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Jo Banham 

The Roaring Twenties: Art, Design and High Society 

Like its name, the Roaring Twenties was a loud and boisterous decade, marked by 
novelty, modernity and huge social, technological, and economic change. Following 
the dark days of the Great War, it spawned a generation of wealthy and privileged 
Bright Young Things who were determined to shock and who broke with the 
conventions of the past to pursue a life of hedonism and promiscuity, fuelled by an 
endless round of champagne, cocaine, parties and jazz. 
Women wore fur coats and cloche hats, donned new boyish fashions and had short, 
cropped hair. Men drove fast cars, mixed cocktails and smoked American cigarettes. 
Society ate in new restaurants like The Trocadero, danced the Charleston in 
ballrooms like the Savoy, and drank in clubs like the Embassy and the Café de Paris. 
Valentino, Tallulah Bankhead, and Noel Coward emerged as major celebrities through 
the growing popularity of cinema and the stage. 
The Roaring Twenties was also a period of enormous vitality in art and design. 

Fashionable society was immortalised by portraitists like John Lavery and Cecil 

Beaton who brilliantly captured the glamour of the age. Leisure, pleasure and the 

excitement of jazz were portrayed in paintings by Burra and Roberts, while the speed 

of the city and travel were explored in work by McKnight Kauffer and 

Nevinson.  Furniture and decoration showed the influence of Cubism, Vorticism and 

other styles associated with the avant-garde, while events like the discovery of 

Tutankhamun’s Tomb ushered in an obsession with all things Egyptian and Oriental. 

This lecture aims to conjure up the energy and originality of the decade and to 

explore the lives of its leading figures and examples of its most innovative art and 

design. 

 



 

 
Piccadilly Circus by Night by Maurice Grieffenhagen 1926 
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Stephen Tennant and Friends at Wilsford Manor 1925 

 


