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General Introduction

Th e Handbook of Interior Architecture and Design outlines an international survey of 
ideas and current research being undertaken within this discipline. Th is book presents a 
series of essays in a canon of dynamic and original work, representing current thoughts 
in a subject that has grown substantially in size and importance in the fi rst part of 
the twenty-fi rst century. Th e emergence of a signifi cant body of research in this sub-
ject can be connected to two factors: the importance of interiors in relation to the en-
during themes of contemporary society, and the changing perception of the subject 
within the hierarchy of creative disciplines. Social engagement in the form of human 
well-being and various forms of spatial occupation, ecologies of sustainability and the 
issues surrounding the environment, and the domestic realm and the relationships be-
tween public and private spaces in the city are all enduring themes that, along with 
the histories, theories, and pedagogies of the subject, form the central concerns of this 
discipline.

Historically the subject of interiors has been perceived as a marginal pursuit, mostly 
vocational in bias and lacking intellectual gravitas. It has often been misunderstood as 
a subject that appeared unscholarly and intellectually unsubstantiated. Th is was a view 
that was propagated mostly in the early twentieth century. It was a position that prolif-
erated during the early stages of modernity when the realm of the interior was profes-
sionally integrated into the built environment and was no longer considered a distinct 
and unique entity. It is an opinion that has endured, quite often because of the alleged 
unprofessional and unregulated status of the designer in some parts of the world, and 
has persisted due to misogyny: an issue that, as some authors rightly point out in their 
chapters in this book, was due to the gender of its early protagonists.

Conversely, because of its ability to encompass and in turn refl ect a variety of 
forms of human inhabitation, and because of its capacity to represent and engage with 
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a full range of social, economic, and political issues, the practice of the creation of 
the interior can be considered to be a process that creates a space that is central to all 
human existence. Th e interior can be understood as the result of a complex weave of 
values, issues, and spatial formations; these can be both physical and mental structures. 
Th e interior can be perceived as an entity that is shaped by its use, its politics, its gender, 
and its history, and by many other real or unreal constructs. Th erefore, the discipline 
of interior architecture and design can be considered to be substantial and expansive, 
primarily because of the many areas it can aff ect and engage with. Th is handbook pre-
sents texts examining these areas, produced by a range of scholars drawn from the fi elds 
of education, practice, theory, and journalism. It aims to substantiate the discipline 
through intellectual inquiry into the various strands of the subject and to demonstrate 
the relevance and importance of the interior realm not only to its users but also to 
contemporary social life.

Each chapter in the handbook provides a concise overview of a signifi cant theme 
related to the interior. Th ey encompass a vast and diverse range of issues in education, 
research, and practice. Th ey span ideas as complex and diverse as human behavior, 
anthropology, cultural geography, history, taste, ageing, building reuse, the status of the 
designer, and technology. Because of its diversity the interior is often used as a vehicle 
for researchers and practitioners to gain insight into social issues such as patterns of con-
sumption, gender, identity, and politics, much of which is done through the analysis of 
inhabited space. It is also a multidisciplinary practice that overlaps with architecture, 
fashion, furniture, exhibition design, graphics, and installation art. Multiplicity is at 
the heart of the identity of interior architecture and design. Th e chapters within this 
handbook off er a signifi cant insight into the discipline at this time of its emergence. Th e 
Handbook of Interior Architecture and Design is a refl ection of the discipline, a summary 
of its current activities, and a review of the fi eld of research in order to aff ord interested 
parties a better understanding of its past, its present, and its future trajectories.

STRUCTURE

Th e book has been organized into three main chapters. Each contains subsections that 
seek to expand on the chapter headings. Whichever topic is being explored and whatever 
ideas, theories, and exemplars are being utilized, almost all of the chapters contain an 
emphasis that is about a sense of living and making the inhabitants’ space their own—a 
fundamental dimension of the understanding of the interior realm.

Contexts

Th e fi rst part of the handbook is entitled “Contexts.” It explores the fundamental themes 
of the subject and provides an overview of the discipline’s history, theory, practice, and 
education. Th e selection of essays in this part aims to contextualize current debates on 
interiors and their relationship to all spatial arts, including their overlapping discourses with 
other spatially related disciplines. Th ey endeavor to present current thinking on interiors 
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from across the world. Th is part aims to make clear ideas already prominent in the fi eld of 
interiors and to clarify the interdisciplinary aspects of design research, theory, and practice.

Th e fi rst section of this part is entitled “Refl ecting on the Discipline” and is com-
posed of a series of chapters that examine the key contextual factors on which interior ar-
chitecture and design are founded. Histories, education, and the profession are the basic 
contexts, or fi lters, in which research and practice have taken place within the subject 
area. Th e narrative of the research that forms the context of interior architecture and de-
sign’s identity is not singular but plural, and is made up of many voices and constructed 
from many perspectives. Diff erent forces, practices, and cultures have each made an 
impact on the subject. Th is section traces the development and substantiation of these 
marks left on the subject through a series of key pieces on research and projects that 
have validated the subject in these fi elds. Th e section outlines key theories and research 
methodologies and examines their evolution in the history, education, and practice of 
the subject. Th e second part of “Contexts” is entitled “Interior Terrains” and explores 
the variety of territories particular to the subject. Th ese range from building reuse to in-
terior urbanism and various forms of occupation or uses pertinent to designers of the 
interior. Th ese consist of domestic and offi  ce space, exhibition design, scenography, and 
so on. Each contributor examines the range of issues within these fi elds of interior space.

Occupancy

Th e second part of the handbook, entitled “Occupancy,” addresses familiar conditions 
that shape interior spaces, such as room types, gender, and personalization. Th e inti-
mate nature of interiors lends itself to these conditions because of the close proximity 
of people, objects, and space. While each of these areas is often explored by look-
ing inward, the chapters in this part situate them within a larger network outside of 
the interior. Th e fi rst section of this part, entitled “Th e Body, Behavior, and Space,” 
 explores these issues, with chapters that situate the body in physical and psychologi-
cal environments as a means to better understand how we shape our interiors. Chapters 
focus on core topics at the immediate scale of the body, while including explorations 
of demographics, health and well-being, and identity. But the way in which we occupy 
spaces is changing as peripheral disciplines fi nd their way into the interior. Th ese 
disciplines, and their developing relationship to the interior, are the focus of the sec-
ond section of this part, entitled “Ethics and the Indoor Environment.” Chapters in 
this section focus on topics that include consumption and sustainability as well as poli-
tics, globalization, and the ethical dimension of inside space. Specifi cally, consumption 
is a topic that the fi eld of interior architecture and design has come to inform through 
the mass media, and when placed in the context of sustainability and globalization, 
traditional observations are reevaluated.

Together, these two parts in “Occupancy” highlight the immediate forces that shape 
the interior through individual personalization, as well as the impact of political, eco-
nomic, and social forces. Contributors in this part reveal the broader scope of topics 
aff ecting the ways in which traditional interiors are being informed.
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Representation and Fabrication

Th e interior is a space that is fabricated from various ideas, processes, and constructs. 
Before it is built it is subject to many forms of simulation. Model making, drawing, and 
mediation are all representational tools, each one subject to technological change and de-
velopment. Because the interior is a fl exible realm, an ambiguous dimension that begins 
with what may loosely be described as the “inside,” it can be subject to quick change. 
Potentially, this characteristic allows it be altered with ease, making the interior a suit-
able testing ground for emerging issues in many areas, including technology and repre-
sentation. Most recently, the quickness with which technology can change is infl uencing 
the interior realm through new forms of digital fabrication and mediated simulation. 
Th e fi rst section of this part looks to new developments taking place in the making and 
representation of interior space. Th is collection of chapters seeks to broaden the familiar 
scope of interiors-related issues in order to reevaluate conventional and unconventional 
forms of spatial production, much of which is based on the integration of emerging 
construction and representational ideas. Th e second section of this part is entitled 
“Atmospheric Conditions of the Interior.” It focuses on what might be considered to 
be the surface conditions of inside space. Chapters address the eff ects that style and 
trends have on the interior, its ornament and decoration, the color and materiality of 
space, and the phenomenological dimension of these elements. Materials, technology, 
the environment, and sustainability issues constitute a larger proportion of the interior 
and are explored in a set of chapters that map these issues’ history and evolution from 
the past right up to the present and beyond.

Until recently, the discipline has primarily been viewed through a limited lens 
of historical and vocational techniques. Th e collection of parts and chapters in this 
Handbook builds on interior architecture and design’s multiplicity and the evolv-
ing nature of the discipline. Th is Handbook does not limit interiors to one defi ni-
tion; rather, it establishes a foundation, a source of references and infl uences that are 
utilized to broaden its scope and defi nition as it overlaps with and permeates into 
new areas of creative practice and research. Because of its ambiguous nature the fi eld 
is rapidly expanding to include emerging paradigms, and it is becoming increas-
ingly inclusive of tangential disciplines. To encompass the range of topics related to 
the interior—from those that are well established to those that are newly situated—
the Handbook is organized into three overarching themes, so that these fold and 
integrate into a weave that contains the discipline’s past, present, and future practices.

