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      Self Portrait, 1918. Oil on canvas, 63.5 x 53.3 cm. Private collection.


    




    
Foreword




    Writing about Matisse means entering a world that does not immediately reveal itself. A world of active silences, vibrant equilibria, and thoughtful colour. A world where apparent simplicity conceals painstaking construction, inner demands, and a joy that is stubbornly won.




    This book does not presume to embrace the entirety of his oeuvre – too vast, too free, too fluid. Rather, it seeks to follow the guiding lines, to illuminate thresholds of transformation and foundational intuitions. To trace a path, to rediscover the hidden logic of a life devoted to painting as a way of being.




    The book is divided into two parts. The first presents an in-depth study of the essential characteristics of Matisse’s work. The second gathers the reflections of illustrious contemporaries on his influence and significance in the history of art.




    Matisse was neither a theorist nor a flamboyant revolutionary. He was a seeker – a seeker of clarity, an inventor of coloured silences, a master of serene form.




    This book is dedicated to him – not as a scholarly biography, but as a contemplative stroll through the light of his canvases.




    The Publisher
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      Bouquet (Vase with two Handles), 1907. Oil on canvas, 74 x 61 cm. The State Hermitage, Saint-Petersburg.


    




    
Introduction




    “What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity – devoid of troubling or depressing subject matter, a soothing, calming influence on the mind, something like a good armchair that provides relaxation from physical fatigue.”




    — Henri Matisse




    Henri Matisse remains one of the most luminous figures in the pantheon of 20th-century art: a master of colour, form, and an almost spiritual lightness. Celebrated as the leader of Fauvism, he nevertheless transcended labels. The term Fauve, with its evocation of wildness and rebellion, while historically accurate, does not encompass the full breadth and nuance of a career shaped by an unwavering commitment to clarity, order, and a quietly revolutionary beauty. Matisse was not content with rupture alone. His trajectory as an artist was defined not by flamboyant provocation, but by a patient, methodical quest – one that aimed to soothe rather than to shock, to build a haven of serenity in an age shaken by upheaval.




    This book follows the arc of Matisse’s life and art – from the explosive impact of his early Fauvist canvases to the ethereal purity of his late paper cut-outs; from the light of Collioure to the shadows of war; from the vibrant Orient that fuelled his imagination to the introspective silence of his final years in Vence. Along the way, we revisit the journeys that shaped him: to Corsica, Morocco, Tahiti, New York, and Nice; the friendships that nourished his art, such as those with Derain, Picasso, and Aragon; and the many aesthetic dialogues he engaged in with the great traditions of East and West.




    Each stage of Matisse’s life testifies to a quiet metamorphosis, to an artist who constantly reinvented his language while remaining faithful to a single, deep-seated conviction: that art can, and should, provide a space of respite – not in the sense of naïve escapism, but as a luminous counterpoint to the chaos of existence. “My curves are not crazy,” he once said. Behind the apparent ease and radiance of his paintings lies an invisible architecture built with rigour, reflection, and discipline. What often appears spontaneous or even childlike is in fact the culmination of a lifetime of observation, meditation, and formal experimentation.




    Matisse’s work invites us into an inner landscape where colour is no longer merely decorative, but metaphysical. His palette, far from being naturalistic, speaks to emotion and spirit: bold reds, luminous blues, velvety blacks, radiant yellows – colours that breathe and pulse like living beings. His forms are simplified to the point of essence yet never lose their vitality. A leaf, a dancer, a window, a fishbowl: all become emblems in a personal language that speaks of joy, contemplation, and the human need for beauty.




    This monograph is rooted in the contemplation of Matisse’s masterpieces, many of which are preserved in Russia’s Hermitage and Pushkin Museums, where some of the finest examples of his work reside. Through them, we trace the aesthetic and spiritual influences that shaped his path: the golden icons of Byzantium, the arabesques of Islamic art, the softness of Italian frescoes, the dynamism of modern dance, the intimacy of domestic interiors. Matisse did not merely paint what he saw – he distilled what he felt, transforming the material world into an atmosphere, a music, a breath.




    More than a painter, he was a philosopher of the visible. For Matisse, art was not a mirror held up to nature, but a vessel of inner truth. He sought an art that would reconcile opposites – light and shadow, movement and stillness, intellect and emotion – an art that could offer viewers a form of grace, even a form of healing. “I want my art to be like a good armchair,” he famously declared, not out of frivolity, but from the profound conviction that beauty, far from being a luxury, is a necessity of the spirit.




    Léon Werth, one of Matisse’s most perceptive contemporaries, once wrote: “The blue of the sky, the blue of the sea, the window frame, the pink of the carpet, the flowers and statuette on the table, the black of a travel bag or a violin case – what does it matter? And the light. Not the light as the Impressionists captured it so crudely… but a light that is one with things and the relationships between things.” In these lines, he captures the quiet miracle of Matisse’s art: its ability to bind clarity and grace in a single gesture, to make the world newly visible through the lens of harmony.




