
Lindenwood University Lindenwood University 

Digital Commons@Lindenwood University Digital Commons@Lindenwood University 

Theses Theses & Dissertations 

Fall 12-2020 

Catch Me If You Can: Henri Matisse’s Chase for Symbolic Capital Catch Me If You Can: Henri Matisse’s Chase for Symbolic Capital 

in the New York Art Market of the Early Twentieth Century in the New York Art Market of the Early Twentieth Century 

Monica M. Mitchell-Werp 
Lindenwood University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses 

 Part of the Classical Archaeology and Art History Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Mitchell-Werp, Monica M., "Catch Me If You Can: Henri Matisse’s Chase for Symbolic Capital in the New 
York Art Market of the Early Twentieth Century" (2020). Theses. 6. 
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses/6 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses & Dissertations at Digital 
Commons@Lindenwood University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theses by an authorized administrator of 
Digital Commons@Lindenwood University. For more information, please contact emacdonald@lindenwood.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses-dissertations
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses?utm_source=digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu%2Ftheses%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/450?utm_source=digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu%2Ftheses%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses/6?utm_source=digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu%2Ftheses%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:emacdonald@lindenwood.edu


  

 
 
 

 
 

Catch Me If You Can: Henri Matisse’s Chase for Symbolic Capital in the New York Art Market 
of the Early Twentieth Century 

 
 

By Monica M. Mitchell-Werp 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 





  

 

CATCH ME IF YOU CAN: HENRI MATISSE’S CHASE FOR SYMBOLIC CAPITAL IN 

THE NEW YORK ART MARKET 

OF THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY 

 
 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the Art and Design Department 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the 

Degree of Master of Arts in Art History 

at 

Lindenwood University 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

 

 

Monica M. Mitchell-Werp 

 

Saint Charles, Missouri 

 

December 2020 

 



  

ABSTRACT 
 
 
CATCH ME IF YOU CAN: HENRI MATISSE’S CHASE FOR SYMBOLIC CAPITAL IN 

THE NEW YORK ART MARKET OF THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY  

 

Monica M. Mitchell-Werp, Master of Art History, 2020 

 

Thesis Directed by: Dr. Piper Hutson, PhD 

 

Abstract: 
 
This paper analyzes how the development and consequence of symbolic capital influences an art 
market. This comprehensive, qualitative analysis examines the early twentieth century New York 
modern art market activated by French artist Henri Matisse (1869-1954) and the 1913 Armory 
Show. This examination derived from the French sociologist, philosopher, and anthropologist 
Pierre Bourdieu’s (1930-2002) theories provides evidence of the use of symbolic capital by 
Matisse. The evidence points to the twofold function that symbolic capital holds within the 
emerging modern art market. The first function of symbolic capital manifests through the non-
monetary value Matisse received from the intangible qualities of reputation and status and the 
firsthand knowledge of Matisse’s intent to use this first function for greater advantage in the art 
market. The second function of symbolic capital outweighs economic, social, and cultural capital 
specific to an art market. The analysis of the twofold function of symbolic capital deems it as a 
fundamental, dominant factor that influenced the success of Matisse and the new modern art 
market. 
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Introduction  
 

Henri Matisse (1869-1954), the revered French modern art master achieved a dynamic, 

emotional representation in his compositions through bold color and aggressive form.1 Upon 

Matisse’s debut of his works of art in New York,  a staff writer for the New York Daily Tribune 

reported on February 17, 1913, “this international show of about a thousand examples of modern 

art includes some of the most stupidly ugly pictures.”2  Although in twenty first century 

scholarship, Matisse is considered the greatest colorist of all time, the early critics characterized 

his works as bitingly aberrant, strewn with wild brushstrokes of bold, pure color. 3 The earliest 

epithet for such innovative works emerged by critic Louis Vauxcelles, who reviewed the third 

Salon d’Automne in Paris in 1905; Vauxcelles purported the depravity of works exhibited. 

Consequently, the term “les fauve” or wild beasts coined by Vauxcelles in the daily newspaper 

Gil Blas inculcated the harsh judgment.4 Vauxcelles wrote in his review, “Les fauves! … M. 

Matisse, fauve-chef… J’avoue ne pas comprendre. Une femme nue, laide etendue dans l’herbe 

d’un bleu opaque, sous des palmiers…le dessin ici m’apparait rudimentaire et le coloris cruel.5 

The wild beasts! Mr. Matisse, the wild beasts’ leader…I admit I do not understand. A naked, 

ugly women stretched out in the opaque blue grass, under palm trees…the drawing here seems 

rudimentary and the coloring cruel.  The works by Matisse and “les fauves” were considered 

 
1 John O’Brian, Ruthless Hedonism: The American Reception of Matisse (Chicago, IL: 

The University of Chicago Press, 1999), 18. 
2 “The “Ism” Exhibition Painting and Sculpture at the 69th Armory. Independence in Art, 

A Remarkable Affair, Despite Some Freakish Absurdities,” New York Tribune, February 17, 
1913, 7. 

3 Jack Flam, Matisse on Art (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994): 136-
137; Louis Vauxcelles, “Le Salon des “Indépendants,” Gil Blas, March 20, 1907. Accessed May 
13, 2020. https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k7519594g.item. 

