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Foreword


As countries recovered from World War II, designers seized on the new optimism to create ground-breaking styles and products that were unlike anything that had gone before. They were driven by the possibilities of mass production and excited by the host of new materials available to them, many of which had been developed during the war years.


With the rise of youth culture, a market for modern, fashionable goods was born.


The younger generation was ready to rebel against social conservatism. While their parents had told them to “sit up straight”, the young slouched, and designers were quick to create comfortable chairs over which people could drape themselves.


While the older generation was used to having to “make do and mend”, the young wholeheartedly embraced the disposable society – they replaced the old with something new and fashionable, a taste epitomized by plastic furniture and paper dresses.


The post-war decades were also characterized by the desire to simplify and modernize the interior by de-cluttering rooms and creating more living space. Separate dining rooms and large entrance halls were deemed unnecessary, resulting in new open-plan layouts, emphasized by sleek structural elements. A new domesticity saw the reinforcement of gender stereotypes after the disruption to the family unit caused by the necessities of war, and young homemakers were enticed by an array of colourful labour-saving devices and bright new abstract patterns. The vogue for entertaining at home led to mass-produced tableware, oven-to-table crockery, and the hostess trolley.


Mid-Century Modern style was for many years derided as being many variations on the theme of kitsch, but the combination of architectural minimalism and organic modernism at its heart has led to its recent re-evaluation. Mid-century classics are enjoying a revival – in fact, many of the most iconic designs have remained in production since they were launched and these continue to inspire the designers of today. This book takes an in-depth look at the artefacts and designers that shaped this important and enduring style.


Over the last few years since this book was first published – a period when much nineteenth century furniture and artefacts struggled to sell – the appeal of Mid-Century Modern style has strengthened and prices have continued to rise. Furniture designed by Florence Knoll, Vladimir Kagan, Verner Panton, and Gio Ponti has at least tripled in value, as has glass by Vicke Lindstrand, Dino Martens, and Stanislav Libenský. Armed with knowledge about mid-century designers and the characteristics of popular mid-century pieces, buyers will continue to lend an air of retro elegance and simplicity to their homes.
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What came before


Below, left to right: A gilt bronze figural lamp designed by French sculptor François-Raoul Larche, c.1900. It is modelled as the dancer Loie Fuller, with her diaphanous robes forming the lampshade. 17.5in (44cm) high, W


“La Plume”, a decorative panel by Alphonse Mucha, shows a woman with jewellery in her hair holding a white feather, with an ornamented halo typical of the Czech artist’s work behind her. 29in (72.5cm) high, R


An Arts and Crafts spindled slipper chair by Gustav Stickley. 33in (84cm) high, J


Opposite: A William De Morgan ruby lustre charger, highlighted in silver on a cream background. 15in (37cm) wide, Q


Like most historically significant styles in the decorative arts, Mid-Century Modernism not only evolved from elements of the dominant styles that immediately preceded it, but the movement was also in some respects a reaction against its close antecedents.


The two most fashionable styles of the early 20th century had been Art Nouveau and Arts and Crafts. Largely a European phenomenon, Art Nouveau had emerged initially in France in the late 1880s, at its heart a re-appreciation of the forms of nature. This had been prompted, in part, by a return to “naturalism” in the 19th-century Gothic-Revival style that had preceded it, and also by the imagery employed in contemporary Symbolist art and poetry.


The manner in which Art Nouveau designers and craftsmen represented the forms of nature – primarily plant forms, but also female figures – drew for inspiration on the serpentine lines of 18th-century Rococo decoration, the sinuous interlacings of ancient Celtic ornament, and the asymmetry of recently “rediscovered” traditional Japanese design. A distinctive stylistic fusion, Art Nouveau may have become unfashionable by the outbreak of World War I in 1914, but its emphasis on organic forms was to be picked up again by many members of the Mid-Century Modern movement just 30 or 40 years later.


