
,.,--- THIRD CLASS - MATISSE: FIGURE PAINTING AND INTERIORS 

I. INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW 

Who remembers the name of the artist whose paintings we looked at 
in the last class? 

Picasso! 

) 

What are some of the things that seemed "modern" or new about 
Picasso's art? 

The way he simplified a person's face into lines and shapes. 
The way he distorted what people really look like to show his 
thoughts and feelings. 

Many of Picasso's paintings play with space. Ask older students if 
anyone knows what three-dimensional space is? 

Height, width and depth. 

Review with younger students that our bodies and many of the 
objects around us have three dimensions. Lead them in pointing out 
with their hands what their height is, their width is, and their depth 
lS. 

Do paintings have three dimensions? Think hard! 
No. 

How many dimensions do they have? 
Two: height and width. 
They have no depth. 
Point out these two dimensions on a piece of paper. 

Explain to older students that if artists want to paint a three 
dimensional object on a two-dimensional surface like a canvas and 
have it look rounded and real, they must use a number of techniques 
such as shading and overlapping. Some students have also learned 
about aerial and linear perspective in other "Learning to Look" 
classes. If possible, show students Pieter Bruegel's The Harvesters 
and remind them briefly how the artist conveyed a sense of three 
dimensional space. (Please refer to Learning to Look: A Complete Art 
History and Appreciation Program for Grades K-8, p. 34 for a further 
discussion of this topic if necessary.) 



Many modern artists are no longer interested in creating the illusion 
of three-dimensionality in their paintings. Instead they emphasize 
the flatness of the canvas, as we'll notice in the pictures we are going 
to look at today by the French artist, Henri Matisse. 

First let's do our eye exercises. 

II. EYE EXERCISES 

Younger children often enjoy doing these simple warm-up exercises. 
Invite a child to lead the class with you in this series of eye 
movements. Older students typically have so much to say that they 
are impatient with anything that takes time away from looking. 

III. MA TIS SE: FIGURE PAINTING AND INTERIORS 

A. Dance (First Version) 

Artist - Henri Matisse French (1869-1954) 
) 

Year Painted - 1909 

Medium - oil on canvas 

Props - poster of the painting; CD or tape of Stravinsky's The 
Rite of Spring; paper and pencils. 

Activity - Drawing to music; Dancing in a circle 

) 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION (for the teacher) 
The only artist of the 20th century who can justly lay claim to 

being Picasso's equal was his friendly rival Henri Matisse. Picasso's 
innovations in form and space were matched by Matisse's audacities 
in color and line. At the beginning of this century, these two truly 
great artists laid the groundwork for the future development of 
modern art. 

Henri Matisse was born in Le Cateau-Carnbresis in 1869 to a 
family of well-to-do shopkeepers. His father had a grain and paint 
store and his mother, a hatmaker, liked to paint on china. Matisse's 
parents hoped their son would become a lawyer, and at age 17 the 



) 

,) 

young man went to Paris to study law. Work as a law clerk bored 
him, however, and he much preferred the art classes he took at 
daybreak. The story goes that when, as a twenty-year old, he had 
acute appendicitis, his mother gave him a paintbox, and he began to 
paint. It was a revelation, and although his father disapproved of a 
career as an artist, Matisse from then on devoted himself to his art. 
His first paintings from 1890 were dark, realistic works which betray 
little of his future role in the vanguard of modem art. In Paris, 
Matisse first entered the conservative studio of Bourguereau but 
failed to pass the entrance exams for the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. 
Moving to the more relaxed and supportive atmosphere of the 
Symbolist painter, Gustave Moreau's studio, Matisse learned from 
copying the Old Masters as well as sketching from life. Moreau 
recognized that Matisse's gift was to simplify painting. Yet simplicity 
did not mean easiness or lack of thought. Matisse sought to reject 
pre-existing imagery and to "look at life with the eyes of a child," the 
title of a pamphlet he wrote a year before his death. 

