
Madam Matisse (The Green Stripe)
created by Henri Matisse 1905

Henri Matisse (on REE ma TEES) made friends with two young artists named André Derain and Maurice

de Vlaminck. The three of them began painting with weird, bright colors and didn’t try to make their

paintings realistic. They wanted their colors to create a feeling or MOOD in their pictures. Matisse said

that he wanted to make “colors sing without paying attention to rules and regulations.”

In 1905, these artists had an art show together. This new type of art shocked people. They said their

pictures looked like “wild beasts” had painted them. The artist’s didn’t mind and began to call

themselves the “Fauves”, which is French for “wild beasts”. The Fauves helped plant the seeds for

Expressionism and Abstract Art of the 20th century.  The exhibit marked a turning point in Matisse’s life.

Leo and Gertrude Stein, two wealthy Americans living in Paris, attended the art exhibit. Along with their

brother and sister-in-law, Michael and Sarah Stein, they became Matisse’s most important early patrons

(customers). They also introduced Matisse to other important artists of the time, including Pablo

Picasso. The Steins bought the daring and unusual portrait Madame Matisse. They renamed the

portrait The Green Stripe, because of the green line of paint running down the forehead and nose, which

divides the portrait in half. The painting is a recognizable portrait of Amélie but it has surprising colors

and a rough texture.

Henri only painted like a Fauve for a few years, and then he decided he didn’t like painting this way

anymore.

About the Art

Amélie Matisse was born Amélie Paraye, in Toulouse, Southern France. Her husband described her as

“erect, dignified of bearing, and possessed of splendid dark hair.”

Henri and Amélie married in Paris in 1898. She was said to be exceptionally devoted to her husband and

worked hard to make it easy for Matisse to devote his time to painting. She took on the role of mother

for Matisse’s daughter, Marguerite, and she and Henri had two sons, Jean and Pierre.

Along with Amélie’s dark blue hair, pink and yellow skin, and the patchwork background of violet,

orange, and turquoise-green, the portrait makes a powerful impact with its contrasting colors.

The shadowed half of this face is painted with yellow and green. The side with light shining on it is a

more natural pink. The green line in the middle of her face keeps the portrait from being overwhelmed

by the strong background colors. We can’t help but notice the strange green line, so the face becomes

more important to the viewer than the powerful background. The warm colors of the background (on



the left) are contrasted with the cool green of her face. The same thing happens on the other side of the

picture, where the cool turquoise-green of the background is the opposite of the warm color of her pink

face.

About Henri Matisse

(on REE ma TEES)

French Artist Henri Matisse was one of the most original and influential artists of the 20th Century.

Matisse played a leading role in the development of “Modern Art”. He was famous for his paintings,

sculpture, drawings, book illustrations, and costume and stage designs.

Matisse was born on New Year’s Eve, December 31, 1869, in Le Cateau-Cambrésis, a small town in

northern France. His middle-class parents ran a general store and as their son grew up, they never

guessed he would eventually become a famous artist. Not that much is known about his childhood, but

as a teenager, Henri (on REE) once won first prize in a drawing contest.

At the age of 18, Matisse’s parents sent him to study law in Paris. After finishing school and passing his

exams two years later, he returned home and went to work as a clerk in a nearby lawyer’s office. His

major responsibility was to copy stacks of legal documents by hand, because few people owned

typewriters then, and computers hadn’t been invented yet. This was not the most exciting type of work

a young man in his twenties could do.  Henri soon became tired of it.

Then Henri got sick with appendicitis and had to stay in bed for a long time to recover. His mother

bought him some paints so he would have something to do while he was sick and bedridden. The box of

paints changed his life forever in a very surprising way. Matisse began to teach himself to paint by

copying landscapes from a painting instruction book and fell in love with art. Henri now knew that he

wanted to become an artist. When he got better and returned to work, he signed up for an early

morning painting class at the local school for textile designers (fabric painters), held every morning

before work. This is what he said about his new discovery: “When I started to paint, I felt transported

into a kind of paradise.”

In 1891, Matisse’s father reluctantly agreed to let his son give up his law career and move to Paris to

learn about art. His father gave him a small monthly allowance to live on and his final words to Henri as

he left for Paris were, “You’ll starve!”

Henri enrolled at the Académie Julian. He was taught by a famous artist of the time but Matisse did not

agree with all of his traditional ideas about art. He applied at the Ecole des Beaux-Art, the official art

school of Paris, but was not accepted. Fortunately, one of the teachers there, Gustave Moreau, who had

his own teaching studio, took him on as an “informal” student. Moreau taught his students to improve

their techniques by copying paintings by Old Masters in the museums. Henri was able to earn a little



money by selling the copies he made. Moreau was an enthusiastic teacher who told Matisse to use his

own imagination more.

Matisse began to notice the paintings of the French Impressionists. Their paintings were in galleries all

over Paris. He especially liked the work of Paul Cézanne and bought one of his paintings. He liked the

Impressionists use of bright colors and the loose way the artists “dabbed” the colors on the canvas.

Matisse struggled for awhile to develop a style of his own and establish his name in the art world.

The artist’s father finished supporting him not long after he went to Paris. Matisse then had a family to

support after his daughter, Marguerite, was born, in 1894. They were poor and he eventually separated

from Marguerite’s mother. Henri married Amélie Paraye in 1898 and his young daughter, Marguerite,

lived with the couple. By 1900, Henri and Amélie had two sons of their own, Pierre and Jean. To support

his young family, Matisse took a temporary job as a decorator but eventually had to take his family home

to his parents because he could not find enough employment to take care of them by himself.

Matisse’s paintings began to sell a short time later. He no longer needed to worry about money. His

reputation soon spread beyond Paris and he exhibited paintings in England, Germany, Russia and the

United States. Matisse was hired to paint ballet sets, dance costumes, and murals. His murals often

incorporated ceramic tiles. He also created works in stained glass. His art was especially popular in

Russia, possibly because the strong traditions of Russian folk-art made people there used to looking at

and appreciating pictures that were not photographically realistic. These people understood how to

appreciate the beauty of his art because, in general, they did not feel art needed to look totally real in

order to be enjoyed.

In 1908, Matisse published an essay he wrote on his unusual ideas about art. This is some of what he

wrote: “What I am after, above all, is expression.” He explained that “expression” did not mean he

wanted to paint faces or gestures of people showing particular emotions. Instead, he wanted his

paintings themselves to express what he called, “the feeling I have for life” through the way objects,

colors, and lines were arranged on the canvas. Modern artists of the 20th century and today understood

what Matisse meant and found even more ways to create expression and emotion in their art.

Toward the end of his life, Matisse became crippled, confined to a wheelchair, and even bedridden. He

spent this time creating works of brilliantly colored paper cutouts arranged on a canvas surface. It was at

this time that Matisse created his famous JAZZ series. The pictures were filled with visual

representations of his memories of the circus, of popular stories, and of his travels around the world. He

had created an entirely new art form during the later years of his life.
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You can go into as much or as little detail as you would like based on the class environment. Younger

grades have a much shorter attention span.
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