The Arts and Crafts movement emerged in Britain as early as the 1860s. Better-known in the United States as the Craftsman style, it had a strong following on both sides of the Atlantic by the turn of the 20th century. Enduring well into the 1930s, especially in Britain (albeit in the background), it had started out as a rejection of the historicism and stylistic eclecticism that dominated mass-produced Victorian artefacts.


Rather than a mishmash of poorly reinterpreted earlier styles – notably various revivals of 17th-century Baroque and 18th-century Rococo and Neo-classical styles, sometimes collectively referred to as “Louis Revival” or “Old French” style – the Arts and Crafts advocates wanted something more coherent, honest, and less over-ornamented. For them this translated into the adoption of unpretentious patterns and motifs, primarily flora and fauna with their roots in the medieval English and secularized Gothic vocabularies of ornament. It was, however, the basic philosophy that underpinned this approach – that decoration should be an integral part of a design, rather than a superfluous addition – that was to prove so influential to the ensuing Modern Movement.
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Below, left to right: A 1930s Art Deco chrome and black enamelled metal table lamp. 18in (46cm) high, J


A Georg Jensen water jug, designed by Johan Rohde, c.1925. 9in (22.5cm) high, V


A pair of “E1027” height-adjustable glass and chromed tubular steel side tables, designed by Eileen Gray in the mid 1920s. 24.75in (63cm) high, M


Opposite: The “Wassily” chair, with its skeleton-like chromed tubular steel frame and leather seat, back and arm straps, was designed by Marcel Breuer in 1925, while at the Bauhaus in Weimar. 28.5in (72cm) high, M


The other major Arts and Crafts criticism of late 19th-century historical-revival styles was the generally poor quality of the mass-produced furnishings to which they gave rise. As far as the early proponents of the Arts and Crafts movement (and later purists) were concerned, this called for a return to medieval standards of craftsmanship – in other words, high-quality manufacture carried out by properly trained, skilled hands.


The almost unavoidable result of the handmade approach was higher production costs, which restricted the purchase of such artefacts to the notably wealthier sections of society. However, by the turn of the 20th century some Arts and Crafts designers, especially in the United States, realized that with proper controls in place, more cost-effective, machine-made production techniques and good – or indeed high-quality – products were not necessarily mutually exclusive. Embracing rather than criticizing industrial technology in this way was to pave the way significantly for the acceptance of the Modernist designs that followed.


While Art Nouveau and Arts and Crafts had ushered in the 20th century, the years between the two world wars (1918–39) were dominated by Modernist and Art Deco styles. With its roots in the European ideas of the Vienna Seccession, the Glasgow School, and the Bauhaus, and in the Arts and Crafts-related Mission Style of the United States, Modernism stripped away embellishments (“superfluous trimmings”) to make form the object of aesthetic admiration … and form would be determined solely by function.


In practice, this meant for the most part angular, geometric, and unadorned forms, with considerable emphasis placed on the quality and texture of the materials used – notably concrete, chromed tubular steel, and glass. The industrial origins and processes of manufacture were highlighted. Underpinned by a desire to render the home “a machine for living in” – as proposed by of one the movement’s leading lights, the architect and designer Le Corbusier – Modernism was exciting, new, and positively futuristic in the 1920s and 1930s. This streamlined, rationalist approach to design also worked well with the severe restrictions, both financial and regarding the availability of materials, of World War II. However, after the privations of the war and the considerable period of austerity that followed, it was perhaps inevitable that Modernism in its pure unornamented form would begin to appear rather boring.


In many respects, the development of a more colourful, flamboyant Mid-Century Modern style as a post-war reaction to what Modernism had become took its cue from the emergence of that other great between-the-wars style: Art Deco. The term
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Top: A 1920 mahogany armchair by Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann, known for his beautifully crafted Art Deco furniture and interiors. 38.5in (98cm) high, Y


Bottom, left to right: A Boch Frères large ovoid vase by Charles Catteau, enamel decorated with antelopes in Persian blue and green crackled glaze. 14in (35.5cm), L


A large 1930s Art Deco Daum vase, cased with pale celadon fired enamel over a deep cinnamon ground. 12.5in (32cm) high, O