Gradually Matisse's canvases lightened· under the influence of 
the Impressionists, and he began to develop his own distinctive style. 
In 1905, Matisse and his friends the painters Andre Derain and 
Maurice Vlaminck gave birth to a new art movement, Fauvism. 
Named by a hostile critic after the French word for "wild beasts," 
Fauvist art was boldly colored, vigorously painted, and daringly 
simplified. Matisse's portrait of his wife, The Woman with the Hat, 
with her bluish-green tinged face, created a sensation at the Salon 
d'Automne of 1905. By 1908 Fauvism was already eclipsed by the 
new style of Cubism, but Matisse himself was constantly 
experimenting with new ways of painting the subjects that most 
fascinated him, the female figure and the southern French landscape. 
Fauvism had made Matisse famous, although his art continued to 
generate controversy especially for its rejection of perspective. The 
artist traveled widely. Journeys throughout Europe, and to North 
Africa and the South Pacific inspired Matisse to create in his art 
light-filled images of calm and sensual beauty. In 1917 the artist 
took up residence in Nice on the Cote d'Azur which attracted him, he 
said, for the "silvery clarity of its light." (Xavier Girard, Matisse: The 
Wonder of Color, Abrams: 1993, p. 105.) For much of the rest of his 
life he spent summers in Paris and winters in the south of France. 
Matisse also traveled to the United States where he was 
overwhelmed by its grand space and intense light. There in 1930 
Alfred Barnes commissioned him to create a huge mural on the 
theme of dance for his foundation in Pennsylvania. The project 



consumed three years of Matisse's life and contributed to his 
increasing ill health. 

When Matisse was in his 70s, he began work in earnest on a 
new form of art, paper cutouts (papier decoupe), Often too ill to 
leave his bed or later his wheelchair, the artist used scissors to cut 
out shapes from large pieces of painted paper and then directed his 
assistants to arrange them on white paper pinned to the wall. By 
"drawing with scissors," as the artist termed it, he created some of 
his simplest yet most appealing and lively designs such as those 
images made for his book !all published in 1947 (Antony Masson, 
Matisse, Barron's: 1995, p. 24). His paper cutouts take to its logical 
conclusion the artist's preference for painting in flat areas of color 
without perspective. From 1948 until 1951, Matisse worked 
heroically on the stained glass windows and wall decorations of the 
Chapelle du Rosaire in Vence, France. He drew the designs from his 
bed using a brush attached to a bamboo pole. Three years later a 
month short of his 85th birthday, Matisse succumbed to a heart 
attack. 

) 

DIALOGUE SUGGESTIONS (for classroom presentation) 

Reveal the poster of Dance (First Version) to your students and ask 
them what is going on in this picture. What are the people doing? 

They are holding hands and moving in a circle. 
Matisse called this painting the Dance, 

How many people are there? 
Five 

Does this picture remind you of a pamtmg we looked at in the last 
class that also has five women in it? 

Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon was painted two years 
before Matisse's Dance (First Version) which was completed m 
1909. 

Yet, Matisse's scene is very different m color, line and mood from 
Picasso's as we shall see. 

Is this a portrait? Why not? 
No, because we cannot identify who the people are. 
They all look about the same. 

What does the blue area represent? 
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The sky 

What is the green area supposed to be? 
Grass, a hill. 

Is this a landscape then? 
Although the people are outdoors, there is nothing 
distinguishing about the landscape. It too has been extremely 
simplified into areas of flat color. 

What type of painting is this therefore? 
This type of painting is called a figure pamtmg. 
It focuses on the human figure in general, not on one or more 
specific people. 

What is it about the way Matisse has painted the human figure here 
that makes it apply to many people, not just to one person? 

We see very few details that tell what a particular person looks 
like. 
We see the faces of only two people and their features are 
made up of about five lines each. 
The woman are nude. 

Why does Matisse show the figures without clothes? Again think 
about what the artist's purpose is? 

Clothes identify specific people, where they come from, who 
they are. 
Here the absence of clothes and the simplifying of the figures 
suggests that they could be anyone. 
The image is universal. 
It also suggests the mythical past. Remind students that 
ancient sculptures were nude. 