Finally, all of the chapters seek to ground core issues pertinent to the interior. Th e 
Handbook documents and records current ideas in the fi eld and takes stock of the 
discipline at this critical juncture. Chapter contributors represent an international array 
of scholars, a range of writers who provide a global forum in a comprehensive range of 
texts, critical refl ections, and unique insights into this exciting, dynamic emerging fi eld 
of critical research and practice on the subject of the realm of the interior.
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Contexts





Introduction

Entitled “Contexts,” this section outlines the main areas of the discipline where the majority 
of its research is and has been undertaken. Histories, education, practice, and the profession 
are territories that constitute the fundamental contexts that form the main areas of research 
within the subject of interiors. Th e narrative of interior architecture and design’s identity is 
not a singular account but instead a story that is constructed out of many voices and from 
a diversity of perspectives. Th erefore, chapters in this section are juxtaposed in order to pro-
mulgate diff ering points of view, contrary readings of similar sources, and the use of un-
orthodox and sometimes personal project material. Because of the interdisciplinary nature 
of this subject, a multiplicity of views, cultures, practices, and processes have each made an 
impact on the subject. Th is part of the book traces the development and substantiation of 
those marks with a series of essays containing exemplary research and projects that explore 
and hence substantiate interior architecture and design history, theory, and research.

REFLECTING ON THE DISCIPLINE

Th e fi rst section of “Contexts” contains seven chapters that have been selected in order 
to explore history, theory, education, and the profession, all considered fundamental 
components of this discipline. Th e fi rst two chapters explore the history of interiors. In 
the past, interior design history has been approached in a number of diff erent ways: as 
a history of forms and styles; as social, cultural, and political history; as material cul-
ture; and as a history of the profession. In “Modern History and Interior Design” Anne 
Massey gives an overview of the key issues and moments in the history of the subject, 
examining a number of important exemplars of the design of interior space. Th e chap-
ter is structured into three main periods: the Victorians, the modern, and postmoder-
nity. In particular, Massey places an emphasis on the use of the term modern, examining 
its importance and also its relevance throughout the twentieth century. Th e chapter 
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examines some of the fundamental issues surrounding the modernist project and the 
ways in which designers, artists, and architects such as the Independent Group critiqued 
modernism’s obsessions with permanence and perennity, features that place modernity 
at odds with the temporal, a fundamental characteristic of the design of interior space. 
Conversely, any established history of the subject is contentious, and while one view 
of history may inform the subject, the development of a canon or paradigms may ex-
clude other voices or narratives. In “Rethinking Histories, Canons, and Paradigms” John 
C. Turpin examines the history of the subject, utilizing the unorthodox or overlooked 
voices of the history of the discipline. He presents a view of the subject that is diff erent 
from the accepted linear chronological timeline of history. His chapter is divided into 
four phases: “Th e Western Object,” “Th e Object and Society,” “Once Silent Voices,” and 
“Other Voices.” In the fi nal section, entitled “A New Paradigm,” the acknowledgment 
and encouragement of a multiplicity of voices are proposed as a vital way forward for a 
subject that is maturing and becoming confi dent of its own place in history.

As well as the development of its own historical narrative, the need for an established 
and relevant theory base for the subject has often been overlooked. Although this is rap-
idly changing, the design of interior space has been largely an untheorized critical disci-
pline. In “Inhabited Space: Critical Th eories and the Domestic Interior” Alexa Griffi  th 
Winton discusses the emergence of key theories in interior architecture, design, and 
decoration, formulating three separate but interdependent categories: the spatial enve-
lope, the contents of interior space, and the interior’s inhabitants. In order to outline a 
substantial and appropriate overview of critical theory and philosophy Winton uses do-
mestic space as the critical exemplar pertinent to the study of interiors. She argues that 
while architectural theory has possibly inhibited the development of interior-specifi c 
theory, this imbalance is useful as a means to create a space to stimulate a meaningful 
critique of inside space. Th e emergence of interior-specifi c theory is concomitant with 
the development of particularized research methodologies. In “Methods of Research and 
Criticality” Gennaro Postiglione gives an exhaustive and critical examination of the va-
riety of research methods and typologies in areas of research particular to the interior. 
Postiglione off ers a framework of a multiplicity of research activities and processes that, 
he suggests, form a “hybrid” of doctrines and theories, many of which are borrowed 
from other creative and scientifi c disciplines. Postiglione gives a substantial overview of 
the subject area, both exploring areas of research and evaluating their relevance to the 
subject area. He argues that the multitude of approaches and types of interior research, 
as well as its openness to embracing methods from other fi elds, places it at the center of 
activity in the creative world.

In its broadest sense the education and profession of an interior architect/designer/
decorator concern the design of space through human occupation. Issues surround-
ing the status and the title of the profession, and the education of its students, include 
matters such as pedagogy, processes, qualifi cations and the conferment of titles. Th ese 
impact on fundamental issues of the status of the discipline and its agents in the fi eld. 
Currently, the accepted worldwide standard educational qualifi cation in this discipline is 
primarily based on the undertaking of an undergraduate degree in the subject. Th e type 
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of degree undertaken is often wide-ranging in its remit. Courses vary from an emphasis 
on the commercial and technical aspects of the profession through to the exploration 
and testing of the territories and boundaries of the subject matter. Both types of courses 
are composed of a series of exploratory and innovative spatial design and theory projects. 
Whichever type of course is undertaken, an education in an interiors-based subject is a 
specialized discipline and one that has core characteristics. It diff ers from other practices 
and has its own unique processes and demands. In “Protected Title in Britain: An Edu-
cational Necessity?” Graham Stretton gives a historical overview of the role of education 
and the professional status of the designer in the United Kingdom. As an example of the 
development of courses he uses one of the fi rst schools of interiors in the United King-
dom, De Montfort University in Leicester, as an exemplar of the changes to the status of 
education in this subject and to the status of title. Broadening the subject to incorporate 
Europe and the rest of the world, Kees Spanjers examines mechanisms for the legislation 
and regulation of the interior architect/designer/decorator in his chapter, “Regulations 
and Conventions: Interior Design Practice and Education.” Spanjers examines how leg-
islation and regulation vary across the world; interior design is a process that is subject to 
diff ering degrees of regulatory controls depending on the continent in which one prac-
tices. Spanjers examines and compares the varying degrees of government recognition 
of the title and practice of the designer, as well as the diff erent regulatory mechanisms 
and educational systems across the world. Using a case study of an imaginary project, a 
restaurant, Spanjers compares how diff erent regulatory cultures and the provisions for 
their understanding impact on the project’s execution. Spanjers also outlines the profes-
sional and educational bodies across the globe and suggests that changing patterns in 
both need to be examined and understood. He argues that this would help courses and 
schools accommodate professionalism within their curriculums.

In the fi nal essay of this section Drew Plunkett examines the function of profession-
als and their identity and prominence. He argues that their role has been substantially 
altered throughout the twentieth century. In “Th e Profession Th at Dare Not Speak Its 
Name” Plunkett argues that the emergence of the profession of the interior designer has 
largely been constructed in the last forty or so years, through key fi gures such as Terence 
Conran and Rodney Fitch. Plunkett challenges the domestic bias of many histories of 
the interior and instead suggests that the design of public space and the responsibilities 
that that entails form the basis of the role of the modern professional designer. Along-
side this he makes a personal claim for the title of interior designer to be upheld and for 
education to acknowledge the skills and tools needed for this discipline to thrive and be 
ready for the twenty-fi rst century.

INTERIOR TERRAINS

Th e chapters in this section outline the “landscape” of the design of inside space. Th e 
multiplicity of voices, ideas, methodologies, and disciplines that reside within and 
around the edges of the subject ensures that the delineation of its territories results in a 
boundary that is fl uid and often ambiguous. It is the liminal qualities of what constitutes 
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a specifi c territory of the discipline that make it an agile subject. Arguably, its fl exibility 
and its unregulated character mean it is able to absorb new ideas and methods quickly 
into its processes and ways of working. Debatably, the sensibility of an interior archi-
tect/designer/decorator embodies the understanding and awareness of this dexterity. Th e 
eleven chapters in this section examine a range of territories, from the agents of the inte-
rior to processes of interiors, from the large scale of urbanism to the scale of the house. 
Chapters in this section also explore the types of programs and occupancies that the in-
terior architect and designer will quite often be involved in the development of.

Th e sensibility of the interiorist is an important and yet often overlooked characteris-
tic. In “Interiorizt” Suzie Attiwill formulates a proposition for practice that neatly side-
steps the age-old debate on the diff erences and similarities between the terms interior 
architecture/design and decoration. Instead, using the term interiorizt (the more dynamic 
z replacing the indiff erent s), she proposes a manifesto addressing the “here and now,” 
a reasoned and forceful proposal to invoke the future of agents in the fi eld. Attiwell sug-
gests that interiorizt is used to invite a practice that delights in the full potential of the 
subject to critically engage with space, keeping its remit as open and as heterogeneous as 
possible. Th e interiorizt requires a very particular type of sensibility, one that is an advo-
cate and affi  rmation of the diversity and multiplicity of the practicing of interior space.

Th e awareness of territories and the ability to contest spatial norms is an important 
element of the role of the interior architect/design/decorator. In “Surface Demonstra-
tion, Neutral, Not So,” Julieanna Preston examines contested territories in the form of 
active resistance as a gesture with particular regard to the mendacious qualities of the 
white wall. Th e formation of the chapter was prompted by the author’s expulsion from 
her own offi  ce, an act that resulted in an installation of the same name as the chapter, 
one that provoked refl ections on forms and gestures of resistance. In particular, Preston 
suggests that the dominant notion of smoothness, or the seamlessness of surface condi-
tions, is analogous to contemporary culture and the design of interior spaces. Th is uni-
formity eradicates traces of labor and any mark of its maker. Th e act of repairing the 
wall, itself a process of erasing traces of occupancy, and the return of the surface to its 
“neutral” white-walled condition, while seemingly uncontentious, is symbolic of the 
hidden depths of a seemingly banal stud partition wall.

