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Standing on the breezy deck of the SS Rindjani in Edwardian traveling gear—frock coat, heavy overcoat, leather leggings—on a clear winter morning, Henri Matisse gripped the railing and scanned the watery blue horizon toward the North African coast.

The ship was one of Royal Rotterdam Lloyd’s weekly scheduled passenger and mail services between the Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies. Launched in 1906, the Rindjani could carry 163 passengers (sixty-eight of them in first class) on the three-week-long run via the Strait of Gibraltar and Suez Canal, making a dozen stops to disembark and embark passengers along the way. When the ship had called in at Marseille three days earlier on its way back to Rotterdam from Batavia (present-day Jakarta), Matisse and his wife, Amélie, boarded for the leg to Tangier.

From Marseille, the Rindjani followed the French and then Spanish coastline south. Along the largely treeless tip of Andalucía, as the mouth of the Mediterranean narrows sharply and the currents surge in the Strait of Gibraltar, the ship headed for the tip of Morocco.

Set on the last bay of the Mediterranean at the very northwestern edge of Africa, Tangier was Morocco’s chief port and known as its “European capital,” as it was home to all its foreign consulates. The city’s winter climate was considered among the finest in the Mediterranean and the large international diplomatic community made it a safe destination.

“We have had a quiet crossing, we have eaten well, slept well,” Matisse wrote to his teenage daughter, Marguerite, from aboard the ship as they neared North Africa. At 9:00 A.M. on January 29, he told her, “On a slightly rough sea but of the purest blue, the boat glides without rocking or pitching. The horizon on the left [towards Morocco] is bordered by a few clouds on the right by the mountains of the Spanish coast that we have not lost sight of since the Balearic Islands.” Under command of Captain T. Bakker on the bridge in his starched white uniform with polished brass buttons, the 460-foot-long (140 m), double-masted ship was even set to arrive that day a few hours early.

But such upbeat sentiment belied the anxiety behind Matisse’s myopic, agate-blue eyes that were intently watching the horizon.



It was the beginning of 1912. Matisse was forty-two and not yet mid-career. While today he is one of the greatest, most influential, and most valuable artists in the world, with virtually unparalleled global popularity and blockbuster exhibitions, such widespread appreciation, commercial success, or even financial security, were still some years away. That winter when he boarded the Rindjani for Morocco, he had yet to find lasting admiration among the public, respect among his peers, or much recent praise from critics.

His brightly hued fauve (“wild beast”) paintings had brought him instant notoriety when displayed at the 1905 Salon d’Automne. Spearheading a short-lived but significant movement that would also include André Derain, Georges Braque, Maurice de Vlaminck, Kees van Dongen, and his close friends Charles Camion and Albert Marquet, Matisse was known as the “fauve of fauves.”

The fauves revolutionized painting with their non-naturalistic use of strong colors and fierce, visible brushwork. Exploding centuries of academy tradition—Derain equated the colors on their paintbrushes to “sticks of dynamite” that “exploded into light”—Matisse represented what he saw with an emotional reaction: vivid, raw reds and yellows, hot pinks, and acid greens seethe off the canvases with expressive forcefulness. Respecting no boundary, colors broke free.

The reaction to their radical works displayed at the Salon was vicious. “Here all description,” wrote one French newspaper, “all reporting as well as all criticism become equally impossible since what is presented to us here—apart from the materials employed—has nothing whatever to do with painting: some formless confusion of colors; blue, red, yellow, green; some splotches of pigment crudely juxtaposed; the barbaric and naïve sport of a child who plays with the box of colors he just got as a Christmas present.”

But among the avant-garde, the audacity and inventiveness were groundbreaking.

The focus of controversy at the Salon was Matisse’s Woman with a Hat of his wife Amélie, which was greeted with more hostility than any other painting. Turning back with a wistful look, Amélie wears an oversized hat topped by what appears to be pieces of fruit. The canvas’s unfinished quality and unsettling, discordant colors were shocking. The painting disregarded the convention of a portrait having mimetic qualities defined in its etymology: portrait, from pour trait or trait pour trait, literally “feature by feature” or “line by line.” And if outer beauty was the traditional reflection of inner beauty, then what was he saying about this woman, his own wife no less?

Leo Stein called the canvas “a thing brilliant and powerful, but the nastiest smear of paint that I had ever seen,” and reported that “visitors howled and jeered” at it. On the last day of the Salon, he and his sister Gertrude bought the painting anyway, and afterward asked to meet the artist.

Matisse became an important part of the Saturday evening salon at 27 rue de Fleurus, the Left Bank home of Les Stein—the quintet of Californian Steins (plus, later, Alice B. Toklas)—where his most revolutionary early paintings—Bonheur de vivre (The Joy of Life), Blue Nude (Memory of Biskra), The Green Stripe, and a rare self-portrait, his 1906 fauve Self-Portrait in a Striped T-shirt—would join Woman with a Hat and hang alongside works by Picasso, Cézanne, Renoir, and Gauguin. Tastemakers who did more to support the Parisian avant-garde than anyone else at the time, the Steins became Matisse’s first major patrons.

It didn’t last. With Picasso’s 1907 Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and the rise of cubism, Matisse was quickly usurped by his Spanish rival a dozen years younger. Gertrude and Leo Stein stopped buying Matisse—Blue Nude (1907) was their last purchase—and ardently championed the prodigious Spaniard. Picasso and his fellow cubists were hailed as heirs to Cézanne and the trailblazers of European art. The fauve movement was soon over. After hitting a high point in the spring 1907 Salon des Indépendants, it began to dissolve. Most of the original members followed Picasso and his lead, and works by the likes of Braque and Derain, two of the key fauves, showed that they, as Gertrude Stein put it, “had become Picassoites and were definitely not Matisseites.”

Matisse’s fall from vanguard leader had swiftly eroded to the point of derision. Not many years before, he had been in the wheelhouse guiding Paris’s daring art scene. But by the time he sailed for Morocco, the Parisian avant-garde considered him passé, a figure of ridicule to be jeered at in public. Picasso’s band of merry followers who hung out at the Lapin Agile cabaret in Montmartre painted anti-Matisse graffiti on posters around urinals in the hilly neighborhood, shot rubber-tipped darts at the portrait of his daughter that Matisse had given Picasso, and dipped the tail of a donkey in the brightly colored paints associated with the fauves, switched it against a canvas, and sent it to the spring Salon as truly authentic “wild beast” art.

