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THE CHAIR IS OFTEN CONSIDERED a design-

er’s ultimate challenge – a creative Mount  

Everest, if you will. The pursuit of perfect-

ing this piece of furniture has birthed nu-

merous Nordic design classics, from Børge 

Mogensen’s ‘Spanish Chair’ and Alvar Aalto’s 

‘Paimio Chair’, to Arne Jacobsen’s ‘Series 7’. 

Yet no Scandinavian visionary is more close-

ly associated with the chair than Dane Hans 

J. Wegner, who dreamt up more than 500 

designs in his lifetime, earning him the title 

‘Master of the Chair’.

 “Wegner is quite famously quoted for say-

ing that the chair is the object closest to hu-

mans. And it makes sense: few other objects 

are designed to fit the human body in the 

same way a chair must,” says Kasper Holst 

Pedersen, Master of Craftsmen and CEO of PP 

Møbler, one of the companies that continues 

to produce Wegner’s designs today. “For me, 

his work is more the science of chairmaking 

than a matter of appearance – you could say 

he made great tools for sitting.”

 According to Holst Pedersen, Wegner saw 

himself more as a craftsman than a designer, 

eager to show what could be created with our 

hands. And it was this innate skill that set 

the stage for the luminary he would become. 

Born in 1914 in the small town of Tønder, 

southern Denmark, Wegner was the son of 

a shoemaker, likely from whom he inherit-

ed his exceptionally gifted hands. “Wegner 

was kind of a child prodigy,” Holst Pedersen 

says. “He skilfully handled tools from an 

early age, borrowing them from his father’s 

workshop.” In his adolescence, fiddling with 

things like cutting paper silhouettes evolved 

into crafting large, solid-wood sculptures, 

which Holst Pedersen describes as “extreme-

ly detailed and very well proportioned”.

 Wegner wasn’t one for academia, prefer-

ring the artisanal path; at 14, he left middle 

school to begin an apprenticeship in the 

workshop of the master cabinetmaker H.F. 

Stahlberg. In 1936, he moved to Copenhagen 

to hone his skills at the city’s School of Arts 

and Crafts. “Wegner was extremely talented 

at drawing, and he further developed these 

skills in the school,” Holst Pedersen notes. 

During his studies, he was inf luenced by the 

legendary designer Kaare Klint, whose hu-

man-centric, form-follows-function ethos – 

which laid the foundation for the celebrated 

Danish Modern movement – had left a lasting 

impact in the school. This philosophy also 

stressed, as Holst Pedersen puts it, that “we 

should try to learn and study from previous 

cultures of design how good furniture is 

made, and then build on top of that”.

 At school, Wegner was already experi-

menting with his first designs. He once again 

abandoned his education when, in 1938, 

fellow budding Danish designers and archi-

tects Arne Jacobsen and Erik Møller swept 

the young creative away to work on Aarhus 

City Hall. The project proved the ideal place 

for Wegner to cut his teeth. “It was very im-

portant in that he got to make a range of dif-

ferent furniture, from tables to chairs,” Holst 

Pedersen says. “He also got to really show his 

skill and test himself.”

 Collaboration became central to Wegner’s 

Armchair Expert 

Words  by   L I N N É A  P E S O N E N  Photographs   by   N I C O L A J  D I D R I K S E N 

Many a designer has tried to conquer the chair, that elusive furnishing that 
separates the enduring design icons from everyone else. Few, however, 
have succeeded quite like Hans Wegner. In fact, the Danish design 
legend’s endless pursuit of perfection earned him the title ‘Master of 
the Chair’. Pull up a seat and delve into the wondrous designs of Wegner.
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work. In the early 1940s, when his career 

began to take off, Wegner partnered with 

cabinetmaker Johannes Hansen, who grew 

into one of his most enduring collaborators. 

In their workshop, Holst Pedersen notes, 

“Wegner f lourished and his talent really 

unfolded”, as he embarked on his relentless 

mission to craft the perfect chair.

 A purist at heart and a champion of  

Danish Modern, he sought to eliminate un-

necessary ornamentation and distil the chair 

down to its purest form, placing comfort and 

practicality at the fore. His profound under-

standing of wood (“Wegner had an extraor-

dinary sense of the material, on a level like no 

other,” Holst Pedersen says) enabled him to 

craft expressive yet refined pieces embody-

ing his distinct approach, often dubbed ‘or-

ganic functionalism’. “He preferred to show 

rather than talk about craftsmanship, ma-

terials and his design,” says his daughter, 

Marianne Wegner. “He could one day show 

it in the most sophisticated furniture and the 

next in the simplest ones.”

