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Art: The Whole Story by Stephen Farthing – A
Comprehensive Overview
Stephen Farthing's "Art: The Whole Story" is not just another art history textbook; it's a sweeping,
ambitious narrative that attempts to encompass the entirety of human artistic expression. This book, a
monumental undertaking, aims to provide a complete, accessible, and engaging account of art from
prehistory to the present day. This review delves into its key features, highlighting its strengths,
weaknesses, and lasting impact on how we understand and appreciate art. We'll examine its scope,
stylistic approach, and the unique perspective it offers on the vast panorama of artistic creation,
touching on topics like art history, artistic movements, visual arts, and art appreciation.

A Panoramic View of Artistic Creation: Scope and Structure

Farthing's "Art: The Whole Story" distinguishes itself through its exceptionally broad scope. Unlike
many art history books that focus on specific periods or movements, this volume strives to present a
continuous, chronological account of art across diverse cultures and geographical locations. The book
masterfully interweaves the narratives of different artistic traditions, demonstrating the
interconnectedness and shared influences that shape artistic styles across continents and eras. This
comprehensive approach makes it a valuable resource for both art enthusiasts and those seeking a
foundational understanding of the subject. The structure is cleverly designed to encourage a
chronological journey, yet it also allows for focused explorations of particular themes and artistic
movements like Impressionism or Renaissance art.

### Strengths of the Narrative Approach

The book’s strength lies in its narrative structure. Farthing's writing style is engaging and accessible,
avoiding overly academic language and instead employing vivid descriptions and compelling
anecdotes. He brings art history to life by connecting the artistic creations to their social, political, and
cultural contexts. This contextualization adds depth and meaning, enriching the reader’s
understanding of the motivations and influences behind the artwork. The narrative seamlessly
connects the dots between different eras and styles, providing a fluid understanding of how art
evolves and transforms over time.

### Handling Complexity and Diversity

A project of this magnitude inevitably faces challenges. The sheer volume of material requires careful
selection and condensation. While Farthing strives for comprehensiveness, the book naturally
prioritizes certain aspects over others. Certain geographical regions or artistic traditions might receive
less attention than others, a limitation inherent in attempting to capture the vast complexity of global
art history within a single volume. Nonetheless, the sheer scale of the attempt is commendable, and
the balanced consideration of diverse artistic expressions is a significant strength.

Key Themes and Perspectives

Farthing’s "Art: The Whole Story" is not just a chronological catalogue; it offers unique insights into
the development of art. He emphasizes the interconnectedness between art and society, highlighting
how political, social, and technological changes influence artistic styles and movements. The book
also explores recurring themes in art history, such as the human figure, landscape representation, and
the interplay between form and content.



### The Interplay of Art and Culture

Farthing masterfully demonstrates how art acts as a mirror to society. He expertly connects artistic
trends to broader cultural shifts, economic changes, and technological innovations. For example, the
rise of realism in the 19th century is contextualized within the burgeoning industrial revolution and its
impact on society. This contextualization provides a richer, more meaningful understanding of the
artwork itself.

### Uncovering the Stories Behind the Art

The book excels at uncovering the stories behind famous artworks. Farthing weaves in biographical
information about artists, explaining their lives, motivations, and artistic philosophies. This approach
adds a personal dimension to art history, making it more relatable and engaging for the reader. The
inclusion of these personal narratives enhances the understanding of the creative process and the
influences that shape artistic expression.

Style and Accessibility

The book's success lies significantly in its accessibility. Farthing avoids jargon and employs a clear,
concise writing style, making it suitable for a broad readership. The numerous illustrations and
reproductions of artworks are high-quality, providing visual support to the narrative. This makes the
book not just informative but also visually appealing, enhancing the overall reading experience. The
book's accessibility allows it to bridge the gap between specialized academic texts and introductory
art history resources, making it a valuable resource for both beginners and experienced art enthusiasts.

Value and Conclusion

"Art: The Whole Story" offers a uniquely comprehensive and accessible journey through the history
of art. While inevitably making choices in what to include and what to leave out, Farthing succeeds in
providing a compelling narrative that connects artistic styles and movements across cultures and eras.
The book is a valuable resource for anyone interested in exploring the rich and diverse world of art,
whether they are casual enthusiasts or serious students of art history. Its accessibility, engaging
narrative, and impressive scope make it a valuable addition to any art lover's library.

FAQ

Q1: Is this book suitable for beginners?

A1: Absolutely. Farthing's writing style is clear, concise, and avoids overwhelming jargon, making it
easily accessible to readers with little or no prior knowledge of art history. The book’s engaging
narrative and numerous illustrations further enhance its accessibility.

Q2: Does the book cover all artistic movements?

