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dishware for the Finnish company Iittala. The man could retire on 
the royalties, but then what would the designer do?

He is tall and slender and soft-spoken and Argentine. Born in 
Buenos Aires in 1964, he moved with his family to Switzerland at 
the age of 13. After studying architectural drafting, he graduated in 
industrial design from the leading design university in Zurich and 
worked on exhibitions at the city’s design museum. In 1993 he set 
up his own studio, tucked away behind a wine store overlooking 
Lake Zurich. Taking a break from preparing product launches for 
this spring’s Milan Furniture Fair, he invited I.D. contributing editor 
(and Swiss native) Nico Schweizer over for a conversation.

Designer of a Different Stripe
His rainbow dishware for Iittala

led to a pot of gold, but now Alfredo 
Häberli is on to more important 

discoveries.
interview by nico schweizer

photography by isabel truniger

there’s no obvious discrepancy between alfredo häberli 
the man and Alfredo Häberli the designer. Both are of rare courtesy 
and childlike enthusiasm; they observe modern culture and politely 
suggest ways to adapt to it. Häberli the man occupies a small house 
in Zurich; Häberli the designer creates chairs that are narrow and 
stackable, sofas that double as work spaces and lounges, and reclin-
ers that convert to guest beds. His products are playful and soulful 
in defi ance of a world of bland merchandise, effective where other 
goods fall down on the job. They prove that fi ne design can be com-
plex in its variety of functions, but doesn’t have to be complicated. 

Häberli is best known for Origo, multicolored porcelain 

Hang By Hand prototype (1999)

Take a Line for a Walk frame (2003)

Kids’ Stuff (2003)

Nais (2004) Take a Line for a Walk frame (2003)Kids’ Stuff (2003)
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n.s. Often design has to impress; it requires space and atten-
tion. And many times it’s impractical. Your work seems 
different—I want to say, Swiss. It gets attention because it 
adapts to reality. 

a.h. Ross Lovegrove, Marc Newson, Ron Arad tend to create loud 
designs. I was never tempted to. I like it when a design allows 
its surroundings to exist. I do, however, appreciate sculptural 
chairs. It doesn’t bother me if they’re not comfortable, as 
long as they make me happy every time I see them. I just can’t 
design easily like that. 

n.s. Your Origo table service for Iittala, designed in 2000, is 
the first product that brought you to my attention. Is it 
the work that launched your career?

a.h. In Scandinavia, definitely. Overnight I became someone 
who was recognized on the street. In Sweden, designers are 
appreciated in the way conductors, writers, or directors are. 
I appreciate that Scandinavians are able to talk about the 
beauty of an object. The Swiss don’t talk about beauty, you 
know; they talk about function. 

n.s. The service is certainly beautiful. But aren’t the stripes a 
distraction from a wonderfully functional solution?

a.h. I have a small house with a small kitchen. I don’t have room 
for a large set of tableware. I also come from a family back-
ground in the hotel and restaurant business, so I know about 
culinary traditions. Our eating habits have changed. We are 
more and more open to inspiration from Mediterranean, 
Scandinavian, Asian, and African countries.

  With all that in mind I designed a set of seven pieces that 
interact with each other or work alone. I used all those col-
ors together so the service would go with any tablecloth. 
It’s playful. It adapts. Different containers can have new 
and multiple functions. But people don’t really understand 
the system. That Origo is reduced in their minds to color-
ful stripes hurts me personally. I designed the first service in 
white, with the stripes only on the smallest cups. The white 
plates are still in production, but I am not sure about the 
bowls. Unfortunately, marketing efforts did not succeed in 
communicating the invention behind the set.

n.s. How important is language in your process?
a.h. It’s a way of sketching. Martin Heller [former curator at the 

Zurich Design Museum] taught me that if a product isn’t 
explainable in three or four sentences, the idea isn’t clear. 
Language becomes a vehicle for me to determine what’s 
important. If I can’t do that, then the idea needs to be broken 
down to its essence. 