One particular aspect of the territory of the interior is the adaptation of existing 
buildings. Th is aligns the subject to what are often perceived as traditional aspects of 
architecture such as preservation, conservation, and restoration. Th is type of practice 
is also connected to what might be construed as more radical forms of built environ-
ment and site-specifi c disciplines such as installation art and the transformation of ex-
isting space for new use. In “A Short History of the Room,” Fred Scott argues that at 
the heart of this discipline is a space called the room. Th roughout history the art of the 
separation of the exterior from the interior was exemplifi ed by the Adam brothers and in 
particular their houses in central London. Sir John Soane started to erode the primacy 
of the enclosure of the room, and subsequently the modernist project fi nished the job. It 
did this by eradicating distinctions between inside and outside by the use of large panels 
of glazing along with the suppression of ornament in order to create universal abstract 
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space. In this chapter Scott formulates a gentle plea that all questions of the interior 
and its space lie at the heart of the act of intervention, the amalgam of space, the exist-
ing building, and its new use. While the design of interior space is often closely con-
nected to the reuse of existing spaces and buildings, a signifi cant amount of its practical 
work takes place in the design of yet-to-be-built edifi ces. “New Occupancy” is an chap-
ter that explores working with both existing spaces and “new build” projects. In a per-
sonal and poetic essay the author Lorraine Farrelly examines function in all of its forms 
and the processes and principles of new occupancy. She also examines post occupancy, 
as a means of assessing how interiors are subsequently inhabited.

As well as using and reusing buildings the programming of the interior requires in-
novative and experimental solutions in order to create new forms of space. New types 
of programs can emerge as the result of experimental projects, installations, or interven-
tions that are often found in sites such as galleries and museums and that have the ca-
pability to innovate and experiment, often on a short-term basis, and without the need 
to respond to regular functional requirements. In “Program, Function, and Fabrication: 
Exhibiting the Domestic Interior,” the authors Andy Milligan and Helen O’Connor 
explore a number of installations and site-specifi c projects in order to uncover possible 
exemplars and processes of reprogramming the interior. Th ey explore how narrative, 
myth, occupation, and information are fabricated into a new experience in order to ex-
pose and refl ect on new uses of interior space.

Large-scale interior spaces such as shopping centers or malls, and transport hubs such 
as airports and train stations, are often conceived as large urban conglomerations that 
may also include housing, offi  ces, and retail space. In “Lives in Large Interiors” Th omas 
Kong analyzes their impact on the urban and civic spaces of Hong Kong and Singapore. 
He argues that the Western-centric critique of these types of spaces is often challenging 
and problematic. Instead, in the Far East the author shows how large, interconnected 
urban space can, through careful negotiation between occupants and governments, pro-
vide a point of entry for social exchange and civic sustenance. Th is confounds the domi-
nance of Western urban models of city space and proposes a possible new type of model 
for the future of interior urbanism. Th e fabrication of these spaces that foster intimacy in 
urban-scale environments is key to the construction of successful and diverse city spaces. 
In “Swiss Cheese and Beanbags: Producing Interior Urbanism,” Lee Stickells examines 
interior spaces in terms of their relational infrastructures, moving away from the idea of 
the interior as an enclosure and instead suggesting that notions of climate, ambience, 
disposition, and atmosphere form spaces of “fl ow” in which interior urbanism is encour-
aged to fl ourish. Stickells introduces recent examples of these types of urban “rooms” 
and posits an analysis of the types of social interaction that accompany them.

Within large city spaces the domestic realm, with its articulation of rooms, 
exemplifi es the meaning of privacy. Yet in large high-density urban housing develop-
ments the dominant model of the single-nuclear-family private home, exemplifi ed by 
the Western bourgeois domestic space of the nineteenth century, is redundant. Lilian 
Chee’s essay, entitled “Th e Public Private Interior: Constructing the Modern Domestic 
Interior in Singapore’s Public Housing,” explores the domestic realm in the Far East. 
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In particular, it uses Housing Development Board (HBD) policies and apartments from 
1960s and 1970s public housing in Singapore to analyze private space. Eighty percent of 
Singaporean residents are housed in HDB apartments, and it is considered to be a very 
successful housing strategy. Th e author counterpoints hard evidence such as public pol-
icy documents and publicity information with emotive descriptions drawn from fi lm, 
poetry, and prose, lyrical material that has a long tradition in HDB estates. In addition, 
the author draws on visual material and feminist theory, as well as architectural history, 
to explore the private interior in public housing spaces.

Along with domestic space, work and cultural environments form a major part of 
the interior architect and designer’s remit. An understanding of current research on these 
spaces is critical. Th e evolution of workspaces can be viewed in parallel to stylistic, pro-
grammatic, material, and environmental changes that have evolved from the turn of the 
century, leading to the current spaces for the digital knowledge economy. Most notably, 
the modernist era ushered in new forms of workspaces, exemplifi ed in the Larkin Building 
by Frank Lloyd Wright and the Taylorist strategies of the modern effi  cient offi  ce. In “Th e 
Evolution of Workspace Design: From the Machine to the Network,” Jeremy Myerson 
examines the legacy of modernist offi  ce design and explores contemporary currents and 
their impact on the twenty-fi rst-century digital offi  ce. In addition to domestic and work-
space environments, performative and installation spaces are methods of creating interiors 
that are a part of the territory of this discipline. Installations, performances, and events 
can alter the way in which a visitor uses, views, or interacts with a space. Performative 
space can consist of an intervention that may render ambiguous the threshold between 
the audience and the viewer. Installations may transform space to make it be seen in a new 
and revelatory way. In “Installation and Performance” David Littlefi eld examines how 
perspective, a way of viewing, or of being asked to view, a space, promotes a particular way 
of seeing and interacting with an interior. Th e subtle manipulation of the viewer, his or 
her place in a space, can render and describe new and also unintended spatial narratives.

Th e creation of exhibition environments has a growing history and a demanding 
future. In “Exhibition Design: Refl ections” David Dernie charts the history of the sub-
ject. He interrogates ideas in exhibition design by utilizing Brian O’Doherty’s Inside the 
White Cube: Th e Ideology of the Gallery Space and Nicholas Serota’s Experience or Inter-
pretation: Th e Dilemma of Museums of Modern Art. Th e chapter refl ects on display aes-
thetics and their strategies, suggesting how they have informed insights into the visitor 
experience. Th e chapter posits ideas about experiential design and the ways in which 
spaces can communicate content-driven narratives, open to personal interpretation and 
increasingly diverse audiences.

In this section, all of the chapters refl ect on the nature of the interior, examining how 
it touches on a multitude of aspects concerning space and its uses. Th ese issues range 
from education to the profession, from urbanism to the room, from history to theory, 
and so on. Th e texts have been commissioned and then ordered to manifest the multi-
plicity of the discipline and signal its interdisciplinary nature, a characteristic that is a 
central part of its character and an element that forms an integral part of its DNA.
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Modern History 
and Interior Design

ANNE MASSEY

From the Victorian era on, the modern dominates the history of interior design. Th e 
modern began as a dismissive label for contemporary interiors, then became the style 
of mainstream interior design, which in turn came under critical scrutiny. Th is chap-
ter gives a broad overview of the key issues and moments in the history of the subject, 
through the mid-nineteenth century until the emergence of interior design as a  distinct 
profession in the 1960s and modernism’s subsequent demise. Th is overview accounts 
for stylistic change in relation to the context of cultural and political history, with re-
actions for and against the modern providing the organizing device. As Emma Ferry 
has argued,1 the term modern had distinctly negative connotations in the nineteenth 
century; it wasn’t until the twentieth century that the modern was regarded as a posi-
tive force for interior design. Th e modern was again called into question in the later 
 twentieth  century, with criticisms of its claims for permanence and functionality. Less is 
more became less is a bore.

