
[image: Cover image: Hammer & Nail: Making and assembling furniture designs inspired by Enzo Mari by Erik Eje Almqvist]






[image: No image description]












Important Safety notice

Using a saw and/or hammer to work with wood and other materials inherently includes the risk of injury and damage. We cannot guarantee that creating the projects in this book is safe for everyone. For this reason, this book is sold without warranties or guarantees of any kind, expressed or implied, and the publisher and the author disclaim any liability for injuries, losses or damages caused in any way by the content of this book or the reader’s use of tools needed to complete the projects presented herein. The publisher and the author urge readers to thoroughly review each project and to understand the use of all tools before beginning any project.
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Introduction

A few years ago, I came across a spiral-bound book with black-and-white pictures and assembly plans for building furniture using nails and standard timber. The furniture was distinctively simple; the pine timber was untreated, the heads of the nails visible and the saw cuts unsanded.

At the same time, the pieces were clever, comfortable and harmonious. They didn’t hide anything – on the contrary, they seemed to consciously show off how they were assembled. Looking at them was like taking a basic course both in structural design and ergonomics.

The book, Autoprogettazione?, was written in 1974 by the Italian designer Enzo Mari. When I read about him, the image of a white-bearded and uncompromising radical, who seemed to be filled by equal amounts of a creative drive to work and antipathy towards modern culture, took shape. He had created an eclectic range of award-winning products: a rocking steel tray, an animal-shaped wooden puzzle, a plastic wall calendar, a bin that tilts so that it’s easier to score a three-pointer with your scrunched-up paper…

In old TV interviews, he chews on expensive cigars as he categorically proclaims the spiritual death of Western civilization. He laments that the role of the designer has been reduced to creating vacuous decorations that barely fulfil a function beyond keeping up consumption in a market that continuously demands new products.

Mari was 42 when he wrote the little pamphlet with furniture plans. It was a clear act of protest. A kind of anti-design in reaction to the method of working where each object in turn is designed, marketed and sold. Mari instead gave his plans away for free to anyone who sent a stamped addressed envelope to his office on Piazzale Baracca in Milan.

Many interpreted the book as a manifesto of nostalgic longing for a pre-capitalist society where people built what they needed themselves, but Mari’s goal wasn’t to make people cease consuming. Rather, he wanted to make them consider the more basic aspects of the objects we surround ourselves with. What is a piece of furniture? What makes it beautiful? Comfortable? Functional? And why do we buy the interior objects that we do? The plans were, he wrote, a way to encourage people to practise ‘thinking with their hands’.

Personally, when I unearthed a copy of Autoprogettazione?, I felt like I had struck gold. My family and I had just moved and money was running short. With these plans, I could furnish a whole home.

Unfortunately, the measurements in the book weren’t very clear. The Italian translation was cryptic and, since they have different timber dimensions in Italy, the plans didn’t correspond to the timber that was sold where I’m from in Sweden.

I therefore started to adapt several of Mari’s plans to work with standard boards, although as mentioned standard boards might not be the same measurements in all countries so please do check and adjust if necessary. During the work it became clear that all his furniture followed certain principles – right-angle cuts, overlapping and visible joints, measurements and angles strictly tailored according to the human anatomy.

I designed some of my own furniture following the same basic principles. Eventually the idea to turn the work into a book started to take shape, and I was given permission from Mari’s publisher to publish my adapted plans of his furniture. The result is not a book for advanced furniture makers. On the contrary, I want to encourage everyone to pick up a hammer. The projects and the methods described are so simple that anyone and everyone should be able to put them together successfully.

In a time when people who dedicate their free time to cycling or cooking, for example, are expected to buy professional equipment and invest in hand-forged chefs’ knives, I also want to make the case for daring to be a simple amateur with a hobby. You neither have to buy expensive tools nor dedicate yourself to learning ancient Japanese joinery methods to be able to build your own furniture.

