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				Our first survey of chairs, entitled Modern Chairs, was published in 1994, and was followed in 1997 by the publication of our internationally bestselling 1000 Chairs. Over the succeeding years we have discovered, through our researches undertaken for other design-related books, notable chair designs that were not included in these earlier publications which often deserved as much recognition as the usual roster of acknowledged “modern design classics”. There have also, of course, been numerous noteworthy chair designs produced in the intervening years. The enduring fascination with chairs has, if anything, grown over the past 15 years, as the public has become ever-more design-literate, thanks to a growth in awareness of design matters that has been cultivated by burgeoning coverage of design in the media, on television, and in various exhibitions and publications. As design writers, we feel that now is the right time to return to the modern chair as a subject of in-depth study. To this end, Chairs: 1,000 Masterpieces of Modern Design, 1800 to Present is an all-new survey that traces the origins of the modern chair from its earliest Biedermeier inception to its latest “design-art” incarnations, and we hope that our readers will find the carefully chosen selection of designs in the following pages as refreshing and fascinating as it is stylistically varied.


				Yes, a chair is just a chair, but it is also so much more than a useful supporting tool on which to rest, work or dine. It is not only the most ubiquitous and important design element in any domestic or office environment, but almost anyone working within the fields of design and architecture has, at some stage in their career, set themselves the challenging task of designing one. As Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969) noted, “A chair is a very difficult object. A skyscraper is almost easier. That is why Chippendale is famous.” 


				In comparison to any other designed object, the chair also has a unique level of interaction that not only 


			


		


		

			

				allows a physical connection to its user but which also engenders an emotional response. Because the chair by necessity follows the contours of the human body, it also often exudes a sense of character that endears it to us as a designed artefact. Similarly the chair, because it cradles and supports the body, creates a sense of territoriality and thereby emotional possession, whilst also conveying status and hierarchy, whether in a family group or in the structure of a large corporation. But perhaps even more importantly in regard to this new historical survey, the chair reveals not only the visions of its creators but also mirrors the wider cultural context of the era in which it arose. Put simply, the evolution of the modern chair is emblematic of the wider history of modern design.


				Over the last 200 years the chair has been subject to numerous interpretations, revolutions and evolutions, yet at its heart it remains an object to sit upon, and it is this basic functional constant that has ensured its cultural longevity. Indeed, as Nicola Redway noted in the catalogue of the first Christie’s auction dedicated to “The Chair” in October 1997, the story of its development “is a rich and complex tapestry of changing tastes, materials, technologies and ideologies, where no strand is a constant, except that which offers an ‘invitation to repose’.” Certainly, whether a chair fulfills this basic criterion successfully is almost entirely down to the skill and competence of its creator and, of course, his or her ultimate design agenda. For the chair has in recent decades become an almost totemic object of desire; an object that in some cases provocatively rides the creative fault line that exists between the worlds of fine art and functional design. 


				So where does the story of the modern chair begin? Ask a dozen design experts or chair aficionados this question and you will probably get a dozen different answers. The stirrings of its birth, however, can be traced back to the final years of the eighteenth century and the 
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				early years of the nineteenth century when the then-fashionable and elegant Biedermeier style introduced a new neoclassical simplification of form and ultimately construction. This reductivist tendency would eventually lead to the creation of chairs that were essentially stripped of superfluous ornamentation and as such were suited to large-scale mass production, like those manufactured by Gebrüder Thonet in Vienna during the mid-1800s. At the same time early design reformers, such as A.W.N. Pugin (1812–52) and Christopher Dresser (1834–1904), highlighted the importance of function, simplicity and fitness for purpose in regard to manufacture. Thus the seeds of the New Art were sown, a movement that would subsequently flourish throughout Europe and America, whether in the lattice-like constructions of the Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1928) “Glasgow School” chairs or in the swirling back-rails of Art Nouveau chairs designed by the French architect, Hector Guimard (1867–1942) or the Belgian architect-designer, Victor Horta (1861–1947). 


				In Germany and Austria during the opening years of the twentieth century, an even greater wave of design reform took hold that built upon the moral underpinnings of the British Arts & Crafts Movement’s adherence to fitness for purpose, truth to materials and revealed construction, and applied it to the sphere of industrial manufacture as opposed to craft production. In 1897, the Vereinigte Werkstätten für Kunst im Handwerk (United Workshops for Art in Handicraft) was founded in Munich, and the same year the Dresdner Werkstätten für Handwerkskunst (Dresden Workshops for Handicraft) was also established. The former venture – that boasted among its founding members Peter Behrens (1868–1940) and Richard Riemerschmidt (1868–1957) – sought to bring together artists, designers and architects who were committed to improving design standards and shared the belief that mass production was not only virtuous but absolutely necessary for the newly emerging modern industrial age. 


			


		


		

			

				The latter was founded by the furniture manufacturer Karl Schmidt, with the aim of producing furnishings designed by progressive architects and designers using the latest mechanized methods of production. 


				Many of the designers associated with these two design-reforming groups subsequently went on to become founding members of the Deutscher Werkbund in 1907, an association that brought together art and industry through its fostering of creative partnerships between leading Jugendstil designers and enlightened industrialists, and was formed with the objective of balancing new industrial mass production methods with a craftsmanship and quality that was sorely lacking in most mass-produced consumer goods at the time. In 1924, the Werkbund published Form ohne Ornament (Form Without Ornament), a hymn to functionalism that championed the beauty of the undecorated surface and the necessity of standardization for the successful manufacture of modern designed objects. The importance of the Deutscher Werkbund on the development of modern design cannot be overstated, and nor can the influence of an earlier essay entitled “Ornament und Verbrechen” (Ornament and Crime) written in 1908 by the Austro-Hungarian architect and design theorist, Adolf Loos (1870–1933). In this seminal paper, he stated, “The evolution of culture is synonymous with the removal of ornament from objects of daily use”. He went on to explain how applied ornament was not only culturally debasing but also economically and socially unsound, noting, “As a rule, ornament increases the price of the object…The lack of ornament results in reduced working hours and an increased wage.” Indeed, it could be argued that the Deutscher Werkbund’s promotion of artistic manufactures that put theory into practice, and Loos’ stridently reformist writings, not only transformed the parameters of chair design but also formed the philosophical bedrock on which the roots of modern design took hold and ultimately flourished with 
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				the 1919 foundation of the Staatliches Bauhaus in Weimar by Walter Gropius (1883-1969).


