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Having studied the work of Eileen Gray, it is unbelievable 
how few designers have heard of her and how someone with 
such flair and sometimes brilliance can be so unappreciated 
and undocumented. She had what seems to be a very happy 
life, always free to do what she wanted; fly a biplane, do 
carpentry, welding, weaving, drawing and building. She was 
a woman of many talents with a fresh, inquisitive, objective 
outlook on her life and her work.



FROM IRELAND TO PARIS

There were three other children all older than Eileen 
Gray; one sister, the eldest, and two brothers who were 
always away at school, or so it seemed on reminiscence. 
She had many governesses who were always chosen for 
their manners and how they would fit in with the family 
rather than for what they knew, so she felt that she 
may not have been very well educated. She remembers 
summers of riding horses down by the river Slaney and 
picking armfuls of branches from flowering bushes to

The artistic side of her character came from her father, 
James Maclaren Smith, an amateur Victorian painter whose 
work consisted mainly of scenic views of Switzerland and 
Italy. Eileen Gray could never understand why he spent so 
much time painting hot landscapes where village walls and 
surrounding areas looked parched and barren instead of 
portraying the cool green scenery in Wexford. Her mother 
spent her days running the family home, "Brownswood" in 
Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford, and socialising in London 
during the Winter. She was of Scots-Irish descent, the 
grand1 daughter of the tenth Earl of Moray, and in 1895 
she inherited the title Baroness Gray. Two years later 
her father, also Scots-Irish, received a royal licence 
to change his name to Smith-Gray, but the children chose 
to shorten their surnames to just Gray.
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It was11

I

It was just chance that wandering around Soho during 
her lunch hour she "saw a notice in Charles' workshop

Her two years in the Slade School of Art were not of 
great importance to her work and it does not appear that 
any of her drawings from this time have survived. She 
was one of the first women students at this school and 
whether it was her choice of school or her fathers is 
not known. But even before her course finished she 
heard of oriental lacquer and got the opportunity to 
learn more about the material which was to provide the 
focus for her career over the next twenty-five years.

decorate the house. Her mother always used to bring the 
children to the Horseshow in Dublin where they marvelled 
at the hunters and showjumpers. All in all, she remembers 
having quite a happy childhood.

When she was only nine her sister married and her brother 
-in-law soon took over as head of the household in 
Brownswood", probably due to the fathers absence, 

he who had the original house pulled down and a much 
larger one built in its place in the Scottish Baronial 
style, which she hated. She always remembered with 
pleasure the plain, rambling Georgian house set on a 
terraced hill amid well tended clumps of laurel and 
rhododendrons, but the new house spoiled the scene for 
her and deciding to follow in her fathers footsteps she 
moved away to study drawing formally in London, rarely 
returning to Ireland (app. A).
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II

Jean Dunand was a great lacquer worker and a contemporary 
of Eileen Gray. He was asked about the system he used;

The lacquer itself is a resin drawn from a tree peculiar to 
the Far East - Rhus Vernicifra or Rhus Succedarea. When 
collected and left to settle, impurities fall to the bottom 
leaving a fat, transclucent liquid which hardens and 
becomes brilliant when exposed to air. The direct appeal of 
lacquer is the richness and depth of its lustrous surface. 
Black is the foremost tone associated with the medium; a 
further range of colours can be achieved by the incorp­
oration of vegetable dyes, though the pallette is relat­
ively limited. A brownish red named "Tango" in the 1920's 
is the second most usual colour followed by olive green to 
yellow. Inlays of Mother-of-Pear1, crushed eggshell, silver 
and gold foils or powders add variety to the colour range. 
The resin is applied onto a suitable wood base with a very 
wide shorthaired brush. To avoid the grain of the wood 
base showing through and marring the texture, this surface 
is painstakingly smoothed with pumice, then covered with a 
fine silk, pasted with a rice gum, and smoothed further 
with the application of a powdered stone known as sabi.

"Try

in 92 Dean Street, that they repaired screens and things in 
lacquer. I remembered old lacquer screens and had been 
fascinated by that material." "I suppose I could never come 
here and work" she enquired and was told "But you can - of 
course you can - start Monday if you like", which she did 
(app. B). She made friends there and corresponded with them 
for years after she left. She had quite casually decided to 
do something that was very unusual and that few people knew 
about, let alone attempted.
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So you can see how oriental in character the process was, 
and the incredible intricacies involved. This is the craft 
that Eileen Gray decided she wanted to learn about and 
practice in the Dean Workshop. She still kept up her 
classes in the Slade School so it must have been a busy 
time. Her father was not well and he died in 1900 after 
several months in Switzerland with his wife where the 
family visited him often. Eileen Gray stayed in London for 
two years after his death working in the workshop before 
deciding that Paris, which she had visited briefly with 
friends, would be more congenial to her.

and appreciate what is involved in the preparation of this 
medium.... Twenty coats are needed, no forty, since each 
layer must be repeated on the other side lest the wood 
warp.... In fact it is not forty operations that are needed 
but a hundred, because after each coat, the surface must be 
rubbed and between each of the twenty coats there is a dry­
ing process lasting four days.... The drying is done in a 
humid atmosphere in a dark room with constantly running 
water, and the finest results are achieved during the full 
moon!" (app. C).
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HER EARLY WORK

I

Her adventurous spirit never stopped doing overtime. She

In 1902 she enrolled in the Academie Colarossi in the Grand 
Chaumiere for drawing classes and later she did a course at 
the Academie Julien while living and working in a studio in 
the Rue Joseph Barras. She still commuted between London 
and Paris to practise her lacquer techniques and learn all 
that Charles could teach her. In 1905 she contracted 
typhoid fever, supposed to be caused by some bad water in 
Paris. It was so severe she barely survived and to 
convalesce she went to Algeria where she no doubt first saw 
the flat roofed white houses that were to influence so many 
of the young modernists.

In 1907 she found the permanent place she had been looking 
for; the flat at 21 Rue Bonaparte which was an entire floor 
in an eighteenth century hotel. She kept up this flat for 
the rest of her life. Becoming dissatisfied with her draw­
ings she began to design furniture. As she said "Frankly 
drawings are no use. 1 wanted to do something useful, so 
started with relief screens and panels..." (app. D). By 
this time she had met and begun to work with Sugawara who 
was Japenese and the most experienced lacquer technician in 
Paris.
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I

a

Jacques Doucet was extremely well known in Paris 
leader of fashion and as a great collector of art.

as a
I n

June 1912 he sold his entire collection of 18th century 
works which included drawings, pastels, sculptures, paint­
ings, furniture and other objets d'art as well as the

was fascinated by any new technology that presented itself 
- whether or not it was well known, tested or approved as 
being safe. In 1909 she was in the party which accompanied 
Hubert Latham on his unsuccessful cross chanel flight and 
had already taken her first balloon trips. Tasks in which 
many men would be slow to participate but as they involved 
something unknown and different, she revelled in them. Fly­
ing was an interest that she nurtured for many years and in 
the early 1920's she flew on the first airmail service in 
America from New Mexico to Acapulco.