There's an interesting story about how Matisse conceived the idea for 
this image. In the summer of 1905 while on vacation on the French 
coast near the Spanish border, the artist observed a group of Catalan 
(Spanish) fishermen dancing the traditional sardana dance in a circle 
on the beach. 

How has Matisse changed the reality of what he saw into an artistic 
image? 
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He changed the figures from men to woman, eliminated their 
clothing or other signs of a specific time and place, and sped up 
their dance. 
He has thus created an emblem of all dance and of the desire of 
all human beings to express their feelings through motion. 

What type lines make us feel the sense of energy in this work? Point 
some of them out. 

Almost all the lines are curved. 
This suggests movement. 

Do you think that by showing nude rather than clothed figures it 1s 
easier to see the lines? 

Yes, definitely. 

What has Matisse used to make the contour lines of the body stand 
out? 

They are outlined m black. 

Does this painting seem to have any depth? Why or why not? 
No. 
The figures seem flat. 
The ones in the background are about the same size as the ones 
in the foreground; therefore there is no illusion of distance. 

Can you find any irregular circular shapes? 
Yes, many of them. 
The heads, the breasts, the ground, and the shape created by 
all the joined arms. 

Is this ring of arms broken or unbroken? Look carefully. 
It's broken. 
The figure in the bottom center of the canvas is unable to hold 
onto the hand of the person to her left. 

What feeling does this small detail give us? 
Speed, energy, force. 
It's as if the circle is moving so fast that she can't hold on. 
Ask younger students if they have ever played Ring-around 
the-Rosy and run so fast that they couldn't hold onto their 
friend's hand . 

.J What element of art do you think is most important to this work? 



Color 

) 

_) 

Tell older students that Matisse was famous for his vibrant colors. 
At the turn of the century he belonged to a group of artists known as 
the Fauves (wild beasts) who emphasized the power of pure color m 
their paintings. Modern artists use color to express something 
personal rather than to describe the world realistically. 

What are the three main colors here? 
Blue for the sky. 
Green for the hill. 
Pink for the bodies. 

Does Matisse apply his paints thinly or thickly? 
Thinly. 

Can you find areas which are left unpainted? 
Yes, the canvas shows through in a number of places especially 
around the bodies. 
Matisse in fact painted this oil sketch very quickly. 

What is the overall mood of this picture? 
Joyful, energetic, free, full of life. 

Tell older students that Matisse first incorporated this image of 
dance into the background of a painting called The Joy of Life (1905- 
06) later that same year. A Russian art collector, Sergei Shchukin, 
saw this work at the apartment of the American poet Gertrude Stein 
and decided to commission the artist to create a series of paintings to 
decorate Shchukin's home in Moscow. Our painting is the first 
version, a large oil sketch, of the Dance which is now in the collection 
of the Museum of Modern Art. The second, final version (Dance II). 
now hangs in the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg. Shchukin 
planned to commission three works of art from Matisse but accepted 
only two, Dance (II) and Music. both completed in 1910. If possible 
show older students a reproduction of Dance II . 

Let's compare how the two versions of Dance are alike and how they 
are different. 

What is the same about them? 
They both show five dancers movmg m a circle, a ground, and 
the sky. 



The overall design and composition are the same. 

Yet they convey very different feelings, don't they? How does the 
artist accomplish this? 

Which uses brighter, more intense colors? 
Dance (II) 
The figures are red in Dance (II) rather than pink as in Dance 
tu, 

) 

In which are the figures flatter and more pale? 
Dance (I) 
The figures in Dance (II) are more rounded and modeled. 

In which one does the dance seem more energetic and wild? 
Dance (II) is more aggressive and forceful. 
Dance (I) is more harmonious and lyrical. 

Which dance would you rather join in? 
Let a few students give their reasons. 

Do these pictures of dance make you think of music? In fact, after 
Matisse finished Dance (II) he made another picture for the same 
patron called Music. 

What type music would you hear playing for each of these pictures? 
Students might say "fast music" or rock-n-roll. 
Then tell them we are going to listen to some music that was 
composed about the time of this painting, Stravinsky's The Rite 
of Spring (1913). 

