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FINNISH FURNITURE - STEPS OF EVOLUTION

The designers, the products, the context

Finnish design has reached international acclaim since the beginning of the 20th
century. A prominent part of this design consists of furniture, especially after the
breakthrough of Modernism in the early 1930s. In this brief introduction to the
monographical presentation of four renown furniture designers and their work | will
sketch some lines of a more general development behind the particular achievements
described in the book. The reader is also advised to use the book Finnish Design. A
Concise History by Pekka Korvenmaa (China Architecture Press, publ. in December
2011).

Although much has been written about the “Finnishness” of Finnish furniture design it
is difficult to define these characteristics. It is certainly the result of certain materials,
techniques, forms — and of a deliberate construction of a discourse entangled with
localist, patriotic, even nationalist aspirations. In order to understand this we have to
begin from the late 19th and the turn of the 20th century when Finland, then part of
Russia, tried to develop cultural manifestations with a specific character, something
that could be called Finnish. Architecture and design played a significant role in this
effort which had an international breakthrough in the Paris International World Fair
1900. The Finnish pavilion and its interiors were praised by the critics to be something
new, original — Finnish. Inside furniture by architect Eliel Saarinen (1873-1950)
displayed ethnographic detailing as part of otherwise avant-garde design, making them
contemporary and local at the same time. It is to be noted here that up to mid-1930s
architects were the leaders also in interior and furniture design in Finland. It was only
in the 20s when professionals trained in furniture drawing at the national craft school
slowly gained foothold as independent designers. The professionals portrayed in this
book already belong to an era when furniture design had become a profession on its
own.

Thus the early 20th century was the first important phase in Finnish furniture design.
Economic boom which lasted up to the World War | led to extensive growth in
urbanization and construction, both public and private, thus spurring the need for
furniture. At the same design — then crafts — became a respected part of the man-
made environment alongside with architecture. The consumption of individually
designed furniture for the middle and upper class grew significantly. Especially
the commissions for individual interiors with their furniture coming from the upper
class gave possibilities for artistic efforts and required high-level craftsmanship
for their execution. This, together with the development of mixing contemporary
international currents with local, regional motifs raised the “art of furniture” to the
forefront of cultural activity. We have to remember that, in contrast to furniture
design and production from 1930s onwards, we are here dealing with objects
produced individually and by manual labor, not of industrial or even serial production.



One important thing to remember is also that Finland was even up to 1940s a
predominantly agrarian society. In the countryside local village carpenters provided
farmsteads with chairs and cabinets. Also indigenous home production flourished
well into the 20th century. The urban middle and working classes consumed furniture
produced in workshops of half-industrial character but depending largely on manual
labor.

The independence from Russia which Finland reached in 1917 first signified difficult
times for the advancement of furniture design, production and consumption. New
position as a sovereign nation signified a great workload in constructing systems
of politics, administration and economics. Russia had become Soviet Union, the
border between the countries was now closed and the prosperous trade with St.
Petersburg stopped. The city had been a major consumer of Finnish furniture and
whole interior designs. But when industrial production again picked up in the mid-
20s furniture production was among the first industries in design to grow and
develop. Serial production in large-scale factories such as Asko works in Lahti now
changed the scene. Well-designed furniture with affordable prices came into reach
of new consumer groups. Also the education of furniture designers now produced
professionals who were able to co-operate with industry. One of the best early
examples was Werner West (1890-1959) who was among the first ones to introduce
modernist ideas into serial production of chairs in solid wood and plywood. Around
1930 there was a clear shift from unique pieces towards professionally designed,
factory-produced furniture. At this very same moment also modernism, the continental
ideas from Bauhaus and Le Corbusier, were introduced into Finnish architecture
and design. The change from the then prevailing stylistic climate of using classical
references was quite abrupt. From these years onwards Finnish design in general,
including furniture, has in various forms followed the ideological basis of modernism,
although with varying formal and technical solutions. In this way modernism, now
eighty years old, is at the same time part of the history and tradition of Finnish
furniture design as well as it is a conceptual basis still operative today.