    This book is therefore not just a chronology of Matisse’s life or a catalogue of his works. It is an invitation to step into his world – a world of windows opened onto gardens, of dancers frozen in vibrant rhythm, of still lifes that radiate a calm intensity. It is an attempt to grasp what he himself called “the essential character of things,” and to understand how he offered not only images, but ways of seeing.
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      Self Portrait, 1906. Oil on canvas, 55 x 46 cm. Statens Museum for Art, Copenhagen, Denmark.
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      Bois de Boulogne, 1902. Oil on canvas, 65 x 81.5 cm. Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow.


    




    
The Origins of the Master




    Henri Émile Benoît Matisse was born on December 31, 1869, in Le Cateau-Cambrésis, a modest town in northern France, into a solid, industrious middle-class family. His father, Émile Matisse, a well-to-do grain merchant, was actively involved in local civic life, holding various municipal posts. Henri spent his childhood in Bohain-en-Vermandois, a town known for its textile production, where the richness of fabrics and the exuberance of colours and motifs were part of everyday life. Though unconscious at the time, these vivid visual impressions would later leave a lasting mark on his aesthetic sensibility.




    A conscientious and diligent student – more disciplined than passionate – Matisse pursued his secondary education at the lycée of Saint-Quentin, and, in keeping with his parents’ wishes, began studying law in Paris.




    Upon completing his degree, he returned to the north and took a position as a solicitor’s clerk at a notary’s office. Nothing at that point indicated the future painter that he would become. It was a bout of appendicitis, followed by a prolonged convalescence, that changed the course of his life. To help pass the time during his recovery, his mother brought him painting supplies. It was then that he created his first canvas. “From the moment I held the box of colours in my hands,” he would later recall, “I knew this would be the reason for my life.” That sudden illumination – a dazzling, irrevocable certainty – would mark the beginning of a total, lifelong commitment to art.




    In 1891, determined to follow this inner calling, Matisse moved to Paris and enrolled at the Académie Julian, where he received rigorous academic training under Adolphe-William Bouguereau and Gabriel Ferrier, both highly regarded painters of the time. While he continued to earn a modest living as a clerk, his thoughts and ambitions were increasingly drawn to painting. Over time, however, he grew dissatisfied with the rigid formalism of academic art and began searching for a more vital, personal form of expression.




    The decisive turning point came when he entered the studio of Gustave Moreau at the École des Beaux-Arts. Moreau, known for his independence of spirit and openness to innovation, did not impose a style upon his students. Instead, he encouraged them to cultivate their own personalities while remaining grounded in tradition. His pedagogy, both exacting and generous, emphasized the importance of individuality and the deep study of the old masters. For Matisse, this guidance was liberating. Moreau gave him confidence, showing him that he could forge a personal path without rejecting the past. Matisse did not retain a single method or technique, but rather a conviction: to trust in his own unique vision.




    During this period, to support himself, Matisse spent nearly a year copying paintings at the Louvre and selling reproductions. This was not only a financial strategy, but also a formative experience, helping him to absorb the essence of classical technique. Copying, in his case, meant entering into an intimate dialogue with past masters, acquiring precision, and sharpening his eye and hand.
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      The Reader, 1895. Oil on wood, 61.5 x 48 cm. Matisse Museum, Le Cateau-Cambrésis (Pompidou Center deposit).
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      Bathers with a Turtle, 1908. Oil on canvas, 181.6 x 221 cm. Saint Louis Art Museum, Saint Louis, USA.
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      Luxe I, winter 1907. Oil on canvas, 210 x 138 cm. Centre Pompidou, Paris.


    




    In 1896, Matisse exhibited four paintings at the Salon of the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts, where his work received immediate recognition. One of these, La Femme lisant (The Woman Reading, also known as La Liseuse), painted in 1894, was acquired by the French state. The work portrays a woman seen from behind, engrossed in her reading. The intimate, introspective quality of the scene evokes a hushed atmosphere, reinforced by the framing that suggests the viewer is intruding upon a private moment. The muted tones and reserved pose call to mind the female portraits of Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot, who had been the subject of a major retrospective in Paris the previous year.




    Unlike the bold colours of Matisse’s later Fauvist period, this early painting relies on soft, natural hues and gentle lighting to create a serene mood. The model, most likely Caroline Joblaud – his companion at the time and mother of his daughter Marguerite – adds a personal, even autobiographical dimension to the work.




    This success represented a major milestone. It signalled not only public recognition but also a growing assurance in his artistic direction.




    Yet the exhibition was not without controversy. A dispute erupted within the Société Nationale between its president, Puvis de Chavannes, and influential juror Jean Béraud. Puvis saw great promise in Matisse, while Béraud remained sceptical. Ultimately, Puvis’s opinion prevailed, and Matisse was named an associate member of the Société – a distinction that exempted him from future jury selection processes and affirmed his status as a rising artist.




    Despite this recognition, Matisse remained keenly aware of the gap between academic tradition and modern life. La Femme lisant bears the hallmarks of the Old Masters: dark palettes and careful craftsmanship. Yet Matisse began to feel that he was merely echoing their voices, rather than expressing his own. He realized that while his grounding in the museum had provided valuable lessons, it also risked alienating him from contemporary experience. As he later reflected:
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