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6 | FOREWORD


FOREWORD


BY TERENCE CONRAN


If the Sixties was the time Britain threw off the shackles of grim, post-war austerity then the Fifties was the decade we began picking the lock. It was an important time in the evolution of our nation’s tastes but perhaps the influence only became visible a decade later. The seeds of the ‘Swinging Sixties’ and all its spirit of revolutionary fervour were certainly sown in the 1950s, which is why this book is such an interesting and important record of the British home.


Things were grim in post-war Britain and there were no ‘designers’ in those days, just a handful of young upstarts rather patronizingly referred to as ‘industrial artists’. I personally think that the ‘Britain Can Make It’ exhibition, at the Victoria & Albert Museum in 1946, was the moment that the UK saw that modernism could lead to a better quality of life, but it takes a long time to get through the sieve of retailers and public, government and royal opinion. Several years later The Festival of Britain gave the country another kick start and enthused people about the possibilities available to them. That is what we tapped into as designers.


There was a younger generation growing up who for the first time had a bit of money in their pockets and wanted to live a life different to that of their parents – and that life most certainly included the way that they decorated their homes. One of the delights of this book, for me, is seeing these two cultures clash and rub against each other, all perfectly recorded by that wonderful magazine, House & Garden. As the decade progresses and the story is told you can literally see the nation enjoying and embracing its first glimpses of modernism.


The Fifties was a turning point in the design world and designers were influenced by the innovation seen in the manufacture of new materials. In the UK, at the start of the decade, all you could buy in furniture was shiny reproduction Georgian pieces or huge cocktail cabinets that looked like glossy, veneered, bucolic charladies, but a remarkable collection of architects and designers on the West Coast of the US was emerging, including George Nelson, Eero Saarinen, Alexander Girard, and particularly Charles and Ray Eames. They produced amazing home furnishings egged on by the wonderful Arts & Architecture magazine, which was our bible at that time. The increasing influence of these designers and architects is an important part of this book.


And of course that design bible of our own, House & Garden, was recording these changes. I will always be indebted to the magazine as it gave me my first ever piece of publicity when I was just nineteen. I had a very small room in a house in Warwick Gardens next to Olive Sullivan who was then decorating editor of House & Garden. Her room was very pretty, filled with rosebuds and femininity, whereas mine was about as different as could be! It was filled with my own welded metal furniture, bright colours and Paolozzi prints and pretty uncomfortable. But House & Garden featured it and it helped me start my own career in home furnishings.


Right


Terence Conran in 1956, sitting in a ‘Dog Basket’ chair of his own design.


Following pages, clockwise from top left A 1950 bride surveys her practical dining room, with oak furniture from Dunns, rush matting and an occasional table from Heal’s (foreground). John Piper works on his huge mural for the outside of the Homes and Gardens pavilion on the Festival of Britain site. A 1959 feature urged for the return of the ‘what-not’ with 18th- and 19th-century antiques and contemporary glass from Finmar and Liberty. Louis le Brocquy’s studio in 1953, with Ercol furniture alongside his easels, books and painting equipment; on the wall is A Family (1951), from his ‘Grey’ period.
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INTRODUCTION


‘A good deal of philosophical thought has been given to the problem of here and now. Without ranging into the metaphysics of Dunne’s serial universe, one can still remain fascinated by the particular passing moment that is here and then gone for ever, leaving its imprint only on film and wax and steel tape and the printed page. In a magazine like House & Garden, in an issue such as this, there lies, hidden to us who are so close to today, the evidence that will speak to another generation of our way of life, of the sort of people that we were in the 1950s.’


—JULY 1957


These words were written as an introduction to a feature on a modern house – designed by House & Garden – that epitomized all that was current and fashionable in the mid-Fifties. The six decades that have elapsed since then have dulled the memory of the Fifties interior, but have also imbued magazines such as House & Garden with an invaluable importance, as they narrate a social and aesthetic history that would otherwise be lost. As an internationally renowned design magazine, House & Garden created and chronicled trends, and within its pages lies a complete record of what well-designed homes really looked like. Its fascination with the passing moment succeeded in preserving it, and this diverse set of photographs taken from the magazine’s archive offers an immediate, intimate view of the world’s most stylish interiors during this decade of innovation and experimentation.


