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An artist must possess 
Nature. He must identify 
himself with her rhythm, 

by efforts that will prepare 
the mastery which will later 

enable him to express himself 
in his own language.

- Henri Matisse
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Hailing from a pivotal moment in the 
artist’s artistic development, Grand 
paysage, Mont Alban showcases 
Henri Matisse’s simplified forms, 

bold colors and expressive brushstrokes that 
revolutionized the art world. Monumental in 
size and significance, the idyllic landscape hails 
from Matisse's retreat to Nice and represents a 
transformative achievement in the artist's oeuvre.

Among the paintings that exemplify Matisse’s 
dynamic interplay between light and ever-moving 
nature, Grand paysage, Mont Alban stands 
among the finest of the artist’s rare landscapes. 
In the spring of 1918, when this painting was 
conceived, Matisse began a focused study of 
Renaissance art and light. It makes perfect sense 
that the great artist would have made his way 
to Mont Alban, a medieval fortress and hillside 
lookout with panoramic views of the seaside 
town, where he could quietly observe the sun-
soaked and luminous French Riviera. Also, 
during the spring of 1918, Matisse liked to stay 
with his friend Auguste Renoir in his peaceful 
house in Cagnes-sur-Mer, Nice. Upon seeing 
Matisse’s works from this important period, 
Renoir famously stated, “How you have managed 
to express the atmosphere... everything is 
accurate. It was difficult... it makes me mad.”

What the great master Renoir noticed in 
Matisse’s work is the artist’s virtuosic ability 
to blur the line between representation and 
abstraction. In Grand paysage, Mont Alban, 
Matisse plunges the viewer into the luminous hues 
of the French countryside, with flattened planes 
rendered with thick, painterly strokes. A sand-
colored path winds up the hill, disappearing into 
a dense forest, and a retreat down rolling green 
hills leads to white-washed, blue-roofed buildings 
below. Above, the bright blue sky radiates a 
combination of coolness and warmth, suffusing 
the landscape with a luminosity that invites the 
viewer to savor a moment of profound solitude. 

Matisse was renowned throughout his career 
for his versatility as an artist, and his vast oeuvre 
encompasses painting, drawing, sculpture, graphic 
arts, paper cutouts and book illustration. Perhaps 
one of art history's greatest draftsmen, he is 

today considered among the most influential artists of 
his era alongside Pablo Picasso, who was both a close 
confidante and friendly rival. In 1917, as World War I 
ravaged Europe and avant-garde Cubism dominated the 
Parisian art scene, Matisse made a deliberate decision 
to retreat from the city and seek solitude in Nice, where 
he immersed himself in the brilliant range of tonalities 
offered by simple rooms flooded with natural light.

Through this purposeful isolation, Matisse’s creativity 
flourished, leading to artworks like Grand paysage, 
Mont Alban where Matisse first accessed his virtuosic 
ability to render light, a talent that would come to define 
his oeuvre. His ability to see beauty in simplicity set 
him apart from his contemporaries and paved the way 
for the Abstract Expressionists, Minimalists and Pop 
artists who followed him. Still relevant today, his body 
of work continues to form the basis of retrospectives 
and exhibitions at important museums worldwide, 
including the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, 
Tate Modern in London, and the Museum of Fine Arts 
in Boston.

Widely exhibited, Grand paysage, Mont Alban 
was displayed at the Museum of Modern Art's highly 
important 1952 and 1992 retrospectives, as well as 
the National Gallery of Art's 1986 exhibition, Henri 
Matisse: The Early Years in Nice, 1916-1930. ●
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225. Large Landscape, Mont Alban
Grand pay sage, Mont Alban

Nice, spring 1918
Oil on canvas, 283/4 x (73 x 90.8 cm)
Signed lower left: "Henri-Matisse"
Private collection
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1918

Medium: Oil on canvas board
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Museum of Modern Art
New York, United States
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