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Modern Furniture
For the Middle Class,
Designed by a Swedish Star

‘Three floors of the Bard Graduate
Center, at 18 West 86th Street in
Manhattan, are filled with curvy,
modern, bent and laminated beech
easy chairs and chaise longues with
woven, webbed seating — perfect for
any beach house. There are daybeds
Wit adjustabl reading stands and
r-level book “cribs,”
armchairs with rotating bases and
elliptical blond dining tables with
spindly legs that seem tofloat above
the floor. A film on one wall depicts a
glass house in a forest by the sea.

1f this sounds idylic, it s.

‘The exhibition “Bruno Mathsson:
Architect and Designer” showcases
the innovative designs of this Swed-
ish creator, who lived from 1907 to
1988, It also promotes the ideology
that, for most of the 20th century,
formed modern Swedish design for
the middle class: “the conviction
that a well-functioning and aestheti-
cally appealing environment, wid
architecture atits core, would lead to
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athsson furniture “became a
symbol for Swedish modern,” Mr.
Widman writes. Nonetheless it never
went mass market, probably be-
cause Mathsson refused requests by
distributors of modern furniture, like
Knoll, to make and sell his designs.
(He was by all accounts a control
freak)
‘wouldn't collaborate with any-
one until the 1960s, when Dux Indus-
tries of Sweden took on production of
some of his chair designs (including
the tubular-steel model Jetson,
which was named after the Ameri-
cantelevision animated series). Lat-
erhe allowed Tendo of Japan to man-
ufacture some of his designs on a
smaller scale for the Japanese mar-

y Bruno Mathsson Interna-
tional in Varnamostill produces
some Mathsson furniture (as does
Dux), which may explain why the
vintage pieces are not regularly seen

American auction houses.

“I've probably sold only 50 t0 75
pieces over the last six years,” said
Richard Wright, owner of the Wright
auction house in Chicago. “Mathsson
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models of some of Mathsson’s 40
buildings (factories, schools an

from the prototypes of the past,” Mr.
W|dman writes. It was “furniture de-

vian Design in New York, who has
sold Mathsson furniture for 53 years.

his furniture; and a whole room,
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““He’s off the radar work is
really undervalued,” said Josh Hol-
deman, Christie’s specialist in 20th-
cenury design. Right now cveryone
is focused on Frenct th-centu-
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MartoaNeRY ek has o
seen in Stockholm and Paris. Its cat-
alog is said to be the first book about
Mathsson in English.

“He s the last modernist whose

ture in 1931. A fifth-generation cabi-
netmaker from poor, rural Varnamo,

ropped out of school at 16 to join
his father’s workshop. “The family
wasn't poor, but they didn’t have
much,” Ms. Hedgvist said.

history has not been told,” said Hed-
vig Hedquist, designhi
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Mathsson's international eputa-
tion grew, and in 1936 the Rohsska
Museum gave him a show. In 1937 he

the show with
Karin Aberg Waern, a curator of the

movement then sweeping across Eu-
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Rl e , Edgar Kauf-
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ket doesn't mean Mathsson's designs
aren’t great”

Frank Maraschiello, the 20th-cen-
tury expert at Bonhams, said there is
amarket for “first-generation’
Mathsson designs. “Mathsson’s firm
didthave the uge outputal some
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factories,” he said,
o hen youfind Mathsson originals
from the 19405, they are valuable.”
Mathsson, who did little to promote
career, never achieved the popu-
larity of his Scandinavian contempo-
raries: Saarinen, Aalto, Asplund,
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