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Art Deco offers a diversity of style,
from London’s BBC Broadcasting
House (left) and the bronze reliefs
of the Chanin Building in New York
(right) to the arresting architecture
of Napier, New Zealand (below)
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by DANIEL ALLEN

Marvel at the enduring appeal of an
| architectural style that stands tall from
Paris to London and New York to Shanghai
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ROM GIN SLINGS in chrome-clad bars to dance

floors filled with flappers and the sound of

big-band jazz, the term Art Deco evokes

images of a sophisticated era. Born against a
backdrop of great social and technological change,
this eclectic design style dominated the golden
age of the 1920s and ’30s and represents one of
the 20th century’s most exciting and enduring
artistic movements.

“Like many movements Art Deco was the syn-
thesis of diverse styles and philosophies,” says
Paul Nicholls-Whiteman of Art Deco Decadence,
a British-based consultancy specialising in Art
Deco design and customised shopping trips.

“Ascetic Bauhaus lines, abstract Cubist shapes
and the sleek lines of modern machinery combined
with patterns taken from ancient civilisations. It
was a rebellion against Art Nouveau, retaining the
curves and natural motifs of its forerunner, but
rejecting the florid shapes and pastels in favour
of stronger colours and materials such as metal
and plastic. Early Hollywood chipped in with
shiny fabrics, subtle lighting and mirrors. To me,
it remains the very epitome of class. It’s just like
candy for the eyes.”

Those who thought modernism should be aus-
tere found Art Deco to be anathema but, after the
deprivations of World War I, societies in many
countries quickly fell in love with its frivolous
opulence and joyous excess. With an emphasis
on mass production, the Art Deco style was highly
pervasive and influenced everything from architec-
ture and industry to fashion and home décor. Art
Deco buildings emphasised modernity and orna-
mentation, characterised by symmetrical contours
and geometric embellishments. Contradicting all
other styles of architecture at the time, it was all
about form over function.

The term Art Deco was coined in the 1960s, based
on the seminal Exposition Internationale des Arts
Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes held in Paris in
1925. With a hotbed of progressive artists and design-
ers, such as Le Corbusier, Robert Mallet-Stevens,
Rene Lalique, Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann and Coco
Chanel, the French capital led the way in Art Deco,
defining a style that soon spread across the globe.

Perennial Parisian favourites for Art Deco fans
include the Palais de Tokyo, now a contemporary
art museum, the Palais de Chaillot (look out for the
golden statues and great views of the FEiffel Tower),
and Les Puces, the world’s biggest antiques market
at Porte de Clignancourt. “This is a total must-see
for Art Deco lovers,” says Nicholls-Whiteman. “In
the fantastic maze of alleys beside the Rue des
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Prominent figure:
a golden statue
outside the Palais
de Chaillot in Paris
(above)
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Warm welcome:

the lobby of

New York’s Waldorf-
Astoria hotel (right)
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Rosiers you can often pick up some gorgeous Art
Deco pieces, from art and jewellery through to
furniture and even large garden pieces.”

One of Paris’s earliest Art Deco hotels, the Hotel
Lutetia, is located in the heart of the fashionable
Saint-Germain-des-Prés area. “This is the only
hotel in which Art Nouveau and Art Deco can be
admired next to each other,” says Laura Cambiaghi,
International Director of Sales. “Guests should look
out for the beautiful facade, the balcony of the Eiffel
suite with its decoration of vines, and the stunning
Lalique chandeliers.”

The Art Deco era also left its imprint in London.
Throughout the 1930s a host of the capital’s archi-
tects incorporated the style into their designs, which

Classic storey:

New York’s Chrysler

Building (above) was
constructed between
1928 and 1930
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A relief adorns an
entrance to Rockfeller
Center (top right)
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included everything from upmarket
hotels and office blocks to cinemas and
subway stations.

“If you know where to look, London
has some fine Art Deco buildings,” says
Nicholls-Whiteman. “From the Stream-
line Moderne Daily Express Building on
Fleet Street, Battersea Power Station and
BBC Broadcasting House to sumptuous
hotels such as the newly reopened Savoy,
Claridge’s and Sheraton Park Lane, Art
Deco turns up all over the place.”

Guy Oliver, an architecture and
design specialist who has acted as con-
sultant for Claridge’s hotel for nearly 20
years, says: “As an Art Deco jewel in the
heart of Mayfair, Claridge’s has always
been at the centre of London society.
From the very beginning, there’s
always been a very strict emphasis on
design here, and the hotel showcases
some beautiful work by Art Deco pioneers such as
Basil Ionides and Oswald Milne. Those inspired
to shop for Art Deco can browse at leisure in the
nearby Grays Antiques.”

No city took Art Deco architecture to such tower-
ing extremes as New York. “This was the capital
of the Art Deco skyscraper,” says Tony Robins, a
founder and former Vice-President of the Art Deco
Society of New York. “New Yorkers embraced Art
Deco — they found it invigorating and symbolic of
an exhilarating, forward-looking era.”