If one leading person in introducing modernism in architecture but significantly also
in furniture design has to be highlighted it is the architect Alvar Aalto (1898-1976).
His range of designs, dating predominantly from 1930 to 1940, is still in production
and forms a backbone of Finnish modern interiors, both private and public, familiar to
all Finns. He was fortunate in finding an industrialist willing to invest in experimental
design and also talented in adapting new technologies and production techniques.
Together with Aalto they looked for new ways to use the material most typical in
Finnish furniture, birchwood. The domestic forest industries and their laboratories had
tested new ways to laminate wood in order to extend the durability and performance
of the ordinary plywood. Finland at that time was one of the leading producers of
plywood in the world so it was natural to benefit of this inexpensive material. Aalto
and the industrialist Otto Korhonen together also developed a way to produce the
legs, armrests and supporting parts of the back of one, single piece of laminated
wood. Thus Aalto was able to transform the vocabulary and techniques of continental
modernism, using chromed steel tube, into an approach based on domestic materials.
When the company Artek, still operating today, was founded in 1935 to promote and
distribute the Aalto range of furniture Alvar Aalto found himself in a very positive and
rare situation regarding himself as a designer and the possibilities to influence the
spread of modernism: his designs were turned into products by a devoted industrial



enterprise and their marketing was taken care of by Artek with which Aalto had an
intimate relationship. Although Aalto is gone the family-owned Korhonen factory still
produces the furniture and Artek has its original role as distributor — a highly rare
and continuous symbiosis in the field of modern furniture. Thus, Aalto furniture is not
retro and has not been re-launched like so many designs by Breuer, van der Rohe or
Le Corbusier. This has led in Finland to homes of Aalto furniture purchased by three
generations, the items being continuously used. The existing and partly inherited set
can always be added to with same items one’s grandparents bought in the 30s.

Modernism thus gained an ever-widening foothold in Finnish furniture design
towards the end of the 1930s. Aalto was not alone, several other architect-designers
and continuously more professionals from education in furniture design — typically
to Finland also more and more women - were able to find a demand both in the
industry and in new consumers in the sector of young middle class urban population,
all taking advantage of the prosperous years before the Second World War. The war
years from 1939 to 1945 more or less stopped other production than that serving war
industries and after the war the country was ravaged and poor — the consumption
of design thus in a minimal state. But when construction of public buildings such
as schools and of homes again picked up from late 40s onwards the heritage of
modernism from pre-war years was taken into use — and now in much bigger scale.
The creation of the welfare state also called for the service of design in shaping a
modern living environment to the benefit of all citizens. The education in design and
especially in furniture design progressed rapidly as well as the collaboration between
education and the industries. A sign of this was the establishing of a professional
union for furniture and interior designers in 1948. For several decades, up to the
advent of digitalization and the rise of the IT industries in the 1990s, this professional
group was the leading one in the Finnish design context. A remarkable feature was
the intimate collaboration between them and architects, leading to an environment
where different scales of design was worked out with similar functional and aesthetic
aspirations.

The period from early 1950s to 1970s has with due reason been labeled as the
Golden Era of Finnish design. It became internationally well-know via prizes in
important exhibitions and fairs, such as the Triennials of Milan. This led to a growing
export of the design industries, furniture being the most prominent regarding the cash
value. Also the domestic market took benefit of this fame. Furniture we now admire
in museums or purchase with high prices from the vintage market were normal,
everyday household items. In this way, almost unintentionally, the Finnish homes
as well as the public domain, became saturated with modern design. And here, of
course, furniture as the most dominant item of interior spaces, played a significant
role. Thus both designers, producers and consumers shared the modernist credo
where design was one factor in modernizing the whole society. In this way it was not
something added, an extra or elitist feature but part of the everyday, of the rational
and simultaneously aesthetically pleasing way of organizing your living.