Between all the escapades with flying, she was working hard 
on her lacquer work. All through her apprenticeship - first 
with Charles and later with Sugawara - she had gradually 
collected and invented recipes for achieving different 
colours and surface textures with lacquer. In 1913, 14 
years after starting to learn about the material, Eileen 
Gray was confident enough in her work to allow herself to 
be persuaded to exhibit some of her pieces in the "Salon 
de la Socifet^ des Artistes D&corateurs". One of these was 
panel showing three old figures, the center one nude and 
holding a lotus blossom (app. E). The main advantage of 
the exhibition was that her work was introduced to the 
general public and to one man in particular.
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a flat blue-black colour with 
that form their basic outlines 
silver grey (ill. 3). There is

, +hom The four day auction mansion he had built to house t - 
realised nearly 14 million francs, most of which went to 
subsidise a history of art library to be later presented 
to the nation. He then became a fervent collector of all 
modern art and his appartment in Neuilly must have glowed 
with Manet, Degas, Van Gogh, C&zanne, Matisse, Picasso and 
any other painters he thought worthy of patronage. He 
furnished the appartment- with work by Pierre Emile Legrain, 
Gustave Miklos, Paul Iribe, Marcel Coard, Ettienne 
Cournault, Eileen Gray and many others (ill. 1 ). AU of 
these artists and designers were only just starting their 
careers at this time and must have badly needed support. It 
must take a remarkable skill to spot talent in it's early 
stages of development and a remarkable joy to see it 
blossom, whereas it may otherwise have floundered through 
lack of confidence and no initial financial backing.

Eileen Gray made at least two tables for Doucet along with 
a great many decorated lacquer frames for his painting 
collection and, most importantly, a four panelled screen - 
the only piece of her work that she signed and dated. 'Le 
Destin' screen as it was named is a beautiful piece, nearly 
schizophrenic in composition. On one side is an abstract 
design of swirling lines in a whirlpool effect that appears 
to be coloured with powdered silver on a deep red back­
ground (ill. 2). The other most well known side has the 
same background colour, but depicts an allegorical scene of 
two nude youths, one gazing in anguish at the burden the 
other boy carries, which is an old man. The two youths are 

a hint of silver in the lines 
and the old man is a ghostly 
no attempt to shade the
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interruption in her work -But in 1914 she encountered an 
the first world war. It was fortunate that women were not 
accepted for flying corps in this war because she would 
have probably been the first applicant. Instead she moved

characters or to build up a three dimensional appearance 
and there is neither foreground or background, but it does 
not seem to need anything else. It is both abstract and 
pictorial and the result is extremely decorative on both 
sides. The apparent contradictions of styles between the 
front and back show how Eileen Gray was confident and 
versatile enough to work in any manner in which she felt 
i nspired.

Of the two tables she is known to have been commissioned 
to do only one is considered to be very important. It is 
a low, two-tiered circular table in wood and lacquer with 
four legs which seem to me to be inspired by temples of 
the Egyptians or the Incas (ill. 4). The table surfaces 
are deep black with no decoration except a red and silver 
cup and ball situated near to the edge of the table top 
as casually as one might place an ashtray or a bowl to 
visually break up a surface. They seem to be an after­
thought, but the strong visual attractiveness of the 
piece is inspired by the legs. In black and mottled 
silver they give it a blocky architectural look, height­
ened by the play with form and space between the blocks. 
Although Doucet bought more work from Eileen Gray in 
later years he actually commissioned very little. In 1910, 
as well as continuing her lacquer work, she also opened a 
studio in the Rue Visconti to start manufacturing rugs 
that she designed and was thus kept very busy.
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The serpent armchair and the boat-sofa are eccentric and 
theatrical in the extreme, a quality probably inspired by 
Suzanne Talbot's own personality (ill. 6). The chair is 
upholstered in salmon pink and it's front legs sweep up

She returned to Paris after the cirmistice in 1917 with 
Sugawara and opened a new atelier in the Rue Bonaparte. 
Sometime before the war a Madame Mathieu L§vy had appointed 
Eileen Gray to decorate her appartment in the Rue de Lota 
in Paris. Better known as Suzanne Talbot, the patron was 
one of the most successful modistes in Paris (app. G). This 
assignment officially started in 1919, but several of the 
designs were likely to have been thought out during the 
war, and it was to show a noticeable development in her 
work; from stylized pictorial pieces, through a more fluent 
abstract style, to an architectural approach to her 
designs. Among the furniture she designed for the appart­
ment were rugs, lighting fixtures, mirrors and lacquer 
panels that covered entire walls. Nearly every piece of 
the appartment furniture had all the characteristics de­
fined later when the word was 'invented' in 1960 as Art 
Deco.

to London with Sugawara and worked as an ambulance driver 
as well as working hard on her lacquer designs. At this 
time she also started designing and making rugs in a studio 
in Cheyne Walk in London and the work done there earned her 
a sufficiently good reputation for Vogue to devote an 
article to her (app. F). Five of her designs were illust­
rated, none of which were very outstanding as great steps 
forward in her career, but the article got her name more 
widely known in artistic circles (ill. 5).
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are short

A heavy looking table with its very rectangular lacquered 
top, edged with wavy lines and supported on two cylindrical 
back legs and two square section front ones, is in very 
acute contrast with the artistic, abstract wall panels and 
rug as its backdrops (ill. 7). The wall panels continue all 
the way around the salon, totally encasing the area 
(ill. 8). One of the walls is a gently curved convex, along 
which the panels are only from the ceiling down to a long 
wall hugging bookcase (ill. 9). It is a design which turns 
its back on contemporary ideas of book storage as books 
were at that time held in massive heavy closed chests and 
usually elevated to eye level. The evident horizontal 
arrangement of this bibliotheque with recessed lines of 
cream lacquer between dark brown ones accentuates the low 
height and length of the piece. The back wall of the case 
is in matt silver lacquer on which are serrations of the 
shelves. Considering it could have been designed as early 
as 1915, it is a superbly simple example of modern funct­
ional design at its best which has been copied avidly 
since.

and towards the sitter becoming the armrests. These are 
lacquered in a salmon yellow and carved to resemble 
serpents. The chaise lounge is also lacquered, a mottled 
effect of variagated horn colours. Its curves are remin­
iscent of a gondola - except this one has its own bridges. 
The twelve legs which support it, six each side, 
with graceful arches between them which are echoed by the 
scalloped edges of the couch's body.

The most exciting area in the apartment is the corridor 
leading up to the bedroom (ill. 10). The walls are rebuilt
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so to speak with 450 lacquered plaques, approximately 9" 
high, 12" long and just 1/2" thick. The black lacquer is 
coloured with mottled powdered stone, no sweeping lines 
or coloured planes; the only decoration is the lines and 
spaces between the blocks. The effect is very architect­
ural and rigidly geometric. To shorten the apparent length 
of the hallway, the panels look as though they have been 
peeled off the walls, twisted haphazardly to alter the 
sizes and shapes of the spaces between them, and left to 
guard the entrance to the bedroom. This theme of connected 
angle-adjustable blocks was one that she developed and re­
made into several exciting, freestanding screens.

