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concept sketches and working drawings displayed together

The purpose of the Triennial is to provide a catalyst for

piece as the ultimate conclusion. The artists have been briefed

constructive dialogue between designers and industry. Positive

in such a way as to encourage them to clearly demonstrate their

notions espoused at recent industry events indicate that design

individual approaches to the design process. The guide-lines

initiatives must become an integral part of the industry's future

for the artists' briefs were developed in consultation with

strategies. The Triennial -a Symposium and an Exhibition- is

representatives from the Tasmanian Guild of Furniture

he Splitting Heads exhibition, in conjunction with the

Critical Vision symposium form the inaugural 1991

with the pieces themselves focus discussion on the merits of a

Hobart Design Triennial.

creative approach to design, rather than to hold up a finished

intended to create a common meeting ground.

Manufacturers, the Royal Australian Institute of Architects,

Our aim for the Triennial is to contribute to a cohesive

and The Australian Academy of Design. Through these

andstimulatingperiodofdevelopmentforthefurnitureindustry

discussions, it was apparent that working drawings would be

over the next decade. As the planning process has unfolded, it

of considerable value in demonstrating the capacity of the

has become clear that some fundamental issues must

designs for future manufacture.

be

addressed. Communication and co-operation between

Artists in the exhibition are drawn from a range of

designers, manufacturers, retailers and teaching institutions

disciplines including fashion design, silversmithing, video,

need to be improved. An atmosphere of enthusiasm and

printmaking and architecture, as well as graphic, furniture, and

confidence about the potential of the industry needs to be

industrial design. Backgrounds such as these are inevitably

created. Designers need to be better educated about

reflected in the work. By deliberately selecting artists of such

manufacturing and retailing concerns. Finally, we consider it

diverse origins, we aim to demonstrate the benefits of broadening

necessary to develop an awareness of the 'design potential'

the parameters of design reference. The artists, therefore, were

through linking cultural and economic benefits.

selected on two main criteria, that of 'creativity' and 'diversity'.

William Stumpf, chief designer for Herman Miller, and
Hans Peter Faessler, President of de Sede of Switzerland, have

This selection is intended to reflect the breadth and scope of
design skills available to industry.

been asked to address the Symposium as keynote speakers due

The exhibition catalogue will continue to serve as

to their pursuit of design and manufacturing excellence which

reference material documenting this diversity of design and as

has been successfully translated into both cultural and economic

a contribution to a greater understanding of the potential

achievements. Valuable input has come from the Furniture

within the industry.

Manufacturers Association of Australia, the Tasmanian
Development Authority and the Department of Industry

Ross Straker and Peter Walker

Technology and Commerce.

1991 Hobart Design Triennial Committee

A focus of the Triennial is the resource- both material
and human- that is unique to both Australia and New Zealand.
For our furniture industry to establish a more competitive
domestic and export market, this point of cultural distinction,
stemming from our unique resources and lifestyle, must
seriously be considered.
The Symposium and Exhibition are intrinsically related
in content and philosophy. The theme that runs through the
Symposium is a consultation and learning process for the
industry as a whole. The areas of discussion provide an insight
into the design process, manufacturing concerns, utilization of
designers, quality control, marketing strategies and government
initiatives. The Splitting Heads exhibition provides a physical
insight into the design process of a diverse group of designers.
For both components of the Triennial, advice has been sought
from industry, government and tertiary education bodies. This
input has been essential in developing theTriennialand making
it relevant to the future strategies of the industry.
A primary aim of the Splitting Heads exhibition is to
demonstrate the process of creative design development. The
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The design vocabulary of furniture is diverse and

manufa

extensive, suggesting a long tradition and continual

1803,en
Sheratc

refinement. In spite of the isolating seawater wall that
surrounds the continent, Australia has become heir to the
vast legacy of Western design history. As local 'design

Wood"

I have c
ponder
differer

ESSAY
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literacy' developed, national accents appeared, only to be
shouldered aside in favour of a European-influenced

resourc
trans-sl

Modernism that derided national and regional concerns as
parochial. The zealous mid-20th century confidence faded
as modern mechanisation began to devour its own progeny.

