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Decorative Arts of the 1930s and
1940s:  A  Source  of  Style  and
History
The  decorative  arts  of  the  1930s  and  1940s  represent  a  fascinating
intersection  of  historical  context  and  artistic  expression.  This  era,
sandwiched between the Great Depression and the Second World War,
saw  significant  shifts  in  design  aesthetics,  reflecting  both  the  economic
realities  and  the  evolving  social  landscape.  Understanding  these
influences offers a rich source of  insight into the period's cultural  values
and artistic innovations. This article explores the key characteristics of
decorative  arts  from  this  period,  focusing  on  Art  Deco's  lingering
influence,  Streamline  Moderne  design,  the  rise  of  mid-century
modern furniture,  and the impact  of  wartime rationing on material
choices and production. We'll examine these stylistic trends through the
lens of prominent designers, iconic pieces, and the enduring legacy of this
influential period in design history.

The Lingering Legacy of Art Deco
The 1930s witnessed the continued influence of Art Deco, a style that had
flourished  in  the  1920s.  However,  the  economic  hardships  of  the  Great
Depression  tempered the  extravagant  opulence often  associated with
earlier Art Deco. While the geometric forms and stylized motifs remained,
there was a shift towards more streamlined and functional designs. This
evolution can be seen in furniture, ceramics, and metalwork. Instead of
heavily  embellished  pieces,  designers  focused  on  clean  lines  and
sophisticated simplicity. Think of the elegant chrome and lacquer finishes
found in some furniture and decorative objects – a sophisticated but less
ostentatious take on the previous decade's lavish style. This restrained
approach reflected the need for practicality and affordability in a time of
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economic uncertainty.

### Art Deco's Evolution: Functionality Meets Elegance

The transition from the exuberance of the Roaring Twenties to the more
restrained elegance of the 1930s is evident in the evolution of Art Deco.
Designers incorporated less ornamentation, favoring functionality without
sacrificing  aesthetic  appeal.  This  shift  can  be  observed  in  the  use  of
materials – less precious metals and more readily available materials like
Bakelite and chrome – and in the overall form of objects, which tended
toward smoother lines and less intricate detailing.

The Rise of Streamline Moderne
Emerging alongside the evolving Art Deco style was Streamline Moderne,
a design aesthetic heavily influenced by the industrial revolution and the
burgeoning  automotive  industry.  Characterized  by  sleek,  aerodynamic
forms  and  a  focus  on  speed  and  efficiency,  Streamline  Moderne
manifested in everything from household appliances to architecture. The
influence of the machine age is palpable – think smooth curves, tapered
shapes, and a sense of dynamic movement. This style, characterized by
its smooth, curved lines, often incorporated nautical themes and a sense
of  technological  advancement.  Famous examples include the Chrysler
Building and many railway stations built during this period.

### Streamline Moderne in Decorative Arts: A Sense of Modernity

Streamline Moderne strongly impacted decorative arts,  evident  in  the
design  of  radios,  furniture,  and  lighting  fixtures.  The  smooth  curves  and
aerodynamic  forms  echoed  the  speed  and  dynamism  of  the  era's
technological  advancements.  The  use  of  chrome,  glass,  and  plastics
reflected  a  fascination  with  industrial  materials  and  their  potential  for
innovative  design.

Mid-Century Modern's Early Seeds
While fully blossoming in the post-war years, the seeds of mid-century
modern  design  were  sown  in  the  late  1930s  and  1940s.  This  style
emphasized organic forms, functionality, and the use of natural materials.
Designers began to move away from the highly stylized forms of Art Deco
and  Streamline  Moderne,  opting  for  simpler,  more  approachable
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aesthetics. This shift foreshadowed the broader adoption of mid-century
modern design in the subsequent decades.

The Impact of World War II
The Second World War significantly impacted the production and style of
decorative  arts.  Wartime  rationing  restricted  the  availability  of  many
materials, forcing designers to become more resourceful and innovative
in  their  use  of  substitutes.  This  led  to  a  simplification  of  designs  and  a
greater focus on durability and functionality. The war effort also prioritized
the production of essential goods, leading to a temporary decline in the
production of luxury items and decorative objects. This period saw a move
towards  more  utilitarian  designs,  reflecting  the  wartime  ethos  of
practicality  and  resourcefulness.

