the tumult of admiring cries to be heard at present will die down a little,” Shchukin wrote in May, describing the fuss over Denis’s Psyche. “At present they talk of it as a great masterpiece. They laugh at me a little, but I always say, ‘He who laughs last, laughs best.’ I trust you always.”10

Nymph and Satyr, one of the starting points for the new scheme, was finished, crated up and posted off to Moscow in early February.11 By this time, Matisse had left Paris for the Mediterranean coast. He planned to spend a month at the little Hotel Cendrillon in Cassis, replenishing the stocks of energy depleted by the gloom and strain of a Parisian winter. Walking along the steeply shelving shore at Cassis and in the chestnut woods on the cliff top, he studied air, water, light, sun glinting on spray, waves pounding on rocks as he had done further along the coast at Collioure four years earlier. “There is … a cove near Cassis,” wrote Marcel Sembat, who spent a day with Matisse in early March, “where the green of the open sea on the horizon brings out the deep blues and foamy whites of the tide trapped between cliffs, which you can see jostling and throwing up little blade-like crests in the full sun.”12

Movement preoccupied the painter in the run-up to Dance. Sembat was struck by the intensity and accuracy of Matisse’s response to the violent swirling currents, “the clash of creative contrasts we talked about together.” Sembat, seven years older than Matisse, married to a painter and himself a passionate art enthusiast, was an exceptionally acute and attentive witness. By his own account he was living out a dream that day in Cassis, having brought with him one of his lifelong heroes, the great reforming architect of the Third Republic, Jean Jaurès. The Socialist leader and his two companions walked and talked beside the sea, delighted with one another, with the brilliant spring sunshine, and with the infectious visual excitement emanating from Matisse at the end of his month in the country. They rounded off their morning over lunch at the hospitable little village inn. Sembat wrote the day up in his diary and returned to it again a decade later, leaving no doubt that, for him at least, there was something magical about this unlikely encounter between two great French stars, one rising fast, the other soon due to set forever.

Sembat’s writings provide some of the sharpest and most lucid testimony to Matisse’s progress in the decade leading up to the First World War. The two first met, probably, through Georgette Agutte, Sembat’s wife, who had belonged loosely to the same little knot of painters as Matisse in their student days. But they had an even earlier point of contact through Matisse’s wife, Amélie, whose father, Armand Parayre, knew Sembat from the start of his career. As a newly elected Socialist deputy writing leaders for Parayre’s radical campaigning newspaper, Sembat had belonged to the generation of up-and-coming Republican politicians who, unlike many of their elders, managed to leap clear of the sensational Humbert scandal which all but destroyed Matisse’s in-laws in 1902. Parayre himself survived public ignominy, imprisonment and a dramatic trial with the help of his young son-in-law (this was the first if not the last time Matisse had reason to be thankful for the brief training as a lawyer forced on him by his own father).13

Amélie Matisse emerged, like her father, apparently unscathed from her family’s terrifying ordeal. (Her mother, who never got over it, died prematurely in 1908.) But the affair left Amélie with a deep-seated horror of any kind of exposure, and a lasting suspicion of the outside world. It reinforced her self-reliance, her stubborn pride and her almost reckless indifference to what other people thought. Beneath the demure and unassertive manner that was all she showed to those who didn’t know her, Amélie was, by the standards of her class and age, profoundly unconventional. Her marriage had been a gamble in which money, security, social advantage played no part. She became her husband’s eager partner in a high-risk enterprise neither ever truly doubted would one day succeed. She had recognised what was in him at sight, and backed her instinct unreservedly ever after.

At times, when Matisse found himself disowned not only by the professional art world but by most of his fellow artists too, his wife remained virtually his only backer. Mutual trust was the core of their relationship. “The basis of our happiness … was that we built up this confidence quite naturally from the first day,” Amélie wrote long afterwards to Marguerite. “It has been for us the greatest good and the envy of all our friends, it meant we could get through the worst of times.”14 The two did everything together. Almost from the day they met, they were known as the Inseparables.15 The four weeks Henri spent in Cassis was probably the longest time they had been parted since their marriage eleven years before. The studio was the centre of their world, and it was her province as much as his. Henri and his painting gave Amélie’s life its shape and meaning. Hardship and privation hardly mattered by comparison; nor did the rising tide of mockery and abuse that accompanied Matisse’s growing fame.

Even the arrival of their children hadn’t greatly changed their way of life. When it came to a choice, work took precedence over child care. Their elder son, Jean, grew up as much at home with his Matisse grandparents in the north of France as with his parents in Paris. The younger boy, Pierre, spent so much time in the south with his Parayre grandfather and Amélie’s only sister, Berthe, that his aunt became his second mother. Amélie herself was closer to the boys’ older half sister, Marguerite (or Margot), who was Henri’s child by an earlier liaison, and who became in some ways a second self to her adoptive mother. It was Marguerite who stayed at home, sharing the life of the studio that meant life itself to the Matisses.