				The Bauhaus not only revolutionized the teaching of art and design but also (perhaps as importantly in relation to the development of the modern chair) demonstrated through its strict ideological adherence to functionalism that new industrial methods of production could enable the mass-manufacture of truly modern furniture – modern chairs, fit for the modern man, living in the modern age. The end of the First World War the preceding year had concentrated the minds of both designers and manufacturers on the role of design in society and there was now a general feeling of urgency among designers associated with the Bauhaus that a radical Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) was needed, both in society as a whole and more specifically within the fine and applied arts. The three-dimensional realization of this new, reforming Zeitgeist in design was powerfully evinced during the 1920s in Marcel Breuer’s series of revolutionary chairs made from tubular steel, which were highly suited to large-scale industrial production. These brutally utilitarian seating designs marked a watershed in the history of chair design and heralded a new and unequivocally modern style within the furnishing of interiors.


				Although many designers in France were influenced by the designs stemming from the Bauhaus during the 1920s, the country’s long tradition of superlative craftsmanship and patronage meant that their interpretation of Modernism was from a more stylistic rather than ideological standpoint and as a result the French avant-garde chair designs of the period had a distinctively chic quality. The Modernist chairs designed by René Herbst (1891–1982) or Le Corbusier (1887–1965), Pierre Jeanneret (1896–1967) and Charlotte Perriand (1903–99), for example, possessed a fashionable Parisian modishness that was totally removed from the socially inspired utilitarian doctrine of their Teutonic 


			


		


		

			

				contemporaries. Similarly, many other French designers during the late 1920s and 1930s preferred to build on their traditional cabinetmaking heritage and continued to create opulent Art Deco furnishings using exotic and lacquered woods, such as those by Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann (1879–1933) and Jean Royère (1902–81), which their wealthy clients presumably appreciated more than the rigidly Modernist furnishings of Le Corbusier et al. But even these Art Deco chairs reflected the stylistic influence of Modernism, with their simplified and unornamented sweeping lines and use of striking geometric forms.


				In 1930s America, (dubbed the “Design Decade” by Fortune magazine) hard-pressed manufacturers in the face of the Great Depression also sought the allure of Modernism to revitalize their product lines and catalogues. To this end they employed a new generation of professional industrial design consultants, such as Gilbert Rohde (1894–1944), Russel Wright (1904–1976), K.E.M. Weber (1889–1963) and Wolfgang Hoffmann (1900–1969) to create chairs that were in the then fashionable Moderne style using sweeping curves of tubular steel or bentwood, with deeply padded leather or vinyl-covered upholstery. This type of Art Deco chair reflected the less doctrinal approach to Modernism that was found in America, which was ultimately more fuelled by commercial goals than social concerns. The Thirties was also the golden age of Hollywood glamour, and many of the most popular movies of the time featured elegant Moderne interiors that helped to instil among the general public a desire for stylishly contemporary furnishings.


				Elsewhere, the ripples of Modernism also spread their influence. In Scandinavia, for instance, it was expressed in a more humanistic way through the work of the Finnish architect Alvar Aalto (1898–1976), who rejected the hard-edged sterile aesthetic of tubular steel in favour of laminated and bent plywood in his designs for chairs, believing such “natural” materials were more suited 
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				to the human condition. This soft-edged Scandinavian approach to Modernism pioneered by Aalto had an enduring influence on later designers working in Britain and America. Indeed, the Finnish architect Eliel Saarinen’s (1873–1950) directorship of the Cranbrook Academy of Arts in Michigan was to have a direct and profound impact on the next generation of American designers, many of whom trained at this influential design-teaching institution. Having been described as “America’s democratic counterpart to the Bauhaus”, the teaching at Cranbrook instilled in its prodigious alumni, who included Charles Eames (1907–78), Eero Saarinen (1910–61) and Ray Kaiser (later Eames, 1912–88), a deep appreciation of organic design, which had been previously pioneered by the Arts & Crafts Movement and prewar Scandinavian designers, such as Kaare Klint (1888–1954) and Alvar Aalto.


				In 1940, the Department of Industrial Design at the Museum of Modern Art, New York held its influential “Organic Design in Home Furnishings” competition; sponsored by a dozen of the country’s leading stores with the understanding that they would offer contracts with manufacturers to the winners of the competition’s different categories. The aim of the competition, according to the event’s organizer Eliot F. Noyes (1910–77), was to discover “a group of designers capable of contributing to the creation of a useful and beautiful environment for today’s living”. Charles Eames and Eero Saarinen’s entries won first prize in two of nine categories: “Seating for a living room” and “Other furniture for a living room”. Their award-winning chair designs demonstrated a new but important tendency within the design of furniture during this period: physical lightness. As the accompanying catalogue to the competition explained, “This tendency derives not only from the need to keep the weight and bulk of furnishings down as we live in smaller areas, but it is also the natural result of new techniques and new materials. Refinement 


			


		


		

			

				of chair design involves the economical and imaginative use of materials, while providing comfort and strength.” Certainly in comparison to the overstuffed furniture that the majority of mainstream furniture manufacturers were producing, the Eames-Saarinen designs marked a new and remarkable material and visual lightening of chairs. Among the most influential seating designs of the twentieth century, this landmark series of prototypical moulded plywood chairs advanced the notion of continuous contact and support thereby allowing a greater degree of comfort. Importantly, three of the submitted designs utilized single-form seat shells for greater design unity, which were then upholstered using a thin sheet of latex rubber that provided wraparound padded comfort. Although heralding a completely new direction in modern chair design, Eames and Saarinen’s progressive seating designs sadly remained as prototypes and it was not until the cessation of the Second World War that the first compound moulded plywood seat components were mass-produced.