THE VICTORIAN MODERN INTERIOR

Th e reign of Queen Victoria (1837–1901) spanned a time of seismic change in all 
aspects of design and material culture in Britain and much of the Western world. 
Th e forces of modernity, in the shape of industrialization and urbanization, made 
a massive impact on society. A prevalent consumer culture emerged, served by fac-
tory production and new patterns of distribution and consumption. A new, power-
ful, and sizable middle class emerged, residing in new suburban areas, served by new 
forms of transport. Th is aff ected interior design in myriad ways. Th e most obvious 
was the sheer proliferation of actual interiors, both public and private. Materials 
such as  wallpaper, textiles, and carpets were now being mass-produced or imported. 
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New, fairly modest houses were being erected by speculative builders, expanding the 
limits of towns and cities. Th e new bourgeoisie decorated their homes with these new 
furnishings, mixing patterns and styles from the past, along with a wealth of home-
crafted objects. Heavy curtains hung at the windows, which were also masked by thick 
lace curtains. Th e furniture was upholstered, stuff ed with horsehair and often with 
internal springs. Th e walls were clad in pictures and portraits, prints, and decorative 
plaques. Th e cabinets were stuff ed with ornaments, the corners of the rooms occupied 
by potted plants. Th e Victorian domestic interior can be characterized as a shelter, 
protection from the threats of modernity that lay beyond the threshold of the front 
door. Cushioned and shielded from exterior forces, the home, ideally, provided the ul-
timate safe haven. As Friedrich Engels noted about being on the streets in London in 
the 1840s:

A town, such as London, where a man may wander for hours together without reach-
ing the beginning of the end, without meeting the slightest hint which could lead to 
the inference that there is open country within reach, is a strange thing. Th is colos-
sal centralization, this heaping together of two and a half millions of human beings 
at one point, has multiplied the power of this two and a half millions a  hundredfold; 
has raised London to the commercial capital of the world. . . . Th e very turmoil of the 
streets has something repulsive about it—something against which human nature reb-
els. Th e hundreds of thousands of all classes and ranks crowding past each other—
aren’t they all human beings with the same qualities and powers, and with the same 
interest in being happy? And aren’t they obliged, in the end, to seek happiness in the 
same way, by the same means? And still they crowd by one another as though they had 
nothing in common, nothing to do with one another, and their only agreement is the 
tacit one—that each keep to his own side of the pavement, so as not to delay the op-
posing streams of the crowd—while no man thinks to honor another with so much as 
a glance. Th e brutal indiff erence, the unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest 
becomes the more repellent and off ensive, the more these individuals are crowded to-
gether within a limited space.2

Th is classic description of alienation on the modern city streets goes some way to ex-
plaining why the Victorians sought sanctuary within the shelter of the home. But the 
choices available for the furnishing and decoration of the home prompted anxieties for 
the middle-class householders about how best to furnish and decorate their domestic 
environment. Th e choice was vast, and this wave of new consumers needed guidance. 
But help was at hand. Starting with Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management, fi rst 
published in 1861 in Britain, the complex set of rules about how to behave in the social 
circles of one’s peers was spelled out in the new mass media. And aspects of home fur-
nishing were included in this classic lifestyle manual, including how to best decorate a 
dining room. Taste was not a simple matter, and refl ected one’s place in society.

Beyond the realm of the household manager, taste in household furnishing was de-
bated and attempts were made to regulate it, as design commentators observed that 
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mass production had created a problem in terms of taste among the middle classes that 
needed serious attention. For example, Charles Eastlake’s popular book Hints on House-
hold Taste (1868) gave extensive advice to the householder. Based on articles the archi-
tect had written for magazines such as Th e Queen and Th e Cornhill Magazine, the book 
promised “to suggest some fi xed principles of taste for the popular guidance of those 
who are not accustomed to hear such principles defi ned.”3

Th is kind of advice was prevalent in Victorian society, with a growing middle class 
eager to follow respected mores and tacitly agreed patterns of behavior. Eastlake exem-
plifi es the negative connotations of the modern here:

Our modern furniture is essentially eff eminate in form. How often do we see in fashion-
able drawing-rooms a type of couch which seems to be composed of nothing but cush-
ions! It is really supported by a framework of wood or iron, but this internal structure is 
carefully concealed by the stuffi  ng and material with which the whole is covered. I do not 
wish to be ungallant in my remarks, but I fear there is a large class of young ladies who 
look upon this sort of furniture as “elegant”. Now, if elegance means nothing more than 
a milliner’s idea of the beautiful, which changes every season—so that a bonnet which is 
pronounced “lovely” in 1877 becomes a “fright” in 1878—then no doubt this sofa, as 
well as a score of other articles of modern manufacture which I could mention, is elegant 
indeed. But, if elegance has anything in common with real beauty—beauty which can be 
estimated by a fi xed and lasting standard—then I venture to submit that this eccentric 
combination of bad carpentry and bloated pillows is very inelegant, and, in fact, a piece 
of ugliness which we ought not to tolerate in our houses.4

For Eastlake and other Victorian design reformers, it was Art Furniture that was the rec-
ommended way forward for the home. Th ey suggested a unifi ed style and color palette, 
based on a refi ned Arts and Crafts style mingled with Georgian grace and restrained 
ornament. A well-preserved Victorian interior that drew from the inspiration of East-
lake is the home of the Punch cartoonist Linley Samborne in Staff ord Terrace, located 
in the Kensington area of West London. Furnished in the 1870s, it perfectly refl ects this 
upper-middle-class, educated Victorian taste. Th e hallway is decorated in dark green 
wallpaper, originally William Morris’s Diaper, which can still be seen behind the many 
framed prints that decorate the walls. Th e fl ooring is a dark brown linoleum. So the 
muted colors and emphasis on art refl ect the type of decoration recommended by re-
formers such as Eastlake.

However, despite refl ecting the latest critical thoughts about design reform, the in-
terior layout and design echoed the gender divisions prevalent in Victorian society. For 
example, there was a clear distinction between the dining room and drawing room. As 
Juliet Kinchin has argued:

In the nineteenth century the private interior space of the middle-class home was in-
creasingly defi ned as feminine territory, the antithesis of the public, external world of 
work peopled by men. Within the domestic arena, however, the key rooms tended to 
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be further grouped to either side of a male-female divide, the most explicit contrast 
being between the “masculine” dining room and “feminine” drawing room.5

Th e dining room is situated at the front of the house and is the fi rst door to lead off  from 
the hallway (Plate 1). In it there is an octagonal oak dining table, surrounded by eight 
matching chairs with dark green Moroccan leather upholstery. Th ere are  Windsor-style 
smoking chairs by one wall and two easy chairs by the window. Th is is where Sambo-
rne and his male friends would enjoy drinks and conversation after dinner. Adjacent to 
the dining room was the morning room, which was the space of Samborne’s wife, Mar-
ion, with lighter furniture, including genuine eighteenth-century examples, and more 
upholstery and cushions, echoing Eastlake’s point. Th e drawing room on the fi rst fl oor 
contained a plethora of objects—framed prints and paintings on the wall, blue-and-
white ceramics on the plate rail, a vast array of furniture in diff erent styles and shapes. 
Th e notion that furniture in a domestic space should match in any way is a recent con-
cept; this Victorian space was typical in that two easy chairs were placed together in a 
space that also included Regency and Louis XIV copies and originals in a seemingly 
random order. As Walter Benjamin observed about the nineteenth-century bourgeois 
French interior as part of his important Arcades Project:

Th e private individual, who in the offi  ce has to deal with reality, needs the domestic 
interior to sustain him in his illusions. Th e necessity is all the more pressing since he 
has no intention of allowing his commercial considerations to impinge on social ones. 
In the formation of his private environment, both are kept out. From this arise the 
phantasmagorias of the interior—which, for the private man, represents the universe. 

FIGURE 1 House 16, Weissenhofsiedlung, 1927. Living/sleeping area designed by Walter  Gropius 
for the housing project, with furniture by Marcel Breuer. Courtesy of Bauhaus-Archiv, Berlin.
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In the interior, he brings together the far away and the long ago. His living room is a 
box in the theatre of the world.6

A similar identifi cation between masculinity and the dining room was made in the paint-
ing A Bloomsbury Family (1906–1907) by William Orpen. Th is depicts the  Nicholson 
family, with the painter William Nicholson seated and shown in profi le. He chose the 
decorations for the room, with its snuff -colored walls and decorative prints. Th e chil-
dren sit subserviently at the dining table, while his wife stands near the threshold to the 
room, almost a guest in her own domestic space.7 As Jean Baudrillard argued in 1968 in 
“Structures of Interior Design”:

Th e arrangement of furniture off ers a faithful image of the familial and social struc-
tures of a period. Th e typical bourgeois interior is patriarchal; its foundation is the 
dining-room/bedroom combination. Although it is diversifi ed with respect to func-
tion, the furniture is highly integrated, centring around the sideboard or the bed in the 
middle of the room. Th ere is a tendency to accumulate, to fi ll and close off  the space. 
Th e emphasis is on unifunctionality, immovability, imposing presence and hierarchi-
cal labelling.8

Advice for the householder continued to proliferate throughout the Victorian era, with 
the best-selling Macmillan’sArt at Homese ries, which included Rhoda and Agnes Gar-
rett’s Suggestions for House Decoration (1876) and Lucy Orrinsmith’s Th e Drawing Room 
(1877). Orrinsmith criticized the modern domestic interior in no uncertain terms:

It must have been remarked that great artists never choose to represent an ordinary 
modern English house, either inside or out; the “why” is obvious. Our houses are 
crowded with ugly shapes disguised by meretricious ornament. Th e general forms 
are usually so bad as to require to be loaded with excrescences, which, while they blunt 
the critical power of the eye, leave the mind dissatisfi ed.9

THE AVANT-GARDE HOME

Apart from the criticisms of the modern home raised in contemporary advice manu-
als, the trend toward the artistic home among the new upper-middle-class patrons also 
acted as a corrective for popular taste. Architects, artists, and designers made their mark 
with specially designed homes with interiors that operated as a Gesamtkunstwerk, adver-
tisements for their own practice and expressions of creative identity. One of the earliest 
examples of this type of domestic interior is the Red House,  designed by Phillip Webb 
for William and Jane Morris in 1859. Every piece of decoration reinforces the Arts and 
Crafts message, from the hand-embroidered hangings to the Gothic-style wooden cabi-
nets to the hand-knotted rugs. And the message was an anti-industrial one. Th e same 
aesthetic informs Morris’s Hammersmith home and his summer retreat at Kelmscott 
Manor. Th e sparse hall of Kelmscott Manor features the simple and rustic Sussex Chair, 
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complemented by the Morris & Co. Strawberry Th ief chintz and oak chairs and table, 
decorated with eight tablemats embroidered by May Morris, William Morris’s daughter, 
in the 1920s. Set in the Oxfordshire countryside, this rural idyll housed the Arts and 
Crafts philosophy in the three dimensions of the embroidered bed hangings on William 
Morris’s bed.

