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Bold hand-painted stripes in a hallway with an elegant Art Deco vintage pendant, designed by Pierce & Ward.
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Virginia Courtauld’s iconic vaulted bedroom in Eltham Palace, London, UK. Designed by Peter Malacrida, 1936.












Immerse yourself in the mesmerizing world of Art Deco design, from a time when innovation, youthful exuberance and opulence defined an era. With its geometric shapes, bold lines and lavish ornamentation, the Art Deco movement redefined style and decoration. It permeated the visual world through art, architecture and interior design, reshaping everyday life. It was a statement of modernity and a declaration of progress and the power of human creativity. In this book, we explore the intricate tapestry of design approaches from this elegant era, as defined by precision, sumptuousness and craftsmanship. Whether fashioned by the pioneering masters of the past or the avant-garde creators of today, each interior showcases the enduring magnetism and glamour of Art Deco.


The book begins with a historical exploration of Art Deco’s evolution, paying homage to its cultural influences and visionary pioneers. From the iconic works of Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann, Jean Dunand and Jean-Michel Frank to the architectural marvels of New York’s skyscrapers and the allure of Hollywood’s silver screen, we trace the roots of this iconic design era.


In Chapter Two, we celebrate the diversity of Art Deco design, showcasing exquisite examples that embody its various interpretations and remarkable versatility.


The final section of this book delves deeper into the design principles, offering a professional interior design perspective on how to infuse Art Deco charm into your own home. Unlock the secrets of successful Art Deco interiors and learn how to transform your spaces into contemporary interpretations of this captivating aesthetic.
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The gilded and luxurious hand-painted ‘Deco Dawn’ wallpaper by de Gournay , as shown in the de Gournay showroom, San Francisco, USA.















history






The 1920s heralded the age of modernity with its unapologetic decadence, innovation and break from traditional values. Following the unprecedented loss of life during World War One and the cruel mortality of the Spanish influenza, those who survived sought to create a new world. In the USA and Europe, youth culture became more visible and influential in shaping social and cultural trends. ‘Pleasure was the colour of the time,’ noted the drama critic Harold Clurman. This was the era of cocktail culture for a generation immortalized by F. Scott Fitzgerald in The Great Gatsby.


Following the war, the Allies, particularly the United States, experienced economic growth, leading to increased consumerism, the rise of new technologies and greater accessibility to luxury goods and automobiles. This modern era was forward-looking and consuming. It was a time defined by speed and progress, celebrating all that was new and optimistic. This fresh visual vocabulary gave rise to a design movement from France that would define modernity and the decorative arts of the twentieth century.
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The iconic lobby of the Chrysler Building, New York, USA, featuring ziggurat-shaped inset lighting and walls in slabs of rich Moroccan marble.






Arts Décoratifs



As early as 1912, French politicians wished to ‘re-establish the threatened prestige of the French Decorative Arts’ through hosting an international exhibition where only modern works would be displayed. This was realized in 1925 at the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes, which coined the term ‘Art Deco’. In this exhibition, geometry came to represent modernity. The architect Jean Badovici exclaimed, ‘Behold the sobriety of line in all the decorative arts! The soul of this geometry must have something to say to modern man.’ As with Cubism in the paintings and sculptures of the day, Art Deco redefined the decorative arts through rational geometry and mathematical precision. Here, Art Nouveau’s organic curvilinear shapes were replaced by aerodynamic lines, representing machinery and technology rather than nature. As cars whizzed through thriving cities lit with the novel use of incandescent lighting, speed and stream-lined automotive materials became the expression of the design movement. This velocity was visually represented through rectilinear geometry and metallic finishes of gold and chrome.


The discovery of King Tutankhamun’s tomb by Howard Carter in 1922 captured not only the public’s imagination but also the imagination of artists, designers and architects of the era. The lavish and glittering treasures found in the tomb appealed to the bold opulence and excesses of this period’s consumeristic and pleasure-seeking attitude. Egyptian motifs were seen in film, in the visual and decorative arts and on the towering architecture of emerging cities, as well as stylized lotus flowers and falcons, obelisks and stepped ziggurat pyramid designs. These geometric, linear and dynamic motifs became components of the Art Deco movement.
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Design for a Study, by architect and interior designer Eric Bagge, emphasising a heightened verticality of proportions. Illustration from a brochure for the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs, Paris, 1925.
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Les Perruches by Jean Dupas, framed in vibrant marble on walls of silk lampas, in the celebrated music room at the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs, Paris, 1925.





