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Decorative Art a Generation Ago—

BY PHILIP JOHNSON

OST OF Us can remember the curved and
NJ:[ flower-covered hric-abrae of the period
of 1900, In most houses there are still a few
such pieces—perhaps a Tiffany-glass lamp-
shade. a bud vase. or a bronze lady whose bil-
lowing skirts were a receplacle for calling
cards. These objects are now rvesarded with
fashionable horror.

Such shudders arve, however, unjustified. 1
is only that the proper perspective on the
period is lacking, The stvle of those davs has
been judged on the basis of the poorest ox-
amples, rather than the best, We have all <cen
dull Gothic and ugly Francois o1, but we do
not condemn these periods. The style of 1000
(the Jugendstil or, a= it is called in French
and English!—{art nouvean) is one that mer-
its revaluation,

The essence of this styvle, whether in paint-
ing or in the decorative arts. lies in the double
curving lines which approach and diverge,
often ending ina whiplasl swirl, Usially these
lines also were imitative of natural forns
waves, plants, or Mowers,

Contrast of the decorative alijeots ol this
period with those of modern desizn does much
to elavily both iy pe<. Botle peviods considered
themselves modern and  entively  Tee Trom
tradition. The fogeadstil was based on the
eaeved o e Linear, Modern work i based
o neither, Thie sivle of 1900 fook it= mielils
Loy matures onodern wark fovd= fi= fns=picaion
iri Ill" ‘ll.l'lljl‘l Jr.ln"{ HEr e wii= 'I.\!' ‘ll
atients the lasi= of the odern =ivle i
Lk ol orticnent,

Fhee stromaeest inpetis towand the dozeod
sl was e ant=aned-ecdt= movemont o s
el ol e Feadlver=hiips ol Willizun Vo pi-,
Thee ysoven il wa= a0 redehion agarngsl -
otdered eclocticism wl the svow e diainess
of machine-made vaditional orament. The
iddeal of *“Art in eversihing” was o aled withy

the beliel that beauty could e pevived anly
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by reviving the handicrall tradition. But the
movement, instead of leading toward a new
system of design, looked back to the medieval
fur inspiration. It stimulated a search for the
modern, but the actual principles of its de-
sign came radwr from painting. In trying to
escape the Gothie and Baroque traditions, the
desizn followed the popular trend in contem.
porary painting, Primitivism and japonisme
were the especial influences, As Gauguin had
retived to the sonth seas to find inspiration in
the primitive, the decorators sought the funda-
mentals of design in the forms of nature. e3pe-
cially the primitive forms of animal life, such
as polyps and mussels.

Imitation of nature was mistaken for the
natural. Designers unable to invent abstract
forms relied on those of nature. Only the great
designers of the Jugendstil succeeded in free-
ing the curvilinear quality of the style from
realistic representation of natural forms,

Phe influence of the French japonisme was
ceven more divect, The prints of Hokusai and
Hiroshige had o strong eflect on painting in
the middle of the Lust enlry. Men like Desas,
Whistler and Van Gogh Tearned from them g
new senseoof ]l].n enent and ~|:|1i,l| relations,
But whint the ee<izner= of [l period ot divect
I o dmdiveetls was e guality of lnearis.
Pl tangential conves the sinuous continaity
ol Bine of the Japane=e peint= later became
cluyactovistic: of the fuagendsiil,

Poveleesal, it i dnpainaone ieae 10 it the dosdsle
cirving lines ol e Ir.lf'\r'h-."-.l'l'l liest TR
N Gl Diaas B can el this s pissies | LR
ol Eart wovem, o ven d=owidely distiiligg-
ol geosraplucally as Kboa aod Munel ape
e inehided. Bt cevtamly e st Iy praeal
prainiter gl the fagendstil i< Toulom=e- Lol
e fiis _Lmr‘ .h.-rf_ ||u- (¥ |n-.|h-|| -|--|||-|-- M TTRYASY
of the outline of the body, the <nake on her
ilviss and i the corene espis= =alire anl

B, Oncthe ather T, these enesine Tines.
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e Neo-bmpree==iomist vevoli then v
Pavis. Van de Yehileocapmon beocliss
Tolloower o Muriise Fspecially foreizn to the
||.|||4|1-|',||I~ ilil'.! wils '|I~ |u|||-| m Ihl' |Irv“—i-
Bilien ol mvaediie peodpetions e i Tanetion-
||Ir‘r'| i~ ‘[l" |'||‘|‘ I”l 'l"‘i:."f,

