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TUBE HOUSE r , . J , + . ,
These small units were intended to be capable of being prefabricated and set up, either
singly or in series, in the shortest possible time and with a minimum of foundation. They
could serve either as summer camps or as emergency housing. Each unit contained two

bedrooms, a living area-kitchen, and toilet.

VACATION CENTRE , , . , u.u.+ , ,
The plan indicates the many activities provided for in the scheme, which was exhibited by
Le Corbusier in the 1937 Paris Exposition Internationale.
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IX CONCLUSION

Looked at in one light, Eileen Gray's career breaks neatly in half. There seems to

be very little connection between the luxurious, meticulously finished objects that

preceded 1923 and the rigorously intellectualized work that followed it. Scholars and

collectors drawn to one period tend to ignore the other; they seem to have so little

relevance to each other.

And yet, despite the dissimilarities between early and late styles, there is an

overriding consistency about her work and her life. Themes recur: the manipulation of

pivoting drawers, for example, the fascination with barriers that at once define space

and are penetrated by it. Many of the ideas developed in her late work are implicit in

the early. Her career, seen as a whole, is one of ever broadening horizons, of a lively

intelligence and genuine talent constantly exploring, testing, and moving on, never

satisfied, always on the go.

To understand her, one must have some appreciation of the world that shaped her,

however hard she may have attempted to shape it. Born into a privileged, provincial

society, she broke away early, initially taking the relatively safe and conventional path

of art school in London but almost immediately — and entirely characteristically —

moving off on her own, to work in an extraordinarily demanding medium. There were

plenty of young women in London at the turn of the century, the height of the arts-and-

crafts craze, creating hand-made objects, but it seems safe to say that she was the only

one with the imagination and courage to tackle oriental lacquer.

Once she had mastered her craft, she began to investigate new ways to use it,

working always within the framework of her own vision, never within the confines of

popular taste. Had she been born fifty years later she probably would have trained as an
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architect, but it was only chance that brought her to the attention of Jan Wils, Oud,

and the other de Stijl architects. Without their encouragement and that of Jan Badovici,

Christian Zervos, and Le Corbusier, she might never have attempted architecture. But

once she had tried building - had, in a sense, gotten her hands on space - there was no

going back.
Her architectural output was negligible - two houses, both for herself, an apart

ment, some projects, ambitious but unrealized. But it must be remembered that she

was a woman working almost entirely alone on the edge of a profession that was both

highly organized and almost exclusively male.

There were two other women in the period whose talents and achievements may

be compared with Eileen Gray's: Lilly Reich and Charlotte Perriand. Both of them,

however, worked in close proximity to and remained much in the shadow of the men

with whom they worked — Reich with Mies van der Rohe and Perriand with Le Corbusier.

But Eileen Gray did not find it easy either to collaborate or to share. Although she and

Jean Badovici remained friends, they worked as partners only once. And it is significant

that instead of choosing (or being chosen by) a towering figure such as Mies or Le

Corbusier, she found someone she could lead. The billing for E-1027 at Roquebrune is

"Eileen Gray and Jean Badovici", not the other way round.

Ultimately she was most comfortable alone, working out her own ideas, solving her

problems her own way. Her work had little influence on her contemporaries; only E-1027

at Roquebrune, thanks to Badovici and /' Architecture Vivante, was widely known. And yet

her designs, both early and late speak to us with freshness, intelligence, and integrity.

She was, first and last, an original.
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