The Fifties saw a radical change in interior design. This was due to several reasons: the rising popularity of modernist architecture and furniture; the increased availability of new materials and technology; and the social change created by the huge upheaval occasioned by two world wars. Modernism was nothing new in the Fifties; in terms of design, it was the pioneering work of the Bauhaus movement in the Thirties that had popularized this style. However, since trends in interiors move at a slightly slower pace than fashion – you change your clothes more frequently than you do your furniture, after all – this stripped-back, sparse aesthetic hadn’t fully caught on. In Britain, much of this was due to the Second World War. With rationing in place, houses under the threat of bombing and all available resources being channelled into the war effort, interior decoration was put on ice in the years during and immediately after the war. A ‘make do and mend’ mentality abounded, and any furniture bought new between 1943 and 1952 was likely to be government-sanctioned Utility furniture. This furniture came in a very limited range of designs, and its sparse functionality was clearly influenced by the Bauhaus style. However, it was not particularly popular with the public, so, when design restrictions were finally lifted in 1952, there was an explosion of interest in fresh, new styles of furniture design.


The start of the Fifties also saw a desperate need for new housing. Approximately one-third of British houses had been seriously damaged or demolished during the war, which meant that housing was an urgent priority. The housing shortage was exacerbated by an increase in marriages and births – the Fifties saw a baby boom – so house building was a national concern throughout the decade. This regeneration process in the wake of the Second World War saw the principles of modern architects being given free rein, and a new style of architecture emerged, creating the Britain that we recognize today.


A need for economy meant that these new homes were smaller than their predecessors and contained fewer rooms. This completely transformed how houses were laid out. Traditionally, houses had been built with numerous rooms, each with a very specific purpose and which might have been used only at certain times of the day. Architects began to question the need for multiple
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10 | INTRODUCTION


spaces for sitting or dining, favouring larger rooms that could be used as more general living areas. It was during this decade that open-plan interiors first became popular.


More than any other event, the 1951 Festival of Britain kick-started a new era of design. It was planned as a morale-boosting project to aid recovery after the war and to show the British public what the future held – it was a celebration of culture and British history, industry, hopes and identity. Lauded as a ‘tonic to the nation’ by its director, Gerald Barry, the festival stimulated British manufacturing industries and sparked an interest in technological developments that were relevant to everyone. Eight and a half million people visited the festival, located in the newly built Royal Festival Hall on London’s South Bank, between May and September 1951. Its cultural influence spread throughout the country, as other cities and towns were encouraged to organize events and exhibitions to celebrate the festival.


The festival showcased the world of well-known designers in the fields of textile, furniture and industrial design, and it also suggested ways in which people could update and modernize their own homes. It sparked a desire for new, innovative design, and was well timed to coincide with the economic growth that gave people a purchasing power not seen since before the outbreak of war; televisions, washing machines and refrigerators were becoming standard items for every home. Modernism suffused the air and found its way into the country’s interiors.


Throughout this decade British House & Garden not only recorded, but pioneered, this rapidly changing design aesthetic. Notable contributors included Nancy Mitford, Vita Sackville-West and John Betjeman, while Elizabeth David had a regular food column. Each month, the decoration pages compiled montages of homewares and furniture from exciting new designers such as Charles and Ray Eames, Jean Prouvé and George Nakashima.


Collaborations with advertisers boomed during the Fifties, and substantial advertorials were run in the front of each issue in full colour, showcasing furniture from Heal’s and other leading design companies. Often, a number of different advertisers were used in these room schemes, so they have an eclectic, more realistic quality that is not found in standard advertising shots. These room schemes were all built in the Vogue studios and shot by Condé Nast’s in-house photographers.