A2: While aiming for comprehensiveness, the book's sheer scale necessitates prioritizing certain
movements and geographical areas. While major movements are comprehensively covered, some
niche or lesser-known artistic styles might receive less detailed attention due to space constraints.

Q3: How does this book compare to other art history textbooks?

A3: Unlike many textbooks that focus on specific periods or styles, "Art: The Whole Story" offers a
truly global and chronological perspective, connecting art across different cultures and time periods.
Its narrative approach and accessibility set it apart from more academically rigorous texts.

Q4: What is the overall tone of the book?
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A4: The tone is engaging, informative, and accessible. Farthing writes with enthusiasm and a clear
passion for art, making the reading experience both educational and enjoyable.

Q5: Are there any specific artworks that are highlighted in the book?

A5: While the book covers a vast range of artworks, it highlights many significant pieces throughout
history, often using them as pivotal points in its narrative arc. Think of key works from the
Renaissance, Impressionism, and beyond. These are integrated into the narrative to illustrate specific
points and developments in art history.

Q6: Is the book heavily illustrated?

A6: Yes, the book is richly illustrated with high-quality reproductions of artworks from various
periods and cultures. The images effectively supplement the text, enhancing the reader's
understanding and appreciation of the discussed artworks.

Q7: What makes this book stand out from others covering similar topics?

A7: Its comprehensive scope, chronological approach, engaging narrative style, and accessible
language make it stand out. Many art history books focus on specific regions, periods, or movements,
while this offers a broader, more unified view of artistic development throughout history.

Q8: What is the target audience for this book?

A8: The book is suitable for a wide audience, including students, art enthusiasts, casual readers
interested in learning more about art, and anyone curious about the history of human artistic
expression.

Decoding the Immense Canvas: A Deep Dive into Stephen
Farthing's "Art: The Whole Story"

Stephen Farthing's "Art: The Whole Story" isn't just another history of art; it's an audacious attempt to
encompass the entirety of human artistic expression within a unique volume. This monumental task
results in a book that is both enthralling and provocative , a collage woven from millennia of creative
effort. Farthing, a renowned figure himself, addresses his subject with a fervent energy that imbues
every page.

The book's potency lies in its breadth . Instead of focusing narrowly on Western art heritage, Farthing
takes a truly global viewpoint , integrating art from across cultures and continents. He skillfully
navigates through diverse artistic expressions , from ancient cave paintings to contemporary
installations, illustrating the interrelationship and progression of artistic ideas across time and space.
This inclusive approach challenges traditional stories of art history , offering a more complex and
truthful understanding of the subject.

Farthing's writing style is accessible yet rich with knowledge. He avoids jargon-filled academic
language , opting instead for a clear and compelling prose that makes even the most intricate artistic
concepts accessible to a diverse readership. He expertly intertwines biographical details about artists
with analyses of their works, bringing these historical figures to life and making their artistic
decisions more meaningful .

The book's framework is chronological , but Farthing skillfully disrupts the strict timeline to
investigate thematic links between different artistic eras and cultures. For example, he draws parallels
between the use of allegory in ancient Egyptian art and contemporary abstract expressionism,
highlighting the enduring power of certain artistic concepts .

While the book's ambition is undeniably impressive, it is not without its limitations . The sheer
volume of material covered inevitably means that some artists and movements receive less attention
than others. This is a inherent trade-off given the book's goal of presenting a truly comprehensive
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survey of art history.

However, this limitation is largely mitigated by the book's profusion of images . The high-quality
reproductions of artworks throughout the book are a considerable advantage , allowing readers to
engage directly with the art itself and enrich their comprehension .

"Art: The Whole Story" is more than just a reference ; it is an invitation to engage with the rich and
varied world of art. It is a homage of human creativity, a testimony to the enduring power of artistic
expression to reflect, question , and form our understanding of the world. By clarifying the history of
art and making it understandable to a wider audience, Farthing's work provides an invaluable resource
for anyone interested in exploring the marvels of human creativity.

Frequently Asked Questions:

1. Is this book suitable for beginners? Yes, Farthing's accessible writing style and clear
explanations make it perfect for those new to art history. The book provides a strong foundation for
further exploration.

2. Does the book focus solely on Western art? No, it offers a global perspective, incorporating art
from various cultures and continents throughout history.

3. What makes this book different from other art history books? Its scope and ambition are
unparalleled. It attempts to cover the entirety of art history in a single volume, offering a truly
comprehensive overview.

4. Is the book heavily academic or theoretical? No, it's written in a clear and engaging style,
avoiding dense academic jargon, making it suitable for a broad audience.

5. What is the main takeaway from reading this book? A deeper appreciation for the breadth and
depth of human artistic expression across time and cultures, fostering a more informed and nuanced
understanding of art's role in society.
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