
By Dan Smith

CHARLOTTE 
PERRIAND
Perriand was a French master of 
collaborative design, and as an 
early-century woman, it is some-
times hard to discern her role. 
Le Corbusier is credited with 
creating several landmark chairs 
in the 1920s, but his ideas were 
brought to fruition by Perriand 
and Pierre Jeanneret. Some are 
still available from the Italian firm 
Cassina. Le Corbusier famously 
dismissed Perriand with a flip, 
“We don’t embroider cushions 
here,” but she had the last laugh. 
Their periodic collaborations 
stretched over four decades.

WHERE TO START: 

Chaise Longue  
collaboration above

Living life the mid-century modern way certainly has its rewards 
and challenges. One of the choicest rewards is hunting for cool  
furniture to complement your lifestyle.

As a budding (or even longtime) modernist, you can encounter 
marvelous pieces whose style is an exciting departure from the bland 
uniformity of homes furnished at Ashley HomeStore or Ikea.

The human body having evolved very little in the past century, there are 
designs dating back to the birth of modernism that are still genius today.

ARTHUR 
UMANOFF
Known to the rare collector who 
has heard of him by last name 
only, Umanoff is undoubtedly 
the most unsung of our ten 
designers. Very little informa-
tion about him is available, 
though his designs were sold 
from 1952 into at least the 
mid-’70s. He worked primarily 
on chairs, clocks, and wet bars 
for a cavalcade of distributors 
such as Elton, Shaver Howard, 
Howard Miller, George Nelson, 
and others. His work is some-
times misattributed, partly due 
to occasional similarity to the 
ubiquitous Paul McCobb.

WHERE TO START: 

Metal-framed furniture, as below

PAUL  
MCCOBB
As much as any one person, 
McCobb was responsible for the 
look of furniture in 1950s Amer-
ica. Before dying too young at 51, 
the Massachusetts native’s prolific 
work for varied manufacturers 
ranged from the widely popular 
Planner Group for Winchendon 
Furniture Co. in birch and maple 
to a more adventurous, higher-
end line for Directional Furniture 
using materials such as brass and 
walnut. McCobb’s furniture is 
still widely available, and he also 
designed assorted home electron-
ics, timepieces, and kitchenware.

WHERE TO START: 

Planner Group Series, as above

MURIEL 
COLEMAN
One of the least likely paths 
to furniture fame was taken 
by Muriel Coleman. Already 
a well-exhibited, Columbia 
University-trained water color-
ist, she convinced her parents to 
spin off a branch from their farm 
equipment company to make 
home furnishings. Strapped for 
materials by WWII shortages, 
she originated extraordinary uses 
for scrap metal tubing, rebar, 
and expanded metal. The results 
were a popular line of minimalist 
furniture for San Leandro-based 
California Contemporary Inc. 
She also became a leader and 
major patron of the late-century 
Bay Area arts community. 

WHERE TO START: 

Metal-framed furniture, as below

GRETA 
MAGNUSSON-
GROSSMAN
Grossman had plenty of com-
pany as a European with essential 
contributions to design in mid-
century Los Angeles, but the pre-
eminent Swedish modernist was 
the lone girl in a boy’s club. She 
was the city’s only female archi-
tect with her own practice, and 
she outdistanced many male col-
leagues with huge contributions 
to furniture and interior design. 
(She also was a childless profes-
sional married to a jazzman 
who spent her last three decades 
painting landscapes in retirement 
on the San Diego coast. So how 
cool is that?)

WHERE TO START: 

Gräshoppa floor lamp above

PAUL  
EVANS
A misplaced master of modern 
metal, Evans invented ways to 
incorporate sculpted steel, ver-
digris copper, argente sculpted 
bronze, and other materials 
into chests, cabinets, and other 
memorable pieces. To do so, 
he utilized welding, jewelry 
making, metallurgy, and other 
skills previously unused by 
most designers. Evans frequently 
signed and even dated his studio 
pieces. Production pieces for 
North Carolina-based Direc-
tional Furniture were hand 
built and finished one at a time, 
presaging the limited-edition art 
furniture trend of today.

