The Mackintosh Sty le

Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868-
1928) is something of an architectural
enigma. [n a tantalisingly short career
he produced one undisputed master-
piece, the Glasgow School of Art, a
small number of brilliant public build-
ings, houses and interiors, as well as a
wide range of innovative designs for
furniture, textiles, wall decoratjon,

artifacts and posters. At the end of his .

life he devoted his entire artistic
- attention to water-colour painting.

Mackintosh holds a special place in
the history of design. The precise
nature of his influence and the origins
of his particular genius have neverthe-
less given rise to much debate among
architectural critics and design histori-
ans. When Mackintosh’s work was res-
cued from virtual oblivion in the mid-
twentieth century, he was hailed as
one of the most important precursors’
of the modern movement. The
Glasgow School of Art was acclaimed
as the first truly modern building.
Mackintosh’s name has become syn-
onymous with the strange flowering
of northern art nouveau, a style suc-
cinctly workeéd by the attenuated ver-
ticals of his high- backed chairs or the
graphic elegance of his letter forms.

Lone genius, prophetic architect, poet
of interior, there is much in
Mackintosh's life and work to support
a number of differing viewpoints. No
one familiar with the dévelopment of
contemporary design could fail to
appreciate how the finest of
Mackintosh’s work uncannily antici- -
pates the purity and structural integri-
ty now identified with modernism,
The white interiors, bold handling of

materials and enlightened practicality”

seem to point firmly in the direction
of the new design age.

Mackintosh was indeed a "purifier in
the field of architecture”, in the
words of Mies'Van der Rohe, but the
poetic intensity of his work, where
rationality is always clothed in an
artistic sensibility, hints at deeper lev-
els. Superficially, his work may appear
pared down, but it is a simplicity,
which is infused with symbol and
meaning, in this context, the creative
partnership of Mackintosh and his
wife, Margaret Macdonald, his devo-
tion to nature and his desire to forge
a new national style makes better
sense.

- The active and successful period of
Mackintosh’s working life.occupies
barely a decade, but it was a critical

*decade. Poised on the cusp of a new

age, rooted in the old, Mackintosh’s
work is unlike, but not unconnected
to, what had gone before; distinct,
but not divorced, from the progres-
sion to a new architectural style. A
designer of great originality and
power, it was his misfortune that this
proved not to be a triumphant stance,
but an isolated one.

Apprenticeship and Education.

In the context of Mackintosh'’s early
development, it is important to pro-
vide a picture of the city in which his
.tatents were beginning to emerge.
Glasgow, at the end of the nineteenth
century, was no provincial backwater,
but the second ity of the empire, a°
burgeoning industrial centre with a
lively cultural life. Glasgow was not
unconnected to the wider world of
cultural development, some of those
who had made their fortunes in the
industrial and commercial expansion
of the city became lively patrons of
the arts. Glasgow's flourishing indus-
-triés and associated trades had a vora-
cious appetite for skilled craftsmen
and technicians. It was to educate
“industrial artists and ornamentalists”
that the School of Art was founded in
1844, ’

Architectural training in Glasgow, as
,elsewhere in Britain in the late nine-
teenth century, was loosely organised
on the bases of apprenticeship, archi-
tecture was as yet unrecognised as an
academic discipline. There was no for-
mal requirement for any additional
study, but the same year as his
-apprenticeship began, Mackintosh
enrolled in evening classes at the
Glasgow School of Art, where initially
he took courses in painting and draw-

ing. His formal architectural education |

began in his fourth year, he studied
under Thomas Smith and the fine
draughtsman Alexander McGibbon,
who later became director of architec-
tural studies at the school. Fram the
beginning Mackintosh distinguished
himself as a student, winning many
school prizes over the course of eight
years part- time attendance.

Furniture

Mackintosh’s name is popularly syn-
onymous with the pure graphic quali-
ty of his ebonised high- backed chairs.
These designs, with their intersecting
planes, became icons of modern
design. ' \

Chairs were only one, albeit impor-
tant, element of his prolific output as
a furniture designer. During his career

b

‘he produced over 400 different
designs for a huge range of pieces,
from clocks to hat-stands, wardrobes
to light fittings. Furniture, its design
and placement, was integral to the
way he conceived interior space.

Mackintosh furniture varies in style as
well as type. The attenuated form of
his most-famous designs, such as the
1903 ladder back chair for the Hill
House bedroom, dates from the mid-
dle period. Earlier work is often deco-
rated with organic motifs, while the
later pieces, designed for Derngate,
display a severe modernity, he proba-
bly began to design furniture around
1893, some of his first pieces were
produced for a firm of Glasgow cabi-
net- makers, Guthrie and Wells.

.The first extensive furniture commis- |
sion was for Miss Cranston’s Argyle

Street Tea Rooms in 1897, made of
oak, dark-stained or in a natural fin-
ish, these pieces are strong and sturdy,
with some carved decoration, but oth-
erwise displaying a robust simplicity in
keeping with their function.

Mackintosh designed a range of dif-
ferent pieces, from low armchairs to-
tables for playing dominoes, from hat- ~
stands to an upholstered settee. Sheer
bad luck, professional setbacks and
misunderstandings conspired to pro-
vide Mackintosh with what has been
described as a ‘tragically small range
of opportunities’. A proud and diffi-
cult temperament only made matters
worse‘and gave a sad inevitability to
his decline. What began so brilliantly
ended in self-imposed exile, near-
penury and almost completes critical
eclipse. .

The poignancy of a life, which failed
to fulfil its dazzling promise, is intensi-

fied by the great importance placed

on Mackintosh's achievements today.
In crude financial terms, a recent sale
of Mackintosh drawings and furniture
made the point very tellingly. An iron-
ic postscript to the disappointment
and hardship of his final years, the

.sale saw one of Mackintosh's high-

backed chairs fetch over 300,000
pounds sterling, the highest price ever
paid for a twentieth century chair,
while an ebonised writing cabinet
went for nearly 800,000 pounds ster-

~ ling, yet at the time of his death a

group of four chairs were valued at
merely ONE pound. Mackintosh's
place in design is surly at the top of -

. the pyramid of the modern period.

John Brassell
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