The term is open to a lot of confusion and is often used 
in the wrong context. The phrase is an abbreviation of the 
"1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs et 
Industriels Modernes" at which the style was extravagantly 
displayed. True Art Deco furniture drew its inspiration

The appartment was the turning point in the development of 
Eileen Gray's style. In it we see a move from the very 
theatrical exuberance that is vaguely reminiscent of the 
fluency of Art Nouveau - especially in the nearly circular 
sweep of the serpents, through the more two-dimensional 
decorative effects of the large wall panels, to the more 
refined architectural approach to the bedroom gallery 
walls, the plain silvered screens and the altar-like couch 
(ill. 11). I have described most of the work done for 
Suzanne Talbot as Art Deco and indeed the term applies 
even to the architecturally inspired pieces which show a 
movement towards a more modernist approach.
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Opposition grew from architects and designers such as Le 
Corbusier, Mallet Stevens and others against the Art Deco 
movement and remarks like that from Ruhlmann; "If only the 
very richest can afford to pay the price of innovation, 
they are also the only ones with the power to sponser it." 
These retaliators, the new Modernists, believed that true 
beauty lay in perfect adaptation to usage, and that good 
design should be for everyone, not just the very rich. 
They held that quality and mass production were not mut­
ually exclusive which has been the accepted theory in all 
succeeding 20th century schools of design.

from the expertise of the cabinet maker in the rich French 
tradition. After the flowing Art Nouveau era, there was a 
strong need felt for some sort of rebirth. In the 1920's 
there was a move towards the unadorned inner beauty of 
things, a beauty derived from graceful proportions, 
simplicity and functionalism. The time-scale of this period 
cannot be rigidly defined, but from 1920 to 1930 is a good 
guide. Its origins were from the prewar years of 1905 - 
1910 when some works of Eileen Gray, Ruhlmann and others 
were designed, yet they are also thought of as Art Deco. 
One tenet of the period, that form must follow function, 
has even to date, never been seriously challenged as an 
aesthetic guideline. But its second, that decoration must 
be contained within the piece's fundamental shape, proved 
its undoing. This meant that only marquetry, carved and 
cast bas reliefs and parquetry panels were permitted, all, 
of course, in the best materials money could buy.

This song became stronger, louder and more voices joined 
the choir; Eileen Gray's was one. When, in later life, she 
was challenged with being an Art Deco exponent, she denied
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How can one view the furniture in Suzanne Talbot's apart­
ment then if not in the light of this supposedly rejected 
era? In material, craftmanship and therefore in cost, the 
furniture, rugs which were unusual for their vegetable 
dyed colours, light fittings and screens are all to be seen 
as having all the qualities of Art Deco. Their beauty lay 
in their proportions, graceful curves and understated, 
therefore stunning decoration, and they were made in the 
finest materials for the patronage of the rich. This para­
dox can be explained by looking at Eileen Grays position 
and the social climate of the time. She was neither French, 
nor a man, and she worked in areas of design dominated by 
men. Being of a private disposition and having no aristo­
cratic or rich family to subsidise her activities, she had 
to rely on private patronage and expensive items that had 
good profit margins. It is quite feasible that she could 
produce objects that are considered as pure Art Deco in 
retrospect, while at the same time she was tending towards 
a more purely functional and modernist approach, also prov­
iding what her clientele expected of her.

it vehemently. In conversation she recalled her feeling at 
the time just after the First World War; "My idea was to 
make things for our time; something which was possible but 
no-one was doing. We lived in an incredibly outdated 
environment."(app. H). Her style, at that time, original 
and therefore difficult to categorise, seemed to be a 
mixture of Far Eastern and French influences well in 
advance of her contemporaries. She rejected the past and 
denied having any kinship with the Art Deco movement which 
she saw as being based on retrospective tendencies.
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Some of the lacquer work was done by a Japenese craftsman

Take for example the bookcase I have already mentioned. The 
shelf adjustments are quite unique showing a well thought 
out design, quite ingenious for one who had no design educ­
ation. This feature showed how she thought about function 
as well as form, adapting form to follow function. Her 
treatment of the walls of the apartment is another indic­
ation of her feelings. She described the plaster walls 
hidden behind the panels as having "disgraceful mouldings" 
when she found them (app. I). So she covered them complet­
ely by floor to ceiling wall hangings in the bedroom and 
by making complete inner walls of those huge lacquered 
panels in the salon.

Her discision in the Spring of 1923 to open a gallery in 
which she could exhibit and sell her work to a wider clien­
tele supports the idea that she wished her designs to be 
available to more people. In an interview she once said "I 
would have liked to have produced many copies of each piece 
but, you know, they (presumably her clientele) seemed not 
to want that, they seemed to want each piece to be unique 
and so, of course, it was very expensive. Anyway I couldn't 
have made many copies on my own. I could only produce the 
models and hope that they might be dup1icated."(app. J). It 
must be remembered that everything in the appartment was 
hand made either by the designer or by a selected few 
craftsmen she had gathered around her over the years. At 
this time she ran three workshops; one in the Rue Visconti 
for rugs and carpets; a second in the Rue Bonaparte for 
furniture and a third at 11 Rue Gudnfegaud for the lacquer 
ware.
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Inagaki, for instance the 450 small brick-like panels 
lining the gallery in Suzanne Talbot's appartment. Eileen 
Gray had contracted the disease which the noxious chemicals 
in the natural lacquer causes in white skin. The Japenese 
and Indo-Chinese craftsmen that she probably employed (how 
many is not know) were less susceptible to this infection 
which becomes a painful slow-curing rash.

The gallery called Jean Desert did at least make it econ­
omical for her to produce her designs in small series of 
four or five. The invitation to the opening of the gallery 
in 1922, for which she must have been working hard to build 
up stock, promised "an adventure: an experience with the 
unheard-of, a soujourn into the never-before-seen. Eileen 
Gray's designs adhere neither to the rules established by 
the creators of classic periods nor do they attempt to 
achieve sensational novelty by imitation of the primitive." 
(ill. 12). In the stock was offered lacquered furniture, 
lamps, mirrors, a decoration service, as well as rugs which 
she designed and had made for her in the workshop she set 
up especially for that purpose.

In this latter craft she was assisted by an English woman 
Evelyn Wyld (ill. 13). Originally trained as a cellist, she 
had first come to France after the outbreak of the war as 
secretary of the French War Emergency Fund. At the end of 
the war she had contracted bronchitis while helping to re­
settle French peasants in the south of France and had to 
settle there herself. When Eileen Gray invited her to join 
her in making rugs at the Visconti studio, Evelyn went back 
to England to learn about materials and techniques. When
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she returned bringing back several looms she had bought, 
she took over the running of the studio and the training of 
the hired staff.
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CONTEMPORARY PARIS

I i

It should be mentioned at this point what sort of 
influences were coming together in Paris and Europe in 
general at this time for we are about to see yet another 
turn in Eileen Gray's work.

The great artistic meeting places which had flourished in 
the 1870's and 1880's, the salons and ateliers gave way to 
a more casual life centered around the caf&s and studios, 
but most artists homes were open for get togethers, as the

Paris in the 1920' s was the Mecca for anyone interested in 
any aspect of fashion, art, the theatre or interior decor­
ation. So much that had only been started before the war 
was being developed and re-examined for their form, style 
and content. In art, Picasso and Braque developed cubism, 
Diaghilev brought the excitement of colour from the Ballets 
Russes from the aftermath of the Russian Revolution and the 
early 1920's, immigrants flooded the city, including the 
Dadaists from Switzerland. Neoprimitivists - such as 
Goncharova (ill. 14) and constructivists such as Alexandra 
Exter and Luibov Popova (ill. 15). The sheer vitality of 
the community they created attracted others from England, 
Italy and America who found in Paris, just as Eileen Gray 
did as early as 1907, an artistic and social freedom lack­
ing in their own countries.



ill. 14

wM, yeApwa

6-0 lAdAarotP. 

&)$siaw
by NoHaliq

a.

