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FLORENCE BROADHURST:
QUEEN OF WALLPAPER

THE LIFE AND WORKS OF AN AUSTRALIAN DESIGN ICON WHOSE CREATIONS WERE AS VIBRANT, ENERGETIC AND AHEAD OF THEIR TIME AS SHE WAS
BUMEEFT KAV ER M ub B9 A A th R EEL » BNMER] T 5 K th Rk 2R 3% B BEHE YL+ BY TAMSIN BRADSHAW

ABOVE LEFT AND RIGHT: Florence ‘Bobby’ Broadhurst, Shanghai, 1926.
Collection: Powerhouse Museum, Sydney, Australia; Emma Hack, Wallpaper
Solar, 2008, C-Type photographic print, image 90cm x 90cm (Ed.10). Emma Hack
is represented by Art Images Gallery <.
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1 nigmatic, fiery, adventurous: these are a mere handful
4 of the words used fo describe Florence Broadhurst, the
= Australian artfist and designer whose vibrant creations
are experiencing a significant revival,

Broadhurst established the wallpaper business that she is now
known for in 1959 in Sydney. By the mid-70s, her designs graced
the walls and armchairs of Australian artists and high society.
She also had a roaring tfrade going internationally, exporting to
North America, Peru, the Middle East, China and Paris. But this
was not even close fo the start of her adventure

Florence Maud Broadhurst was born in a country town
in Queensland in 1899. From an early age she yearned for
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Broadhurst evidently made . ... o«

MYSTERIOUS. THE DESIGNER ONCE WROTE ON A SCRAP OF PAPER, "LIFE IS LIKE A GAME OF BRIDGE — ONLY A DUMMY

PUTS ALL HIS CARDS ON THE TABLE." & T AT ZI M i) B RIS — (D MR EL - If E',%EEL i
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something bigger than this rural existence. A strong singer,
her abilities took her to South-East Asia, India and China in
December 1922. Here, she reinvented herself as Miss Bobby
Broadhurst, lead vocalist for a musical comedy sextet called
the Globe Trotters. She stopped off in Shanghai, opening an
academy of arts in 1926. In October 1927, she made her way to
London in a new guise: as wife of Percy Kann and as Madame
Pellier, dress designer and consultant to the elite of Mayfair.

After World War II, Broadhurst returned to Sydney with her
second husband, Leonard Lloyd Lewis, fast becoming a regular
on the local social scene. The press thought she was English;
an assumption she cultivated. And this was certainly not the
first fime she had willingly fictionalised her identity. Says Helen
Lennie, sales and marketing director for Signature Prints, the
wallpaper, textile and art firm that owns Broadhurst’s library,
“She reinvented herself, and that includes visually.”
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Japanese Bamboo creates a funky look in
Hardwick Turnbull House, Bellevue Hill, Sydney. Interiors by Greg Natale

design; Floral Trail, a design from the Signature Prints/Florence Broadhurst
archives. Available on request; Emma Hack, Wallpaper Gloves, 2008, C - Type
photographic print, image 50cm x 50cm (Ed.10), using the Floral 300 design; the
striking Arabian Nights print
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: David and Helen Lennie, co-owners of Signature Prints; Emma Hack, Wallpaper Circles and Squares, 2008, C - Type photographic print,
image 90cm x 90cm (Ed.10); Broadhurst's striking Kabuki print, woven into a runner by Cadrys

JgBEt 7@ - % LB : David7tHelen Lennie - Signature Printssy&isz A - Emma Hack - Wallpaper Circles and Squares - 2008 - C - Typesi2:£7 £ - {290 x 90 £ (Ed.10) :

Broadhurst&i{E#Kabukif

SEE - ArCadrysamlay

Broadhurst evidently made it her business to be mysterious.
According to journalist Helen O’Neill in her book Florence
Broadhurst: Her Secret & Extraordinary Lives, the designer once
wrote on a scrap of paper, “Life is like a game of bridge - only
a dummy puts all his cards on the table.”

In Sydney, the empress of wallpaper was well known for
her shock of red hair and her charisma. “She had that kind of
presence,” says Lennie. Jacques Cadry - founder of longtime
Australian carpet specialist Cadrys, which has just launched
a collection of Broadhurst rugs in collaboration with Signature
Prints - clearly thought so, too. “To dad,” says Robert Cadry,
Jacques’ son and a successor in the business, “she was quite an
important character - someone to look up fo ... She would stop
by on her way to the studio and they would talk for hours.”

Speaking of what Broadhurst must have been like, Lennie
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Japanese Floral in tangerine makes for an arresting rug; Emma Hack, Wallpaper Kabuki Feline, 2008, C-Type photographic print,
image 90cm x 90cm (Ed.10); fabrics created using Broadhurst's designs work well in almost every colour of the rainbow; the designer took a Castilian turn with

her Spanish Plate print
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muses, "l think she was a bit of a handful. | say that with the
utmost respect. And she was probably quite fiery. She called a
spade a spade.” She was also, adds Lennie, “really generous
with people. She nurtured young designers coming out of
school. That requires a huge amount of energy.”

Just as in life Broadhurst was vibrant, intense and flamboyant,
even in death she made an impact. She was murdered in her
Paddington studio in 1977 at the age of 78, a mystery that
remains unsolved and little discussed in the industry.

From here, her creations faded from view. “In the ‘80s,

Florence had gone out of fashion,” says Lennie. Her husband-
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and the founder of Signature Prints, David Lennie, bought
Broadhurst’s library of designs in 1989, but struggled fo find
investors. “If | had a dollar for every time early on that someone
said ‘he’s mad, throw the library in the skip,” I'd be very
wealthy,” says his wife ruefully. “It could so easily have ended
up in a rubbish fip... but he never once doubted it was worth
preserving for future generations.”

Luckily for the world, the Lennies managed to save what
proved to be a considerable body of works. “When we looked
at her archives,” Cadry exclaims, “we were really astounded.
There are over 500 designs.” And only 70 of these have so far
been released fo the public. For the rug collection, Cadry and
his team picked some of the better-known “iconic designs,”
along with some long-hidden motifs that had been gathering
dust in the archives. The results, launched late in 2008, are a
huge success. “An Arab sheikh horse breeder has just asked for a
custom-made Horses Stampede rug on a huge scale,” he adds.

Custom-made designs are something that Broadhurst was

known for, and it is a service that both Signature Prints and:

Cadrys continue to offer. “She called it personalisation. She
would go to a client’s home and look at their furniture and
antiques,” tailor-making colours and patterns based on what
she saw, explains Cadry.

Indeed, this versatility is a major strength of Broadhurst’s
creations. “When you change colours consistently, the designs
still work — which is not to be said of all designers,” Lennie
opines. The sheer variety of designs on offer is staggering, foo
- the library offers everything from the “very oversized, large
florals and geometrics to the absolutely intricate, ” she exclaims.

“She used a lot of hatching to soften the designs,” adds
Lennie, “and | love the fact that in her original book she
layered.” And, just like Broadhurst herself, “Sometimes it was
chaos, but most of the fime it was brilliant.”
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ABOVE LEFT AND RIGHT: The dainty Floral 300 looks vivacious as a rich,
lipstick red rug; the Horses Stampede design creates a fun feel in Kohout House,
Cremorne, Sydney. Interiors by Greg Natale Design
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