While Art Deco edifices such as the Chrysler and
Empire State buildings are glittering examples of
their genre, the influence of the movement went
way beyond downtown Manhattan.
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Fine lines: entrance to
the Chrysler Building
(above)
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Lavish affair: the lobby
of Claridge’s hotel in
London (above right)
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“Many of New York’s architects and developers
were inspired to create buildings that ranged from
our world-renowned skyscrapers through to apart-
ment houses and all manner of commercial struc-
tures,” says Andrew S. Dolkart, Associate Professor
of Historic Preservation at New York’s Columbia
University. “Art Deco found its way to hotels, depart-
ment stores, movie theatres, transport terminals,
nightclubs, churches, restaurants — just about every
building type.”

One of New York’s greatest Art Deco institu-
tions, and celebrated hangout of the rich and
famous, is The Waldorf-Astoria hotel. “Visitors
and guests can expect to see a wealth of Art Deco
design here,” says the hotel’s Marketing Manager
Jonathan Stas. “In 1929, the architects Shultze
and Weaver commissioned French artist Louis
Rigal to design and execute numerous elements
within the building. Among these are the massive,
carved-stone bas reliefs adorned with gilt figures,
as well as the murals and 148,000-piece Wheel
of Life mosaic in the Park Avenue entrance and

lobby. A weekly hotel tour reveals all the Art Deco
treasures in detail.”

It was forces of nature rather than a citywide
fascination with a-la-mode design that led to the
development of another haven for Art Deco aficio-
nados. After a massive earthquake and subsequent
fires destroyed the New Zealand town of Napier
in 1931, talented young architects jumped at the
chance to rebuild the downtown area in contem-
porary architectural style.

“Napier is unique,” says Robert McGregor, Her-
itage Officer of the Napier Art Deco Trust. “In
contrast to most other Art Deco hot spots, this is
a small-town location but still boasts a wide array
of buildings with incredibly high architectural
interest. Personal favourites include the Munici-
pal Theatre with its gaudy neon light fittings and
chrome speed lines. There’s also the Masonic
Hotel, a Napier icon with its parapet ornaments
and leaded glass canopy, and a beautifully deco-
rated restaurant.”

Napier’s tourism industry largely revolves around

Art Deco found its way to hotels, movie theatres, nightclubs,
churches, restaurants — just about every building type
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Cathay Pacific flies

12 times a week to
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Art Deco. Established in 1989 and now stretching
across two weeks (3-20 February), the town’s Art
Deco Weekend attracts thousands of visitors every
year. Many of the events, ranging from aerobatic
displays and steam-train rides to jazz concerts and
a Gatsby Picnic, are free, with guests dressing up
in glamorous, Art Deco style.

Nowhere else embodied the gin-and-jazz culture
of the age more than Shanghai, so it’s little wonder
that the city embraced Art Deco in all its swinging
sophistication. On the back of a booming economy,
the city’s architects rushed to replace the Beaux-
Arts buildings with exciting and more decorative
examples of the new movement.

“Shanghai’s Art Deco, whether it’s original or
faux, still conjures up the spirit of the age,” says
Peter Hibbard, President of the Royal Asiatic
Society in Shanghai. “Strolling down lanes in the
French Concession, there’s so much to discover.
Of special note are the Rockbund Art Museum by
British architect “Tug” Wilson, who was responsi-
ble for much of Shanghai’s Art Deco architecture,
and, of course, the Cathay Hotel, which for years
was the Bund’s most beloved Art Deco icon.”

The Cathay, now known as the Fairmont Peace
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Shanghai’s renovated
Fairmont Peace Hotel
retained its distinctive
copper-sheathed roof
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The Masonic Hotel (left) is
Napier’s largest Art Deco hotel
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First-floor octagonal atrium of the
Fairmont Peace Hotel (above)
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Hotel, has recently reopened after a three-year,
US$64 million renovation. “The Peace Hotel has
been a Shanghai landmark for more than a cen-
tury,” says architect Ian Carr, the Singapore-based
Principal of Hirsch Bedner Associates who over-
saw the acclaimed revamp. “It was our intention to
recreate its former grandeur and majesty, restoring
this Art Deco icon to its rightful place as one of
the world’s finest hotels.”

Another renovated Shanghai hotel with an illus-
trious Art Deco history is the Langham Yangtze
Boutique. “Formerly known as the Yangtze Hotel,
this was the playground of the Shang-
hai elite after it opened in 1934,” says
its Director of Communications Tony
Wang. “Today, lovers of Art Deco will
find a beautifully restored masterpiece of
the genre, combining western Art Deco
design with elements of old Shanghai.”

Art Deco reflected a key period in mod-
ern cultural history — the age of the Char-
leston, Greta Garbo and the setback style
of the world’s first skyscrapers. Nearly a
century later, those who seek it will find
the eye candy as sweet as ever. W
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