A Clarice Cliff “Red Autumn” square stepped vase, shape 369, hand-painted with a stylized tree and cottage landscape. c.1930. 7.75in (19.5cm) high, S


Opposite: A pair of Stuart Art Deco enamelled candleholders, decorated with an abstract geometric pattern of cogs and flashes. 3.25in (8cm) high, D


was derived from the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Moderne that had been held in Paris in 1925. Designers took their inspiration from sources as diverse as Léon Bakst’s costumes and sets for the Ballets Russes, the art movements of Expressionism, Cubism, and Futurism, and, following the excavation of Tutankhamun’s tomb and the discovery of Aztec temples in the early 1920s, ancient Egyptian and native Central American art. The result was a range of exciting “new” decorative imagery rendered in bright colours for the Jazz Age, standing in marked contrast to the horrors of World War I and the financial hardships that had followed.


However, the parallels between Art Deco and Mid-Century Modern styles are essentially confined to the nature of their emergence in reaction to world events. As Art Deco developed during the 1930s, the forms and decorative imagery associated with the style became increasingly geometrical, abstract, and vigorously streamlined. In other words, it became more overtly Modernist and in doing so displayed characteristics that, according to the influential French designer Paul Iribe, involved “sacrificing the flower on the altar of the machine” – a sacrifice that Mid-Century Modern style, with its notable revival of all things organic, was about to remedy.
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The New Look


Inevitably, World War II (1939–45) had an adverse effect on the decorative arts. In many countries, raw materials, especially metals and timber, were prioritized for use in the war effort, while numerous manufacturing facilities were adapted and diverted to military production. Moreover, although the extensive destruction caused by bombing raids led to considerable need in many parts of Europe, the majority of people could ill afford new furnishings, let alone other decorative artefacts, even when they were available.


The economic up-turn upon which a revival in both the production and consumption of the decorative arts was ultimately dependent began in the United States, the country with the largest economy and, significantly, one of the few that had escaped invasion and bombing. As the post-war American economy accelerated to record-breaking levels of productivity in a relatively short time, it became possible for the United States to export some of this momentum to kick-start overseas markets. Between April 1948 and December 1951, about $100 billion dollars in today’s money was pumped into Europe via the European Recovery Program, better known as the Marshall Plan, with the upshot that by 1951 the economies of almost all the countries that had joined the OEEC (Organisation for European Economic Co-operation) had been rebuilt to their pre-war levels and beyond.


With the financial wherewithal to both produce and purchase gradually restored, what would designers want to design after the trauma of the war years? And, just as significantly, what would consumers want to buy? Although it took place in the relatively exclusive world of haute couture fashion, much of the initial essence or spirit of post-World War II design was encapsulated in the spring 1947 collection of French couturier Christian Dior (1905–57) – aptly labelled by Harper’s Bazaar as the “New Look”. Characterized by an extravagant use of extravagant fabrics, it was a refreshing and glamorous antidote to wartime and post-war austerity. Dior’s designs also marked a return to a notably curvaceous, more overtly feminine look (a flatter, more linear style having generally been in vogue since the appearance of the “flapper” dresses of the 1920s). Gradually rippling down and out from the heights of haute couture to what we would now call high-street fashion, the hugely influential “New Look” also had its counterparts in many other areas of post-war design. **********
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The prevailing styles of the 1930s had been Modernism and Art Deco. Originally seen by many as pleasingly rational, dynamic, and futuristic, the unornamented “form-follows-function” rationale of the former and the geometric shapes of the latter had begun to appear rather too severe to many war-jaundiced eyes. In Britain in particular, this development may well have been exacerbated by the government-sponsored introduction in 1942 of “utility furniture”. Like many other goods at the time, new furniture was rationed; reserved for newly-weds and people whose homes had been bombed. Designed by the expert members of the Advisory Committee on Utility Furniture to make the best use of scarce timber, the furniture was constructed in the traditions of the Arts and Crafts Movement, but was exceptionally severe in its simplicity of form and lack of ornamentation. Basically, it was time – and not just in Britain – for something a bit less linear, a bit more curvaceous, and certainly more ornamented and colourful.