Th e Belgian art nouveau designer Henry van der Velde emulated Morris by 
building a new home for himself and his new bride, complete with all furnishings, in 
1895. Th e Villa Bloemenwerf in Uccle, a suburb of Brussels, was built in vernacular de-
sign with each room presented as a unifi ed whole. Th e pale ash dining room chairs were 
styled in elegant, curved forms, sinuous and lightweight, but their rush seats were a rus-
tic echo of the Sussex Chair. Made with and without arms, the chairs were subsequently 
produced for van der Velde’s clients in more expensive materials, including padouk, ma-
hogany, and oak with leather or cloth seats.

Th e same control over the entire interior was used by Victor Horta, particularly 
in the design of his own house in another suburb of Brussels, this time in Ixelles in 
1898. Th e dining room presented a unifi ed, modern interior with its walls faced with 
glazed white bricks, carved oak cupboards, and dining table surrounded by a set of six 
chairs in light oak. Horta, as the architect of his own home, designed the entire set-
ting in which he lived. Belgian art nouveau then made an impact in France, with the 
architect Hector Guimard from Paris visiting Horta in 1895 and drawing on his mod-
ern infl uences. He returned to Paris to a complete building and interior at the Castel 
Beranger Apartments, Rue La Fontaine, built in 1895–1897. In the art nouveau spirit, 
everything was coordinated, the chairs, tables, and even doorknobs harmonizing in a 
fl uid, asymmetrical whole. Guimard had a studio in the block, complete with an art 
nouveau fi replace, doorways, and wall treatments, which he advertised on a picture post-
card as the “Style Guimard” in the early part of the twentieth century—another example 
of self-promotion on behalf of the designer.

Th e Scottish avant-garde architect Charles Rennie Mackintosh also designed the inte-
rior of his own home at 120 Mains Street (now preserved by the University of Glasgow) 
with signature high-backed chairs. In the dining room, the dark-stained oak chairs have 
backs that tower 53 in. (135 cm) from the fl oor, creating an intimate space. Th e walls 
are also dark, decorated with somber brown, rough wrapping paper. Th is is contrasted 
with the white-painted ceiling. Th e designer also used these characteristic high-backed 
chairs to great eff ect in the various tearooms he designed in Glasgow, for example, those 
located at Ingram Street in 1900 for Mrs. Cranston, a teetotaler and reformer. Th e fur-
niture was all painted white, with elegant high backs; this made the perfect setting for 
genteel ladies to sip tea. Mackintosh was also commissioned by wealthy patrons to create 
unique interiors to celebrate their wealth and taste.

Th e best-preserved example of the Mackintosh unifi ed interior is that of Hill House. 
Designed for the publishing magnate Walter Blackie and built in 1902 in Helensburgh 
to the west of Glasgow, it is now owned by the National Trust. Th e no-nonsense Scottish 
baronial exterior conceals a delicate and simple interior. Th e main bedroom is painted 
in white with white furniture, decorated with rose-colored glass that is echoed in the 
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window design. Th e drawing room is also white, with decorations of stenciled pink roses 
on a blue trellis background. Th e space is subtly subdivided, with an area for playing the 
piano, seats by the stylized fi replace, and a pretty window seat. Th e complete interior 
is harmonized, with wall, fl oor, lighting, and furniture treatments echoing an overall 
unique vision for the design of the modern interior.

Th is approach was also taken by the Wiener Werkstätte, a group of architects, art-
ists, and designers who were greatly infl uenced by Mackintosh’s aesthetic and also 
enjoyed the patronage of wealthy clients. Founded in 1903, the group designed in-
teriors, furniture, and even clothing as well. Its fi rst design commission was for the 
 Purkersdorf Sanatorium, built in 1904–1905. Th e architect Josef Hoff man oversaw the 
project, designing chairs based on the cube for the main entrancethat harmonized with 
the geometric patterns on the fl oor and wall. Such perfectly coordinated interiors were a 
hallmark of the Wiener Werkstätte, as they were for the American architect Frank Lloyd 
Wright. Th e architect took control of the entire open plan environment, ensuring that 
the inhabitants of his Prairie House sit on chairs that echo the horizontals and verticals 
of the interior in blond oak. So this concentration by architects on the total work of art, 
which comprised the modern interior, continued with the development of the modern 
movement itself in the 1920s.

MODERN MOVEMENT INTERIORS

Th e design vision of the modern movement echoed the Gesamtkunstwerk of the earlier 
Arts and Crafts and art nouveau avant-garde, but the style and materials used were far 
more radical, and the interiors more spartan. Th e modern movement abandoned wood 
in favor of metal, and more open, skeletal designs replaced the detailed patterns of tex-
tiles or carving in the interior. But the aim remained unchanged, to order and control 
the interior spaces of modernist buildings and their users. Th e redefi nition of the mod-
ern for the interior was levered by the architects and designers themselves, who were 
prolifi c in publicizing their own work through exhibitions, publications, and the designs 
themselves. Th is is part of the reason why modern architecture dominates the historiog-
raphy of the interior. As the architectural historian Beatriz Colomina has argued, mod-
ern architecture only emerged at a time when the protagonists could use the methods of 
the mass media to advertise their work.10 Th e modern movement’s place in history was 
also guaranteed through the published writing of erudite commentators, linked with the 
practitioners. Th e most infl uential publication of this type is Nikolaus Pevsner’s  Pioneers 
of the Modern Movement: From William Morris to Walter Gropius, fi rst published in 1936, 
which established an art historical approach to the history of modern architecture. Few 
interiors were featured, but the book reinforced the primacy of architecture as the domi-
nant force in the development of modern design, and the primacy of modernism itself 
for posterity.

However, modern design represented a minority taste throughout the 1920s and 
1930s, celebrated by the architects themselves and by their acolytes; it was essentially 
an antibourgeois movement that attempted to overthrow the clutter of the Victorian 
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home. Reform came in the form of radical interiors that let in more light and air and 
were more hygienic, plain, and stark. As Penny Sparke has argued,11 modernism suc-
ceeded in importing an industrial aesthetic into the domestic sphere. Modern move-
ment architects reacted against the slaughter and trauma of World War I by off ering a 
bright new future for all. One prime example was the Weissenhofsiedlung in  Stuttgart, 
Germany, in 1927. Th is was an exhibition of model mass housing organized by the 
Deutscher Werkbund and consisted of twenty-one model dwellings in the style of 
the modern movement. Mies van der Rohe was instrumental in organizing the event 
and invited fi fteen leading modern architects to take part, including Walter Gropius, 
Le Corbusier, and the Dutch De Stijl architect J.J.P. Oud (Fig. 1). Th e interior de-
signed by Gropius is so stark, plain, and industrial it could almost be a room in a hos-
pital. Th e walls are plain, the fl oors shiny but covered in one color, and the furniture 
constructed from tubular steel. Th is includes the B4 and Wassily, tubular steel chairs 
by Mies van der Rohe’s Bauhaus colleague Marcel Breuer. Th ese puritanical chairs 
are set off  by a tubular steel–framed daybed and ceiling pendant light, developed by 
Marianne Brandt at the Bauhaus. Functionality is also key, with built-in cupboards 
from fl oor to ceiling. Th e industrial aesthetic characterizes modernism’s design for mass 
housing, resonating with Grete Schutte-Lihotzky’s highly effi  cient Frankfurt Kitchen of 
1926. Although it measured only 170 × 75 in. (3.5 × 1.9 m), it had a wealth of storage 
and work space, a foldaway ironing board, and movable lighting. Based on time and 
motion studies and the work of scientifi c management, this was the ultimate functional 
kitchen for the modest dwelling of the 1920s.

Modern movement architects were also capable of the grand gesture. A prime ex-
ample is the German Pavilion in Barcelona, designed by Mies van der Rohe. Created 
for the 1929 International Barcelona Exhibition, the pavilion was constructed from 
luxurious materials including shimmering gold marble and refl ective brass. Th e simple 
structure was virtually not an interior at all, with the space encased in huge swathes of 
plate glass, framed in metal. Erected to house the offi  cial opening ceremony conducted 
by the Spanish King Alfonso XIII and Queen Victoria Eugenie, the deserted space is 
dominated by the two Barcelona Chairs, specially designed by Mies van der Rohe with 
Lilly Reich, along with their matching footstools. Placed on a black carpet, the chairs 
were constructed from chromium-plated steel in a complex arrangement that was bolted 
together in early examples. Isolated in the space against the onyx dore marble wall, and 
the ornamental pool outside, the chairs are larger than life. Th e perfectly matched di-
mensions of 30 in. (75 cm) deep, 30 in. (75 cm) high, and 30 in. (75 cm) long are much 
more imposing than those of the average chair, some 20 in. (50 cm) wide. Th e chairs 
were also extremely heavy and could not be easily maneuvered around the space. Th e 
chair went into commercial production straight away and was redesigned by Mies van 
der Rohe in 1950, after Reich had died, using the new material of stainless steel with less 
expensive upholstery of cow leather.