The exhibition of 1925 was a triumph. Pavilions and displays showcasing the era’s architectural and artistic philosophies extended from the Grand and Petit Palais, the Esplanade des Invalides and along the banks of the Seine. Reportedly, 16 million visitors descended on Paris over the seven-month run. The architecture, interiors and furnishings from the legendary designers of the exhibition established the design movement, and Art Deco design principles began to spread with an impressive speed worthy of its time. Whether by land or sea, the designers crafted a lavish world of mathematical precision, interlacing geometry and ambitious optimism. Initially reserved for the elite, Art Deco design found expression in the remarkable architecture and towers of the burgeoning cities, contributing to both the prominence and accessibility of this movement to the broader public. Yet, it was through Hollywood and the silver screen that Art Deco entered the imagination and dreams of millions. These films would not only represent an aspirational and glamorous world for those in the 1920s but also a world of hope and escapism from the decade of turmoil that would follow.
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A bedroom on a barge, designed by Paul Poiret for the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs, Paris, 1925.






Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann



Following the global success of his pavilion in the 1925 exposition, Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann became one of the most prolific and sought-after designers of the Art Deco movement. With delicate precision and an eye for purity, balance and form, Ruhlmann decorated and defined all aspects of an interior, from furniture and lighting to textiles, carpets and ceramics, embodying the essence and sophistication of the Art Deco style. His furniture designs are celebrated for their sumptuous materials, streamlined forms, elegant proportions and a sense of understated luxury. His work was both contemporary and timeless, declaring a furniture design perfect when it ‘fulfilled need as naturally and simply as possible’ while exhibiting the right balance of volume, ornamentation and elegance. This harmony of form and function was equally apparent in his spellbinding interiors, which blended classic proportions with modern fluency.


Born in Paris in 1879, Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann became one of the most celebrated furniture designers of his era. In his youth, Ruhlmann worked alongside his father in the family painting and contracting firm, forging professional links with architects and designers. This early exposure to design and decoration provided practical understanding of form and volume. Ruhlmann embraced the rational simplicity of his era, seeking to create a new movement and style to replace those of the past. Moving beyond the Vienna Secession, Art Nouveau and Arts and Crafts movements, Ruhlmann favoured furnishings produced from luxurious materials with symmetrical designs. His furnishings retained the most subtle and elegant sinuous forms and curves contained within a form of geometric and rational simplicity.


For Ruhlmann, inspiration was found in the neoclassical designs of the late eighteenth century. French furniture makers of the day, known as ébénistes, were highly skilled craftsmen working with exotic woods and magnificent marquetry in materials such as wood, ivory and metal. Drawing from ancient Greek and Roman art and architecture, these luxurious eighteenth-century creations were more geometric, symmetrical and restrained than the earlier more ornate and flamboyant rococo style. Some of the most celebrated furnishings from this time were created by the royal cabinetmaker, Jean-Henri Riesener. His furniture was not only celebrated for its exquisite craftsmanship and use of luxurious materials but also for its innovative and functional designs. Therefore, it is no surprise that Ruhlmann’s contemporaries referred to him as ‘the Riesener of the twentieth century’. As with Riesener, Ruhlmann’s work is known for its use of lavish materials, impeccable craftsmanship and innovative designs. Similarly, Ruhlmann’s clientele was affluent. Due to the cost of manufacturing and materials, these ‘precious’ pieces could only be obtained by those with considerable wealth.
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A design of green, white and gold balanced elegance in this boudoir by Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann for his pavilion at the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs, Paris, 1925, showcasing his fuseau-legged rolltop desk and finely outlined chairs.
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A Collector’s Study, designed by Ruhlmann, is a stunning display of verticality, with his streamlined fuseau-legged furnishings, including the Nicolle cabinet and Elephant chair, alongside a mural painted by Jean Théodore Dupas, circa 1925.





Ruhlmann’s meticulous, artful precision and selection of priceless materials meant that the production cost for every piece of furniture amounted to nearly half the sale price. The remaining half was spent on the development of these detailed designs and paying for the exceptionally skilful artisans he employed. In addition, there were the costly exhibitions that were essential promotional tools to reach his exclusive clientele and to influence public opinion. Ruhlmann believed that the decorators in his craft were similar to couturiers in setting the fashion of the day and that this, as with clothing, could only be achieved by dressing the homes of those who set fashion.


