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Acts of Craftsmanship 
 

This exhibition seeks to highlight the various methods and materials used by designers 
and craftsmen from the 20th century to the present day. By examining their production 
techniques, we hope to reveal the exceptional originality and technical craftsmanship of 
their designs. 
 

Wood 
 
Wood has a long-standing tradition in the history of design, dating back to the first 
human settlements. Over time, new developments in woodworking techniques have 
allowed craftsmen to build more stable and complex structures. Additionally, designers 
have sought to improve their understanding of different kinds of wood and the 
industrial applications of their varying properties. 
 
The material is historically associated with handicraft and hand-made objects. This 
appreciation for traditional craftsmanship formed the basis of the Arts and Crafts 
movement in mid-19th-century Britain, reacting against the damaging effects of 
industrialisation and machine-production. The movement quickly spread to Europe, 
North America, and later Japan, inadvertently inspiring several design styles including 
Art Nouveau, Art Deco, De Stijl, the Bauhaus, and the Mingei movement. 
 
This emphasis on hand-made objects has made wood a very popular material in 
Scandinavian and Japanese design. In Hans Wegner’s Crocodile cabinet, the designer has 
employed oak for its sturdiness and light colour; oak has a rich history in the production 
of Viking ships and for decorating the interiors of prestigious buildings. The cabinet’s 
minimalist aesthetic has been further enhanced with repeated ‘crocodile’ carvings to 
decorate its doors. 
 
Simplicity also underlies Torbjørn Afdal’s benches, here made with high-quality 
palisander, a type of rosewood. In addition to being particularly strong, it is especially 
brilliant when polished, making it a popular choice for making luxury objects. 
 
Equally beautiful is the use of walnut in George Nakashima’s table and lamp. Prized for 
its attractive wood grain and colour – which varies from dark to light – walnut’s 
sturdiness allows it to be intricate carved. Inspired by his cultural heritage, 
Nakashimahas employed his knowledge of joinery and Japanese architecture to creating 
unique objects featuring his robust and innovative bases. 
 

Bronze 
 
Although bronze has a very prominent role in the history of art – particularly for 
creating sculptures – its regular application in furniture design is surprisingly rare. The 
earliest examples date back to Antiquity in the form of tables and stools, but very few 
have survived. Known for its durability, the copper alloy was commonly used for making 
tools, arms and armoury, decorative ornaments and fittings, coins and medals, musical 
instruments, and even mirrors. Notable exceptions include Donatello’s bronze pulpits in 
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the church of San Lorenzo, Florence, and the throne of King Dagobert I, now in the 
Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
 
Many solid bronze objects and sculptures were created via a process called direct lost-
wax casting. This technique was used by Osanna Visconti to create her intricate pieces. It 
typically involved creating a wax model which was structurally supported by an 
armature, usually consisting of iron wires or rods for larger pieces. The model is then 
encased in an outer mould made of fire-resistant material, e.g. clay, plaster, terracotta. 
Before doing so, wax channels called sprues were attached; these pathways were 
necessary for the molten bronze to enter the mould. Metal pins were also attached to 
anchor the final product in place when cooling. 
 
Before casting begins, the mould containing the model is heated with the channels facing 
downwards, allowing the wax to melt. Molten bronze is then poured into the sprues and 
left to cool in the upright position. Once complete, the mould is cracked open, revealing 
the solid bronze product. It is then brought to finish by removing the metal pins and 
now-bronze sprues. Sometimes surface colouration is applied by chemical patination, 
gilding, or painting, as can be seen in Eric Schmitt’s Double leaf console. 
 
For hollow bronzes, the model’s core is made of fire-resistant material and coated with a 
layer of wax which could be sculpted with fine details, thereby economising on the 
amount of bronze that was used. 
 
In cases where the original model is made from materials unsuitable for casting such as 
wood, the indirect lost-wax casting process is used. Such a method involved making 
secondary models for casting whilst preserving the original. The casting process itself is 
identical to the above. This method was also used for making reproductions and 
aftercasts. 
 
It was also not uncommon for large or complex objects to be cast in multiple pieces and 
then reattached later, as in the case of Harumi Klossowska de Rola’s Sekhmet. This is 
called piece-moulding. Such a process was often necessary since bronze could be 
incredibly heavy. Additionally, simple objects were usually made using the sand-casting 
process. This involved making patterns in two half-moulds which would be combined 
during the casting stage only. It was typically used for utilitarian objects such as fittings 
and ornaments. 
 

Steel 
 
In the category of metal furniture, stainless steel is one of the most common materials, 
alongside iron, aluminium, and brass. Almost all of its current production is machine-
made, and it has proved useful in industrial applications. In furniture, the invention of 
tubular steel enabled designers to create modern, functional pieces which were light and 
durable. Janette Laverrière’s ‘Coquille’ floor lamp is an excellent example of this in brass. 
Additionally, steel can be used for structural support, such as in Arne Jacobsen’s iconic 
Egg chair and ottoman, designed in 1958 for the Radisson SAS hotel in Copenhagen, 
Denmark; our version incorporates upholstery made of leather. 
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On the other hand, others have preferred the traditional craft of working metals by 
hand. The works of Kostas Fosteris – whose family has been making wrought iron for 
three generations – heavily feature bent, curlicue, and intricately shaped steel, as can be 
seen in his Console. Unlike metals which have been cast, wrought steel can be hammered 
into any desired shape once heated; cast metals would shatter. 
 
Finally, steel can also be welded using various methods. Julian Mayor’s beautifully-
jagged Fernando and Octagon chairs were made using the more common process of 
shielded metal arc welding, which requires passing an electric current through the 
component parts. 
 

List of Works 
 
Torbjørn Afdal (1917-1999) 
Pair of benches, 1950 
Palisander and metal hingers 
 
Kostas Fosteris (b. 1953) 
Console, 2005 
Hammered steel and glass 
 
Arne Jacobsen (1902-1971) 
Egg chair and ottoman, 1958 
Dark brown leather and steel 
 
Harumi Klossowska de Rola (b. 1973) 
Sekhmet, 2018 
Bronze bench with 24-carat gold leaves 
 
Janette Laverrière (1909-2011) 
‘Coquille’ Floor Lamp, circa 1959 
Patinated brass, two large swivelling 
lighting clams, and circular black 
lacquered metal base 
 
Julian Mayor (b. 1976) 
Fernando chair, 2013 
Welded steel 
 

Julian Mayor (b. 1976) 
Octagon chair, 2017 
Welded steel 
 
George Nakashima (1905-1990) 
Minguren II coffee table 
Walnut 
 
George Nakashima (1905-1990) 
Table lamp, 1960 
Walnut, parchment and holly 
 
Eric Schmitt (b. 1955) 
Double leaf console, 2015 
Lacquered aluminium and patinated 
bronze 
 
Osanna Visconti (b. 1963) 
Candle stick, 2017 
Natural bronze 
 
Hans Wegner (1914-2007) 
Carved by A. Mikael Larsen 
Crocodile cabinet, circa 1949 
Carved oak 

 
 
 
 


