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‘We believed in the existence in this country of a vast reading public for intelligent books at a low price, and staked everything on it.’

Sir Allen Lane, founder of Penguin Books 



The first affordable quality books for a mass audience were brought out by Penguin nearly eighty years ago. And while much has changed since then, the way we read books is only now becoming different. Sometimes it is still only a hardback or paperback book that will do. But at other times we prefer to read on something either more portable – a dedicated reading device or our smart mobile phone – or more connected, such as a tablet or a computer.

Where we are or how much time we have often decides what it is we will read next.

Penguin Specials are designed to fill a gap. They are short, they are original and affordable, and they are written by some of today’s best and most exciting writers. And they are available only in digital form.

Written to be read over a long commute or a short journey, in your lunch hour or between dinner and bedtime, these brief books provide a short escape into a fictional world or act as a primer in a particular field or provide a new angle on an old subject.

Always informative and entertaining, Penguin Specials offer excellent writing that you can read on the move or in a spare moment for less than the price of a cup of coffee.
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In his final decade, Matisse abandoned painting to make paper cut-outs instead. In this photograph, captured c. 1947, he cuts coloured paper in bed at Le Rêve, a villa in the ancient hill town of Vence, where he lived for much of the Forties. Visitors to Vence were frequently startled by the dexterity of his scissor-work.
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Following his operations, Matisse often worked from bed. Here he uses a charcoaltipped bamboo pole to draw on the wall of his bedroom-studio at the Hôtel Régina, Nice-Cimiez, in the spring of 1950. Visible to the left are sketches for Saint Dominic, one of three major ceramic murals decorating the interior of the Chapel of the Rosary at Vence.
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Matisse considered the Chapel of the Rosary at Vence his ‘masterpiece’. In this photograph, taken in 1950 when the chapel was not yet finished, he sits in between the Way of the Cross ceramic mural and the stained-glass windows running along the southern wall of the nave. The chapel would be consecrated the following summer.
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Matisse was often confined to a wheelchair towards the end of his life. Yet, despite physical infirmity, he enjoyed a miraculously productive year in 1952, when his assistant Lydia Delectorskaya took this picture documenting the appearance of his studio at the Hôtel Régina, Nice-Cimiez. An early state of his cut-out The Negress is visible on the wall in the background.
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Resurrection

One January morning in 1941, only a fortnight or so after his seventy-first birthday, the bearded and bespectacled French artist Henri Matisse was lying in a hospital bed, preparing to die. During the previous year he had soldiered on despite suffering recurring abdominal cramps, which had plagued him on and off throughout his life. Following the discovery of a tumour, though, he had decided to take a twelve-hour train ride, against the advice of his doctors, from a hospital in Nice, on the Côte d’Azur, to the Clinique du Parc in Lyon. It was a perilous journey north in midwinter, towards territory occupied by German troops, but Matisse had embarked upon it at the insistence of his strong-willed daughter, Marguerite. He required a skilful physician who could perform colonic surgery, and one of Marguerite’s friends had recommended Professor Wertheimer in Lyon. Following a prompt examination with two colleagues, and a diagnosis of possible duodenal cancer, Wertheimer booked in his frail new patient, whose problems were compounded by a weak heart, for an emergency operation on 16 January, a week after his arrival in the city.

‘I am about to have a little operation,’ the painter wrote to his second son, Pierre, who was by then an art dealer in New York, shortly before the procedure. ‘I am not at all afraid. In fact, I feel completely detached from the whole affair. I do not think that my operation is a dangerous one.’ But he was downplaying the risks in order to stave off Pierre’s anxiety. Five days earlier, he had composed a brisk will on a single sheet of paper that divided his estate equally between his three children: Pierre, Pierre’s older brother, Jean, and Matisse’s first child, Marguerite. Matisse was in no doubt that his life was under threat. Although he had travelled extensively, to Moscow, Morocco, America and even Tahiti, his operation in 1941 was, as he put it later, ‘the biggest journey I’ve ever made’ – and he wasn’t sure he would return. ‘I was ready to die,’ he said.

In a two-stage colostomy, with the second part performed four days after the first, his surgeons cut away 14 inches of diseased intestine, leaving Matisse almost fatally enfeebled. He convalesced at the clinic, effectively ‘in solitude’, he said, for three months. ‘I received only ten visits and I didn’t ask for any of those,’ he recalled soon afterwards, in conversation with the Swiss art critic Pierre Courthion. Every day, one of the surgeons who had saved his life, René Leriche, dropped by in between operations, telling Matisse stories to cheer him up and bringing him prunes from the clinic’s kitchens. Otherwise Matisse was lost in ‘a sort of lucid delirium’, tormented by ‘the most appalling pain’, which he continued to suffer ‘night and day for a very long time’.

His situation was not helped by complications following the operations. On 22 January, he had a pulmonary embolism, which almost killed him. So did a blood clot on his lung in early March. When the pain became particularly intense, he would turn to one of the nuns running the clinic and say: ‘And according to you there’s still hell, even after that?’ At points, he confided to Courthion, ‘I wondered if it wouldn’t be better to die than to suffer like that.’