The family dynamics began to shift a little when they finally moved out of Henri’s cramped bachelor flat in a block opposite Notre Dame into a disused convent at 33 boulevard des Invalides on the far side of Montparnasse. Money was still tight. After a decade of penury, it was too soon to count on the income beginning to come in at last from enterprising collectors headed by Shchukin (who would in fact continue to buy steadily until his trips to Paris abruptly ceased on the outbreak of war in 1914). But at least they seized their chance to reunite the family. The former convent of the Sacré Coeur, split up into studios that could be rented cheaply on a temporary basis to hard-up painters and poets, was still only half full. There was ample space for all of them, and a large overgrown garden full of fruit trees for the Matisse boys to play in.

By the spring of 1909 the couple had spent twelve or fourteen months with all three of their children gathered under the same roof for the first time. Amélie was a strict mother. Living for years in two tiny rooms, one of which was Henri’s studio, she knew how to make sure that whichever child happened to be at home remained quiet, polite and unobtrusive. All three were a credit to her training. She was a good cook and an excellent needlewoman, but the role of fulltime housewife was not a part she ever envisaged for herself, or felt comfortable playing. She had been born for higher things.

In just over a decade since she first tentatively posed for her husband on their honeymoon, Amélie had become a capable and experienced studio manager. She saw to everything from keeping the models happy to the ritual washing of the brushes every evening. She made records and organised paperwork. She coped with the distractions that encroached on Henri’s time by day, and read to him night after night when the tormenting pressures of his work bore down and stopped him sleeping. She still modelled for him, although other jobs left her less time than in the early days when he had painted her sewing, sleeping, having her hair done, dressed up in fancy outfits in his Paris studio or naked in the foothills of the Pyrenees behind Collioure (a mountain glade was the only place his wife could take her clothes off for him without intruders popping out from behind the bushes). Amélie had sat for or watched over every one of the paintings that had stunned and confounded almost all who saw them in the four years since the Fauve explosion of 1905.

She could not have done it without help from Margot, who had grown up from birth in her father’s studio. Her education had consisted largely of the kind of schooling he would most have liked to have had himself: looking at and thinking about painting. At fourteen, she was already a practised model, and an increasingly efficient housekeeper. From a small girl she had helped with shopping, cooking, cleaning and minding the boys. By the time she reached her teens, she was indispensable. Her parents kept her at home with them partly because they would have found it hard to do without her, but partly also as a precaution. Her health had been a worry ever since she was six years old, when an emergency tracheotomy saved her life but left her at greater risk than her brothers or her more robust contemporaries. She had had to learn to breathe through a tube inserted in her neck with an opening concealed by high-necked blouses or a black velvet ribbon. Margot needed looking after. Meanwhile Jean and Pierre, ten and nine years old in 1909, were fast approaching the age when something would have to be done about finding them a lycée.

Matisse’s time at home had other claims on it besides his children. Once his family was settled in what had once been the nuns’ parlour at the Sacré Coeur, his school followed six months later. The students occupied a bare, high-ceilinged former refectory divided by a partition from the studio where he worked. In theory he taught only two mornings a week, but his powerful presence behind the screen exerted a pull nobody could ignore.16 Although Matisse dealt patiently with the students’ needs and queries, his wife was not so keen on interference from the crowd next door, who could not be relied on to observe the same discipline as her own children.

Matisse now found himself surrounded by followers only too eager to sit at his feet and hang on his every word. His American contemporary, Sarah Stein—sister-in-law to the collectors Leo and Gertrude—acted as unofficial class president, seeming sometimes in her unconditional devotion and proselytising enthusiasm more like a high priestess. Mrs. Stein wrote down everything Matisse said. She was one of a handful of older students trusted to work alongside him in the afternoons, but the studio itself was vulnerable to intruders who assumed a teacher to be on tap at all times. In their early years together, Henri and Amélie had lived and worked on a subsistence income in a mood of exhilarating, stern and serious dedication. Those days were gone for good, and with them the old heroic simplicity and certainty that had been the initial basis of their marriage.

