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ABOUT THE BOOK

Each story is in some way inspired by a painting of Henri Matisse, each is also about the intimate connection between seeing and feeling – about the ways in which a glance we meant to be casual may suddenly call forth the deepest reserves of our being.

Their subjects’ lives unravel from simple beginnings – a trip to the hair dresser, a cleaning woman’s passion for knitting, lunch in a Chinese restaurant but gradually the veneer of ordinariness is peeled back to expose pain, reveal desire, or express the intensity of joy in colour and creation.

These stories are all about human beings: about how little we can know (or may care to know) about the people with whom we spend our lives, and how tragic the results of that ignorance or indifference can be.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

A.S. Byatt is a novelist, short-story writer and critic of international renown. Her novels include Possession (winner of the Booker Prize 1990), the Frederica Quartet and The Children’s Book, which was shortlisted for the Booker Prize and won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for Fiction. She was appointed CBE in 1990 and DBE in 1999, and was awarded the Erasmus Prize 2016 for her ‘inspiring contribution to life writing’ and the Pak Kyongni Prize 2017. In 2018 she received the Hans Christian Andersen Literature Award.
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‘It is exhilarating to watch Byatt claim so large a territory in these short stories. Her natural, buoyant art makes Matisse an appropriate touchstone for the collection’

Helen Dunmore, Observer

‘The Matisse Stories will be prized by those who like their reading matter to be “analogous to a good armchair”, and who are neither threatened nor harassed by unusual affinities’

Anita Brookner, Spectator

‘Quite beautifully done … Lucid, sensuous, generous and intelligent … A miniature worthy of being set beside Matisse’s own work’

Allan Massie, Scotsman

‘Classier you could hardly hope to get than this delectable slim volume … Byatt is adept at rendering disintegration in a series of more or less macabre, violent and comical set-pieces’

Hilary Spurling, Daily Telegraph

‘A. S. Byatt’s three-tale sequence, The Matisse Stories, hits the imagination’s retina with all the vibrant splatter of an exploding paintbox. Daubs of gaudy colour gleam out from the pages … Everywhere, scenes sizzle with chromatic intensity … Each story is suffused with an atmosphere ripely redolent of the world of Matisse’s pictures glowingly conjured up: a realm of refined hedonism, sensuous harmony, relaxed and responsive bodily euphoria, connoisseur delight in life’s stimuli and satisfaction’

Peter Kemp, Sunday Times

‘This is a prose working precisely and elegantly, with quick deft brush-strokes … Under the calm and lovely surface, rendered in a heightened naturalistic way, something wilder and less susceptible to order and reason is going on’

Michèle Roberts, Independent



For Peter

Who taught me to look at things slowly.

With love.




A. S. Byatt

THE MATISSE STORIES
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La chevelure, 1931-32




Medusa’s Ankles

She had walked in one day because she had seen the Rosy Nude through the plate glass. That was odd, she thought, to have that lavish and complex creature stretched voluptuously above the coat rack, where one might have expected the stare, silver and supercilious or jetty and frenzied, of the model girl. They were all girls now, not women. The rosy nude was pure flat colour, but suggested mass. She had huge haunches and a monumental knee, lazily propped high. She had round breasts, contemplations of the circle, reflections on flesh and its fall.

She had asked cautiously for a cut and blow-dry. He had done her himself, the owner, Lucian of ‘Lucian’s’, slender and soft-moving, resembling a balletic Hamlet with full white sleeves and tight black trousers. The first few times she came it was the trousers she remembered, better than his face, which she saw only in the mirror behind her own, and which she felt a middle-aged disinclination to study. A woman’s relation with her hairdresser is anatomically odd. Her face meets his belt, his haunches skim her breathing, his face is far away, high and behind. His face had a closed and monkish look, rather fine, she thought, under soft, straight, dark hair, bright with health, not with added fats, or so it seemed.

‘I like your Matisse,’ she said, the first time.

He looked blank.

‘The pink nude. I love her.’

‘Oh, that. I saw it in a shop. I thought it went exactly with the colour-scheme I was planning.’

Their eyes met in the mirror.

‘I thought she was wonderful,’ he said. ‘So calm, so damn sure of herself, such a lovely colour, I do think, don’t you? I fell for her, absolutely. I saw her in this shop in the Charing Cross Road and I went home, and said to my wife, I might think of placing her in the salon, and she thought nothing to it, but the next day I went back and just got her. She gives the salon a bit of class. I like things to have class.’

In those days the salon was like the interior of a rosy cloud, all pinks and creams, with creamy muslin curtains here and there, and ivory brushes and combs, and here and there – the mirror-frames, the little trollies – a kind of sky blue, a dark sky blue, the colour of the couch or bed on which the rosy nude spread herself. Music played – Susannah hated piped music – but this music was tinkling and tripping and dropping, quiet seraglio music, like sherbet. He gave her coffee in pink cups, with a pink and white wafer biscuit in the saucer. He soothed her middle-aged hair into a cunningly blown and natural windswept sweep, with escaping strands and tendrils, softening brow and chin. She remembered the hairdressing shop of her wartime childhood, with its boarded wooden cubicles, its advertisements for Amami shampoo, depicting ladies with blonde pageboys and red lips, in the forties bow which was wider than the thirties rosebud. Amami, she had always supposed, rhymed with smarmy and was somehow related to it. When she became a linguist, and could decline the verb to love in several languages, she saw suddenly one day that Amami was an erotic invitation, or command. Amami, love me, the blondes said, under their impeccably massed rolls of hair. Her mother had gone draggled under the chipped dome of the hairdryer, bristling with metal rollers, bobby-pins and pipe-cleaners. And had come out under a rigidly bouncy ‘set’, like a mountain of wax fruit, that made her seem artificial and embarrassing, drawing attention somehow to the unnatural whiteness of her false teeth.

They had seemed like some kind of electrically shocking initiation into womanhood, those clamped domes descending and engulfing. She remembered her own first ‘set’, the heat and buzzing, and afterwards a slight torn tenderness of the scalp, a slight tindery dryness to the hair.

In the sixties and seventies she had kept a natural look, had grown her hair long and straight and heavy, a chestnut-glossy curtain, had avoided places like this. And in the years of her avoidance, the cubicles had gone, everything was open and shared and above board, blow-dryers had largely replaced the hoods, plastic spikes the bristles.

She had had to come back because her hair began to grow old. The ends split, the weight of it broke, a kind of frizzed fur replaced the gloss. Lucian said
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