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  Evolution of Design




  DURING THE DECADES spanning the late 1880s through the end of World War I, ocean liner décor on the North Atlantic had mirrored shoreside mansions, museums, and hotels. The idea of an ocean liner as a seagoing museum had its origins with the Germans. German liners in the late 1880s became temples of operatic overtones where nothing was left unadorned. Gilded railings, carved caryatids, and massive landscapes overwhelmed even the most jaded traveler. Louis XIV and Moorish lounges, winter gardens, and restaurants rose sometimes two or three decks in height, gilded to the hilt with Wagnerian kitsch. The individuals charged with decorating these floating hotels, inventive though they were, seemed victimized by an irrational fear of the ocean. Attempting to dismiss the reality that 70 percent of the earth’s service is covered by water, ocean liner designers simply built a hotel inside a ship’s hull, laid the gold leaf on with a shovel, and sent it to sea in a package that would make King Solomon’s best efforts look drab.


  The seagoing preoccupation with land-based establishments and period revival was not, however, without some small merit. It was a long-cherished tactic of ocean liner firms to lull their passengers into thinking that they were anywhere but on the storm-tossed North Atlantic that lay, in fact, right outside the heavy velvet window curtains. The ability to cosset a passenger in a reasonable facsimile of a land-based hotel was the most effective weapon against ennui, anxiety, and seasickness. Though the architecture and styles used might have varied from one steamship line to the next, the final effect was that the first-class passenger could cross the stormy North Atlantic accommodated within surroundings that bore no resemblance to a ship, and having little or no contact with the sea at all. Period furnishings so familiar on shore may have taken on a disconcerting unreality when the oak-beamed
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 The first-class lounge of the Cunard Line’s Aquitania of 1914, decorated in the style of George I. An eighteenth-century Dutch allegorical painting adorns the ceiling. Photo by Bedford Lemere & Co. Courtesy of Royal Museums Greenwich.
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  A painting in the first-class lounge on the Aquitania illustrating the liner’s Edwardian elegance. Photo by Bedford Lemere & Co. Courtesy of Royal Museums Greenwich.


  ceilings and stained-glass windows rose, fell, and creaked with the rolling seas, and especially when large open spaces were crisscrossed by ropes to serve as handrails in heavy weather.


  Germany’s Johannes Poppe began the onslaught of seagoing Baroque while serving as chief interior designer for the ocean liners of Norddeutscher Lloyd from 1881 to 1907. Poppe’s fascination with neo-Baroque grandeur was painfully evident in his creations. Cunard Line executives who visited the Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse and Kronprinz Wilhelm in 1903 described Poppe’s work on those liners as “bizarre, extravagant and crude, loud in colour and restless in form, obviously costly, and showy to the most extreme degree.” A contemporary American described the liners’ décor as “two of everything but the kitchen range, then gilded.”
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 The German giant Bismarck being readied for launching on June 20, 1914. Following World War I, the still-incomplete Bismarck would be handed over to Great Britain’s White Star Line and serve as its flagship Majestic until 1935. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.


  The British carried on the tradition of the museum-at-sea with the turn of the century. The Cunard Line’s legendary Mauretania of 1907 boasted a plethora of shoreside styles. English architect and landscape designer Harold Peto created the Mauretania’s interiors. Typical of oceangoing style at the time, Peto gave the ship’s most elaborate spaces a mixture of historic styles that matched the look of fashionable hotels, clubs, and apartment buildings. The Mauretania’s builders employed 300 workers from Palestine for two years to hand-carve the ship’s elaborate wood paneling. Francois I was the style of the first-class dining room, magnificently carved in oak, with no panel being a duplicate of its neighbor. The grand entrances and staircases in first class were created in the Italian style from French walnut. Late eighteenth-century Petit Trianon dominated in the first-class lounge. Hampton Court’s Old English Orangery provided the theme for the Verandah Café.