Conclusion:  A  Legacy  of  Innovation  and
Style
The decorative arts of the 1930s and 1940s represent a unique chapter in
design  history.  The  period  witnessed  the  evolution  of  Art  Deco,  the
emergence of Streamline Moderne, and the early stirrings of mid-century
modern.  The  influence  of  economic  hardship  and  wartime  constraints
shaped the styles and materials used, resulting in designs that were both
aesthetically  pleasing and functionally practical.  These decorative arts
offer  valuable  insights  into  the  social  and  cultural  landscape  of  the  era,
showcasing  the  resilience  and  ingenuity  of  designers  in  the  face  of
challenging  circumstances.  Their  enduring  appeal  lies  in  their  unique
blend of elegance, functionality, and historical significance.

FAQ
Q1:  What  are  some  key  differences  between  Art  Deco  and
Streamline  Moderne?

A1: While both styles emerged around the same time and share some
similarities,  there  are  distinct  differences.  Art  Deco  is  characterized  by
geometric forms, stylized ornamentation, and often luxurious materials.
Streamline Moderne, on the other hand, emphasizes aerodynamic curves,
smooth surfaces, and a sense of speed and technological advancement,
often  employing  more  industrial  materials.  Art  Deco  might  feature
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intricate  inlays,  while  Streamline  Moderne  would  favor  clean,  flowing
lines.

Q2: How did wartime rationing affect design?

A2: World War II severely impacted the availability of raw materials like
metal,  rubber,  and  certain  types  of  wood.  This  forced  designers  to
become resourceful,  using  substitutes  like  wood  pulp,  plastics  (often
recycled),  and  simpler  construction  methods.  Designs  became  more
austere,  prioritizing  function  over  elaborate  ornamentation.  The  focus
shifted towards durability and repairability, as resources were scarce.

Q3:  Where  can  I  find  examples  of  decorative  arts  from  this
period?

A3: Many museums around the world house collections of decorative arts
from the 1930s and 1940s. You can also find examples in antique shops,
online  marketplaces,  and  private  collections.  Searching  for  specific
designers  or  styles  (e.g.,  "Streamline  Moderne  lamps,"  "Art  Deco
ceramics") can help narrow your search.

Q4: What makes these decorative arts so collectible today?

A4: The decorative arts of this period are highly collectible due to their
historical significance, artistic merit, and often exceptional craftsmanship.
They  represent  a  fascinating  snapshot  of  a  pivotal  era  in  history,
capturing the stylistic trends and cultural shifts of the time. The unique
blend of functionality and aesthetic appeal further contributes to their
collectability.  Certain  designers  and  specific  pieces  hold  particular  value
in the market.

Q5:  Are  there  any  specific  designers  I  should  look  for  when
researching  this  period?

A5:  Researching  designers  such  as  Paul  T.  Frankl  (furniture),  Russel
Wright  (ceramics  and  tableware),  and  Alvar  Aalto  (furniture  and
glassware)  will  give  you  a  good  starting  point.  Many  lesser-known
designers also contributed significantly to the decorative arts of this era,
so exploring museum collections and online resources can help discover
more.

Q6: How can I incorporate the style of the 1930s and 40s into my
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home décor?

A6: You can incorporate these styles through the careful  selection of
furniture and accessories.  Look for  pieces with clean lines,  geometric
patterns, or streamlined forms. Consider incorporating metallic accents
(chrome,  brass),  natural  materials  (wood,  leather),  and  simple  color
palettes.  Vintage  furniture  and  lighting  from  this  period  can  add
authenticity, but contemporary pieces inspired by these styles are also
readily available.

Q7: What are some common materials used in decorative arts
from this period?

A7:  Common  materials  include  Bakelite  (a  plastic),  chrome,  glass,
lacquered wood, and various types of wood, often in simpler forms and
finishes.  The wartime restrictions led to  the increased use of  substitutes
and more readily available resources.

Q8:  How  does  studying  these  decorative  arts  enrich  our
understanding  of  history?