More disparaging than such petty taunts were critics like André Salmon, who knew Matisse well. “Henri Matisse’s taste has been very much praised. Though undeniable, it is second rate. It is a modiste’s taste, whose love of color equals the love of chiffon.” It was something decorative and done with feminine skills, unlike the work of the deeply masculine and innovative Picasso. A Moscow newspaper had just echoed the sentiment during Matisse’s recent Russia visit: “But in the final analysis, Matisse is a cravate, a colored necktie, in the words of Pablo Picasso, his opposite. He is beautiful but not profound.”

And while some in the art establishment argued the beauté of Matisse’s paintings was only on the surface, others went further and questioned if they contained any at all. “It was Matisse who took the first step into the undiscovered land of the ugly,” wrote an American critic in 1910. When some of his works showed in the United States at the Armory Show in 1913, the New York Times reported: “We may as well say in the first place that his pictures are ugly, that they are coarse, that they are narrow, that to us they are revolting in their humanity.” In Chicago, faculty and art students—art students!—protested and held a mock trial for “Henry Hairy Mattress” on the Art Institute’s south portico: “You are charged with artistic murder, pictorial arson, artistic rapine, total degeneracy of color, criminal misuse of line, general esthetic aberration, and contumacious abuse of title.” He was found guilty, and copies of three of Matisse’s paintings were burned in effigy.

The years of continual battle and criticism were exhausting and had taken a toll on his confidence. To the last few Salons, he had submitted little. In the spring 1911 Salon des Indépendants, the reaction to Manila Shawl had been so intense that the deeply stung Matisse took the painting down after five days and left The Pink Studio, with the paint still wet, hanging in its place.

At the 1911 Salon d’Automne, he exhibited only two pieces that an unimpressed Louis Vauxcelles noted were “sketched in a quarter of an hour.” Matisse’s close friend and fellow painter Georgette Agutte interpreted this paltry showing as a deepening lack of confidence. “Your two sketches, so fresh and so delicate in tone, seem a concession to public opinion; in this large room, they are as if lost, one would like to see them in a small private room, but there, you must have these large admirable paintings which catch the eye, impose themselves and would decorate this entire large room on their own,” she tactfully wrote. She was referring to two new works that were sitting at the moment in his studio, The Painter’s Family and The Blue Window. “Good Lord, what can you fear? Oh! the poor decorators, compared to these paintings, what a pitiful effect they would produce!” She urged him to not bow to the critics and to display bolder pieces, like his just-completed Interior with Aubergines, which she had seen. “The press? But what does this mean? Why worry about it, war is a hundred times better than indifference.” With a final supportive nudge, she added, “you must dare to show everything.”

By the time Matisse departed for Tangier in 1912, most of the few ardent early supporters had publicly turned on him, even ones who were personal friends like Apollinaire and Salmon. Gertrude and Leo Stein, his first important patrons, hadn’t bought anything in five years. Just a very small loyal band of clients remained—Agutte and her husband Marcel Sembat; Michael and Sarah Stein; and, most importantly, a pair of Russian patrons, Sergei Shchukin and Ivan Morozov, who had purchased most of his canvases these last few years.

It took an enormous amount of courage to carry on, especially now that he was unaccompanied in his artistic path. “Matisse is alone,” André Salmon put it quite straightforwardly a few months later in his book on French painting. No longer part of a group, Matisse had to endure the mocking and disparagement on his own. In his review of the approaching spring Salon, Apollinaire would soon write, “Matisse’s influence appears to have disappeared almost completely.” Conversely, he noted, “Picasso’s influence is the most profound.”



Originally, the Matisses had planned on going to Sicily. But they bought tickets to Tangier instead on something of an impulse and abruptly departed France with no fixed date of return.

Neatly packed in Matisse’s traveling trunk were paints and brushes, palette knives, rolled canvases, and everything else he would require in Morocco. He had three commissions to fulfill for the two Russians, though these were not the sole purpose of the trip.

In order to continue toward his own artistic true north and not be pulled aside by other powerful magnetic forces, Matisse needed to get away from Paris. He had enough internal distractions in trying to push ahead and didn’t need external ones adding to that noise of self-doubt. It was a deliberate distancing of himself from the dominating, inescapable face of cubism, which had engulfed the Parisian art world, and the arrival of futurism, which was having its first group exhibition in Paris less than a week after his departure at the same gallery that represented him. In Tangier, he could meditate on his evolving work. He needed to find his own way ahead and advance his own distinctive vision.

He desperately needed to work well. For that, he required good, steady light. Albert Marquet, his gifted pal from the École des Beaux-Arts and fellow ex-fauve, had spent the previous August and September painting in Tangier. Coming away with a series of fine oils, he urged Matisse to head there for its distance from Paris and for its fine light. Plus, the weather would be warmer. It had been cold in Paris—the Matisses had just gone ice-skating with Agutte and Sembat—and the night before their departure the temperature in Paris fell well below freezing.



The Rindjani cleared the tip of Morocco and steamed past the stout Cape Malabata lighthouse. From the deck, Matisse and Amélie watched the ancient whitewashed city appear, in the words of another traveler fifteen years before, “like a white dove brooding on its nest.” The ship entered the semicircular Bay of Tangier, a wide arcing expanse limned with golden sand, and the dazzling city hovering over the sea revealed itself in full: “All is white, perfectly white, so that the whole seems cut out of an immense chalk rock,” the traveler had written. A trio of lithe minarets tiled with enameled faience rose above the dense tiers of flat roofs that climbed upward like an amphitheater toward the looming kasbah citadel with its belt of crenelated walls and heavy battery of guns.

Tangier was to be both a refuge and a place for inspiration. Along with escaping the pressures of Paris, in Morocco Matisse could reflect on and be inspired by Islamic art traditions. He had been exploring the varied art history of the Muslim world for the past decade and felt that it could be a key to his path forward. It was such ancient traditions that help, as he later put it, “jump the ditch.”
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At the very northwestern edge of Africa, Tangier is a crossroads, a meeting point of two seas, two continents, and various cultures, a gateway and a bridge, a welcoming, even tolerant, place. The country’s oldest and most cosmopolitan city, it was where East and West nearly touch. Out Matisse’s hotel window, he could clearly see Spain, just nine miles (15 km) away.

Founded in the seventh century B.C.E. by Phoenicians in a strategic position at the narrow mouth of the Mediterranean, Tingis (as it was soon known) became a flourishing imperial colony under the Romans, whose ruins are scattered around the city. Roman supremacy ended in the fifth century C.E., and Tangier was, in turn, under control of the Vandals, Byzantine Empire, and then Christian Visigoths.

After the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632, Islam swept westward from the Arabian Peninsula, through the Middle East and Egypt and across North Africa. By 707, the north of Morocco had been conquered. In 711, Arabs and their Berber foot soldiers used Tangier as a port of embarkation in their conquest of the Iberian Peninsula. Muslims brought to Tangier a new religion, a new language, and new traditions. For centuries, the city was ruled by a string of powerful Moroccan dynasties. By the fourteenth century, Tangier was, alongside Barcelona, Marseille, and Genoa, one of the great ports of the western Mediterranean.