4 Vauxcelles, “Le Salon des “Indépendants.” 
5  Vauxcelles. 
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unseemly, as written by Russell T. Clement in the Les Fauves A Sourcebook. In the sourcebook, 

the fauvists’ works were described as canvases of chaos, “Its walls throbbed with raw color —

color squeezed straight out of the tubes, ravishing the eyes and senses, clashing in dreamy 

harmonies flung directly on the canvas; color that dared to tint human flesh pea green and tree 

trunks a violet red; color that not only refused to imitate nature, but was used to suggest form and 

perspective.”6 Thus, Matisse’s work existed as the antithesis of the academic doctrine in the early 

twentieth century.7 

From the onset of the mauvaise réception and the pejorative term “les fauve,” of the 

Fauvism art movement, Matisse met the challenge to overcome the caustic criticism to achieve a 

sound reputation and renowned status in his profession. He devised a strategic media approach of 

sincere interviews and conventionalized photographic self-portraiture (fig. 1) to appeal to the 

early twentieth century viewer to accept and comprehend his emotionally expressive, foreign, 

avant-garde paintings, sculptures, and drawings. Through his orchestrated contrivance of words 

in interviews and stylized self-portrait photographs for newspapers and magazines, he presented 

the counterbalanced narrative to his private and public persona and innovative, radical works. In 

conjunction, he developed relationships with collectors and dealers, constructing the opportunity 

for his work to be purchased and represented in galleries and museums, not just in France, but 

New York, the burgeoning epicenter of the world’s modern art market.8 

Matisse’s continuous, inventive self-promotion to establish himself as a respected, 

serious painter, provided him with the tools to gain symbolic capital to advance his reputation 

 
6 Russell T. Clement, Les Fauves: A Sourcebook (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 

1994), xi. 
7 Flam, Matisse on Art, 19. 
8 O’Brian, Ruthless Hedonism: The American Reception of Matisse, 203. 
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and status, resulting in notoriety and profits. Symbolic capital is defined by the French 

sociologist, philosopher, and anthropologist, Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002), as the ability of an 

individual to create, promote, and accumulate works of art, gaining signs and symbols of power, 

reputation, status, and prestige.9 Bourdieu developed the theory of symbolic capital in his 1979 

book Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Bourdieu argued symbolic capital 

is the ability of an individual to strategically maneuver amongst participants in the artistic field, 

employing status-driven behaviors to advance one’s objectives to gain reputation and status 

above others in the artistic field.10 He defined and evaluated the forms of capital as economic 

(money and property), cultural (knowledge, skill, and education), social (associations and group 

membership), and symbolic (reputation and status), which interact in markets, deeming symbolic 

capital, the capital that inherently defines and legitimizes the other capitals.  

Bourdieu provided evidence of the societal techniques used to create and accumulate 

symbolic capital through works, such as producing, promoting, purchasing, and selling works of 

art to achieve a distinction and hierarchical place in society.11 Hence, through behaviors of 

creating and collecting works of art to accumulate symbolic capital, the concept of symbolic 

capital’s power is theorized, in how it works as a justification of other capitals once they are 

recognized.12  Therefore, economic capital, cultural capital, and social capital convert into 

symbolic capital, which in turn increases, and the creation of more of the other forms of capitals. 

 
9 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (London, 

England: Routledge Classics, 1984), 279. 
10 Bourdieu, Distinction, 279. 
11 Bourdieu, 226. 
12 Pierre Bourdieu, Bourdieu, “Handbook of theory and Research for the Sociology of 

Education, edited by J.G. Richardson,” (New York City, NY: Greenwood Press, 1986), 241-258. 
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Thus, artists, collectors, and dealers fundamentally utilize symbolic capital to convey the 

intangible messages of reputation and status through tangible works. 

Matisse’s launch in New York and the activation of the modern art market imitated by 

the 1913 exhibit titled The International Exhibition of Modern Art, known as the Armory Show 

due to its location at the 69th Regiment of Infantry on Lexington Avenue. The infamous Armory 

Show exhibited American and European works to a new audience, some impressed, some 

horrified. Notably, the New York audience expressed shocked by Matisse’s La Femme bleue, 

now titled Blue Nude, 1907 (fig. 2) and his other 12 innovative paintings, sculpture and three 

drawings exhibited. In addition to Matisse’s work exhibited, the photograph of Matisse’s 

paintings displayed on the wall at the Armory Show, printed in the New York Tribune article 

published on February 17 during the Armory Show (fig. 3) induced shook.  It was under these 

auspices that diverse, consequential works were exposed to the public, forever changing the New 

York art market. Thus, the art market consisting of artists such as Matisse, who interwove his 

collaboration with collectors, dealers, and the press, resulted in a shift of artistic style in New 

York and the success of the Armory Show. For these reasons, Matisse contributed to the shift of 

the artistic style and his ultimate success by his creation and use of symbolic capital. He used his 

earned symbolic capital as an advantageous mechanism to gain the intangible qualities of 

reputation and status for the benefit over other artists and, importantly, acceptance of the new, 

indelible modern art he produced. 