Matisse’s school had begun as a painting class for a few friends, and friends of friends, whose admiration for their teacher was fond, protective and tinged with awe. But word that tuition was free soon got round the foreign colonies of Montparnasse. In 1908, at the beginning of the school’s second season, numbers exploded. Students poured in that autumn from all over Europe and America. Scandinavians were quickest off the mark, accounting for roughly half Matisse’s pupils by the end of 1909. Most of them had been alerted, directly or indirectly, by Birger Simonsson, the first Swede to bring news of Matisse’s paintings back from Paris three years earlier. The impact on the art schools and summer painting camps of Stockholm, Oslo and Copenhagen was described by a contemporary, who made Simonsson’s summons to cross the sea sound like the start of a Norse fairy tale:


His “fulmer calls” amazed us. We were annoyed. We were bewildered and enchanted. Strange new names buzzed in our ears: Greco, Cézanne, van Gogh, Matisse …. One after the other, gradually more and more, we went out to see the unknown which tempted and attracted us.17



Newcomers were often taken aback to find Matisse exhibiting none of the symptoms of a visionary, let alone a wild beast. He no longer loped about the streets, as he had done a little earlier, in a black sheepskin coat worn shaggy side out. As his paintings grew bolder and more disturbing, his dress and manner became quieter and more restrained (Hans Purrmann, the class monitor, who knew Matisse better than the others—and who had been thoroughly embarrassed by the sheepskin coat—correctly diagnosed his sober classroom manner as a protective covering).

Matisse’s teaching was practical and constructive. He had no set programme or preconceptions. His critical analyses were simple and direct. He could explain the most difficult concepts in terms that made them seem easily intelligible (“As a German I was amazed,” wrote Purrmann, who had been used to high levels of obfuscation and specialist art jargon in his own country).18 The one thing he could not stand was showing off in paint. Anything flashy, meretricious or exaggerated had to be identified and cut out. Matisse came down always on the side of close observation and strict truth to what he called the observer’s “first emotion,”19 or primary response. The students who wrote about the school afterwards all ended up, sometimes to their own surprise, by agreeing with another Swede, Edward Hald: “He personified French clarity and order.”20

Matisse’s classes wore him out. Sometimes, when he came home across the garden afterwards, he could no longer see straight.21 The trouble was that he treated all his pupils equally, applying himself to sorting out the difficulties of even the least gifted with the same concentration he brought to his own struggles on canvas. His student days were too recent for him to have forgotten how it felt to be a young painter newly arrived in Paris, cold, hungry, bewildered and desperate for instruction. Some of his students were so short of money they were said to eat the bread balls that the others used instead of rubbers to correct their drawings. Isaac Grunewald spent the evenings of his first Parisian winter dancing in the cheap dance halls of Montmartre sooner than sleep in his own wretched lodgings, where ice formed inside the broken windowpanes. When the nightclubs closed and stragglers were evicted, he would walk the four or five miles back downhill to the Seine and up again to Montparnasse, waiting on the street for a friendly waiter to open the Café Versailles at six o’clock and let him sleep on a banquette for a couple of hours so as to be ready for the start of morning class at eight.22

Life was hard for the men but harder on the women, who were outnumbered in the school by five to one. They had less freedom and faced more obstacles than their male contemporaries. No matter how poor they were, female students could not wander the streets alone or sleep on café benches. Decent landladies were suspicious of single women without the protection of male relatives or guardians. Most art schools refused them entry. Older men in general, and artists in particular, were their natural predators. Matisse’s school was under constant attack at this point on snobbish, racist and educational grounds (people accused him of peddling pretentious rubbish to a low-grade audience of gullible foreigners), but his harshest detractors never thought of questioning his morals on this score.

His supporters even managed to persuade friends to put their daughters in the school. Shchukin, who introduced Léopold Survage in January 1909, followed this first success by sending along several respectable young women, including one of his own nieces.23 Matisse’s American friend Sarah Stein did the same (American mothers drew the line at letting him paint their daughters’ portraits, but that seems to have been because they feared that what he might paint—rather than anything he might do—would compromise their reputations).24

The school still had something of its original family atmosphere at the beginning of 1909. One of the American students, Patrick Bruce, had moved into the convent the year before with his wife and baby, whose pram was parked beneath cherry and apple blossoms in the garden. Birds sang outside the school’s tall windows. Students painted indoors and out. Several of them settled into studios of their own scattered among the convent buildings. There was a Norwegian painter in the nuns’ living quarters, and a Spanish sculptor in the chapel. The Bruces lived above the Matisse family on the first floor of the old visitors’ block, which they shared with Hans Purrmann. On the top floor, tucked away in a large, light, airy space under the roof, were a couple of Russian girls who had arrived separately, unannounced, with no apparent backing and nothing to live on but their wits.

One was the young Maria Ivanovna Vasilieva, who turned up at Matisse’s door sometime in the winter of 1908–9 on the strength of having seen his work at the Autumn Salon. She had left behind a solid bourgeois family of teachers, engineers and lawyers in St. Petersburg, making her way to Paris via Munich (where she cropped her hair and handed out revolutionary pamphlets on the street). Vasilieva was extremely small, and as forceful as she was intrepid. Even in those days she had the determination and the battering-ram persistence that powered an impressive subsequent career as Marie Vassilieff, the Mother Courage of the Parisian avant-garde between the wars.

