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in her research, is a list of those architects who were 
not to be invited to join the group and Emberton’s 
name is on it. Perhaps because of his association with 
architects including Thomas Tait (1882–1954), seen 
as being proto-modern rather than pure modernists, 
because his best buildings were associated with leisure 
and pleasure, rather than housing, health or education, 
and perhaps because of his connection to advertising 
and some of the distinctly arts décoratifs projects of 
his earlier career, Emberton was – despite prestigious 
recognition on the other side of the Atlantic – 
sidelined from the story of modern architecture in 
England as it was to evolve: his early death in 1956 
also meant that his work had to stand undefended for 
many years. 

It is the press-cuttings, correspondence and 
photographs in Emberton’s archive that reveal 
the highs and lows of his career, the debate that 
surrounded his work and the way it was received at 
particular times. From this largely paper-based body 
of material emerges an invitation to experience at �rst 
hand the buildings by Emberton that have survived. 
Indeed, exhibitions of material from particular archives 
present the same problem as exhibitions about 
architecture; both need to be appreciated as a whole, 

as a set of relations between things in space that are 
best understood in situ. Certainly, despite dramatic 
changes in occupant or surroundings, the way that 
Emberton strove to introduce modern ideas to the 
British public’s experience of space is still discernable. 
As well as yacht club members and purchasers of DAKS 
trousers these included hordes of trippers at Blackpool 
(recorded so evocatively in the 1937 Worktown images 
of Humphrey Spender) and thousands of exhibition 
visitors annually at Olympia. In a history of modern 
architecture in England de�ned by buildings, as MoMA 
constructed it, his best work certainly retains its place, 
but in one where the architects take centre stage, 
the unassuming and not always consistent Emberton 
was easy to overlook. His story, alongside but very 
different from that of his friend and fellow student 
Leon Underwood, is one of those that allow us to enjoy 
the complexity and contradictions that established art 
and design narratives tended to smooth over.
Joseph Emberton: The Architecture of Display runs 
in the De’Longhi Print Room at Pallant House Gallery 
from 18 February – 17 May 2015. A talk on Modern 
Architecture in Britain by Catherine Croft from the 
Twentieth Century Society takes place on  
Thursday 23 April at 6pm. 

Above: Fun House at Blackpool Pleasure Beach, 1935 
Opposite page: The Royal Corinthian Yacht Club, Burnham-on-Crouch, 1931 
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