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Charlotte Perriand | French interior and furniture designer Charlotte Perriand was, for many years, an unsung pioneer of the early twentieth-century modernist movement – she built up her career in a male-dominated world and it has taken decades for her work to be fully appreciated and for her radically innovative ideas to be recognized. For a long time, many world-famous pieces of furniture created by Perriand, or developed in conjunction with fellow designers, were attributed to others.


During her 70-year career, she conceived or popularized many ideas we take for granted today: open-plan residential living, mobile furniture and innovative modular storage units.


Known for espousing machine-age-inspired modernism in the 1920s, she went on to fuse this with an organic aesthetic that reflected her deep-rooted love of nature. Increasingly, she turned to materials such as wood, rushes and bamboo as much as to curvilinear forms, while never entirely jettisoning the crisp clean lines of metal.


Perriand’s career – especially early on – mirrored and engaged with current trends in interior design and furniture, notably Art Deco, which thrived in Paris, her birthplace, from the early to mid-1920s. But her designs became more audacious and ground-breaking in the latter half of the decade as she collaborated with such pioneering figures of modernism in France as Le Corbusier and his cousin Pierre Jeanneret. She continued to embrace a modernist style when working with architect and metalworker Jean Prouvé in the late 1930s and again in the postwar years.


Being overshadowed by her male colleagues in the worlds of architecture and design didn’t deter her from wholeheartedly pursuing her dream of being a designer – a role which, among her modernist peers, was regarded as heroic in its radical rejection of bourgeois interiors and, as they perceived it, their superfluous ornamentation and clutter.
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Charlotte Perriand in her Saint-Sulpice studio, Paris, 1928. Le Corbusier’s hands hold a plate behind her head like a halo.





She is definitely one of the most important female designers of the twentieth century – perhaps the most important.
Justin McGuirk, Former Chief Curator, Design Museum, LondonI


She had an intellectual curiosity that saw her travel to Japan, where she was inspired by its utilitarian and beautifully minimal, traditional interior design and crafts. She plucked elements of Japanese culture and design and fused these with pared-down Western modernism, resulting in a pleasing synthesis of the two.


Her approach was not only forward-looking but international and many of her designs were conceived for different geographical contexts and climates. Increasingly she played with different styles and embraced eclecticism and strong colour which, some might argue, was out of step with doctrinaire modernism, but no less innovative for that. This pluralist approach was particularly evident in several exhibitions of the 1950s, where she showed her furniture alongside art and applied arts by other experimental designers and artists of the time.


She was equally at home designing furniture and homeware fabricated in Japan, intended for export to Western markets, as she was modernist mountain shelters and ski resorts in the French Alps. She also undertook projects in Brazil, the Republic of Guinea, Milan, Geneva and London.


Crucially, her left-wing politics – and belief that good design for all could create a better society – informed her work. Her involvement in the creation of expansive ski resorts in the French Alps was predicated on her view that pleasurable holidays and comfortable accommodation should be widely accessible, not reserved for the rich.


A passion for nature and the great outdoors, deeply ingrained as a result of childhood trips to visit her great-uncle who owned a farm in Burgundy, never left her: she loved skiing, mountain-climbing and caving. In the 1930s, with Jeanneret and her friend, the artist Fernand Léger, she combed the beaches of Normandy in search of pebbles, textured driftwood and other flotsam and jetsam, dubbing these irregularly shaped objects, art brut (“raw art”). She also photographed them, framing and lighting them in such a way that they resembled organic sculptures.
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La Cascade, Arc 1600, Les Arcs, 1968.





Perriand also trailblazed ecological ideas in master-planning and interior design: the buildings in the high-density skiing resorts she worked on typically hugged the mountain slopes in a way that that minimized their impact on the terrain. They also featured huge windows that blurred the boundaries between inside and out, afforded panoramic views of the landscapes outside and flooded the interiors with natural light.
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Double Chaise Longue, 1952, shown at the “Charlotte Perriand: The Modern Life” exhibition, Design Museum, London, 2021.