				Of course, the outbreak of war in 1939 had had a remarkable mobilizing effect on research and the development of new materials and methods of production for the war effort, and these in turn found new applications within the furniture industry after the end of hostilities in 1945. For example, Charles and Ray Eames’ landmark series of plywood chairs designed in 1945–46 were directly informed not only by the MoMA competition chairs of 1940, but also by their own personal wartime development of plywood leg splints and stretchers for the US military. The chairman of Herman Miller, D.J. DePree (1891–1990), the manufacturer who subsequently took over production of the chairs, described this range of moulded plywood seat furniture as: “Beautiful, comfortable, easy to move. It’s unimprovable. It’s a national treasure that ought to be made available.” Similarly the Eameses’ later revolutionary range of fibreglass shell chairs developed 
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				between 1948 and 1950 – the design concept of which can also be traced directly back to the earlier “Organic Design in Home Furnishings” competition chairs – were only realizable thanks to the greater availability of newly developed plastics and innovative production techniques that had come about because of wartime research.


				Although in Europe during the immediate postwar period there was less access to new materials and state-of-the-art methods of manufacture than in America, there was a general belief that “good design” was essential for export-led recovery, which itself would lead to economic regeneration and ultimately the restoration of national pride. In Italy, for instance, designers like Gio Ponti (1891–1979) and Carlo Mollino (1905–73) used readily available materials and the skilled craftsmanship of small workshops to create modern chairs that had an undeniable élan. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Italian designers, notably Marco Zanuso (1916–2001), also pioneered the use of a new kind of spongy foam rubber padding, which had been developed by the Pirelli Company, in the design of upholstered furniture. This led to the creation of sleek contemporary chairs that provided sculpted comfort without the need for bulky traditional springing. 


				During the 1950s a new sculptural confidence also emerged in the design of chairs throughout the rest of Europe and America that eventually resulted in the realization of numerous landmark designs, including Eero Saarinen’s Tulip pedestal chair (1955–56) and Verner Panton’s (1926–98) sinuous Panton chair (1959–60), which exploited the aesthetic and functional potential of newly available thermoplastics and production processes. At the same time, the leading furniture manufacturers in America, Herman Miller and Knoll Associates, furnished not only office spaces but also homes across the US and overseas with outstandingly modern furniture that ultimately led to an entirely new look in contemporary interior 


			


		


		

			

				design. This groundbreaking style was predicated on carefully delineated spaces, bright blocks of colour, a refreshing sense of airiness and, of course, sculptural chairs that not only functioned well but that also had a sophisticated contemporary presence. 


				The 1960s, in contrast, saw a widespread cultural backlash against the perceived aesthetic diktats of “good design”, especially in Britain and Italy where young designers sought to create furniture and lighting that was more in tune with the newly emerging liberal consciousness of their youthful demographic. The counterculturist rallying cry of “Turn on, tune in, drop out”, popularized by the American psychologist and forthright advocate of psychedelic drugs, Dr. Timothy Leary, was a powerful reaction against the conservative homemaking world of the previous decade, and as a result the domestic landscape became a new and exciting playing field for design experimentation. In Italy, furniture producers such as Kartell, Artemide, and Zanotta functioned as idea factories encouraging designers to push the functional and formal boundaries of the latest high-tech plastics, most notably shiny-surfaced ABS and PVC, to create chairs that were revolutionary in terms of their production and that expressed the new youthful Pop aesthetic and were, at times, also challenging expressions of the emerging Anti-Design movement. The generational shift of influence that occurred during this decade saw a profound change in the manufacture and purchasing of furniture. Unlike previous generations, the young hipsters of the Swinging Sixties did not necessarily want to buy a chair that would last them a lifetime or that was a sensible choice, but instead wanted something that would look cool in their groovy pads, and that could also be purchased off the shelf to satisfy their must-have-it-now desire for instant gratification. The craving for creative interactivity was also a powerful theme in chair design during this period, as was multifunctionality and lower and lower seat heights that enabled more casual ways of sitting or lounging.
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				The early 1970s saw the zenith of chair design experimentation, with the Museum of Modern Art in New York hosting the landmark and highly influential “Italy: The New Domestic Landscape” exhibition in 1972 to reflect this phenomenon. As Emilio Ambasz (1943–), the show’s curator, noted in the accompanying catalogue: “It has been a long-standing assumption of the Modern Movement that if all man’s products were well designed, harmony and joy would emerge eternally triumphant. Many signs from different sources are making it evident that, although good design is a necessary condition, it is not by itself sufficient to ensure the automatic solution of all the problems that precede its creation and of those that arise from it. Consequently, many designers are expanding their traditional concern for the aesthetic of the object to embrace also a concern for the aesthetic of uses to which the object will be put. Thus, the object is no longer conceived as an isolated entity… But rather as an integral part of the larger natural and socio-cultural environment.” 


				The variety of chairs included in this exhibition revealed the diverse approaches taken by Italian designers in their pursuit of the modern chair, from Marco Zanuso and Richard Sapper’s (1932–) diminutive Model No.4999/5 child’s chair (1960), the world’s first ever injection-moulded plastic chair, to Gruppo G14’s sinuous Fiocco chair (1970), with its supple stretch textile cover pulled taut over its tubular metal frame.


				The oil crisis of 1973 dampened the enthusiasm of manufacturers for blue-sky creative experimentation as rising fuel prices meant the cost of plastics rocketed and a global economic recession ensued. Straitened times necessitated a return to the functional principles of the Modern Movement and a new rational sobriety came to dominate chair design and manufacture. The late 1970s, however, saw a reaction against the commercial blandness of much of what the furniture industry was producing and the sentiments of the earlier 


			


		


		

			

				Anti-Design movement from the late 1960s crystallized into the establishment of Studio Alchimia in 1976, which deliberately sought to produce chairs and other designed artefacts that had an intellectual foundation and were consciously anti-commercial. For instance, Alessandro Mendini’s (1931–) Spaziale chair (1981) produced by Poltronova for Studio Alchimia had a strong totemic presence and eloquently demonstrated that the humble chair could be transformed into polemical artwork.


