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IN 1TS HEYDAY between World Wars I and II, Art Deco influenced the design of everything from
perfume bottles, cigarette cases and tea pots to book bindings, movie marquees, skyscrapers and
ocean liners. With its clean, simple shapes, Art Deco was in sharp contrast to the languid, inter-
twining floral images of Art Nouveau in its waning years, just before World War I.

After that devastating war came a resurgence of optimism and creativity, particularly in the
decorative arts; and the bold geometric trend continued, reaching its zenith in 1925 at the
Exposition des Arts Décoratifs in Paris. At the beginning, it was simply called “modern.” Today,
all the world knows it as “Art Deco.”

When the war was over, the French government, wanting to reassert Paris as world arbiter
of fashion, proposed an international trade show. The organizers decided that the show should
cover a wide array of industrial products and decorative arts. The entry requirements specified
wares that displayed genuine originality and expressed both a modern sensibility in design and
use of new materials like chrome, rayon and plastics. Reproductions of historical styles were
not allowed.

France, with pavilions of opulent objects—furniture in ebony and ivory by Jacques Emile
Ruhlmann, works in gold, silver and bronze by Jean Puiforcat and Edgar Brandt, for example—
dominated the Exposition. Germany was not invited and the United States, claiming a lack of
avant garde products, declined to attend, but thirteen other European countries, plus Japan, par-
ticipated. The show was a great success, and crowds, including American buyers, flocked to
visit the alluring displays.

The 1925 Paris Exposition spawned many illustrated publications. Art publishers released
stimulating portfolios of designs by surface designers such as E. A. Seguy and Jacques Camus.
Magazines published the fashions of Paul Pioret and the chic illustrations of George Barbier,
Paul Iribe and others. The Art Deco mode rapidly spread far and wide. As a result, though Art
Deco is at heart a French fashion, it evolved in different places and directions at the same time.
Today, Art Deco societies concerned with preservation are active in places as far apart as Miami
Beach, Florida, Napier, New Zealand, Durban, South Africa and Boston, Massachusetts.

Art Deco, a complex style, drew its inspiration from a buffet of eclectic
ideas. The Ballets Russes had arrived in Paris in 1905. The intense colors of
the costumes and stage settings of Leon Bakst, the unfamiliar music of Rimsky-
Korsakov and the dazzling choreography had a transforming effect on fashion
and decor. Naively drawn flower shapes, painted without shading in flat bril-
liant colors, and other stylized motifs such as sunrays, fountains, gazelles, ibex and the human
form appeared soon on fabrics and home furnishings.

The 1922 discovery of King Tut’s tomb, three years before the Exposition, inspired the Art
Deco Nile vogue, especially in jewelry and architecture. Westernized Egyptian motifs graced
entrances, and movie palaces were decorated in the Egyptian manner. The ziggurats of ancient
Assyrian pyramids and designs from the Mayans and Aztecs are recurring themes in Art Deco.



Art Deco is also replete with broken abstraction and geometric concepts borrowed from
Cubist painters. Swept away by Fauvism, colors were wild and bright, as epitomized in the
ceramics of Clarice Cliff in England. The old dull hues of gray and drab navy blues, prune,
khaki and olive turned to begonia rose, cerise, jonquil, Delft blue, jade, emerald, silvery white
and a shade of orange called tango.

A free-spending, well-to-do class in love with the automobile had emerged from the war,
and it sparked the let-loose attitude of the Roaring Twenties. Frenzy infused the age. As the
poet Edna St. Vincent Millay put it:

My candle burns at both ends;
It will not last the night;
But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends,
It gives a lovely light!

The Art Deco fashion reflected the rebellion against staid proprieties and was often deliber-
ately outrageous. Modern women wore long, elaborate Cleopatra earrings, with their hair cut
daringly short at the barbershop. Men wore two-toned shoes embellished with sunburst motifs.
Motion and speed are felt in the soaring curves, streamlined chevrons,
hard-edged straight lines and lightening-bolt zigzags of Art Deco.

In the United States, Art Deco developed as a populist style, permeat-
ing all levels of society. Designers of the era attempted to bridge the gap
between art and industry that had earlier concerned William Morris and
others who essentially rebelled against mass production. Consequently,
their goods were too expensive for most people. In the 1920s and ’30s,
manufacturers realized the value that artistic design added to their
machine-made products and established design departments. They hired
artists who were trained at new industrial art schools to understand the
demands of assembly line mass-production. This new breed of artists—
the commercial in-house designer— generally was not given credit for the
designs. Instead, mass market products were primarily known, as today,
by brand name. In-house artists copied high-fashion Art Deco—some say they vulgarized the
style—in myriad goods made of cheaper materials and sold in Woolworth’s and similar stores.

