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Why doeS it feel so dangerouS to 

add a decorated layer to The

Surface of a lounge chair?

This project has revolved around 
one simple dilemma, that holds 
complicated answers: Why does it 
feel so dangerous, for me, to add a 
decorated layer to the surface of a 
lounge chair? I have marched down 
many sideroads in search of answers, 
met a lot of internal contradictions 
concerning my views on both design 
and sustainability, and here, in this 
thesis, I will bring you along for the 
ride. I will invite you into a colorful 
world with marquetry, linseed oil 
colors and decoration. The purpose 
with this project is not to formulate a 
universal and holistic sustainability 
manifesto but rather to examine 
aspects of sustainability within and in 
relation to my own practice. 
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introducTion

The project Super Superficial 
takes my own practice as its starting 
point. Being someone who expres-
ses myself through physical objects, 
working with sustainability is a given 
for me. Therefore my former mantra, 
when creating, was to “do as little 
harm as possible”. But during the 
master’s  programme, I felt the need 
to rethink this. Where was the joy of 
creating? Where was the hope? The 
complexity? All the things I wish to 
pass on to the people who come in 
contact with my work. The things 
I believe we need for real change 
to happen. I wanted to expand my 
idea of sustainability to not only be 
a question of materials, but also to 
include the emotional impact that 
my creations can have. To not limit 
myself to a concept of less is more but 
instead to add and layer and color! 
My goal was to realize a visual world 
that I dream to inhabit.

Just as the realm of emotions is often 
regarded as an unserious subject, the 
surface on a piece of furniture is seen 
by many as Superficial. But the 
surface is where we encounter an 
object, the place where we use our 
senses, and this meeting point is whe-
re my ideas has come to life. Working 
with color and ornamentation I have 
reclaimed the surface on the lounge 
chair as an actualized place of power 
and change. 

Keywords: superficial, surface,
decoration, marquetry, feminism, 
visual responsibility, sustainability, 
colors and craft. 
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The project manifested in a decorated 
lounge chair for KOLOS KIOSK. 
28 ornamented surfaces are created 
from 136 puzzle pieces. 

The aim with my lounge chair was 
for the wide surfaces to claim space 
and make it a place to use when you 
have time to spare. In my lounge 
chair the body can move relative 
freely and self dictate the next comfy 
position. I invite my guest to take their 
time and to be curious. After all the 
lounge chair needs the weight of a 
body to be complete.

The chair is optimistic and confident. 

The materials are Swedish birch-
veneer, pine plywood, wood glue, 
7 different linseed oil colors and 
beeswax.

The phySical outcome  
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Firstly let me provide a little context 
for the dilemma I presented in the 
beginning. During the summer of 2021 
I was asked to create the interior for a 
bar, KOLOS KIOSK, located in Aarhus, 
Denmark. They have a sustainable 
profile, working with local actors, or-
ganic ingredients and natural wines. 
But most important it is a place whe-
re life should be enjoyed and celebra-
ted, a place where a lot of different 
people meet. The first round of inte-
rior consisted of a selection of dining 
chairs, stools and a shelving system. 
It was important for me and the ow-
ners of the bar, that we worked as 
sustainable as we possible could in 
the given situation, to support their 
profile og values and to take care of 
our environment. The design princip-
les that guided the shape was a prin-
ciple of using minimal materials, whi-
le making sure the construction had 
enough strength. 

a Scary realizaTion

Furthermore I decided to use FSC-cer-
tificated danish Douglas fir from a 
small producer in south of Denmark 
and in addition we used offcuts from 
Dinesen floor production. 