				As the economy of the early-to-mid 1980s began to boom so a new international style emerged: Postmodernism. This new and challenging spirit in design and architecture saw a rigorous questioning of the conservative status quo of the design mainstream and its belief in the primacy of Modernism. The most influential proponent of Postmodernism in the applied arts during the early 1980s was the Memphis design collective, established by the Austrian-Italian architect Ettore Sottsass (1917–2007), which created chairs that playfully referenced past styles and revelled in the use of plastic laminates and vibrant colours and patterns. Around the same time, another branch of Postmodernism emerged as a definable grouping of similarly minded young designers that became known as Creative Salvage. Designers aligned to this new and youthful movement, such as Tom Dixon (1959–) and Ron Arad (1951–), initially used found materials to imaginatively create limited edition and one-off seating assemblages that were expressions of their individual personal creativity. Another notable designer who distanced himself from the stultifying conservatism of the mainstream was Shiro Kuramata (1934–91), who created precious, almost alchemic designs that had an innate poetic quality that transcended physical function. These kinds of Postmodern designs, although aesthetically and intellectually disparate, were hugely influential in that they collectively proved that designers could 
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				successfully work outside the industrial mainstream, and that the modern chair was the perfect platform on which to test new and challenging ideas concerning form and function.


				The 1990s witnessed an ever-growing appreciation for design among the general public which resulted in the furniture manufacturing industry growing as a whole. Simultaneously, many of the young designers who had been working experimentally in the 1980s in a very hands-on way now came of age, having matured into very accomplished designers. Most notable were Philippe Starck (1949–), Jasper Morrison (1959–), Marc Newson (1962–), Ross Lovegrove (1958–), Ron Arad and Tom Dixon. The majority of these designers not only created limited edition works but also worked for forward-thinking manufacturers such as Cappellini, Magis and Vitra. These alliances allowed them to explore the functional possibilities offered by new materials and cutting-edge technologies, enabling them to create stylish chairs for the global market that were technically and aesthetically groundbreaking, such as Jasper Morrison’s Air-Chair (1999) and Ron Arad’s FPE chair (1997). The popularity of contemporary design continued to build during the early 2000s with more design galleries being opened, more design weeks and events being hosted, and more television programming focused on interior design makeover shows. During this period, many well-known manufacturers also began to reintroduce long-out-of-production “design classics” back into their catalogues. Certainly, the chair was now generally acknowledged to be the ultimate vehicle through which a designer could creatively express him or herself, while at the same time the Internet allowed a greater dissemination of ideas among the design community. 


				The increasing availability of advanced computer-aided design software and rapid-prototyping technologies also played a crucial role in the 


			


		


		

			

				development of chairs for manufacture, both for the mainstream and the wealthy collector, as previously undreamt of forms could now be achieved using these new digital tools. At the same time “design-art” (a term coined by the auction rooms) blossomed, being spurred on by the feeding frenzy that was simultaneously taking place in the contemporary art market. Crucially, these exclusive batch-produced limited edition designs allowed their creators to explore innovative forms, materials and processes without the usual constraint of economic viability that by necessity dominates the mainstream furniture industry. The demand for this type of furniture led to an explosion of unfettered imaginative creativity that ultimately found its most notable expressions in the modern chair. Often design-art pieces would subsequently inform chair designs modified for the mass-market by the same designers, thereby democratizing cutting-edge design – much like haute couture’s influence on high-street fast fashion. Other designers, most notably the Campana brothers (Humberto, 1953–, and Fernando, 1961–), revitalized the notion of hand-craftsmanship within the design-art arena with their incorporation of found objects, ranging from rough offcuts of wood to plush cuddly toys. The late Nineties and “designer Noughties” also saw the unassailable rise of contemporary Dutch design, with the Breda-based furniture manufacturing company Moooi focusing on the production of chairs that often used both low- and high-tech materials in a surprisingly innovative way, from Maarten Baas’ (1978–) Smoke armchair (2002) to Bertjan Pot (1975–) & Marcel Wanders’ (1963–) Carbon chair (2004). Today, the field of chair design continues to be a bubbling cauldron of innovation and creative energy, which each year erupts most spectacularly during the week of the Milan Furniture Fair, thus giving us yet more interesting, unusual and contesting interpretations of this most enigmatic of designed artefacts.


				There is, however, another strand of modern chair 
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				design that is often less celebrated and certainly over-looked by collectors: the contemporary office chair. Unlike seating designs for the domestic environment, the ubiquitous task chair is by necessity a product of large-scale industrial production and has always been more concerned with functional high performance than with surface aesthetics or provocative ideological statements. Although you may not find many office chairs in the pages of glossy design magazines, the reality is that for the furniture manufacturing industry, this is where the main financial action really is. The monetary rewards of creating a highly successful, bestselling office chair are huge, but so too are the associated development costs – a groundbreaking office chair can often take years of development and millions of dollars of R&D investment. Unlike the domestic chair, the design and development of such sophisticated seating tools are not the result of a single designer’s creative inspiration but the work of a highly skilled team of industrial designers, design engineers, material scientists and ergonomists. Because increasingly stringent health and safety legislation is being perpetually introduced to the workplace, employers are constantly seeking better-performing and more ergonomically responsive office chairs for their staff, such as Studio 7.5’s Setu office chairs (2009) and Yves Béhar (1967–) & Fuseproject’s SAYL office chair (2010). It is this understanding of the link between design and health that drives the constant search for better-performing task chairs. Indeed, the need for refined ergonomic seating solutions has never been more crucial to human well-being, especially now that the average office worker sits at a desk for, on average, between 31 and 37 hours a week, with some workers clocking up a spine-bending 48 hours a week. Ultimately, the design of chairs intended for the office environment is closely linked to human health and happiness; the more ergonomically refined the chair, the better the physical condition of the sitter. However, as 


			


		


		

			

				the contract seating market has become more science and engineering-based, so the vast majority of designers have been excluded from this realm of activity, and it is therefore unsurprising that many have instead chosen to go down the path of personal creative expression and hands-on experimentation in their pursuit of the ultimate modern chair.


				Today, the field of chair design still remains a thriving playground for new concepts and ideas, whether it is for the domestic interior or the office environment, just as it has been for over 200 years. And just when it seems that every form, function and material has been fully exploited, another remarkable chair is born. And that is what makes the modern chair such a fascinating phenomenon – it is open to so many and varied interpretations, yet at its core it remains what it has always been: a place of restful solace for both the body and the soul.
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				Nicolai Abraham Abildgaard Klismos chair, 1790–95


			


		


		

			

				The architect and painter, Nicolai Abildgaard was one of the leading figures of Danish Neoclassicism in the late eighteenth century. His remarkable sabre-legged Klismos chair was not only an exquisite reworking of an ancient Greek model but with its pared down form this design was also an important precursor of the modern chair. Abildgaard designed two versions of the Klismos chair, a mahogany version with a painted frieze, that is believed to have been designed for his own apartment in the Royal Academy of Fine Arts, and the example shown here, which though structurally simpler has among the most beautifully balanced proportions of any chair ever made.