  On board the White Star Line’s Olympic of 1911, Jacobean English dominated the massive first-class dining room, with decorations and details taken from Hatfield, Haddon Hall, and other great houses of that period. Instead of the somber oak of that period, the room was painted white and featured an elaborately molded plaster ceiling. Flanking the room were leaded glass windows which fronted the portholes in the sides of the ship. The largest room afloat by far, the dining room spanned the full 92-foot width of the ship, with a length of 114 feet. The notorious swivel dining chairs, bolted to the deck and a hallmark of earlier liners, were vanquished in favor of plush green leather Jacobean replicas.


  Anticipating the dining room was a spacious reception room where passengers could gather and listen to music prior to going in for dinner. The magnificent first-class oak grand staircase rose triumphantly from the reception room through four decks, terminating on A Deck in a foyer sixty feet high and sixteen feet wide and capped by a dome of iron and glass. A bank of three elevators, housed in the forward end of the staircase, silently whisked passengers between decks.
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 The legendary first-class grand staircase of the White Star Line’s Olympic of 1911 and duplicated for the Titanic in 1912. A magnificent reproduction in oak from the William and Mary period; the wrought-iron scrollwork has been adapted from the style of Louis XIV. William Herman Rau, photographer. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.

  
  Louis Quinze style was predominant in the ornate first-class lounge, with details taken from the Palace at Versailles. Many of the first-class staterooms were lavish creations molded in ten different period styles ranging from Adams to Italian Renaissance to Queen Anne. The most expensive accommodations were the four parlor suites, each consisting of two bedrooms, private bathroom, sitting room, and two wardrobe rooms. Businessmen traveling alone could take advantage of the exceptionally large number of single-berth staterooms, ninety-six in all, consisting of bedstead, large sofa, wardrobe, dressing table, and wash basin. The comfortable bedsteads replaced the fixed berths found on the previous generation of liners.


  The Olympic was one of the first liners to feature an alternative to the first-class dining room in the form of an à la carte restaurant. Paneled in French walnut, it was in this handsome chamber that first-class passengers could take their meals at any time between 8:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m. Located on B Deck, aft of yet another equally grand staircase, the restaurant featured carpeting in a shade known as rose du Barry and table arrangements to seat anywhere from two to eight people. A Turkish bath, swimming pool, gymnasium, and squash racket court were available in first class to compensate for the overindulgence at table. A writing room, a mahogany-paneled smoking room complete with inlaid mother-of-pearl trim, and a pair of verandahs aft of the smoking room added to the apparently limitless comforts of first class.


  Second-class passengers on the Olympic found a comfortable but pale imitation of what was laid on for their betters in first class. An inordinate number of private baths were found in first class, but all of the nearly 700 traveling in second class had to trudge down their corridor to use communal bathrooms. Relegated to a mere three public rooms, the second class could partake of a bright and airy dining room that accommodated 394 at a time, with seating reverting to the revolving chairs at long, communal-like tables. Menus for second class were prepared in the same kitchens as first class but offered fewer choices. A modest sycamore-paneled library, measuring forty by fifty-eight feet, was supplemented by a smoking room paneled in oak and boasting upholstered pieces in green Morocco leather.
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  The first-class smoking room on the Olympic paneled in mahogany. The decorative details are hand-inlaid mother-of-pearl. William Herman Rau, photographer. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.

  
  Louis XVI luxuriated in the first-class dining room of Cunard’s Aquitania of 1914, where arabesques, wreaths, garlands, and decorative landscapes abounded. The first-class oak-paneled smoking room on board was done in the style of Charles II, with coats of arms, nautical trophies, and gilded sconces decorating the typically masculine sanctuary. A Cunard Line brochure rhapsodized, “The Aquitania is like an English country house. Its great rooms are perfect replicas of the fine salons and handsome apartments that one finds in the best English manor halls.” The Aquitania remained one of the most popular and comfortable liners afloat for decades. Yet even her most ardent followers might question the nautical validity of her Elizabethan Grill Room and Palladian Lounge.
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 The second-class lounge on the Lusitania of 1907. Photo by Bedford Lemere & Co. Courtesy of DeGolyer Library, Southern Methodist University.


  Not to be outdone, Germany’s Hamburg-America Line introduced the Imperator in 1913, the first of a proposed trio of mammoth liners. The windows of the Imperator’s first-class smoking room, in the guise of a Bavarian hunting lodge, doubtless obscured the fact that the churning maelstrom of the North Atlantic was just outside and a hundred feet below. London’s Royal Automobile Club served as the model for the Imperator’s stunning swimming pool, made up of Doric columns, tile, and marble and pretentiously called the Pompeian Bath.