ACTIVITY 

) 

Matisse knew the innovative Russian composer, Igor Stravinsky, and, 
like Picasso, Matisse designed the costumes and sets for a ballet (The 
Song of the Nightingale) performed by the Ballets Russes. Play a CD 
or tape of The Rite of Spring and hand out pencils and paper. 
Encourage older students to draw whatever they want. Let the 
music inspire them. Younger students may want to get up in groups 
of five and dance in a circle to the music like the figures in Dance. 
Matisse explained in an interview in 1951 why he painted the Dance: 

It's that I'm particularly fond of the dance and can 



) 
see more through dance: expressive movement, 
rhythmic movement, music that I like. That dance was m 
me. (Girard, Matisse: The Wonder of Color, p. 61.) 

Is the dance in you as well? 

B. The Red Studio 

Artist - Henri Matisse French (1869-1954) 

Year Painted - 1911 

Medium - oil on canvas 

Props - poster of the painting; 8"x10" pieces of shiny colored 
paper, magic markers; roll of patterned wallpaper; 
poster paints and paint brushes. 

Activity - Creating an interior scene; Making a classroom mural 

) DIALOGUE SUGGESTIONS (for classroom presentation) 

Now reveal the poster of The Red Studio without comment. 

Where are we in this picture? 
Inside a room. 

What type of a room is this? Look for clues. 
It's an artist's studio. 
(Introduce the word "studio" to young children and explain it 
as a place where an artist works.) 

How do you know this is an art studio? Let's point out all the objects 
m this room that have to do with art. 

Five paintings hanging on the walls. 
Two paintings on the floor propped up. 
One empty frame. 
Three frames with either mirrors or unpainted canvases. 
Two sculptures on stands. 
One sculpture on the table. 
Two ceramic dishes made by the artist. 
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Some of the artist's tools (a box of oil sticks and other 
implements). 

Whose studio do you think this was? 
The artist of the picture, Henri Matisse. 

We can actually identify many of the artworks shown in the picture 
as ones that Matisse made during the period from 1904 to 1911. 
Older students might be interested in the names of some of these 
works. They are as follows: 

Upright Nude (1904) - sculpture on table in foreground. 
The Young Sailor, II (1906-7) - picture above the chest of 

drawers shows a sailor in blue sitting in chair. 
Le Luxe, II (1908) - on the rear wall to the right. 
Decorative Figure (1908) - bronze sculpture on stand to right. 
Nude with White Scarf (1909) - on the rear wall to the left of 

the clock. 
Large Nude with Necklace (1911) - on the left wall. (Matisse 

later destroyed this picture) 
Jeannette, III (1911) - white plaster sculpture on the stand to 

the far right. 

Can you also find two landscapes? a still life? 
Point them out with the students. 

Pick one of the artworks listed above and try to find a reproduction 
of it in any book about Matisse. Show the image to the students and 
have them point out where it appears in this painting. Matisse's 
picture is like a miniature art gallery in which the artist proudly 
displays some of his best work during the early years of his career. 

Matisse painted this canvas, which he called The Red Studio, in the 
fall of 1911 when he was living in Issy-les-Moulineaux near Paris. 
It is an example of a type of painting known as an interior scene. 
The artist painted four major interior scenes that year. 

Older students might be interested to know that at this time Matisse 
was not appreciated by the critics, and his father, who had opposed 
his becoming an artist, had just died. Thus by painting interiors, and 
especially his own studio, the artist is retreating into his own private 
world of art. 

_) Does anyone know what the word "interior" means? 
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Something inside. 
The interior of your home is the rooms inside it. 

What's the opposite of interior? 
Exterior. 
That's the outside. 

Do you think Matisse's studio really looked like this? What is 
unusual about how this room is painted? Let's look first at color. 

The entire room=walls and floor--are painted a type of red 
known as Pompeian red. 

Do you think Matisse's studio was really this red? 
No. 
Artists would be unlikely to paint in a red room because the 
reflected light would make everything in the room take on a 
reddish hue. 