The project was finalized over the 
Christmas break and something hap-
pened when we where standing in 
the finalized bar. A room full of con-
crete, stainless steal and an enormous 
amount of Douglas fir treated with 
a danish organic oil called  ”invisible 
nordic”. Everything was beautiful, 
minimalistic and humble. On a sunny 
day it would fit perfectly in a classic 
Scandinavian design magazine. But 
nevertheless my first reaction, when 
we sat down and had a celebrati-
on-beer, was: Who (the hell) are we 
inviting into this space? Who are we 
celebrating? And most important, 
who are we excluding? I looked at 
my own design and felt like a stan-
ger. It was too clean, too humble and 
to masculine.
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Unlearning*  

After coming back to Stockholm and 
chewing a bit on this experience, I 
created a list of 10 principles I have 
met and internalized throughout my 
whole design education. Principles 
of what I have learned good design 
means - in order to understand what 
design principles I was designing 
from, and to get a better understan-
ding of why I suddenly felt as a stan-
ger in-between my own creations. 

* Un-learning is an essential practice 
in a feminist context that involves a 
on-going analysis of the patriarchy as 
a system of domination. It is a painful 
process revisiting ones own interna-
lized values and realizing the power 
structures, that you actively are main-
taining. It is a long and hard journey 
to uncover what has been left out in 
the margins and suggest an alternati-
ve order of things.

Good design is humble
Good design is as simple as possible
Design has to be easily understandable
Decoration is a compensation
Be as neutral as possible
Be as natural as possible
Let the material speak for itself
Less is more, Form follows function
Everything you do needs a logical reason
Reduce where you can, find the core. 

When looking at this list, I realized 
that I, unintentionally, was recreating 
a visual language that is inseparable 
from modernism, and as I see it, also 
a patriarchal idea of neutrality and 
quality. For much of my education I 
have not questioned these principles 
and visual norms. I have tried to live 
up to them, and they became such 
a truth for me that I forgot that there 
are other ways of doing things. Other 
visuals, other forms.
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rebuilding 

To start the un-learning and re-buil-
ding journey, I had to create a per-
sonal alternative set of principles for 
myself to start the transformation 
- Start seeing furniture design, one of 
my greatest love of all time, in a new 
light. I understood, if I wanted chan-
ge to happen, I had to start with my 
self first.

There is a place for me in my own work
It’s okay for me to be continuously searching
Nothing is neutral
Few things are natural
Form is function
Form in-forms
Dirty and decorated is good
In my practice, plenty can be more
Sustainability is complex and I will allow my practice to mirror that 
Sustainable design can be colorful and inviting. 

To enter the new journey, I decided to 
narrow down and work actively with 
4 of the principles mainly because of 
the timeframe that this project exits 
within and to see some actual pro-
gress. 

Decoration is a compensation
Good design is humble
Good design is as simple as possible
Be as neutral as possible

Dirty and decorated is good 
There is a place for me in my own work
Sustainability is complex and I will allow 
my practice to mirror that
Nothing is neutral
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Decoration is a compensation

Throughout my education I have con-
tinually been asked what my decora-
tion was a compensation for. - Which 
naturally created a hierarchy bet-
ween what I saw as essential (form 
and the practical function), and less 
essential (the surface and the narrati-
ve function). 

Good design is humble 

As a women I have been trained to 
be humble, or rather: not to be too 
much, not to be hysterical or take too 
much space. - these constants dilem-
mas has undeniably been applied to 
my creative practice as well. I would 
have been a millionaire if I got payed 
every time I asked: is this too much?

Good design is as simple as possible

When working with simplicity in my 
practice it always corresponded with 
the idea of reduction. Reduction, as a 
method of its own, is not bad per se 
- but for me it can be harmful when 
we don’t consider what values we are 
reducing in the hunt for the famous: 
’less is more’.

Be as neutral as possible

What bothers me when using neutra-
lity in a design context, is that I don’t 
believe it exits. Design is never neutral, 
it always pass on a certain set of va-
lues depending on the context. I think, 
it is important that we ask questions, 
such as: Who decides, what we see 
as neutral?

Why they have to go
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Dirty and decorated is good 

Work fearlessly with colors and shapes. 
Every time I feel  like taking something 
away, I will force myself to add a new 
color or a new shape instead. 

There is a place for me in my own work

Bring my own joy, values and dreams 
into the work. 