But in her own eyes Vassilieff at twenty-five was still innocent, guileless and “beautiful as a Madonna.” She took to Matisse at once because of his red-gold beard, his rimless glasses and his firm handshake. “ ‘He looks Russian,’ I thought. ‘You could easily take him for a doctor or a teacher from Petersburg.’ ”25 She was disconcerted but not cowed by his professional artist’s trick of undressing her with his eyes. “He looked me over like a connoisseur, and I sensed he was seeking out ‘the nude’ in my diminutive young body. Thoroughly intimidated, red as a tomato, I stared back at him.”

Matisse fixed her up with a room in the attic for next to nothing (“You come from Russia, you’re young, artificial heating is only a habit,” he said briskly when she complained that it was unheated). Vassilieff, who supported herself in part with journalistic odd jobs, set about translating his “Notes of a Painter,” which had come out in France the previous December. She peppered Matisse with questions and requests for illustrations. Another student remembered her hanging on to his coat buttons when he tried to get away. When his “Notes” appeared in Moscow’s avant-garde news sheet, the Golden Fleece, in June, Vassilieff, according to her own indignant account, found the editor had passed off her translation as his own.26

The fellow student who shared the attic with her was Olga Markusovna Meerson, six years older than Vassilieff and already an established artist.27 Olga was a Russian Jewess with high cheekbones, a shapely figure, creamy white skin and a mass of bright, rich auburn hair. Her personality was as striking as her looks. Pat Bruce and Gertrude Stein, both of whom resented the stir she caused, nicknamed her “Mlle Russia.” She had moved into the convent at the start of the summer of 1908, staying on in Paris for most of the school holidays when Matisse was shut up alone in his studio, working furiously to finish the Harmony in Red while his wife tended her dying mother in the south of France. Their meeting proved a turning point for Meerson, and faced Matisse with a decision which would come back to haunt him later.

He was dubious about her to start with. Meerson was a highflier who had just won warm approval with half a dozen vivid and confident pictures at the official Paris Salon. Matisse said she had a rare gift for portraits: “She combined with this ability to catch a likeness, a rich feeling for colour and a generous sense of design, the kind of manner, derived from both the English and the Spanish schools, which has made the reputation of leading painters from the Salon of the Champ de Mars [once a breakaway outfit but now almost as conventional as the original Salon], and which is much appreciated in fashionable circles.”28 Given the circumstances, this was damning with high praise. Matisse himself had been a few years younger than Meerson when he, too, had his first success at the Champ de Mars in 1896. A lucrative career would have followed if he hadn’t discovered Impressionism and launched himself on a course that broke all the rules of taste and decency. This was precisely what Meerson had in mind for herself: “She wasn’t happy, she told me, with her work even though it had many admirers and could have made her a fine portraitist …. I pointed out to her how much she already possessed, and how much she stood to lose by leaving the officially approved path in order to work towards creating a means of individual expression of her own.”

Meerson insisted that she wished to place her future in his hands. She was thirty-one years old, and the new world Matisse had opened represented for her the end of a ten-year search. He remained unconvinced, dwelling with relish on the public’s bottomless appetite for flattery and reassurance that she was perfectly equipped to serve. In the end he agreed to accept her as a pupil only on condition she took a fortnight to reconsider her position. Meerson duly thought about it, and moved in two weeks later.

The academic training she now proposed to discard had been rigorous and thorough. She had been accepted by the prestigious Moscow School of Art at the age of thirteen, which would have been highly unusual for a boy and was virtually unheard of for a girl, let alone a Jewess.29 Stringent racial laws ensured that few Jews had access to higher education in Russia. Olga’s father was a merchant of the second class, one of a limited number of prosperous Jewish businessmen licensed to move in from beyond the pale of Lithuania to Moscow. The Meersons, who were clever, cultivated and highly musical, thrived in the capital. Olga’s older brother preceded her at the Moscow art school, her two married sisters respectively sang and played the piano to professional standards. She was the youngest and artistically the most ambitious of them all. In 1899, after eight years’ study in Russia, she left at twenty-one to become one of the first wave of pioneering Russians to settle in Munich, then second only to Paris as a modernist art capital.30

The Russian colony in Munich congregated round Wassily Kandinsky, whose famous Phalanx Class was run in its first year by Meerson as class monitor. Kandinsky painted her in 1902, and dedicated to her one of the rough vigorous little landscapes that, he said, he dashed down while “drunk on nature.”31 Meerson, when she first reached Munich, was herself a refined and subtle traditionalist. She made tiny touching portraits of her friends, Thomas Mann’s wife, Katia, and Katia’s brother, Eric Pringsheim:32 exquisite likenesses of jewel-like brightness and clarity, built up on sections of enamel with minute brushes in strokes so fine as to be barely visible to the naked eye. She must have been one of the last people to master the art of the Elizabethan miniaturist, which was definitively superseded by photography over roughly the same period.

