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MATISSE AND THE METAPHYSICS OF DECORATION
Jack Flam, Distinguished Professor Emeritus, Brooklyn College and The Graduate Center of the City

University of New York

Throughout his life Henri Matisse was dedicated to evoking the various levels of interactions between
things in the world. The decorative motifs on textiles played an important role for his paintings as a
powerful and symbolic method to describe his view of the world.

Matisse’s style went through several important changes. Each change altered the interactions of
decorative factors in his works. For instance, in his Harmony in Red in 1908, the patterns on the table
cloth and the wall suggest the energy underlying the landscape and the fruits inside the picture, while in
Still Life with ‘La danse’ in 1909, figures are carefully positioned in the picture within the picture as if
embodying the energy in the pattern on the table. In Interior with Aubergines in 1911, though, the
overflowing flower pattern on the places that appear to be a floor or walls changes the scene into an
abstract world of meditation. In some of the cutouts like Les velours (1947), one of his later works, the
decorative structure is all that remains—as an idea, an organizing principle, and as an expansiveness that
transcends the mere physicality of things, and the entire work is quite literally organized in terms of the

structural principles of textile decorations.
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Henri Matisse, Harmony in Red, 1908. The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg. ©2011 Succession H. Matisse /
SPDA, Tokyo.
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Henri Matisse, Still-life with ‘La Danse,'1909. The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg. ©2011 Succession H.
Matisse / SPDA, Tokyo.
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Henri Matisse, Interior with Aubergines, 1911. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Grenoble. ©2011 Succession H. Matisse / SPDA,
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Henri Matisse, The Velvets (Les Velours), 1947. Kunstmuseum Basel. Photo credit: Kunstmuseum Basel, Martin P.
Biihler. ©2011 Succession H. Matisse / SPDA, Tokyo
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