Sustainability is complex and I will
 allow my practice to mirror that

This is where I introduce another layer 
to the project: how do I work responsi-
bly with my visuality in a sustainable 
context? In action: I will invite complexi-
ty, messiness and hope into my project.

Nothing is neutral

Simply just stop using the word neutral

in pracTice 
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iT spoke to me

One Saturday morning I was strol-
ling around, trying to expose myself 
to new ways of looking at my own 
practice. A natural place to go was 
the National Museum of Stockholm, 
looking at their collection of applied 
arts and design that spans from late 
Medieval up until present day. I wal-
ked by this completely over-the-top 
chair: extremely beautifully ornamen-
ted! I suddenly had a huge urge to 
try it out, sit on it, feel it! For the first 
time in a while a chair made me feel 
something exciting. It spoke to me 
in a new way, and the surface sud-
denly became alive and a carrier of 
the time and effort the crafter spent 
on it so many years ago. My second 
reaction in that moment was that the 
technique of marquetry is a big fuck 
you to capitalism and fast production 
systems. You could almost imagine 
the hands moving with such a slow 
precision and feel the traces of the 
working hand.  That morning I knew 
that I had to use that technique  to 
explore the surface in my final degree 
project. And here we are.   

Diningroom chairs - Magnus Isæus 
(1841-1890) Inlay of ivory and marb-
le with engravings of women in folk 
costume.  Seen at the National Muse-
um of Stockholm.
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During my second year at Konstfack I got introduced to Benedetta Crippa, an 
Italian designer living in Stockholm. Her richly colorful, densely ornamental 
work is grounded in feminist and post-colonial design theory and in her words: 
address’ that which throughout history “has been stripped of power and 
authority.”1. Going through her work and papers on design, it felt like someone 
slowly took my handcuffs off. 

So, highly inspired by and borrowing from Benedetta Crippa’s model: ’layer 
of action’2 from her article on visual sustainability. I constructed three diffe-
rent hats: The Symbolic Hat, The Material Orientated Hat and The Holistic/
Structural Hat, to help me through the complicated concept of sustainability. 
To know what questions to ask, when and why. To help me make informed 
choices when I design, to help me make informed compromises in my own 
practice. And now I had my how. 

Someone SloWly Took my handcuffS off. 

At this time I was still missing my how. 
What method could I use to connect 
both the un-learning and the re-buil-
ding process with marquetry and by 
that, expand my own idea of sustaina-
bility in relation to the surface and my 
own practice. 

1 https://studiobenedettacrippa.com/)
2 (https://studiobenedettacrippa.com/on-visual-sustainability)

11



T
h
e
 m

aTerial - orientaTe
d

The symbolic 

The 3 hats

The symbolic hat

This hat is concerned with the symbo-
lic choices that are referring to what 
people already associate with sustai-
nable. (Fx a tote bag that says;  “I am 
green”). This hat is reproducing well 
known visual languages without “loo-
king inwards”, without necessarily 
walking the walk.

This hat is concerned with what is directly 
good for the environment; with material 
choices, possibilities of re-use, recycling 
and reducing environmental impact. 
This hat is not primarily concerned with 
aesthetics, but maybe more with com-
municating the production of the product. 
Therefore it often reproduces well-known 
forms of “good quality” and “authority”. 

The material - orientated hat

 T
h
e
 h

oliS
tic and strUctu

r
a
l

This hat is concerned with transformative 
forms, multi-layered environmental im-
pact, awareness of power relation and 
norms. The holistic/structural hat asks: 
What good does a chair made of local 
materials do if few feel invited to sit in it? 
This is where I address the visual langua-
ge I have been taught during my design 
education and where I try and challenge 
them.

