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On my visit to the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, Russia, I spent three hours 

wandering the impressionist collection, looking at works by world-renowned artists including 

Claude Monet, Auguste Renoir, Paul Cezanne, and Vincent Van Gogh. When I first saw Henri 

Matisse’s Dance, its beauty, colors and abstraction struck me. It portrayed movement and bodies 

in a way I never experienced before. These pieces belonged in a group of paintings with the 
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theme "the golden age” of humanity.1 They immediately conveyed to me a more positive, united 

perception of humanity with a simplistic painting technique. The circular shape the humans form 

when they connect visualized my conception of revolution.  This piece inspired me to research 

how Matisse portrayed women during the Fauvist period and how the painting, Dance, represents 

this artistic revolution. However, through my research, I discovered that, despite its revolutionary 

artistic technique, this piece objectifies women, preventing it from being socially revolutionary.  

For the purpose of this essay, I define “artistic revolution” as an abrupt change from one 

art technique to another. In general, scholars accept that this artifact is artistically revolutionary. 

Dance was one of the major pieces which began the Fauvism movement in early twentieth 

century France.2 Fauvist artists used colors in a non-naturalistic way to rebel against traditional 

French painting technique.3 Bright, contrasting colors in this painting represent the Fauvist 

departure from Matisse’s earlier work and from previous artistic restraints. Jocelyn McClurg 

writes about Matisse’s artistic change in an article for the Hartford Journal.4  She describes his 

work in the 1890’s as “dark, depressing still lifes.”5 In the beginning of the twentieth century, 

“Color begins to seep in quickly, however, as Matisse becomes enamored of Cezanne and 

neoimpressionism.”6 The color in Dance illustrates this evolution of Matisse’s style. Henri 

Matisse taught his followers to capture the natural beauty in landscapes by painting light and 

                                                 
1 Jonathan Jones. " Why this is the most beautiful modern painting in the world: After a Last-Minute Diplomatic 

Drama, Matisse's Dance is Eventually Coming to Britain - for the First Time. Jonathan Jones Celebrates a Great 

Masterpiece and its Role in the Rivalry between the Two Giants of 20th-Century Art," The Guardian, Jan 19, 2008, 

22. 
2 Jones, "Why this is the most beautiful modern painting in the world,” 22. 
3 Michael Brenson. Special to The New York Times, “France’s ‘Wild Beasts’ on View in Los Angeles,” New York 

Times (1923-Current File), Oct 24, 1990, C11. 
4 Jocelyn McClurg. "Matisse Lovers can Gorge on Gigantic 

Retrospective Mammoth Matisse MOMA Retrospective Explodes with Color." Hartford Courant, Sep 23, 1992, C1. 
5 McClurg. "Matisse Lovers can Gorge on Gigantic 

Retrospective Mammoth Matisse MOMA Retrospective Explodes with Color," C1.  
6 McClurg, C1. 
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shadows as zones of bright color.7 All of these components make Dance deviate from previous 

conventions in painting. 

The painting also contrasts with contemporary artistic norms through its primitive 

technique. It includes visible and chaotic brushstrokes. As Michael Brenson points out, art 

historians referred to the fauvist painters as “wild beasts” for their unconventional, random 

brushstrokes.8 This technique challenged norms to the extent that it provokes reactionary 

backlash, in the form of critics referring to the artists as “beasts.” The primal postures of the 

naked dancers mirrored this primitive style of painting. All of the female dancers hunch over, in 

animalistic stances. This positioning also demonstrates a rebellion against artistic norms of that 

time period.  

Scholars have even deemed the subject matter revolutionary. Jonathan Jones, a British art 

critic for The Guardian, argues that during the verge of the twentieth-century, the nudity in this 

artwork would have shocked traditional painters. He writes, “Even in Paris, where artists had 

long made a virtue of shocking moralists, sex was disreputable - it is what happened in brothels 

depicted by Toulouse-Lautrec.”9 The depiction of such controversial subject matter makes this 

painting a departure from more conservative artistic trends. This drastic change is artistic style 

proves that Matisse’ Dance encapsulates the revolutionary aspects of the Fauvist movement.  

