
Designer, Hans }. Wegner; cabinetmaker, Johannes Hansen. 

Scandinavian Styles 
Exhibit features Krenov, Copenhagen cabinetmakers 

by Per Mo!!erup 

In May 1978,  Den Permanente (The Permanent Exhibition 
of Danish Arts and Crafts) of Copenhagen put up two ex

hibitions, each a gem of its kind for anyone interested in the 
fine art of cabinetmaking. One was a display of 66 items 
made by nine master-craftsmen in Copenhagen .  All the 
designs were originally introduced at the annual exhibitions 
of the Copenhagen Cabinetmakers' Guild from 1927  to 
1966 .  The other, smaller exhibition was a series of one-of-a
kind items by James Krenov, Sweden' s  artist-cabinetmaker. 
Although both exhibitions offered furniture of high artistic 
quality and superb craftsmanship, there is a world of dif
ference in the process by which the two categories of furniture 
originated and in the philosophy behind them. 

When the Copenhagen Cabinetmakers' Guild hit upon 
the idea of staging an annual exhibition in 1927 , it was by no 
means because the craft had much to boast about. On the 
contrary, there was a strong feeling that with the rise of indus
trial production,  the times were moving against the craft. But 
farsighted members believed that an annual showcase of this 
kind could be used as a lever to turn the tide. The next gener
ation would be using the term "product development. " 

There is very little from those early years that manufac
turers hold up with pride. But gradually, as the annual exhi
bitions found their final form and became a regular furniture 
feature, a useful relationship was built up between the cabi
netmakers and outside designers. The gap widened between 
the mind that conceived the furniture and the hand that 
made it. But this alliance of mind and hand contained the 
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first seeds of the Golden Age of Danish furniture-making in 
the 1950s and 1 960s, the era of the " big-name" designers. 

The Guild exhibitions thus became the nucleus of a peace
ful contest of skills between the best in the industry, an event 
that encouraged the investment of extra effort and the 
blooming of high hopes. Of course, contemporary critics 
complained (as they do of the more industrial Scandinavian 
Furniture Fair today) that nothing was happening. But look
ing back over those years via Den Permanente' s  exhibition , 
you see that in fact a lot was happening. 

And in retrospect we see the exhibitions had an effect the 
organizers had scarcely anticipated-and certainly did not 
wish. The annual displays became a source of inspiration for 

Designer, Rigmor Andersen; makers, }. Chnstensen and E. Larsen. 
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Designer, Grete Jalk; cabinetmaker, Henning Jensen. 

Designer, Vestergaard Jensen; cabinetmaker, Soren Horn. 

50 

the very industry they were designed to keep at bay . And to
day many items of industrially manufactured furniture can be 
traced directly back to cabinetmaker's models introduced at 
Guild exhibitions. Some of these industrial items were also 
on show at Den Permanente. In 1 966,  after an uninterrupted 
period of 40 annual exhibitions, the Copenhagen Cabinet
makers' Guild suspended these events on account of a waver
ing economy. Since then, many have tried to revive this im
portant activity, so far without success. 

James Krenov, no doubt a familiar name to readers of Fine 
Woodworking, has established a reputation on two fronts: as 
an exceptionally original cabinetmaker and as an industrious 
lecturer and writer (A Cabinetmaker's Notebook and The 
Fine Art a/Cabinetmaking , both published by Van Nostrand 
Reinhold,  762 5 Empire Drive, Florence, Ky. 4 1 042) . 

Den Permanente ' s  show included 1 6  pieces by Krenov. 
Four of them are shown on the opposite page. 

Normally the word designer is applied to the person who 
decides the form of an object. These days the designer is not 
likely to be the person who then physically makes the object. 
As suggested earlier, this separation of mind and hand was an 
important part of the background to the worldwide success of 
Danish furniture-making a decade or two ago. 

In Krenov' s case, it is difficult to use the word " design" at 
all . True, he decides the form and so to some extent may be 
considered the designer, but the precise, final form is not pre
determined-it emerges from the dialog between master and 
material as the work proceeds. With Krenov, design is a con
sequence of the type and nature of the wood; design stems 
from a love-indeed a veneration-of his material . It will be 
obvious that each Krenov item is unique . 

Can Krenov justify his approach to cabinetmaking in an 
age when we coldly, deliberately bend nature to our wil l ,  and 
even destroy it in order to satisfy the most vulgar, artificially 
created " needs? "  The question, of course, is strongly biased , 
and the answer can only be yes. Apart from reminding us that 
he who really conquers nature is himself doomed to lose, 
Krenov discreetly teaches us the natural potential of wood. 
The solution to a timber problem may be surprising and logi
cal , if you are wide awake. Take, for instance, Krenov's small 
writing table: The drawer opens on the right ,  so the user 
doesn ' t  have to move the chair backward in order to take out 
paper or pen. 

Krenov plainly does not make furniture for the masses . But 
his furniture brings a message that no one working with wood 
would be advised to ignore. 0 

Designers: 
Ole Wanscher, 
Paul Kjaerholm, 
Jorgen Gammelgaard. 



Krenov 's measure-up sketch, below, is for an oak writing table; 
photo inset, a slightly different table, walnut, 29 in. high. 
Krenov 's inspiration is always the wood. His furniture is not de
signed or drawn in advance-the precise form and detailing un
fold as the work proceeds. When it 's done he takes measure
ments for future reference. He wn"tes, 'If I do return to a 
theme, I don 't ever make it exactly the same way. I start where I 
left of(, with the measure-up as an orientation, a suggestion, 
and ihe wood to show me the way /rom there . " " ' 
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Cabinet of brown oak, with spalted maple doors, 55 in. high. 

Cabinet, 63 in. high, pearwood, blackwood; drawers, rosewood, cedar. Spalted maple cabinet, 33 in. high, with brown oak drawer. 
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