Loater-colou r

IH (£+- . Jr deptcVs

steadej .
OOIMC/IA trf

Costume, A.estOjtA 

Le. C oc^ d’Or 

recx duress



ill. 15

, -lesrjiAedLeB' : 
AtexiAclro.
Rial.V ■.

djssjc^.ecl W

Tke. st'ec-eoVT^ps c\ress

&.xter M ^22. .
A^o^er uwxpie , cjecm<)'rf'iG d«^S> \v\ 'Ao.ck. oiacI voUii~^. ;

LjAiboj Ibpci/cx .

, '"eel av’d Wiact



(18)

The existence of such a milieu created an environment which 
led to an extraordinarily rich interplay of ideas and just 
after the war there were numerous collaborations on 
cabarets, illustrated books, ballets and interior decor­
ation schemes. In particular it helped create an environ­
ment where women could go out on their own and not always 
have to work with men, who previously had the monopoly in 
the artistic fields. Women were allowed more social freedom 
and given the professional respect due to them that women 
of earlier movements had lacked. If provided, the chances 
for women like Eileen Gray, Sonia Delaunay, Evelyn Wyld, 
Chanel, Elsa Schiaparelli, Marie Laurencin, who had come to 
the applied arts from painting, therefore having little or 
no formal training in their respective areas, to find 
commercial success, even fame. Whether in fashion or furn­
iture design, women like those just mentioned all succeeded 
in bringing a highly individual sense of form and colour to 
their designs, avoiding theoretical exercises and creating

physical distances between studios were small. A dinner 
some evening might end in a discussion between Picasso, 
Robert Delaunay - painter, Earnest Hemingway - writer and 
Man Ray - a dadaist film producer. Another evening there 
may have been an arguement between Marie Laurencin - 
portrait painter and designer, Paul Poiret - who's interior 
decorating workshop, the Atelier Martine, was in the same 
Rue de Fauberg-Saint-Honor& as Jean Desert, Eyre de Lanux - 
furniture designer, Sophie Tauber-Arp and her husband Jean 
- developers of the rational geometric abstraction of the 
de Stijl movement; and perhaps many less well known but 
equally stimulating artists, all sharing their ideas with 
each other, as well as with couturies, writers, photo­
graphers and film stars.
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comfortable, practical designs.

II

it would be hard to trace

so there

[

in Paris in the 1920's, but Eileen Gray 
gentle and unassuming" woman who was so

It is a pity that her work was never signed as a lot of it 
has been lost or is perhaps just unrecognised. She did so 
much work for Jean D&sert that it would be likely that a 
lot of it has survived, but as she had no particular style 
that marked her work as her own, 
back.

It was her carpets that had a much wider clientele than the 
lacquer furniture which was much more expensive, 
should be many more rugs around the world that are her 
designs (ill. 16). There was a rising middle class in Paris 
in the 1920's, albeit created by a somewhat 'false economy', 
who through improved communications and advertising, could 
see what was available and had heard how the 'perfect home' 
should look. It was in galleries and ateliers that the

This was the scene 
was always a shy "gentle and unassuming" woman who was 
self affacing that she never signed her work and never 
socialised to push its sale. In an era of extroverts, she 
was a most daring introvert. She did not want to have any 
sort of public life; private clients, close friends, a 
gallery that was not named "Eileen Gray" but an anonymous 
"Jean Desert"; all these things show that only a selct few 
got to know the real Eileen Gray. Was this due to having 
something to hide? Many interviewers have tried to get her 
to talk about her personal life, but even our own Maeve 
Blood-from-Stone Binchy couldn't get any more than a wry 
smile with "I never told anybody that when people would 
really have liked to know, but the people you are writing 
for would be too young to care."
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fashions and home furniture was bought whenever possible.

I

Br

■!

"Well," she giggled in
II

There were examples in the gallery of all her areas of 
design; lacquer screens and furniture, some wooden furn­
iture, lamps, divans, mirrors and hand-woven hangings and 
carpets from the studios run by Evelyn Wyld. She occasion­
ally showed work by other artists; sculptures by Osip 
Zadkine and wood engravings by Ghana Orloff.

From the brief notes made in the stock books, it appears 
that the majority of Jean Deserts customers were women and 
a great deal of the gallery's correspondence was addressed 
to "Monsieur D&sert". Eileen Gray has often renounced the 
suspicion that such a man existed, 
one interview, "one had to call it something.
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THE TRANSITION

n

This move may have been hastened by her contact with lead­
ers of the Dutch de Stijl movement. In 1922 her work was 
among that shown in an exhibition in Amsterdam of French 
art from all periods, and it drew both attention and 
admiration from some of the de Stijl members. Notable 
among them was Jan Wils who entered into correspondence 
with her regarding the bad presentation of her work in the 
exhibition and he asked her permission to rearrange it to

The work that is believed to have been done in the early 
days of Jean Desert differs greatly from that done for 
Suzanne Talbot's appartment, which was being done at the 
same time. Compare the wall panels for the Rue de Lota 
(ill. 7) with two screens done between 1923 and 1925 (ill. 
17). The six panelled black lacquer screen with the 
abstract linear geometric design has constructivist in­
fluences, while the second is a very different arrangement 
and seems to be influenced by the de Stijl movement. How 
different again from the sweeping informal flow of the 
panels shown earlier.

Similar comparisons can be made between rugs made for 
Talbot and Desert. Compare the sea-current trails on the 
rug from the former (ill. 7) with the regimentally patched, 
yet brightly coloured rug done shortly afterwards (ill. 18). 
Left to her own devices, Eileen Gray's work was tending 
more and more towards a geometric architectural style.
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I

i

enhance the pieces. It was also in this year that she 
designed a table which could only have been inspired if she 
had studied the works of artists and furniture designers in 
the group (ill. 19). Made in oak and sycamore it is a very 
pleasing structural sculpture, which seems to pay homage to 
the pure de Stijl furniture up to that point, as it is a 
p1agarisation of all their principles. Straight unwielding 
lines and flat areas that either unexpectedly end short, or 
extend to hang over the edges of the perpendicular planes. 
The black and white colours have been used as a tool to 
magnify the abruptness of the sculpture.

It certainly is different to the work she had done 
previously, although it contains some of the pieces she did 
for Suzanne Talbot, like the writing desk and stool for 
instance. The day-bed is supported on a brick-like structure 
and the lines of the back and sides are very geometric, 
softened only by the cushions and pelts strewn over it (ill. 
21). This is framed by large abstract wall panels and two 
white wood block screens, which are unusual in that they

Her exhibit at the 1923 Salon des Artistes D&corateurs, 
which she obviously put a lot of work into, was an attempt 
to draw attention to her developing style, more austere and 
architectural (ill. 20). It may have turned out that the 
display did more harm than good as it was very badly re­
viewed. As she later observed it aroused "a concert of 
abuse." It was to one critic "a chamber of horrors" and 
another described it as "an effort on which, although I am 
respectfully aware of the tendencies it incorporates, and 
in spite of the antipathy which these inspire in me, 
prefer to make no announcement."
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are painted, not lacquered, as were all previous screens in 
the same style, indicating that Eileen Gray had realised 
that its beauty lay in the shape and not so much in the 
expensive material. The rug in front of the day-bed is dark 
blue and brown with an abstract design in pale grey. One of 
the most interesting features of the room is, to my mind, 
the elevated doorway. To accentuate its importance in the 
d&cor, two steps are constructed which lead up to the tall, 
thin, geometrically patterned door. The only object that 
doesn't seem to fit in with this interior is the parchment 
and wood floor lamp to the right of the divan. The African 
tribal influences do not seem to match the clear geometric 
forms of the furniture and the other light fittings and it 
only helps to make the overall area look cluttered.