This kind of outmoded expertise had no place in the art of the future endlessly debated in the Munich circles that revolved round Kandinsky and his closest ally, Alexei Jawlensky. All agreed that the new vision they were seeking could only come from France. In 1905, Meerson set off at the same time as Jawlensky and his companion, Marianne Werefkin, to spend the summer painting in Brittany,33 reaching Paris just in time to catch up with the Fauve commotion that autumn. When her companions returned to break the news in Munich, Meerson stayed behind, supporting herself (as Matisse had done before her) by selling copies of old masters in the Louvre. She copied Poussin (as he had done), while simultaneously trying to loosen and unravel the academic disciplines that regulated her own style.

Meerson’s circle of émigré friends in Paris included the Efrons, a family of exiled revolutionaries whose daughter, Lilia, became her closest friend (Lilia’s brother Sergei, whom Meerson also knew, married Marina Tsvetaeva, later one of Soviet Russia’s greatest dissident poets).34 Lilia herself was an actress, part of the theatrical crowd currently overturning standard assumptions about drama and staging at the Moscow Art Theatre. Meerson painted one of MAT’s experimental young directors, Feodor Komisarjevsky (who would emigrate after the Revolution to England, where he introduced the work of Anton Chekhov in a season that changed the face of British theatre). In the first decade of the new century, Meerson and her friends were part of a tidal surge of innovation sweeping Europe in poetry, plays and painting.

Kandinsky himself followed her to France in 1906 to find out what was going on. Meerson visited him in lodgings at Sèvres with another of his Russian students from the Phalanx school, Elisaveta Ivanovna Epstein. Kandinsky’s companion, Gabriele Münter (also an ex-Phalanx pupil), joined the other two in Paris, taking a room at 58 rue Madame, directly above the studio belonging to Sarah Stein which was the best place in the capital to see Matisse’s paintings.35 The canvases Kandinsky produced during his year in France showed no overt reaction to the Fauves he had come to see. His dark congested work in progress looked dismally old-fashioned to one of Matisse’s pupils, who called on him in Sèvres with Münter. Kandinsky returned to Munich to spend the summer of 1908 painting with Münter, Jawlensky and Werefkin at Murnau (a lakeside retreat discovered two years before by Meerson). It was only after the momentous breakthrough the four of them achieved at Murnau that Kandinsky would come to rank Matisse among the greatest of living painters; and it was through Münter, who first grasped its implications, that Matisse’s pictorial revolution reached the other three.

Meerson in Paris meanwhile had finally persuaded Matisse to accept her as his pupil. She personified the pride, courage and resilience that he responded to all his life at the deepest instinctual level in his female models. Meerson’s friend Lisaveta Epstein embodied something similar for Thomas Mann. She was the model for Lisaveta Ivanovna, the painter who stands for everything bold, frank and free in Tonio Kröger.36 Hard up, single, self-supporting, having cut loose from her native country in order to find her own way in another without social constraint or family ties, Mann’s Lisaveta is the archetypal outsider. Like Epstein and Meerson, she belongs to a new breed of young woman abroad in Europe in increasing numbers at the turn of the twentieth century, the sort of self-reliant single girl whose forerunners figured as heroines in Henry James’s novels of the 1880s and ’90s, and whose successors would be transposed into a different fictional key in the 1930s by Jean Rhys.

In Paris before the First World War Matisse painted an astonishing sequence of this kind of young woman: The Girl with Green Eyes, The Algerian Girl, The Spanish Girl with a Tambourine, Girl in Green, Girl with Tulips. The sitters included professional models, and any young female friend or visitor prepared to let him paint her. The first was his student Greta Moll, in 1908. Two years later he painted his daughter, Margot, wearing a pinafore dress and stroking a big black cat. In between came a series of extraordinarily varied experiments on the same simple formula. The sitter in each case is portrayed full-face, head-on at three-quarter length against a flat, coloured, sometimes elaborately patterned background. The effect, still brilliant today, was electric then.

These portraits struck contemporaries as uncouth, outlandish and exceedingly offensive. Most people could make no sense of their thick black brushstrokes outlining what appeared to be an ugly jumble of patchy, strident, high-pitched colour. Girl with a Black Cat hung in Sarah Stein’s apartment and horrified her visitors. Girl with Tulips—a soberly dressed young woman in a black skirt and plain shirtwaist, twisting her hands shyly in her lap—looked crazy to the Muscovites who first saw her in Shchukin’s house. The Girl with Green Eyes became a byword for grotesquerie when shown in Paris in the spring of 1910. It would be the most virulently attacked of all the pictures in the notorious Post-Impressionist show at the end of the same year in London (this was the only one of these Jamesian portraits actually seen by James himself, though he remained obstinately silent when pressed to say what he thought of it).37

Roger Fry, who organised the show, energetically defended The Girl with Green Eyes in terms of its abstract linear design and effective colour harmony. But even he could make nothing of it as a likeness (“Regarded as representation pure and simple, the figure seems almost ridiculous”).38 It took nerve to sit for Matisse in those days. “Your courage astounds me!” wrote one of Fry’s English associates to an American girl Matisse hoped to paint. “Are you able to drink of the double cup—the advice of your friends who would dissuade you before being painted, and their laughter afterwards?”39 The girl in question turned Matisse’s proposal down for fear she might end up looking like his daughter in Girl with a Black Cat.