			


		


		

			

				▼ Klismos chair, 1790–95


				Mahogany, caning


				Denmark


			


		


		

			

				▲ Illustration by John Moyr Smith of ancient Greek furniture, The Building News, 1875
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				Gustav Friedrich Hetsch Klismos chair, c.1840


			


		


		

			

				During the early years of the nineteenth century, Denmark enjoyed a glorious golden age of art and design. One of the most influential architects working in the then-fashionable Danish Empire style was Gustav Friedrich Hetsch, who had been born in Germany and educated in France. This Klismos-style chair executed after a design by him, exemplifies the simplified yet refined forms that became synonymous with Danish Biedermeier furniture of this period. Although a reworking of an ancient seating form and utilising traditional construction techniques, this chair presages the innate rationalism and functionalism of Modernism. 


			


		


		

			

				► Klismos chair, c.1840


				Walnut, textile-covered upholstery


				Denmark


				▼ Fashion plate showing model seated in a fashionable neo–classical chair, Ackermann’s, 1823. As a style, Neoclassicism remained popular throughout the first half of the nineteenth century.
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				Dante Gabriel Rossetti & William Morris Rossetti chair, c.1853–56


			


		


		

			

				Looking like a medieval throne with its chamfered uprights and chevron motifs, the Rossetti chair (also known as the Owl chair) is a rare Pre-Raphaelite design. A pair of these high-backed chairs was designed for the bachelor “digs” that William Morris shared with Edward Burne-Jones in Red Lion Square, London. Originally the chairs’ backs were decorated with scenes from Morris’ poem “Sir Galahad: A Christmas Mystery” painted by Morris, Burne-Jones and their friend Dante Gabriel Rossetti. In this example, however, the painting has worn away over the intervening years to reveal the underlying plank-like structure.


			


		


		

			

				◄ Rossetti chair, c.1853-56 ►


				Deal, paint


				England


				(Images courtesy of Galerie Historismus)


				▼ Self-portrait sketch by Edward Burne-Jones, 1857 – showing himself examining Rossetti’s painting on the back of the Rossetti chair.
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				Gebrüder Thonet manufactured its first rocking chair in 1860, however, within 12 months the firm was offering 52 different rocking chair models and over the succeeding years numerous variations of these designs were introduced. Many of Thonet’s rocking chairs were highly elaborate constructions of swirling bentwood elements, however, it was one of Michael Thonet’s simpler designs, the Model No. 10, that was the most commercially successful. This iconic rocking chair was produced from 1866 and spawned numerous imitations including versions produced by Fischel and J. & J. Kohn. 


			


		


		

			

				► Model No. 10 rocking chair, 1866


				Bentwood, caning


				Gebrüder Thonet, Vienna, Austria


				▼ Thonet catalogue page showing various rocking chair models (including the Model No. 10), 1870s
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				Michael Thonet Model No. 10 rocking chair, 1866
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				From the 1860s to 1880s, Charles Bevan was active as a furniture designer, producing Gothic Revival designs for his own London-based manufacturing company. He did, however, also design furnishings for the Leeds-based manufacturer, Marsh & Jones, including this robustly constructed armchair that epitomizes the overt muscularity of secular Gothic Revival furniture from this period. This design also reflects the movement’s reformist belief in truth to materials and revealed construction.


			


		


		

			

				Armchair, 1860s 


				Oak, velvet-covered upholstery


				Marsh & Jones, Leeds, England


			


		


		

			

				Charles Bevan Armchair, 1860s
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				The design of this sturdy yet elegant oak settle is attributed to Bruce Talbert, who trained as a carver before becoming a leading Gothic Revival architect. In 1868 he published Gothic Forms Applied to Furniture, Metal Work and Decoration for Domestic Purposes, which he dedicated to the architect, George Edmund Street. He subsequently became one of the period’s most celebrated professional decorators and also worked as a commercially successful designer for various furniture, textile, carpet and metalwork manufacturers. Robustly masculine, his “Geometric Gothic” work from the 1870s onwards can be seen as transitional in style in that it bridged Gothic Revivalism with the Aesthetic Movement.


			


		


		

			

				Bruce Talbert (attrib) Settle, c.1870


			


		


		

			

				Settle, c.1870


				Oak England
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				John Pollard Seddon Chair, c.1862


			


		


		

			

				A close associate of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and an intimate friend of the artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Pollard Seddon trained as an architect and subsequently designed buildings as well as furniture, ceramics and tiles in the Gothic style. This chair is a good example of the robust muscularity of second phase Gothic Revivalism and was probably manufactured by the firm established by Seddon’s grandfather, which supplied furniture to Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle. This design was first displayed on the Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. stand at the 1862 “London International Exhibition on Industry and Art” and 


				subsequently a number of variations were produced, 


				including an ebonized version. 


			


		


		

			

				Chair, c.1862


				Oak and leather brass


				Thomas Seddon, London, England (attrib.)
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				Christopher Dresser Boreas chair, 1870


			


		


		

			

				Regarded as the world’s first industrial designer, Christopher Dresser ran a prolific London-based design studio that serviced a host of different companies producing “art manufactures”. One of his most important clients was the Coalbrookdale iron foundry for which he created various designs, including this extraordinary high-backed chair made of cast-iron, which is embellished with stylized foliage decoration in the Aesthetic Movement style and a beautifully modelled roundel depicting Boreas, the Greek God of the North Wind as a child.


			


		


		

			

				Boreas chair, 1870


				Painted cast-iron, wood


				Coalbrookdale Company, Coalbrookdale, England
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				Leonard Wyburd Thebes stool, 1884


			


		


		

			

				The last quarter of the nineteenth century saw the rise of ““Aestheticism” within the decorative arts, as designers looked to earlier foreign design precedents for inspiration. Needless to say, Ancient Egypt with its mystical associations was a rich source of inspiration and to this end, Arthur Liberty’s famous London emporium manufactured a number of Egyptian inspired Thebes stools. Certainly the design of these four-legged stools was based on antique examples in the British Museum’s collection, which were illustrated in Building News in 1875.