  In the 1920s, the traditional notion of a grand hotel at sea faded as the significant influence of 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs began to exert itself. The exposition was in fact a world’s fair held in Paris from April to October of that year, where many of the international avant-garde fields of architecture and applied arts were brought together. Decades later, the term Arts Décoratifs was shortened to the more familiar “Art Deco.” The 1925 exposition epitomized a sleek modernity of luxury goods with the application of bold geometric compositions and a machine-age appearance.


  With Paris being a main attraction of the fair, the central body of exhibits, set in pavilions spanning over seventy acres, presented a new and exciting interplay of functionality and ornamentation. A crystal tower fountain by René Lalique was a prominent set piece of the exposition. The exposition was officially sponsored by the French government and covered an area from the Grand Palais on the Right Bank to Les Invalides on the Left Bank, and along the banks of the Seine River. The Grand Palais, the largest venue in Paris, was filled with exhibits of decorative arts from the participating countries. Sixteen million people visited the 15,000 exhibitors that had come from twenty different countries. Only modern creations were permitted at the exposition; no historical styles were allowed. The main purpose of the exposition was to promote the French manufacturers of luxury furniture, porcelain, glass, metal work, textiles, and other decorative products.
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  A colorized image of the first-class main staircase of the Imperator of 1913. Photographer unknown.


  Art Deco was associated with both luxury and modernity; it combined very expensive materials and exquisite craftsmanship put into futuristic forms. “Streamline” was a variation of the Art Deco style and soon appeared in buildings related to transportation and velocity, such as train stations, airport terminals, and port buildings. The dominant features of the streamline effect included a horizontal orientation, rounded corners, the use of porthole windows, chrome-plated hardware, and highly polished woods. Colors were frequently white or pale pastels. The Art Deco style would soon have an influence on ocean liner design that would last for decades. After the disasters of World War I, the functional attractiveness of the designs aroused great public appeal throughout Europe and the United States.


  By the 1920s, the vast majority of transatlantic passengers were Americans. They were not only rich Americans but also the new middle class. New immigration laws enacted in the 1920s dramatically cut the flow of immigrants to the United States, a major source of income for all steamship lines. Facing a devastating loss of income, steamship companies sent their prewar fuel-guzzling leviathans into dry dock, where the dormitories and eating halls of steerage class were transformed into decent, if modest, cabin accommodations and renamed “tourist third” or “tourist cabin” to be marketed to middle-class tourists and business travelers.


  The abject squalor of the former steerage-class accommodations had been elevated with a coat of paint and small frills such as company monogrammed bedspreads and improved menus. The tourist third cabin of the 1920s was barely the size of a railway compartment, with upper and lower berths, a sink, and a bare overhead bulb for illumination. But the accommodation was clean, the food plentiful, and the environment respectable enough for the thousands of teachers and students who had the time and money for the trip. By the mid-1920s this nimble footwork by the steamship companies had caught fire and was fanned so furiously, it enabled them to completely re-create the transatlantic travel business and even to expand it. Its new name: tourism.


  There was no limit to the amount of money to be had in the burgeoning stock market, and the solid-gold fortunes of Wall Street meant a seemingly inexhaustible flow of easy cash for middle America. Between 1924 and 1929 the Dow Jones Industrial Average had quadrupled. It was beyond anyone’s imagination that this shimmering decade would end with an agonizing hangover. A cruise to Hawaii or the South Seas was within virtually everyone’s grasp. More than one million voyagers crossed the Atlantic in 1925, when a round-trip fare could be had for as little as $110.


  Travel agencies that justly emphasized the cultural values of a sea voyage might well have emphasized its benefits to mental health. Placid days, droning engines, cradling waves, roomy outlook—all these helped to soothe troubled, taut spirits. And everyone was heading for Paris, that shimmering ooh la la mecca of Moulin Rouge, Le Bon Marché, and Chanel No. 5. The uncouth and the nouveau riche descended on Paris with their ready cash, but it was the Parisians who had the last laugh when the tourists boarded the boat train for Le Havre and the voyage home.