'!

I

Encouraged and heartened by his interest, and perhaps in 
her usual manner of not taking that much notice of what 
society demanded or what people thought, like whether a i r-

It was so strange and totally different from the convention­
al model bedrooms and sittingrooms that surrounded it; even 
compare the stools by Legrain at the same exhibition with 
the small stool to the left of the "Bedroom-boudoir for 
Monte Carlo" as Eileen Grays interior was called (ill. 22). 
Paradoxically enough it was this strangeness that ensured 
she got plenty of press coverage, albeit not too complement­
ary, and also in many foreign journals. To what must have 
been her relief and delight it attracted praise from a lead­
ing architect of the Dutch de Stijl movement. J.J.P. Oud 
wrote a letter saying he was very interested in the room 
and would like to see more of her work, adding that he had 
until then "seen very few good modern interiors."
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i

planes were safe or whether being a designer is an accept­
able career for a woman, she went ahead and exhibited more 
work at the Salon d'Automne in the same year. This time her 
work was viewed alongside designs by Robert Ma 11 et-Stevens 
and le Corbusier with whom she had become friends. She had 
maintained correspondence with Oud and Wils and was creat­
ing interest among names such as Walter Gropius, van Raven- 
stein and Frederick Kiesler, all of whom had asked about 
her. Contact with these leaders in architecture, especially 
Jan Wils, led to the entire June 1924 issue of the Dutch 
art journal Wendingen, an influential one at the time, be­
ing devoted to her work.
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THE TURN TO ARCHITECTURE

i

She was beginning to find the work at Jean Desert a depress­
ing task, coping with the demands of three workshops and 
the pressures of trying to find commercial success with a 
generally unappreciative public. She was probably excited by

Jean Badovici, the editor of another magazine, 1 1 Architecture 
Vivante, wrote the text for the article in Wendingen - the 
introduction of which was written by J.J.P. Oud - and he was 
to become her greatest friend and adviser in the architect­
ural world. He also wrote other publications on the subject 
of her work (app. L) and it was he who finally urged Eileen 
Gray to turn her attention to building. Badovici said "It's 
all so silly, all this trouble with furniture; and what's 
furniture after all. It's so trivial. Why don't you do some 
architecture?" At first she thought this absurd as she had 
had no training, but neither did she have any furniture 
design education so she did decide to have a go and started 
working at it herself. She took a holiday down on the 
Mediterranean and worked very hard making many drawings, 
facades and plans. Eileen Gray's first architectural project 
was of a house for an engineer (ill. 23), but this was only 
practice for her first and best known house. Indeed she had 
been making architectural studies since 1924; no doubt the 
subject was brought to her mind due to the fact that the 
only praise and appreciation she got for her interiors came 
from those in the architectural field.
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The theme for Rocquebrone was that it would be a house for

/
I

I

i

During those last years of fading enthusiasm in her gallery 
she had been designing a house and its furnishings at 
Rocquebrune (ill. 24). She had rented a place at St.
Raphael near the site so she could supervise everthing. As 
there were no willing patrons at the time, she decided to 
build the house for herself, to be sold after its success­
ful completion. The house named E-1027, the significance of 
which is not known, was intended as a show piece to advert­
ise her and Badovici's abilities, and to attract other 
jobs. Badovici was not well known as an architect even 
though he had been trained as one. His reputation 
editor and writer on architectural matters and only ever 
built two other houses, both for himself, one at Vezeley 
and another near the Pont de Sevres in Paris.

this new area that she could work in. There were no women 
doing it, so it was not generally acceptable that one 
should start; it was new to her, the most demanding yet 
absorbing of occupations and it promised to be yet another 
medium for her attention to details in design: all these 
reasons would make the prospect irresistable to her 
ambitious spirit. So Jean D&sert became her shackle, 
absorbing her energy and time while giving no great satis­
faction or enjoyment in return. She lost interest in it and 
in 1927 started work with her new love, architecture. No 
doubt due to this, Evelyn Wyld the woman who had helped her 
so much, left the rug-making studio, the accounts were un­
kept, and late in 1929 she conducted a reduced price sale - 
to coincide with the Christmas rush perhaps? - and sold 
off the remainder of the stock. In 1930 the closure of 
Jean Dfesert was made official and Eileen Gray was left to 
work uninterrupted at her new interest.

was as an
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i

!

a sportsman, informal and integrated with the environment; 
able to be opened up to the sun and closed off in bad 
weather. The heart of the house is a large livingroom for 
the owner and his guests, but there are plenty of private 
spaces for each to retire to (ill. 25).
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THE DESIGN OF E-1027

space.

It is not so much the building itself which is fascinating 
as the furniture in it, and Eileen Gray's use of light and 
shade to create an environment which is adaptable to 
changes of mood and weather, and has a very relaxed at­
mosphere while being uncluttered and easy to keep clean and

This is rather contradictory to what seems apparent at 
Rocquebrone. Three rooms lead off the main livingroom with 
no doors inbetween; a dining area, a guest alcove and a 
bathroom with a circular shower, the latter only seperated 
by a partition about seven feet high. The main bedroom 
leads both into a study with no doors or partitions between, 
and into a bathroom screened only by a cupboard. In general 
though the house is not open plan as care has been taken to 
seperate kitchen areas and other rooms where guest or host 
can take refuge in peace away from the main areas.

In the furniture in E-1027 there is a marked absence of 
any of her previous Art Deco tendencies. Materials used are 
wood and metal with upholstery mainly made of woven cloth, 
leather or animal skins. The house itself is designed as a 
container for a carefully articulated way of life. Each 
aspect is carefully worked out in relation to light and

Eileen Gray did not agree with the open plan arrange­
ments favoured by American architects at that time. She 
explicitly dissassociated herself from this style which she 
called "le style camping."
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most storage being provided by closed cupboards 
thing can look as though it is in its place.

tidy. The entire floor all over the house is laid with 
tiles and partially covered with rugs, all surfaces are 
flat and smooth and there is very little open shelving, 

so every-

In the ground floor guest room there is a built-in writing 
desk with drawers and shelves provided for extra incident­
als, and again, the desk can be folded up to hide a mess or 
private documents (ill. 28). In the master bedroom the 
lavatory is screened by an aluminium and cork cupboard 
designed to hold all bits and pieces associated with the 
bathroom: soaps, shaving foams, cosmetics etc. (ill. 29). 
There are mostly small drawers and shelves in it, some of 
which look as though they might pivot outwards, and all the 
handles are simply holes with a metal trim. This is such a 
great difference from her earlier, ornate, geometric 
handles (ill. 30). The main doors of the cupboard are not

Some of these individual cupboards are extremely well 
thought out to allow for the storage of everything that may 
be needed in a particular room. For instance the cupboards 
over the divan in the guest alcove contain pillows, tea 
things, an adjustable reading light, various power points 
and light switches including a bell - perhaps to call a 
maid, mosquito nets and ample storage for books and writing 
material (ill. 26). There is an ingenious pivoting reading 
table with an adjustable easel to make it possible to read 
comfortably in bed (ill. 27). These cupboards enable the 
alcove to be used either as a daytime resting area with all 
the night things put neatly away, or an extra guest bed at 
night.
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the same size in height or width and the treatment of the 
supports adds to the lack of symmetry. Even the method of 
opening the doors is different. The tallest door, with a 
full length mirror inside, is opened by holding on to a 
length of tubular steel, while the left hand door has a 
hole in it with a similar metal trim to the drawers in­
side. It is possible that the mirror door was meant to be 
left open to form a permanent screen. The base of the cup­
board looks as though it is made purposely geometric and is 
obviously purely decorative as the large block on the right 
serves no apparent function. The whole is reminiscent of 
the sculptural table of 1922 in the way that the planes and 
surfaces continue past the expected point and nothing is 
symmetrical as one might expect.