Nice girls did not pose for paintings that would turn them into public targets to be insulted in the newspapers, sneered at by their friends and pointed out as ridiculous or worse by pitying strangers in the street. Initial fright and shock were universal, whether among art adepts like Fry or comparative innocents like the young New York schoolteacher Inez Haynes Irwin, who never forgot the excitement of what she called “Fauve hunts” on her first trip to Paris in 1908. “It delights me,” Irwin wrote on rereading her Paris diary nearly half a century later, “to read now how soon the new school of painters who, at first, irritated, amazed and fairly disgusted me, converted and thrilled me ultimately.”40 Much the same was true of the fashionable sophisticates who responded to Matisse’s first New York exhibition by inventing a paint-and-paper game, named after him, in which the players competed to see who could come up with the weirdest combination of coloured sploshes.41

Matisse himself was reluctantly obliged to accept that the reactions his pictures provoked in the first people to see them were pretty much the opposite of the feelings he intended to convey. Emotion was his prime test of authenticity in a painting. He taught his students to discard their elaborate formal training and trust their instincts instead, explaining that even a still life involved affection and respect. They were to paint not so much the fruit and bowls in front of them as the response these objects commanded in the painter. He showed them how tenderly he himself felt towards the taut compact volumes of an African wood carving, the generous roundness of a copper pot, the swelling, tear-shaped belly of a slender vase.42 He advised them how to analyse and render flesh or cloth without ever losing sight of the human qualities of the hired model on the stand before them.

In his own portraits, the young women whose expressions were once so difficult to decipher now seem to gaze back coolly and with striking confidence at the spectator. Nearly all of them were foreigners, unconstrained by the strict rules that governed French bourgeois wives and daughters. Some were themselves prospective artists, operating autonomously in a world where women were not expected to challenge or respond to men on anything like equal terms. It was their toughness, more even than their youth and innocence, that touched Matisse. There is nothing sensual or ingratiating about these portraits. Independence (and the price that had to be paid for it) is implicit in everything about The Girl with Green Eyes, from her unconventional clothes to her straight nose, her thick black brows, her resolute red mouth, the steady look in her eyes and the firm set of her head on its uncompromising columnar neck.

Matisse’s female sitters at this stage all suggest the kind of frankness and directness he first caught in Woman with a Hat, the notorious 1905 portrait of his wife “with her face as yellow as a lion’s ruff and with shadows on her cheek as green as jungle vines.”43 It was this freakish, feral quality that underlay Picasso’s joke about the handful of people prepared to buy his own work before the First World War: “They’re not women, and they aren’t men either: they’re Americans.”44 But even Americans were not yet bold enough to pose for Matisse. He himself was well aware of the risks entailed for the sitters as well as for the painter. In the case of his young German student Greta Moll, Matisse said it was her statuesque aspect, the innate force and dignity of her personality, which he tried hardest to convey. When a second student, the Russian Olga Meerson, posed for him three years later, he painted the vulnerability underlying her wary pose, her tensely folded hands and the erect carriage of her head.

Meerson and her younger compatriot Marie Vassilieff had come further and staked more than his other women pupils. Matisse exhibited alongside the pair of them in 1910 in a remarkable Franco-Russian show held in a studio made famous by the sensational murder of its previous occupant, a minor society painter called Adolphe Steinheil. “The murdered artist probably never saw works of such quality in his studio in his lifetime,” wrote the Moscow critic Jacob Tugendhold, reviewing the clay busts and bronzes exhibited by Elie Nadelman, Prince Trubetskoy and “the Russian Rodin,” Stepan Erzya. The sculptors were headed by Antoine Bourdelle, and the painters by Matisse himself, making an unequivocal public show of confidence in his two Russian protégées.45

“Mlle Vassilieff uses her voluptuous skills to compose portraits of young women with subtle eyes and feline gestures to which the acid colouring of the modern palette gives a charm that offsets the brutality of form,” wrote Guillaume Apollinaire. “Mme Olga Meerson has great strength.”46 Vassilieff, nothing if not practical, made the most of Matisse’s support, advertising herself as his pupil at the Autumn Salon, and persuading him to help with a fundraising lottery for the newly founded Académie Russe in 1911 (when she was accused of embezzling the funds, she promptly resigned as secretary to found an academy of her own).47

Meerson’s relationship with Matisse was more disinterested and at the same time more intense. He had warned her on the day they met of the dangers implicit in her admiration for him. That first interview was followed over the next three years by many conversations about art and life, all conducted in the loftiest terms (“The aspirations of her soul are of the noblest,” Matisse wrote later).48 Hans Purrmann described the severe and painful testing endured by Matisse’s students once they had committed themselves to the eradication of stylistic tricks and mannerisms: “He would strip each work down to its bare essence, examine what was left for any trace of individual expression, and then devote himself to clarifying and strengthening this residuum.”49 In the months after she became his student, Matisse spent much time helping Meerson unlearn every skill she had acquired since she entered the Moscow School of Art as a brilliantly precocious child.