  With the easy money of the 1920s and the rise in leisure travel, leading marine architects and designers of the era searched for new opportunities and challenges to create entire environments for travelers eager for adventure in the most modern and up-to-date surroundings. Into this sea of change sailed the Ile de France in 1927.


  The French government underwrote construction of the Ile de France as part of an agreement dating back to November 1912. The agreement, in return for
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 First-class grand foyer and staircase of the France of 1912. Photographer unknown, Byron Company.
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  The bedroom of a deluxe suite on the France of 1912. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, Detroit Publishing Company Collection.


  government mail subsidies, called for the French Line (the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique, or CGT) to build four new liners at five-year intervals. The first liner was slated for delivery in 1916, the second in 1921, the third in 1926, and the fourth by 1931. This new four-ship contract had been prompted, in part, by the blazing success of the company’s four-funneled France, which entered service in 1912. Although considerably smaller than Germany’s monumental Imperator, the France brought the French Line into the twentieth century as her nation’s first liner to be turbine powered, under license from Charles Parsons, developer of the marine turbine engine.


  But it was with her sumptuous interiors that the France could lay claim to glory. Dubbed the “Château of the Atlantic,” the France’s Louis XIV opulence glittered with gilt and marble. One British journalist quipped, “I doubt that any ship since Cleopatra’s fabled barge knew such visual extravagance.” The grand entrance to the two-deck-high main dining room of the France was modeled on the eighteenth-century mansion of the Count of Toulouse. Descending this magnificent staircase, first-class passengers would find themselves in a veritable temple of haute cuisine. A truckload of pâté de foie gras was brought on board the France prior to each sailing. Following the pâté-laden canapés, a seven-course feast could be savored, boasting such delicacies as filet de Charolais à la Moscovite, potage à l’oseille, faisans truffés, saumon de Loire à la Daumont, or noisette d’Agneau Monte Carlo. The always complimentary Grand Vin Rouge was in ready supply to refresh the palate.


  Luxury on a fantastic scale greeted passengers in first class. Suites aboard the France could accommodate as many as six family members, who slept in canopied beds. Stewards in crisply starched French Line uniforms would serve demitasse in the Café Terrasse and the Salon Mauresque. Novelties at sea at the time included an elevator and hair salon.


  Only two years after the France took high honors on the North Atlantic, World War I sent everyone scurrying for cover. Serving manfully as both a hospital ship and a troopship, the France emerged from the war in 1918 unscathed. At the post-war helm of the French Line was John Henri Dal Piaz, who would leave an enduring mark on the line, devoting forty years of service to the company, including the opening of travel routes to North Africa and the Mediterranean. Dal Piaz’s credo, “To live is not to copy; it is to create,” hinted at great things to come. As president of the company, he ushered in the golden age of the French Line by developing groundbreaking liners of unprecedented style and décor.


  As a successor to the France, the Paris was to have been the second liner under the four-ship government agreement when her construction began in 1914. World War I halted the ambitious scheme, and the Paris was left idle for five years. The liner was launched on September 12, 1916, but only to clear her building slipway for more-pressing war needs. The Paris languished in Quiberon Bay off the coast of Brittany until 1919, when construction began anew.


  Following her delivery in 1921, the Paris, the largest French liner to date, was hailed as one of the most luxurious liners on the Atlantic with facilities that no other liner could claim. Rare features on the Paris included square windows in most first-class cabins rather than the traditional round portholes. Private telephones, extremely rare in the 1920s, could be found in most first-class staterooms. Many first-class passengers traveled with personal servants, typically housed in distant second-class quarters, but on the Paris one’s own maid or valet could be quickly summoned from an adjoining servant’s cabin. Passengers could choose to travel in the lavish traditional staterooms, but the sinuous curves of Art Nouveau flourished in her public rooms.