In his furniture design, Ruhlmann strove to achieve sumptuous simplicity. The volume, balance and form of his furnishings blended harmoniously with the luxurious materials, where each detail unfolded on closer inspection without allowing a single feature or adornment to detract from the whole. Ruhlmann had tremendous respect for cabinetmaking and the art of sculpting in wood. He favoured the luxurious macassar ebony and amboyna burl woods for their regular and consistent grains over other materials epitomizing this era, such as lacquer and shagreen. His refined eye and edited sculptural forms required few additions or embellishments. Even in the application of his favourite wood materials, Ruhlmann did not allow the grain to draw the eye away from the overall appearance of the piece. The harmony of geometrical and curvilinear forms and balance of textures and ornamentation created pieces of unrivalled luxurious simplicity.
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An elegant cabinet fabricated in amboyna wood with ivory ornamentation, designed by Ruhlmann, 1919.





Embellishment was deliberate and carefully crafted to work within the balance of the furniture. Despite the technical difficulty, laborious construction process and cost of the materials, the decoration was meant to be viewed intimately and appreciated slowly. The overarching design was not to be compromised. Ruhlmann created rhythm and sinuous movement through decoration, fluting, strips of metal and ivory curves, waves and spirals. The fuseau leg was a lyrical and innovative shape that Ruhlmann designed for his furnishings. Here, Ruhlmann replaced the traditional leg that followed and clearly upheld the structure of the furnishing with this ‘spindle’ leg. Showing his devotion to, and pursuit of, perfection, it took a week to produce each leg. The fuseau leg was detached from the structure, and with its sinuous geometry, it formed part of the decoration. Fixed often halfway up and to the side of his furnishings, the effect was to create furniture of such lightness and perfection that the piece appeared to float. It was noted of Ruhlmann’s designs that, ‘It takes uncommon skill and incomparable sureness of taste to mould these almost imperceptible curves, and to choose the one curve that will give the piece its character and its supreme elegance.’


Character created through the right curve is delightfully apparent in Ruhlmann’s Elephant chair. The name is drawn from the shapes and features, which evoke an elephant, distinctively through the chair backrest, which resembles elephant ears in its broad, curved shape. With the Elephant chair, Ruhlmann created a thoroughly modern and whimsical interpretation of the classic armchair, drawing inspiration from Art Deco’s fascination with exotic shapes and themes.
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The Tardieu desk, a handsomely crafted demi-lune desk of macassar ebony with gilt bronze details, designed by Ruhlmann, 1929.
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Ruhlmann’s Fuseaux cabinet in macassar ebony, named for his innovative fuseau leg design. An excellent example of his artistry in balancing form and ornamentation, with complex marquetry in silvered bronze and ivory, finished with tassled handles of silk , circa 1925.





From his foundation in decoration, construction and furniture development, Ruhlmann refined his instinctive understanding of volume and proportion. Working with the masterful architect Pierre Patout, Ruhlmann moved from the more niche world of his elite clients into the global sphere, through the suite he named the Hôtel du Collectionneur for the exhibition of 1925. Through his collaboration with artisans such as Jean Dunand, Pierre Legrain and Edgar Brandt, Hôtel du Collectionneur was the triumph of the exposition. In this separate structure, consisting of private and entertaining rooms, Ruhlmann ‘succeeded in catalysing all the major tendencies within Art Deco’. The oval Grand Salon was the most celebrated of these glamorous rooms. Dedicated to music, the narrative unfolded with paintings on the cupola illustrating Beethoven’s symphonies and a stunning grand piano of macassar ebony featuring Ruhlmann’s innovative fuseau leg design. Curves and geometrics were juxtaposed, creating a perfect balance between the oval and rectangular shapes of the architecture. Ruhlmann’s chandelier resembling a hanging fountain and Gaudissard’s curvilinear and flowing carpet design reflected the form of the oval salon and cupola. Both the cupola paintings and the painting above the fireplace, Les Perruches by Jean Dupas, continued this interplay and smooth choreography of geometric and curvilinear forms. More rectilinear forms were mirrored in the imposing glazed doors piercing the ceiling border of fluted grey. Here, this geometric dance was visible through the subtle sinuous curve of the light grey silk drapery housed within the architrave. Ruhlmann’s meticulous furniture designs continued this rhythmic movement and play of forms with the exceptional Donkey and Hedgehog cabinet that became an icon of his work and the period. In this opulent salon, the balance of colour and form, along with the restrained elegance of Ruhlmann’s furnishings, created a harmonious ensemble and re-established both the supremacy of French design and Ruhlmann as the Art Deco designer of his day.
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This oval music room, designed by Ruhlmann for the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs, Paris, 1925, with his iconic Donkey and Hedgehog cabinet, the grand piano in macassar ebony, a chandelier resembling a hanging fountain, Gaudissard’s oval carpet and Jean Dupas’s Les Perruches painting above the marble fireplace.





