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Foreword

Eileen Gray was a pioneer. In her time,
there were only a few other women whose
achievements in the field of interior
decoration and furniture design are
comparable. Lilly Reich or Charlotte
Perriand are some examples, but both
women worked closely with those men

in whose shadow they remained: Lilly
Reich with Mies van der Rohe, Charlotte
Perriand with Le Corbusier. Eileen Gray’s
strong character and her individuality did
not permit such a relationship. In her work,
she pursued only her own interests. She
was aided in this respect by financial
independence, due to her privileged
background. Gray came from a titled Scots-
Irish family and was born on 9th August
1878 in Ireland. She spent her childhood

|
|
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and youth partly on the family estate in
ireland, partly at her mother’s home in
London. While still young, she abandoned
the Victorian empire and emigrated to Paris.
She remained loyal to France all her life,
until her death in 1976.

Her artistic activity does not follow clearly
established patterns: it is primarily the result
of a personal process of development.
Eileen Gray started out as a handicraft-
artist, later she worked as a designer and
interior decorator, and it was only much
later, when she was almost fifty years old,
that she began to work in the field of
architecture. Her work can be understood
only by taking all these activities into
consideration. Her life’s work follows a
continuous course, without major
disruptions. Eileen Gray repeatedly
understood how to adapt the spirit of her
previous work to the requirements of the
period. In this way, she built up her own
artistic vocabulary as a product of her
handicraft, decorative and architectural
creations. Her chief works, the houses
Maison en bord de mer and Tempe a pailla,
thus really merit the attribute "total work of
art".

Eileen Gray, over 90 years old, in her apartment in
the rue de Bonaparte.



1923 F3], FIHRAK/NHBE, Hand-woven rug, pre-1923.
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Work as a handicraft artist

1910-1920 Lacquer objects
1913 The Le Destin screen
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Work as a handicraft artist:
Lacquer furniture

In 1898 Eileen Gray took drawing lessons at
the Slade School in London, a school
committed to the Arts and Crafts
movement. This was not unusual at that
time for young ladies from better circles.
Very soon, however, Gray went her own
way. By chance, she discovered the oriental
lacquer technique. In this extremely labour-
intensive method, a resin is applied to a
wooden surface in more than twenty thin
layers - a very difficult process requiring
total concentration. The object must be
kept for three days in a humid room,
between applications of the individual
layers. In addition, the resin is noxious and
can cause painful rashes. Gray dedicated
herself entirely to this technique and
acquired the ability to produce the most
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varied colours and textures. After moving to
Paris, she tried to earn her living with
lacquer work. At first she produced plates,
bowls and especially tables, all of which
were eccentric individual pieces of an
extremely decorative character. Soon,
however, she turned most of her attention
to designing and producing screens. In
1914 she constructed the Le Destin screen
for Jacques Doucet, a patron of the arts.
This screen is finished in deep red lacquer

- its surprising feature is the completely
different styles used on its sides. Although
both images are two-dimensional and in the
same colours, they seem to point to quite
different artistic directions. While the figures
on the front correspond to refined
decorative representation, the abstract
forms on the back seem to belong to
rigorous modernism. It is almost as if the
artist wanted to prove with this work that
she can move with ease in both directions.

Black lacquer bowl, pre-1915.
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1912 £, 418488 0905E ER, Le Magicien de la Nuit, red-blue lacquer panel,
about 1912.

1913 %, R, Lotus table, about 1913.




1920 F, BEEB, Lacquer bowl, about 1920.

1923 F8], LBBER, Red lacquer table, pre-1923.