  In the two-story first-class dining room on the Paris, languid ironwork balustrades and a softly lit glass ceiling gave the impression of being in the winter garden of a French château rather than on the roiling North Atlantic. The de rigueur grand entrance into the dining room was accomplished by means of a mirrored imperial staircase that made for a superbly staged moment for bejeweled women displaying the latest in Parisian fashions. Art Nouveau was again a major influence in the two-deck-high foyer in first class, a dazzling masterpiece of swirling tendrils and grand archways.


  As oil-fired boilers replaced the messy, prewar coal-fired operations, new liners like the Paris could boast spotlessly clean engine rooms, where formally clad ladies and gentlemen were invited by an officer to tour the machinery. And the cuisine, of course, was superb. It was often said that more seagulls followed in the wake of the Paris than any other liner, in hopes of snatching remnants of the haute cuisine discarded overboard.


  With the delivery of the Paris having been delayed until 1921, the second ship from the 1912 agreement could not be ready until at least 1926. Recognizing a new postwar world, France amended its mail contract with CGT, requiring the steamship line to build only two more ships and not the three additional ships originally scheduled. The second ship, it was agreed, was to enter service by the summer of 1927 and the third ship by the summer of 1932.


  Construction on the second ship, what was to become the Ile de France, began in the fall of 1925 at the Penhoet shipyards in Saint-Nazaire, France. With a projected gross tonnage of 42,000, the Ile de France would outrank her sister ships by a considerable margin. When her predecessor, the Paris, entered service she had a gross weight of 10,000 tons more than the France of 1912. The Ile de France would surpass the Paris by the same margin.


  The French Line had been reluctant to commit to designing a massive trio of identical ships, such as the Olympic-class ships of the White Star Line, seemingly for no other reason than the limitations of the harbor facilities at Le Havre. As improvements to the French port progressed, the flagships’ tonnage increased accordingly. The new flagship was known to her architects and builders simply as “SS5,” her intended name never having been publicly announced. This would be the first new, major liner constructed since the end of World War I and a liner built from the start to appeal to the tourist trade.
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  Construction and Trials




  CONSTRUCTED OVER A PERIOD of thirty-three months, the Ile de France was ready for launching on March 14, 1926. Throughout that chilly morning, shipyard workers were busily hammering away at the supporting timbers and keel blocks that had enfolded the liner during her construction. By late morning, the ship rested solely on a ribbon of lubricated sliding ways, gently inclined and leading to the water, with the ship held in place only by massive steel triggers that were anchored to the floor of the cradle and simultaneously attached to the ship’s bow.
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 A postcard view of the Ile de France under construction in 1926. © Collection French Lines & Compagnies, private collection.

  
  Dignitaries attending the launch included the French Under Secretary of Marine, Marco Roustan, and French Line president John Henri Dal Piaz. Madame René Fould, wife of the president of the Shipbuilders Association, named the new vessel Ile de France and proceeded to cut a tricolored ribbon with a pair of scissors. The massive steel triggers were then released, freeing the 793-foot hull from her bonds and enabling her to slide backwards into her element. Oddly enough, no wine was broken over the bow of a ship that would become so popular among thirsty Americans suffering the curse of Prohibition.


  The Ile de France was named literally for the “Island of France,” referring to the Paris metropolitan area bounded by the rivers Oise, Marne, and Seine. Renowned poet Charles Peggy described the region as “the most French, the most profoundly essential, authentic and traditional province, a province by itself, an old French province.” The launching was a delicate and exacting maneuver, as tugs had to pull the vessel into a sharp turn immediately upon entering the water to avoid striking a stretch of submerged rocks known as Les Torteaux. The maneuver had never been tried before with so large a ship, but the launching came off successfully.


  As the liner grew in her fitting-out berth, the French Line publicity offices in New York and Paris were busy issuing some staggering statistics on their new flagship. The propelling machinery would incorporate the very latest developments in high-pressure and high-temperature steam operations. Thirty-two enormous boilers, each resembling a giant locomotive without wheels, were packed into four boiler rooms and would provide steam for four main turbines capable of generating 64,000 horsepower. The turbines were linked to four massive propeller shafts, ranging in length from 183 feet to 235 feet, which would churn the 21-foot-diameter propellers at 230 revolutions per minute, giving the Ile a top speed of 24 knots. The propellers were constructed of a high-tensile manganese bronze.


