
Discover the Nordic Way
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The Nordic Way is a way  
of thinking. It’s a dose of 
common sense and a touch 
of madness that creates a 
functional cool cocktail.

Furniture designer  
Tapio Anttila represents  
this way of thinking and  
its most distinctive form;  
Finnishness, where courage, 
something new, traditions 
and responsibility are  
combined in a unique way.

So let’s jump in.

THE NORDIC WAYTHE NORDIC WAY 

DAY&NIGHT sofa bed, coffee table
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Others see ice,  
we see the road.

“Once upon a time I was at an international fur-
niture seminar in Italy, and a native colleague 
said he had visited Finland during the winter and 
drove a car along an ice road ploughed on the 
lake. The others could not believe their ears. Af-
ter all, the car weighs a ton and the ice can’t pos-
sibly withstand it. 

At this point, I intervened in the conversation 
and told the story of how my father and I used 
to drive on the sea ice, stop at a suitable place, 
drill a hole in the ice and start fishing from that 
hole.

If the first story seemed shocking, then you can 
just imagine how the second story went down! ”

LIMI chair

There are many  
different warning 
signs in Finland.

There may be a rush elsewhere,  
but not for the first ice of winter.

What is obvious to us is often odd to others.
When water freezes, ice forms on the sur-

face, everyone knows that. But it is also clear to 
us Finns that when enough ice is formed a road 
is created in which you can cruse along to get to 
the other side to take care of things that are tak-
en care of by boat during the summer.

Where others see ice, we see the road. Cul-
turally related things dressed up into a function-
al formula and presented to others in the form of 
thoughts and objects is probably the finest thing 
a furniture designer can do.

The Finnish landscape is actually quite bar-
ren and even pretty ugly for most of the year. 

But summer is beautiful. The foliage covers the 
vast landscape and its shabby huts, warehous-
es, collapsed cottages, piles of planks, aban-
doned cars and fiberglass boats.

The corroding phase after summer doesn’t 
give much mercy either. The truth is revealed.  
A vast, flat, silent, grey landscape. Visual  
stimuli is low and the designer has to rip from 
his own imagination what is not available from 
the scenery.

Lake Como is only available to us for a limit-
ed time of the year hence we have to use our im-
agination. When there’s nothing, it’s something 
you have to plan for.
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Feet  
firmly  
on the 
ground, 
in the  
Nordic 
land.

The starting point for design is from the ground up.
The land gives life, traditions, people, purpose 

and responsibility. And the land gives us trees.

My country is Finland, but we are not alone.  
We are part of the Nordic countries. Here,  
I connect myself to that bigger tradition I call the 
Nordic Way.

The Nordic Way is a natural way of think-
ing for us. It keeps your head cool when others 
are boiling over. We think about tomorrow more 
than today, because tomorrow you have to live 
and there is a long dark winter in between. And 
sometimes we let off steam, for example with the 
help of a short, sharp clear drink.

Nordicness is a balanced union of madness and 
rationality. 

The point is you only take what you need 
from nature, minimise wastage, and design 
only long-lasting objects. Today it’s fashion-
ably called responsibility, but I think it’s just a 
healthy and natural way of thinking what we’ve 
always represented.

The madness then is to dare to go where you 
have not gone before. Dare to try and think of the 
new and not be discouraged if at first you don’t 
succeed. Perseverance and determination. 

At the heart of the matter is functionality, the 
fact that a product has a purpose, a story and a 
function. I want to follow the every day lives of 
normal people and find areas for improvement. I 
find their needs and fill them with my own ideas.

The combination of the two creates something 
unique that is in demand outside the Nordic 
countries too. I make furniture for people’s lives, 
not for myself.

7
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Silence is gold.

DAY&NIGHT sofa bed, coffee table
TIP pendant light

LINKKI shelf
MIXRACK table

ASKI shelf
FRONT WOOD table

LIMI chair
VIIVA chair
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DAY&NIGHT sofa and chair bed, coffee table
MARS floor light

Sometimes the sun doesn’t rise for months and sometimes 
it doesn’t set for months. Try designing in that.

ON sofa bed
TREK pendant light

MIXRACK coffee table, storage unit



1312

Design or  
mysticism?

The mysterious design process is appealing. Let’s 
go to the forest, light a campfire by rubbing two 
sticks together, listen to the birds and the bees 
and be away with the fairies. Get an idea and de-
sign a successful product.

No, that’s not how it goes.