n.s. Your work seems effortless. The furniture appears to float. 
a.h. Lightness is a recurring theme. Maybe it has to do with my 

skinny body. I like to move things and be on the move. My 
furniture has to work in different environments and in a vari-
ety of ways. Advertisers would have you believe otherwise, 
but the average apartment is quite small. Big sofas don’t fit in 
most living rooms. My Milord chair for Zanotta and TT Sofa 
for Alias defied a trend of fat furniture. The Milord’s tall back 
and thin seat haven’t been done in a long time. I wanted to 
make it feel like a car seat. I thought it would be nice to sit 
and rest my head that way.

n.s. Milord is unfashionably narrow, and your Solitaire chair 
for Offecct can be used for relaxation or work. Are you 
altering not just forms for sitting but also our idea of 
what sitting means?

a.h. I based Solitaire, an upholstered low chair with an integrated 
table, on the kind of seating one finds in a classroom. It fits 
into our contemporary way of working or living by accom-
modating activities from checking e-mail to reading a book. 
Imagine a meeting with six Solitaires in a circle, each with its 
own table. That image was new to both me and the market. 

n.s. Do you sometimes have a specific form in mind and the 
function follows?

a.h. Sure, sometimes. That’s why I like doing exhibition design. 
It’s a great outlet for that kind of thinking, because exhibi-
tions don’t last forever. And sometimes a product just has to 
be beautiful. People expect my chairs to have armrests, and 
still stack and fold. That’s why clients approach me. 

n.s. Are you ever envious of designers such as the Campana 
brothers or Marc Newson, from whom we really only 
expect new forms?

a.h. I don’t see it like that. Newson’s work is probably more sculp-
tural and expressive than mine, but I consider it functional. I 
admire and envy him very much in a positive way.  

Origo original service (2000) Solitaire (2001)
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Häberli’s studio in Zurich. 
In the foreground are his 
Segesta chair (left) and 
purple Ginger Stool. 
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I would have liked to have done his car for Ford or airplane 
for the Cartier Foundation. The bicycle, the watch collec-
tion—these are beautiful contributions to our culture. As for 
the Campanas, when I saw their Corallo chair for Edra last 
year, I realized how different a wire chair can be. Corallo has 
a soul and an identity; it is free and expressive. And it has a 
justifi cation. It is actually quite comfortable.

n.s. What is your relationship with other designers?
a.h. I am part of a generation around the age of 40 whose mem-

bers respect one another very much. I don’t think envy is a 
positive thing for creative people. There is a place for all of 
us; we are not like architects scrambling for work. My best 
friends are Konstantin Grcic, Timo Salli, Björn Dahlström, 
Harri Koskinen, Beni Thut, Jasper Morrison, Patricia Urquiola, 
and Ross and Miska Lovegrove.

n.s. Your works have high production values, but at a price. 
Kids’ Stuff, a 10-piece place setting for children, sells in 
the States for $150. Pick Up, a child’s wheeled seat, is $795. 
Does this bother you? 

a.h. The price of my products is beyond my control. But you can’t 
forget that they are not mass-produced. The manufacturing 
process involves small batches and a lot of hand assembly, 
which makes them quite costly.

  Yes, it bothers me, but I sometimes fall in love with an idea 
and have a hard time letting it go. For Kids’ Stuff, I absolutely 
wanted to add the plastic tray and wooden knife. On the 
other hand, we managed to drop the price of my Essence and 
Senta wineglasses for Iittala to around $20 because they’re 
produced at a rate of 50,000 a day. 

n.s. What would you most like to design for the mass market?
a.h. A mobile phone as square and simple as an iPod, with but-

tons only and a single function: to make calls. I would also 
like to see a car without GPS, seat warmers, or other features 
that are only there to justify additional costs. Keep it simple! 
I don’t mean minimal, but reduced. Make it basic, and stay 
away from multifunctionality. Jasper Morrison is also fi ght-
ing strongly for simplifi cation in his designs.

n.s. What is your role in society?
a.h. Every project I do is a statement; I am not in it for the money. 