Factory

into co1

this de

industr
Now, the dominance of post-modernism which demands

positiv<

furniture with ' something to say' ha s established

which I

eclecticism as a critically acceptable style. With careful
study, the stylistic 'disorder' of Australian furniture
appears to be the result of an historic 'order' that must be

cultura

based'

design•
signed

understood to be appreciated.
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AUSTRALIAN FURNITURE: A LIFE IN PART

educational advances in instruction in the 'mechanical arts'
(design) were quickly taken up. The first 'Mechanic's Institute'
was founded in Glasgow by George Birkbeckin 1823 to provide

T

he nature of a colony is precisely defined: a settlement

greater opportunities for working (and literate) artisans. These

far from the homeland but ruled by its distant masters.

advances were first noted and recommended for Australia by

For much of its early history, Australia was a resource

Commissioner Bigge in his Royal Commission on the convict

to be exploited. One of Governor Philip's first thoughts in 1788

colony in 1825. By 1827, the Hobart Mechanics Institute was

was to forward samples of local Botany Bay clays to England for

offering instruction in drawing, science and technology. By

commercial assessment. These samples were experimentally

1833, the Sydney Mechanics Institute had opened in Pitt Street.

fired by josiah Wedgwood's Staffordshire Pottery in 1789 and

The achievements of these Mechanic's Institutes in

a number of earthenware medallions moulded.

iverse and
continual

· wall that
heir to the

·a! 'design

Britain were summarised (for good or ill) by the 1851 Great

While a great deal is known of the design and production

Exhibition of All Nations in London's Hyde Park. This famed

ofBritish-madeartefacts in the First Fleet (even the Commander's

exposition of manufactured goods has provided a century's

tent has been studied), little or nothing was recorded of local

worth of historians with a mid-19th century stock take of style.

manufactures- whether improvised or made-to-order. But by

The reigning philosophy of design was a muscular historicism

1803, enough Australian timber had reached England for Thomas

which insisted on a backward glance to earlier design traditions

Sheraton's 1803 Cabinet Dictionary to describe "Botany Bay

for a visual quotation and validation. In the 1851 exhibition,

Wood":" All the specimens of wood imported from thence, that

Australian manufactured goods were largely absent. The curse

I have collected, are of a hardish texture, and some of it is very

of the colony persisted and the familiar primary products of

ponderous .. .I have been favoured with only four specimens of

wool, timber and minerals were on display.

different species at present...".

The well-documented displays of the 1851 exhibition

only to be

As soon as it was economically viable, Australian

nfluenced

resources were sent to Europe for conversion to retail goods

contemporary 20th century design that relies on conventional

trans-shipped back to the colonies. Only the so-called 'Female

forms such as furniture and furnishings provides an implicit

Factory' in Parramatta, NSW, converted the coarse local wool

criticism of the commodity's earlier style. Whether conscious or

into convict cloth for local consumption. Not one fragment of

unconscious it is a comment on the past. Stylistic quotations

this cloth, the product of the nation's first manufacturing

from earlier furniture, for example, underwrote the mid-19th

industry which operated from 1821 to 1848, has ever been

century experience. " ... [T]he only universally valid laws of

. demands

positively identified. This example suggests the esteem with

society must be the laws which link up successive periods",

tablished

which the colonial milieu valued local products.

Karl Popper says of the historicists. 'There must be laws of

oncerns as

!nee faded

nprogeny.

th careful
furniture

tt must be

illustrate the power of historicism in mid-century design. All

Looking at the world through English spectacles, the

historical development which determine the transition from

cultural models and aesthetics of the colony were confidently

one period to another". (K.R. Popper, The Poverty of Historicism,

based on Imperial models. Naturally, the first Australian-

1961, p. 41 op. cit.)

designed products were within British traditions. The earliest

Nineteenth century Australian designers and makers

signed and dated Australian furniture identified is a specimen

found little or no fault with their inherited past. This is clearly

cabinet (to display the valuable raw materials and curios of the

reflected in the furniture styles of the first four or five decades

colony) in Casuarina, Australian red cedar and pine, dated

of the colony when local styles ran parallel to English trends.

1815 and made by Australian-born apprentice James Packer.

This was progress. "Forty years is a period in which Britons can

With a block-front apron with fine stringing, it is a model of

work wonders", noted Sydney College of Art founder John

the prevailing Sheraton style of the time. Chronologically, the

McGarvie in the Sydney Gazette on 20 July, 1829 (seeMcGarvie's

next documented furniture is the work of two convict

full address in Documents on Art and Taste in Australia, B. Smith,

cabinetmakers, John Webster and William Temple in

ed. 1975).

approximately 1821. These cabinet makers created a suite of

By 1851, however, a sense of Australian self-confidence

very fine armchairs in rose mahogany and casuarina in the very

can be noted in politics (convict transportation to eastern

fashionable Gothic Revival style which was 'a Ia mode' during

Australia halted under protest in 1852), in economics (the gold

thisperiod.Inspiteofthepainfullyslowpassages,Iocaldesigner-

rushes swept away the 1840's depression) and in Australian-

makers seemed to work fluently in a readily identifiable

designed and made furniture. Local furniture used Australian

European style, equally fashionable to polite society 'back

timbers with some understanding, relying on shallow carvings,

home'.

full-figured veneers and panels. The intrinsic forms, despite
In elementary design education in the colonies, English

their exotic timbers and spare ornaments, remained Euro-centric.

