
Combined 
forces 
Muller Van Severen fuses slender steel and colourful 
plastics into furniture with superior functionality 

The creations of Belgian design duo 
Muller Van Severen are often 
multifunctional and yet have such slender 
lines that the design is more space than 
substance. It's almost as if it is the very 
bold and blocky colours that create the 
form. One would be tempted to reference 
De Stijl if it weren't for the fact that the 
swooping leather chairs and curve of 
the cantilevered lamps would have given 
Gerrit Rietveld the collywobbles. 

The shelves, tables, chairs and lights -
often combined in one same piece of 
furniture - were created for the Interieur 
design biennale in Kortrijk, Belgium, 
late last year and have already attracted 

praise and attention for their designers, 
the sculptor Hannes Van Severen and his 
partner, the photographer Fien Muller. 

One of the most m u l t i of their 
multifunction pieces, 'Installation Small', 
which combines a leather deckchair, 
a table, l ight and shelves in one object, 
has been selected by the London Design 
Museum for its Designs of the Year 
exhibition. And the duo have a precious 
25 sq m of Rosanna Orlandi's space 
in Milan this year where they are on show 
among some of design's biggest hitters. 

The couple started designing furniture 
in 2011 at the request of an Antwerp 
gallerist, Veerle Wenes, who knew and » 
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liked their art pieces. 'We have been 
practising our art for ten years and 
already had art gallery representation/ 
says Van Severen. 'The Gallery Valerie 
Traan is somewhere between art 
and design so we decided it was an 
opportunity to try something different.' 

And the furniture is very definitely 
furniture, not art. 'Coming from the 
visual arts it was freeing to suddenly 
do something that is limited by function -
to be constrained to make objects that 
work,' says Van Severen. ' I t liberates 
you from that freedom you have to do 
anything you like when you work as 
an artist. It is also important that it is 
functional because we use them at home.' 
The couple, who met at St Lucas College 
of Art and Design in Antwerp, have two 
children and their Ghent home is dotted 
with their artwork and furniture pieces. 

Muller shoots composed, modernist 
still-life photographs, often of objects 
in chilly white space. In his art practice 
Van Severen makes big sculptures from 
existing common objects and changes 
them to become both recognisable and 
strange. Against a wall of one room in 
their home leans a triangular section of 

a dark wooden wardrobe, teetering on 
one leg, separated from the rest of itself 
as part of Van Severen's explorations 
in removing the functionality from pieces 
of furniture and turning them into 
pure sculpture. On their mantelpiece 
is his small model of a concrete staircase, 
twisted and turned to an impossible 
angle, a larger version of which is on 
display in a Belgian park. 

For his and Muller's furniture project, 
Van Severen followed a similar ethos 
of re-using what are essentially found 
materials. The steel used is basic 20mm x 
20mm profiles and is unpainted. The 
plastic shelves and tabletops, which give 
so much of their furniture its form, 
are made from the polythene material 
used in colour-coded chopping boards. 
Indeed the couple sticks only to the colours 
available to the catering trade for meat, 
poultry, fish and vegetable preparation. 
'We start from existing standard materials 
that we put together in a simple way. 
The polythene is a nice material, almost 
like candle wax. Light falling on the 
plastic glows and it is warm and has 
a texture, a grain to i t . It comes in 20mm 
thickness so we m i l l it together w i t h » 
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the steel and it is a l itt le like drawing 
in space.' The logo for the Muller 
Van Severen furniture project is indeed 
a shaky line drawing of one of their 
table and lamp combinations. 

Van Severen and Muller roughly weld 
their prototype pieces before the designs 
are given to a professional welder to do 
a smoother job for the finished objects. 
The couple still cuts the plastic boards and 
the leather has to be stitched by hand, and 
currently it is gallery pieces that they are 
interested in , rather than manufacturing. 

'We are talking to M i n t in London 
and we wi l l be in Frozen Fountain in 
Amsterdam and Viaduct Furniture 

in London in September. Right now 
we are looking for galleries in France.' 

The straight steel frames, unpainted 
and sometimes quite rough, are the 
formal element, intended to produce 
a design that leaves a lot of space and 
transparency, while the colours are the 
playful part of the form. 'We like to have 
a lot of space and transparency, but also a 
lot of furniture in one single piece -
a l ight, a chair, a shelf. The more functions 
we combine, the more dimensions a piece 
has, the more sculptural it becomes.' 

In other pieces Muller and Van Severen 
have put together several different types 
of marble in similarly simple 

combinations to make shelves and boxes. 
' I t is almost as if minimalism is meeting 
the Baroque. It's really nice to have 
the mix of the very strict wi th the playful, 
warm and colourful.' 

Given their interest in minimalism 
and materials it is unsurprising that 
they cite Donald Judd as an influence. 
They also name-check the Bauhaus but 
while Van Severen sees echoes of De Stijl, 
he says he and Muller do not start 
a design by thinking of Mondrian. 

'There is maybe a reference, but really 
we just like to have very thin frames and 
play w i t h colours.' 
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Text Box
Fonte: Wallpaper, London, n. 170, p. 179-182, May 2013.