The decorative style that developed after the war, dominated the 1950s, and endured into the early 1970s has become known as “Mid-Century Modern”. In fact, there had already been an inkling of it in embryonic form as early as the 1930s, a decade in which some Scandinavian designers had developed a quite distinctive, rounded style of furniture subsequently known as “Soft Modernism”. While adhering to the basic simplicity of line and form of Modernist furniture, these designers rejected the “coldness” of the materials of mass production, such as steel and plastic, from which much of it was made. As the Finnish designer Alvar Aalto (1898–1976) observed, in this respect Modernist furniture was “unsatisfactory from a human point of view”. Instead, Aalto and other Scandinavian designers such as Bruno Mathsson chose to use natural materials – most notably wood – in less machine-like and more organic, sculptural forms.


Opposite: Part of Christian Dior’s spring 1947 collection, the “Bar” suit epitomizes fashion’s “New Look”, with its wasp-waisted silk shantung jacket and full skirt in wool crêpe.


Below: Designed by Charles and Ray Eames, the moulded plywood and leather lounge chair and ottoman were launched by Hermann Miller in 1956 and are still in production today. Chair 32in (81cm) high, N
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In the early 1940s and on the other side of the Atlantic, the Scandinavian promotion of wood in this context was given a further and significant boost by the American designers Charles Eames (1907–78) and his wife, Ray (1912–88). The Eameses developed a method for moulding bonded plywood in more than one direction – a technique which, when adapted to industrial production, allowed them to create a host of innovative furniture designs after the war and throughout the 1950s (see pages 38-101).


The wartime and post-war development of new techniques for working materials was, however, by no means confined to wood. Throughout the war military designers, especially in the aircraft industry, had pioneered the use of a number of new materials and techniques that were to give the decorative arts designers of the 1950s much greater freedom. For example, lightweight but relatively strong and durable materials such as aluminium increasingly featured in furniture construction, as did thinner and lighter steel. The latter inspired the creation of lightweight wire-rod furniture by designers such as Harry Bertoia (1915–78) and Warren Platner (1919–2006).


Other innovations that were to have a profound effect on furniture design included new forms of upholstery. Notable among these were a type of rubber padding developed by Italian tyre manufactures and, from Scandinavia, foam padding made from polystyrene beads that could be steamed into just about any desired shape. Applied over an almost equally mouldable fibreglass frame, this foam padding made it possible to produce curvaceous, streamlined, and sculptural forms, such as the now-iconic “Swan” and “Egg” chairs by Danish designer Arne Jacobsen (1902–71). Of course, such padding could also be applied over sheet metal – an application that softened and eased, both literally and symbolically, the inherent coldness and, according to the complaints of the Scandinavian Soft Modernists, “unwelcoming” qualities of that material.


Perhaps the most important development in new materials and techniques derived from the greater affordability of petroleum-based plastics as a result of an oil glut in the 1950s and 1960s. Combined with new injection-moulding techniques, this allowed designers to fully exploit plastic’s ability to retain almost any form and, just as significantly, take advantage of the fact that it could produced in a kaleidoscope of colours.


The growing popularity of colourful plastics at this time can be gauged not only by their increased use in the manufacture of furniture and numerous other domestic artefacts, such as light fittings and tableware, but also by the fact that some objects not even made from plastic, such as the glass “Carnaby” vases


Opposite: The “LAR” chair designed by Charles and Ray Eames in 1950 consists of a durable fibreglass shell on a base of chromed steel rods – one of a number of different bases the Eameses designed to fit this seat form. 25in (64cm) high, O


Top: An Arne Jacobsen “Swan” chair, designed in 1956 for the


Royal Hotel in Copenhagen and produced by Fritz Hansen. The strikingly modern organically shaped upholstered seat and slender metal base became an instant classic. 32in (80cm) high, M