I get my ideas from everyday lives of real people, 
not from the fairies. I want to instil in every ob-
ject a detail that improves everyday life and the 
inspiration can often be found in ordinary stories.

The forest most often gives me a break, ox-
ygen and peace. As well as views on the imple-
mentation of ideas. So I have little faith in mysti-
cism, but instead I believe very much in tradition. 
The forest is a raw material store from which I 
borrow what I need.

As a designer, my aim is to improve the every-
day life of normal people within normal circum-

stances. But furthermore, I draw out the good 
from tradition; what things have been accom-
plished well and logically before?

In furniture, all the elements should be bal-
anced so that the end result is not just a form: 
The manufacturability, ergonomics and the price.

The brand needs to match the story. There has 
to be the right context in history and understand-
ing of what needs to change and what doesn’t.

We must be sparing when using natural re-
sources. Products must be durable and made to 
last and materials should be used only as much 
as needed. Waste should be controlled and the 
non-sexy parts of the raw material must also be 
exploited.

Ecological design comes from timelessness 
and durability of products, not from gluing a “re-
sponsible” sticker on them.

Our ancestors didn’t think of themselves as 
particularly responsible, let alone love their sur-

rounding nature. They probably hated it and ex-
perienced nature more as an opponent when the 
frost ruined the crop, the bear ate the cattle and 
the cracking spring-ice ruined the fishing gear. 
We had to get on with what we had and what we 
got. 

Only now do we have the luxury to admire na-
ture and experience it as important to ourselves. 
Times change, which is only a good thing, be-
cause time is an important dimension in plan-
ning. I make product in this time, but I take les-
sons from the past. I want the stories I bring to 
life to last a lifetime.

So I bend not only wood, but also time.



What is natural  
does not need  
to be specifically 
emphasized.

The Nordic Way is exportable thinking, and we 
are not necessarily talking about a four-letter 
Swedish furniture brand.

The union of common sense and appropriate 
madness is gaining more ground in the world, es-
pecially our growing sense of responsibility.

Smart consumers around the world will dis-
cover our Nordic intimacy with nature idea fast. 
And those less smart will soon follow.

My furniture has been exported all over the 
world. I have received many major awards in the 

field. They are testament to how my thinking 
works but also that the Nordic Way isn’t just our 
property. It works everywhere.

The industry awards are testament to the ap-
preciation of my contemporaries, which is impor-
tant to a designer. It shows that I am heading in 
the right direction and am doing meaningful and 
valuable work globally.

Alas, the awards usually come in paper for-
mat or a handshake not a weighty, polished tro-
phy, but they certainly do give you that warm 
feeling.

The water is freezing cold, 
but it refreshes.
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We love the sauna in peace. In the floating sauna, 
alone in the middle of the lake.

LIMI chair
FRONT METAL table

TIP pendant and table light

ON sofa bed
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Smart and life long. 

“When I started my studies at the Helsinki Uni-
versity of Art and Design in the 1980s, my first 
lesson was held in, of all places, a smokehouse; 
which is essentially an old hut with a large fire 
place in it, situated in the National Museum. Why 
are we here? I wondered.  After all, an old hut has 
nothing to do with top-class design that I thought 
I had come to study. My first lesson was held 
by the legendary designer Ilmari Tapiovaara and 
then gradually it become clear to me, a budding 
designer, why he had chosen a smokehouse as 
the venue for the lesson.

Tapiovaara explained that although Finland’s 
history and culture may not be as long and rich 

as other nations, it’s certainly nothing to be 
ashamed of. Instead of trying to be like some-
thing we’re not, we should embrace our own 
Finnish traditions and find something there that 
successfully blows the competition away.

You don’t have to look far for uber-great de-
sign and functionality, unknowingly we’ve been 
doing it for centuries; we as the designer just 
have to bring the design thinking to the forefront.  

The basic problems to be solved are always 
the same: there is a limited amount of space and 
we need products to solve the problems of how 
our space is used, to be functional, durable and 
of course beautiful to look at.”

Old smokehouse, 
the Finnish Ethnology image collection

FRENDI sofa bed

Country style sofa bed from the 19th century
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DAY&NIGHT sofa bed
ASKI storage, shelf

LINKKI shelf, cabinet
ON sofa bed

ASKI coffee table
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tapioanttila.com

THE NORDIC WAY THE NORDIC WAY

FRONT METAL table
LIMI chair



tapioanttila.com