•

prevail in the European courts; on the contrary, there exists a

the grea1

century design does not come from the traditional (and

simplicity of design which runs on one hand into real elegance,

landmar

historicist) Australian/European dialogue but from polarities

and on the other hand into poverty of detail."

The most powerful creative tension in 19th (and 20th)

first moe

within Australia itself: the uneasiness between town and country

In this 1879 assemblage of Australian furniture and

cabinetv

- the friction between the rapidly expanding urban scene and

decorative arts, the tension between urban-based furniture and

Applied f

rural Australia. This isalsoa major motif in Australian literature,

the rural environment finally begin to produce creative gains-

andothE

and the visual arts as well as design (seeM. Bogle,'Drab Green

the result being a more spare decorative style, relying on form

position

and Desolate Grey- Urbanism in Australia', Perth International

rather than embellishment. In Sydney in 1879 and the expositions

himto e1

Crafts Triennial catalogue, Art Gallery of WA, 1989).

that follow in Melbourne (1880), and the Centennial Exhibition

his assid

Whether a rosewood chiffonier or a handsaw, rural

(1888), regional distinctions begin to surface that persist in

artists, t:

areas have traditionally assessed 'design' in the most simple

contemporary Australian furniture styles. These stylistic

one's st)

terms. Does it work? Is it sound? Can it be made, repaired or

regionalisms are largely based on the timber resources and

replaced locally? Low technology production commands respect

technologies found in each state. This regionalism still survives

roughly

in this market. In the Macarthur papers in the Mitchell Library,

because of the persistent difficulties of transport in a nation of

and des·

Sydney, Elizabeth Macarthur writes from Parramatta to England

7.6 million square kilometres and a mere 16 million people.

cham pic

on ?June, 1824: "It is of consequence that that which we have for

The essayist and poet Gary Snyder (USA), a major

artist Sy

our personal use be appropriate and of superior quality, we

thinker in the development of 'Green' philosophy, argues for

son, San

wear our things out and therefore wear them long." In the city,

this type of decentralisation and the formation of a geographic/

recently

however, a different hierarchy of value appears. Is it stylish? Is

ecological identity- what he calls 'bio-regionalism'. The politics

it fashionable? Can it be acquired handily? Does it present well

and social concerns of a region (whether defined by political,

early 20

(level of finish)? As a surprisingly urban nation with a bushland

ethnic or natural boundaries), he says, should always reflect

Griffin'

heart, this duality is one of Australia's greatest conundrums.

thatparticularnaturalarea (see Gary Snyder, The Old Ways, 1976).

the nati•

After mid-century, there were major gains in the

By the widespread use of regional timbers and the presence of

local co

development of a new language for 19th century Australian

some localised styles, a degree of bio-regionalism is clearly

Therad:

furniture. In 1879, the Sydney In terna tiona! Exhibition was held

present in Australian design work. Some furniture can still be

the nati•

in an 800 x 500 foot cruciform-shaped Exhibition Hall built

identified by timber source alone: West Australian jarrah or

opporh:

within the Sydney Domain. It was Australia's largest

Swan River mahogany (E. magiwater), Tasmanian Huon pine,

suite'.G

intern a tiona! exposition. Over twenty nations were represented

NSW and Queensland cedar (Toona australis) and Queensland

forms i:

when the exhibition opened on 17 September. Manufactured

maple (Flindersia brayleyana).

unpatte

goods, handicrafts, primary products and fine arts were on

With Australian nationhood approaching toward the

display. As the Australian colonies were well-represented, it

end of the 19th century, the creation of an indigenous style

Napier;

too provides a similar opportunity for an Australian aesthetic

became a political priority. One of the most powerful arguments

homep

stock take to the great Exhibition of 1851. It is of no surprise to

for a purely Australian form language and ornamental

are best

find that historicist work still prevailed in 1879 but development

vocabulary came from an exiled French radical Lucien Henry,

into int

of furniture in a wide range of local timbers is noteworthy. (see

who had been expelled from France for his role in the 1870

Austral

Linda Young's thesis Let Them See How Like England We Can Be,

Parisian political revolt. He served ten years of a prison sentence

of pain

MA Thesis, Sydney University, 1983 or Kevin Fahy, et al. 19th

in New Caledonia, coming to Sydney in 1880 where he taught

into fur

Century Australian Furniture, 1989 for summaries). NSW Beech

at the Mechanic's School of Arts, Sydney and became the first

(Gmelina dalrympleana), NSW ash (Eucalyptus regan us), Huon

lecturer in art at the Sydney Technical College. His position was

1929 at:

pine, Australian cedar, blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon) and

powerful and his converts numerous. He returned to Paris in

illustra!