  Although not breaking any speed records, the Ile de France would be making a respectable six-day crossing of the Atlantic. The boilers would demand 16,000 tons of cold seawater each hour be pumped in and fed through massive condensers. The Ile’s firefighting apparatus would be supplied by saltwater pumps capable of processing 400 tons per hour. Water for bathrooms and sanitary service would be provided by separate saltwater pumps capable of producing 240 tons per hour. The ingredients for the Ile’s elaborate menus would be chilled by refrigeration pumps capable of maintaining the massive array of food storage compartments at individual temperatures for fruits, fish, meats, bottled waters, caviar, pâté, desserts, and dairy products.


  The Ile de France would be the first major liner built with oil-fired boilers, as opposed to older liners built with coal-fired boilers, which were in their later years, through extensive reconstruction, converted to burn fuel oil. Oil was not necessarily less expensive to burn than coal; rather it was that the oil-fired boilers did not need the smudged “black gang” of stokers that shoveled endless tons of coal into the boilers that heated water that, in turn, provided steam to the turbines. In some instances, up to one-third of a ship’s crew complement was made up of stokers. The boiler rooms of early twentieth-century ocean liners were a blistering inferno of heat and noise as hundreds of stokers unceasingly fed the voracious furnaces in the unending quest for speed and to maintain a schedule. Elimination of these hundreds of stokers was an enormous cost-saving measure in a steamship company’s bottom line. Also gone was the annoying sulfurous smell of burning coal that had wafted from the ship’s funnels.


  Gone too was the fine coating of coal dust that settled on every surface, inside and out, which necessitated the entire ship being wiped down after the coal had been loaded through ports in the ship’s side. Regardless of the precautions taken, the nuisance coal dust seeped in and settled on every exposed surface imaginable. Coal dust itself was a hazard in that it was highly explosive in the right concentrations and could be easily ignited by a careless match tossed aside.


  The Ile’s capacious double bottom tanks under the engine rooms had a capacity of 7,000 tons of fuel oil, which would burn at the rate of 28 tons per hour during a six-day Atlantic crossing. An estimated 9,000 tons of fuel oil would be needed for each round-trip voyage, costing an estimated $60,000. Temperatures in the engine rooms, twenty feet below the freezing sea level, could reach 110 degrees Fahrenheit. Moving further aft, where the propeller shafts exited the hull, one could be numbed with cold.
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 The first-class foyer featured in an early postcard view. © Collection French Lines & Compagnies, private collection.


  The Ile’s chief engineer, Yves Miossec, was charged with oversight of a dizzying array of brass instruments, pumps, shafting, meters, electrical panels, water softeners, compressors, salinometers, and turbo-generators that would keep the Ile running smoothly. The Ile’s boilers alone would require constant monitoring, as any miscalculation of water level or steam pressure could generate an explosion powerful enough to inflict massive damage to the ship. The Ile’s builders would calculate her gross tonnage at 43,153 upon completion.


  As construction progressed, the exterior of the new liner seemed scarcely anything revolutionary, with a counter stern and a typical three-funnel profile resembling her elder sister, the Paris. Only the first two funnels would be working, used to expel hot gasses from the boiler uptakes; the third funnel would be a dummy, erected for appearance’s sake to balance the ship’s profile. The only suggestion of modernity in the Ile’s exterior was the incorporation of overhead gravity-operated lifeboat davits, which lifted the lifeboats high enough above the deck to allow the area beneath them to be used for strolling, deck chairs, and deck games. Twenty lifeboats could accommodate 2,616 passengers and crew. The Ile de France would carry 1,548 passengers in three classes; 733 would enjoy the comforts of first class, 399 would be accommodated in second class, and 416 in third class.
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Living room of the luxury apartment Saint-Germain on the Ile de France. © Collection French Lines & Compagnies, Byron Company.