It took me fi ve years to work for a client, another fi ve to be 
able to run this studio successfully, and I couldn’t have done 
it without the fi nancial support of my wife, Stefanie, who is 
a graphic designer with her own studio. Creating a business 
and a serious legacy takes a lot of time. You need the strength 
to hang in there. With Kids’ Stuff, I didn’t want to give kids 
a plastic cup. I wanted to teach them to use a glass—because 
they can. I helped them feel more secure by consciously 
designing the glass with a weight and size they can handle. 
It’s very important that they don’t get frustrated.

n.s. Do you have a favorite product?
a.h. Kids’ Stuff, defi nitely. And the Segesta chair for Alias, which 

is rare because it has arms and stacks. Its shell is made of 
composite layers of techno-polymer and a steel structure 
that normally would be hidden inside the upholstery. Here, 
I exposed it, and it’s very fl exible. It took a lot of research. In 
general I don’t really like plastic chairs. 

n.s. Any mishaps in your career?
a.h. No. Well, maybe Milord. Formally, it doesn’t quite make me 

happy, and I didn’t get along with the manufacturer toward 
the end.

n.s. Your work is about how we live today. Do you ever worry 
that you might miss a moment or a change in behavior? 

a.h. No, not really. 

n.s. Why design another wineglass, another service set? Aren’t 
there enough out there already?

a.h. Traditions change. My grandmother would never have eaten 
soup out of a bowl; she would have insisted on a soup plate. 
Today we’re more tolerant. If I change the shape of an object 
and it makes someone happy, that’s reason enough.

n.s. With your Senta wineglasses for Iittala, it seems you took 
a step backward and designed something more tradi-
tional than the predecessor line, Essence. Why?

a.h. Some people suggested that Essence was a bit large for 
everyday use, so we decided to give it another go. Senta is a 
more feminine design. Where the stem meets the bowl, the 
glass narrows, so it appears more delicate and tactile. The 
bottom of the base is slightly angled, creating a shadow on 

Kids’ Stuff (2003) Segesta (2002) Essence (2002) Senta (2003)
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the surface; it appears to float. These are subtle changes you 
don’t necessarily see but feel when you have the glass in your 
hands. People only discover it after they buy it.

n.s. Do you have a favorite car?
a.h. I was 13 when we moved from Argentina to Switzerland. My 

parents said we could fill up a shoebox with toys to bring 
along. I took all my Matchbox cars I’d had since I was 5 and 
still have. My favorite was the Iso Grifo by Giorgio Giugiaro, 
who also designed the VW Golf and Fiat Panda—wonderful 
cars. Twenty years would pass before I realized that Giugiaro 
was an inspiration. Through him and Achille Castiglioni, I 
became interested in design.

n.s. What else have you retained from your South American 
childhood?

a.h. Many, many images, and confidence.

n.s. Were you surrounded by good design as a child? 
a.h. Not really. My parents had very different tastes, but we talked 

a lot about beauty. My mother trained in fashion design, and 
my father came from the fashion industry; my uncle and 
aunt were architects, my grandfather an artist. Of course, all 
that had a strong influence on me. 

n.s. You had a youthful love of race cars. Now you live in a cul-
ture where cars are supposed to be safe and fuel-efficient, 
and you’re working with Volvo. Are you disappointed?

a.h. Volvo is a wonderful company. As the father of two kids, I 
truly identify with them. They don’t sell bubbles, and they’re 
not showy. But I can’t talk about the project except to say that 
it will have four tires and a steering wheel.

n.s. You’re sensitive to design history, which you interpret 
with contemporary forms, and you’ve declared a particu-
lar debt of inspiration to Castiglioni and Bruno Munari. 
What attracts you to their work? 

