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In this classic meditation on the problem of stylein art history, Henri Focillon describes how art forms
change over time. Although he argues that the development of art isirreducible to external political, social,
or economic determinants, one of his great achievements was to lodge a concept of autonomous formal
mutation within the shifting domain of materials and techniques. Focillon emphasizes the presence of
nonsynchronous tendencies within styles that give to artworks a manifold and stratified character. The Life
of Formsin Art remains one of the most brilliant and important reflections on the morphology of art. It has
been superbly translated by George Kubler, whose book The Shape of Time was influenced by Focillon. The
book also contains a critical introduction by Jean Molino. Henri Focillon (1881-1943) taught at the Coll?ge
de France and at Y ae University. His books include Art of the West. Romanesque and Gothic (2 vols.), The
Y ear 1000, L'art des sculpteurs romans, and Piero della Francesca.
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Kevin Fitzpatrick says

Drawing upon the whole breadth of Western Art, from Classic Greek, to Romanesque, to Gothic, and even to
that stockbroker-turned-rebel-artist Gaugin, Focillon, in "The Life of Formsin Art," uses his exquisite prose
writing ability to show to the reader the "Life of Forms' in both life and Art. Elaborate, opagque, beguiling,
and brilliant, this theory, as outlined by the author, seeks to explain the role of the 'form' in the history of
Western Art, arole which is central to understanding Art in all its complexity and grandeur. Supplemented
by illustrative paintings and sculptures, "The Life of Forms of Art" leaves one with a deepened appreciation,
bordering on worship, of both Art and Focillon, who, in thistrandlation, is revealed as a master prose stylist,
the equal of Ruskin and Malraux. A great, if difficult, read, this oneisfor the ages.

Sam says

| read this very interesting work on style throughout the ages while doing research for a paper. The last
chapter, which focuses exclusively on the hand, is not very helpful for my immediate purposes, but it is still
compelling. The first three chapters were the most useful for me. It should be noted that this book is focused
entirely on structures, or the forms themselves, and not on the world outside of those forms (world's impact
on forms or form's impact on the world).

Patrick Marcoux says

Charles Gaines once said this book was one of the things that changed the way he looked at art. It's pretty
moving. Well worth the money to find a copy of this out-of-print book.

Steve says

Early Gothic figure from the cathedral at Naumburg

Henri Focillon (1881-1943) was an art historian of great repute and professor at the Sorbonne and later at the
Collége de France. He died in the USA while teaching at Y ale and working for the cause of Free France,
then under the Nazi heel. Of his many books | was first attracted to his Vie des formes (1934),(*) whichisa
summary of histheory of art. A formalist, he is rather (poetically) abstract in this short text, since heis
concerned primarily with the evolution of the morphology of art,(**) but | would like to summarize the
aspects of the book that drew meto it in the first place.

In Vie des formes Focillon presents a typology of the evolution of stylein art, wherein he proposes that every
art form progresses through four stages(***) which he called Experimental, Classical, Refined and Baroque.



In the Experimental stage (which he also refersto as Archaic) a nascent styleis casting about for its (often
tacit) principlesin order to define itself and is therefore experimenting with not always happy results. In the
Classical stage the style has decided upon its principles and is, in a stable and secure manner, working out
their consequences in concrete works. It is not yet manifesting conformism or academicism. In the stage of
Refinement the style developsin the direction of increased elegance and often lands in a state of dry purity.
In the Barogue stage, which Focillon asserts is "without doubt the most liberated", the principles of the style
are taken to extremes that become their own ends and exhaust all the creative impulse of the style. Then one
must recommence from a new beginning, a new stage of Experiment.

Focillon proposes characteristics of each of these stages and illustrates his points using European art over the
ages. However - and thisis how | was directed to this book in the first place - no less a critic than Kato
Shuichi usefully employs Focillon's ideas in some of his essays on Japanese literature and art in Form, Style,
Tradition: Reflections on Japanese Art and Society. Of particular interest to meis the suggestion that when
artistsin one of these four stages look back over art history, they are particularly attracted to art and artistsin
the same stylistic stage of development as they. Kato used this notion tellingly, but, unfortunately, Focillon
does not move beyond a sketch of theseideasin thistext.

Of course, this classification can be no more than a suggestive tool for organizing the incredibly complicated
genesis and morphology of artistic styles, which is not likely to be exhaustively "understood” at any point in
the future. And one must wonder at the claim of universality through all cultures and times, which clearly
rests upon the notion that human beings at all times and places are essentially similar. Here the
nature/nurture debate is particularly fierce.

(*) Available in English trandation under the title The Life of Formsin Art.

(**) He was a noted expert in medieval sculpture, but he also wrote on 19th century painting and Buddhist
art, among other topics.

(***) Thiswas neither the first nor the last attempt to provide this kind of phenomenology of artistic style.
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