He himself was working simultaneously on the Nymph and Satyr, a picture that aimed to violate the canons of Renaissance art in its most sacred shape, the nude. Perhaps the two images—the actual girl and the generalised nymph of the classical Western tradition—merged into one. Recent art historians have certainly assumed that Meerson modelled for this painting, largely on the strength of the nymph’s ginger hair, which seems flimsy evidence given that Meerson’s hair was in fact brown with auburn or chestnut lights (no one has ever suggested she had red eyes, like Matisse’s nymph, or for that matter that Matisse himself—who was a redhead—had black hair like the man in his picture).50 But something is clearly going on in this canvas, which is almost the only place where Matisse confronted actual or intended violence in his work.

Vassilieff’s memoirs record a suggestive episode that occurred early in 1909, soon after she came to live in the convent. Matisse (who had moved up from the ground floor to sleep next door to her in the attic on the grounds that he needed air) woke her one spring morning by tapping at the glass door of her room in his pyjamas: “Still fast asleep, wearing nothing but a kimono, I opened the door.”51 When he explained that he had brought the illustrations for her translation of “Notes of a Painter,” she asked him to wait while she got dressed. “He stood there in the open doorway looking at my still warm bed, and at me, pretty as I was in those days; and then, all of a sudden, he was gone.”

Vassilieff was a first-rate fantasist whose testimony is unreliable, self-serving and recklessly selective. Even so this particular memory sounds plausible enough. If it happened at all, the incident must have taken place either before Matisse left Paris for Cassis in early February, or immediately after he got back. This means that when he burst in on Vassilieff he had just finished his Nymph, or else was already working on the first version of his Dance, painted at top speed in a white heat after his return to Paris. Either way, Vassilieff’s account sounds very like the process Matisse himself described long afterwards when he said that for him all painting was a rape. Questioned by Louis Aragon about his relations with his female models, Matisse explained that he could only achieve the extreme, impersonal, quasi-surgical concentration essential to the act of painting by working through his feelings for the model:


I reckon I’ve made progress when I recognise more and more clearly in my work a detachment from the support offered by the model (the presence of the model, who is there not so much to provide possible information about her physical constitution as to keep me in a state of emotion, a sort of flirtation which ends by turning into a rape. Whose rape? A rape of myself, of a certain tenderness or weakening in face of a sympathetic object).52



Matisse returned from Cassis in precisely the state of imaginative arousal he seems to be describing here. By the time he got back, the Nymph and Satyr had disappeared to Moscow. But the prostrate nymph rose up again in his mind’s eye to join four others in a whirling, stamping dance. He found a letter waiting for him from Shchukin, asking for a colour sketch of the large painted panel they had discussed as a decoration for his staircase. Matisse posted off two small sketches on 11 and 12 March, the first showing a ring of naked dancers, the second a group of women bathing. A flurry of correspondence followed between Paris and Moscow.53

Shchukin was both delighted and dismayed, explaining that the strict, semi-Oriental codes of polite society in Russia made it impossible for him to hang anything so sexually explicit as a nude above the stairs in his entrance hall. Already treated in Moscow as a butt on account of his crazy paintings, Shchukin shrank from further provocation, begging Matisse to drape his figures or, alternatively, to carry out the original scheme on a smaller canvas that could be kept out of sight in his private quarters. But he swiftly got the better of his hesitations, cancelling all afterthoughts and confirming his original commission for two huge panels in a telegram dated 28 March. “It took nerve to paint them,” Matisse said long afterwards, “and it took nerve to buy them too.”54

All his life Matisse worked on the human figure in two successive stages. The first consisted of close and subtle observation of external reality, which had to be thoroughly explored and absorbed before it could be reshaped by the imagination in images that “rise up from fermentation within, like bubbles in a pond.”55 The sketch of dancers made for Shchukin gave shape to an image that had been maturing or fermenting at Cassis. Perhaps the elements that fed into it included one or other of the girls who posed for Matisse in Paris. The dance itself went even further back, to a ring of small whirling figures in the background of the Bonheur de vivre (a painting Shchukin had first seen surrounded by jeering, howling crowds on its initial showing at the Salon des Indépendants in 1906).