One of my favourite pieces of furniture in the house also 
shows this same feature of de Stijl influence. It is the 
small table beside the huge divan in the livingroom (ill.
25 ph. 1). It is attractive and functional and still in­
credibly simple in design. There is more fascinating work 
than there is space to discuss, so they have been collected 
together as illustrations (ill. 31).

Le Corbusier befriended a fisherman who owned the site 
adjoining Rocquebrune and when this Monsieur Rebutato en­
larged his house to include a small bistro, Le Corbusier 
built himself a small cabin alongside it. He spent much of 
his spare time there and himself and Eileen Gray became 
good friends "Yes we were good friends, but we saw so 
little of each other, you know. He was always travelling... 
all over the world..." It was from this small house that Le 
Corbusier went for his fatal swim in 1960. Soon after E-1027
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When Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeaneret remodelled an old 
building at Ville d'Avray, it was the first of his houses 
to contain specifically designed furniture, and they employ­
ed a great contemporary of Eileen Gray's, Charlotte 
Perriand. As she herself said: "I would work on the elabor­
ation of a general project with the office, then I took re­
sponsibility for doing the equipment. It was necessary to 
be on site to watch the execution down to the smallest de­
tails. So I worked on the conception of pulling together 
all the projects during that period, especially the 
domestic ones, as Le Corbusier was then concerned with 
those problems." In 1928 she declared that "metal plays the

was finished, Badovici bought it and he occupied it during 
the Second World War. It was then that five murals were 
painted in the house (ill. 25 ph. 2&4). Le Corbusier did 
not regard the house as a neutral background for his figur­
ative exercises. There is reason to believe that he kept a 
copy of a 1929 issue of 1'Architecture Vivante in which 
there was an article on E-1027 entitled "Maison en bord de 
Mer" in his study at the Rue de Sevres and always regarded 
the house as an exemplary building (app. D). This public­
ation had a long preface to it entitled "De 1 ' be 1ecticisme 
an doute" which took the form of dialogue between Badovici 
and Eileen Gray. It contains an appeal (unusual for its 
time) against the over-intel 1 ectua 1 ising of architecture, 
for a dramatising of the essential forms. It goes on to say 
that this dramatisation could be brought about, or at least 
nearer, if as much attention was paid to the design of 
interiors as was then paid to exteriors. It is true that up 
to this time interiors had been largely neglected by lead­
ing architects, indeed at the time she designed the house, 
Le Corbusier was still using Thonet chairs and Club arm­
chairs in his buildings.
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same part in furniture as cement has done in architecture. 
It is a revolution." It is possible that she had been talk­
ing to Eileen Gray, as the latter had been designing 
tubular steel furniture since 1925. Needless to say, those 
chairs that Charlotte Perriand "took responsibility for 
doing" are now attributed solely to Le Corbusier, and the 
woman behind the man is largely forgotten (ill. 32).
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BADOV I CI 'S FLAT

■

I

III

This room has a fantastic collection of materials used in 
very original ways to make the area seem larger than it is. 
The dropped ceiling has made the utility areas seem wider; 
the use of mirrors is extensive, both in the utility areas 
and a whole half wall in the living area. In the room there 
are two screens made of painted industrial expanded metal 
(ill. 35). If one of these were used to seperate two areas 
it would achieve that without making either area seem 
smaller, or it could reduce visability in through the 
window without blocking the light too much. By using

Rocquebrune was not the only work which arose out of Eileen 
Grays friendship with Jean Badovici. In 1930 he asked her 
to decorate a studio appartment for him in the Rue Chateau­
briand near the Champs Elys^es. Before she started, it was 
a single large room, approximately 5m X 8m - which is a 
golden section except that one of the walls was inclined at 
10° creating a wedge shape (ill. 33). At the thinner end of 
the room she constructed all the functional and utility 
rooms - kitchen, bathroom, W.C. ; all within the space of 
approximately 3m X 4m. As space was an important consider­
ation in such a small room, she dropped the ceiling and 
inserted four storage areas above it, accessible by clever­
ly designed fold-away stepladders. The different areas in 
this section were seperated or opened up, and more storage 
space was accessed by sliding a screen between tracks in 
the floor and in the dropped ceiling (ill. 34). The screen 
itself was made of wooden slats sewn into a flexible metal­
lic material.
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tubular steel Eileen Gray kept the visability of the floor 
to a maximum, thus adding to the feeling of space still 
further and not one bit of space has been wasted. Even the 
wall which contains the piping has been utilised where 
possible, with recessed shelves providing a decorative 
personal display area rather than purely functional storage 
(ill. 35). The appartment serves not only the necessary 
aspects of life, but also the various human needs that 
other more rigidly doctrinaire modern architects of the 
time have been accused of dismissing. She treats the over­
all scheme with as much sensitivity to its eventual use as 
she does with tiny details and utilisation of various mat­
erials. Other features of the appartment are pointed out 
through the illustrations (ill. 36).
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TEMPE A PAILLA CASTELLAR

a

|| 

I

Eileen Grays last executed and remaining architectural pro­
ject was one she built for her own occupation between 1932 
and 1934. The site must have been chosen as a challenge, 
for it is just as awkward a site as Rocquebrune. Situated 
four miles from Meuton it is steeply sloping toward a road 
which runs along the east side of the house (ill. 37). Two 
plusses in favour of the site were firstly the view it 
commanded of both sea and mountains and secondly that there 
were three reinforced concrete cisterns already installed. 
She incorporated these assets into the house beautifully. 
The views are visible through most of the many large wind­
ows and the cisterns were converted into a garage, 
storage cellar and a receptacle for holding water collected 
off the flat roof. The narrow strip of ground she had to 
build on was sandwiched between the road and a passage lead­
ing to another house, and the space for a garden was on the 
far side of that passage. But the final effect is one of 
having a house suspended above the surrounding territory, 
no other houses around to mar the privacy.

While at Rocquebrune the piloti rose out of the waterside 
cliff, at Castlelar the smooth concrete walls rise rather 
irregularly out of a random rubble podium. Reinforced con­
crete and rough local stone are the main ingredients, with 
generous helpings of light to make it spacious and airy 
inside. The studio-livingroom is the largest enclosed space, 
but huge windows lead out into a partially covered terrace 
which lends some of its feeling of space to the room inside 
(ill. 38). On the same floor there is a kitchen, diningroom,
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This house in its use of light and shade is much more 
accomplished than E—1027. Sliding windows, similar to those 
designed by Badovici, and shutters set in tracks are used 
for privacy and protection from the glare of the sun 
throughout the house. Particularly interesting are the 
louvres in front of the window high above the work area in 
the studio-1ivingroom (ill. 39). Adjusted by a handle which 
hangs down into the room, they rotate so that when open 
they jut out into the room creating a strong decorative 
effect, one which accentuates the height of this half of 
the living area. There are windows along three sides of 
this room but it seems that those above the divan have been 
boarded up from the inside (ill.40). This is the same strip 
of windows visible from the road which continue into the 
bedroom as well (ill. 37). These shutters are similar to 
the ones used on the terrace except there are three runners 
instead of just two (ill. 41). They can be adjusted to be 
closed, let in light through either the top slats or all 
the slats, or they can be pushed along the tracks to one 
side, letting all available light into the rooms. One other 
type of shutter that Eileen Gray designed consisted of a 
counter-balanced circular disc which pivoted to adjust the 
amount of light from a circular skylight in the bedroom 
(ill. 42). The use of a skylight is necessary as the 
window in the bedroom, the one visible from the road, faces 
North East for the view and so the room would rarely be lit 
up with sunshine. This shows how thoughtfully and thoroughly 
all the details of this house were considered even before she 
started to build it.

bathroom and two bedrooms, and on the lower mezzanine floor 
there is a guest bedroom and bathroom, and below that again 
is the garage.
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One item of furniture that wasn't looted from the house was 
the metal wardrobe in the master bedroom (ill. 43). This 
sliding capsule has the same purpose as the cupboard and 
mirror in Badovici's flat (ill. 36), which is to define the 
dressing area and provide clothing storage.