One of the most remarkable things about this picture is that when 
Matisse began painting it, he used pale blue for the interior with 
yellow highlights. Gradually he painted over these colors with red. 

Tell your students that Matisse did not believe that a painting had to 
look exactly like the scene or objects it depicts. Once a woman 
criticized the artist for painting the arm of his female subject much 
too long. Matisse replied, "Madame, you are mistaken. This is not a 
woman; this is a picture." (Susan Woodford, Looking at Pictures, p. 
69) 

_) 

What does the color red make you think of or feel? 
Red can mean anger, heat, passion or strong emotions. 
Have you ever heard of the expression "see red?" 

Why do you think, therefore, that Matisse chose the color red to 
paint his studio? 

It suggests that this is a place of powerful emotions and 
reflects how strongly the artist felt about his art at this time. 
(In addition to this psychological interpretation of the use of 
red, there are also formalistic reasons for using this color as 
follows.) 
The red also makes the artwork in the studio stand out 
dramatically against the one-color (monochromatic) 
background. 
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There are other aspects of this picture that are not realistic. Look at 
how Matisse painted the furniture. What's strange about that? 

The chairs, table, chest of drawers, grandfather clock and 
sculpture stands are all simply outlined in yellow paint with 
the red color of the room showing through. 
This makes the furniture seem lightweight and unimportant 
when compared to the artworks. 

What about how Matisse treats space in this room? Does he try to 
make the viewer see a three-dimensional room? What suggests 
depth? 

The way the objects in the foreground (i.e., the table with vase 
of nasturtium leaves, wine glass and dish) are proportionally 
larger than the objects such as the chest or paintings in the 
background. 
The way the left wall meets the back wall along a diagonal 
(lines of perspective). 

But what else about this picture suggests that it is a flat surface? 
The way the color red is uniform (the same) all over the canvas 
flattens the image. 
The red emphasizes that a painting has only two-dimensions. 

Can you see how the artist has arranged the objects in this picture in 
a circular composition? Begin with the clock and move your eyes in 
a circle around the room. 

This circular composition as well as the color red help to unify 
the picture. 
It makes all the parts of the scene hold together so that our 
eyes see everything all at once. Then the circular motion helps 
us to look at the individual objects in the room like an 
exhibition of paintings. 

Can you find any objects here that refer to nature? 
The vase with green nasturtium leaves. 

What does it seem to encircle? 
The artist's sculpture of Upright Nude. 
Matisse seems to be suggesting that art and nature are 
intertwined. Other paintings of his treat this theme as well. 

What's missing from this scene? 



Some students may notice that Matisse does not show the door 
to the room as if the space were totally enclosed and private. 
Other students may observe that the artist himself is absent. 
We see Matisse not through a self-portrait but through his art. 

ACTIVITY: 

The Red Studio is an interior scene. It shows the inside of Matisse's 
studio. Let's make our own interior scene. You may recreate your 
classroom from life or a room in your home from memory. What 
color paper do you want to choose. This dependa upon which mood 
you want to convey: e.g., red for strong emotions or blue for a feeling 
of calmness. First study how Matisse painted the details of his 
setting. Then use a magic marker to outline the walls, furniture, 
windows, and other items. Where will you let the color of the paper 
show through, or where will you fill in the design with other colors? 
What objects do you want to include in your interior? Don't try to 
paint everything. Pick out what 1s special to you. 

Another more ambitious activity is to create a classroom mural 
) inspired by Matisse's art. This activity is time-consuming and 

requires the full cooperation of the classroom teacher as well as the 
purchase or donation of three yards of any patterned wallpaper. Tell 
students that Matisse's paintings are filled with patterns. We're 
going to start with a patterned paper (i.e., the wallpaper) and then 
paint on our own designs using bright colors and simple shapes the 
way Matisse did. Each student can decide on one motif: a swirling or 
wavy line, abstract flower or leaf design, a star or sun, that will be 
their contribution to the mural. Only three to four students can work 
on the mural at the same time. Provide four paintbrushes and a 
number of bright poster paints. The mural can be spread on the 
floor to prevent dripping paint. 

_) 