Lo thi= D wis =ueels anlloenced By e
Tnilelime= of Nietor Hootae who i thee v ly
Sk pen s Bl lawing the ddeas ol Vol
et b e, B v 1o veveal the metal
keloton i the Faeadis ol his baildines, In
s inteeters af=on bessteles e n=wal colinear
Fosvon= o thee Foegenelstil, Plonta useed metal and
elas= with a funetionsli=m that fore=hadowed
muoch vecent work, Van de Velde, thepefore,
livoneht o the ideal of the arts and eraft= a
point ol view fresher and sounder than the
sentimental medievalism of the English. The
Tregenadseil Yoy ready 1o hand as a sisle which
cotlid ensily be adapted to his point of view,
He did not jovent the eurvilinear ormament,
but e <aw ii= pos==ibilitie= and developed it
inta a logical style,

Lithograph poster by Toulouse-Lanteee ¢ -
The vear 190 saw the [oundine of 1his

B . style as the modern style in decoration. The
a= used by the Enzlish “westhetes,” could ex- I : i e s
. . magazine fegemd was launched. Heetor Gui-
press decadence, as in the pattern= of smoking R :
Faas ! mard built his Castel Bévanger in Paris. which,

candles or dripping blood in the drawings ol :

Aubrey Beardsley.

e S —

Simultancously, in Munich a zroup of il
lustrators and decorators, including  Bruno
Paul, Pankok, Riemerschmid and Eckmann.

were independently working ont naturalistic

- —p.——_"'-'--..'..._- - ———
T e

curves in their designs. Their contributions 1o

the magazine fugend, founded in 1896, delined

o
ol

the style as a definite mode in the decorative
arts and gave it the name Jugendstil,

But it was the genius of Henry van de

Velde, of Brussels, which made the style uni-

versal on the continent. In lus _\nll!|t Van de

Velde had been impl':--r'll:ih.'l{ with the ideas of

William Morris. While still a young man, he

made designs for chairs, book-jackets and even

doorknobs in the arts-and-crafts manner. In

1896 he built his first house, designed 1|l|r:u-,r||-

out in the spivit of the English handicraft

tradition. His ideas on the fine arts were, how-

ever, not derived from the Pre-Raphaelites, Entrance Holl, Brussels Residenee
as were those of the English, hut rather from Vietar Horta, architeet (1806

208
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although derivative of Horta's work, was con-
sidered oulrageously modern by the Paris of
that day. In the same year Sieglried Bing, a
German. opened a shop in Paris with four
rooms designed by Van de Velde. This shop,
which became the center of the movement in
contemporary  decorative called

arls,  was

LArt Nouveau, whence came the French name
for the style. Although the style was appre-
ciated imellectually (witness the Paris Ex-
position of 1900}, it never became popular
and L'Art Nouveau-Bing was a failure finan-
cially.

It was in Germany that Van de Velde and
the Jugendstil were popularly accepted. The
exhibition of 1897 in Dresden, where Bing
showed a suite of rooms designed by Van de
Velde, gave the architeet instant popularity.
Aside from building a number of important
buildings in the Rhineland. Van de Velde
founded and directed until the war the famons
Kunstzewerbeschule at Weimar, which after
the war hecame the Bauhaus,

The Jugendstil itself was, however. short-
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lived. Just as the architecture of the period
1895-1900 was more daring and original than
the architecture of 1910, s in the minor arts
the trend in this period was toward more
traditional de The continent settled into
a phase which has been called “the New Tra-
dition,” best exemplified in architecture by the
work of Berlage in Holland, Perret in France
and Behrens in Germany. The furniture de-
signed by these men naturally suited the re-
strained medievalism or classicism of their
huildings. Tt was not until about 1922 that
an entirely new impulse was felt in architec:
ture, Since that time the minor arts cannot he
considered as separate from the new architec:
ture,

It is perhaps the most fundamental contrast
between the two periods of design that in
1900 the decorative arts possessed a style of
their own, independent of the architecture of
the time, whereas today the discipline of mod-
ern architecture has become so broad that
there can be no sub-category of the decorative

arts,
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