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+ structivist Aleksandr Rodchenko did not min
the Exposition [nternationale des Arts Décaratifs of 1925—from
which the label Art Deco derives. Siding with French warkers who
display of luxury goods was nothing

commented that the glitzy ‘
s of financial duress, the major

short of immoral in such time
exception for his utter contempt was Konstantin Melnikhov's
Soviet Pavilion to which he had contributed the white, black, gray,
and red color scheme: “Our pavilion will be the most beautiful
for its newness,” he beamed. Even if padded with national pride,
Rodchenko’s assessment of the fair was not unique. Calling the
Exposition a “total failure,” from both the social and the aesthetic
point of view, the French critic Waldemar George singled out
only five buildings that could “be properly called modern” at the
Exposition: besides Melnikhov's pavilion, he named Gustave
Perret’s Théatre, Robert Mallet-Stevens's Hall d’Entrée pour une
Ambassade and Pavillon du Tourisme, and Le Corbusier’s land-
mark manifesto, the Pavillon de I'Esprit Nouveau, named after the
journal that the Swiss architect had been editing since 1920.

Department-store modernism

The project of the Exposition had been discussed since 1907 in
French political circles—as the success of several international fairs,
notably in Turin in 1902 and Milan in 1906, was quickly erasing
the memory of the grand 1900 celebration in Paris. But it was the
* formidable participation of the Deutscher Werkbund at the 1910
Salon d'Automne in Paris, highlighting the thriving collaboration
hx-i-\ﬂ'ccn designers and industry in Germany, that provided the
dchmlinf sting. French decorative art was in decline, a 1911 official
report of the Société des Artistes Décorateurs asserted, its downfall
clearly due to lack of imagination and servile dependence upon a
g.lurmlls past, and it was soon to be smothered by foreign competi-
tion. An ini.cm‘.tlll)nal contest, the report went on to say, would
an incentive for the much needed reform of production,

and it would force designers and industrialists alike to think about
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Voisin (named after the pavil-
ne and car manufacturer) in
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sheer action of what he called “mechanical evolution” (a conc ept

modeled after Darwin), industry was, by itself, able to engender a
new kind of beauty: to tamper with it was a sure way to destroy it.

The pavilion was thus built using standard elements of the newest
materials available, including the experimental wall paneling made
of straw onto which concrete was projected. In the absence of any
ornament, the modular regularity of the distribution of the vertical
posts underscored the variations allowed by the structure (here a
wall, there an opening) while, according to Le Corbusier, sublimi
nally satisfying the visitor's “natural longing for order.” But the
most telling pacan to industry was in the choice of furnishings that
somewhat sparsely populated the pavilion: from the shelves and
cabinets (industrial storage units labeled “casiers standards”) to the
chairs (notably, the famous Thonet bentwood café chairs, whose
design dates from the nineteenth century) to the glass vases (labora
tory glass vessels), most were objects already available in the
marketplace and directly referring to public spheres of daily life,
either work (office, laboratory), or leisure (cafés). In truth, some of
these objects were slightly modified for the occasion—the Thonet
chairs among them—but not in any way that would soften
Le Corbusier’s fundamental attack against his Art Deco colleagues
reigning at the fair and their ideal of the bourgeois private home as
an overall ensemble for which everything had to be custom made

Le Corbusier’s fascination with industrial standardization dates
back to 1917, when he read Frederick W. Taylor’s Principles of Scien
tific Management. In this book, published in 1911 and translated
into French a year later, Taylor singles out efficiency in labor organi-
zation as the best way of maximizing profits and generating growth,
even if it meant treating workers like machines. Henry Ford would
soon follow suit (in 1913) with his invention of the assembly line,
masterfully presenting this new form of slavery as a promise of more
leisure time for the masses. Until the late twenties, with an amazing
political naivety, Le Corbusier firmly believed that if industrial

1 % Le Corbusier, interior of the Pavillon de L'Esprit Nouveau, 1925
I the background Is Fernand Lager's The Baluster next to a stil life by Le Corbusier

The Art Deco axhibition | 1925:




88

A

Taylor’s and Ford’s
mselves.
een art

production were to be reformed according to sl
pml;iplcx.d]l[h{.‘illsnl'pnsl\\’drEumpt'w()uid v..1nls.1 y‘b l
architecture; situated at a midpoint betw
: al component of such a
ecorative arts he

He saw modern :
(functionless) and industry, as an essenti v
reform. And even though in his diatribes ag:um; W
, i safegus e au

i - . necessity to safeguard the
had always insisted on the necess i = -
j aged in his pavilion by the juxtapo

v consciously st s
art—an autonomy cc ) P

i SC o5 and of
a few modern paintings and sculptures

sition of Zbpe [hec)ry and

variety of objects whose use-value was hlghhghtf P
sinting rested for a good part on a fetishized noti

z g g '

l peared in

practice of p o =
«tandardization. Indeed, his first homage to Taylarism )L P
- y ¢dée Ozentan
Aprés le cubisme (1918) the book he wrote with Amédée Ozen

