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Artist of the week – Henri Matisse (1869-1954) 

Paintings of the week – The Snail (1953) 

 

As we are enjoying such amazing weather at the moment, I wanted to find an artwork this week that 

was created in sunshine. I immediately thought about the artist, Henri Matisse. 

When he created this picture (which he called a cut-out), Matisse was living in the South of France on 

the Cote d’Azure (the Blue Coast), famous for its beautiful weather, brightly coloured sky and breath-

taking beaches. The colours he has chosen reflect what he saw around him – blue for the sea and sky, 

orange for a hot, sunny day, greens for trees and grass. He used the three primary colours (red, blue 

and yellow), three secondary colours (pink, orange and green), as well as black and white. 

Although this cut-out collage may seem simple, Matisse was the master of colour. Here he overlaps the 

complementary colours (green and red, purple and yellow, orange and blue). The picture is very large 

(2.8 meters square) and the bright shapes make the spiral seem to be moving. 

Matisse was 84 when he created The Snail. All his life he had been a painter, but now he could not 

stand at an easel. He was crippled with arthritis and had to spend most of his day in bed. However, with 

the help of assistants, he could still make artwork. He asked them to paint paper with colours of 

gouache paint and then Matisse would cut or tear them in to shapes. His assistant would then pin them 

on to a background, with Matisse directing exactly where he wanted them. The pin marks can still be 

seen on the original artwork. Each piece was then carefully pasted on to the background paper and the 

collage was complete. 

The picture he created this time was a spiral and as Matisse had been drawing many spiral shapes from 

nature including snails and shells, the work became known as The Snail. Today this famous collage can 

be seen at Tate Modern in London. Nothing prepares you for the huge scale or brightness of the 

colours. It is certainly an artwork full of sunshine! 

 

 

St Mary’s Artist’s Corner 



Ideas for your artwork  

 

Abstract, torn paper spirals – Using a black or white background, collect strips of coloured paper or 

colour paper with crayons or felt tips, before cutting or tearing strips. Arrange them in spirals starting 

from the centre. You can make multiple spirals or why not use a back border and make one enormous 

spiral like Matisse? 

Snail Rubbings – Using thin white paper (printer paper will work), lay it on a textured surface like a mat 

or paving stone. Take some wax crayons and rub over the paper so it picks up the textures from the 

surface underneath. Keep changing colours. Cut out small rectangles and arrange on a background of 

coloured paper or plain white paper. Make a paper frame to complete your collage. 

Links and tour 

Find out more about Matisse and his work. 

Henri Matisse  

Tate Modern – The Snail by Henri Matisse 

Why not take a virtual tour of Tate Modern or another London Gallery?  

Tate Modern Virtual Tour 

 

Have fun exploring Matisse’s work and please send any photographs of your own to Miss Holmes for 

our newsletter. Don’t forget to keep any arts and crafts safe for our Lockdown exhibition when we return 

to school. 

Warm creative wishes to everyone at home. 

Miss Wharrier 

 

https://www.henrimatisse.org/
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/matisse-the-snail-t00540
https://www.eyerevolution.co.uk/virtual-tours/tate-modern/