			


		


		

			

				▲ Illustration by John Moyr Smoth of ancient Egyptian furniture, The Building News, 1875


				◄ Thebes stool, 1884


				Walnut


				William Birch, High Wycombe, England (attrib.) for Liberty & Co., London, England


			


		




		

			[image: ]

		


		

			

				1800s | 31


			


		


		

			

				Ford Madox Brown Sussex corner chair, c.1865


			


		


		

			

				The Pre-Raphaelite painter, Ford Madox Brown was a founding partner of Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. (est.1861) and designed various pieces of furniture and stained glass for “the Firm”, including this corner chair. In accord with the prevailing Aesthetic Movement taste of ebonized furnishings, this design was part of the company’s Sussex range of rush-seated chairs, which was inspired by earlier English vernacular antecedents.


			


		


		

			

				Sussex corner seat, c.1865


				Ebonized wood, rush


				Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. (later Morris & Co.), London, England
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				George Gardner Side chair, c.1872


			


		


		

			

				George Gardner of Brooklyn, New York, invented a new type of perforated three-ply veneer chair seat, which he patented on 21 May, 1872 and 3 June, 1873. Along with his brothers, he founded Gardner & Company in order to mass-produce various innovative chairs and benches incorporating his newly patented plywood seats, which were produced from a glued sandwich of thin wood veneers that were steamed under pressure in an innovative double-sided press before being dried. Operating from around 1870 until 1888, Gardner & Co. manufactured not only adult-sized chairs but also smaller ones for children and dolls. 


			


		


		

			

				◄ Side chair, c.1872


				Wood, plywood


				Gardner & Co., New York City and Glen Gardner, New Jersey


				▼ Patent for “Improvement of Chair Seats” filed by George Gardner, 1873 – this was one of many “improvements” that George Gardner patented for the manufacture of chair seats.
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				August Thonet Model No.2 chair, c.1890	


			


		


		

			

				This elegant chair is a rare Thonet model that incorporates a frame made from strips of laminated wood, which was formed into the required shape using metal moulds, glue, heat and pressure. Unlike the majority of other designs manufactured by Thonet, this design employed perforated plywood not only for its seat but also for its back. The chair’s graceful flowing lines are a result of the process used to produce it and as such it can be seen as an early example of ““process-driven” design.


			


		


		

			

				▲ Workers at a Thonet factory, probably in Vienna, c.1900


				► Model No. 2 chair, c.1890


				Laminated wood, solid wood, perforated plywood


				Gebrüder Thonet, Vienna, Austria
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				Christopher Dresser Elephant chair, c.1880


			


		


		

			

				Sometimes referred to as the Elephant chair, this unusual design by Christopher Dresser was intended to be used in a study and with its deeply incised zig-zag ornamentation and geometric form it reflected his interest in both Egyptian and Japanese art. Dresser also designed a number of other ebonized chairs, similarly eclectic in style, for the Art Furnishers’ Alliance, a short-lived association of “art manufacturers” that he founded in 1880 in order to supply ““whatever is necessary to the complete artistic furnishing of a house”.


			


		


		

			

				Elephant chair, c.1880


				Ebonized wood


				W. Booty of London (attrib.) for Art Furnishers’ Alliance Co., London, England
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				Unattributed Chair c.1880


			


		


		

			

				Cox & Sons was a London-based ecclesiastical decorator, furniture maker and retailer located in Southampton Street, near Covent Garden. The firm commissioned various designs for furniture, ceramics, stained glass and metalwork from some of the leading designers of its day, most notably Bruce Talbert, John Moyr Smith and E.W. Godwin. With its carved and gilded Egyptian-inspired motifs, this chair reflects the popularity of historical revivalism during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 


			


		


		

			

				▲ Illustration by John Moyr Smith of ancient Egyptian furniture, The Building News, 1875


				◄ Chair, c.1880


				Ebonized wood, gilding


				Cox & Sons, London, England
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				Christopher Dresser Side chairs, c.1880


			


		


		

			

				With their distinctive square-pierced backs, these side chairs designed by Christopher Dresser reflect the influence of Moorish decorative motifs, specifically the sun-filtering wooden lattice screens used in traditional Islamic architecture. Often fashionable Aesthetic Movement interiors were furnished with designs that drew inspiration from a whole host of “foreign” and seemingly exotic sources – and as such it is no surprise that Liberty & Co. also manufactured a range of furniture that incorporated similar Moorish style decoration.


			


		


		

			

				Side chairs, c.1880


				Ebonized mahogany, textile-covered upholstery


				Chubb & Son for Art Furnishers’ Alliance, London, England
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				Edward William Godwin Jacobean armchair, c.1880 


			


		


		

			

				Apart from being influenced by Japanese and Greek historical design sources, E.W. Godwin was also interested in developing a national style and looked to Old English stylistic precedents, notably Gothic, Country Vernacular, Queen Anne, Jacobean and Georgian. One of his best-known designs, the Jacobean armchair was essentially a modern reworking of a traditional armchair format. Importantly, this design demonstrates that Godwin was not only concerned that his “Art Furniture” possess a harmonious beauty but also that it was practical and affordable. William Watt also manufactured an ebonized version of Godwin’s Jacobean chair, which had a cane seat.


			


		


		

			

				Jacobean armchair, c.1880Oak, velvet-covered upholsteryCollier & Plucknett, Warwick, England
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				◄ “Anglo-Japanese Furniture at Paris Exhibition by E.W. Godwin, Esq.”, The Building News, 1878 – showing a variant of this side chair


				▼ Side chair, c.1878


				Ebonized wood


				William Watt Artistic Furniture Warehouse, London, England


			


		


		

			

				Edward William Godwin Side chair, c.1878


			


		


		

			

				E.W. Godwin described his approach to design as “judicious eclecticism”. Influenced by Japanese and Chinese art, the simple motifs and bold composition of his Anglo-Japanese designs were not only inspired by his study of Hokusai Katsushika’s woodblock prints but also by imported wares, such as those sold by Farmer & Rogers Oriental Warehouse. This elegant chair epitomizes the refined elegance of his “Art Furniture” and was designed specifically for the 1878 Paris Exhibition. 
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				Giovanni Battista Chiavari chair, c.1850


			


		


		

			

				This type of chair was first made in the early nineteenth century in the coastal town of Chiavari, near the Port of Genova on the Italian Riviera and was originally used by fisherman. It is remarkable for being strong yet incredibly lightweight: it can literally be picked up with a single finger. The fine example, shown here, was however manufactured in Ravenna, indicating that this archetypal chair was also made on the eastern side of Italy as well. Interestingly, Gio Ponti was inspired by this type of generic Chiavari chair in the design of his well-known Superleggera chair from 1957.