While many scholars comment on how this painting revolutionized the artistic world, 

some also argue that it conforms to societal stereotypes. In this essay, I use the word “social 

revolution” to mean sudden change in society which breaks down social norms and alters power 

dynamics between certain social groups. A revolutionary artifact is one which inspires or 

                                                 
7 Brenson. Special to The New York Times, “France’s ‘Wild Beasts’ on View in Los Angeles,” C11. 
8 Brenson. Special to The New York Times, “France’s ‘Wild Beasts’ on View in Los Angeles,” C11. 
9 Jones, " Why this is the most beautiful modern painting in the world,” 22. 
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advances a revolution. I argue that while Dance uses revolutionary artistic technique, it’s 

portrayal of women upholds the status quo and therefore is not socially revolutionary.  

Fauvists also focused on the romanization of human bodies, specifically women.10 This 

focus on the physical female body brought controversy, causing modern scholars to wonder 

whether this portrayal empowered or degraded women. Scholars recognize the change in 

Matisse’s portrayal of women during the start of the Fauvist movement in the beginning of the 

twentieth century.  They disagree on whether Matisse used the revolutionary Fauvist technique to 

create a more abstract, less eroticized portrayal of women in work or if this abstract portrayal 

objectifies the nude models just as much as traditional art. They also disagree on the power 

imbalance caused by Matisse’s personal relationships with the women. In Bourguignon’s “Un 

Viol De Moi-Meme,” she discusses the controversial voluptuousness of Matisse’s women, and 

how this is not representative of the stereotypical relationship between a dominant male artist 

and a vulnerable female model.11 She argues that Matisse’s personal relationships with his 

models inspired conversation between them and helped involve the painter and the model in a 

more empowering, progressive way.12 Similarly, Sooke argues that the women who modeled for 

Matisse were “active and influential forces.”13 He contrasts Matisse’s work process with 

Picasso’s use of women as passive objects of beauty.  

While some argue that Matisse used his paintings as an outlet to empower nude models, 

others contend that this vulnerability exposed and hypersexualized women. However, unlike 

Bourguignon, Sooke acknowledges the sexual aspect of the intimate relationships between 

                                                 
10 Brenson. Special to The New York Times, “France’s ‘Wild Beasts’ on View in Los Angeles,” C11. 
11 Katherine Bourguignon, ""Un Viol De Moi-Meme": Matisse and the Female Model," Order No. 9913437, 

University of Pennsylvania, 1998, 64.  
12 Bourguignon, ""Un Viol De Moi-Meme," 258.  
13 Alastair Sooke, "What did Matisse do to His Models?" The Daily Telegraph, Jul 22, 2017, 4. 
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Matisse and his models. Contrary to popular opinion, Briggs also argues that Matisse’s sensuous 

images of women reduces them to objects of desire and voyeurism.14 His inappropriate 

relationships with his models overshadows the artistic revolution and reinforces to sexist 

stereotypes in early twentieth-century France.   

The majority of scholars idealize Matisse’s work during the Fauvist movement, arguing 

that he used the revolutionary technique to create a more abstract, less eroticized portrayal of 

women in work. However, Matisse inadvertently reflects his own objectification of nude models 

in Dance. When describing his paintings of food, Matisse once said “I've never sampled 

anything edible that had served me as a model… Posing had made them different for me from 

their equivalents on a restaurant table.”15 Matisse implies this strategic detachment from the 

subject of his painting, but this is a misleading characterization. This quote implies that painting 

models somehow transforms them into something Matisse would not consider “sampling”. It 

contradicts his close connection and manipulation of his models which impacts his portrayal of 

women in his paintings.  

Matisse sexually exploited his models, exerting his privileged power as a white male over 

these women. He actively positioned and painted his passive subjects, gaining pleasure from the 

objectified body of a beautiful woman.16 He abused his power over them and gave into his 

voyeuristic desires by having affairs with “his” models. Nicholas Watkins, an art historian, 

argues that Matisse’s behavior in his studio fostered unprofessional liaisons. Watkins writes, 

“When he was doing a portrait of a model, he virtually rested his chin upon her knee. I wouldn't 

                                                 
14 Patricia Ann Briggs, “Historicizing Matisse's Representations of Women: Gender and Artistic Expression in the 

Age of Consumer Culture,” Order No. 9913329, University of Minnesota,1998, 64. 
15 Sooke, "What did Matisse do to His Models?" 4. 
16 Sooke, 4. 
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have thought that he would do anything other than be consumed by total lust at the sight of a 

beautiful woman in front of him.”17 Matisse approach to painting women encouraged abusive 

workplace relationships. 