 With Hansen, Wegner created some of his 

most renowned chair studies, including his 

examination of the British Windsor-style 

chairs, which most notably produced the 

striking ‘Peacock Chair ’ in 1947. In the 

mid-1940s, he also explored Chinese Ming  

Dynasty chairs – arguably his most famous 

design inquiry – which was an era that, 

according to Holst Pedersen, fascinated  

Wegner because of the chairs’ “elaborate con-

struction” and their being “the most ancient, 

original design concepts that he could find”.

T h i s  m e t i c u l o u s  i nve s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  

Chinese seat ing gave r ise to some of  

Wegner ’s most iconic pieces, including 

the ‘CH24 Wishbone Chair ’, conceived 

independently for Danish design com-

pany Carl Hansen & Søn in 1949, and the 

‘Round Chair ’, env isioned in Johannes 

Hansen’s workshop in 1949. While the 

‘ W i shb one ’s ’  p opu la r it y wa s a slow  

burn, the ‘Round Chair’ sealed Wegner’s in-

ternational breakthrough, receiving rave 

reviews in the 1950 issue of the acclaimed  

American Interiors magazine. “It’s his big-

gest, most inf luential masterpiece that de-

fined his design language,” Holst Pedersen 

says. A culmination of the learnings from his 

painstaking studies, the pared-back and ele-

gant ‘Round Chair’, harnessing solid oak, re-

moved the vertical elements of the traditional  

Chinese backrest, which Wegner felt compro-

mised ergonomics, and replaced them with 

a wide, curved form that embraces the sitter. 

“It’s quite a simple design, but still elaborate 

and really inviting,” Holst Pedersen adds.

 While the ‘Round Chair ’ is frequent-

ly called the ‘perfect chair’ – and, as Holst 

Peder s en poi nt s out ,  “ t he work t hat  

Wegner was the most satisfied with” – craft-

ing the ultimate chair proved a Sisyphean 

task for Wegner. “At one point he said that 

the more he thinks about it, the more it’s 

eluding him, disappearing into the fog,” 

Holst Pedersen recalls. The 1950s brought 

more experimentation and investigation 

(Wegner even collaborated with a doctor to 

further study ergonomics), resulting in the 

bold-silhouetted ‘Valet Chair’ (1953), com-

plete with an integrated coat hanger for a 

backrest and a hinged seat. An early version 

of the chair was shown at an exhibition in  

Copenhagen in 1951, and upon seeing it, 

Denmark’s King Frederik IX immediately 

ordered one for himself.

 Hansen’s death in 1961 left Wegner seek-

ing to develop himself in new ways, and he 

began a closer collaboration with Ejnar Peder  

Pedersen, co-founder of PP Møbler and Holst 

Pedersen’s grandfather. Wegner would often 

visit the PP Møbler workshop, giving the young 

Holst Pedersen invaluable opportunities to 

observe the master. “He just had this deep 

understanding of all of the aspects of the ma-

terial, the craftsmanship, the techniques in-

volved, the machinery – everything,” he muses.  

Marianne echoes these words, noting that 

her father was, “in fact, a nerd,” and “a fami-

ly man and a faithful business partner to his  

manufacturers”.

 Wegner continued to create until late in 

his life, passing away at 92 in 2007. His time-

less, durable and functional furniture epit-

omised sustainability long before it became 

a buzzword in the industry, and his works 

remain among the most illustrious beacons 

of Danish design. “Wegner really showed 

a formula that would be inspiring and im-

portant for many generations to come,” Holst  

Pedersen says. Marianne concludes: “By get-

ting to know his designs, you get the feeling 

of how much personality, energy and knowl-

edge he has put into every piece – especially 

into his chairs.” J

“It’s quite a simple design, but still 
elaborate and really inviting”

Designed in 1947 in Johannes Hansen’s workshop, the ‘Peacock Chair’ emerged 

from Wegner’s studies of British Windsor-style chairs. Upon seeing it for the first 

time, fellow Danish designer Finn Juhl gave it its name.

‘Peacock Chair’ in oak with teak arms, €10,890. Hans J. Wegner. 



In 1953, Wegner set out to incorporate the traditional valet stand into a chair, 

resulting in a practical yet comfortable piece that doubles as a coat hanger.

‘Valet Chair’ in pine with teak seat, €10,770. Hans J. Wegner. 
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The ‘Minimal Chair’ is among Wegner’s later creations, conceived in 1965. The 

streamlined design, harnessing stainless steel and leather, is complete with a 

wide, rounded solid-wood backrest for support. Wegner originally created the 

chair for the dining room of his family home in Gento�e.

‘Minimal Chair’ in walnut with leather seat, €2,975. Hans J. Wegner.


	Wegner