The research by Catherine Bock-Weiss provides insight into the tumultuous, 

unprecedented climate in which Matisse functioned within the realm of the Armory Show. In 

relation to the climate, Bock-Weiss argued that the construction of Matisse’s self-image directly 

affected the reception of his work. Bock-Weiss revealed the pertinence of Matisse’s strategy by 
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the Clara MacChesney interview, published on February 23, 1913, in the New York Times 

Magazine during the Armory Show. Matisse earnestly begged MacChesney, “Oh, do tell the 

American people that I am a normal man: that I am a devoted husband and father, that I have 

three fine children, that I go to the theatre, ride horseback, have a comfortable home, a fine 

garden that I love, flowers, etc. just like any man.”13 Matisse’s words conveyed the virtues of a 

normal man of sincerity, trustworthiness, and adroitness, creating an image that represented a 

respectable private and public persona to the viewing public.14 Matisse realized the necessity of 

constructing his public image to persuade the general audience that his works materialized from 

a dignified man’s sincere self-expressions. He used the MacChesney interview to promote 

himself, commencing an image representing the intangible characteristics of reputation and 

status —symbolic capital. 

Further research on Matisse’s reception in New York conducted by John O’Brian argued 

Matisse’s relationships with collectors and dealers allowed him to promote himself further and 

sell his works. As Matisse’s relationships matured with collectors, such as Michael and Sarah 

Stein, sisters Etta Cone and Dr. Claribel Cone, and John Quinn, Matisse gained respect for his 

character and artistic ability through their shared alliances. Matisse benefitted from the 

affiliation, as he started to develop a reputation and a status by association with the affluent 

collectors, also drawing from their reputation and status. O’Brian stated collectors benefitted as 

well, “All were aware, whether they admitted it or not, of collecting as an indicator of their social 

status…”15 The interlocking relationship between Matisse and collectors advanced symbolic 

 
13 Catherine Bock-Weiss, Henri Matisse: Modernist Against the Grain (University Park, 

PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 23. 
14 Bock-Weiss, Henri Matisse: Modernist Against the Grain, 4. 
15 O’Brian, Ruthless Hedonism, 64. 
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capital for both parties. Matisse gained reputation and status from his relationships and the sale 

of works to the affluent collectors, bolstering demand by their peers. The collectors acquired 

secure positions in social rank by purchasing works as a marker for their success and affluence. 

Moreover, Matisse earned symbolic capital by attaching himself to the earned symbolic capital 

of the collectors. 

O’Brian further expanded his investigation of the relationships between Matisse and 

American collectors by evaluating Matisse’s continuous communication with them, such as 

sending catalogues from recent exhibits and impromptu sketches of himself (fig.4). Matisse 

exchanged ideas with the collectors to translate their desires to canvas.16 Matisse’s versatile, 

innovative techniques of depicting domestic pleasures and interiors coveted by the early 

twentieth century collectors enabled Matisse to expand his symbolic capital of reputation and 

status amongst his collectors and potential collectors. O’Brian stated that auction records by 

1927 show Matisse gained results from his earned symbolic capital, becoming the most 

expensive living artist. 17 In 1927, Matisse’s works earned double the price paid for any work of 

Pablo Picasso, and several times over the price paid for Georges Braque, André Derain, Juan 

Gris, and Fernand Léger’s works.18 

Further analysis of the shifting artistic landscape of New York’s art scene evaluated by 

Laurette E. McCarthy claimed Walter Pach, one of the Armory Show organizers, acted in the 

role of a dealer to obtain European modern art to exhibit. McCarthy asserted Pach developed 

friendships and became an “insider” with artists, notably Matisse.19 From Pach and Matisse’s 

 
16 O’Brian, 44. 
17 O’Brian, 44. 
18 O’Brian, 44. 
19 Laurette E. McCarthy, “The “Truths” about the Armory Show: Walter Pach’s Side of 

the Story,” Archives of American Art Journal 44, no. ¾ (2004): 3. 
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first meeting at Michael and Sarah Stein’s Villa Bardi in Fiesole, Italy, they forged a friendship 

that benefited both men.20 Pach’s relationship with Matisse allowed him to procure the loan of 

the Blue Nude for the Armory Show, as well as other works.21 Likewise, Matisse gained an 

admirable status with Pach, allowing him to gain the opportunity to show his work to a larger, 

international audience. In addition, Pach’s position as a friend/dealer advanced his goal of 

obtaining European, avant-garde works to complement the American works exhibited at the 

Armory Show. Matisse’s goal aimed towards expanding his client base and acceptance of his 

artistic style, and Pach’s goal focused on Matisse’s works and other European artists in the 

Armory Show. The goals of Matisse and Pach resulted in the unveiling of the quintessential 

Modern Art works, representing abstract subjects and colorful compositions demonstrated by the 

Blue Nude. Matisse’s nude female form, an erotic Venus, displayed an exaggerated distorted 

body alongside thick and dense pigments of blue-green and pink, the opposite of the 

conventional classical nude female form.22 Principally, both men aspired to achieve a reputation 

and status for themselves as well as the Modern Art movement by the participation in the 

Armory Show. 