 The holistic and structural hat
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Ornaments, colors 
and marquetry

WHY

HOW

WHAT

Unlearn and Rebuild 

MEDIUM
The surface of 
a lounge chair

The 3 hatsWhy, hoW and WhaT

The illustration, on the right hand side 
shows how I decided to structure my 
why, how and what. The main goal 
(why) is to un-learn and re-build. The 
3 different hats are used as a method 
to look at my practice from a new 
perspective (how). And in practice 
(my what)  ornamentation, marque-
try and colors has been my tools to 
challenge the 3 different hats. The sur-
face of the lounge chair has been my 
medium to manifest my why, how 
and what. 
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Pine plywood 18 mm

Urea formaldehyde

Wood glue 

The surface elements
To investigate the surface as a subject 
of variant areas, I have created a dia-
gram to show the separated surface 
elements. I will apply the different 
hats individually, to understand why 
it feels so dangerous  for me to add a 
decorated layer to the surface. 

Birch veneer, linseed oil and pigments

Beeswax and linseed oil

Wood glue 

Pine plywood 18 mm

14



Putting on the symbolic hat, I start by 
questioning how the surface refers to 
what people already associate with 
sustainability. How is the surface spe-
aking to its user and advocating for 
environmental action? Separate from 
its own production. 

The symbolic hat

The color scales I have decided to 
work with are not referring to a visual 
language that often are associated 
with sustainability. I see a clear ten-
dency when working with sustaina-
bility that the color scales we mainly 
use are green, grayish brown and 
consists of raw materials. This is whe-
re I meet my predicament, because 
this visual language does not inspire 
me to act - quite the opposite. And 
therefore I ask: Can my design be 
colorful and still be sustainable?
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When I wear the material orienta-
ted hat, the first thing I would look 
at is the material choices: The origin 
of the materials, supply chains and 
the afterlife of the given product - Is it 
possible to re-use or recycle? I would 
maybe start by questioning the ne-
cessity of using 13 different materials 
in one lounge chair -what could be 
reduced? Should I work with massive 
birch instead of plywood and veneer 
to get rid of the urea formaldehyde 
glue in the plywood? Should one 
work with a single colored surfaces 
instead of a pattern? Maybe I should 
not use wood glue or paint at all to 
make sure that the different pieces 
can be re-used afterwards or recycled 
for a new product?

This might seem like an extreme, but 
nevertheless I often find myself in this 
binary trap, where my design decisi-
ons seems to come down to right or 
wrong, sustainable or not. As if a me-
asurable truth exists. I start creating 
from a place of fear and numbness, 
instead of pleasure and excitement, 
and I start believing  that the desire 
to create, that brought me here to 
Konstfack, is harmful. If everything 
I do pollutes the planet, what am I 
then supposed to do as a designer? 
I find that we, within the furniture 
field, frequently use words such as 
reduce and zero waste, zero impact 
and we measure the quality of our 
creations through their environmental 
impact, using tools like LCAs - Tools 
and words that lack a basic conversa-
tion about shape and about beauty. 
We have all heard the saying in an 
educational context: “After all, does 
the world need another chair?” And 
as a response to that, I now say: That 
certainly depends on the thoughts 
and feelings that that chair plants 
during its lifespan. 

The maTerial 

orientaTed haT

Reduction Journey
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The holiStic and strUctural hat 

This comes from the holistic and 
structural hat that jumps in from the 
side and question for what and who 
we actually are reducing in this re-
duction-journey shown above. Does 
this systematic reducing have the 
consideration of emotions, aesthetics 
and visual diversity? And wearing 
this hat, I would start by turning the 
question around: What kind of new 
chair do we need in the world? With 
this hat, I do not discount the two 
others; the holistic and structural hat 
agrees that we are obligated to sug-
gest  an alternative order of things  
and consider the materials we use. It 
just adds another layer to the discus-
sion by including aesthetics, norms 
and feelings  and looking at the socie-
tal and historical structures that the 
chair exists in.  