other more exotic wood were in abundance. The critical

1889.

design.

summaries of the exhibits note with approval the exploration of

As an unrepentant radical, he saw in Australia an

Interior

indigenous timbers. "The beautiful wood of the colony appears

opportunity to develop a new design language using purely

ideo log

to have incited a number of cabinet-makers to display their skill

regional materials and local flora and fauna as the foundation

is in a.

..."(Notes on the Sydney International Exhibit of1879, Sydney 1880,

for a new symbolic order of design and decoration. In a powerful

simp !if

p. 217). More perceptively, John Plummer observed in a lengthy

centennial essay in Australian Art in February 1888, Henry

archite

review in the Sydney Mail (3 Jan. 1880), " ... [T)he influence of

argued for an Australian Decorative Arts that rejected "nee-

Burdeki

climate and abundance of certain descriptions of wood is

Egyptian, neo-Greek, neo-Roman and neo-Renaissance" .

interior

distinctively perceptible in the character of the furniture shown.

One of his most active disciples was the lecturer and

Feint, L

There is no attempt at reproducing the antique styles which

museum curator R.T. Baker. This industrious pamphleteer has

and the

there exists a

the greatest significance for 20th century designers, as Baker's

In spite of the strength of the design activity in Sydney,

real elegance,

landmark publication Cabinet Timbers of Australia (1913) was the

one of the first retail shops to offer modern Australian design

first modern publication to formally identify local timbers for

opened in Melbourne in 1932. Its owner, Cynthia Reed (first

urniture and

cabinetwork. His next publication, The Australian Flora in

wife of painter Sydney Nolan) established her showroom

furniture and

Applied Art (1915) presented tiles, electroliers, clocks, wallpapers

'Modern Furniture' in Little Collins Street. This area was the

and other decorative arts created from Australian flora. Baker's

heart of Melbourne's Bohemia with Cafe Petrushka, Risties, The

eative gainsyingon form

position as curator of Sydney's Technological Museum allowed

Leonardo Bookshop and other art student haunts nearby. One

teexpositions

him to encourage the use of Australian materials and motifs by

of Reed's first shows was the work of Sam Atyeo, a painter who

ial Exhibition

his assiduous collection of work of this type. For designers and

also designed furniture. Commercial outlets like 'Modern

tat persist in

artists, the economic motif can be a powerful force in shaping

Furniture' provided more exposure for contemporary designers

tese stylistic

one's style.

and

R.T. Baker's retirement from the museum in 1921

still survives

roughly coincides with the arrival of 20th century modernist art

~so urces

under the banner of modernism. And a measure of the
movement's success can be gauged by the eagerness of the big
retailers to follow this lead.

in a nation of

and design theory in Australia. Modernism has its own local

As early as 1927, Grace Bros. asked Roy de Mestre and

on people.

champions and foremost amongst them was the editor and

Thea Proctor to design interiors and furnishings for their Sydney

;A), a major

artist Sydney Ure Smith's publication The Home (b. 1920). His

showrooms. Then in 1932, Fredrick Ward (a noted designer

y, argues for

son, Sam UreSmith, was the publisher of Art and Australia until

who later headed the Design Unit at the Australian National

geographic/

recently.

University, Canberra) was asked to design furniture for the

·.The politics

In Australia, the most important modernists for the

Myer Emporium, Melbourne. In his role as staff designer, Ward

by political,

early 20th century were the imports Walter and Marion Burley

invited the young refugee Fred Lowen to produce 500 Ward-

.ways reflect

Griffin whose plans for the new capital in Canberra captured

designed chairs for Myer. This proved to be the launch of Fler,

i Ways, 1976).

the nation's imagination. Their uncompromising approach to

the well-known furniture firm.

~

presence of

local commissions also attracted some enthusiastic patrons.

.m is clearly

The radical1915 designs for A.J.J. Lucas's 'Cafe Australia' was

1932 to develop the nation's second 'designer diner', the famous

·e can still be

the nation's first 'designer diner' where the firm was given the

Lacquer Room with furnishings, decor and lighting by the

Then Sydney's Farmer and Co. invited Thea Proctor in

.an jarrah or

opportunity to design the furniture, lighting and decor 'en

artist. And other retailers like David Jones used designers like

tHuonpine,

suite'. Griffin's furniture for 'Cafe Australia' uses anti-historicist

Gordon Andrews to develop retail lines. Department store

Queensland

forms in dark, stained timbers, exposed joinery and plain,

galleries like Anthony Hordern, Farmer and Co.'s Blaxland

unpatterned upholstery.