In his private commissions, Ruhlmann showed a delicate sensitivity for the needs of his clients. In his design, he crafted individual and specific furniture and interiors to represent the client’s personal successes and stories. For the study of his client Georges-Marie Haardt, director of the Citroën company in Paris, Ruhlmann celebrated the Croisière Noire (the Black Cruise), a car expedition across the African continent that Haardt participated in with Citroën vehicles. Ruhlmann designed a low cabinet in macassar ebony, oak and silvered bronze; a harmonious study of imposing verticality through wood grain with horizontal construction. Ruhlmann designed this unique cabinet to complement the impressively scaled painting by Alexandre Jacovleff, representing Zinder, the capital of Niger in West Africa. Furthermore, in his interiors Ruhlmann showed a fascination with, and mastery of, the flow of rooms, from public to private, which allowed him to successfully personalize and curate authentic and unique interiors for his clients. Ruhlmann’s delicacy in adapting spaces and furnishings for the function of the room reflected his theory of masculine and feminine harmonies, allowing each room to accommodate different social interactions and varied levels of intimacy.
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Imposing sculptural columns define the separation of space in this salon Ruhlmann designed for Lord Rothermere’s apartment in Paris, France, 1925. The interior reveals an edited and unifying design, with low relief Egyptian themes in the upper panels and an elegant geometric cornice design for ornamentation, creating a room of luxurious simplicity.





As with others of his era, such as the American architect Frank Lloyd Wright, Ruhlmann played with the theatricality of volume. By lowering the ceiling height in passageways, Ruhlmann found that he could manipulate the impression of these principal rooms, creating a sense of even greater height and grandeur. Moving from a low to a high ceiling is known to elicit a sense of wonder and awe, imbuing a room with a greater sense of luxury and elegance. This ease with drama and theatricality is variously present in Ruhlmann’s interiors. The impression of height is further accentuated by richly grained wall panelling, often in rosewood. Other features that added to this dramatic vertical emphasis included wall fluting and pillars. These vertical techniques enticed the eye upward towards the ceilings, which were often coffered or vaulted for an added spectacle. An excellent example of this effective technique is present in the 1925 hall and salon of Lord Rothermere in Paris, where columns defined these two separate spaces, creating an architectural screen. The monumental volume and height of this stunning room were accentuated through an edited and unifying simplicity of the walls and columns, both surfaced in a sumptuous layer of uninterrupted wooden cylinders and wall panels. Elegant and balanced wall ornamentation in low relief, referencing the modernized forms of Egyptian wall paintings, created a decorative ornamentation that complemented the overall design without competing with the quiet nobility of the interior. As with the walls, the sleek dividing columns harmonized with the delicately ornamental and shimmering metallic fluted design at the capital of the column, importing Deco-inspired luxury. For Lord Rothermere, through his unique Art Deco aesthetic, Ruhlmann crafted a majestic interior that was dignified, refined and opulent.
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Ruhlmann’s design for a salon, 1929, showcases his rational and geometric simplicity with lighting and furnishing designs.
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The dining room from the Hôtel du Collectionneur, designed by Ruhlmann, 1925, with Ruhlmann’s iconic lyre-base table and the chaises gondoles with curved backs in American walnut. The room features his streamlined wall lights, cascading beaded table lights and a bust by Antoine Bourdelle.





Monumental artwork was another means by which Ruhlmann injected theatrical verticality into his interiors. In the Salon des Artistes Décorateurs in 1926 and the Haardt office in the Citroën works in 1929, Ruhlmann selected strikingly modern and lavishly colourful artwork, highlighting the imposing proportions of these interiors. This technique both accentuated and celebrated the generous height while adding to the sumptuous luxury and geometric affinity that defined the Art Deco movement and Ruhlmann’s creations. Lighting further enhanced these cleverly crafted and dramatic interiors. In the Salon des Artistes Décorateurs from 1928, Ruhlmann once more designed an extravagant crystal chandelier formed by ‘strings of pearls’ in a controlled and geometric design of three circles gradually reducing in diameter as they rose to a column of crystal pearls. Though, possibly, the most unexpected and modern cinematic addition came from the strip lighting concealed in the dropped cornice, continuing uninterrupted around the oval-shaped stately bedroom. Ruhlmann’s lighting designs were seamlessly woven into his interiors and expertly designed in rational geometric shapes. These elegant structures were created from a curated study of simplicity, form and volume and were constructed from the finest materials, such as alabaster with silver and gilt bronze, opaline glass and Sèvres porcelain.
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