			


		


		

			

				▲ Manufacturer’s label on the back of the chair


				◄ Chiavari chair, c.1850


				Cherry, cane


				Gio. Battista, Ravenna, Italy
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				Fritz Hansen Office chair, 1878


			


		


		

			

				Fritz Hansen Snr. qualified as a journeyman cabinet-maker in his hometown of Nakskov, before moving to Copenhagen in 1872, where he registered himself as a master cabinet-maker and established a second-floor workshop. Initially specializing in lathe-turned wooden manufacturing components such as decorative table legs, balustrades and iron frames, the workshop eventually began producing its own furniture, including this simple yet stately Biedermeier style side chair. This example was used by Fritz Hansen as his own personal office chair and was the first model to be produced by the firm. 


			


		


		

			

				Office chair, 1878


				Lacquered beech, hide-covered upholstery


				Fritz Hansen, Copenhagen, Denmark
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				George Walton Abingwood armchair, c.1898


			


		


		

			

				Unlike George Walton’s earlier Aesthetic Movement and Queen Anne style furnishings, which had an elegant historicizing refinement, his later Abingwood chair had a rustic presence and as such solidly predicted the increasing vernacularism of the Arts & Crafts Movement during the later Edwardian period. With its incised heart-shaped motif and traditional caquetoire form, the Abingwood chair was originally used in Walton’s ““Old English” style interior scheme for John Rowntree’s Café in Scarborough and was later used in his interiors for Miss Cranston’s Buchanan Street Tea Rooms in Glasgow. 


			


		


		

			

				Abingwood armchair, c.1898


				Oak, rush


				William Birch Ltd., High Wycombe, England
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				Charles Rennie Mackintosh Armchair for the Argyle Street Tea Rooms, 1897


			


		


		

			

				This armchair with its beautiful sweeping arm-rails that embrace the sitter was site-specifically designed for the smoking room and billiard room of the Argyle Street Tea Rooms in Glasgow. For this refurbishment project George Walton was responsible for the wall decorations, while Charles Rennie Mackintosh was commissioned to design all the furniture, which was solidly constructed in stained oak. While the resulting interiors had a homely feel, the furniture itself with its stripped down vernacularism was actually extremely progressive.


			


		


		

			

				Armchair for the Argyle Street Tea Rooms, 1897


				Stained oak


				Scotland
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				Bernhard Pankok Armchair, c.1898


			


		


		

			

				A talented artist, graphic designer and furniture designer, Bernhard Pankok was one of the founders of Vereinigten Werkstätten für Kunst im Handwerk (United Workshop for Arts in Crafts) in 1897. The following year he designed this beautiful Jugendstil armchair, which was executed by this design-reforming Munich-based workshop. With its melting forms and vegetal motifs, this chair reflects the New Art Movement’s desire for a greater aesthetic refinement in designs for everyday use.


			


		


		

			

				Armchair, c.1898


				Mahogany, textile-covered upholstery


				Vereinigte Werkstätten, 


				Munich, Germany(fabric by Scherrebeker Gobelinwirkerei)
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				Hector Guimard Settee, c.1898


			


		


		

			

				With its asymmetrical form, looping back and vine-like arm rail, this settee captures the organic essence of nature in its beautifully carved mahogany frame. Certainly it must have appeared strikingly innovative when it was first produced in the late nineteenth century, after decades of historical revivalism within the decorative arts. Instead, it exemplified a new direction in design with its rejection of previous period styles in favour of exaggerated whiplash lines and vegetal forms, and as such beautifully embodies the French Art Nouveau style.


			


		


		

			

				Settee, c.1898


				Mahogany, leather-covered upholstery


				France
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				Paul Hankar Chair, c.1897


			


		


		

			

				Alongside Henry van de Velde and Victor Horta, Paul Hankar is considered to be one of the greatest proponents of the Art Nouveau style in Belgium. His architecture and furniture designs were characterized by the use of sculptural forms and elemental constructions. This chair with its arching base and riveted leather straps also reveals not only the influence of the British Arts & Crafts Movement but also of Japanese Art.


			


		


		

			

				◄ Chair, c.1897


				Hungarian oak, leather, metal


				Brussels, Belgium


				(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)


				▼ Lithograph from “Maitres de L’Affiches” series by Paul Crespin, 1897, showing Paul Hankar at work in his studio.
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				Thorvald Bindesbøll Chair for the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, 1898


			


		


		

			

				In Denmark, Thorvald Bindesbøll was the leading practitioner of the Art Nouveau style and his idiosyncratic designs were hugely influential on the next generation of Danish designers, including Johan Rohde. Bindesbøll’s chair, shown here, was designed site-specifically for the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, a sumptuous art gallery in Copenhagen funded by brewery profits. This design not only reflects the continuing influence of Neo-Classicism, especially Greek examples, in Scandinavian design throughout the nineteenth century, but with its unadorned surfaces also predicted the uncluttered lines of Danish Modernism. 


			


		


		

			

				Chair for the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, 1898


				Mahogany, leather-covered cushion


				Denmark
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				Louis Majorelle Tulip armchair, 1898–99


			


		


		

			

				This beautiful armchair designed by Louis Majorelle reveals the superlative craftsmanship of the French workshops during the fin-de-siécle period. The side elements of this design are adorned with a pattern of stylized tulips exquisitely rendered in marquentry with a similarly floral motif being echoed in the sumptuous velvet upholstery. The armchair was incorporated into an incredible Art Nouveau dining room with oak and mahogany panelling designed by the sculptor, Alexandre Charpentier (1856–1909). This room with its elegant furnishings, including the Tulip fauteuil, epitomized the highly stylized organicism of the New Art movement and has since been reconstructed at the Musée d’Orsay. 


