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Armchair 42 designed by the architect and designer Alvar Aalto (1898-1976) in 1933 is a low-backed
cantilevered armchair. The construction is based on a padded and upholstered seating panel that is
suspended between two U-shaped wood frames. The concept of the free cantilever allows the chair
to be supported without back legs, a concept that previously only had been applied to metal
furniture by Aalto’s European peers, among which Marcel Breuer (1902-1981), Mart Stam
(1899-1986) and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886-1969) figure as the most prominent designers.

Aalto experimented with tubular steel furniture in the 1920s after his travels in Europe where he
had encountered the innovative designs of tubular steel furniture and it is known that Aalto himself
ordered a number of Breuer’s chairs in 1928 among other cantilevered tubular steel chairs. [1]
However, the abundance of wood as a local material resource in Finland together with the search for
a material that created a more humane design ignited Aalto’s experiments in wood towards the end
of the 1920s. Wood was closer to Aalto both emotionally and aesthetically. These experiments
resulted in furniture that were designed from laminated plywood formed to the desired shape. The
bent plywood was a material that had more warmth and texture than tubular steel at the same time
as it was very strong. The result was a lightweight, fluently integrated chair, that had its comfort
enhanced by the springy, cantilevered bentwood base which also functioned as the armrests. The
manufacturer, referred to this structure as both the ‘frame’ and ‘spring’.

Aalto’s designs are often defined by its adaptability which meant that many different chairs could be
produced from one basic model. Aalto could obtain this variation through different combinations of
arms and legs, ‘jouset’ (springs) and ‘kehät’ (rings). [2] The armchair 402 represents an example of
the possibilities that Aalto saw in the element of standardized products. Creating a basic principle
that was possible to vary in many ways reflects Aalto’s thoughts on standardized products: “A
standardized object should not be a finished product but on the contrary be made so that man and



all the individual laws controlling him supplement its form.” [3] Armchair 402 was upholstered and
with padding but with same bent wood frame that other armchairs had, like the low-backed
cantilever armchair 31 from 1932.

The element of adding a textile to the chair’s design also represents an important element of Aalto’s
interior design, in which also his wife Aino Aalto (1894-1949) also had a central role. For Alvar and
Aino Aalto textiles “were a substitute for living nature, for trees flowers and grass, the presence of
which people need in interiors.” [4] The textile seat and back together with the wood and the soft
undulating shapes of armchair 402 visualizes the importance of nature as a source of inspiration in
Aalto’s oeuvre.
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