American culture—the energetic rhythms of jazz, the glittzy illusions of Hollywood and the
grandeur of American skyscrapers—had a lasting effect on the look of Art Deco. Although the
United States had not participated in the 1925 show, today many American examples of the peri-
od between the two World Wars are considered Art Deco icons: Miami Beach, Radio City
Music Hall and,, most beautiful of all, the Chrysler Building in New York City, completed on
the eve of the October 1929 Wall Street crash.

During the Depression, Art Deco forms became more stark, blocky, stripped-down and
streamlined. This “Depression look” came to symbolize the so-called machine age. Henry
Dreyfuss, Norman Bel Geddes and Raymond Loewy were industrial designers who perfected the
idiom, and their household appliances, cars and locomotives are considered landmarks of twenti-
eth-century design.

By 1939, on the brink of World War II, Art Deco suddenly went out of fashion and in the
next decades the style was derided as frivolous and superficial. It was dismissed as kitsch and
commercially driven with no guiding artistic principles, in contrast to those espoused by con-
temporary movements like the Bauhaus in Germany, de Stijl in Holland or Le Corbusier. Le
Corbusier, in fact, had participated in the 1925 Paris Exposition, but had remained aloof, setting



his pavilion in a far corner and writing a diatribe against the entire range of decorative arts, especial-
ly those shown at the Exposition.

In 1966, the Museum of Decorative Arts in Paris held a retrospective of the 1925 Exposition,
which heralded an Art Deco revival. Almost overnight, Art Deco went from being an embarrass-
ment, as one writer put it, to becoming a historical period worthy of study. In a review of the muse-
um exhibition, a British journalist abbreviated the title Exposition des Arts Décoratifs to coin the
term Art Deco, which has been used ever since.

A second exhibition, assembled largely from the private collections of Barbara Streisand and
Andy Warhol, was held in 1970 in New York. Then, in 1971, the Brooklyn Museum installed a per-
manent Art Deco period room. In the same year the Minneapolis Institute of Arts displayed nearly
1500 items—furniture, ceramics, silver, textiles, costumes, paintings and graphics from the years
between the wars. And in another decade scarred by strife, the Vietnam War of the 1970s, Art Deco
enjoyed another go-around as “mod” fashion in the Pop Art Age of Aquarius.

In March 2003, “Art Deco 1910-1939” opened at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London,
traveling afterwards to Toronto, San Francisco and Boston. Billed as a “blockbuster” show, Art Deco
was happily bound, yet again, to influence trends in art and design in upcoming years.
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Home Journal, among others. The drawings represent details from architecture, advertising
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Plate Descriptions

Front cover Metal talcum tin.

Woolworth’s. Late 1920s K

Back cover Rouge-and-powder metal compact.

Woolworth’s. Late 1920s

Copyright page Design from Collection Décors et
Couleurs, Album 1.G. Valmier, c. 1930

Title page: Textile design. E.A. Seguy. France, 1926

Page 3 Top: Advertisement. Cheney Brothers Silks. U.S.,

1922 Borttom: Butter box packaging. England, 1927

Page 4 Wrought iron panel. Edgar Brandt. France, 1920s

Page 5 Bowl. Hall’s Kitchen Ware. U.S., 1930s

Page 6 Top: Printed handkerchief. 1920s-1930s

Plates

1. Left: Masks. Dean Ryerson. U.S., 1934-1935
Right. Car hood omament. Diana Eight. U.S., 1926

2.Top: Architectural ornament. Olympic Tower.
H.W. Bittman. Seattle, 1929 Left. Damask. F.
Schumacher & Co. U.S., 1923 Top right. Printed tex-
tile design. Raoul Dufy. France, c. 1912-1930 Lower
right: Printed handkerchief. U.S., c. 1920s-1930s.
Ellen Katz Collection

3.Top left: Printed handkerchief. U.S., c. 1920s-1930s.
Lower left: Fashion plate. France, 1920s
Right: Fashion plate. G. Barbier. France, 1913

4. Rug design. Blanche Lazzell. U.S., 1928

5. Top: Woven upholstery fabric. France, 1928
Lower: Printed silk. Germany, 1927

6. Design. Published in Nouvelles Compositions
Décoratives, France, c. 1931

7.Left: Architectural omament. Women'’s House of
Detention. New York City, 1927-1932

8. Left: Fireplace advertisement. Wm. H. Jackson
Company. U.S., 1928 Top right: Cigarette and vanity
cases. Paul Brandt. 1931 Lower Right: Fashion plate
from Gazette de Bon Ton. France, 1922

9.Top: Fashion plate from Galerie Lutetia. France, 1920s
Lower: Textile block prints. U.S., 1936

10. Top lefr. Ceramic surface design. 1920s-1930s Top
right: Ceramic surface design. 1920s-30s Center:
Ceramic surface design. Jetta Ehlers. U.S., 1926
Lower: Garden furniture advertisement. B. Altman &
Company. U.S., 1927