o v called Purism.
launch their pictorial movement, which they called Purism

he taming of Cubism

Cantrary to the claims made by Charles-Edouard Jeanneret (that s,
Le Corbusier, who had not yet adopted his pseudonym) and Ozen-
fant in their tract, Purism is by no means a “post-Cubism.” Rather, it
consists of a mere academicization of Cubism which, paradoxically,
a was based on a complete misunderstanding of Braque and Picasso’s
enterprise. For the two Purist painters, Cubism was pure decora-
tion— “if a cubist painting is beautiful,” they write, “it is in the same
way a carpet is beautiful.” Although Cubism made ample use of geo-
metrical forms, Ozenfant and Jeanneret claimed, it did so without
recourse to any laws—its compositions were arbitrary, they were not
controlled by any “standard.” Braque and Picasso’s extraordinary
mvestigation of pictorial representation as indeed an arbitrary
system of signs completely escaped the Purists, who saw in Cubism
only an incompetent geometrization of reality that needed to be
corrected,” just as the strictures of the assembly line prevented any
erratic behavior on the part of workers.
This was not new by any means. As early as October 1912 a
group of artists had organized the Salon de la Section d'Or
Golden Section) with the explicit
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wasincluded in Le Corbusier’s 1925
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from Analytical Cubism one of
notational element for every
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titled Contrasts of Forms. On
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all due to the sheer force of modern armament. But he came bacl
from the war with a blind desire to divest the machine of the
destructive image it had in the eyes of his contemporaries. The
tubular elements were gradually replaced by more recognizable seg
ments of human anatomy [3]; the figures, almost all monochrome,
schematically modeled, and striking poses that signify leisure, stood
in more dramatic contrast to the colorful and dynamic background,
most often cityscapes made of geometric shapes populated here and
there by diagrammatic billboards.

The Baluster [4] is perhaps one of Léger's most legible canvases
of the period, and, save for the brash color, stylistically the closest to
the Purist aesthetic, which is undoubtedly why Le Corbusier chose it
for his pavilion. As Carol Eliel notes, the central element can be read
both as a baluster and a bottle; the red form that echoes it on the left,
with its upended white circular opening, resembles the vents of fac-
tories or ocean liners illustrated in L'Esprit Nouveau and common in
Léger's cityscapes of the period; the vertical edge of the book suggests
a classical column; the “four verticals in the top half of the baluster,
highlighted on a light ground, can be read as four smokestacks or
grain silos, while the dashed horizontal form at the left edge of the
canvas suggests the motions and movement of an assembly line as
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4 « Fernand Léger, The Baluster, 1925

Black Deco

he association of negritude with abandon animated the
artistic life of the Left Bank, particularly in the nightclub
district, Montparnasse, where jazz filled the air with delicious
dissonances, and frenzied music became the support for drunken
dancing until late into the night. Floorshows such as those by
Josephine Baker, who danced half-nude, underscored this
relationship, which nonetheless soon gave way to a very different
experience of black form. This could be called “Black Deco,”
or the aestheticized use of tribal shapes and motifs within the
decarative arts. For the costumes and sets of the ballet
La Création du Monde (1923), Fernand Léger exploited the
strong silhouettes and repeated patterns of primitive sculpture.
T'he entire panoply of Art Deco furniture and accessories
followed this lead as silver patterns were combined with the
sheen of ebony woods and leopard skins were juxtaposed with
crocodile hides. Where this luxury trade led, artists soon
followed and the influence of Black Deco on sculptors such as
Constantin Brancusi and Jacques Lipchitz could be seen, as well
as on designers like Le Corbusier and Jean Prouvé. For all these
figures, Black Deco was a powerful cocktail mixing “primitive”

Africa with machine-age America.
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aspects of his wood furniture (painted in the same colors as the

Melnikhov building): the transparency of thei; mode of construction
(without upholstery, all the joints were revealed) and their trans
formability. “Emphatically mob

Club’s objec

writes Leah Dickerman, “the

were to be adjustable by the user, both for convenience
and for different functional requirements. The reading table had
leaves that could be moved from an inclined position, for supporting
reading matter, to a flat one, creating an expanded work surface:
cylinders holding photographs allowed for a rotating display of many
images in a small space; and the gaming surface of the chess table
spun to the vertical to allow the players access to the built-in seats

The true star of this hymn to polyfunctionality was the collapsible
orator rostrum/movie screen, with its lattice unfolding at will in all
directions of space, and the care that Rodchenko devoted to its design
reveals that he conceived of his club as a media space, in which

workers would process information and act upon it.

The assembly-line disposition of the two rows of chairs around
the Club’s table was no less informed by Taylor’s principles than was
Le Corbusier’s raiding of the marketplace for “standard objects

with which to furnish his pavilion, but Rodchenko did not share the
architect’s blind faith in the machine as a guarantee of mankind’s
future well-being. At the same time as his Club showed (contra
Léger) that the future of abstraction was not necessarily in decora-
tion, it proposed a new relationship between men and objects, in
which we would no longer be consumers but coplayers in the chess
game oflife. While Le Corbusier’s Towards a New Architectureended
with this alternative: “architecture or revolution,” Rodchenko, true
to his Constructivist program, articulated the slogan “architecture

as revolution” with every square inch of his Club. Both dreams, the
subsequent history of the century tells us, ended up as nightmares.

FURTHER READING
Carol S. Eliel, “Purlsm i Paris, 1918-1925." L'E
{Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of A
Leah Dickerman, “The Propagandizing of Things.
Moodem Art, 1998)

Christina Kiaer, *Aodchenko in Pans,”
Mary MclLead, “Archi
Art Journeal, vol, 42, no. 2, Summaer 1880

Nancy Troy, Mademism and the Decorative Arts
(New Havan and Londarn: Yale University Press

ureé or Revolution:

The Art Deco exhibition | 18255