Furthermore, the research on the use of self-portraits by Matisse conducted by John Klein 

explored the self-promotion of Matisse. Klein argued portraits present a complex transaction that 

 
 
20Laurette E. McCarthy, Walter Pach (1883-1958) The Armory Show and the Untold 

Story of Modern Art in America (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2011), 26. 

21 McCarthy, Walter Pach (1883-1958) The Armory Show and the Untold Story of 
Modern Art in America, 41. 

22 Alastair Wright, Matisse and the Subject of Modernism, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2004), 164-165; Jack Flam, Matisse in The Cone Collection, The Poetics of 
Vision (Baltimore, MA: The Baltimore Museum of Art, 2001), 103. 
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creates and affirms an individual’s identity in the social sphere of a society.23 Additionally, the 

use of self-portraits through paintings and photography served as a tool of persuasion to express 

a desired guaranteed status.24 Chiefly through self-portraiture, the act of making art and the act of 

making a self-definition enabled an association between his work and himself. 

Klein further evaluated Matisse’s use of self-portraiture to create symbolic capital of 

reputation and status by illustrating how his painting Panneau rouge, now titled The Red Studio, 

1911, (fig.5) exhibited at the Armory Show, simultaneously promoted his studio work. The 

studio acts as an extension of Matisse, effectively communicating his presence as an artist and 

his innovative style. In Matisse’s self-portraits and studio compositions, the goal is to promote an 

advertisement of his ability and adroitness over the medium. Klein contended that Matisse 

planned and implemented strategies of career management to reach the viewing public.25 

Matisse’s use of self-portraits to gain symbolic capital of reputation and status resulted in further 

visibility to collectors, increasing his sales of his works.  

The research by Hilary Spurling provides a comprehensive examination of the life of 

Henri Matisse alongside the interpretations of his works of art from 1909-1954. The evaluation 

yields a framework analyzing Matisse’s state of mind and his circumstances. He produced works 

of art and navigated the critics, constructing a narrative that engendered an acceptance and 

profitability of his works. In his early years, Matisse’s appearance grew calmer and more 

restrained as his paintings grew bolder and more provoking.26  Matisse’s portraits from 1909- 

 
23 John Klein, Matisse Portraits (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 5. 
24 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 8. 
25 Klein, 58. 
26 Hilary Spurling, Matisse the Master: A Life of Henri Matisse The Conquest of Colour, 

1909-1954, (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007), 13. 
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1910 demonstrated the Fauvist precepts the painting Portrait de Marguerite, now titled Girl with 

a Black Cat, 1910 (fig. 6) visually confronts the detractors’ sensibilities towards his works. 

Furthermore, Spurling stated the reaction from Matisse’s first New York exhibit in 1909 created 

a sensation in which the fashionable sophisticates invented a paint-and-paper game titled after 

him.27 As Matisse’s harsh reception escalated, he agreed to an interview with American critic 

Charles H. Caffin, published in Camera Works in January 1909. Spurling wrote of Caffin’s 

response to Matisse, “A sympatric and intelligent observer, Caffin had been disconcerted at their 

first meeting by the evident sanity of the painter popularly billed as a wild beast or madman.”28 

Matisse astutely understood the importance of the media to communicate his story to neutralize 

the strident reception. 

The reception at the 1913 Armory show, Matisse was proclaimed as the ringleader of the 

den of lewdness.29 He experienced intense, odious criticism, creating an atmosphere warranting 

his response to counterbalance the Armory Show’s reception. Matisse realized the gravity of the 

criticism; therefore, he understood he needed to find an audience for his works.30 Matisse relied 

on his supporters, such as Pach, to promote his narrative of a civil, family man with innovative 

solutions depicting more than the tangible object.31 From Spurling’s examination and current 

research on Matisse, the uncovering of Matisse, collectors, and dealers’ status-driven behavior 

coinciding with the nascency of the Modern Art movement in New York reveals the impact 

 
27 Spurling, Matisse the Master: A Life of Henri Matisse The Conquest of Colour, 1909-

1954, 21. 
28 Spurling, Matisse the Master, 49. 
29 Spurling, 136.  
30 Spurling, 136. 
31 Spurling, 136. 
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symbolic capital generated. The ability to earn symbolic capital empowered the art market 

participants, enabling them to gain the desired reputations and status to succeed in their field. 

The interdisciplinary fields of anthropology, business management, sociology, and 

economics produce the research on the second function of symbolic capital as a dominant capital 

over economic, cultural, and social. The anthologists Rebecca Bliege Bird and Eric Alden Smith 

contributed to the field of symbolic capital from their research on how status-driven behavior 

prevails in cultures to promote status, prestige, and power through intangible messages, gaining 

an advantage over others.32  Bird and Smith argued individuals in cultures achieve symbolic 

capital through the creation of works of art and the self-promotion of their pieces. The result of 

the production of symbolic capital by artistic output gained better alliances in the hierarchical 

structure of societies.  