This positive spiral of education, design, production and consumption of modern
furniture established in the post-war decades was thus a dominant feature where
most design was anonymous to the consumer to whom it was not important who
had designed the kitchen chair. But at the same time a part of the furniture had a
higher status, branded by the designers name. It is exactly these pieces, such as the



chair Mademoiselle by llmari Tapiovaara from 1956, that when looking selectively
back in history rise above the ordinary.They were upscale products, key pieces of
the middle class living room, profiling their owners as people with a good taste and
understanding of contemporary design.

Above | have tried to sketch a path, an evolution of modern furniture design in Finland
to serve as backdrop for the individual designers portrayed in this book. Nothing
is born from emptiness, everything has its origin. Tapiovaara, Kukkapuro, Heikkila
and Wiherheimo continue the work the foundations of which were laid in the early
1930s. The credo of Finnish and more generally Nordic modernism is still operative.
But | began this essay by mentioning the strive towards a Finnish culture of design,
first visible via a combination of international influences and domestic ethnographic
material. Can modernism have a national, regional character? | would say yes, but
in a very abstract mode, not coming from forms or detailing with straight references
to local past or nature. Selection and use of materials, such the ever-dominating
wood now seen in laminated seats, the strive towards an ultimately functional form
while not forgetting the beauty coming out from simple but thoroughly elaborated
proportions — characteristics such as these are some of the features found in the best
of the modern furniture design coming from our country.

Pekka Korvenmaa
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. Luku#%(The Luku Chair )/1957 4

. JEE%& % %|(Moderno Collection )/1956 ~ 19614
Ateljee % %I/ (Ateljee Collection)/1959 ~ 1964 4

+ p& 3 F#5 (Karuselli Chair )/1964 4
Saturnus % %!/(Saturnus Collection )/1966 ~ 19694
Remmi#Z(Remmi Chair )/19694
Plaano % %!/(Plaano Collection )/1974 4

. FysioZ%l|(Fysio Collection )/19764

. Skaala% %l/(Skaala Collection )/1980%F

. 5234 % %I (Experiment Collection )/1982 ~ 19834F

. Sirkus & %/(Sirkus Collection )/1981 — 1984

12. #4) %3 [a)(Magic Room )/1987

13. NelonenZ %I/ (Nelonen Collection )/1986 — 19964
14. & 5 #%(Tattooed Chair Collection )/1991 ~ 19994
15. Zx 75 75 & %!/(East-West Collection )/1997

16. 71 & %l (Bamboo Collection )/20024
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1. & JL#(Bird Chair)/19924
2. 5&45(Skin & Bones Chair)/19924F
3. "llo” RFIZKEH /19904
4. Pik Pak) %/1992F
5. Plus £7%1//1998 — 19994
6. Pinna#%/19834
7. Tina#5/19854
8. Puttif5/19864
9. Emma#%/1994F
10. Jobb#%/20004
11. In & Out& %1/20014
12. Yesbox;jb % /20044
13. Walluyb %/2007 %
14. Rods#;/2005F
15. Vilter& %1/2002 ~ 2007 &
16. Verde#/19794F
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. MetrifT 2/19884

. Tapper £ #4/1998 — 19994

. Tumppit&/19994

. Artzen#3/1984

. Markiisif3/1986

. Visa 1#/19914

. New things /& !5/ Design Forum/19924

. Tempera#/19924

. Auvinen#3/19924F

. BIE BMELE R HIHRE (Benches of waste wood)/1995 ~ 19994
. AspentE/19974F

. Bok#%/1988%F

. Remix#/Fiskars/2006 4

. Profiilit/Avarte/» 5]

. Periferia® %52 B/1992F

. Heinaseivas#/19854

. B4%5/1994F

. Kasa#E/2006 5

. CasefiftE(Case Kitchen Cabinet)/19894

. AT 45 (Adjustable Chair)/19814

. Korpilahti#%/1983 — 1984

. ETC#/1991—19924

. Reikdranta{5/1967 4

. Visio#%/1979~ 19804

. Flok#5/19924 ; Adam#%/19994 ; EVA#/19994 , Moses#5/2007 4
26.
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KIBEHE/19895F

® WHERNEFRFH F=#F (Karola Sahi) Mi%ih
o WEAKMNFAFRMFFR B#E (Pekka Harni) f1%15
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