Tangier was soon a key target in Portugal’s colonial expansion. The Portuguese conquered the city in 1471 and set about converting the city’s main mosque to a cathedral and fortifying the city’s walls and towers. It was “a city with walls of bronze and with magnificent palaces of gold and silver,” the sixteenth-century French writer F. Élie de la Primaudaye enthused, “the royal house of the Kings of the West, the mother of the cities of the Maghreb, the most beautiful and the most ancient.”

The Portuguese controlled Tangier until 1661, when they included it in the dowry of the Infanta Catherine of Braganza in her marriage to the English king, Charles II, who called it “a jewel of immense value in the royal diadem.” While the English strengthened the kasbah’s defenses and built a stone mole (jetty) in the port, they were besieged in continual attacks by Moroccans and lost many men in skirmishes. By 1684 the English had had enough and abandoned the city—though not before spending five months systematically destroying the huge mole that had reached, with considerable expense, 1,436 feet (438 m) in length and 110 feet (33.5 m) in width, as well as the city’s fortifications that they had constructed over the past two decades. They didn’t want the Moroccans or any European rivals to benefit from their labors.

After three centuries of European rule, the city passed back to Moroccan control, becoming part of a vast sultanate that stretched south from the Mediterranean into the Sahara and west from the Atlantic to the border of what is today Algeria.

It was still an independent sultanate when Matisse sailed to Tangier in early 1912. But it didn’t look likely to remain so for much long. The French, who ruled neighboring Algeria and Tunisia, had been increasing their presence in the country over the last few years and were pressing to complete their control of North Africa.



Tangier was a major commercial center on one of the world’s busiest maritime routes. At the end of the nineteenth century, 1,750 vessels a year were calling into its shallow port. Along with Matisse’s Dutch vessel, there were two French passenger ships, a Spanish passenger ship, and a British cruiser that also arrived into port that same day.

After the Rindjani dropped anchor offshore in early afternoon, passengers and luggage had to be ferried to the newly built pier by launches, the only vessels capable of navigating the shallow bay. “The average tourist is utterly overwhelmed at the confusion encountered at the landing-stage,” the recent American consul-general wrote in 1914, “and is apt to think that a revolution is in progress, or that he has fallen among Ali Baba and his forty thieves.” Boatmen, touts, and hotel agents argued as they fought for the luggage of disembarking passengers.

The Matisses made their way through the quayside chaos (and cattle from the interior waiting to be loaded onto flat-bottom lighters for the Ceuta- and Gibraltar-bound cargo ships anchored in the bay), paid their pier dues, and passed under the pale, stone arches of the customs house, where inspections were known to be lenient and passports not required. With their formalities completed, they exited the side of the stout, brick building. Porters loaded their luggage onto mules, and they climbed the gentle ramp from the harbor, passed under Bab al-Marsa gate and into the ancient walled old city of Tangier.

“Bâlak, bâlak!” shouted the mule driver to get people to make way as they jostled among cosmopolitan crowds of men in cinnamon-colored hooded burnouses and Jewish ones in black kaftans and maroon tarbush fezes, straw-hatted Europeans, men from the Rif Mountains in calf-length, emerald green djellabas, and veiled women in all white.

After a few minutes the Matisses reached Jamaa el-Kebir (the Grand Mosque), distinguished by its lofty brick minaret and ornate entrance portal with radiating geometric motifs, interlacing green patterning, and carved and painted wooden canopy, and turned right, ascending the medina’s widest and straightest street to cross the old city in its entirety on wobbly sea legs.

Passing carts selling oranges, tangerines, and the last of the year’s pomegranates, noisy café terraces, and veiled women sitting on the ground selling disc-shaped loaves of bread for a penny, they reached Souq el-Dahkal, the “inner souq” or market, known generally by foreigners as the Petit Socco. Edged by government buildings, banks, and the English, German, and Spanish post offices—each of the four major powers had their own; the French poste was behind the mosque—the slender square was the heart of Tangier. Just ahead was the Spanish Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception and, immediately beyond it, an alley that led to the main synagogue; there were seventeen synagogues for Tangier’s significant Jewish population.

Tangier was a melting pot. The 1911 Baedeker’s guide lists Tangier’s diverse population at 46,270, with 25,000 Muslims, 12,000 Moroccan Jews, and 9,270 foreigners, including 7,000 Spanish. (Morocco’s total population was about eight million.)

Along with its advantageous location, a decision in the eighteenth century helped to create the city’s makeup. In 1782, the sultan wanted to gather all diplomatic representatives into one place, and selected Tangier as the seat of European consulates. During the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, as the sultan remained in the imperial cities of Fez and Meknès, Tangier acted as the diplomatic capital, home to every foreign embassy and consulate in Morocco. In 1821, the US Legation and Consulate in Tangier’s medina became America’s first diplomatic property.

The Matisses continued up rue des Siaghins, named for the resident silversmiths. Besides silverwork, nearly every jewelry stall bought and sold gold and currency. Among the Spanish and French shops with plate-glass windows were niche-size and open-fronted ones where merchants reclined among goods within reach of an outstretched hand—dates from the Saharan oases, raisins, and flattened dried figs strung on twine, tubs of fermented butter called smen and different honeys, cones of sugar, roasted nuts, cakes of soap, cooking pots, candles, and colorful sandals embroidered with shimmering golden and silver thread. Shod hooves clattered on the cobblestones, water-sellers rang their brass bells, and mule drivers flicked their switches and yelled “Bâlak, bâlak!” to get their animals through the crowded street.

Passing, finally, under the double arch of Bab al-Fahs—the gateway to the interior of the country, the name means “hinterland” in Arabic—and out of the dense old city, the Matisses cut between rows of vegetable stalls and emerged onto the Souq el-Barra, the “outer souq” or Grand Socco, where the city’s legendary open-air market gathered twice a week.

Above this broad and gently sloped field stood the Hôtel Villa de France, where the Matisses were going to stay.

From the bottom gate, a path inset with smooth river stones curved up through the terraced gardens with huge palms, purple bougainvillea, roses, and blooming mimosa, and around to the porticoed main entrance on the side of the three-story building.