WHERE TO START: 

Sculptural metal cabinetry  
& chests, as below 

LUTHER 
CONOVER
Probably the briefest design career 
on our list belonged to Luther 
‘Bill’ Conover. Like Bay Area col-
league Muriel Coleman, Conover 
fashioned pieces one expert calls 
“quintessentially mid-century 
modern” from scrap, including 
parts from decommissioned troop 
ships. Conover had no formal art 
or design training. One aspect of 
his furniture’s appeal—its inside-
outside versatility—unfortunately 
contributes to its rarity today 
due to wear and tear. Conover’s 
Cost Plus-predecessor shop on a 
ferryboat in 1960s Sausalito was 
more lucrative than the furniture, 
so he gave up design after only 
ten years. 

WHERE TO START: 

Iron-framed furniture, as above

PAUL T. 
FRANKL
Frankl was a consummate advo-
cate and practitioner of modern 
design between the world wars. 
The Austrian-born designer, 
author, and teacher moved to the 
U.S. in 1914 and went on to run 
trendsetting galleries in Manhat-
tan and Beverly Hills. He brought 
to the fore several groundbreaking 
styles such as his metal ‘sky-
scraper’ designs and other note-
worthy Art Deco pieces. Frankl’s 
design style evolved continuously 
over the years, eventually focusing 
on production pieces for Brown 
Saltman and Johnson Furniture. 
His books on modernism are also 
collector’s items.

WHERE TO START: 

Skyscraper collection, as below

MILO 
BAUGHMAN
The Kansas-born Baughman 
achieved greater recognition than 
some with eponymous lines for 
various companies. He began as 
an interior and custom furniture 
designer at the legendary Frank 
Brothers store in L.A., follow-
ing that with stints at Glenn of 
California, Drexel, and Murray 
Furniture before roosting a half-
century at Thayer Coggin Inc. in 
North Carolina. There he created 
iconic chairs and the occasional 
sofa or chaise lounge. Baughman 
was a popular teacher and lec-
turer on modernism, culminating 
in his formation of the Depart-
ment of Environmental Design at 
Brigham Young University.

WHERE TO START: 

Living room furniture, including 
Sling Lounge Chair above

ALEXANDER 
GIRARD
Fabric designer to the stars (of 
furniture design), Girard was 
known to friends as ‘Sandro.’ 
Lifestyle had a greater impact 
on his work than our other 
designers, influenced as it was 
by his collection of art, toys, and 
textiles from around the world. 
Training as an architect as well 
as his travels fed into a portfolio 
of ‘mexidots,’ ‘mexistripes,’ and 
other geometric patterns. Girard 
achieved his greatest renown 
creating fabrics for furniture 
designed by George Nelson and 
the Eameses for Herman Miller 
Inc. from 1952 to 1975.

WHERE TO START: 

Lounge chair below

As we did with unsung jazz saxophone masters in the spring 
‘17 CA-Modern, we have selected ten modern furniture design-
ers whose work will add a sparkle of innovation and style to your 
home—even if you never heard their names before.

“It’s a very accessible list. People may have heard of them, but 
don’t know a ton,” says Bay Area mid-century modern furniture 
expert and retailer Vince Bravo, who assisted with our selection.  
“Or, maybe people have seen their work but not know the designer.”

It’s a treacherous pursuit too. Most of us know furniture by 
manufacturers or retailers, not designers. Adding to that, design 
misattribution is rampant among period originals.

Of course, you can’t go wrong with a chair designed by 
Charles and Ray Eames or a table by Eero Saarinen. After a bit 
of research and shopping, though, your newfound courage and 
curiosity will lead you to pieces by less-recognized masters—
like the ones below.

UNSUNG MASTERS
OF THE MID-CENTURY

FURNITURE DESIGN

n B L A S T  F R O M  T H E  P A S T

Thanks to VinceBravo.com  
for assistance in selecting  
our roster of masters
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