; toward the

Following the lead of the Griffins, the Melbourne artists

Gallery and the David Jones Gallery also exhibited new design
and architecture.

;enous style

Napier and Christian Waller designed the interiors of their own

As the 1940 s approached, Australia had developed a

tlarguments

home producing furniture and furnishings. While the Wallers

core of Bauhaus-inspired designers who practiced in the major

ornamental

are best known for their graphic arts and sculpture, their foray

urban centres. Unlike the generation before them, these

tcien Henry,

into interior design helped introduce another element into

modernists rejected all regional issues for international styles.

in the 1870

Australian design: the increasing interdisciplinary involvement

Richard Haughton "Jimmie" James (1907-1985), an English-

>an sentence

of painters, sculptors, jewellery-designers and print-makers

born advertising art director who came to Australia in 1939, was

re he taught

into furniture design and interiors.

one of the more active 'Bauhauslers'. In the art critic Bernard

tme the first

An exhibition, for example, held from 8-21 October

Smith's autobiography, The Boy Adeodatus, Smith described

Josition was

1929 at Sydney's Burdekin House in Macquarie Street, Sydney,

James as the "eminent modernist publicist", giving perhaps the

:l to Paris in

illustrates this mixed-media approach to furniture and interior

first public lecture on the organisation and curriculum of the

design. The catalogue introduction by Leon Gellert on 'Modern

Bauhaus in 1939 (seep 238). Jimmie James also helped establish

mstralia an

Interior Decoration' identified the participants with a new

the Design Industries Association in Sydney in the same year.

sing purely

ideology: "[Modernism] eliminates all that is unnecessary and

Another Sydney designer who also lectured frequently

foundation

is in agreement with the whole world-movement toward

on similar subjects was John Oldham (1907- ?) who like many

1apowerful

simplification as exemplified in modern dress, modern

modernist followers, combined left wing politics with the

888, Henry

architecture, modern art, modern hygiene ... " (Catalogue,

modern design movement. As an active member of the

ected "neo-.

Burdekin House Exhibition, 1929, unpaginated). Artists exhibiting

Communist Party, he spoke frequently to workers' and artists'

.ance".

interior furnishing and furniture at the Burdekin include Adrian

groups. As a designer for the firm Stephenson and Turner,

ecturer and

Feint, Leon Gellert, Roy de Mestre, Hera Roberts, Thea Proctor

Oldham was given responsibility for the Australian Pavilion for

Jhleteer has

and the designer Dorothy Wager.

the 1939 World's Fair in New York. (Aspects of Perth Modernism

•

1929-42, Centre for Fine Arts, Perth, 1986). By controlling the

releasing his 'Contour' line of upholstered furniture for

Commmonwealth's patronage of the World's Fair project,

production. After beginning with timber furniture, the designer

weak

Oldham was in an excellent position to support modernist

had arrived at the use of moulded plywood and plastics.

furnit

followers.

Featherston's work combines a modernist line with

button~

progr

Other influential Bauhaus connections come from

tucked upholstery and high density cushions. The style of the

Laun•

Victoria's Geelong Grammar School where Ludwig Hirschfeld-

shell-based chairs has proved so durable that they have been

offerE

Mack taught. Hirschfeld-Mack had been a student, apprentice

recently re-released by Gordon Mather Industries.

(form

and finally a form master at the Bauhaus. His most influential

When Australian design's most severe critic in the

well.

pupil at Geelong was David Foulkes-Taylor (1929-1966), the

1960s, Robin Boyd, was given the task of coordinating the

numl

well-known West Australian designer. Foulkes-Taylor first

Montreal Expo '67's Australian Pavilion, Boyd commissioned

progr

designed furniture in modernist tubular steel but as his design

Featherston to design the well-known audio chair to transmit

interests broadened into ceramics and other media, he began to

programmes on Australian topics in French and English. Two

pro vi

explore the possibilities of West Australian jarrah with Gio

hundred and forty of these Expo '67 chairs were made. The

chaiiE

Ponti-inspired furniture work. His best-known work is the

design of Boyd's pavilion, Featherston's work and other by

and c

'Poona Chair', a reworking of the British Army's canvas and

furniture designers like Kjell Grant whose Expo chair was

artist

timber demountable easy chair. (See The Foulkes-Taylor Years,

acquired by the Museum of Modern Art, New York, made the

In thE

Exhibition catalogue, W.A.I.T. 1982).

