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Abstract

This thesis argues the influences of Islamic art on the works of Henri Matisse. The study investigates
the educational and aesthetic values of these influences. It is informed by the argument that Matisse
has succeeded in mixing his European artistic traditions with Islamic art traditions, and that such a
mixture has the potential to change not only the way we do and appreciate art, but also the philosophy
that underpins art making and understanding. Based on Matisse’s Islamic experience, this research
explores the significance of exposing the artistic self to the artistic other. It argues that hybridity in art,
culture and education has the potential to generate new meanings, based on difference rather than
conformity, and that such differences are energizing. Recognition of the other in artistic experience
may influence both artistic and educational discourse. Studying Matisse from Islamic perspectives is
unique, and represents readings from a non-Western point of view as well as the opportunity to explore
links with contemporary educational, social, cultural and political issues. Within its educational
perspectives, this study explores Matisse’s Islamic experience in relation to a contemporary school

context in which the positive impact of such an experience on teaching and learning art is investigated.
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Rational

This thesis argues the influences of Islamic art on the works of Henri Matisse.
The study investigates in particular the educational and aesthetical values of these
influences. In this, the study is informed by the argument that Matisse has
succeeded in mixing his European artistic traditions with aspects of Islamic art
traditions. Such a mixture, I would argue, has the potential to change the way we
do and appreciate art, in addition to its potential to change the philosophy that
may underpin art making and understanding. On purpose or by coincidence,
Matisse paintings have always suggested blurry boundaries between his art and
the other arts. He went to Spain, Russia, Algeria, Morocco and the South Seas
seeking a kind of validity of the art of the “Other”. The validity of Islamic
influences in Matisse’s paintings assumes that Matisse has succeeded in creating a
kind of visual dialogue between different elements and aspects taken from his
traditions and the Islamic traditions he has arguably consulted. This dialogue is
between flatness and three-dimensional forms, decorative elements and
picturesque representation. Within this kind of dialogue, I would argue, rest the
educational and aesthetical values of Matisse’s experience. Indeed, the dynamic
of bringing together the two traditions suggests a kind of a non-essentialist
approach to knowledge by freeing arts and aesthetics from the epistemology of

any determined art theory and eventually any determined world.

Before Matisse, many European artists have consulted somehow Islamic art
traditions, i.e Rembrandt according to Schneider (1980) has introduced in his
paintings some decorative motifs taken from Islamic rugs. However, the
uniqueness of Matisse Islamic experience has no precedent within the course of
Western art. That is, Matisse has had the chance to create his own aesthetical
system based on the Islamic borrowed motifs. This system has had arguably the
potential to shift the way contemporary art is grounded, technically and

aesthetically, and it has the potential to shift the epistemology that underpins art



making and appreciating. The above argument has formed, in fact, the main
hypothesis of this study. This study, then, investigates how these aesthetical
values created by Matisse are driven from the aesthetics of Islamic art. More
importantly, what is the impact of those aesthetics in reshaping contemporary art

and the epistemology of both Islamic and Western art?

Concerning the educational side of Matisse’s Islamic experience, this study
investigates how such an experience may benefit art teaching and learning.
Moreover, what are the conditions under which “the art of the Other” can be a
part that is accounted for, and how has Matisse reflected these conditions in his
Notes of a Painter? In this context, my experience as an educator and artist is
grounded based on Matisse’s Islamic experience. Indeed, my own experience
informs this study in many ways. How do we teach art? How do we integrate
differences when doing art? More importantly, how can we take advantage of the
different artistic and cultural traditions brought to our schools by culturally
different students? Based on the above questions, the educational values of
integrating differences when doing art especially in schools has arguably the
potential to influence not just the way we do and appreciate contemporary art,
but the way we use art as a learning tool and a fields of inquiry, and the way we
approach knowledge in general. As my research goes on, I realize that Matisse’s
Islamic experience is not just confined to its educational and aesthetical sides, but
it is strongly associated with many contemporary issues that may cover the
cultural, the social, and the political. Therefore investigating these issues has
become necessary, as no research can be isolated from its background issues and

all other issues that may influence it.

Investigating Matisse from such perspectives has led this study to deal with the
issues of cultural differences, cultural and artistic exchange, cultural identity,
hybridity, and Orientalism. In this context, Matisse’s Islamic experience is looked
at within the same context of cultural and scientific exchange that dominated the

relationships between Islam and Europe from as early as the 8" century.



(Regarding this point, Pirenne (1993) cites some early cultural exchanges between
the French king Charlemagne and the Muslim Caliph Haroun El-Rashid during
the reign of the Abbasid Muslims in Baghdad). Indeed, Islamic knowledge in
Medicine, Mathematics, Astronomy, Philosophy, Geography and history long
before Matisse were already at the centre of Western thoughts and practices. They
become “the learning tools” Europe has succeeded in exploiting in order to
acquire supremacy in every branch of knowledge including arts. Rodinson (1973),
Bornstein (1981) and Feber (1975) give exciting details about the role of Islamic
knowledge in Europe’s scientific and philological knowledge. Linking Matisse’s
Islamic experience in the above historical, cultural and political context would
deny, as I will argue, most European art critics the argument through which they
confine Matisse’s Islamic experience to a mere temporary exotic or orientalist
experience that seeks fantasy and strangeness. This once popular argument tends
to underestimate the potential of Matisse’s venture as an experience that has the
dynamic to explore Other’s experience as a source of learning instead of being a

rival enemy with no role in knowledge and knowledge production.

In this context, the uniqueness of studying Matisse’s Islamic experience may
consist in the fact that this study is the first to look at Matisse’s art from non-
Western perspectives. Studying Matisse from Islamic perspectives becomes a
unique investigation for many reasons. Firstly, it affords an unprecedented and
unique reading of Matisse paintings from a non- western point of view (it is a
kind of writing back, or letting the subject tell his own story). This by itself would
generate new and unique outcomes that may elucidate the role of the Other within
the evolution of western arts. In addition, it tends to link such an experience with
many contemporary social, cultural and political issues such as education,

orientalism, hybridity and cultural identity.

Secondly, the study offers a unique opportunity that may reveal the positive
outcomes of borrowing from other traditions. That is, borrowing has arguably the

potential and the dynamic to affect positively own traditions and own knowledge



and may enrich the epistemology that may underpin art making and functions.
Thirdly, within its educational perspectives, the study has attempted to project
Matisse’s Islamic experience to a contemporary context through which the
positive impact of such an experience on teaching and learning art is investigated.
More importantly is the study’s ambition to link its art education perspective to a
much wider perspective through which the conditions of teaching culturally
different students are explored in general. Finally, this study attempts to promote
cultural, ethnic and perhaps religious harmony through artistic and aesthetical
means. Such a claim may be justified by the notion that art can be used as an
alternative to all political dogmas and orientalist thoughts especially in the

relationships between Islam and the West.
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