


















The text is chiefly short essays and biographical/technical notes on de­
signer-craftsmen, mainly French and Belgian; some German and Austrian,
one or two English, and the Glasgow group. What is said on Morris and
the earlier English designers shows no great familiarity, but is needed as
the run-in to the real meat:Galle, Majorelle, Guimard, De Feure, Horta,
Plumet. It is Galle who emerges as the greatest: fine as others may be, no­
ne is so brilliant and yet so practical as this heir of the submerged tradit­
ion of the old Duchy of Lorraine: what Galle perceived and made was of
and for his own time; but behind his own sensibility was that of Callot
and Bellange and the others whose invention went into the great triumphs
and masques of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and, freed from
the obligations of everyday, released an extraordinary vein of fantasy, re­
ligious, princely, sensual, superstitious, diabolist, to be revived in the late
19th century and trickle into the sand with Co eteau.

The balance of illustrations is uneven for the earlier period, but when
we come to the mainstream - the collectable articles to which buyer and
seller need this sort of guide - we get a great deal of good illustration;
though towards the end too some unhappy limits are exposed. The final
section, Architecture, is perfunctory - but who but a Howard Hughes or
a Saudi Prince could regard buildings as collectable objects? while the
section Objets d'art and the Female Form - yes, that is the title - shows
many poor examples, banal and ill-conceived. For this I think there is no
excuse. Art Nouveau made great creative use of the female form merging
with or emerging from plant forms, animal forms: from flowing water,
flowing air expressed by blown veils; often elegant, sometimes beaut-
iful. There is not much elegance here: what should be erotic is more porn­
ographically banal; and symbolism, the most important aspect of all, seems
not to be understood. It ought to be remembered that (pace M. Buffet­
Chaille) what the inverted chauvinism of culture-snobbery long since pers­
uaded us to call Art Nouveau, was for the two decades of its actual gest­
ation in these islands, THE NEW ART. That sheds a very different light on
everything. More than style (the focus of this book) is involved and the
forms and symbols used in domestic no less than art objects, belong not
just to the art trade but to the aspirations of the period, elsewhere given
political expression in socialist and anarchist agitation; not at least in the
too-slowly rising tide of feminism. This is what makes that title, Objets
d'art and the Female Form, so astonishing. In a larger view, we should
have had reference not to the Female Fonn, but to the NEW WOMAN,
who had a central place in the dynamic of the NEW ART, even in some of
its luxurious and exotic expressions: she began to emerge in the paintings
of Ro.ssetti and Burne-Jones, the romances of Morris.

Ray Watkinson
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