>

i

The piece of furniture I prefer to any other in the house 
is the small chest with drawers that pivot outwards. It is 
simple and yet sophisticated, and the finalisation of a 
concept she had developed over the years (ill. 44). It is 
at once decorative and extremely practical, the ideal way 
to decide what to wear on a particular day is to be able to 
see everything you own at a glance. Another very practical, 
well thought out design is the diningroom table (ill. 45). 
When eating at it, the table is stationary and not likely 
to move, but tip it forward an inch or two, and it will 
glide over the tiled floor without scratching it. Nothing

The furnishings in the house are not original as they were 
looted during the Second World War. Eileen Gray lived in 
the house up to 1939 when she arranged and furnished a 
small flat for herself in St. Tropez where she could be 
safe from the effects of the war. But in 1940 she was 
exiled as an enemy alien to Lourmarin in the Vaucluse, a 
village about 200 miles from Casteliar. The flat in St. 
Tropez was destroyed in 1944 and no record of it survives, 
even in her scrapbooks, and when she arrived back to Cast- 
ellar after the war, she discovered that it had been occup­
ied by Italien, German and then American troops. The only 
reason it was still there was because they couldn't take 
the walls. She attempted to remake the furniture and fix up 
the house, but due to her failing eyesight she was only 
able to remake a few of the items.
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I
I

will fall off the table due to the detail of the small rim 
around the front edge. In the same room, the built-in couch 
can be pulled forward to reveal the entrance to a storage 
cellar, which was one of the cisterns that the house was 
built on.
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ARCHITECTURAL PROJECTS

Also in 1937 she broadened her interest in architecture and 
put forward her plans for a very clompex scheme for a holi­
day centre, which was intended to be situated beside the 
sea (ill. 48). She worked this out meticulously, providing

The few architectural designs I have discussed were cert­
ainly not her only ideas for buildings. Back in 1924, there 
was the house for an engineer that she designed as a new­
comer to architecture (ill. 23). It was a much simpler 
structure than the house she and Badovici designed in the 
same year, but the house at Rocquebrune was just as purpose- 
built as the engineer's house. In 1933, while Tempe a 
Pailla was still being built, she designed a building suit­
ed to the lives and activities of two sculptures, providing 
them with workspace for enormous works of art and a means 
of getting the finished pieces in and out of the studio 
(ill. 46). All the time her buildings are answers to pro­
blems she envisaged that went with certain professions or 
particular styles of living. In 1937 she designed an ellipt­
ical tube house, a prefabricated, small living unit made up 
of easily transportable sections of shell concrete - a 
relatively new development in building materials (ill. 47). 
The units could serve either as summer camps or emergency 
housing. They were capable of being set up quickly and with 
a minimum of foundation, either singly or in series. Each 
unit provided two bedrooms, a living area cum kitchen and a 
bathroom, and it is one of the earliest examples of design­
ing for minimal living.
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it has 
but to 

indoor one shows how 
the functions of the buildings she 

another architect may have decided that 
wasted space, Eileen Gray turned it to

areas for every aspect of running the centre, not just 
accomodation and entertainment for the holiday makers. A 
large youth hostel, permanent rooms, dismantleable huts for 
off season, a theatre, dance hall, and a gymnasium are 
among the usual facilities provided, but she also incorp­
orated areas for administration buildings, a restaurant 
that also provides takeaway food, indoor parking space, 
medical rooms, storerooms for caretakers, a creche area on 
the beach and a diving pool in the sea. She even considered 
the fact that it is sometimes difficult to find where you 
were on the beach when you come out after a swim and she 
provided a landmark, a lighted beacon which would also get 
people home safely after a walk on the beach at night! Le 
Corbusier was so taken with the careful and thorough plans 
for this centre, he exhibited it in his Pavilion des Temps 
Nouveau along with his own designs in the 1937 Paris Expos­
ition Internationale.

Between 1946 and 1949 she worked simultaneously on the re­
building of Casteliar and on her last major project. It was 
a design for a cultural and social centre which included 
conference rooms, galleries, a library, indoor and outdoor 
theatres and a restaurant (ill. 49). The sloping roof of 
the indoor theatre is not only a help to the acoustics, but 
also provides the tiered seating for the overhead outdoor 
theatre. The idea for an outdoor theatre is not new, 
been used since the time of ancient Greek theatre, 
incorporate it onto the roof of an 
well she thought about 
designed. Whereas 
the sloping roof was 
an advantage.
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There was a revival of interest in her life and work when 
Eileen Gray was in her nineties. Designers, architects and, 
probably to her amusement, historians became curious about 
her in the mid 1970's. When sought out, she was happy to 
show designs which were very enthusiastically received. Due 
to encouragement from these people, she collected together 
some of her most original designs, had them made up, and 
amalgamated an exhibit for the Musee des Arts D&coratifs in 
Paris, for an exhibition called '1925'. Most of her work 
displayed would not have been typical of 1925 furniture as 
it would have been too advanced for general acceptance when 
conceived.

It was while she was working on the cultural centre project 
that her eyesight deteriorated to the point that she could 
no longer drive her car. She wrapped up her affairs in 
Casteliar and on her return to Paris to the Rue Bonaparte 
where her career began, she worked mainly on furniture pro­
jects experimenting continuously with all the new materials 
that had come onto the market during or because of the war. 
One interviewer found her busy designing furniture in 
plastic tubing and perspex. She did do one other architect­
ural work - to convert an old barn near St. Tropez for her 
use as a summer-house, but as far as I can gather, she did 
not design any new pieces of furniture for it.

This originality and unconventionalism in her work were the 
very traits which made it desirable to and appreciated by 
the modern, younger generation. In August 1972 she was 
honoured by the Royal Society of Arts by being made a mem­
ber of the faculty of Royal Designers for Industry. Three 
years later she was made an honorary fellow of the Royal
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Institute of Architecture in Ireland - long overdue recog­
nition of the part this remarkable woman played in design. 
She died on Sunday, October 31st, 1976.
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CONCLUSION

To fully appreciate what an unusual character Eileen Gray 
was, her background and family life must be taken into 
account. Born into a privilaged Anglo-Irish family, she 
started in a traditional art college. There she learned the 
skills of drawing and painting which all ladies would need 
to know to keep them occupied while their husbands managed 
and ran the lives of those in the household. This was not 
for her. With energy and courage she mastered the craft of 
oriental lacquer, getting bored as she developed the medium 
to its full extent. From there she moved to a new medium - 
concrete - and continued to experiment in all sorts of mat­
erials and colours.