11. Ceramic surface designs. Clarice Cliff. England,
1930s

12. Ceramic surface designs. Clarice Cliff. England,
1930s

13. Top, lower left & right:: Ceramic surface designs.
Clarice Cliff. England, 1930s
Lower center: Ceramic surface design. Vashti Morgan.
1932

14. Top left: Damask. J. H. Thorp & Company. U.S.,
1931 Top right: Ceramic surface design. Jetta Ehlers.
U.S., 1926. Lower: Greeting card design. 1920s

15. Top right: Ceramic surface design. Clarice Cliff.
England, 1930 Lower: Fashion drawing. Benito.
France, 1919

16. Top: Printed textile. Lisieres Fleuries. France, 1930
Lower: Greeting card design. 1920s

17.Top: Greeting card design. 1920s
Lower: Pottery surface design. Longevy, 1930

18. Top left: Invitation to Paul Poiret fashion show.
France, 1927 Top right: Textile design. Donald
Deskey. U.S., 1930s Center: Fashion plate. France,

1930s Center left: Textile design. Louis Sue. France,
1912 Lower left: Textile design. Donald Deskey. U.S.,
1930s Lower right: Architectural ornament. A. Aris.
Abby Hotel. Miami Beach, Florida, 1940
19. Top & right: Printed handkerchief. U.S., 1920s-
1930s Left: Covered oven dish. Pottery Guild. U.S.,
1930s
20. Left: Advertisement. Thomas Cook & Son. U.S.,
1931 Top right: Advertisement. Johnson Furniture
Company. U.S., 1931 Lower right: Lacquered screen.
Baron Jean Pellenc. France, 1931
21. Blockprint. Student work. Chouinard School of Fine
Arts. Los Angeles, California, 1920s
22.Top: Glazed earthenware pot. Robert Lallemant.
France, c. 1925-30 Lower: Cigarette box. 1927
23.Top left: Ceramic surface design. U.S., 1920s Top
right: Cigarette box. 1927 Lower left: Ceramic
surface design. Jetta Ehlers. U.S., 1925 Lower right:
Printed handkerchief. U.S., 1920s-1930s
24. Left: Wallpaper. Radio City Music Hall. Donald
Deskey. U.S., 1932 Top right: Chrome clock. 1920s
Lower right: Rug design. 1920s
25.Top left: Brooch. Woolworth’s. U.S., 1933. Lower
* Music conservatory poster. Germany, 1927 Top
. ' Handkerchief. U.S., 1920s-1930s Lower right:
Advertisement for sanitary napkins. U.S., 1927
26. Left. Costume design. Student of Chouinard School
of Fine Arts. Los Angeles, California, 1932 Top right.
Vase design. Jetta Ehlers. U.S., 1925 Center right:
Poster design. Poland, 1932 Lower right: Corset
advertisement. France, 1921
27.Top and lower left: Engraved glass. Sweden, 1920s-
1930s Top right: Stained glass. G. Owen Bonwit, Inc.
NYC, 1931 Lower right: Enamel design. Keramic
Studio. U.S., 1925
28. Wallpaper. France, 1925
29.Top left: Greeting card. 1920s-1930s Lower left:
Poster design. Poland, 1932 Right. Fashion plate.
George Barbier. France, 1919-1920
30. Top: Sheet music cover. England, 1930s
Lower: Bath soap package. France, 1930
31. Textile design. Ernst Aufseesek. Germany, 1930s
32. Top left: Brooch. 1920s Top right: Belt buckle.
1920s Lower: Porcelain vase. G. Nielz for Delvaux of
Paris. 1920s
33. Cigarette cases. 1930s
34. Lefr: Gift catalogue cover. 1930 Top right: Wrought
iron bookend. Gilbert Poilleret. France, 1920s Lower
right: Decorative screen. Charles Baskerville, Jr. 1932
35. Top left: Wrought iron bookend. Gilbert Poilleret.
France, 1932 Center left: Wallcovering. Frederic
Blank & Co., U.S., 1930 Lower left: Wallpaper. W.H.
S. Lloyd & Company. U.S., 1928 Right: Wrought
iron doorway. Edgar Brandt. France, 1925-1926
36. Wood relief wall panel. 1935
37. Advertisement. St. Regis Hotel. New York City, 1934
38. Elevator doors. Chrysler Building. NYC, 1929
39. Top: Greeting card. 1920s-1930s Center & Lower:
Sculptured panels. Paul Vera. 1920s
40. Left: Engraved glass. France, 1920s-1930s Right:
Fabric design. U.S., 1920s-1930s Lower: Iron &
pewter radiator grille. Wheeler Williams. U.S., 1932
41. Top: Fabric design. U.S., 1920s-1930s Lower: Iron
& pewter radiator grille. Wheeler Williams. U.S., 1932
42. Wall decoration: “The Joy of Life.” Rockefeller
Center. Attilio Piccirilli. New York City, 1937
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