Bottom: The sculptural glass-topped round table and stools, are part of the “1725” series designed by Warren Platner for Knoll in 1966. Platner was rightly admired for his elegant understatement. Table 27 in (69cm) high, O
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Left: A clear glass vase with murrines and cane inserts, designed by Ansolo Fuga for A.Ve.M., Murano, in c.1958. 9.75in (25cm) high, N


Right: A red and white cased glass “Carnaby” vase designed by Per Lutken for Holmegaard in 1961. This range was deliberately designed to resemble plastic. 8.75in (22cm) high, E
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Midwinter Primavera


produced by Danish glassmaker Per Lütken (1916–98) in the 1960s, were designed to look as if they had been.


After decades of artistic stagnation, innovative glass making enjoyed a resurgence on the Venetian island of Murano from the late 1940s onwards. Local glassmakers collaborated with international artists who had trained as painters and sculptors, thereby revolutionizing Italian glass design. Traditional techniques were revived to create a “new look”. Murrines, small coloured tesserae used to decorate the surface of a piece of glass, were now produced in modern colour combinations that expressed post-war exuberance.


In addition to making much greater use of colour and creating more sculptural forms than their Modernist predecessors, the Mid-Century Modernists also revived, to varying degrees, the use of decorative pattern. Many of the patterns that became fashionable were, like the curvaceous shapes they employed, inspired by nature, and in that respect the Mid-Century Modernists had much in common with their Art Nouveau predecessors of the late 19th and early 20th century. One important difference, however, was that many of the natural forms that inspired designers the mid-20th century had never been seen prior to the development of powerful electron microscopes. Of these many newly discovered microscopic forms, which included the surprisingly symmetrical crystalline-like composition snowflakes, the asymmetrical amoeba provided the greatest source of inspiration. Much evident in contemporary art, for exmple in the paintings of Salvador Dalí (1904–89) and Joan Miró (1893–1983), amoeboid-shaped motifs became particularly prevalent in patterns applied to wallpaper, furnishing fabrics, ceramics, and glass.


This new microscopic natural imagery, sometimes referred to as “Organic Modernism”, was the product of a technological development. In that respect it had its counterpart in the “Space Age” imagery that also proved popular from the late 1950s onwards – notable examples include table lamps in the form of rockets and ceiling pendants in shape of flying saucers – as the technological push to put man into space gathered momentum and increasingly captured the public imagination.


A rare Midwinter “Fashion”-shape TV plate, printed and hand-painted with the “Primavera” pattern. 12.5in (32cm) diam, D


The “Primavera” pattern designed by Jessie Tait (1928–2010) was initially unpopular with the public when it was introduced in 1954. Its popularity increased only after the London department store Heal’s began to stock wares with this design. Combining the popular 1950s pattern of polka dots with amoeba-like and organic shapes, the example shown above is a variation of the original version of the design used on the “Stylecraft” range of shapes.


The TV plate, with its recessed sections for different foods, is a relatively rare shape. Its existence reflects dramatic changes in contemporary society. The Queen’s Coronation in 1953 had led to a huge growth of sales of home television sets in Britain and, following the establishment of ITV in 1955, more and more British people were turning to the television as their main source of home entertainment. Similar developments emerged worldwide heralding a new way of spending leisure time in the home, with electronic colour sets emerging in the US in the mid-1950s. This in turn led to the development of specially designed tableware and furniture.
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Left: “Visit the USSR: The Country of the World’s First Cosmonaut”: a tourism poster published by Russian travel agency Intourist c.1965. The Soviet Union was the first country to put a satellite and a man into space. They were rightly proud of this achievement, and even promoted it in travel agencies as a form of propaganda. 39in (99cm) high, L


Right: Lorna Bailey’s ceramic rocket sugar shaker gives testament to the enduring influence of the mid century fascination with the space race. Knowing the power of the “retro” movement Bailey’s design bears all the hallmarks of the earlier period. The sifter was designed by Bailey in 1998 and produced in a limited edition of 250 for readers of Collect It magazine. 6.5in (16.5cm) high, C