Like Mies van der Rohe, the modernist architect Le Corbusier worked closely with 
a female collaborator, Charlotte Perriand, to produce iconic chair designs. Le  Corbusier 
was excessively concerned with space, cleanliness, and order. His designs for private 
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residences, such as the Villa Savoye at Poissy (1929–1931), featured a perfectly white 
stuccoed exterior, sweeping interior spaces, and extensive open plan arrangements 
around minimal fi xtures and fi ttings. Perriand joined his practice in 1927 and devel-
oped three chairs for his design projects at the time. Th e B301 sling-back chair was 
designed to enhance conversation. Th e chair was constructed from tubular steel with 
leather straps for armrests, with the seat and back made from animal skin. One of the 
key designs was the Grand Confort. Th is consisted of a tubular steel frame that cradled 
leather-covered, soft cushions. Th e B306 chaise longue was also designed at this time. 
Le Corbusier and Perriand’s furniture designs were included at the Salon d’Automne 
in 1929 in the “One-Room Flat.” Le Corbusier’s cousin, Pierre Jeanneret, was also 
credited with the designs, although it is probably the case that he mainly oversaw the 
business side of things. Th e furniture was displayed on a green glass fl oor that was il-
luminated, enhancing the luminosity of the green glass table. Around the table were 
placed four B302 swivel chairs in black leather and chrome. For Le Corbusier, chairs 
were equipment for houses, which in themselves were machines for living in. Writing 
in Vers Une Architecture (Towards a New Architecture) in 1923, he declared:

If we eliminate from our hearts and minds all dead concepts in regard to the houses 
and look at the question from a critical and objective point of view, we shall arrive at 
the “House Machine,” the mass-production house, healthy (and morally so too) and 
beautiful in the same way that the working tools and instruments which accompany 
our existence are beautiful.12

Th e architecture Le Corbusier had created was, in his mind and that of his fellow mod-
ernists, a permanent solution. Th e built-in furniture and unadorned surfaces indicated a 
commitment to everlasting good design. It also stipulated against any attempt to create a 
homely interior, with very little scope for the occupants to make changes and refl ect any 
element of fashionability. As Hilde Heynen and Gulsum Baydar, and also Christopher 
Reed, have demonstrated, modern architecture stifl ed the domestic.13 And this suppres-
sion can be linked with issues of identity, particularly around both gender and sexuality. 
While the impact made by modern architecture was limited during the interwar years, 
in the postwar years it ironically became the fashionable style for domestic and public 
interiors.

COLD WAR CULTURE

Modernism became mainstream partly as a result of a popular will to create a better 
future for society following the ravages of World War II. For example, eff orts made 
by the newly founded British Council of Industrial Design attempted to infl uence 
popular taste and tempt homemakers to furnish their new abodes using modern de-
sign, renamed the contemporary. Th e style was celebrated at the Festival of Britain in 
1951, with a swath of temporary pavilions promoting the message of a bright new 
future using the futuristic elements of modern architecture to entertain all. Th e Homes 
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and Gardens Pavilion featured modernist room sets, complete with spindly furniture, 
modernist fabrics, and plain-colored walls (Fig. 2). Th e United States also used mod-
ernism for propaganda reasons. Mass housing, shopping malls, factories, and corporate 
headquarters were built in the modern style across the country. Gone were the idealist 
notions of the prewar avant-garde, replaced by the values of a liberal consumer culture.

Th e development of modernism in the United States, and New York in particu-
lar, as explored by Serge Guilbaut in his excellent book How New York Stole the Idea of 
Modern Art (1983), has illuminated the appropriation of modernism on behalf of the 
United States and its institutions. While Guilbaut has explored this tendency in terms 
of fi ne art, it also applies to design and architecture and had begun with the opening of 
the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in the 1930s. Th e curatorial department for ar-
chitecture and design was founded in 1932, and was the fi rst to be created in the world. 
Although it did not focus on interiors, chairs were a major feature. Designer chairs were 
displayed in neat rows, just like the paintings. It is worth noting that currently chairs 
make up nearly one-quarter of MoMA’s online highlights from the architecture and de-
sign collection.

Th e furniture displays at MoMA furthered the trend toward modern style with 
the Good Design shows of the 1950s, to which key designers such as Charles and Ray 
Eames contributed. MoMA also organized the Design for Use USA traveling exhibi-
tion at  Stuttgart in 1951–1952, which was essentially part of the Marshall Plan and 
the spread of cold war culture. In addition, the exhibition Fifty Years of American Art of 
1955, held in Paris and elsewhere in Europe, included contemporary American chairs.14 
Hence, in New York, modernist design was offi  cially supported, and the designers were 

FIGURE 2 An image used to promote the Homes and Gardens Pavilion at the Festival of Britain, 
1951. Created by the British Council of Industrial Design, this is an idealized, contemporary-style 
living space for the ideal young couple. Taken from the South Bank Exhibition Guide (London: Her 
Majesty’s Stationery Offi  ce, 1951), p. 69. Collection of Anne Massey.
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constructed as fi ne artists and enlisted to serve in the cold war, with Charles and Ray 
Eames at the forefront.

Charles Eames and Eero Saarinen had designed furniture for the Department of In-
dustrial Design at MoMA’s competition Organic Design in Home Furnishings in 1940. 
As part of the ensemble the pair designed a soft and sculpted upholstered side chair and 
a curved armchair and won fi rst prize in both the categories of case and seat furniture. 
Constructed from molded plywood, the furniture was technically innovative and intro-
duced the latest breakthrough in automobile manufacturing into the construction of 
the chair. Th e Eames continued to be showcased at MoMA, with exhibitions including 
Design for Use (1944), New Furniture Designed by Charles Eames (1946), and Th e Inter-
national Competition for Low-Cost Furniture (1948). Th e Eameses characterized Ameri-
can cold war culture in their innovative use of high technology and new materials and 
helped popularize the modernist room setting.

Th e profession of interior design emerged during the 1960s in Britain, with the 
 inauguration of tertiary-level courses in the subject and a postgraduate course at the 
Royal College of Art, led by Hugh Casson. In 1967 he commented:

Many architects refuse to believe that such a thing as interior design exists at all. Some 
place it on a par with the art of the milliner or pastry cook; others seem to regard its 
claims for separate consideration as a personal aff ront.15

Th e interior design profession could be taken seriously by the architectural establish-
ment only when the hegemony of modernism came to be challenged.

CHALLENGING MODERNISM

Qualms about the appropriateness of modernism for the design of the interior had al-
ways existed. Th e cartoonist Osbert Lancaster poked fun at it, traditionalists hung onto 
history, and the newly emerging profession of the interior decorator met the needs of 
the wealthy client, which by and large were not for modern interiors. Decorators such as 
Elsie de Wolfe worked with the wealthy elite, sourcing antiques and recreating the glam-
our of France in the eighteenth century.16

Th e architecture of the modern movement came under attack from a young group 
of architects, designers, artists, and critics at the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) 
in London in the early 1950s. Th e main platform for the Independent Group’s cri-
tique of modernism was its obsession with permanence. Th e space-time continuum 
was acknowledged in the work of the Independent Group in the 1950s, including 
the interior design work of the Smithsons, the artworks of Richard Hamilton, and 
the writing of Reyner Banham. Th e group reevaluated modernism as a style emerging 
at a particular moment rather than a universal, everlasting aesthetic.17 Th e Indepen-
dent Group also introduced elements of contemporary popular culture into its work, 
a surprising proportion of which concerned the interior. Richard Hamilton’s collage 
and poster design Just What Is It Th at Makes Today’s Homes So Diff erent, So Appealing? 
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of 1956 (Plate 2) comprises a virtual compendium of the most up-to-date technology 
for the home, and the most up-to-date imagery, culled from contemporary American 
magazines.18 Th e ephemeral was celebrated, and modernism challenged. Th e signifi -
cance of the consumer was incorporated in the design process, and new technology 
acknowledged. Th e everyday life of the street was documented, and thresholds between 
outside and inside problematized. As Banham argued in his seminal article “Vehicles of 
Desire,” published in 1955, Platonic values are outdated and lack currency:

We eagerly consume noisy ephemeridae, here with a bang today, gone without a whim-
per tomorrow—movies, beach-wear, pulp magazines, this morning’s headlines and 
 tomorrow’s TV programmes—yet we insist on aesthetic and moral standards hitched 
to permanency, durability and perennity.19

In the Smithsons’ House of the Future (1956) the architects designed a domestic in-
terior that could be thrown away or traded in when the family expanded or shrank. 
Created as a futuristic vision of homes in twenty-fi ve years’ time, it incorporated 
science-fi ctional fl ourishes, including the space-age outfi ts of the exhibition inhabitants 
(hired models).20 Th is prototype, commissioned for the “Daily Mail Ideal Home Ex-
hibition,” was designed for a young, childless couple. Th e interior did not have de-
fi nitively divided rooms; the inner space was fl uid and arranged around a central patio, 
with built-in cupboards and sliding doors. Various gadgets were installed, including 
a self-timed shower that also dried you and incorporated a sunlamp. In the kitchen 
there was space for drip-drying clothes, space for home sewing, eye-level ovens, and a 
fridge, and one of the ovens was a microwave. Th ere were no bed linens, as the ambi-
ent temperature was maintained for comfort. Th e interior surfaces were smooth, with 
rounded corners constructed from a wooden frame covered in a fi brous stucco. Th e 
ultimate aim was to mass-produce the living pod, cast in moldings of resin-bonded 
plaster. Th is was ultimately an exhibition design, created to illustrate a particular de-
sign approach that challenged modernism. As fellow Independent Group mem-
ber John McHale commented at the time, “Th e attention to detailing of individual 
furnishing, etc., throughout refl ected the designers’ sensibility to varied human re-
sponse, rather than the imposition of a private overall aesthetic.”21 Th e Independent 
Group was also involved in curating and designing a multitude of innovative exhibi-
tions—the ultimate ephemeral interior. From Parallel of Life and Art (1953) to Man, 
Machine & Motion (1955) to Th is Is Tomorrow (1956) the group organized total environ-
ments that completely immersed the visitor but lasted for only three months.