Further research on the status relationships between artists and collectors conducted in 

the field of business management by Tuba Üstüner and Craig J. Thompson, based their analysis 

on Bourdieu’s forms of capital and their inter-relatability in markets. The status-seeking 

practices of consumers who share a common understanding of the forms of capital use symbolic 

capital to legitimated the other capitals.33 They claimed the obtainment of reputation and status 

stems from the desire to achieve a material lifestyle, showing one’s wealth and status.”34 The 

focus on market output that involves symbolic capital production creates associations that evoke 

 
32 Rebecca Bliege Bird and Eric Alden Smith, “Signaling Theory, Strategic Interaction 

and Symbolic Capital,” Current Anthropology 46, no. 2 (2015): 222. 
33 Tuba Üstüner and Craig J. Thompson, “How Marketplace Performances Produce 

Interdependent Status Games and Contested Forms of Symbolic Capital,” Journal of 
Commercial Research 30, no. 5 (February 2012): 803. 

34 Üstüner and Thompson, “How Marketplace Performances Produce Interdependent 
Status Games and Contested Forms of Symbolic Capital,” 803. 
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asymmetrical allotment of class-based resources, such as reputation and status.35 They posited 

that social differences with various symbolic resources construct the consumer cultures, 

equivalent to the consumer culture of art markets.  

According to sociologist D.L. Swartz symbolic capital serves as the superior form of 

capital. He asserted the acquisition of symbolic capital from other capitals deems it a 

“metacapital” that empowers an individual or market to operate successfully.36 At the onset of 

the acquisition of symbolic capital, the conversion repeatedly occurs in recognition of more 

economic, cultural, or social capital, creating a cyclical process.37 The justification of the capitals 

materializes in the productivity of symbolic capital, such as the intangible quality of an artist’s 

reputation and status from a dealer’s promotion of the artist or a critic’s celebrated praise of an 

artist’s work. The effects of symbolic capital on the other forms of capital present it as an 

effusive, commanding capital, dominating the art market.38 The sociological evidence that 

symbolic capital is desired by artists and collectors to convey the intangible qualites of reputation 

and status achieved through tangible works of art validates the strength of symbolic capital.  

Further business management research by Tobias Pret, Eleanor Shaw, and Sarah 

Drakopoulou Dodd furnished the argument that individual, artistic entrepreneurs give no 

preeminence to economic capital.39 They posited that it is time to identify that economic capital 

may not play an influential role in all forms of entrepreneurship, especially the artistic 

 
35 Üstüner and Thompson, 830. 
36 D.L. Swartz, Symbolic Power, Politics and Intellectuals: The Politics of Pierre 

Bourdieu (Chicago, IL: Chicago University Press, 2013), 112. 
37 Swartz, Symbolic Power, Politics and Intellectuals: The Politics of Pierre Bourdieu, 

803. 
38 Swartz, Symbolic Power, Politics and Intellectual,” 803. 
39 Tobias Pret, Eleanor Shaw and Sarah Drakopoulou Dodd, “Painting the Full Picture: 

The Conversions of Economic, Cultural, Social, and Symbolic Capital,” International Small 
Business Journal 34, no. 8 (August 2016): 8. 
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entrepreneurs’ products.40 The researchers contended that artistic products produce mutable 

symbolic capital that exchanges for other forms of capital, which continue to produce further 

symbolic capital.41 Their findings suggested gained reputation and signs of prestige lead to 

enhanced economic capital through sales, creating more symbolic capital.42 A compelling 

component from their research on participants in the artistic field provided evidence that artistic 

entrepreneurs “enjoyably” convert economic capital, cultural capital, and social capital back into 

symbolic capital, based on Bourdieu’s concepts of capital conversion.43   

The field of economics research by Lars Vigerland and Erick A. Borg investigated the 

close relationship between art and business and its reciprocal benefits between them. Their 

research is based on the finding of Bourdieu’s cultural concepts in which status-driven behaviors 

of artists, corporations, and individuals who collect art accumulate symbolic capital.44 

Furthermore, Vigerland and Borg found the production of art and collecting art generates an 

identity and a meaning that enhances the corporations, as well as the artists and collectors who 

engage with the aesthetic strategy.45 The results of the intertwined relationship yield symbolic 

capital for all participants. 

 The significance of the evaluation of the twofold function of symbolic capital delineates 

the importance of how and why Matisse and the New York art market flourished in the early 

twentieth century. Some of the art market’s success emanated from Matisse’s production and 

 
40 Pret, Shaw, and Dodd, “Painting the Full Picture: The Conversions of Economic, 

Cultural, Social, and Symbolic Capital,” 8. 
41 Pret, Shaw, and Dodd, “Painting the Full Picture,” 8. 
42 Pret, Shaw, and Dodd, 8. 
43 Pret, Shaw, and Dodd, 21.  
44 Lars Vigerland and Erick J. Borg, “Cultural Capital in the Economic Field: A Study of 

Relationships in an art Market,” Philosophy of Management 17, no. 2 (2018): 172. 
45 Vigerland and Borg, “Cultural Capital,” 172. 