Opposite: The JVC “Videosphere” television was designed in 1970. influenced by the American lunar landing of 1969, the design is clearly based on an astronaut’s helmet. Later versions come with a radio and alarm clock in the base. 13in (33cm) high, G


Historical precedent demonstrates that the taste of the general public is, at almost any given time, far less adventurous than that of a small design-aware elite. But following the widespread trauma of World War II, people in many countries really did appear to want a “new look”. Reinforcing this desire was a post-war growth in communications. Events such as the Good Design exhibition initiated by the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1950, the Festival of Britain held in 1951, and subsequent similar exhibitions that took place in many European cities throughout the 1950s, promoted the new designs of the Mid-Century Modernists in a traditional manner. However, combined with advertising (both direct and in the form of product placement), the new medium of television began to bring the prospect of these exciting new products right into people’s homes, initially in the United States and later in Europe. Moreover, as the post-war population, and with it suburbia, boomed, the demand for enticing new and well-designed furnishings, tableware, and all manner of appliances mushroomed accordingly.


This consumer boom was further reinforced by another significant social development: the post-war growth of a youth culture ready to rebel against political, social, and artistic conservatism and the older generation’s philosophy of “make do and mend”. On a tide of brash, colourful Pop art and loud rock and roll, the balance of power inexorably shifted in favour of a new, forward-looking generation and the designs and products of the Mid-Century Modernists benefited as a result. Yet by the mid-1960s, Mid-Century Modernism would, ironically, begin to be supplanted by aspects of the very youth culture that had helped fuel it: as a reflection of an ever-increasing rejection of traditional institutions, designs in the decorative arts were to become, under the banner of “Anti-Design”, more and more extreme. Rejecting almost everything the Mid-Century Modernists had stood for, the Post-Modernists were about to come into their own … but that, as they say, is another story.
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Interiors
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Introduction


One of the most significant developments in architecture and interior design in the mid-20th century, under the aegis of the Modern and then the Mid-Century Modern movements, was a renewed emphasis on the home as an integrated whole. The building’s exterior, and often what was around it, had a major impact on the interior, not only on the way it was structurally divided, but critically, also on what it looked and felt like. Probably the last time such attention was paid to exploiting what was outside to enhance what was inside was in the 18th century, when the great landscape architect Capability Brown “judiciously manipulated the components of nature” to provide wonderful vistas for the privileged occupants of some of the grandest country houses in Britain.


The “re-discovery” of nature and its integration with exterior and interior design by pioneering 20th-century architects such as Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959) may have been in the tradition of Brown, but its more immediate inspiration lay in the re-appreciation of organic forms by the Art Nouveau movement of the late 19th and early 20th century, and in the belief of advocates of the Arts and Crafts movement that decorative effects should be an integral part of the design, rather than an add-on. In part it was also a reaction to the manner in which Modernism, in its purist “form-follows-function” guise, had often dispensed with ornamentation altogether.


Left: Fallingwater was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1935 as a weekend retreat for the Kaufmann family of Pittsburgh.


It is dramatically located over the Bear Run waterfalls in rural south-western Pennsylvania, USA.


Below: A Japanese influence is evident in the Fallingwater interiors, not only in the low tables and seating but also in the rooms’ visual integration with the natural surroundings.


Interiors 27









[image: image]





One interesting consequence of this mid-century integration of nature in architectural design was the breakdown of the almost monopolistic influence that urban living had come to exert on innovative décor. Architects and designers such as Wright, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969), Jean Prouvé (1901–84), Richard Neutra (1892–1970), Pierre Koenig (1925–2004), Charles Eames (1907–78), Arne Jacobsen (1902–71), and Eero Saarinen (1910–61) now conceived residential architecture and interiors that could just as easily integrate into a cityscape as sit comfortably against a rural backdrop.