  It was in the interior design of the Ile de France that the French Line brought its own tradition of luxury and comfort to a new high. French Line president Dal Piaz would personally oversee the decorations and furnishings, executed by some of the greatest names of the period. Never before had a ship created her own style in interior design like the Ile de France. Liners like the Aquitania and the Imperator had shown that Louis XIV–style salons and Bavarian hunting lodges could be liberally reproduced at sea but, by contrast, the interiors of the Ile de France represented something entirely new. Materials such as glass, metal, and lacquered surfaces underscored spaces formerly shielded in traditional dark-colored woods. Everything about the Ile’s interiors would be new and revolutionary in the form of sleek marble paneling, concealed lighting, angular stairways, and fabrics with bold geometric patterns. For the first time, a ship’s passenger spaces had been designed not to reproduce decorative styles of the past, but to celebrate the style of the present. The Ile de France’s interiors would be quickly christened Le Style Paquebot, or steamship style, of architecture.
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 The salon du grand appartement de luxe. © Collection French Lines & Compagnies, Byron Company.


  Many of the best-known modernist interior decorators in Europe had vied for the honor of creating the new liner’s interiors. More than thirty decorating firms would contribute to the Ile’s interior design, but the unifying Art Deco theme created a showplace of contemporary art and architecture. Raymond Subes, one of the most renowned French metalwork designers, created the balustrades that adorned the monumental first-class grande descent, which was three decks high and had been created by Bouwens de Boijen from gray Lanel stone and yellow marble. In the concourses surrounding this three-story foyer would be found Parisian boutiques, a children’s playroom, a gymnasium, and even a Parisian sidewalk café complete with striped awnings. Esteemed carpeting designer Ivan da Silva Bruhns created many of the carpets on board, utilizing earth tones and geometric patterns.


  Louis Süe and André Mare designed the first-class lounge, a space measuring seventy-nine feet by fifty-nine feet. Defining the room were forty deep-red pilasters, each sixteen feet tall and crowned with gilded capitals, embracing a 1,000-square-foot dance floor. The dark, resonant red of the lacquered pilasters endowed the room with a richness and opulence seldom seen. Complementing the luxurious red pilasters was fabric designer Maurice Lauer’s vibrant floral-upholstered furniture, set on a bold geometric-patterned carpet. Sculptors Albert Pommier and Pierre-Marie Poisson created freestanding reliefs titled The Seine and the Aisne and The Marne and the Oise, nine feet tall and representing the four rivers that encircled Île-de-France, the original feudal domain of the kings of France, from which the liner took her name.
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Bedroom of the deluxe Beauvais apartment. © Collection French Lines & Compagnies, Byron Company.


  Architect and designer Henri Pacon created the Ile de France’s firs class smoking room. Paneled in ash, the smoking room occupied two levels, extending from the Promenade Deck to the Boat Deck, the upper level having a splendid view over the ship’s stern and her wake beyond. Sedate compared to the Ile’s other Promenade Deck public rooms, the smoking room was fitted out with card tables and chairs and with comfortable leather club chairs in conversational groupings. By the late 1920s, a smoking room on a North Atlantic liner was no longer the all-male bastion of decades past when male and female passengers were neither expected nor encouraged to mingle during the afternoon or following dinner. Females of the 1920s, wearing trousers, voting, and smoking, boldly began their incursion into the once-hallowed male sanctum to see what they had been missing all these years and to quench their thirst as well.


  The North Atlantic would be “wet” in more ways than one on the Ile de France. Thirsty American men and women enduring Prohibition would delight in the smoking room’s twenty-nine-foot long bar, a nautical record for its size. Once past the American three-mile limit, the Ile stood to reap a bounty in liquor receipts for the next five days. As one French Line brochure enticed, “As you slip away, far beyond the range of amendments and thou-shalt-nots, those dear little iced things begin to appear, sparkling aloft on their slender crystal stems. . . . Utterly French, utterly harmless—and oh so gurglingly good!”


  Famed designer Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann added his particular style of luxe to many of the furnishings and light fixtures on board. The Ile de France embodied a radical departure from the usual shipboard lighting, with most of her public rooms and staterooms warmed with indirect lighting. The Ile’s spectacular lighting designs were further evidence of aesthetic modernism. Furniture by famed architect and designer Le Corbusier graced some of the public areas on board. Le Corbusier would go on to be one of the designers of the headquarters of the United Nations in New York City.