Briggs writes about the evolution of Matisse’s portrayal of women in his artwork, 

especially in his piece, The Artist and His Model.18 This painting depicts Matisse, himself, 

painting a young nude model, Antoinette Amoux. 19 Briggs argues that by including himself in 

the painting, Matisse demonstrates his close relationships with his models, and unintentionally 

reflects his power over them. Briggs describes Matisse’s work as becoming progressively more 

sexist when she writes, “his approach to aesthetic expression increasingly found itself structured 

around sexual difference, desire, and the expression of masculinity.”20 He no longer painted to 

express the wildness of nature which fauvism captured, but instead focused on sexualization of 

the female figure. 

Dance also exemplifies Matisse’s erotic and objectifying tendencies in his art. The 

Fauvist abstraction of the human forms in Dance seems like it would make the women less 

sexualized, but it still has the same effect as any other nude paintings based on nude models. At 

first glance, this painting seems like a simple, idyllic portrayal of unity and humanity, but context 

is necessary to understand the social structures which it upholds. Beneath the surface, Matisse 

unintentionally reveals his own sexist and patriarchal biases.  

                                                 
17 Sooke, "What did Matisse do to His Models?" 4. 
18 Patricia Ann Briggs, “Historicizing Matisse's Representations of Women: Gender and Artistic Expression in the 

Age of Consumer Culture,” Order No. 9913329, University of Minnesota, 1998, 64. 
19 Briggs, “Historicizing Matisse's Representations of Women” 65.  
20 Briggs, 65. 
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In Matisse’s first draft of Dance, the dancer on the far left was a woman. Matisse made 

the conscious decision to transform this woman into a man in the final draft.21 By changing the 

woman in Dance I into a man in Dance, he reinforces patriarchal values. The posture of both the 

women separates the women from the man. The man’s balanced posture reinforces concepts that 

link masculinity with stability and reason. The women’s animalistic posture implies that women 

are irrational and more connected with nature than reason. The women are being dragged in the 

circular motion by the man, reflecting that men in power must lead women. The woman reaching 

toward the man to help her up suggests that the woman cannot stand on her own. The addition of 

a male figure suggests that this image is not sexually innocent but that the women are performing 

and need a man to witness their dance. Matisse could include many women and one man to 

reveal a hidden sexual fantasy that other men could relate to.  

Scholars like Jonathan Jones consider Matisse to be progressive because of his 

unapologetically portrayal of abstract nude women. His abstraction and simplification of the 

bodies make the image less explicit and more socially acceptable. However, Matisse also makes 

the women appear vulnerable and inferior to men. These nude models were objectified, even in 

an abstract form. Their purpose is to be please men, either by viewing the painting or having sex 

with them.  

Though Dance technically was an essential part in an important artistic revolution, it is 

one of many products of the male dominated society which degrades and objectifies women. It 

may be considered artistically revolutionary, but it is not socially revolutionary. It conforms to 

misogynistic stereotypes held during this time period. I propose a different, but still 

revolutionary, feminist interpretation of this piece. I define the term feminism as the recognition 

                                                 
21 Jones, " Why this is the most beautiful modern painting in the world,” 22. 
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that women have historically been presented as objects for the male gaze. It takes this feminist 

interpretation and historical context to fully understand this painting. The artifact on its own is 

not revolutionary, but the audience perception of it, when knowing the complete context, can be 

revolutionary. By fully understanding the background behind the painting, including Matisse’s 

oppressive relationships with women, a present-day audience can be inspired to call for change 

in the objectification of women in art, even when challenging historically famous, high-esteemed 

artists like Matisse.  

 What should we do in the face of this stunning but complicated painting? Should we 

accept that sexism will always be prevalent in pieces like these and that we cannot remove 

ourselves from our culture? Or do we protest it and ignore its role in such a powerful artistic 

movement? Beauty is a force of oppression, and the representation of women’s beauty is used by 

men to gain power. I think complex art pieces need more in-depth explanations of historical 

context. This would allow the audience to appreciate artistic significance while also 

acknowledging covert sexism hidden beneath beautiful façades.   
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