Montreal Expo a design success for Australia.

suffic

The post-war generation's tastes reflect the near-

Along with a sense of independence in postwar

paint

universal acceptance of modernist principles in interior design,

society,there was also a rediscovery of Australia by its own

techn

housekeeping and decor and in the late 1940s, the momentum

inhabitants. Manning Clark had established the first year-

of the design movement continued to build. The Society of

length Australian history course in 1946 while poet A.D. Hope

lines,

Industrial Designers was founded in 1947, Fred Lowen launched

created the first in-depth course study of Australian literature

consi

Fler in 1946 and Frances Burke (a designer herself) opened the

in 1954. These cultural notes underscore the development of an

the o

'Good Design' retail shop in Melbourne. Many furniture

Australian identity as separate from the Euro-centric vision.

led tc

designers of the period command recognition amongst furniture

Once again, after a generation of modernism, local

presE

connoisseurs and collectors with artists like Gordon Andrews,

timbers reappeared, especially in the work of the Melbourne

critic

expatriate Clement Meadmore, Grant Featherston and Fred

designer-maker Schulim Krimper (1893-1971) whose one-off

easec

Lowen producing 20th century classics.

works were collected by the National Gallery of Victoria as

Trud

Postwar prosperity helped encourage these achieve-

early as 1948. By 1951, Krimper had been given an exhibition at

whic"

ments but perhaps most important for Australian design was

George's, Melbourne's posh retailer. In 1959, he was even

colo~:

the severing of the close links with England after the 1939-45

granted a retrospective by the National Gallery of Victoria,

of th•

war. Drained of resources after six years of war, Britain's

which seems to be the only retrospective ever given to a furnit-

SUCCE

economic dominance of Australia was weakened and local

ure designer-maker in Australian history. His work, surveyed

credi

manufacturers filled these supply gaps with locally-designed

in Terry Lane'sSchu/im Krimper, Cnbinet-Maker(Gryphon Books,

rely l

and manufactured goods.

1987), reveals his use ofblackbean, silver ash, Australian cedar

ofm<

Recently returned from the United States, Douglas

and Jarrah.

rem a

Snelling (d.1985) formed a postwar partnership to produce

Krimper's work, always carefully crafted, if not well-

what his company, Functional Products, called 'The Snelling

designed, was the first step in the craft revival in late 20th

and

Line'. They were one of the first to convert the modernist

century Australia. Although Krimper indulged his personal

issue

ergonomic lines to timber furniture by using Australian timbers

fetish for wood-turning (multiple knobs, etcetera), he was

local

like silver ash and Queensland maple and synthetic fibre

dedicated to functionalism and modernist furniture forms.

cone<

webbing. The timber was lightly varnished without staining or

In the years before the Australian universities with

wod

painting. The line was promoted to retailers in The Furniture

major studies in furniture design took their first students, the

uniq

Trades Review (October, 1948, p. 35) as "Contemporary Furniture

philosophyofthecontemporarydesigner-makerwasdominated

designed by Douglas B. Snelling from his experience of Modern

by craft theory and practice: integrity of materials, the sensuality

desi~

Design in California." 'Functional' and 'modern' are keywords

of making (smell, touch, vision), extraordinary emphasis on

but a

in the vocabulary. (Sarah Payne's survey of Functional Products

technique and finally, the urban-centred cult of the hand-made

rome

in Craft Australia 1988:1 is an excellent source on the firm.) Just

object. When the Crafts Council of Australia was founded in

beau

as Snelling was withdrawing from commercial furniture des-

1971, it was responding to a need - almost a demand - for a

work

ign in the 1950s, Melbourne designer Grant Featherston was

centralised organisation.

his o

furniture for

Some years later, as the crafts movement began to

Lueckenhausen' s own eccentric aims. Like the 18th century

e, the designer

weaken, a number of universities presciently established

world, he considers that surprise is the general principle of

and plastics.

furniture and wood programmes for potential designers. Two

beauty.

with button-

programmes were initiated in Tasmania alone (Hobart and

The development of a strong international style of

he style of the

Launceston), West Australian Institute of Technology (W .A. LT.)

modernist furniture amongst university graduates still seems

tey have been

offered courses, while RMIT and Canberra Institute for the Arts

hampered by the lack of access to metal- and plastic-forming

~s.

