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FROM DEEP IN THE GERMAN
FOREST COMES GESA HANSEN'S
FURNITURE, GROUNDED IN
TRADITION BUT POLISHED WITH
HER OWN INVENTION. SHONQUIS
MORENO LEARNS ABOUT THE
DESIGNER'S FAMILY BUSINESS.
PHOTOGRAPHY BY CEDRIC BIHR.




When Gesa Hansen was a child growing up in the thickly wooded
German heartland, she dreamed of being the captain of a large sail-
boat. In her mid-20s, she was in the band Babamars and sang back-
up vocals on “La Superbe” with France’s Benjamin Biolay, but she
claims most of the music “sucked,” so she decided to dedicate herself
to furniture design. This was a good call: During the past year alone,
at the age of 29, Hansen’s Remix collection has earned her two Red
Dot awards for best product design, the Good Design Award 2010
from the Chicago Athenaeum, and a nomination for the Designpreis
Deutschland for 2011.

Hansen has an unusual cachet: On the one hand, she is furniture
design’s current It Girl. Living in Paris for two weeks each month,
she has been recruited by breakout French fashion labels Surface to
Air and Kitsuné to create limited-edition pieces, the Kitsuné trunk
serving as the centerpiece for the brand’s fall 2010 pop-up shop in
New York’s Barneys. On the other hand, more homespun, Hansen
spends the other two weeks of each month in Arnsberg, Germany.
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It is there that she handcrafts prototypes in her grandfather’s old
woodshop, which is nestled in the FSC-certified oak forest where
she was raised. Hansen is not only rooted in, but shinnying up, her
family tree of Scandinavian-descended, Germany-based carpen-
ters, designers, and architects. “In our family almost everybody has
something to do with wood design or architecture,” says Hansen,
who couldn’t resist doing likewise.

Having graduated from the Bauhaus University Weimar—where
she switched into product design after giving graphics a go—she
worked in Paris for architect Jean Nouvel, the creative agency H5
(which gave her a more graphic approach to furniture design), and
at the Tokyo-based NDC, where she began to pare her work down to
its bare bones. All of these factors came into play when, in 2007, she
founded her company, The Hansen Family, and commenced split-
ting her schedule between Paris and Arnsberg,.

Her handsomely unembellished Remix pieces for The Hansen
Family are notable for being handmade from sustainably harvested
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wood painstakingly selected from the forest in which the family’s
archives, studio, and workshop are tucked, ensuring that each piece
is slightly different. The pieces suggest that, at a time when many de-
signers are intoxicated with digital design, Hansen makes her things
primarily by hand. Remix includes a desk, an Isamu Noguchi-like
coffee table, dining table, traveling trunk, and traveling bar-trunk
(dubbed the “Drunk”). The doors and drawers of the sideboard, as
well as a low set of drawers shaped like a stereoscopic viewfinder,
took their cue from the hull of a classic 1942 Nordic folkboat. The
Remix desk, in particular, is a fine example of how Hansen borrows
from her family’s historical archives but updates those vintage de-
signs for today. She wanted to create a table that was easy to tidy;
the user simply tucks everything from the desktop into niches, or-
ganizing a workstation with a single movement of the arm. (This
also makes it well-suited for laptops and other corded gadgets.) The
desk’s refined and space-efficient form was new, but Hansen de-
cided to finish every niche in a different color, enthusiastic to apply



a study her grandfather conducted in the early ’50s on how colors
can be used as an organizational tool. “When I get inspired by my
family archives,” says Hansen, “it’s more a question of colors and
material use, not so much about form.”

The archives, which began with Hansen’s grandfather, consist of
a huge pile of loose sheaves of paper in one room of the studio. Over
the years, her grandfather’s papers became mixed up with those of
her father and uncle, an architect in Dortmund. “It’s like a treasure
room,” she says. “You can find so much inspiration in these files.”
Eventually, Hansen wants to collate all these papers into a board
book printed on thick paperboard to chronicle the change in styles
from generation to generation.

“I wish Gesa’s grandfather and great-grandfather could see
how she is putting the old-fashioned Scandinavian classics into a
new dress and back onto the [design] stage,” says her father, Hans
Hansen, who heads his eponymous furniture business. “I was com-
pletely surprised by heridea tolaunch the Remix collection,” he says,

“and I am fascinated by its success all over the world.” His daughter’s
design career started with building dollhouses and carving wooden
animals, ships, and then, increasingly, furniture. She accompanied
her parents to all the design shows, and has attended the Salone del
Mobile in Milan every year since she was six years old. But she spent
her childhood tooling around her grandfather’s studio more than
her father’s factory, which means that she feels a greater affinity to-
wards organic materials like wood and leather rather than stainless
steel, glass, or high-pressure laminate.

“I think there will always be Scandinavian inspiration in my
design, in the use of natural material, the craftsmanship, and in the
mixture between simple lines and soft forms, but my approach to
color reminds me more of midcentury American design,” she says.
When the Nazis closed the Bauhaus in 1933, many professors—
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Walter Gropius, Laszlé6 Moholy-Nagy,
Josef and Anni Albers—emigrated and jump-started new careers as
teachers and designers in the United States. It is this later work that
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influenced Hansen a great deal during her own design studies at the
modern-day Bauhaus.

Today in the Arnsberg woodshop, Hansen builds prototypes with
a four-man team and then completes the production of the series.
‘I have my hands on all prototypes. The handmaking process comes
from my studies,” she says, referring to her approach, which recalls
one typical in the Bauhaus ateliers. “I always work directly with
the material, to the point that I'm not even able to decide every-
thing on paper or at the computer.” Instead, Hansen works out the
details with wood or paper and then fashions prototypes according
to rough sketches, with the technical drawings usually completed
only after production of a piece is finished. Finally, when each day
is done—except in the dead of winter—whenever she’s working in
Arnsberg, Hansen usually sleeps on the family’s boat, which is teth-
ered to a dock on a lake near the workshop. No doubt she dreams
of captaining it across the simple lines and soft swells of not-so-
distant seas. @