While extremely close to Europe, Tangier remained remarkably remote and distinct, and seemed to Westerners upon arriving as something extraordinary. Disembarking a week later and making the identical walk from the port to the Hôtel Villa de France, where she was also staying for the winter to paint, the Australian artist Hilda Rix captured her breathless feelings in a letter to her mother and sister dashed off just after entering the hotel:


Oh my dears if only I could give you an idea of everything here—we came up from the boat with our luggage loaded on donkey back and we passed slowly up hill through crowded streets full of wonderful people—up & up past queer little cubby hole shops, under quaint arches to the foot of the open hill called the Soko where, joy for us, the big market was in full swing. ’Twas like walking through an Arabian nights story, so wonderful were the costumes of the seething mass of people—so many different races with varying complexions, some very dark, some clear white, & some with transparent gold skin—all with different headgear of white and gorgeous colours—Oh oh the thrill of it all.



Especially for Amélie, who had only been outside France a few times, including for their honeymoon trip to London in 1898 and briefly to Italy in 1907, the introduction must have seemed intense.



Matisse was no doubt struck by the scenes around him that were unfamiliar and exotic en route to the hotel, but he was also looking upward to the sky.

The clouds that he had glimpsed from the ship that morning had continued to gather, darkening the sky over Tangier. Winds swirled, and fat, pregnant drops of rain fell as the Matisses made their way across the city. By the time they reached the hotel, it was pouring rain. For the painter, nothing could have been more distressing.



It was still coming down heavily the next day. And the next one, too. “We got caught in the rain here, a real flood,” he told his daughter on January 31. “It seems it could go on for a whole month.”

Accompanying the rain was wind, knocking out the telegraph and keeping the mailboat riding at anchor in the bay unable to offload. When the bay was rough, a blue flag was flown on the quay and the price of landing was doubled. When the authorities raised the yellow flag, meaning stormy weather, prices were negotiable if landing was even possible.

The wide-mouthed Bay of Tangier is the only protected anchorage on the southern side of the Strait of Gibraltar. But it is open-mouthed and faces northwest, which means that while offering good protection from the strong eastern chegui wind that blows in summer, during the rest of the year, when the winds frequently come from other directions, it can be fully exposed.

In the days after Matisse’s arrival, the churning sea crashed against the ramparts and waves raced far up onto the sand along the corniche. “On Friday [February 2] a gale of exceptional violence blew from the S.W. at high tide the sea broke heavily on the beach and carrying away a large quantity of loose ground and made an inroad, which only the lull on Saturday prevented from being dangerous to buildings along the seafront,” the city’s twice-weekly English newspaper, the Al-Moghreb Al-Aksa, reported, “Bathing sheds and everything movable was swept away…. A part of the esplanade in front of Mr. Petri’s buildings was undermined by the breakers and, as a result, fell in.”

The rain refused to relent. To his friends back in Paris, the frustrated Matisse fired off angry missives. “Shall we ever see the sun in Morocco?” he wrote on a postcard to Gertrude Stein. “Ever since we arrived eight days ago,” he moaned to the painter Henri Manguin, “it’s been a downright flood. Shall we leave again? What a misadventure!”

As the one who persuaded Matisse to go to Tangier, who had expounded on the prospect of good, steady light, Marquet received numerous pointed notes.

“Ah my friend! What an adventure! We arrived Monday at 3 o’clock, today it is Saturday as the other [card] said, and we’ve only seen it raining without ceasing, on the contrary harder and harder,” he wrote on the back of a postcard to Marquet that showed some camels from a caravan in a courtyard. “I don’t know what that means, nor do the people from Tangier either. They have never seen it. They are much more surprised than me because it had been going on for more than 15 days when we arrived. Good Lord, what to do! Going back would be ridiculous but it seems logical. The light is like in a cellar.”

On a second postcard, of a gate inside the kasbah, he continued: “While I am writing to you, the rain is coming down harder than ever. You’ve certainly never seen it rain as hard in all your charming life.” Even if he said he didn’t blame his old friend, he did in a way. “Goodbye old pig, no hard feelings, since you are not responsible for anything that goes wrong.”

Across the very bottom of the card, Matisse added, “Ah, Tangier, Tangier! I wish I had the courage to get the hell out.”
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Matisse was not a natural traveler. He had a delicate disposition, and was vulnerable to periods of deep depression, severe anxiety, and panic attacks. Nervous energy radiated from him. According to Matisse’s future son-in-law, Georges Duthuit, “his inability to relax, his killing labor, his absolute incapacity, if only for the space of a tear or a smile, to sit down with his neighbor” profoundly marked his character.

Compounding this, Matisse was frequently prone to lengthy bouts of insomnia. During sleepless nights, Amélie would read to her husband until dawn broke or he had dozed off. (Often, when she thought that he finally had succumbed to sleep, she would quietly put the book down only to hear him say, “Keep reading.”) Traveling alone in Spain the previous winter, he had experienced a crushing spell of sleeplessness. “I went for a month and a half like that, with no sleep,” he later explained. “When I dozed off, I woke up immediately in a state of panic. I was tired, I was completely worn out.” Finally, in Sevilla, it caused a physical and emotional breakdown. “My bed shook, and from my throat came a little high-pitched cry that I could not stop.” Ill and feverish, he dosed himself with laudanum.

In his cabin aboard the Rindjani on the way out to Tangier, he had slept well. But his insomnia returned the first night in the hotel. As wind and rain rattled the wooden window shutters of their corner room, Amélie tried to comfort her husband.



Amélie hadn’t traveled with him to Spain the previous winter. He was supposed to be gone a month but it was twice that long before he returned. Her letters reflected her unhappiness with him. At one point during his lengthening absence, she was so angry that she moved out of their home, requiring family intervention to get her to return.

Rather than staying in France this winter, though, Amélie accompanied him to Morocco, leaving the three children behind. Their two boys—Jean, who had just turned thirteen, and eleven-year-old Pierre—were with relatives, while seventeen-year-old Marguerite, Matisse’s daughter from his previous partner, was left in charge of the household in Issy-les-Moulineaux on the southwestern outskirts of Paris. Marguerite had few friends there, few neighbors, and little to do. There was a psychiatric hospital down the hill and at night she would lay awake listening to the movements in the trees around the villa and the branches rasping the windows. “Boredom by day,” she wrote to her father and Amélie in Tangier, “terror at night.”

Amélie’s dedication to her husband was steadfast and she did what was needed so that he could concentrate on his work. Their relationship had been founded knowing that she would undertake this particular role.

Matisse married Amélie Noellie Parayre, a handsome, dark-haired woman from Toulouse with large, wide-set eyes, in January 1898, less than three months after being seated next to her at a wedding banquet in Paris. The day before that wedding banquet, he had decided to separate from his partner, his ex-model Camille Joblaud, and left her and their young daughter Marguerite in Belle-Île, off the rugged coast of Brittany, to attend the ceremony alone. The twenty-eight-year-old Matisse was the best man, and Amélie, three years younger, the bride’s maid of honor.