(formerly Canberra School of Art) developed workshops as

equipment. And, I might note with admitted self-interest, an

~

critic in the

well. The Launceston and W.A.I.T. courses did not survive. A

absence of design history training. At RMIT however, where

rdinating the

number of designers in this exhibition come from these

modernist styles predominate, the vocabulary of design in

ommissioned

programmes.

meta lis well-developed. The restrictions that a lack of conceptual

tir to transmit

For these new university-trained designers, furniture

ability in metal and plastic media place on the younger design

English. Two

provides an opportunity to develop theory and the greatest

community continues to push artists toward timber. This

re made. The

challenge for the designer-maker is the marriage of concepts

restriction affected modernism's development in Australian

and other by

and construction. The critical environment awaiting emerging

furniture in the 1980s. The exceptions like Robert Foster' s

po chair was

artists demands a command of theory as evidence of credibility.

experiments in aluminium and thermoplastic resin come from

Jrk, made the

In the historicist past when furniture was 'fact' enough, it was

his experience in metal-forming and holloware.

sufficient to copy pre-existing styles as painting students once
in postwar
a by its own

1e first year-

To summarise, the development of Australian-designed

painted the Old Masters. If a designer copied well with good

furniture for the nation' s marketplace parallels developments

technique: mission accomplished.

elsewhere, with the welcome exceptions of a regional character

Modernism, however, required clean (even 'moral')

that is related to the indigenous timbers, local eccentricities,

etA.D.Hope

lines, devoid of quotation or reference to the past. Function was

university training and predominant faculty masters. Many

ian literature

considered paramount. But now, modernism has stumbled and

Australian themes have persisted for decades; this is a positive

opmentofan

the outbreak of theory that characterises post-modernism has

achievement often noted by visitors but largely unrecognised

1tric vision.

led to eclecticism- an anarchy of choice. As a style, eclecticism

by Australians. Australian furniture has developed a style that

presents no fixed ideal but in an era where concepts are more

favours what Robert Venturi, the jester of post-modernism,

e Melbourne

critical than execution, some designers are drawn toward the

calls the triumph of "Messy Vitality over Obvious Unity". •

hose one-off

ease of conceptual immediacy. Post-modernists like D-4, Michael

f Victoria as

Trudgeon and Tony Masters design for a cultural milieu in

~ rnism,

local

exhibition at

which a year's passage can overturn a new movement in decor:

Michael Bogle, the co-author of Modern Australian

1e was even

colour, form, texture, lighting. This is the cultural compression

Furniture (Craftsman Press, 1989) with Peta Lahdman, is a

of Victoria,

of the urban scene where nuance and gesture are critical. To

writer and historian in the decorative arts. He has lectured at a

'n to a furnit-

succeed requires constant adjustment of one's style to retain

number of universities in Australia and the USA. Currently, he

rk, surveyed

credibility. Wedded to Euro- and Anglo-centric visions that

teaches design history as a part-time lecturer in the Design

phon Books,

rely heavily on magazines and video-culture, they are the heirs

Faculty, University of Technology, Sydney and works as a

tralian cedar

of modernism's failure to evolve.

curator for the Historic Houses Trust of NSW.

, if not well-

remain constant in contemporary Australian furniture. National

in late 20th

and regional qualities are an unarticulated but ever-present

'tis personal

issue for designer-makers working in wood. Their medium,

ra), he was

local timber, still suggests a 'Bio-regional' quality similar in

But in the midst of this stylistic diversity, certain trends

reforms.

concept to that of the mid-19th century. Leslie John Wright's

•rsities with

work, for example, using natural materials often evokes a

tudents, the

uniquely West Australian sense of place.

sdominated

A certain Romanticism can also be seen in contemporary

te sensuality

design- not 'Bush' romanticism associated with found objects

mphasis on

but a textbook romanticism associated with art theory. In this

hand-made.

romantic route to creativity, nature remains an inspiration and

founded in

beauty is a tangible, articulated goal. Helmut Lueckenhausen's

1and- for a

work has consistently sought to be beautiful within the terms of
his own aesthetic; achieving wider appreciation outside of
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DIANA FIRTH

ROBERT FOSTER

PATRICK HALL

MACGREGOR KNOX

HELMUT LUEKENHAUSEN

TONY MASTERS

MICHAEL TRUDGEON

LESLIE JOHN WRIGHT
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Writing Desk

(Courtesy of Rebel Penfold Russell)
Birds-eye Maple (Veneercraft) detailing dark green leather.
1350mm (L) x 650mm (W) x 1000mm (H)
Cabinetmakers- Constantia Designer Craftsman

Photography:
Constantia (piece)
Uffe and Glennis Schulze (drawings)
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He Whare Taonga (Ancestral Treasure House)
Demolition Kauri, copper, pau, gold leaf.
Figurine "KAHURERE"- demolition kauri, gold leaf.
1190mm (H) x 600mm (W) x 500mm (D)
Design, carving and finishing: Diana Firth
Construction: Bryan Heighton, Mickey Allen
Aluminium Drug Cabinet (under cons truction)
Construction: Mickey Allen
Photography: Peter Molloy