Later critiques of modernism emanated from architects in the United States, in-
cluding Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour in Learning from 
Las Vegas (1972), and Italy, with the Memphis Group’s (founded 1981) expansive ap-
proach to design.22 Both were characterized by the inclusion of popular culture as a 
serious and powerful force to be taken into account by the designer and laid the foun-
dations for postmodernism from the later 1970s on. Postmodernism took the ephem-
eral into account; it was witty and fashionable and ironic. Designs also incorporated 
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the autonomy of the user. In a similar vein to the Smithsons’ House of the Future, 
future Memphis designers contributed to the exhibition Th e New Domestic Landscape 
at MoMA in New York in 1972. Th is comprised specially commissioned microenviron-
ments, which the user could adjust according to individual requirements.

Leading architectural theorist and designer Charles Jencks brought the term post-
modernism into currency among designers and consumers with his book Th e  Language 
of Post-Modern Architecture in 1977. Challenging the basic tenets of modern archi-
tecture, he designed interiors, including his own Th ematic House in West London. 
He revived past styles in design, from Egyptian to Gothic, in the rooms, which were 
grouped around a central staircase. In the library, the theme was Biedermeier with 
specially crafted furniture in this nineteenth-century German style.

Th e emergence of postmodernism also prompted a more inclusive history of in-
terior design. Th e subject had been dominated by modernist accounts, starting with 
Pevsner’s, which was then amplifi ed. Design history as a separate discipline was 
founded, and produced work that acted as a critique of the modernist historiogra-
phy of interior design. Th e pioneers of modern design were superseded by the interior 
decorator, the DIY enthusiast, the homemaker, and the professional interior designer. 
A material culture perspective was also acknowledged, which took everyday experiences 
into account and added another dimension to design history.23 Th is all culminated in 
the serious treatment of the interior with the launch of an academic journal, Interiors: 
Design, Architecture, Culture,by Berg in 2010, which encompasses a range of approaches 
to the interior from a multidisciplinary, global perspective.

Th e trouble is, interiors lack permanence. Much as modern architects and critics tried 
to freeze time in black-and-white images of the sparse interior spaces of the 1920s and 
1930s, it can’t be denied that any room is in a constant state of fl ux. Interior spaces are 
inhabited by a range of people, and their fi xtures and fi ttings are renewed at an increas-
ingly rapid pace. And so the history of the interior is in a constant state of fl ux, refl ecting 
the energy and creativity of its subject.
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Rethinking Histories, 
Canons, and Paradigms

JOHN C. TURPIN

INTRODUCTION

Th e fact that canons and paradigms exist in the telling of history is problematic; 
it suggests that certain ways of knowing the past have been agreed on by a group 
and presented to a larger public who relies heavily on what they read as “truth.” 
Canons and paradigms, therefore, can ultimately serve “as a mechanism for the exer-
cise of power in . . . society.”1 Combating such potentialities, noted British historiogra-
pher Keith Jenkins states that “discourses are cultural, cultivated, fabricated and thus 
ultimately arbitrary.”2 His suspicions regarding the objectivity of any historical narra-
tive are anchored in a scholarly revelation that began in the middle of the twentieth 
century with historians like Robin George Collingwood and Edward Hallett Carr.3 
Th ey recognize that historians shape the history they write based on their unique 
perspective and must therefore be read with such an understanding in mind.4

Th e concern over canons and paradigms became a topic of relevance for art/architec-
tural history and material culture studies once these discourses moved from their early 
objectives of description and classifi cation to the analysis of patterns and the determina-
tion of meanings based on content.5 Patterns and meanings required an understanding 
of users, and those users were often selected from a patriarchal framework that privileged 
upper-class white males. Herstory, a neologism coined during the second-wave feminist 
movement, refl ected the power of the then current narratives’ abilities to erase women’s 
presence—let alone contributions—from the historical narrative. Th is reference to gen-
der resonates with this chapter due to the relevance of women to the experience and 
development of the domestic interior. Gender, however, is but one of many constructs 
that support the subjectivity of history and the ways in which the telling of history 
can be manipulated to advance the ideology or values of an individual or group. Age, 
class, ethnicity, and religion add to the list of possible perspectives. None represents the 
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“truth” in its purest form; multiple perspectives are necessary to understand the com-
plexity of any historical narrative.

Th e history of interiors has evolved over the last century in a manner that parallels 
closely not only the changing approaches toward historical inquiry, but also the devel-
opment of the interior design profession. Four phases delineate this phenomenon. Th e 
fi rst phase occurs during the nineteenth and early twentieth century, when much of the 
analysis focuses on the physical characteristics of objects in order to generate stylistic 
classifi cations. Th e articulation of period styles, particularly in the Western tradition, 
correlates with the prominence of the antique trade and the decorator, whose primary 
purpose is to recreate period rooms based on European precedents. By midcentury, 
historians shift from object-centered inquires to explorations between the object and the 
user’s social patterns of daily life. Th e introduction of the human experience corresponds 
to the profession’s desire to understand the relationship between the user and the object 
to inform design solutions. Th e third phase refl ects the death of modernism as both a 
style and an epistemology. Postmodernism introduces contextual interpretation and an 
interest in underrepresented groups, allowing a complete reexamination of history that 
abandons its reliance on the myopic male perspective. Th e female experience with the 
built environment fuels a number of major publications and refl ects the profession’s in-
tentional campaign to be viewed as equals in the business community. Th e twenty-fi rst 
century (the fourth phase) is experiencing yet another evolution, in both the profession 
and the exploration of its history. Th e academy educates designers to work in interdis-
ciplinary settings, and the history of interiors is now being examined by all manner of 
disciplines: art, literature, and anthropology to name just a few.

Each of these methods of inquiry has strengthened the theoretical underpinnings of 
the discipline and is worth exploring. Th e following discussion is presented as a histori-
ography of the history of interior design, exploring each of the phases noted above. In 
addition, the author off ers a commentary on the relationship of the profession to the 
historical narrative because of history’s ability to shape perceptions.

PHASE I: THE WESTERN OBJECT

When it comes to paradigms, none has been more infl uential in the development 
of history than that of the Western tradition. Th e circumstances through which cul-
tures have developed over the past millennia have fostered distinct ways of knowing. 
Th e Western tradition supports a linear method of thinking that defi nes a portion of 
the global population geographically because of events that occurred in and around 
Europe approximately four thousand years ago, particularly with the developments in 
Greece and Rome. Th e very phrase Western tradition implies a detachment from an 
Eastern tradition, in which glancing blows between the two hemispheres are treated 
only as opportunities for one tradition to assimilate the knowledge of another without 
acknowledging the true impact of the other culture. Consider the eff ect of gunpowder 
on historical events in Europe even though it was fi rst discovered in China. Th is mindset 
devalues these other cultures.
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History books concerning all of the creative arts—which include architecture, 
interiors, fi ne arts, furnishing, and decorative arts—continue to focus their eff orts on 
Europe and the West. Th ose who attempt to incorporate traditions outside of the Euro-
centric tradition struggle because the narrative has been written so deeply into our way 
of knowing. A truly global approach to history has yet to be realized. Consequently, the 
power of the Western paradigm must be recognized as an overarching framework that 
rejects well over half of the global population’s contribution to and experience of the 
built environment.

But, to be fair, this development was not entirely intentional. As curious minds 
began to inquire about the past they were limited by the access they had to “history.” 
Th at which was considered most ancient—and most accessible—to Europeans was 
Greece and Rome. Th e number of buildings still standing from Imperial Rome and the 
Golden Age of Greece off ered opportunities for direct observation, as indicated by 
the Grand Tour taken by architects at the end of their formal education, beginning 
in the eighteenth century. Travel to Greece had been a dangerous journey prior to 
about 1750. James Stuart (an English archaeologist, architect, and artist) and Nicholas 
Revett (an amateur architect and artist) embarked on an expedition to Athens in 1751 
to engage in serious archaeological inquiry. Th eir publication, Th e Antiquities of Athens 
(1762), was one of the fi rst accurate surveys of ancient Greek architecture. Uninten-
tional victims of Western social constructs, Stuart and Revett, two men who had been 
allowed to expand their understanding of the world through education, participated 
in what had already become the patriarchal domination of knowledge. Specifi c to this 
chapter, one need only consider the globally perceived pursuit of architecture as a male 
endeavor, while interior design is relegated to the female.