It was a quick romance, more pragmatic than ardent. Matisse knew she would never supplant his truest passion. “Mademoiselle, I love you dearly,” he warned Amélie after becoming engaged, “but I shall always love painting more.”

Amélie accepted that life with the struggling painter would be one of self-sacrifice and austerity, and she embraced her role with loyal, single-mindedness, never doubting the value nor importance of her contribution. A few months after marrying, she moved into Matisse’s apartment-cum-studio on quai Saint-Michel to live quite literally among his art (and true love). Besides serving as his frequent model, she ran the studio, kept the other models happy, and washed out his brushes each evening. Amélie offered stability and support, both emotional and, at the beginning of their marriage, financial. While her husband could not sell a canvas, she ran a small milliner’s shop. For three years, Amélie’s hats were the family’s main source of income. Years later, their close friend Charles Camoin praised Amélie’s devotion to her husband and his art, telling the French writer Raymond Escholier, “His marriage was a happy one for him—Madame Amélie Matisse, exceptionally devoted, working to leave him free to paint! Charming, courageous, and full of faith in her husband’s talent.”

While Matisse captured his wife’s captivating eyes and arching brows in his numerous portraits of her, the canvases generally tend not to highlight her handsome, dignified beauty that is glimpsed in photographs of her. Nor do published comments about her looks from Gertrude Stein reflect the reality. With her husband, Amélie had been a regular at the Steins’ Saturday salon on rue de Fleurus and knew the entire clan. In her most famous work, Stein described Amélie in rather offensive terms. “She was a very straight dark woman with a long face and a firm large loosely hung mouth like a horse,” Stein wrote in her gossipy, self-serving, and relationship-severing 1933 book The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. “She had an abundance of dark hair.”

In a supplemental pamphlet to the Parisian magazine transition, an experimental literary quarterly distributed largely through Sylvia Beach’s Shakespeare and Company bookstore, that collected numerous grievances and inaccuracies in Stein’s work, Matisse defended Amélie in a curious and somewhat tentative rebuttal. “Madame Matisse was a very lovely Toulousaine, erect, with a good carriage and the possessor of beautiful dark hair that grew charmingly, especially at the nape of the neck. She had a pretty throat and very handsome shoulders,” he wrote. “She gave the impression, despite the fact that she was timid and reserved, of a person of great kindness, force and gentleness. She was generous and incapable of calculation in her gestures of kindness.”



Throughout his life as a painter, Matisse’s obsessive drive to work never wavered. He was very much a follower of the sculptor Auguste Rodin’s motto: “Travailler, toujours travailler.” (Or, as Gertrude Stein put it in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, “Matisse worked every day and every day and every day and he worked terribly hard.”)

Yet now in Tangier, stuck in his hotel under rainy skies, working as he had hoped—and required—was impossible. The rain also ratcheted up the pressure on his insomnia and his headaches.

Painting was his obsession but also sanctuary, and he found refuge in intensely working. It was a remedy for his nervous anxiety, or at least distracted his attention from it. Virtually confined to his corner room, he at last set to work. There was little else he could do. A week after arriving, he wrote to his daughter, “J’ai commencé un bouquet d’iris bleus.”

Irises were blooming on the hills outside Tangier, and women carried massive bundles of the bluish-purple flowers on their heads into the city to sell in the open-air market that gathered below Matisse’s hotel. They were even growing in the hotel gardens.

Matisse was well-acquainted with irises, which grow across the northern hemisphere. The flower’s name comes from the Greek meaning “rainbow,” reflecting the wide range of colors found among the species. Irises had been part of the French heraldry, with the stylized fleur-de-lis depicted on the country’s traditional royal coat of arms. For Matisse, the flowers were something familiar to ground him in this new place.

In Vase with Irises (see figure 1), a bouquet of lush irises sits on a mahogany-colored wooden dressing table, with an oval mirror reflecting the blooms that Matisse rendered in a pinkish-purple and yellow with emerald green stalks. As the flowers are fragile, the painting was likely done in just a couple of sessions.

Measuring nearly 4 feet tall by 3 ½ feet wide (118 x 101 cm), it’s a large canvas, and while the dark tones from the deep charcoal gray wall might suggest a bleakish atmosphere, there are hints of brightness in the reflection of yellows and turquoise-green in the rococo mirror, the gaps of untouched primed canvas between the flower petals that radiate white, and the warm reddish-brown wood of the dresser. As well, the purple shade of the irises themselves is brighter than reproductions tend to indicate.

Such still lifes were not fashionable then among Matisse’s leading contemporaries. A few of his predecessors had done stunning versions. Manet, in the last year of his life, his legs in agonizing pain and dying of complications from syphilis, had painted eighteen graceful floral still lifes in 1883. Apart from the obvious symbolism of the flower being temporal, the bouquets, done with a delicate and expressive brush, contain no wistfulness, sadness, or traces of melancholy. In May 1890, in the last year of his life, Van Gogh painted four bouquets of spring flowers just before checking himself out of the psychiatric hospital in Saint-Rémy-de-Provence. Two were of irises, one of which Matisse likely saw. For two weeks in the fall of 1907 and again for nearly a month in early 1908, the version with the white vase, white background, and green surface that today hangs in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York was on display at the Paris gallery where Matisse held a contract, the Bernheim-Jeune.

For Matisse, alongside a way to distract his anxiety, the flowers were simply ravishing to look at, and he took joy in their freshness and colors. That pleasure shows, and the painting feels almost playful. The flowers are dazzling and very much alive. There is not a single fallen petal on the dressing table.

Vase with Irises is one of the most stunning floral still lifes of his entire career, and certainly the finest work he had done yet outside of France.

Yet despite this surprisingly promising start—not just in the success of the picture but that he had done it so quickly—Matisse wanted to leave the foul weather and return home immediately.



As the rain continued and Matisse remained hotelbound, he began working on another still life, this time of a wide bowl of oranges sitting atop the night table by his bed.

Oranges and lemons were in season and found in abundance in markets, in kitchens, and on dining room tables after lunch and dinner. Famous for its citruses, Tangier lends its name to a small, sweet variety with thin, brilliant-orange peels. Matisse piled a dozen or so pieces in a wide bowl and set them on his night table, over which he had draped a silk brocade embroidered with bouquets of peonies. The brilliant orange and yellow fruit are outlined in black, and the leaves are done in thick smears of green paint. Peachy, pale pinks color one wall and also the cloth with peonies that cascades off the night table.