  Raymond Subes’s work was again found at the forward end of the Salon de Thé, often referred to as Salon Mixte, in the magnificent 22-karat gilded gates forming an entrance to the room. Renowned fabric designer Paul Rodier created the lavish window drapes that framed the fifteen-foot-tall windows in the Salon de Thé, and at the aft end of the room hung a colorful tapestry by French artist Jean Dupas. Alfred-August Janniot, one of the most important sculptors associated with the French Art Deco movement, created a decorative grouping carved in golden oak for the center of the room. Janniot would go on to create some of the Art Deco details for New York’s Rockefeller Center.


  Pierre Patout was responsible for the Ile’s monumental first-class dining doom, the largest afloat at the time and startling in its simplicity of style. The room measured 88 feet wide, 29 feet high, 75 feet long in the center of the room, and 144 feet long in the lateral galleries. Created in three shades of gray marble from the Pyrenees, the room was illuminated by 112 rectangular Lalique fixtures overhead. Seating over 700 diners at one time, the room was accessed via an angular grand staircase framed by floor-to-ceiling rectangular columns. The center of the room was dominated by an enormous chromium “fountain”; its vertical tubes, instead of spouting water, were lighted from below. Four private dining rooms, another French Line innovation, were installed immediately forward of the main dining room. Two of the four private rooms could comfortably seat eight diners in each; the other two could accommodate six diners each.


  As if to compensate for the overindulgences available in the dining room, first-class passengers could retreat to the gymnasium on the forward end of the Boat Deck. Windows in the gymnasium overlooked the bow of the ship, and passengers could sweat off calories with a variety of equipment including rowing machines, stationary bicycles, and mechanical horses. The gymnasium could be arranged so as to accommodate an occasional boxing match, complete with a crew member who doubled as boxing instructor.


  For first-class passengers, twelve deluxe suites of various sizes created seagoing havens of comfort and luxury. Two of the appartements de luxe, named Versailles and Fontainebleau, included two bedrooms, two full bathrooms, and a sitting room with a sofa, table, and chairs. Passengers scanned the horizon through large windows rather than portholes. Storage areas in the apartments housed the inevitable steamer trunks.


  Even higher up in the social scale, the grande suite de luxe featured an exceptionally spacious sitting room paneled in blonde woods with a sofa, desk, table, and chairs, with the chairs upholstered in a vibrant Art Deco design. Niches in the corners of the room held delicate urns mounted atop slender square pedestals. Other plush amenities of the suite included a mirrored private dining room accessed through gilded metal gates. The dining table seated six, complete with attendant footmen to serve. The ultimate in seagoing luxury, the aptly named grande suite was centrally located on A Deck and could be configured to include three bedrooms, three bathrooms, living room, private dining room, pantry, and servants’ quarters.


  Smaller one-bedroom first-class suites, with names like Chantilly, Beauvais, and Saint-Germain, featured a full bath, mirrored wardrobes, baggage storage, dressing table, and windows. Double doors in the bedroom opened into a sitting room with a sofa, table, and chairs. The sitting room of the Beauvais suite featured a marquetry panel inlaid with geometric and floral designs. Sunbeams radiated from the center of the panel to the four corners, with veneers of ash, satinwood, maple, sycamore, and rosewood incorporated into the inlaid designs.


  The ship’s chapel, the first consecrated Roman Catholic chapel to go to sea, was found on A Deck and would provide the spiritual sustenance the passengers desired. A two-deck-high room, the chapel was completely fitted out as a Catholic church with a balcony and pipe organ. Stations of the Cross set in lemonwood adorned the sides of the room, and above the alter stood a crucifix of molded glass illuminated from behind. Intended primarily as a Catholic refuge, the room was so equipped as to be used by other denominations.


  After crossing the Atlantic on a great liner, the ultimate Grand Tour experience was to drive across Europe in one’s own automobile. For this, the largest seagoing garage ever built on a liner, capable of housing sixty automobiles, was installed on the Ile de France. Still other amenities for first-class passengers included a library, barbershop and beauty parlor, and dry-cleaning shop. Thirty-six types of wood were used in the decorative paneling on board. Though not employing the lavish hand carving found on liners like the Mauretania of 1907, the natural shades of
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