Early historical texts are similar in that they focus on the analysis of objects. Th is 
should be of little surprise. Benjamin Bloom, an educational psychologist, devel-
oped a classifi cation of levels of intellectual behavior in the middle of the twentieth 
century.6 Development begins with knowledge or simply being able to describe or 
identify some “thing.” Stuart and Revett’s careful recording of Greek architecture is 
a good example of this initial phase—the recording and classifi cation of what exists. 
Th is approach defi nes the fi rst phase of inquiry into the history of interiors, which 
was essentially a series of categorical analyses into architecture, furniture, fi ne art, 
and the decorative arts within the framework of the Western tradition that privileged 
European models.

Th e act of historical classifi cation mirrored the scientifi c approach to understand-
ing the natural world. Early scientists used working hypotheses to stimulate investiga-
tion. Empirical evidence was then gathered from the senses, particularly observation, 
through experimentation. Th e identifi cation of similarities and patterns justifi ed or 
proved the hypotheses. Consequently, the categorization of “things”—whether natural 
or manmade—underscored the early stages of knowing, as well as an attempt by his-
torians to reconstruct history exactly as it happened. Chronology became an accepted 
method for communicating information that relied on classifi cation and categori-
zation in order to enhance understanding. For example, Batty Langley’s Th e Builder’s 
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Director or Bench-Mate from 1767 focused on Greek, Roman, and Gothic architectural 
characteristics, presented chronologically in order to emphasize the development of a 
particular building tradition. To assist reader comprehension, Langley’s publication relied 
heavily on more than 500 images and was marketed accordingly. Th e underlying chal-
lenge, however, was the public’s lack of interest in history beyond the romantic fantasies. 
Almost a century later, Albert Jacquemart wrote about the social perceptions of being a 
historian in A History of Furniture (1878). “Until within these last few years, those who 
devoted themselves to researches after old furniture, antiquities, Venetian glass, painted or 
lustrous potteries, were looked upon as eccentric or mad.”7 He continued to vocalize his 
frustrations that the public did not understand the value of archaeological research and 
its ability to provide a history of humankind and of civilization.

During the nineteenth century publications continued to focus on European styles 
presented categorically and chronologically. In the United States, a social phenomenon 
was responsible for the growing interest in European styles. At the end of the Civil War, 
a number of Americans became incredibly wealthy due to their investment in certain 
industries, such as the railroad and steel, that proved extremely profi table during the 
Reconstruction Era (1865–1877). Many of these newly rich Americans vaulted from the 
middle class to the upper class due to their dramatic change in fi nancial status. Th e exist-
ing upper class resisted the acceptance of these individuals because they threatened the 
distribution of social power. In an attempt to visually validate their new status, this new 
“leisure class”—as coined by Th orstein Veblen—began a building campaign of magnifi -
cent homes in the European tradition.8 Th e strategy was to associate themselves with 
the old aristocracies in Europe by constructing villas, chateaux, and castles reminiscent 
of those found in France, Italy, and England. Because they were not bred to have the 
same level of “taste” as the existing upper class, the leisure class relied on the services of 
architects and decorators. Th e decorators quickly realized that their future lay in the re-
production of period rooms to fulfi ll the desires of their clients. Th e antique trade bur-
geoned as the upper class consumed historical artifacts at an alarming rate. Fees based 
on purchases motivated the design decisions of some of the decorators. Historically inac-
curate rooms dripping with fabric and stuff ed with furnishings and decorative arts were 
often the result.

Capitalizing on the trend of period rooms, novelist Edith Wharton (1862–1937) 
and architect Ogden Codman Jr. (1863–1951) defi ned “natural good taste” for 
American society as anything of English, Italian, or French design from the Renaissance for-
ward. Th is criterion justifi ed a means by which decorators and clients alike could measure 
or criticize what became the accepted elements for successful domestic interiors. Wharton 
and Codman’s Th e Decoration of Houses (1897) anchored the practice of interior decora-
tion to the production of period rooms—for better or worse—and fostered the spawning 
of countless publications focused on historical styles for interiors and furnishings during 
the early part of the twentieth century. Helen Candee’s (1906) Decorative Styles and Peri-
ods in the Home and Emily Post’s (1930) Th e Personality of a House: Th e Blue Book of Home 
Design and Decoration reinforced the Western object-centered, chronological narrative in 
the public sector, while Frank Alvah Parsons’s (1916) Interior Decoration: Its Principles and 
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Practice and Sherrill Whiton’s (1937) Elements of Interior Decoration eff ectively integrated 
the model into the American educational system.

Th e “Western object” paradigmatic approach to writing history eff ectively served the 
discipline of interior design. As a profession, historical texts provided necessary infor-
mation to assist decorators and designers in the reproduction of domestic period rooms 
commissioned by the wealthy. As a discipline, these early narratives laid the historical 
and theoretical foundations for future scholarly inquiry. General classifi cation off ered 
a knowledge base that other researchers continued to explore at a greater depth. Th e 
eff ectiveness of this type of narrative during the learning process remains evident as the 
vast majority of history texts used in programs across the world continue to include—at 
some level—an object-centered, chronological narrative.

PHASE II: THE OBJECT AND SOCIETY

With the growing number of historical texts documenting the various periods and styles 
of furniture, scholars turned their attention to the relationship between the object and 
the user as an indicator for understanding the built environment as an artifact of society. 
Inquiry extended beyond asking “What is it?” to “Why does it look this way?” Extrinsic 
forces such as economics, politics, and social behaviors provided provocative and infor-
mative frameworks for understanding the development of designed objects. Th e layering 
of social history onto the inquiry into objects augmented the historical narrative, and a 
new paradigm made its debut.

Th e timing of these studies parallels a growing shift in interior decoration. During 
the early part of the twentieth century, the concept of interior decoration started to 
spread beyond the exclusive boundaries of the social elite, which immediately brought 
into question issues of fi nances. Th e middle class could not off er the same carte blanche 
opportunities to the decorators and designers. In addition, the production of period 
rooms did not necessarily respond to modern needs and social patterns, especially for 
the middle-class housewife, who saw her domestic responsibilities increase as servants 
within the home became less feasible.9 Researchers analyzed the design of kitchens and 
off ered space-saving techniques to supplement new technologies to assist the housewife. 
Th e function and usage of domestic environments became much more prevalent in ad-
vice books and shelter magazines. Th e United States’ growing fascination with hygiene 
also motivated a diff erent approach to the design of interiors. As designers began to ex-
pand their clienteles to include a much larger range of socioeconomic levels, each with 
very diff erent preferences and needs, historians began analyzing their subjects through a 
contextual lens that addressed issues of class and economics. Th ough historians were not 
ready to write about the middle of the twentieth century from a historical point of view, 
they did adopt a method from their current context.

By midcentury, historians like John Summerson shifted from object-centered inquires 
to explorations between the object and the context in which it was conceived. Georgian 
London addressed the impact of social, economic, and fi nancial circumstances on the 
development of architecture during the late Stuart and Georgian period by discussing the 
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impact of taste and wealth on British citizens and designers.10 According to Summerson, 
the social construct of taste (a class derivative) imbued certain individuals with persuasive 
powers in the design of the built environment. Inigo Jones, one of his examples, along 
with his Catholic king, James I, heralded the designs of the Italians, which became the 
foundation for the styles to come. Both taste and wealth played major roles in the de-
sign decisions made during the seventeenth century in London. Summerson continued 
to frame his discussion of the built environment through topics like mercantilism and 
politics. Th e object became a manifestation of much larger social concepts, just like the 
production of objects during the middle of the twentieth century.

Just over a decade after the publication of Georgian London, John Gloag published 
Georgian Grace (1956). While the work was admittedly grounded in much of Sum-
merson’s existing work, Gloag furthered the exploration of objects as artifacts of social 
behaviors and patterns. He connected the concept of good living with that of food and 
drink and the preceding impact on the design of furnishings. Side tables, for example, 
were originally little more than a fl at surface. However, when eating became a much 
more involved, social, and “gracious” event, designers added drawers and cupboards—
and even spaces for chamber pots—to refl ect the civility of the time. Th e introduction 
of tea had equally dramatic eff ects on both social behavior and the furniture that sup-
ported the new, exotic ritual. New decorative objects—like tea caddies and tea chests—
populated the home. Gloag even discussed the eff ect of tea drinking on the design of the 
drawing room itself, noting a renewed interest in both jappaning and chinoiserie. Th e 
exploration of tea’s eff ect on Britain permitted a dialogue between East and West and its 
impact on design.

England continued to be of interest to scholars exploring the relationship of social 
patterns and the built environment. Mark Girouard studied the development of the 
English country house from the Middle Ages to the twentieth century. In the preface, he 
articulates the signifi cance of social patterns.

Even the most knowledgeable country-house enthusiasts tend to think in terms of 
architects, craftsmen or family history, but to know surprisingly little about how fam-
ilies used the houses which architects and craftsmen built for them . . . the results so 
greatly increased my understanding of country houses [italics added].11

His analysis requires that he understand the politics of each period and the ways the 
house refl ected at least a desire for social power. Girouard tracks this theme, not-
ing that the owners of the medieval home valued bravery and leadership, while a 
sixteenth- century lord privileged education and the arts. Th e impact on the interior of 
these homes was the proliferation of books and artwork. By the nineteenth century En-
glish homes mirrored the cultural emphasis on morality, thus the separation of male and 
female zones in the home to prevent unacceptable behavior.

Summerson, Gloag, and Girouard combined anthropological sensitivities with the 
formal analysis that had previously defi ned and essentially created the early historical 
narratives. Th eir work expanded the understanding of the built object by introducing 