a.h. With Castiglioni, there’s always an element of surprise, a lit-
tle detail that brings a smile. Even his readymades are shot 
through with creativity. Bruno Munari was also humorous, 
but like Castiglioni, subtle. This isn’t the style of Alessi, with 
little bunnies coming out of pots. Maybe I am still a bit too 
serious myself…

n.s. On the one hand there are your own expectations built 
on the legacy of Castiglioni, Munari, and the like. On the 
other hand there’s the commission. Is this legacy always 
in the back of your mind? Does it add pressure?

a.h. There’s definitely pressure, yes. Look at Enzo Mari’s 16 
Animals puzzle, for example. He was around 25 when he 
designed it. Or look at Iso Grifo; it was Giugiaro’s second car; 
and he was only 21. Masterpieces! I started my professional 
work at 28, but I’m grateful to be where I am today. I do not 
want to be another Castiglioni. I want to be comfortable with 
myself. I want to be Alfredo Häberli. 

n.s. Do you sit on your own chairs, sleep in your own bed?
a.h. At home I sit on Eames chairs. People are usually surprised 

when they see my house; there are very few of my own 
designs, but an eclectic mix of objects to which we have emo-
tional attachments. That’s our style, a puzzle of memories.

n.s. Do you make a good living?
a.h. Very good. I could stop working today and live on royalties 

for products I designed five years ago. But you can’t under-
estimate the time it took to get to this point. It was hard 
because I only accepted projects I wanted to do. The benefit is 
that the financial pressure is gone, though the responsibility 
and my own expectations remain. It allows me to say no to 
certain offers.

n.s. Your office is based in Zurich. Why not Milan or Paris?
a.h. Zurich offers so much: nature, anonymity, quiet, a small-

town feel, and a central location. The quality of life is very 
high. But there’s a danger of getting too comfortable and los-
ing the drive. In Switzerland you’re raised to build careers 
slowly on a solid base. I like that. If you take small steps, you 
can’t fall as far.

n.s. There’s a famous quote from the movie The Third Man: “In 
Italy for 30 years under the Borgias they had warfare, ter-
ror, murder, bloodshed—they produced Michelangelo, 
Leonardo da Vinci, and the Renaissance. In Switzerland 
they had brotherly love, 500 years of democracy, and 
peace, and what did that produce? The cuckoo clock.”

a.h. Switzerland is constantly being underestimated. We are a 
very small country, but the quality of the work here is incred-
ible in art, architecture, graphic design. We don’t flaunt our 
designers as in other countries. We don’t make them into 
rock stars. We don’t like to show off—maybe we don’t have 
the confidence, sometimes—but I think people appreciate 
the understatement.

n.s. How do your concepts arise?
a.h. I need my office, my table. I need to be comfortable. It’s not 

really the city that matters. I have built up ideas in my head; 
I’ve collected inspiration. When I get the call from a client, I 
already have a sense of what the product might look or feel 
like. I know I’m capable of thinking conceptually. I seem to 
have a reputation for solving complex problems. I like deal-
ing with 50 elements that have a life of their own but have to 
come together in a well-functioning system. 

n.s. Hella Jongerius once said: “Trying to invent something 
by purely rational means rarely generates anything origi-
nal.” Are you an exception, or is she wrong?

a.h. Even when you design rationally, intuition is 80 percent of 
the process. I feel and develop and rationalize later when I 
need to explain myself to a marketing department. I do agree 
with Jongerius in some sense. But I’m also convinced that you 
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Inspiring objects line the 
walls of Häberli’s studio.
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Among Häberli’s collectibles 
are his Hang By Hand coat 
hanger prototype and cutting 
board from the Kids’ Stuff 
series for Iittala
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can invent purely by thinking about the problem. Maybe she 
equates pure rationality with a lack of experimentation. 

