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15th May 2009 

2008-2009  -  REPORT ON THE ACTIVITIES OF THE 
DURBAN ART DECO SOCIETY
Although consisting of only a small hard working committee, Durban Art Deco Society, with Jean Powell, President and Prof Michael Mulholland, Vice President, continues to promote the Art Deco heritage of our city.  South Africa has many fine examples of Art Deco style buildings with a number of good examples also in Cape Town and Johannesburg, but at present the Durban Art Deco Society is the only active Art Deco association in South Africa.

During the past year Jean Powell, again addressed the Durban University of Technology (DUT) Architectural students on the overall history of Art Deco.  She also gave a series of three public lectures to members of the newly formed Life Long Learning group operating from the University of KwaZulu-Natal.  These covered the origins and spread of Art Deco, the uniqueness of Durban’s buildings, how the characteristics of the movement’s design influenced fashion, the graphic and applied arts as well as feminism.  The final illustrated lecture highlighted four women designers ‘more famous dead than alive’.

A bus-and-walking tour was organised for the DUT 3rd year Department of Architectural Technology & Interior Design students, with an enthusiastic group of young people cramming as much information as they could into the two hour ‘outdoor lecture’.  For many this was their first introduction to Art Deco: a small but important part of their curriculum.

With special thanks to the owners of Surrey Mansions, we now have an Archive Room in their building to house our books, posters, etc.  After painting and putting up shelves, we will be having an ‘opening function’ on the Surrey Mansions roof to introduce members to our library and archives, as well as the magnificent view from one of Durban’s best maintained Art Deco buildings.
Last year we spent a convivial afternoon visiting the home of Charles Wilkins to view his wonderful collection of Art Deco style furniture, lamps,  collectables and books.  He also gave us a brief talk about how he has gone about  assembling his collection from around the world.  

/ ….
We will shortly be visiting the home of another of our members who is also an enthusiastic collector of Art Deco style furniture, and we are greatly looking forward to this.
Ricky Grey, an enthusiast and expert on antiques and collectables, gave us another illustrated talk on the life and work of the ceramicist Clarice Cliff, whose work is more popular than ever in South Africa. 

A visit to Coedmore Castle (in the Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve in the leafy suburbs of Durban), introduced members to the home and work of the South African sculptor Mary Stainbank (1899-1996).  She trained at the Royal College of Art, London in 1922, at the same time as Henry Moore.  Her work was influenced by Archipenco and the art deco sculptors of Britain and Europe but has only recently been appreciated in South Africa.  Her wonderful sculptures have now been brought back to the Estate where, when funds are available, a gallery/museum will be built to house her work.  
A visit is being planned to travel to Maputo in Moçambique to view some of their Art Deco style buildings where there are some interesting examples.

Our AGM featured pictures of Art Deco buildings in Killarney, a Johannesburg suburb, sent to us by one of our members living up there.
Work continues on building up a base of photographs for eventual publication in a Durban Art Deco book for which we are seeking sponsorship.

We also continue to try and pressure owners to paint, restore and/or renovate their Art Deco style buildings, but sadly some owners are not only not prepared to make the effort, but they are uninterested in Durban’s Art Deco heritage.
The eThekwini Municipality (Durban’s City managers) are working on a series of tourist maps for 2010 when SA hosts the World Soccer Cup.  The Durban maps will give visitors information on the variety of activities available in our city and will also include a map on Durban’s Art Deco buildings.  Last year Durban also won the Bid to host the 2014 UIA International Congress of Architects, which is held every three years.  This will bring some 15 000 people, mainly architects, to our city, and here again the city maps will feature Durban’s variety of architecture, including Art Deco.
A number of press and magazines articles have been appearing about Durban’s Art Deco heritage which is heartening as it means that interest is being stimulated, albeit in a small way: educating our next generation is very important.
Jean Powell 
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