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FIFTY CHAIRS



It would be possible to trace the history of design in the past 150 years simply through a sequence of chairs. At the very beginning the story would trace the work of the Austrian company Thonet, whose transformation of furniture-making into an industrial process through the abolition of craft skills could be taken as representing the impact of mass production on design of all kinds. The use of tubular steel by Marcel Breuer had a similar impact and significance, as did Charles and Ray Eames’s work with plastics. 


The iconic, representative role played by the chair has been something of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Because chairs have become such important markers of stylistic and technological shifts, architects and designers who want to be considered important have to have designed at least one successful example to demonstrate their credentials. A chair is itself but it is also so much more.


Chairs have a long history – so long that the word has become deeply embedded into language. We have chairmen and chairwomen, seats of power, ex cathedra (‘from the chair’) pronouncements … and so on. Chairs can symbolize authority, identity and domesticity. And because they provide such a restricted canvas, they give their designers very little room to hide – a chair is a poem, rather than a novel.


For all these reasons, the Design Museum values its collection of contemporary chairs, and this book provides an introduction to 50 of the key chairs that have shaped the story of design.


Deyan Sudjic, Director, Design Museum
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Alvar Aalto’s stacking stools Model No. 60 laid out in rows in the Lecture Room of the Viipuri Public Library (1933–5), During the twentieth century many Modernist designers and architects made chairs for specific contexts.





SIDE CHAIR NO.14



1859


Thonet


The gestural twists and compressed arcs of the Thonet Side chair No.14 evoke the timeless romance of a pavement café. They give little away, however, about the revolution in modern mass manufacture that this unobtrusive and overfamiliar piece of furniture represents.


Until the late nineteenth century, chairs were by and large handmade. However, evolving demand provoked manufacturers to develop methods of mass manufacture that relied on new technologies and embraced new commercial markets. By 1859 the Austrian-based furniture manufacturer Thonet – founded by Michael Thonet (1796–1871) in the 1830s – had successfully developed a chair made of just six pieces of steam-bent wood, ten screws and two washers. Cheap and fast to make, lightweight and durable, easy to disassemble and transport, Side chair No.14 – often known by its German nickname, the Konsumstuhl –rapidly became one of the most successful industrial products of the nineteenth century.


Of chair No.14 Le Corbusier is said to have stated, ‘Never was a better and more elegant design and a more precisely crafted and practical item ever created.’ The chair has remained synonymous with relaxed café culture. Variations of the shape are still made today, though often out of materials – such as welded metal – that have little to do with the original conception of what was perhaps the first piece of flatpack furniture.
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The chair is made out of a series of mass-produced bentwood components that are then screwed together.
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An ubiquitous addition to cafés, bars and public spaces, the Thonet Side chair is probably one of the most recognizable, most produced, and most reinterpreted chairs of all time.





HIGH–BACKED CHAIR FOR MISS CRANSTON’S TEA ROOMS



1900


Charles Rennie Mackintosh


The turn of the twentieth century brought with it a wave of groundbreaking designers and architects who helped pioneer the Modern movement. In Scotland, Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1928) eloquently fused traditional Celtic craftsmanship with fashionable japoniste rigour, to create a distinctive style suspended between Art Nouveau, Arts and Crafts, and Central European Secessionism. Mackintosh’s work – often carried out in collaboration with his wife, Margaret MacDonald (1865–1933) – spanned the disciplines of architecture, decorative painting and furniture to produce experiential interiors of startling modernity –the design equivalent of the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk,or ‘total artwork’.


In 1900 Catherine Cranston commissioned Mackintosh to design a ladies’ lunch room for her extensive Tea Rooms at 205 Ingram Street, at the heart of Glasgow’s mercantile district. Mackintosh’s finished interior was at once austere and luxurious –the full-height windows and high wood panelling insistently emphasizing the dramatic verticality of his design. The severe geometric form of the high-backed chair, positioned along the tea tables in near-military rows, continued the theme, and was softened only by such decorative detailing as the play of arced forms found in the pierced headrest, upholstery and panel between the back legs.


Mackintosh’s elegant architectural compositions would have a far-reaching influence on the development of early twentieth-century European design – most notably, perhaps, on the work of the Austrian Josef Hoffmann and other designers associated with the Wiener Werkstätte (see pages 12–17). The simple, forthright high-backed chairs themselves – of which Mackintosh produced many variations – have remained a classic.
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The elongated, geometrically influenced shape of Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s chair for Miss Cranston’s Tea Rooms was at the forefront of developing a new visual language for twentieth –century design.





ARMCHAIR FOR THE PURKERSDORF SANATORIUM



1904–5


Koloman Moser


This radically geometric chair typifies the work of the Wiener Werkstätte, the influential ‘Viennese craft workshops’ founded in 1903 by a group of avant-garde designers associated with the Vienna Secession – notably the graphic designer Koloman Moser (1868–1918) and the architect Josef Hoffmann (1870–1956).


The founders of the Wiener Werkstätte took their inspiration from C R Ashbee’s Guild of Handicraft set up in London’s East End in 1888. An exhibition of British-crafted objects in Vienna in 1900, and visits to the city by notable British designers including Ashbee and Charles Rennie Mackintosh (see pages 10–11), helped ensure British influence among the Viennese design community. Like the Guild, the Wiener Werkstätte valued both good forward-thinking design and high-quality traditional craftsmanship.


Like Mackintosh’s high-backed chair, Moser’s armchair was designed as part of a coordinated project, linking architecture and interior design. The Purkersdorf Sanatorium (1904–5), designed by Hoffmann, was the Wiener Werkstätte’s first major commission, in which the designers took responsibility for everything from the iron-and-concrete building itself to every last detail of the interior. Moser’s armchairs stood in the sanatorium foyer, arranged neatly around tall octagonal tables. The boxlike structure and checked seating replicated the ‘square’ theme found on the walls and the floor and created an atmosphere of luxurious modernity for what was essentially a fashionable hotel and health farm.
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With its rhythmically repetitive cage-like structure and chequered seat, Moser’s armchair for the Purkersdorf Sanatorium heralds an aesthetic for the modern age.
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