Matisse himself traced this particular motif to a band of Catalan fishermen he had watched dancing on the foreshore during the first summer he spent with his wife and children on the Mediterranean coast at Collioure. The setting for Bonheur de vivre came from a sheltered cove called Ouille, where the family went swimming. Matisse peopled it with strange unearthly nymphs, fauns and lovers in an unprecedented harmony of synthetic lemon yellows, purples, greens and acid pinks. It was an extremist version of the process described by his friend Henri Cross, another painter from French Flanders who rendered the impact of the southern sun on an introverted northern sensibility by importing figures from an imaginary Arcadia into a real Mediterranean setting: “On the rocks, on the sand of the beaches, nymphs and nereids appear to me, a whole world born of the beautiful light.”56

Cross had migrated south to settle in the tiny hamlet of St-Clair, near St-Tropez, where Matisse first met him through their mutual friend Paul Signac in 1904. It was Matisse’s encounter with the two of them that led directly to the first of the great, unsettling, exploratory canvases in which he articulated his response to what he called “the revelation of the South.” Luxe, calme et volupté grew from a first sketch of a picnic at St-Tropez with his wife, who can still be seen in the finished picture, sitting on the rocks in her hat and high-necked, long-sleeved Edwardian walking dress alongside four naked nymphs apparently blown in from the sea.

In the spring of 1909, when nymphs were once more beckoning him to break through to another level of reality, Matisse contacted Cross again. He may even have visited St-Clair with Marcel Sembat from Cassis. Cross certainly arranged the hire of a holiday villa a little further along the coast at Cavalière so that Matisse could return to the Midi that summer with his family to resume studies for Dance.57 The two always stimulated one another, but the serene and joyful nymphs who regularly invaded Cross’s paintings were about to turn, on Matisse’s canvases, into agents of violent pictorial change.

He painted a first version of Dance in Paris in March in two or three days of frenzied concentration. By 11 April, Sarah Stein’s friend Matthew Prichard had seen a photograph of “a ring of dancing women, or a ring expressing the rhythm of women dancing,” which made him pronounce Matisse “the greatest of the modern men.”58 On 12 April, Les Nouvelles published an interview in which Matisse explained that the invention of photography released painting from any need to copy nature. From now on art was free to condense and synthesise, eliminating surface detail in an attempt to penetrate rather than reproduce reality. He said that the aim of the new art was to “present emotion as directly as possible and by the simplest means,” citing his current scheme for decorating a staircase as a case in point.59 He could hardly have signalled more clearly his intention to use this first major decorative commission as a launchpad for modern art. Dance and its companion, Music, represented a public declaration of faith from a collector who trusted the painter unconditionally. In Moscow that April, Shchukin told anyone who would listen that Matisse held the future in his hands.60

Shchukin’s support, material as well as moral, profoundly affected the painter’s life and work. The 27,000 francs Shchukin paid for his two decorative panels put the Matisse family’s finances on a stable footing for the first time. It transformed their situation when the French state finally decided to sell off the convent of the Sacré Coeur, serving notice on the Matisses to quit the premises in June. Driven to distraction by the needs of his students as well as by his growing notoriety that winter, Matisse set about house hunting as far away as it was possible to get without actually leaving Paris. He found a place to rent almost immediately on the northern outskirts of the city, perched above an industrial suburb still under construction at Issy-les-Moulineaux.

By this time the family had been overtaken by a far worse blow. Marguerite would be fifteen in August, and adolescent changes were placing steadily increasing strain on the damaged windpipe that had not grown properly since childhood.61 In March her breathing problems reached a crisis point, and her doctors performed a second tracheotomy. Matisse helped hang the exhibits for the Salon des Indépendants but missed the opening on 25 March because of his daughter’s operation. “So I have had little taste for anything ever since, especially not for painting,” he wrote, reporting to his old friend Albert Marquet on 4 April that she was out of immediate danger. The affair brought back terrible memories of the summer nine years before when Marguerite fought for breath and her father had to hold her down on the kitchen table of their tiny attic flat while the doctor cut into her windpipe.

This time she faced a long convalescence and an uncertain future. She still could not breathe without a cannula inserted in her throat. Matisse’s old friends, who knew or feared the implications of this fresh ordeal, sent anxious messages asking after Margot. As soon as it was clear she would recover, her father plunged into the business of a move, signing a lease for the new house at Issy on 18 May.62 He had arranged through Cross to rent the Villa Adam at Cavalière from May to August, sub-letting it for the first month so that he and Amélie could attend to the practicalities of packing, shifting furniture, storing work and organising builders to erect a prefabricated studio big enough for him to work on Shchukin’s panels when they got back in the autumn.

Both of them saw the move as a solution to their problems. The house and grounds at Issy would provide them with the space and quiet impossible to find in central Paris. The new setting would restore their equilibrium as a couple by freeing Henri from the
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