 

 

13 

utilization of symbolic capital to his advantage, simultaneously as the dominant state of symbolic 

capital he used superseded over economic, cultural, social capital. The numerous research studies 

on the early twentieth century New York art market, especially the 1913 Armory Show’s 

contribution to the modern art market, reveals the magnitude of its success. Yet, the twofold 

function of symbolic capital’s contribution to Matisse and the art market’s success has received 

little focus amongst scholars. The evidence presented from historical and biographical 

documents of the production and use of symbolic capital by Matisse and an inter-disciplinary 

collection of theories of inductive reasoning of the dominance of symbolic capital over other 

capitals constitutes the analysis of this paper. Therefore, the evaluation of Matisse’s production 

and utilization of symbolic capital to gain reputation and status constitutes the establishment of 

the first function of the capital, presented side by side with the significance of symbolic capital’s 

second function as a dominant capital in the art market, contributes to the state of the field on 

symbolic capital. This study examines Matisse’s place in the American art market in the early 

twentieth century in light of the concept symbolic capital.  Matisse’s relationship to his collectors 

and his use of the press to establish his reputation in America has been examined by art 

historians Bock-Weiss, O’Brian, McCarthy, Klein, and Spurling. The symbolic capital of art has 

been examined by Bird, Smith, Üstüner and Thompson, Swarts, Pret, Shaw, and Dodd, and 

Vigerland and Borg, but the two fields have not been previously integrated. This study integrates 

the two and demonstrates that Matisse’s production and utilization of symbolic capital in the 

New York art market of the early twentieth century is a fundamental, dominant factor that 

influenced the thriving art market.   

In addition, Matisse’s status-driven behavior manifested results of symbolic capital, 

gaining success over other artists, and contributing to the success of the modern art market. The 
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research reveals the status-driven behavior and the results, earning Matisse reputation and status 

to display to a desired audience for success in his profession. The research’s objectives establish 

the development and consequence of symbolic capital in the emerging modern art in the New 

York art market of the early twentieth century through the lens of Matisse’s evolution to a 

venerated artist. Exposing of the twofold function of symbolic capital in the success of Matisse 

and the modern art market, this original study puts forth a new facet regarding Matisse success 

against his detractors.  
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Contextual Analysis 
 

“The signs of change in the American art market are coming from overseas, even if one 

does not comprehend the pending change from Europe.”46 The commentary on the approaching 

change in the New York art market, written by the American art critic Christian Brinton in the 

American Edition of the International Studio of February 1913, limned the beginning of the 

twentieth century’s transatlantic association of artists, collectors, and dealers. The Armory Show 

commenced in New York City on February 15, 1913 until March 17, 1913, exhibiting 1,600 

works of art by French artists alongside the American artists.47 It was under the aegis of the 

Armory Show that revolutionary, monumental works of art by the French artist Henri Matisse 

were unveiled to the public, ultimately transforming the art market of New York from the 

accepted viewpoint of classical works to acceptance of avant-garde works. In 1913, the accepted 

classical works established were exhibited at the National Academy of Design’s 88th annual 

exhibition from March 15 through April 20, consisting of naturalistic landscapes. The New York 

Tribune published an article “Matters of Art, American Landscape —George Inness—Old 

Drawings” on Sunday, April 20, 1913. The article described a landscape, “it was a delicate 

spring landscape with cows grazing in the broad meadows,” illustrating the academic 

sensibilities of works, opposite to the Armory Show’s innovative works.48 

The revolutionary Armory Show organized by the Association of American Painters and 

Sculptors (AAPS) disrupted the American art market out of complacency, introducing the 

 
46 Lester C. Walker, Jr., “New Art in America: The Armory Show,” The Georgian 

Review 15, no. 3 (Fall 1961): 332. 
47 Darcy Tell, “The Armory Show at 100: Primary Documents,” Archives of American 

Art Journal 51, no. ¾ (Fall 2012): 15. 
48 “Matters of Art, American Landscape—George Inness—Old Drawings,” New York 

Tribune, Sunday, April 20, 1913. Accessed October 17, 2020.  
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dynamic, expressive European works.49 The American public experienced the disruption, 

transpired by the introduction of Matisse and fellow modernist’s works, differing from the 

prevailing art market of traditional painting of beauty and edification by old masters, viewed in 

museums or collections in private mansions.50 “As a result, ‘contemporary’ art was mostly 

excluded from the national consciousness before the Armory Show.”51 Considering the omission 

of innovative, nonformulaic modern art in the minds of Americans, a group of men conceived 

the genesis of the Armory Show. In 1911, the planning began in the Madison Art Gallery on 305 

Madison Avenue in New York City, owned by Clara Davidge (1858-1921).52 The gallery 

afforded a space for young American artists to promote their avant-garde works.  Upon the 

galleries closing in 1912 after three years of operation, the artists Walter Kuhn (1877-1949), 

Elmer MacRae (1875-1953), Jerome Myers (1867-1940), and Henry Fitch Taylor (1853-1925) 

founded the AAPS between the walls of the gallery.53 “The men started this organization in order 

to support progressive American art, which was largely ignored by the National Academy of 

Design (NAD), established since 1825. The newfound members wanted to confront the aversion. 