In 1956 and 1957 House & Garden planned its ideal modern house, from its design to its decoration. The ‘House of Ideas’ – both the 1956 and the 1957 versions – is a unique photographic record of what the ideal Fifties house should look like, both internally and externally. The photographs and the accompanying text describe the project from start to finish and offer a fantastic insight into the process of creating a house that was entirely of its time. Part One of this book explores the different rooms of the Fifties house and considers how these spaces were used in contrast to their predecessors. Part Two looks at the more practical application of these trends. Twelve houses that were featured in the magazine are discussed as case studies, showing the innovative vision of the owners, many of who were notable designers and architects. The final part of the book focuses upon interior details, showing the popular styles of furniture, textiles, flooring and wallcoverings that helped to characterize the Fifties interior. The extraordinary breadth of this material shows, with complete authenticity, how trends emerged and developed over the course of this extraordinary decade.


Above


A House & Garden cover from March 1951 introducing the new House & Garden colour range, which became a popular commercial enterprise throughout the Fifties.









[image: image]





‘EASY WAYS TO EASIER LIVING’ | 11


‘EASY WAYS


TO EASIER LIVING’


APRIL 1954


‘Don’t grope in the dark; paint the light switches with luminous paint, especially in dark corridors and the bathroom. Such paint is also good for fuse boxes, gas taps, the inside of the cellar door, etc.


Make a ferociously efficient shoe-scraper from metal bottle caps nailed upside down on a board, in your own initials or a pretty pattern.


Find chemistry flasks for oil and vinegar, and a huge one


for wine.


Stuff a giant brandy glass with carnation heads.


Be bold with napkins; have each a different colour.


Many washing machines make good dirty-clothes bins.


Why not have a switch near the floor so that you can turn off the light with your foot when you’re carrying a tray?


A large kitchen table, covered in black and white diamond linoleum, makes a decorative family meal table.


A goldfish tank is a good decoration in the bathroom.


Pad your lavatory seat with bright-coloured towelling.


What colour will your walls


be when the matt paint or distemper dries out? Try it first on clean white blotting paper: almost at once the shine goes and you can see exactly what it will look like.


Strain lumps and impurities from paint and wallpaper paste through old laddered nylons.


Back shelves with mirror to double your decorative displays.


Line all your cosmetic drawers with amenable, unabusable plastic.’


Right


A racy-looking gentleman eyes up the reader in this 1959 shopping shoot. However, the shoot’s real star is the Heal’s coffee table, with a metal frame and a black-and-white pebble top.
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THE FIFTIES


KITCHEN


‘Here they are, pages and pages of the very newest in trans-Atlantic kitchens, each a glowing picture singing of the joys of Home, Home on the Range.’


—MARCH 1958




Left


Compact, built-in storage makes the most of the limited space in this 1953 kitchen. The Prescold refrigerator incorporates a freezer unit, while the black and white floor tiles complement the fitted units and provide a neutral foil for the bright walls. The wall lights, chosen to balance this careful colour scheme, were made by Troughton & Young and could be adjusted to provide uplighting or downlighting, as required.


Right


Although the grey tiles and white, plastic-coated units create a cool base tone in this 1952 kitchen, cherry-coloured kitchen utensils add vibrant colour, as do the matching stools from Lennon. Pattern also plays a part, found in the strip of Sanderson wallpaper that enlivens the wall above the tiles and in the curtain fabric that was designed by Roger Nicholson for Whitehead. Another focal point is the ironing board – a new design by Beldray, made out of perforated steel to keep it cool.
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The modern fitted kitchen had first appeared in the States, and during the Fifties American-style fitted kitchens acquired an international following. Kitchens transformed from being a functional – if somewhat uninspiring – room, to the heart of the house. By the Fifties, live-in help was virtually unheard of in all but the wealthiest homes. Instead, it was expected that the homeowner would do the bulk of the housework and cooking. Although this had long been the situation in working-class households, this was a new development for the professional classes. An economical ‘do it yourself’ spirit prevailed in this decade, a relic of the Second World War, and this became manifest in men taking an interest in home improvements and in an expectation that women would be hands-on homemakers. Because the homeowners were spending far more time in the kitchen than in previous generations, it made sense that, for the first time, this room became a hub for design trends.


