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EILEEN GRAY



Eileen Gray, photographed by Berenice Abbott, Paris, 1926
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"To create, one must first
question everything.”

The future projects light,
the past only shadows.’

Eileen Gray






FOREWORD

ore than two decades have

passed since the publication

of the first biography of Eileen
Gray. Translated into French, German,
Spanish and Japanese, it brought the life
and work of one of the most elusive artists,
who fiercely guarded her privacy, to the
aftention of many. Since then the name
Eileen Gray has become widely known
and her furniture has made history.

In her life time few publications or arti-
cles dealt with her work. Apart from a few
notes by Le Corbusier, there was little writ-
fen about her by contemporary architects
and designers. The two houses that she
built and furnished entirely with her own
designs are cited as the purest examples
of 1920s domestic architecture. Together
with Lle Corbusier, Charlotte Perriand,
Marcel Breuer, Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe, Alvar Aalto, Gerrit Rietveld and
Charles Eames, she has finally found a
place among the most influential design-
ers of the twenfieth century.

Samples of her fumniture are now in
leading museums: the Museum of Modern
Art in New York, the Victoria & Albert
Museum in Llondon, the Deutsches
Architekturmuseum in Frankfurt, the Centre
Georges Pompidou and the Musée des
Arts Décoratifs in Paris. The National
Museum of Ireland holds her entire
archive and has devoted several galleries
to her life and work.

Her reputation in architecture is wide-
spread. But, however influential, her archi-
tectural output was limited. She only built

two houses from scratch, created a few
inferiors and did a number of unrealized
architectural schemes. We have little infor-
mation on clients or locations. She made
elaborate drawings and took numerous
photographs of her work, but most proj-
ects only exist as small sketches, mere
ideas jotted down on a piece of paper.
None are dated.

Since | wrote the first biography of
Eileen Gray in 1987, leading architects
and scholars have begun to examine her
work. Every surviving scrap of paper has
been scrutinized and analysed in an
attempt to turn her into a highly productive
architect. This unrelenting quest by so
many fo do justice to this highly original
artist, and to untangle her extraordinary
life and career, is remarkable. However,
| can still hear her voice: 'fotally unneces-
sary’, she used fo say, and if she were
alive today | am sure she still would.

Her real contribution fo twentieth-cen-
tury architecture is in her refreshing
thoughts and undogmatic approach to
the quality of living. She expressed her
thoughts about building and furniture
design in published dialogues. Looking
back at her long life and the many differ-
ent phases of her work, one discovers a
mind that coloured everything she cre-
ated. She felt deeply the spirit of things
and obijects, reflecting and perfecting
them until a chair or a table became the
friend of man.

The most inferesting thing about Eileen
Cray as a person is her struggle with life,
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a life that fascinates all generations. It is
the sfory of a woman frying fo survive.
She fought many battles, most of all with
herself. If she was barely recognized dur-
ing her time, it was mostly of her own
doing. She never looked for fame or
medals; her outlook on the world was
infused with a different kind of dream. This
nonconformist, independent of the major
art movements of her time, followed her
own path without the missionary zeal of
many of her contemporary architects. In a
unique atmosphere of freedom and rigour
without concession to fashion or taste,
she created furniture and houses that sfill
speak fo us now with a clear and fruly
fimeless voice.

| would like to thank my friend and
publisher Andreas Landshoff, who sug-
gested my first book on Eileen Gray, never
lost faith in the whole precarious endeav-
our, and supported me in all later editions.
The publisher Lothar Schirmer unflinchingly
suggested bringing out this new and
extended edition, and | thank him for that.
| would also like to thank the National
Museum of Ireland which generously
gave me permission to use the photo-
graphs now in its possession, and Robin
Symes who also provided photographs of
his collection. Further material was pro-
vided by Philippe Garmer of Christie’s and
Sotheby's, London.
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1960. She was eightytwo years old.
This woman who is now regarded as
a pioneer of modern design, and in the

I met Eileen Gray for the first time in

Twenties and Thirties was celebrated in
architectural circles, was then totally for-
gotten. There weren't any magazines or
books discussing her work; no one bought
her furniture. Worn down by illness and
age, she led the life of a recluse, a situa-
fion that suited her temperament. The only
person sharing her solitary life was her
faithful housekeeper, Louise Dany, who
had joined Eileen in 1927 at ninefeen.

On 8 November 1972, at the famous
Paris auction house of Hatel Drouot, there
was a sale of Art Deco furniture belong-
ing fo the late fashion designer and art
collector Jacques Doucet. One curious
item was listed in the catalogue: '‘Gray
Eileen). Le Destin 4-panel screen in lac-
quer decorated with figures in green and
silver on a red background.” When this
screen fetched the stupendous price of
over $36,000, newspapers carried the
name of Eileen Gray for the first time in
thirtyfive years. Le Figaro, le Monde, The
Times and the Infernational Herald Tribune
all picked up on the sale.

Collectors and a few art historians took
notice. People started to look for her fur-
niture, as they did for EmileJacques
Ruhlmann’s or Jean Dunand’s. The search
for the mysterious Eileen Gray began.
Here and there a few of her pieces had
surfaced and were eagerly bought up by
collectors, among them Yves Saint Lau-
rent; Eileen Gray was suddenly fashion-

able again. Not that it made any differ-
ence to her. ‘It's absurd,” she used to say,
and she continued fo take her meals alone
as she had done for the last thirty years of
her life. Her only contacts with the outside
world were two or three friends, who
formed a kind of lifeline; people fo whom
she could unburden herself of the daily
problems of a life made increasingly dif-
ficult by illness and old age.