Large and nearly square (just over 3 feet by 2 ½ feet, or 95 x 85 cm), Basket with Oranges (also commonly called Still Life with Oranges) is a gorgeous still life that thirty years later Picasso would buy and hang in his studio (see figure 2). (It is now at the Musée Picasso Paris.) To mark the gesture, Matisse would send Picasso a box of oranges as a gift each New Year. Picasso owned a personal collection of stunning pieces he cherished and admired by Cézanne, Miró, Rousseau, Balthus, Modigliani, Braque, and Derain. But this bowl of oranges by Matisse was the finest of the bunch.

Françoise Gilot certainly thought so. In spring of 1943, when the twenty-one-year-old Gilot went for the first time to Picasso’s studio, the piece she immediately noticed was not by the sixty-one-year-old Spaniard who would, three years later, become her partner for a decade and would have two children with. “Black blinders were drawn over most of the windows, and it was relatively dark, rather like the den of a wizard, but I was dazzled by the Still Life with Oranges by Matisse which was prominently displayed,” she wrote in her book about the friendship between the two artists. “I was struck by the fact that the main part of the painting, the basket of fruit itself, with strong colors and dark outline, seemed still to belong to nature. What set it in the realm of intangible poetry was the boldness of the pink, magenta, and ultramarine tablecloth. The competition between the green, the cadmiums, the diverse fuchsias, the strong darker red and intense blue created on ascending scale, an exultation.” Picasso’s secretary, Jaime Sabartés, was not amused when she blurted out praise for a rival’s canvas to him, but the young Gilot reiterated it to Picasso himself. “Picasso was very amused, I think, by this outburst, which for once was not intended for himself, but he was gratified when I added that only an artist of his caliber could afford to place such a masterpiece among his own works, in the center of his atelier.”

This wasn’t the first version of the still life, though, and was nearly not the last one. Matisse fiddled and changed the canvas over the next weeks. He was struggling at the time, with his work and with his state of mind.

“Dismayed by the weather which has been cloudy and rainy for 2 days, I have hardly slept last night, and this morning, although tired, I would start working if it was not for the rain,” he wrote to Georgette Agutte in mid-March. “Let me add that I would like to paint a still life with oranges which had been finished and I found lovely, but thinking it was not enough, I started it again by destroying it, and now because of the weather, I am probably going to waste it: I had carried on however, in an attempt to inject an intimacy that I am researching at the moment and it was promising.” Matisse included two thumbnail sketches. While the first is closer to the final picture, the second, the more intimate one to which he alludes, is narrower and much more tightly cropped, with less wall and no sign of the night table. “I prefer the [wider] composition opposite, it is more graceful but, but this one here [the tighter composition] will be stronger I hope.” Evidently, he didn’t do that tighter one as the final version that Picasso eventually acquired is the earlier wider view.

The still life might have radiant colors, and the oranges more dazzling than any of Cézanne’s peaches or Zurbarán’s lemons, but it also exudes a deeper sense of claustrophobia than the painting of the irises. Vertical bars (from the headboard of the bed or the back of a wooden chair) run behind it and others along the folds of the plummy-purplish curtain, while green bars horizontally cross the gold and red patch between those two sections like thin slats of window shutters.

This mood is more explicit in a sketch of the painting he included in a letter to Gertrude Stein’s older brother Michael and his wife, Sarah, in Paris. In a rather faithful rendering of the finished canvas, the bowl of fruit and cloth are tightly framed on three sides within a prison of vertical bars.

Such a reading is not fanciful conjecture. The memory of being utterly miserable after arriving in Tangier never lessened, and he would remember it as such for the rest of his life. Seeing the painting again after many years brought it all back, Matisse later told the critic Pierre Courthion, “and in front of it I relived the moment when it was made and I said to someone who was there: ‘I gave birth in pain!’ ”

When Picasso took Gilot to meet Matisse for the first time, in the late winter of 1946, she wanted to know more about Basket with Oranges, which with she so admired. Gilot “mustered the courage to inquire directly of the master how he had succeeded in expressing so much joie de vivre in a work of art,” she wrote. Matisse answered that “the explosion of joy in the painting… had nothing to do with his personal feelings at the time; on the contrary, when he had created it he had been entirely penniless in Tangiers and had been seriously contemplating suicide.”

Matisse had wondered if it would be the last painting he would ever make. “Transcending personal doom,” Gilot wrote, “his masterpiece might in fact have been his swan song.”
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Matisse came relatively late to painting. Born on the last day of 1869 in his grandparents’ two-room weaver’s hut with a beaten earth floor in Le Cateau-Cambrésis, a rural village in northern France, Matisse spent the first twenty years of his life on this low-lying plain near the Belgium border. A largely flat, nearly treeless expanse of broad fields, distant horizons, and villages that huddle around churches with high, sharp steeples, the area was marked at the time by smoking chimneys and factory effluent of textile mills and beet-sugar refineries.

When Matisse was just eight days old, his family settled in Bohain—today officially called Bohain-en-Vermandois, population five thousand—some ten miles (fifteen kilometers) south through gently undulating fields, taking over a hardware store on the main street. His father handled seeds, grains, and tools, while his mother took care of the paint counter.

Matisse was a sickly kid, and it soon became evident that he wouldn’t be running the family business. In 1887, after finishing school in nearby Saint-Quentin, he was sent to Paris for a year to study to be a lawyer’s copying clerk. Back in Saint-Quentin, he went to work in a law office.

Matisse only turned to painting at twenty following an attack of acute appendicitis—perhaps coupled with a breakdown—and a lengthy post-surgery convalescence in his parents’ home above the store. When his mother gave him a paint set, he bought a book titled La manière de peindre (How to Paint). It was something new and unknown to him. Up to that point, Matisse had paid slight attention to art. He had seen few of the Old Masters in person, knew scant about modern movements like impressionism, and likely little of Monet or Renoir. “But the moment I had the paint box in my hands,” he later recalled, “I felt that this was my life.”

Once recovered and back to work in Saint-Quentin, Matisse enrolled in painting classes without the knowledge of his disapproving father. He attended these before work (it was a mere minute’s walk from his office), painted during his lunch break, and when done for the day he would hurry home to his rented lodgings to paint in the remaining light. Live models or even painting from nature were prohibited at the conservative art school; students worked only from classical busts and decorative motifs. (Textile design was one of the main subjects taught there.) When one of the young teachers set up a rival academy on the edge of town to offer those forbidden modern elements at lunchtime, Matisse enrolled there, too. Painting consumed him. He was making up for lost time. “That was the seed; it was bound to grow—the bud had to blossom,” he said in 1941. “Before that, nothing interested me. Since then, I’ve hardly given a thought to anything else, just painting.”

Within a year he left for Paris to fully pursue his art, scandalizing his family and angering his father, who supposedly yelled as his departing son, “It means starvation, you’ll see, you’ll starve in the streets.”