Left


The bold red of these wooden units adds drama to this 1953 kitchen, and flush handles emphasize the modern look. A pull-out wooden chopping board slides underneath an enamel work surface, while an extractor fan over the range removes cooking smells and incorporates a shelf used for warming plates. The bright-red casserole dish on the gas hob was typical of the growing trend for cooking vessels that could double as tableware. The original kitchen plan showed how the kitchen had been carefully designed to make the most of space – the laundry appliances are grouped together at one end of the room, while the range at the other end is conveniently close to the serving hatch.


Below


This page is taken from a February 1951 article entitled ‘What’s Old in Electric Cookers?’ which compared the newest innovations in electric cookers with their Thirties counterparts. In the early Fifties, cookers came in different sizes to suit a variety of households. The model at the top, designed for a family of two, shows how Creda updated its smallest cooker to reflect modern design. Below, a heavy cast-iron Carron cooker from the Thirties was updated to include a glass door and a separate rack for a plug-in kettle.
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In urban, middle-class houses, the kitchen was transformed into a public rather than a private space. New architectural plans began to incorporate the dining room into the kitchen, so for the first time it was a place to entertain guests as well as a food-preparation area. This was partly a practical solution – if the hostess was in the kitchen, it made things difficult if the dining area was in a different part of the house.


Cooking was rendered easier by improved technology. Although the Aga had been around since the Thirties, it became fashionable and more easily obtainable and could also heat water as well as cook food. Electric cookers became more sophisticated than their Thirties counterparts; they were also relatively cheap by comparison, which meant that more households could afford them. It was far from ideal however – cooker thermostats still weren’t properly regulated at the start of the decade, which meant that cooking times could vary wildly depending on the individual cooker.


Below


Terence Conran designed this informal 1953 kitchen, which features a minimal island unit that cleverly combines a table and a shelf. The table has the advantage of doubling as an extra surface for preparing food. The stools are from Liberty. This kitchen also has state-of-the-art built-in units, which are topped with steel-blue Formica. Although the flush handles of the fitted units are typical of the time, the gas cooker still has the unwieldly knobs that were quickly becoming very outdated.


Right


Both the cooker and the refrigerator in this 1953 kitchen are from GEC, a Birmingham-based company that had made many of the early models of electric cookers. Despite the modern Troughton & Young lights, the overall impression of this kitchen is rather dull, the main culprit being the mottled linoleum floor tiles. The coated fabric that covers the end wall and the top of the stool also has a somewhat deadening effect, although matters aren’t helped by the rather up-front style of food photography that was popular at the time.
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Left


This 1954 kitchen is an example of clever space planning, as it was required to double as a laundry, despite being of quite compact dimensions. The most interesting piece is the very modern drying rack. Custom-made by M & C Wickham furniture, its design echoes that of Charles and Ray Eames’s iconic ‘Hang It All’ coat rack that had been released the previous year. Plain black linoleum flooring and black and blue Formica work surfaces, alongside the white kitchen units and metal venetian blinds, transform a domestic space into something resolutely modern. The chair is by Ernest Race while the ‘Lennon’ stool is from Heal’s.


Above


Don’t let yourself get distracted by the red-and-white striped ‘Ventilator Awning’ by The Artistic Blind Co. It may be an utterly unexpected take on the traditional extractor fan, but to the right of this 1955 picture is something equally unusual: a Fifties dishwasher. Amazingly, this Adamaid automatic dishwasher was able to wash, rinse and dry utensils in three minutes. With such innovative examples of Fifties technology, it’s all too easy to overlook the cleverly cut linoleum floor that links the entire scheme together.
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Below


The balance between the deep-plum walls and the white of the woodwork, electrical goods and lights lends this 1955 kitchen a sophisticated style. While the pine units are not fashionable by today’s standard, the flush handles and the pale wood made a dramatic and refreshing change from the heavy dark wood of the preceding decade. This American-style kitchen manages to create an urbane atmosphere and could easily double as a space for entertaining.
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Below


This compact 1955 kitchen was part of a fashionable lady’s Knightsbridge flat. Because of the small space, and because it was more frequently used to prepare a simple snack as opposed to heavy catering, it is fitted out with a two-ring gas hob to save space. The owner’s primary concern was that the kitchen should look stylish when the dining-room door was ajar, so the surfaces are topped in red Wareite and the handles of the fitted units and the patterned wallpaper were chosen to match.
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