n.s. How would you classify what you do? 
a.h. I would love to change the wording on my business card 

from “design development” to “research and development.” 
Over the years, confidence and experience have become 
more and more important. I urge my clients to take risks 
with me. Moroso and Alias are two companies that accept 
the challenge, and I have a wonderful relationship with both. 
It becomes very personal with such clients; sometimes we go 
away together, we talk about things we would like to do, and 
the ideas just flow. When Alias came to me for ideas, I pro-
posed a sofa. They were surprised; they had never done one 
before. It took two years to develop the TT Sofa, which we just 
presented in Milan. 

n.s. How did your multipurpose chair for Vitra come about?
a.h. It was a joint decision, really. Rolf Fehlbaum asked me what I 

would like to do but he also needed a specific project. We are 
at the very beginning of the process; everything is open.

n.s. What about your Take a Line for a Walk chair for Moroso?
a.h. I drew a lounge chair with big ears for Moroso’s 50th anni-

versary, with the idea of using rapid prototyping technol-
ogy to build a 1:10 scale model. Given the process, I wanted 
to go to the edge and design a chair that no model maker 
could produce manually—it would be too delicate. The draw-
ing was just of a skeleton. The company liked it so much they 
decided to manufacture it. The chair addresses a need for 
quiet and relaxation. The British and Scandinavians have a 
tradition of lounge chairs in pubs, but Italians don’t like to 
admit they could fall asleep in a chair like that. The ears are 
quite large and truly soundproof. It’s becoming very popular.

n.s. Do you ever approach companies with your ideas?
a.h. No, I’d never do that. For a long time everyone knew that Rolf 

Fehlbaum and I were good friends but had never worked 
together, and they didn’t understand why I wouldn’t use 
the relationship to my advantage. Friendship was enough 
for me, and I knew the right time would come for us to 
collaborate. One night in Milan, we were both drunk, and he 
said, “Hey, Alfredo, we’ve known each other a long time....it’s 

not possible that we’ve never done anything together.” I said, 
“Yes, it’s true. But I am ready.” I learned from the Swiss. An 
Argentinian might have been more aggressive.

n.s. More and more, design is considered an art form. 
Designers are put on pedestals, and their objects sold at 
auctions and galleries. How do you feel about that?

a.h. I have no problem with it, but I’m more interested in com-
municating design history and processes rather than artistry. 
In this respect, Murray Moss is doing a wonderful job. His 
store’s not just a consumer temple. He provides information 
so consumers have a historical background and gain respect 
for design. At the same time, the primary purpose of design 
is everyday use. It’s not there to be preserved and protected. 

n.s. Your philosophy in a nutshell?
a.h. I do what I like to do. I’m lucky to be able to do what I love. 

I have a lot of respect for others, and I expect to be treated 
with respect as well. Hopefully this attitude is evident in my 
projects. I couldn’t mess with people. But in design, it can be 
a thin line. Philippe Starck sometimes crosses it. It may take 
the form of humor, or it may be making fun of people. But is 
there anything funny about his new lamps for Flos, made of 
gold-plated rifles? How can I explain such idiocy to my kids, 
who are 6 and 4?

n.s. So without a problem, no design?
a.h. Yes.

Häberli’s Hit Parade

 . . . Best exhibition: 
“Harald Szeemann: Der Hang zum Gesamtkunstwerk 
(Tendencies Toward the Total Work of Art ),” Kunsthaus Zurich, 
1983

 . . . Favorite books:
In Praise of Shadows by Tanizaki Jun’ichiro; All in Line by Saul 
Steinberg
 

 . . . Last year’s most notable products: 
Marc Newson’s airplane for the Cartier Foundation; Ronan and 
Erwan Bouroullec’s Algues for Vitra

 . . . Most important person in the design business: 
Right now, Philippe Starck. He’s done so much and opened a lot 
of doors for himself.

 . . . Biggest ambition:
To design an icon, or something everyone needs, like a pen or 
toothbrush

Born in Switzerland, I.D. contributing editor Nico Schweizer is the magazine’s 
former design director.

TT Sofa (2005)