Despite all this hardship, though, Matisse refused to give up. ‘In those little moments of calm, between two pangs,’ he recalled, ‘I imagined the inside of a tomb: a little space, completely enclosed, with no doors. And I told myself, “No, I prefer still being around even if it does mean suffering!”’ By his side he had his resilient daughter, Marguerite, who was now forty-six years old. Marguerite had supported her father, who adored her and often solicited her judgement of his paintings, ever since her time as a studio child in Paris, when Matisse’s family was still impoverished. During those difficult early days, back in the summer of 1901, Matisse had held down Marguerite upon the kitchen table while a doctor performed an emergency tracheotomy in order to ease breathing difficulties caused by diphtheria. She was then only six years old. To mask the resulting 3-inch scar, Marguerite wore a black ribbon round her neck. Four decades later, it was her turn to assist her father during the fraught moments surrounding another traumatic, life-threatening operation. She remained at his bedside in Lyon for three months.

Along with Marguerite, a second woman also kept watch over Matisse: Lydia Delectorskaya, his model, secretary, studio manager and housekeeper. Born in Siberia, ‘Madame Lydia’, as Matisse always called her, was an extraordinarily intelligent blonde former film extra. Pierre later described her as ‘the green-eyed dragon’. Her presence in Matisse’s life since the early Thirties had precipitated the disintegration of his marriage to his wife, and Marguerite’s stepmother, Amélie, from whom he had separated two years earlier, in March 1939. ‘It’s me or her,’ Amélie had supposedly told her husband, and Matisse chose Lydia, whom he considered ‘indispensable’.

Bit by bit, Matisse edged back from death, but the effort of doing so often put him in a foul temper. ‘I am so awful to them [Marguerite and Lydia] that they each go off into a corner of their own and cry their eyes out,’ he told Pierre. ‘ “It’s because he’s so ill,” they say to one another. “He’s never been like this before.”’ Eventually Matisse was strong enough to visit the nearby parc de la Tête d’Or. There, perhaps while wearing his best suit of reddish tweed, which was thick enough to keep him warm, he tentatively walked beside a pretty lake, and exulted in a magnificent thicket of magnolia trees in blossom that seemed to herald not only seasonal change but also the springtime of his recovery. On his return to the clinic, he told one of the sisters that ‘the mass of trees, all leafless but in blossom, was like the Virgin’s cloak. She looked at me, surprised and flattered.’ Cheered that Matisse could once again find beauty in the world around him, the nuns in the clinic gave him a nickname: Le Ressuscité, or the man who rose from the dead.

On 1 April, Matisse moved to the Grand Nouvel Hôtel in Lyon, where he remained until late May. ‘It’s been a terrible business, my dear Pierre,’ he said on 2 May, nearly four months after he had gone under the knife, substituting honesty for the misleading confidence of his last letter to his son. ‘It was immensely painful, and I was resigned to the idea that I would never get off the operating table alive. So now I feel as if I had come back from the dead. It changes everything. Time present and time future are an unexpected bonus.’

Of course, there were privations. Matisse was now an invalid. The operations permanently weakened his abdominal muscles, which meant that he could no longer stand upright for extended lengths of time, and was often compelled to use a wheelchair. He also had to wear what he called a ‘special belt’ – a humiliating girdle made of metal and rubber. Gallbladder infections coupled with chronic insomnia ensured that he was frequently bedridden. ‘I am a mutilated man,’ he told Pierre.

Yet, in letters to lifelong friends, such as Charles Camoin, with whom he had studied in Paris during the 1890s, Matisse said that he once again felt young: ‘I feel so healthy, these days, that it scares me.’ On the anniversary of his ordeal in Lyon, Matisse told the French painter Albert Marquet, another friend from his student days, that he had been granted ‘a second life’. Two months later, he said the same thing to Pierre: ‘It’s like being given a second life, which unfortunately can’t be a long one.’ Matisse was jubilant that he had survived, but he was also conscious that every day could be his last.

He was concerned, too, that he would never paint again. ‘If only I can do some good work again I shall be happy,’ he confided to Pierre. By now, his standing as one of the masters of Modernism was assured. A decade earlier, in 1931, he had already been honoured with a retrospective of almost eighty paintings, as well as eleven sculptures, at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. An international celebrity, he was routinely lionized as the leader of 20th-century painting, along with his friend and rival Pablo Picasso, who was nearly twelve years younger than him. It was said that when Matisse and Picasso met, as they did over the summer of 1913, when they often went horse riding together in the forest of Clamart south-west of Paris, it was like the rulers of sparring kingdoms coming together for a diplomatic summit. Following his operations, then, Matisse was anxious that his infirmity would give Picasso the upper hand.

Matisse had asked his doctors in Lyon for a respite of three years ‘in order to bring my work to a conclusion’. In the end, his resurrection lasted much longer. On 23 May 1941, Matisse arrived back in his double apartment on the seventh floor of the old Hôtel Régina, now a large block of flats in Cimiez, a suburb of Nice on a hill looking down on to the city and the Bay of Angels, where he had lived since the autumn of 1938. He would survive for another thirteen years. With every year that passed, Matisse sent his surgeon Leriche a book or a drawing as a gift to say thank you for having miraculously prolonged his life. Yet the extent of Matisse’s second life was less surprising than the spellbinding transformation of his art that took place while it lasted.

Matisse’s final decade was arguably more prodigious than any other period of his magnificent career, which endured for more than sixty years and produced countless masterpieces from the time of his revolutionary Fauvist paintings The Woman with the Hat (1905) and The Joy of Life (1905–6). In his last years, in defiance of his deteriorating physical condition, Matisse developed a thrilling new method of making art using scissors and painted sheets of paper that allowed him to work with brilliant colours even when he was bedbound. It would become one of the most radical and unprecedented inventions of any artist of the 20th century. In an astonishing burst
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