Eileen was buried on 5 November
1976 at a quiet ceremony without music
or eulogies. Her ashes were laid fo rest in
the presence of three friends, which |
know would have suited her very well.
Shortly before her death she burned
almost all the lefters and photographs that
concerned her personal life. The discre-
tion she had manifested all her life pre-
vented her from leaving any traces,
except in her work. It was there that she
wanted her passions and preoccupations
fo be read. She was not seeking posthu-
mous renown. If she received it neverthe-
less, it was due to the strength of her
work and the originality of the ideas it
expressed. The absence of almost any
information about her life has made her a
kind of cult figure, a role she never
infended to play and one she would have
wholeheartedly rejected.

In the infroduction to her first biography,
| wrote: ‘Eileen Gray would not have
approved of this book. She was never
tempted to write her own biography; she
shied away from any personal revela-
tions. She might have accepted a few
words about her work, although she
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would have thought them “unnecessary”.’
That |, despite all this, have decided fo
write this new biography is not to betray
a trust and a warm friendship, but to dis-
pel much of the rumour, the numerous
errors and speculations that continuously
have grown up around her name. It is
also to recall once more the conversa-
tions, and the many happy hours we
spent together in Paris, london and the
south of France. She would have scolded
me for making this public, but she would
not have prevented me from doing so.

To try fo recount Eileen’s life is not an
easy fask. Most of the protagonists have
disappeared and can no longer be ques:
tioned. When she was born, Queen Vic-
toria was still on the throne, and when she
died, almost a hundred years old, men
had flown to the moon. All | could do was
fo piece fogether a few memories, to
reanimate the recollection of a life, which
by all accounts, and in the fruest sense of
the word, was extraordinary.

The maijor source for the book was
Eileen Gray herself. After the death of her
niece, more letters and notes emerged
which made us see Eileen the person
more clearly. All the words in quotation, if

not otherwise attributed, are her own.
They are based on surviving letters — writ-
fen on an antiquated typewriter — and per-
sonal conversations. Eileen's own English
was much coloured by her long life in
France, and she often used French terms
when writing letters in her mother tongue.
Being more interested in other people's
lives than in her own, she was never eas-
ily questioned. She was a reluctant and
not always reliable witness. She did not
like to look into the past (which in any case
was blurred), and least of all into her own.

The most formidable help came from
her niece, the painter Prunella Clough,
now alas also departed. Prunella was
Eileen's only true and lasting friend. A dis-
tinguished artist herself, she was able to
share many of Eileen's preoccupations,
thoughts and worries. Throughout Eileen's
later years the two women exchanged
many letters. These and the many she
wrofe to me were a fanfastic source of
information about her daily life and
thoughts. Yet after many years of research
info her life, she remains an enigma, a
puzzle with missing pieces. Maybe this is
just as well. ‘The work of an artist is more
than his life,” she wrote in one of her letters.



1
CHILDHOOD

AND STUDENT YEARS

ileen Gray was born in Ireland on
E Q August 1878 in the family home

of Brownswood. The elegant
manor house stood on a picturesque site,
originally occupied by a castle, on the
banks of the River Slaney. Brownswood
was two miles (3.2 km) from Enniscorthy
— in County Wexford, in the southeast of
Ireland — a rather obscure Norman town
known for its cattle market.

Eileen’s forebears on her mother’s side
were very distinguished. Their peerage
went back to the fifteenth century, when
the first lord Gray was master of the
household of King James Il of Scotland.
One of her great uncles was postmaster
general of Scotland. Her grandmother
lady Jane Stewart, daughter of the tenth
Earl of Moray, had married Captain Jere-
miah Lonsdale Pounden, and on 3 May
1841 their only daughter, Eveleen (the
19th Lady Gray), was born.

Eveleen was certainly not a conven-
tional child. Strong-minded and independ-
ent, at the age of twenty-one she ran off
to ltaly with a good-ooking 30-year-old
painter, James Maclaren Smith. They were
married in 1863. In 1864, their first son,
James Maclaren Stuart, was born: fol-
lowed by Ethel Eveleen (1866), Lonsdale
(1870) and Thora Zelma Grace (1875).
On @ August 1878, their last child, Kath-
leen Eileen Moray, was born. (In many
publications Eileen’s birth date is erro-
neously given as 1879. In later years
Eileen herself was always very casual
about such matters. Once asked on tele-

vision if she was ninety-six or ninefy-seven,
she simply replied: 'Is there a difference?’)
Eileen spent much of her childhood
between London, where her parents had
a townhouse in Kensington, and the old
Brownswood House. For a while Eileen'’s
parents maintained the outward signs of
respectability. She remembered them sit-
fing silently at either end of the long din-
ingroom table. But then her father went
back fo ltaly, where he remained — bar a
few visits — for the rest of his life. Eileen's
experience of parental authority therefore
centred almost exclusively around her
mother, a woman of dominating nature
and mild eccenfricity. She had a rather
solemn face, as if she rarely smiled — a
woman whose pride had been hurt
through the loss of the love of her husband.
Eileen always respected her mother,
but her love was for her father, with whom
she often travelled and whose life must
have seemed fo her one of adventure
and independence. If her mother instilled
in Eileen good manners and a sense of
social propriety, her father faught her the
love of freedom. He was a minor figure in
the arts, painting mostly landscapes and
portraits in the ltalian manner. Eileen inher-
ited from him not only her beautiful eyes
and fine nose, but also her love of art.
Growing up in a large, ancient house
as the youngest of five children, most of
them considerably older, Eileen felt lonely
and unloved. Despite substantial wealth
and many servants, life was far from com-
fortable at Brownswood. In the cold, wet

Eileen’s mother, Baroness Gray

The family (Eileen is on her

mother's lap)