•
Reclining Chair
Aluminium rods, powder coated aluminium,

(formed) stainless steel, aluminium tube.
2000 (D) x 500 (W) x lOOOmm (H)

Bar Stool
Rolled aluminium (3mm sheet),
chromed steel, Delrin, rubber.
400mm (D) x 400mm (W) x 900mm (H)
Photography and styling:
john de Ia Roche and Marie Fitzgibbon (pieces)
Ulle and Glenn is Schulze (drawings)
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Power Lamps 1 and 2

Custom wood, aluminium, plated steel fittings,
slumped glass, silk screen.
Lamp 1 -150mm (D) x 150mm (W) x 2000mm (H)
Photography and styling:
john de Ia Roche and Marie Fitzgibbon (pieces)
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I

Uffe and Glenn is Schulze (Drawings)

..

Convertible Lounge

Steel framed, cold foam, leather upholstery.
850mm (D) x lOOOmm (W) x 800mm (H)
Photography: Ross Bird
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'Rotheryn' S'd
• etable
Aluminium, veneered

.

Silver Ash and Silk
particleboard,
1817
y Oak veneer
mm (H) x 1580mm (L) x 450.mm(D)
Photography a nd styling·
john de Ia Roche and Marie
. Ft
Uffe and Glenn isS h
' zgibbon (piece)
c ulze (drawings)
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Wing2
Materials:
.
.th ABS end caps
. . m extrus iOnIWl
Central fin: Alummm
Base and top p lates·. stainless stee
h els
. tee! with nylon w e
Ball racers. s
. .
extrusions
Tracks and guid es: a lummoum
ulded p lywood
. .
Casmgs. mo
d a nd glass
Shelves: lacquered cra ftwoo
Covers: Perfora ted meta l
Dimensions:

Total height: 2900mm
Casings: 2300mm
Width: 1200mm
Extended width: 1700mm
Depth: SOOmm

; I

•
LFX

Nonfunctioning Full Scale Maquette
Materials: custom wood, foam, polyurethane
Design: Michael Trudgeon
Collaborator: David Poulton
Technical Support:
Cash Engineering Research, A.M.S. Polycraft
Dimensions: 550 mm (0) x 540 mm (W) x 850 mm (H)
Photography:
Elle (piece)
Uffe and Glennis Schulze (drawings)

..
Gym nos Dining Table
Sycamore veneer over medium density
fibreboard ; Sycamore edge rails and legs,
cast aluminium alloy with stainless steel,
marine ply frame, leather.
2800mm (L) x 111 Omm (W) x 720mm (H)
Photography: Robert Garvey

The Splitting Heads Exhibition was curated by the 1991 Hobart

Design Triennial Committee, who would like to thank the participating artists for their commitment to the Triennial through the
TASMANIAN
DEVELOPMENT
AUTHORITY

many changes that have occurred over the past eighteen months.
Special thanks to:

Symposium Co-ordination:

J

U herman miller

Anna Kingston

Exhibition Co-ordination and Design:
Linda Forster

Triennial Graphic Design and Artwork:
Sandra Soccol, Stephen Goddard, Jenny Chung, Neal Haslem
D'Art Room Design and Illustration

Sheraton Hobart
H 0

T

E L

Catalogue Essay:
Michael Bogle

Triennial Printing:
Focal Printing
Thanks also go to John Smith, Coordinator- Centre for Furniture
Design for his contribution to the development and planning of
the Triennial, and to Ron Brooks from the Graphic Design
department, University of Tasmania for his assistance and
advice from the beginning.
The Splitting Heads exhibition is generously supported by the

IANZFI
AUSTRALIA NEW ZEALAND FOUNDATION

Visual Arts/ Crafts Board of the Australia Council, the Australia
New Zealand Foundation, the Centre for Furniture Design and
the University Art Exhibitions Committee.
The Critical Vision symposium is sponsored by Herman Miller
Australia and the Sheraton Hobart Hotel. Generous support
comes from the Visual Arts I Craft Board of the Australia Council,
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the Australia New Zealand Foundation, the Centre for Furniture
Design, Tasmanian Arts Advisory Board and the Tasmanian
Development Authority.
Thanks also go to the following bodies and organisations who
acted in the capacity of convenors at the Symposium: The
Furniture Manufacturers' Association of Australia, The
Australian Academy of Design, the Australian Furniture
Research and Development Institute, the Department of
Industry, Technology and Commerce, and the Tasmanian
Development Authority.
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