The primary means of bringing the outside in was the use of glass in the form of “picture windows”, with improved manufacturing techniques making ever larger examples possible. This is not to say, however, that greater size equated to uniformity: most of the long windows in Wright’s iconic Fallingwater, the house he designed in 1935 for the Kaufmann family in Mill Run, Pennsylvania, are significantly narrower than the much taller picture windows in, for example, Prouvé’s almost equally iconic “pre-fabricated” home near Nancy, in the Lorraine region of France. Both allow the occupants spectacular views of the surrounding countryside, making it a significant component of the interior décor, but Wright’s windows generally created a darker interior than Prouvé’s.


In many respects this issue of natural light is indicative of a major trend: in contrast to their dark 1930s predecessors, such as those in Wright’s buildings, Mid-Century Modern interiors become lighter and lighter after World War II, as can be seen in the large-windowed homes of influential architects and designers such as Koenig, Saarinen, and the Eameses. Just as important in conveying the style beyond the design cognoscenti to the general public is the light-and-airy quality emphasized in contemporary promotional shots of their work. As a psychological reaction to the “dark days” of the war, the appeal to the public at large of Mid-Century Modernism’s “let there be light” approach is readily understandable, and of course a greater ingress of natural light was augmented by increasingly sophisticated electric lighting inside – at ceiling, floor, tabletop, and work-surface levels.


In addition to using large expanses of glass, there were other ways of breaking the “barrier” between what was inside and what was outside. For example, the Mid-Century Modernists


A group of “Cité” armchairs (1930) in the home of their creator, the French designer Jean Prouvé. The room is notable for its floor-to-ceiling windows and views over the surrounding countryside. Incorporating coated sheet steel rockers, the chairs are still in production today with Vitra.


28 Mid-Century Modern









[image: image]





Interiors 29









[image: image]





made increasing use of tall, sliding glass doors, while in locations with suitably temperate climates, most notably California, outdoor “rooms” open to the elements on one, two, or three sides became fashionable. These had plenty of historical precedent in the cloisters and covered walkways of Medieval European monasteries. Japanese architecture inspired the incorporation of elemental nature within the building itself, such as Wright’s inclusion in Fallingwater of a spring, a stream, and rock from the waterfall below the house.


The more conventional way of linking the exterior to the interior was to make overt use in the latter of materials usually associated with the former, chief among them wood and stone. Whether in the form of slabs of limestone, granite, or marble, or a composite material such as terrazzo (a poured-on aggregate of stone and glass chips), stone floors proved equally suitable for indoor living areas as for exterior terraces, and were particularly popular in Mid-Century Modern houses in North America. Contrasting-textured stone finishes or ceramic tiles were also usually employed on, in, and around hearths, and often on walls as well. By way of pleasing contrast, tongue-and-groove wooden panelling was frequently the favoured material for ceilings in such interiors, especially on the west coast of the United States and in Scandinavia.


In both those locations wood was easily available, and so it is not surprising that when they were not using stone or tile on the floor, architects and interior designers often chose wood instead, particularly in Scandinavia. The wide variety of woods on offer – from softwoods such as pine and cedar to hardwoods such as oak, beech, and mahogany – meant a huge palette of colour options, from blonde through yellows and browns to red, especially if the wood was treated with stains or varnishes. Moreover, whether it is used on floors or ceilings, laid in broad panels or narrower tongue-and-groove planks, wood invariably conveys a sense of warmth – especially when contrasted with stone or tile. At the same time, it satisfies the Mid-Century Modernists’ desire for a clean, crisp rectilinear quality in the basic architectural fixtures and fittings – a


Top: Charles and Ray Eames in their home in Pacific Palisades, Los Angeles. Their iconic black leather “Eames Lounge Chair” and “Ottoman” (1956) are still in production.


Bottom: The distinctive form of Eero Sarinen’s “Tulip” chair (1956), made of aluminium, fibreglass, and plastic, is both organic and futuristic, anticipating the Space Age.


Opposite: A classic mid-century modern chair – the triangular plastic, steel, and foam “Coconut” (George Nelson, 1955) – sits happily with an earlier Modernist icon, the chromed steel and leather “Barcelona” (Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, 1929).
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