Christine Oaklander states, “The AAPS wanted to challenge the NAD’s elite exhibitions with a 

display of its own, similar to attract size and group, hence guaranteed critical attention, but 

radically different in it the spirit of freedom and innovation.”54  

 
49 Richard Pells, “Painting Modernity,” In Modernist America: Art, Music, Movies, and 

the Globalization of American Culture (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2011), 34. 
50 Pells, “Painting Modernity,” In Modernist America: Art, Music, Movies, and the 

Globalization of American Culture, 34. 
51 Pells, “Painting Modernity,” 34. 
52 Christine I. Oaklander, “Clara Davidge’s Madison Art Gallery: Sowing the Seed for 

The Armory Show,” Archives of the American Art Journal 36, no. ¾ (1996): 20. 
53 Oaklander, “Clara Davidge’s Madison Art Gallery: Sowing the Seed for The Armory 

Show,” 20. 
54 Oaklander, “Clara Davidge’s Madison Art Gallery, 29. 
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To achieve the liberty and change, the procurement of works for the new exhibit 

commenced, coordinated by the two members of the AAPS, Kuhn and Arthur B. Davies (1862-

1928) plus the enlistment of Walter Pach (1883-1958), an artist and dealer living in Paris. The 

organization took form by June 1912. Kuhn and Davies traveled to Paris and relied on Pach to 

use his connections with modern art painters of Paris to secure works for the exhibit. Pach used 

his friendships and powers of persuasion to secure loans of works from collectors and artists, 

particularly Matisse and the Stein family.55 With the procurement of works by Kuhn, Davies, 

Pach, and other associates of AAPS, the Armory Showed opened with 1,600 paintings, 

sculptures, and drawings in which one-third of the works were European, selling an estimated 

$45,000 of European and American works.56 Additionally, the Armory Show in New York ended 

with approximately 250,000 visitors.57 JoAnn M. Mancini notes that the documentation of sales 

totaled 237 works.58 

During the month of the exhibition, some of the viewing public experienced a 

galvanizing shock and repulsion, while others experienced a rousing fascination with the avant-

garde works. The aversion of the modernists created a hysteria, President Theodore Roosevelt 

called the modernists “extremists” in the critique he wrote for the March 29, 1913 edition of the 

Outlook, a liberal Christian magazine.59 Levine included the magazine’s sentiments, “His visit to 

the exhibit proved that the ‘lunatic fringe’ a phrase he coined and applied to those whose ideas or 

 
55 McCarthy, Walter Pach (1883-1958), 41. 
56 JoAnne M. Mancini, “One Term Is as Fatuous as Another: Response to the Armory 

Show Reconsidered,” American Quarterly 51, no. 4 (December 1999): 833. 
57 Bennard B. Perlman, American Artists, Authors, and Collectors: The Walter Pach 

Letters, 1906-1958, (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2002), 382. 
58 Spurling, 136. 
59 Stephen L. Levine, “Forces Which Cannot Be Ignored: Theodore Roosevelt’s Reaction 

to European Modernism,” Revue française d’etudes américans 2, no. 116 (2008): 9. 
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actions he considered extreme and/or insane, as evident in the art world as it was in the political 

arena.”60 Roosevelt’s anti-modernist rhetoric echoed on in many critiques; however, some 

American critics under the belief of a long-term refinement of a cumulative, public opinion as 

opposed to the academic setting brought forth descriptive explanations for the modern art rather 

than rhetoric. Willard Huntington Wright temperately praised Matisse for his genius of color. 

Wright asserted, “While lacking a sense of rhythm… Matisse has a tremendous feeling of form 

in the static sense and a genius for color opposition which, while rare and delicate, is to the 

bourgeois shocking and savage.”61 Wright’s acknowledgment of Matisse’s use of color in his 

review stimulated further discourse on the elements that constituted modern art. 

 The organizers deemed the show a success even with the detractors, as it exposed the 

viewing public to the progressive American works side by side with the transatlantic addition of 

European works. The Armory Show started the rise and acceptance of Matisse and the Modern 

Art movement. Mancini acknowledged the art market shift by 1952, “In academic literature, as 

well as in the more familiar textbooks read by secondary and college students, the Armory Show 

has come to stand for the singular moment at which the ‘new’ vanquished the ‘old’ in American 

culture with a single and stunning revolutionary blow…”62 From the close of the show on March 

17, 1913, the exhibit moved to Chicago, Illinois, and then to Boston, Massachusetts.  

The Armory Show created an opportunity for artists to exhibit their avant-garde works, 

collectors to buy the works, and dealers to represent the works. At the show, Matisse presented 

works that countered the classicizing female nude with abstract representation, confusing, 

 
60 Levine, “Forces Which Cannot Be Ignored: Theodore Roosevelt’s Reaction to 

European Modernism,” 9. 
61 Mancini, “One Term Is as Fatuous as Another: Response to the Armory Show 

Reconsidered,” 858. 
62 Mancini, “One Term Is as Fatuous as Another,” 834. 
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horrifying, and intriguing the established New York art market. The American artist, writer, and 

teacher Kenyon Cox described Matisse’s nude as audacious.63 Cox wrote in Harper’s Magazine 

upon seeing the Blue Nude that its composition elicited a “leering effrontery.”64 The temerity of 

Matisse’s Blue Nude at the Armory Show interpreted by art historian Alastair Wright delineated 

the composition as a painterly process of visible brushstrokes that incited the bedlam in Hall H: 