A8:  Studying the decorative arts  of  the 1930s and 1940s provides a
tangible  connection  to  the  past,  offering  insights  into  the  economic,
social,  and  technological  forces  shaping  the  period.  The  styles  and
materials  used  reflect  the  prevalent  cultural  values,  the  impact  of
technological advancements, and the adaptation to wartime constraints.
By understanding these influences, we can gain a richer appreciation for
the complexities of this fascinating era.

Decorative Arts of the 1930s and 1940s: A
Source of Inspiration
The time spanning the 1930s and 1940s witnessed a fascinating evolution
in decorative arts,  reflecting the intricate socio-political  landscape of  the
epoch. This piece examines the principal stylistic movements and effects
that formed the decorative arts of this important era, using these items as
a wellspring of understanding into the soul of the time.

The decade of the 1930s was distinguished by a obvious contrast. On one
part,  the  lingering  influence  of  Art  Deco,  with  its  angular  shapes  and
lavish  substances,  continued  to  maintain  sway.  Think  of  the  shining



Decorative Arts 1930s And 1940s A Source

Decorative Arts 1930s And 1940s A Source

6

chrome  and  black  wood  blendings  discovered  in  furniture  and
adornments.  This  aesthetic  reflected  a  feeling  of  advancement  and
elegance,  even  as  economic  hardship  gripped  much  of  the  world.

However, the economic downturn profoundly impacted the creation and
consumption  of  decorative  arts.  Thus,  a  movement  toward  more
functional and inexpensive patterns emerged. The emphasis shifted from
ostentation to plainness, reflecting a need for practicality in the presence
of financial difficulty. This resulted to a resurgence of traditional skill and
the use of readily accessible materials.

The coming of World War II in the 1940s further changed the scenery of
decorative arts. Supplies were rationed, and production was increasingly
centered  on  the  conflict.  This  required  a  shift  toward  plain  forms,
frequently employing recycled substances. The style of this time was one
of practicality and durability. Consequently, things were often constructed
to be adaptable and durable.

Despite the restrictions imposed by war, innovation still prospered. The
requirement for practical and inexpensive forms encouraged ingenuity.
The invention of new elements and production processes also added to
the  advancement  of  decorative  arts.  Examples  include  the  increased
employment of plastics and plywood, both of which offered advantages in
terms of price and durability.

The  inheritance  of  decorative  arts  from  the  1930s  and  1940s  is
significant.  These objects  serve as  a  tangible  reminder  of  the difficulties
and  triumphs  of  this  important  time.  Their  unpretentiousness  and
practicality  continue  to  motivate  contemporary  designers  and  offer  a
precious instruction in versatility and creativity. The examination of these
decorative arts  provides a  view into  the cultural  setting of  the time,
highlighting the relationship between design and community.

In  summary,  the decorative arts  of  the 1930s and 1940s illustrate a
plentiful  tapestry  of  forms,  affected  by  both  monetary  facts  and  world
events.  Their  examination  offers  valuable  perceptions  into  the  social
climate of the time and their lasting effect on current art remains evident.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What are some easily recognizable characteristics of 1930s
and 1940s decorative arts?



Decorative Arts 1930s And 1940s A Source

Decorative Arts 1930s And 1940s A Source

7

A1:  1930s  styles  often  featured  streamlined  Art  Deco  influences
(geometric shapes, luxurious materials), while the 1940s showed a shift
towards simpler, more functional designs due to wartime rationing. Think
clean lines, simpler forms, and the increased use of materials like plywood
and plastics.

Q2: How did World War II impact the decorative arts?

A2:  The war led to material rationing and a focus on practicality and
durability. Designs became simpler, and the use of recycled and readily
available materials increased. Production shifted to support the war effort.

Q3:  Where  can  I  find  examples  of  decorative  arts  from  this
period?

A3:  Many museums (both general and specialized art museums) hold
collections of decorative arts from this period. Online auction sites and
antique shops also frequently feature these items.

Q4: What is the lasting legacy of these decorative arts?

A4: The emphasis on functionality, simplicity, and the innovative use of
materials continues to influence contemporary design. These objects are
also  important  historical  artifacts  that  reflect  the  social  and  economic
realities  of  the  time.
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