Her sociable personality and taste influenced her work as much as her politics. The radically modern schemes found in her home on Paris’s Left Bank, where she was free to try out new ideas in privacy, were recreated at prestigious Paris design fairs, were often well received and then emulated by others. These weren’t hypothetical, abstract concepts but real spaces – kitted out, as with her Bar Sous le Toit (“Bar under the Roof”), with a bar and gramophone player – that mirrored her own lifestyle and that of her bohemian friends.


Outgoing, gregarious and generous, she instigated collaborations with like-minded artists, designers and architects, many of whom were close friends. This multidisciplinary approach that fused art, architecture and design was ahead of its time. Perriand was, in turn, held in great affection by some of the eminent figures she worked with; architect Ernő Goldfinger, who co-designed the French Railways office with her in 1963, would sign professional letters to her with love hearts. It wasn’t until the 1980s, however, with feminism gaining greater traction, that Perriand became more widely known.


Appropriately, London-based cross-disciplinary collective Assemble, whose work encompasses architecture, design and art, designed the 2021 exhibition “Charlotte Perriand: The Modern Life” at London’s Design Museum. Showcasing faithful reconstructions of Perriand-designed interiors, furniture (prototypes and final pieces), sketchbooks and photographs, this show, more so than one held by the same museum in 1996, highlighted the multifaceted nature of her work.


Perriand was born in Paris in 1903, but lived for the first three years of her life on her great-uncle’s farm in Moulery (Burgundy), her mother’s home village. Her mother directed a couture workshop, while her father sewed for the English tailoring company, Cumberland. During the First World War, Perriand visited her father’s family in Savoie, marvelling at its snowy peaks and remarking to relatives that one day she would climb them.


Perriand’s extraordinarily independent character in the male-dominated design world can’t be put down purely to her spirited personality. Among her contemporaries were a small but significant number of emancipated women designers and artists, notably Eileen Gray and Sonia Delaunay, busy establishing high-profile careers in the early twentieth century, and perhaps this emboldened Perriand to make her mark.


Perriand herself was fortunate to be taken seriously as an artist by female members of her family. Her aunt had attended the school created by the Women’s Committee of the Ecole de l’Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs on the Boulevard Malesherbes, and Perriand obtained a scholarship to study there. Its artistic director, Henri Rapin, was highly supportive of her, while two teachers, Maurice Dufrêne and Paul Follot, introduced her to the nascent Art Deco aesthetic.


Wishing to broaden her art education outside the school, she took drawing classes at the more experimental Académie de la Grande Chaumière and life classes at the studio of French Cubist artist André Lhote. Her enthusiasm for nature was reflected in early drawings. At her great-uncle’s farm she made lively sketches of chickens and a detailed study of moths and feathers at the Ecole de l’Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs.


After the First World War, Paris’s major department stores opened their own design studios. Perriand attended one at Galeries Lafayette. One advantage of this system was that its classes were practical and commercial. The students entered competitions and winning entries were often manufactured; Perriand won one competition with a design for a curtain.


While at art school, Perriand produced pieces that were shown at the prestigious 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes – from which the snappier term Art Deco was originally derived. These comprised a screen depicting the Muses, a wrought-iron grille and a leather binding for Paul Valéry’s book Eupalinos ou l’Architecte. In 1926 Perriand, with financial help from her parents, exhibited her first ensemble – the term for a fully furnished room set (a new trend in France) – at the Salon des Artistes Décorateurs, an annual event sponsored by the Société des Artistes Décorateurs. She exhibited an armchair, table and bookshelf-cum-writing desk. The latter presaged Perriand’s penchant for designing dual-functional, space-saving furniture, although its style was fashionably Art Deco and on-trend rather than experimental. However, she would soon reject the type of luxe, exotic and elitist materials she had used in this mise-en-scène, namely amboyna burl and palisander woods, which were commonly associated with Art Deco.
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