THEME 3
QUALTTY AND STYLE IN THE PLASTIC ARTS

In view of the exceptional amplitude of this problem, I shall limit nyeelf
to a few cbeservations which will perhans provide foed for the discussion of this subject.

I.) The end of the traditional nctiom of Style.

The term style astablishes an exxlusive order. By conatifuting a homogenous
ansemble of expression ("the unify of style® from which the Encyclopedia of IT75 claimed
descent), it excludea the vast diversity of modes of expressicn which camnot be classed
among the strict rules whose sum-total establishes the phislonomy of a etyle. Now the
latter bgcomes a synomym of "Value" and "quality®, i.e. it is not only the common deno-
minator of & murber of artistic creationa, but it aleo takes on the role of a scale of
values, &8 from the ITth century, when the term style was introduced imte the vocabulary
of acstheticians, it was opposed to "confused ideas” to "ridiculous equivecations™ and
to "coarse nature”, and was itsclf based on "a straitly defined reascming, that is to
say gecmetrical, and consenquently demenstrative®. (Abraham Bosse) The evelution of
these theories up to the begimming of the 20th century is well-kmown. (The first break
with the unchallenged reign of reason tock place at the romantic revelution) . The leit-
metiv of "style® was firet offaced by the dynamic concevtion of "Kunstwollen” (Aloia
Risgl) saving the honour of the so-called decadent periods (late Reman art, and Baroque
atill despised by Purckhardt), then by Max Dvorak (who was the first to recognise the
value of the mannerists of the Ifth century). And then the woment camo when subjactive
expressionism in art began to be appreciated, i,e. the term "style” begen to get back
its primitive meaning : "manner of expressicn”. To put it in ancther way, Glordanc
Bruno's idea that therse are as meny riles as there are real artiste was rediscovered
the revolutiemary artists, e.g. Handinaky K (Uber die Formfrage”, Der Blaue Reiter, T312).

2,) The "mivture of styles* in the 20th century.

The artistic visage of our epoch offers & wast tablean of "manners of cx-
prossion” and the term style is reduced to its individual significance : ocne can say
for example, "Matisses first style" and so on.

Evarvthing seems to be permitted, all forwms arve Bccapted : sbstract forms as
well as "lost Property®. If in previous centuries, thanks to a scale of values modes of
axpression were clearly separated, today "Unity of style" is an empty word @ the "Dis-
ponibilité" (Benda) of forms and muances knows no limite, sbstraction is mized uwp with
"{rompe-1toeil® (the technigue of "collage” in art and litereture) and the mottoe of
thls complete trensmitation of treditionel artistic laws might be these woxrds of the
poet Faul Eluard : "Everything is compareble to everything, everything finds its echo".

The vulgariscd image that has been made out of this universal disturbance,
first discoversd by Handinsky (ep.cit.) is well knowm; the "Imeginary Museun that ac-
cepts any and every proof of the creative hand of man : childrens' drawings, pre-histo-
ric painting, paintings by amateurs, popular images....

In view of such & heterogencous collection it is impossible to speak of
®atyle®. It is in my opinion the extremo mixture of every manner of expression which 1a
the common donemimator of all the "-isms" of contemporary art. Hermalded and forescan by
Kendinsky, discovered a little later as "the Taculty of freecly choosing the degrees of
roality" among the Mannerists, by Max Dvorsk recently affirmed in the term "Stilmischung"
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in literature by the eminent Romanist E. Auberbach, this hypothesis copens up surprising
perspectives, the detailed study of which is too great for the dimensicns of this re=
port, (I have analysed thom in a study which will shortly be published in the menthly
reviow, "Studium Cenprale”, Heidelberg).

In the two axiremes of the present situation wo find under the revoluticnary
appearances the two constant poles of artistic creatien : law (e.g. Kandinsky, i
as cpposed to chacs (dada, automatism, etc..). The two following paragraphs doal with
lgw, in which wa sse the survivel of the notion of gtyle.

3.) A new criterion: the "GSestalt®,

A world whose soothetic scnsations range from the geomotrical line te forms
due to the hazerds of nature and matter (e.g. the grain of the wood in the engravings
of Jean Arp, microscovic forms in the work of Eandinsky, ctc..) is in search of a crite-
rion for the "right form® (Bill) indifferently as to whether this form springs from the
imagination of man or from the repertory of nature.

I beliowve that the best means of studying non-figurative expression in con-
temporary art iz offered by the methods of gestaltist psychology. The latter enables us
tc penotrate more deeply than over into the "structure of the form", it enablos us to
distinguish with greater subtlety the degrees of realisation of the form, whether it be
demse Torm or campty form, its balance, its stresses, its structural "disponibilité”,
cte,, Thus a renewed torminelogy could be constituted, capable of analysing both "laz®
and the rovolt against law, (The historicel data of this method have becn analysed in
ry eseay on the relations botwoen Gocthe, Klee and Kandinsiqr, Wicner Hunstwissenschaftl,
Blatter, I953, and in & study on the comceptien of a workof art in 20th century theory,
Zeitschrift fir Munstgeschichte, I954).

4.) A new goal, the Gestaltung,

If the noticn of "form" iz deepensd by that of "structure®, the work of art
and nature meet on coemon ground, And from this springs the most revolotionary idea of
cur epoch: the will to subject the whole of life to the "right form" : “From the =mall-
egt cbject to the whole city”. (Max Bill, Form, Bile 1952). And so "art" loses its iso-
lated position, it becomes identical with "form” : form in its most autonomous existence
represents an idea, and =0 becomes identified with art. This also explains why we always
judge & form, be it besutiful or net, by comparison with scmething elze; and wiy, for
form as well as for art, it is, in the last analysis, perfection which is the meamura.
Form is thus a smymenym for beauty® (Bill), The right co-cperation of every component
part of a formal entity is - according to Moholy Nagy = more important than the guestion
of whather or not they make up & work of art. The final stage of this processug redseme
bles the vision which Camus expresses in "L'homme révolté" : "Beauty will be experienced
and no longer imarined”, Art, which iz still today, sccording to Mondrian, an "Erzatzs®
in a life which suffers painfully from a lack of beauty, will gradually disappear as
lif'e becames more and more balanced.

Lot us sketch the ultimate conscguences of this new life in which everything
will have taken form : the cbjects of daily 1life as well as nature (for the "stylisa-
tion" of the latter sce the writings of Mondrian and Bill). As these provheta see if,
art will be integrated into 1ife, the latter submitted to "form", and the gquestion of
style settled once and for all ¢ "Style will be experienced and no longer imagined™.,