In Paris, repeatedly failing the entrance examination for the École des Beaux-Arts, he studied with the symbolist painter Gustave Moreau, who eventually arranged for him to be accepted into his studio at the Beaux-Arts in 1895. There he met other students who would be important, loyal friends throughout his life, including Camoin, Marquet, Derain, Manguin, and Georgette Agutte. Agutte had been admitted as a “free student” (élève libre) in 1893 and was the lone woman at the school. The École des Beaux-Arts only officially began admitting women in 1897.

Agutte’s father, a painter and student of Camille Corot, died in an accident the year that Agutte was born. When she joined Moreau’s studio, she had been working largely as a sculptor. Abandoning this for painting, she discarded much of her past training. Agutte was strongly inspired by colorists and symbolists, namely Corot and Delacroix. Current theories on colors in painting was something close to her. She had married the art critic Paul Flat in 1888, and in 1893, the year she joined Moreau, Flat began publishing Delacroix’s journal for the first time. Flat annotated the entries and wrote the introduction of a work that would be highly important to generations of artists. It would propel Paul Signac to write his deeply influential 1899 treatise D’Eugène Delacroix au néo-impressionnisme (From Eugène Delacroix to Neo-Impressionism), which drew heavily on long journal passages of Delacroix’s color theories.

Matisse may have lacked a traditional early artistic education or the precocious talent of many of his fellow students—Camoin had entered the École des Beaux-Arts in Marseille at sixteen and went to Moreau’s studio in Paris after winning a prize for his drawings; Marquet moved to Paris in 1890 at fifteen to study at the École des Arts Décoratifs and joined Moreau at the Beaux-Arts in 1897—but Matisse had an unusually rich visual imagination from his upbringing among textiles.



It wasn’t in a Paris atelier where Matisse found his identity as a painter, but six hundred miles (one thousand kilometers) southeast, on the Mediterranean. At the beginning of 1898, he and Amélie honeymooned in London—in part at Camille Pissarro’s urging to see the luminous paintings of J. M. W. Turner in the National Gallery—and then traveled to Corsica, the French island just north of Sardinia.

“I am in a wonderful place where I will probably stay for a very long time. (I don’t dare say 2 years),” he wrote to Marquet on the last day of February 1898, two weeks after arriving. “Amazing place. Almond trees in bloom among silver olive trees and the sea, blue, blue, so blue that you could eat it. The dark green orange trees with fruits that are like mounted jewels, the tall eucalyptus trees with variegated foliage like rooster feathers and dark blue. And behind almost always high mountains with snowy peaks.” It was a revelation. “I was quite dazed by it all; everything shines, everything is color and light,” he later said.

Matisse may not have stayed two years on Corsica, but he did remain until the end of July (by then Amélie was pregnant). In those six months he made fifty-five paintings. He was in a spell.

Not everyone was impressed by the resulting canvases, though. His Belgian friend Henri Evenepoel—who had been with him in Moreau’s studio and whose works would posthumously be associated with the fauves (Evenepoel would die in 1899 of typhoid at twenty-seven)—thought the Corsica paintings were done “as if by an epileptic and crazed impressionist!”

No matter. Matisse was twenty-eight, beginning as an artist, trying to find a way ahead with his art, and the impact of his time in the Mediterranean was profound, even incalculable. He found a paradise of blue skies and saturated colors that had been unknown to him in northern France or in Paris. “They did not alter his disciplined mentality, but they swelled his imagination,” Janet Flanner wrote in The New Yorker in 1951 when a major retrospective of the artist opened at the Museum of Modern Art. “The sun and its scintillating colors gave him his painting climate, which thereafter he carried with him on his palette.”



Matisse’s breakthrough came at the 1905 Salon d’Automne, where he exhibited outlandishly colored paintings along with similar radical fauvist works by Derain, Camoin, Vlaminck, Marquet, Manguin, and Jean Puy. Already thirty-five, Matisse was the oldest of the fauves. Camoin and Derain were a decade younger, and Braque nearly thirteen years his junior.

The reaction to their works was vicious, with one critic likening them to “a pot of colors flung in the public’s face.” The French president Emile Loubet refused to open the exhibition at the Grand Palais because of Room VII, where the colorful paintings hung. With an Italianate bust of a child in the center of the gallery, critic Louis Vauxcelles famously quipped, “Donatello parmi les fauves.” (“Donatello among the wild beasts.”) Soon the offending room was known as the “cage aux fauves” (“cage of wild beasts”), giving name to the nascent movement.

The first of the twentieth century’s newfound art movements, fauvism broke not just with traditional methods of representation, but also with impressionism and postimpressionism, taking another leap in the liberation of color. Responding to nature with bold, vibrant, and nonnaturalistic colors, often straight from the paint tube, unmixed, and applied in gestural brush strokes, fauvists offered an electrified response to nature on the canvas. The colors and expression of a painting matched not the subject itself but the artist’s experience of the subject—not the scene of fishing boats in the small harbor but a visceral reaction to seeing it. The sea could be red, trees could be blue, and the face of a woman could be rendered in about every shade but skin tone.

Particular ire in the 1905 Salon was directed at Woman with a Hat, Matisse’s jarring portrait of his wife whose face is splotchy with greens, blues, yellows, and reds. “There were a number of attractive pictures but there was one that was not attractive. It infuriated the public, they tried to scratch off the paint,” Gertrude Stein wrote of the canvas. “People were roaring with laughter at the picture and scratching at it.”

At such moments, Amélie was at her finest and fiercest. “As for me, I’m in my element when the house burns down,” she said of handling the response to the portrait. She posed for her husband’s other radical early portraits, including The Green Stripe, which had a strip of pea green bisecting her face.

This was complicated, revolutionary art that even someone as savvy as Gertrude Stein—the very epitome of avant-garde—acknowledged was not easy to grasp. “It is very difficult now that everybody is accustomed to everything to give some idea of the kind of uneasiness one felt when one first looked at all these pictures on the walls,” she wrote in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas of the works by Matisse, Cézanne, and Picasso that hung in her Paris home. “Now I was confused and I looked and I looked and I was confused.”

Stein was keenly aware of their impact and understood that something completely new was happening in painting. She fully understood the power of these works. Fauvism would last just a handful of years (by 1908 most of the associated artists had moved onto other styles of painting), but its expressive and unbridled use of color heralded a shift toward abstraction, and its influence would be strongly felt for decades in successive waves of avant-garde art.



Scandal alone didn’t buy food or tubes of paint. Matisse needed to sell canvases. While he served out a learning process with both rigor and conviction, it was a struggle for even marginal financial security. By 1912 he had yet to achieve it. The two dozen years he had been painting were marked with little certainty and plenty of anxiety. “In spite of everything, the amount of happiness one experiences when one succeeds does not equal the unhappiness one feels when one fails,” he said toward the end of his life. It was a period when unhappiness frequently beset him and seemed to often outweigh everything else.