All through her life Eileen Gray hit out at the barriers 
surrounding women and broke in to areas where men dominated. 
She flew with men when few of the pilots themselves reck­
oned it was safe, let alone the women of the day. Even 
though many women would have driven ambulances during the 
war due to the shortage of ununiformed men, it still de­
manded a great deal of male courage. She never stood in the 
shadow of a male contemporary as other women in architect­
ure did. Charlotte Perriand stood behind Le Corbusier and 
let him absorb some of the praise that should have been 
hers, the same as Lilly Reich used Mies Van der Rohe as her 
frontman. Their talents and achievements are comparable with 
Eileen Grays in their own right. They admired and learned 
from those men, but Eileen Gray managed to absorb knowledge 
from Jean Badovici without getting tangled up in his image. 
The architectural credits for E-1027 are "Eileen Gray and
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II
other way round. Rather than be

the

It is not just her character 
other, her work can 
Eileen Gray's career 
periods, before u.._

and work which contradict each 
at first appear to contradict itself.
is divided into two very contrasting 

and after 1923, but there are themes that

Even though her viewpoint appears rather feministic, 
shy exterior reported by interviewers seems to contradict 
this, as does the fact that she had very few female friends, 
cvelyn Wyld and her maid Heloise are the only women who 
restore in the story of her life, but her male colleagues 
are numerous; Le Corbusier, Jean Badovici, Sugawara, Osip 
Zadkine, D. Charles, J.J.P. Oud, Jan Wils, to mention a few. 
Perhaps the reason she entered the previously all male 
forts was that she felt more at ease with men than with 
women who might have found her adventurous nature un­
settling. I also have a feeling that the shy side she show­
ed to the press was a face to protect her privacy. Her 
dynamic, unusual, forward thinking designs contradict a shy 
retiring character. I would find it hard to believe that 
someone who gets a thrill flying a biplane would find it 
hard to make friends. When queried on her life she came out 
with a statement to the effect that she never let anyone 
know that before and she certainly wasn't going to start 
now (app. K). I feel that this is a calculated remark and 
rather than it having been said on the spur of the moment, 
it is well designed and very functional. Repeatedly she 
turns a retiring, shy face to the world when there are none 
of these qualities in her work.

jean Badovici" and not the 
led, she took the lead.
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suit certain functions 
furni ture.

about Rocquebrune is that it 
suited to her way of life as

the idea of things be- 
away; the way she uses 
same way she uses form, 

the space, and the

These themes tie her career together and illustrate the way 
her mind and design ideals developed from the lacquer phase 
through to her architectural one. When she was asked which 
she preferred doing, designing furniture or buildings, she 
had to think about it. "Well, both, I think I love doing 
both. Perhaps architecture if I had to choose. Yes I think 
architecture..." Eileen Gray always had to be in control of 
her own situation. She did not particularly enjoy doing 
work for Jean D&sert knowing that what she designed had to 
sell and, consequently, she lost interest. I do not think 
she would have been totally happy simply designing build­
ings as an architect, finishing a house, and then dis­
associating herself from it to leave the purchasers to 
worry about the interior environment. She did not just 
furnish the houses she built merely to have something to 
sit and lie on. Her interiors were as much a part of the 
house as the walls themselves. The rooms were designed to 

and to contain particular items of

The most innovative thing about Rocqueorune is cnau n was 
a designed environment, one suited to her way of life as it 
was built for her own occupation. The house for two sculp­
tors was just as much an exercise in environmental design 
as in pure architecture. The walls and windows were im­
portant and well considered, but the spaces between them

recur, the use of pivoting drawers- 
ing able to fold up and out of the 
space in a design or a room in the 
both part of a whole; the object defines 
space penetrates the object.
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three

This thoroughness in her design approach is reiterated in 
her furniture too. The way the deckchairs fold away, even 
the famous Transatlantic chair is able to be undone and 
folded in seconds (ill. 31). All her cushion covers are 
either zipped or tied closed so they are easily removable 
for washing (ills. 25 ph. 1, 26 & 40). The bathroom cabinet 
allows for the storage of all the essential bits and pieces 
that are small enough to get lost in deep drawers, by hav­
ing drawers of varying depths. The cupboards above the bed 
in the guest alcove in Racquebrune each had its function 
and was labelled accordingly.

things which are contradictory 
her forward-thinking, un­
control over the many 

she is designing, be it something

a room,were even more so; the way the light may fall into 
the method of blocking off that light where the occupant is 
going to store their things, hang their clothes, will they 
have enough privacy when dressing. All these were problems 
which she solved by addressing them as design considerations 
which affected the buildings' structure, not simply de­
cisions which should be left to the eventual occupant.

She enjoyed the control that architecture gave her in 
creating interiors, environments that indicate the way a 
person should live to a certain extent and the way certain 
items of furniture should be used. But in doing so she also 
designs beautiful pieces of furniture, thoughtfully con­
sidered to suit their functions.

Now it seems there are 
about Eileen Gray. Her shyness, 
usual designs, and her apparent 
aspects of the object s..~
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made of wood, metal , glass 
to accept the shy exterior 
and I think it more likely 
taining control of her life.

She always suited herself both in her career and her 
private life. She worked hard and diligently to put the 
ideas in her head into three dimensions, continuously fast­
idious about details and refinements and always prepared to 
learn about the qualities of a certain medium if she 
thought it may provide an outlet for those ideas; first 
lacquer, then wool, tubular and perforated steel and cement. 
Not only did Eileen Gray seek out new materials, she used 
them in different ways that made the end products very 
original and distinctive. I say this perhaps with re­
servations where her architecture is concerned. It is her 
idealogy in architectural design which is most interesting, 
opinions shared by the contemporary leaders in the field 
like Le Corbusier and Mies Van der Rohe - buildings intend­
ed for particular purposes should be designed to fulfil the 
associated functions. The ways in which she erected the 
actual structures and manipulated the materials are not in­
novative, but the results are most certainly distinctive.

She said she moved from London to Paris because she found 
the atmosphere more congenial to her way of thinking. Being 
more cosmopolitan even at that time than London, it was not 
so much "Who is your father?" than "Who are you?" and it 
would have offered more encouragement to a young girl want­
ing to work at something as unfeminine as lacquer.

or cement. I would find it hard 
as a real facet of her character 
that it was a method of main-
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so.

was more

She was by no means a

Eileen Gray was a most intriguing designer, always on top 
of recent technology as soon as she learned about it - even 
in her 80's. Always on the look out for challenges to keep 
her incredibly active mind in top gear, she has produced 
work which in the 1970's was rediscovered and seen to be 
way ahead of its time and very underestimated. Her decision 
to keep her private life and activities to herself 
important than her need for fame in her own lifetime.

However you estimate the scale of her achievement, her work 
is unique. Not only for the individual objects, but also 
because of that extraordinary fusion of formal invention 
with craftsmans skill which required, at the time she 
achieved it, a visionary intuition about the possible 

grafting of invention on manual skill.

leader of fashion, but I feel she 
most certainly had an influence on those that were lucky 
enough to be let into her close circle of friends; Evelyn 
Wyld's carpet designs, Eyre de Lanux's furniture designs 
(ill. 50) and, if not influencing Le Corbusier himself, 
then perhaps his protoge Charlotte Perriand whose tubular 
steel furniture followed Eileen Gray's own work in that 
medium by several years. She worked alone within her own 
ideas and limitations, impressed by some but selectively
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