
A The Thonet Model No. 14 is one of those rare moments when form and function come together in a masterpiece of design. Made up of six pieces of wood – two circular, two straight and two arched – held together by a few screws and nuts, featuring a woven cane seat, the Thonet No.14 was the first ever mass-produced chair and is believed to this day to have been sat on by more people than any other chair in history. Its maker, Michael Thonet, a German-Austrian cabinet maker of the mid-nineteenth century, was not the only person at the time trying to mass manufacture a chair, but his rivals did not possess his ambition or dedication. After years of technical experiments, Thonet perfected the technique of bending and forming lightweight but strong wood into curved shapes using hot steam. The No. 14 chair was born.

B Thonet’s aim had always been to make a chair that could be produced, and thus sold, at an affordable price (three florins, to be precise) and he succeeded. It took very little time from its launch in 1859 for the No. 14 to become popular among people from every walk of life, from school teachers to merchants to aristocrats. By the 1930s, Thonet’s company had sold approximately 50 million No. 14 chairs. Its owners include the composer Brahms, the Russian leader, Lenin, and the great architect and designer, Le Corbusier, who said of it, ‘Never was a better and more elegant design and a more precisely crafted and practical item created.’

C What is it about the No. 14 that has appealed to so many of its end users and elicited such high praise from fellow designers? The answers to this question have relevance today as much as they do to the era in which it was created. First and foremost, it fulfils its function admirably, as any well-designed object should: it is comfortable, compact and lightweight. Secondly, it is classically beautiful. According to British designer Jasper Morrison ‘It has the freshness of a new product, because it has never been bettered.’ For this reason, it is still the default chair of choice for many cafés and brasseries.

D Thirdly, it was radically innovative in its construction. Not only was it made from just a few standard parts, but these parts could be flat-packed and shipped to another destination for assembly by unskilled workers. Indeed it was probably the first truly flat-pack piece of furniture ever made. Added to that, it seems to improve with age. ‘As the screws and glue loosen, the structure becomes softer,’ Konstantin Grcic, a German furniture designer, said. ‘Michael Thonet probably didn’t intend that to happen, but it’s a beautiful sensation. I’ve tried to do it with new chairs, but it’s amazingly challenging.’ 
E Fourthly, there are the sustainable and social aspects of Thonet’s company. At a time when other factories were spewing out pollution from far dirtier processes, the No. 14 was built in a kinder environment, where workers handled beechwood brought in from local forests. The workers and their families were housed in a kind of company town with access to schools and nurseries, shops and libraries.

F So what of the No. 14 today? The design remains as classic as ever but the prices have lost some of their popular appeal – new models are sold in up-market furniture shops for around £500. But the design (and principle of affordability) has been copied by other furniture makers like Muji and Ikea. Until recently, the latter had a very reasonably priced plastic version called the Ogla, and ‘antique’ versions can be picked up on eBay for as little as £20.
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