But when the idea of going to Tangier came about, his caution dissipated with his need to work well. Work—even the potential of it—took all priority. Matisse couldn’t stop himself.

The spontaneous decision to winter in Morocco was financially risky. Less than a decade before, Matisse had been unable to sell a painting, and the memory of years of deep financial stress clung to him, a feeling, a fear—like hunger—that never fully dissipated.

In 1908, with the financial and logistical support of friends, including the Steins and Hans Purrmann, a German painter who oversaw the day-to-day running of the studio, Matisse had opened an academy that would eventually welcome over a hundred students, including many Scandinavians and a number of Americans. While it offered some steady income, Matisse found that he was spending too much energy in his time with the students. He was an artist and not a teacher, he saw, and had to prioritize his own art. Académie Matisse was short-lived and closed in the summer of 1911. Since then, the family’s sole income came only from his art, a terrifying thought for Matisse.

Unfortunately, he was not going to Morocco on a bourse de voyage, a travel bursary from one of the official artistic institutions that was common at the time for French painters in North Africa. And while Tangier was, according to guidebooks, “decidedly cheap” compared to Algiers, Cairo, or other popular wintering spots in North Africa, Matisse was paying his own way, although he could little afford it. Just weeks before leaving for Morocco, he had signed a contract to purchase the villa in Issy-les-Moulineaux that they had been leasing for the past few years. Using their savings, he put nearly a third down; the remainder was due in five years.

Commissions from Shchukin and Morozov were allowing him to make the Tangier trip. He needed a “souvenir” of Morocco for Shchukin, of which Matisse felt freedom to do any subject. For Morozov, he had to paint a pair of landscapes that had been ordered a few years before and still not yet done. In September, Matisse had promised Morozov he would complete them that winter.

Yet traveling to North Africa to fulfill these commissions was fanciful justification. Previous trips abroad had yielded little in terms of tangible work. He returned from two months in Spain the previous winter with just a pair of still lifes, “work of a nervous man,” Matisse later called them. (The sympathetic and supportive Shchukin bought them both anyhow.) During a trip to Algeria in 1906 Matisse made just a single canvas, a small, hastily painted street scene, and in a month during the summer of 1907 in Italy—visiting Venice, Ravenna, Padua, Siena, and Florence, where he stayed with Leo Stein in his hillside villa above the city—he painted nothing at all. Why would it be different this time in Tangier?

Yet much about the city drew Matisse to come for the winter. Perhaps a stay here would be the catalyst he needed. It certainly had been, he knew, for his great predecessor Eugène Delacroix.
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Nearly eighty years to the day before Matisse’s arrival in North Africa, Delacroix traveled to Tangier and spent six months in Morocco with a diplomatic delegation led by Count Charles-Edgar de Mornay. At the behest of the French king, it was to meet the sultan of Morocco. Having invaded neighboring Algeria in 1830, France was seeking cooperation from Morocco in asserting and maintaining control. Delacroix went along to record the mission in his sketchbook.

The prodigiously talented artist was thirty-three and restless for adventure, with two Orientalist masterpieces behind him, The Massacre at Chios and The Death of Sardanapalus. As the second choice for the mission, Delacroix had to cover all of his own expenses except for the journey out to Morocco. The investment paid handsome dividends. The trip became the lynchpin to his development as one of France’s greatest artists.

Departing from the port of Toulon near Marseille, the tedious thirteen-day journey was so rough that the ship was blown past Tangier, through the Strait, and out into the Atlantic. It managed to track back and land on January 25, 1832.

As soon as he stepped ashore, Delacroix was overwhelmed by what he encountered. “I’ve just arrived in Tangier. I have rushed through the town. I am quite bewildered by all that I’ve seen. I can’t let the mail boat go—it’s leaving shortly for Gibraltar—without telling you something of my amazement at all the things I’ve seen…. One would need to have twenty arms and forty-eight hours a day to give any tolerable impression of it all,” he hurriedly wrote to a childhood friend. “At the moment I’m like a man in a dream, seeing things he’s afraid will vanish from him.”

Life in and around Tangier enthralled, inspired, and energized Delacroix. He carried a green-covered notebook with him everywhere, and sketched continually—leaning against doorjambs, in the spacious gardens of the Swedish consul, squatting on roof terraces in the medina, even resting his pad on the saddle of his mule. With an anthropological eye, he did hundreds of watercolors annotated with detailed notes, and filled seven sketchbooks with drawings, many highlighted with fluid touches of watercolors. Charging horses, lounging muleteers, and people milling in the market, shopkeepers in their cubbyholes, pupils leaving the Quranic classes at the madrasa, and even the sultan himself crowd the pages of his cahiers. “This place is made for painters,” the young artist wrote from Tangier.

Unlike his esteemed contemporaries Messrs David, Ingres, and Corot, Delacroix did not pass a formative period in Italy. In fact, he never went to Italy at all, something virtually unheard of at the time for any serious painter. After Morocco, Delacroix didn’t need to go. “Rome is no longer to be found in Rome,” he wrote in one of his last letters from Tangier. Antiquity was alive around him. “I have Romans and Greeks on my doorstep: it makes me laugh heartily at David’s Greeks, apart, of course, from his sublime skill as a painter.” His friends back home would never believe it from his inadequate sketches, he told them. “There’s nothing finer in classical art. Yesterday a peasant came by, got up like this [a sketch]. And this was what a wretched Moor looked like, begging for a handful of coppers a couple of days ago. All of them in white, like Roman senators or Greeks at the Panathenaean festival.”

For Sir John Drummond Hay, who served as Britain’s Envoy Extraordinary at the Court of Morocco from 1845 to 1886, and whose father was the consul in Tangier during Delacroix’s visit, the city felt almost biblical. “Here at once, in a three hours’ sail from Gibraltar, you are transported, as if by enchantment, a thousand or two thousand years back, and you find yourself among the same people and the same style of living as you read of in the Scriptures,” he wrote in his memoirs. “The Bible and the ‘Arabian Nights’ are your best handbooks, and would best prepare you for the scene.”

From the start, Delacroix constantly worried that he would never capture everything, and what he could get down in his notebooks wouldn’t be of much use later. “I’m even sure that the considerable sum of curious information that I shall bring back from here will be of little use to me,” Delacroix wrote after being in Tangier for about six weeks. “Away from the land where I discovered them, such particulars will be like trees torn from their native soil; my mind will have forgotten its impressions, and I shall disdain to give a cold and imperfect rendering of the living and striking sublimity that lies all about one here, and staggers one with its reality.”
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