We should begin by looking closely at the painting itself, and in particular at its 
remarkable surface. Painterly process is foregrounded throughout by the highly visible 
brushwork and insistent pentimenti —around the breasts, for example, and above the left 
elbow. Notable too, are the shifts of fracture —between the thick and densely worked 
pigment that coats the upper torso and the alternation between impasto and highly diluted 
paint in the area around the figure’s feet; or between the densely woven blue-green 
strokes around the hips and the meager, almost transparent skein of paint on her knee, 
through which are plainly visible the repeated alterations of the under drawing. All in all, 
a remarkedly complex piece of painting. This technical heterogeneity, disrupting the 
unity of the work, means that the painting’s surface presents itself relentlessly to the 
attention of the viewer —an open declaration of artistic activity entirely typical of the 
modernist canvas, in which the trace of labor, the privileging of indexicality over the 
iconic, makes manifest the painting’s existence as painting.65 
 

Matisse’s modernist canvas Blue Nude, presented in Hall H of the Armory Show represented the 

new art that Roosevelt, critics, and the general public viewed as made by extremists on a radical, 

lunatic fringe. The introduction of the Modern Art movement proved monumental to the 

spectators, commencing the acknowledgment the pending change undoubtfully arrived as 

reported by the American art critic Christian Brinton in the American Edition of the 

International Studio. 

Matisse’s works hung on the walls in Hall H of the Armory Show (fig. 7), which included 

the Blue Nude, The Red Studio, and Girl with Black Cat alongside the La Madras rouge; now 

titled Red Madras Headdress, 1907-8; now dated 1907, (fig. 8), Joaquina, 1911, (fig. 9), La 

 
63 Mancini, 834. 
64 Pells, 386. 
65 Wright, Matisse and the Subject of Modernism, 164-166. 
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Coiffeuse; now titled La Coiffure, 1907, (fig. 10), Les Poissons; now titled Goldfish and 

Sculpture, 1912, (fig. 11), Jeune Marin; now titled The Young Sailor, 1906, (fig. 12), Le Luxe 

[II]; now titled Le Luxe II, 1907-8 Fig. 13), Les Capucines; now titled Nasturtiums with the 

Painting “Dance,” 1912, (fig. 14), Flowers, 1906, (fig. 15), Study- Nu dans la fôret, Nu assis 

dans le bois; now titled Nude in a Wood, 1906, (fig. 16), the painting Nature morte; elsewhere 

called Still Life with Greek Torso, 1908, one sculpture, Le Dos; now titled The Back, I, 1910-12; 

now dated 1909, (fig. 17), and three drawings.66 Additionally, six drawings provided by Alfred 

Stieglitz hung on the walls, two documented Nude, 1908 (fig. 18), and Nude with Bracelets, 1909 

(fig. 19).67 However, to fully understand the nature of Matisse’s works of art exhibited at the 

Armory Show, a recognition of his early life and innovative strategies prelude to the exhibit 

constitutes appraisal. 

It is well documented that Matisse began his artistic aspirations at age 20 while 

convalescing from appendicitis; it is said that his mother gave him a box of colors to pass the 

time.68 However, three years before this illness in 1890, Matisse’s father sent him to Paris to 

study law, where Matisse espied the objets d’art of the Louvre.69 Alfred H. Barr, Jr. wrote in his 

leading-edge 1951 book Matisse, His Art and His Public, that while Matisse studied for his first 

set of law examinations in Paris, he spent countless hours at the Louvre.70 Also, Matisse took an 

 
66 Bock-Weiss, Catherine C, Henri Matisse: A Research Guide (London, UK: Routledge, 

2012), 471. 
67 Lisa Mintz Messinger, ed., Stieglitz and his Artist: Matisse to O’Keeffe, The Alfred 

Stieglitz Collection in The Metropolitan Museum of Art (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2011), 245. 

68 Alfred H. Barr, Jr., Matisse His Art and His Public (New York, NY: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 1951), 13. 

69 Barr, Matisse His Art and His Public, 13.  
70 Barr, 13. 
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Figure 24. Henri Matisse, Two Self-Portraits and a Moroccan Landscape, 1912, Pen and ink on 
paper, Private Collection. 
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Figure 25. Advertisement featuring Henri Matisse, The Evening World, New York, NY, March 
13, 1913, Final Edition, page 7. Accessed August 7, 2020. 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030193/1913-03-13/ed-1/seq-
7/#date1=1913&index=1&rows=20&words=Henry+Matisse&searchType=basic&sequence=0&s
tate=New+York&date2=1913&proxtext=henri+matisse&y=0&x=0&dateFilterType=yearRange
&page=1. 
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Figure 26. Forms of capital (Pret et al. 2016). 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/280836376_Painting_the_Full_Picture_The_Conversio
n_of_Economic_Cultural_Social_and_Symbolic_Capital. 
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Figure 27. Henri Matisse, Postcard with a sketch of The Artist’s Family, 1906, Ink on paper, 3 ¼ 
x 4 ½ in. Cary and Jan Lochtenberg. 
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Figure 28. Economic Capital, Cultural Capital, and Social Capital’s conversion to Symbolic 
Capital. Pierre Bourdieu, The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.) Handbook of Theory and 
Research for the Sociology of Education, New York, NY: Greenwood Press, 1986. 
https://slideplayer.com/slide/6312086/. 
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