It’s satisfying to dine at a table that you have built yourself. But to learn basic carpentry for your household needs can also be a way to free yourself from the notion that making is something that only craftsmen do and that your only option is to consume.

In the great Enzo Mari’s words: The only way to avoid being designed is to create yourself.
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Never satisfied: Enzo Mari and contemporary design

In 2006, Enzo Mari was invited to lecture at the prestigious Serpentine Gallery in London. The mood among the architects, journalists and design students that had assembled in the lecture hall was one of excitement. The white-bearded designer might not have been as much of a household name as Man Ray, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Zaha Hadid and the other superstars whose work had been shown at the Serpentine, but within the trade, the Italian was renowned. For over 50 years he had created everything from plastic citrus squeezers and clever wooden toys, to modernist steel chairs that had become a part of MoMA’s permanent collection in New York. His creations, motley in form, were united by an uncompromising construction theory. Mari proclaimed that a designer’s foremost task is to create practical solutions that improve people’s lives, and he was convinced that every useful object has an ideal design. With his explicit aversion to decorations and market adaptations he had become a kind of trade conscience – the intellectual designers’ designer.

However, the lecture didn’t become the retrospective review of Mari’s work and theories that most had expected. It was as if the context itself annoyed him. He had barely introduced the lecture before he worked himself up so much that he diverged from the main topic and started ranting about things that he abhorred. He declared that the design industry was essentially dead and that his colleagues mostly spent their time interpreting trends and producing ‘nice products’ instead of finding creative solutions to real material and philosophical problems. ‘Everything is pure shit.’ Merda pura.

Mari, an outspoken communist, continued to reject contemporary architecture and all of Western civilization on the whole. When he spotted the world-famous Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas in the audience, who had created the Serpentine’s pavilion that year he denounced him as ‘a pornographic window dresser’.

As Koolhaas, all dressed in black, shook his fist, Mari went on to dissect other aspects that had gone wrong in the fabric of capitalist society. Afterwards the design critic Alice Rawsthorn asked him: ‘Is there any aspect of contemporary life that pleases you?’ Mari was quiet for a long time. Then he answered:

‘Bread and terrorism.’

‘Why terrorism?’ asked Rawsthorn.

‘Why not?’ answered Mari. ‘People think it’s bad but if they thought about it, they’d realize it isn’t all bad. It changes things.’

One way to look at Enzo Mari is as the design world’s equivalent to Larry David’s eponymous character in the TV series Curb Your Enthusiasm. A person with a pathological inability to keep quiet as soon as the social norms start to ring just the slightest bit false. Who, instead of accepting the situation and adapting accordingly to the circumstances, seemed convinced that he’d be able to persuade his fellow human beings to change.

This behaviour, of course, often led to great disappointment. The fact is that Mari’s whole career has followed a steady rhythm where time after time he has torn down what he has built up for himself: three step forwards and two steps back.

It was far from given that Luigi and Carolina Mari’s eldest son should study. Luigi didn’t have an education and managed to scrape along as a handyman. In 1915 he had travelled over 600 miles on foot from his childhood home in Apulia, on the heel of Italy, to Novara, just to the west of Milan. Here he met Carolina and a son was born. The boy was regarded as gifted and, when he was old enough, they enrolled him at secondary school where he studied art history. But, when Enzo was 14, his father became so ill that he could no longer work. The responsibility to support the family fell to Enzo, who quit school and started to work selling goods.

Every morning and evening when Enzo went out to work, he saw the students at the nearby art school walking past with their canvases. He bought his own brushes and applied himself, spending his free time ploughing through thick academic books on art history that he didn’t understand.

After four years selling his wares, he applied to the art school himself. When he at last got to study painting, sculpture and interior design, he was so full to bursting with questions that the teachers repeatedly asked him to leave the classroom so as to not disturb the lesson. Soon he switched to a course in psychology and eventually dropped
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