The first victim of the ideology of 
reduction of the 1950s was the or-
namented, decorated parts and the 
different colors. I’m looking back at 
this period here, because the minima-
list approach of the modernist is still 
very much alive today, and as I see 
it, it has even been revived with new 
strength with “sustainable design”, 
now that less once again is the moral 
choice. It is important for me to men-
tion Llewellyn Negrin and her paper 
”Ornament and the Feminine”, where 
she points out: 

”There has been a longstanding as-
sociation of ornaments with the femi-
nine. Ornaments was reduced and 
dismissed as a superficial embellis-
hment when functionalism took the 
high seat in the post-war Europe. 
Ornaments, for the modernist, stood 
for everything impractical, irrational, 
superfluous. It was the enemy of the 
functional, the essential and the rati-
onal”3 (all coded masculine)

With this project I have wished to 
question what is functional, what is 
practical and what is actually wrong 
with embellishing the ideas we find 
important? In my practice I will rid 
myself of this patriarchal inheritance, 
because a visual language build on a 
systemic exclusion of everything co-
ded feminine (and historical exclusion 
of females too), is not sustainable for 
me.

3 Ornament and the feminine by 
Llewellyn Negrin, 2006
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negativ impact on 
the enviroment 

positive impact on 
the enviroment 

Referring to what I already 
associate with sustainable

Plywood 

parameters

Linseed oil colors

Woodglue

Birch veneer

Beeswax

Less focus on
transformative form

more focus on
transformative form

Digitalization of marquetry 

Linseed oil colors

Ornamentation

The volume of the LC

The surface of the LC

Color scale

marquetry (craft)

Throughout the project I created dif-
ferent parameters to visual my com-
promises every time I had to make a 
decision - almost every paper on my 
desk had a parameter-scribble so-
mewhere. It was also a way to un-
derstand which ones of the hats that I 
gave the power to overrule the others.  
Fx. In this project it was more impor-
tant for me to strive for a transforma-
tive form, and then my comprise was 
to use plywood, to be able to work 
with marquetry. 

In a perfect world - in a perfect pro-
ject; all the dots would be placed on 
the right hand of the center. 

18



When walking though the door and stepped into a bright old factory building 
filled with pigments and colors, it felt like this must be the stuff dreams are 
made of.  

Linseed oils has been known for more than 300 hundred years. It consists 
exclusively of linseed oil mixed with pigments, with makes it non-toxic and 
eco-friendly. Linseed oil and pigments uses a mix of natural and synthetic or 
semi-synthetic pigments. Based on 31 different pigments they have created an 
extensive color catalog that goes beyond the traditional muted range of colors 
typically associated with linseed oil paints. 

Visually the old factory was a treat for the eye. I wanted to touch and lick 
every single surface of the building and when colors become physical for me, 
I know I have to use them in my work somehow. Another thing that convin-
ced me, was the philosophy they worked with: ”We hurry slowly and enjoy 
watching the work progress. Linseed oil products ties back to a time when 
things were allowed to take time, because it is the time that creates the best 
results”. 

Every color that comes out of the factory is hand-mixed and grinded on old 
repaired machines, that dates back to a time where machines was build to 
last. When I asked Thor Grabow, the owner of the company, at my study visit 
there, how the colors where grinded, he answered: ”Grinding colors must be 
like conducting a large symphony orchestra. Everything is in constant motion, 
and any change must be checked immediately, otherwise the harmony and 
the good product will diminish”. 

I kind of like that. 

Pictures from a study visit in 2022

linoil & pigment
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The oil I used are from the Satin 
Wood oil series. The in-door oil has a 
durability that is three times stron-
ger compared to conventional oil 
products, with makes the product 
extremely convenient to use on furni-
tures. The magic with the Satin Wood 
oil is that it soaks into the surface of 
the wood and expose the grains and 
creates a powerful and vibrant effe-
ct. - With this oil I had the chance to 
work with both the ornamental pro-
perties that naturally are occurring 
on the surface of the wood and colors, 
and then in the end combine it with 
an artificial approach using 
marquetry.

Satin Wood oil

The color scale simply came to life by 
picking the colors that appealed to me 
in a physical way. I picked the colors 
which either gave me joy or provoked 
me. 
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Time

Early in this project I defined a struc-
ture for the practical work - how I 
wanted my working flow. The struc-
ture was pretty forward, and help me 
to constantly move forward.

form vs. Technic

Gestalt of the Lounge chair.