			


		


		

			

				▲ “Salle Charpentier” – a dining room designed by Alexandre Charpentier for Adrien Bénard’s house in Champrosay, 1900–1901, incorporating Louis Majorelle’s Tulip armchair


				◄ Tulip armchair, 1898–99


				Fruitwoods, velvet-covered upholstery


				Louis Majorelle, Nancy, France
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				More than any other Belgian fin-de-siècle designer, Gustave Serrurier-Bovy was influenced by the British Arts & Crafts Movement’s espousal of vernacularism. His armchair of 1905 reflects this with its use of oak and traditional forms, though the proportions and motifs used have an aspect of distortion that give it a very distinctive Art Nouveau feeling. Similarly his high-backed mahogany armchair is based on a traditional chair type, yet with its sweeping lines it also exemplifies the sensual and exaggerated forms synonymous with the New Art Movement.


			


		


		

			

				◄ Armchair, 1905


				Oak, leather-covered 


				upholstery


				Serrurier et Cie, Paris, France & Brussels, Belgium(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)


				► Armchair, c.1903 


				Mahogany, upholstery


				Serrurier et Cie, Paris, France & Brussels, Belgium(Images courtesy of Galerie Historismus)


			


		


		

			

				Gustave Serrurier-Bovy Armchair, 1905 & Armchair, c.1903
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				Gustave Serrurier-Bovy Silex armchair, 1904–05 


			


		


		

			

				In 1904 Gustave Serrurier-Bovy created a range of furniture for the bathroom of Château de la Cheyrelle in Dienne, which had been previously designed by his colleague René Dulong for the Parisian banker Pierre Felgères. This furniture made in inexpensive poplar wood was subsequently put into mass-production in 1905 and retailed as the Silex range. Intended to furnish the bedrooms of servants and children, this armchair and side chair, alongside the other matching designs, were inexpensive and unashamedly utilitarian.


			


		


		

			

				◄► Silex armchair, 1904–05


				Poplar, painted iron


				Serrurier et Cie, Paris, France & Brussels, Belgium


				(Images courtesy of Galerie Historismus)


				▼ Silex chair, 1904–05


				Poplar, metal


				Serrurier et Cie, Paris, France & Brussels, Belgium


				(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)
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				Henry van de Velde Chair, c.1902 & Chair, c.1903


			


		


		

			

				Henry van de Velde’s contribution to the development of Modern design is often undervalued. However, he was one of the most influential design-reforming figures in the early years of the twentieth century. His designs, such as the elegant side chairs shown here, had a distinctive stripped down, elemental quality when compared to the work of other furniture designers working in this period. As he noted,““ornament has no life of its own but depends on the forms and lines of the object itself, from which it receives its proper organic place” (“Was ich Will”, 1901).


			


		


		

			

				◄ Chair c.1902


				Wood, textile-covered upholstery


				Belgium


				(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)


				▼► Chair, c.1903


				Mahogany, textile-covered upholstery


				Belgium


				(Images courtesy of Galerie Historismus, Brussels)
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				Henry van de Velde Armchair 1902 & Armchair, c.1902


			


		


		

			

				Born in Antwerp, Henry van de Velde was a formidable designer and influential teacher who, with his fellow countryman Victor Horta, is widely regarded as one of the founding fathers of the Art Nouveau style. Importantly, van de Velde brought the design-reforming ideals he had formulated in Belgium to Germany, when he moved to Berlin in 1901. These chair designs reflect his desire “to replace the old symbolic elements, which have lost their effectiveness for us today, with a new, imperishable beauty…” and as such heralded the emergence of the Modern Movement.


			


		


		

			

				► Armchair, c.1902


				Beech, velvet-covered upholstery


				Belgium


				(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)


				◄ Armchair, 1902 


				Beech, velvet-cvered upholstery


				Belgium


				(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)
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				Richard Riemerschmid 


				Armchair, c.1902


			


		


		

			

				Richard Riemerschmid designed many chairs during his prolific career and this example is not only one of the rarest, but also one of the most beautiful with its warm-toned mahogany skillfully carved into seductively curved yet dynamic forms that are stripped of all extraneous decoration. Like other more utilitarian seating designs by Riemerschmid, this design incorporates his trademark pierced inverted-heart-shaped grip.


			


		


		

			

				Armchair, c.1902


				Mahogany, textile-covered upholstery


				Germany


				(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)
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				Peter Behrens 


				Armchair, 1902


			


		


		

			

				This armchair designed by Peter Behrens is constructionally similar to his better-known dining chair which formed part of a suite of furniture displayed at the Berlin department store, A. Wertheim in 1902. This armed version, however, is a less utilitarian design and is also, in some ways, more formally progressive, having less decorative detailing and a more rectilinear aspect with its flat planes of polished honey-coloured wood.


			


		


		

			

				Armchair, 1902


				Wood, fabric-covered upholstery


				Anton Blüggel, Berlin, Germany


				(Images courtesy of Galerie Historismus)
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				Peter Behrens Chair for the Restaurant Jungbrunnen, 1904


			


		


		

			

				This simple slatted chair was designed for the Restaurant Jungbrunnen (Fountain of Youth Restaurant), a teetotal establishment that was created for the 1904 “Internationale Kunst und Gartenbau Ausstellung” (International Art & Horticulture Exhibition) held in Düsseldorf. Around this time, Behrens, who had a drink problem, was going through a period of abstinence and was spearheading a temperance campaign, so it is fitting that he was involved in the interior design of this socially reforming venture. The chair, shown here, is the only known surviving example of its kind.


			


		


		

			

				Chair for the Restaurant Jungbrunnen, 1904


				Painted beech


				Germany


				(Image courtesy of Galerie Historismus)
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				Gustave Serrurier-Bovy 


				Side chair, c.1900


			


		


		

			

				After studying in Liège, Gustave Serrurier-Bovy became so interested in the work of the British designer and theorist William Morris and the English Arts & Crafts Movement as a whole that he moved to London, where he worked as an interior designer. In 1884 he returned to Belgium and became a founding member of the “Salon de l’Esthétique” and the same year established his own shop in Liège. Apart from his British-style furniture designs, he also created some “jointed furniture” pieces, such as the chair shown here, which were innovatively based on a modular system, the elements of which could be assembled relatively easily and cheaply. 
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