Sketches and 1:1 prototyping.  

Gestalt of the ornamented parts. 

Analog and digitalization

The execution of the marquetry. 

Laser-cutting, painting and applying. 

The limitation of the marquetry influenced the form
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5. sideview 

7. frontview 
6. sideview

8. topview

1.  sideview

3. topview
2. back view

4. sideview

early Sketches 

1

4
5

6
7

8
9

2

3

It was hard to find an entry point into 
the gestalt of the lounge chair. How 
to I design a chair where the surfaces 
are the essential of the gestalt, and 
not only the volume? 

A curated selection of early sketches. 
The sketches have been done by cuto-
uts of different shapes, to create volu-
me and test compositions. The paper 
is colored with the linseed oil paint, to 
start embody and work actively with 
the colors as early as possible in the 
process. 

10

9. sideview
10. backview
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The aim with my lounge chair is for 
the wide surfaces to claim space and 
make it a place to use when you have 
time to spare. - it was important that 
the body can move relative freely and 
self dictate the next comfy position. I 
worked mainly with 90 degrees and 
plain surfaces because I constantly 
had to consider what limitations the 
marquetry technic had - to be reali-
stic, I also had to consider my own 
skills and what I was capable of de-
corating in such a short timeframe. 

1:1
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When I began creating the ornamen-
tations for the lounge chair, I quickly 
discovered that I was missing tools to 
evaluate this kind of work. It felt like 
I was a blind, trying to led another 
blinds I had to, constantly let my self 
doubt go, in order to move forward 
and put aside my previous notion of 
what quality means to find my own 
voice in the project. Not an easy task. 
I tested different technics along the 
way. Mainly drawing different fra-
mes, which I had no content for. Fra-
mes to hold the untangleable feeling 
I was looking for.. I tried drawing in 
1:1 with oil pastels, then went down in 
scale with a combination of ink and 
oil pastels. Nothing really worked, 
until I circled back to the idea of wor-
king with a scissor and cutouts from 
the painted paper.

cUt outS
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This method help me to work more 
intuitive, to find new color combina-
tions, and made it easier to actually 
visualize what my heart wanted to 
create. Now I started to illustrate so-
mething where I actually could re-
cognize myself in. 
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exhibition 

It took me a long time to figure out 
what I wanted from my exhibition 
space. Frist and foremost I needed 
to create a space where the guest 
felt invited to try the chair. I therefore 
created a bench, which I placed in 
front of the chair to create a space for 
conversations. 

With the help from Gabriela Stenclo-
va, Xiaoyi Shen and Jenny Althoff I 
decided to create a wall piece to com-
municate the marquetry technic. It 
created a colorfull and playfull vibe. 
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I was conflicted about whether I 
should use the exhibition as an oppor-
tunity to communicate my thoughts 
around visual responsibility and my 
rebuilding process, or if the marquetry 
technic should be in focus. I decided 
on the marquetry. Looking back I 
wish I had challenged my self more 
and dared to communicate my jour-
ney, instead of just the end result. It 
would have given me more intere-
sting conversations

One thing that could have been very 
helpfull for the guest to understand 
my project better would have been 
a film. A Film that both showed the 
technic but also had different element 
from my journey. 

It was really lovely to see the diffe-
rent guest touch and try out the chair, 
and I realized quickly that a good 
entering point for me was to ask the 
guest: what does this chair make you 
feel? 9:10 said happy. Then I did so-
mething right. Happiness is all I ask 
for. Hopefully the chair will also bring 
happiness into its new habitat.  
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An A2 folded poster was created for 
the guest to take with them. 

Firstly they worked as an alternative 
to a traditional business-card and se-
condly I used the backside of the po-
ster to show some visual aspect of the 
different part of my project, to invite 
the reader into my practice. I printed 
250 posters, all of them got taking so 
hopefully they live on somewhere 

a2 poster
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paint 136 different pieces by hand. 
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