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Renowned French designer Toan 
Nguyen explains the creative process 

behind his product designs and his 
faith in the power of collaboration.

TEXT: JOANNE MOLINA

Close listening

Dual lounge chair for Studio TK (USA)

Toan Nguyen
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Although deeply rooted in Italian design culture, designer Toan Nguyen 
is an international designer in every sense of the word. With quiet strength and 
a seemingly innate sense of discernment and direction, the identity Design 
Awards judge is a force.

Born and raised in Paris, the designer has worked in the City of Light and 
Barcelona. After forging a career with design greats Alberto Lievore and 
Antonio Citterio – with whom he worked for ten notable years as design 
manager and design partner, co-signing 40 products for some of the 
most important international design brands – his studio is now working in 
partnership with leading international companies such as Dedon, Laufen, Fendi 
Casa, Coalesse, Studio TK, Vibia, Viccarbe, Walter Knoll, Lema and Busnelli, 
among others.

Nguyen’s discerning and educated eye has brought his designs numerous 
awards and made him an ideal judge for the id Design Awards. Honours 
include: the Red Dot Design Award; Best of NeoCon Award; Good Design 
Award; ISH Design Plus Award; the Archiproducts Design Awards first prize; 
and, recently, Interior Design’s HiP Award. 

“I am very honoured to be a juror for the id Design Awards. I have truly been 
surprised by the quality of projects in this edition. I knew that most of the 
projects would come from international architecture offices but, to be honest, 
I was expecting a greater number of ‘eye-candy’ projects based on a very 
conservative idea of luxury. The projects I have reviewed demonstrate not only 

that the MENA region has evolved very quickly, [but that] it is also today one 
of the few regions where very innovative and experimental projects can be 
promoted and built on a big scale,” he says.

“My approach to design has evolved over the years – just as my approach to 
life did,” Nguyen explains. “At the beginning, more than a philosophy, I had a big 
hunger to learn and face as many projects as possible in different fields with 
different clients in different countries. Now, I have kept the same enthusiasm 
and the same wish to keep learning.”

His definition of luxury echoes this sentiment: “Luxury, to me, is related to 
place and people. ‘Place’, because the most beautiful places in the world have 
been created by nature and cannot be artificially replaced. ‘People’, because 
luxury very often comes from the combination of high-quality material and 
exceptional craft skills, in a very similar way to haute couture or cuisine.”

But Nguyen doesn’t believe in simply designing for design’s sake. “I have 
been lucky enough to give birth to many products on the market, so today and 
more than ever I try to give a sense to what we are doing. In most design fields, 
there is no need of just ‘another’ product, legitimised by an obsession with 
the ‘new product’ to launch. I feel a kind of a responsibility and try to focus my 
energy into the projects that I truly believe can bring something to people.  
My convictions are always the result of discussions with my clients, the 
technical and production specialists, my team – and, as often as possible,  
my close ones.”

Mu from Dedon
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During the past year, Nguyen has collaborated with the world’s top companies 
— but using discretion and a humble sensibility intended to honour his clients.

“The most important launched projects this year are probably the Dual lounge 
chair for Studio TK (USA); the Six Shades of Palmer sofa and its installation for 
Fendi Casa (Italy); and the special piece, Water, for Laufen (Switzerland). I try to 
avoid working with the obsession of launching new products during the various 
design fairs, which can often be limited by one-year development projects and a 
very binding countdown,” he says.

In Nguyen’s own practice, which he started after 12 years of experience in 
various design offices, he continued pursuing these relationships. “I simply  
wanted to put myself out there and find new partners to walk along with. Dedon 
was not my very first client, but it was the first one to believe and invest so much  
in my design, making it successful both commercially and for communication. I 
like to think that Mu has not only become an outdoor design icon but probably  
the first truly comfortable outdoor sofa on the design-orientated market,  
defining today’s requirements.”

The same year he started with Dedon, in 2008, he also started his 

collaboration with the then-new Coalesse, a premium brand of Steelcase.
 “I discovered the difficulties but also the hugely exciting challenge of working 

with a big company in the USA. The Lagunitas project took more than three 
years of development, and required huge investment in testing, engineering 
and production tooling, but today it is one the most successful products of the 
company and in its category on the market. Since then, I have never stopped 
working in North America.”

 By contrast, the bathroom collection designed for Laufen was not his first 
collaboration with the company but the result of a privileged relationship with 
its team; and represented a kind of maturity of his work in the bathroom field.

“It’s easy to quote Mies van der Rohe’s ‘Less is more’, but in the end only a 
few projects truly illustrate it. Ino is one of these, the culmination of a reduction 
in every sense – from the volume and the dimensions to unnecessary 
aesthetic gestures. It has met with great success as a design product, but 
has also received incredibly positive feedback from all the specialists and 
production technicians of Laufen, who have pushed it as much as they can. 
This has huge value for me,” says Nguyen.

“It’s easy to quote Mies van der Rohe’s ‘Less is more’, 
but in the end only a few projects truly illustrate it.”

-Toan Nguyen 

Six Shades of Palmer from Fendi Casa
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Given his immense and profound contribution  
to product design, he is pensive when reflecting  
on how product design has changed over the  
last decade.

“I guess there is much less unconsciousness 
in design today. Firstly, because of the economic 
situation, companies are less inclined to take 
risks developing and launching products without 
predicting possible commercial success. 
Secondly, because somehow the market has 
arrived at saturation, after-war consumerism 
is definitely over, and our environment and 
sustainability are now priorities. If we want to 
be positive and see the bright side of this new 
constraint, I would say that we need less but 
better,” he maintains.

His thoughts about Italian design reflect his 
passion for the region. “Coming from Paris, I 
have found in Milan a much more craftsman-like 
approach [that is] dedicated to the product itself. 
Design in Italy has never been recognised and 
respected to the same degree as architecture,  
and design schools have arrived only very recently. 
In the mid-nineties and 2000s, in Milan design 
offices we were almost all foreign designers. 
The design culture is still very strong in Italy, but 
today it’s much more related to the company 
and producers than [it is] driven by a younger 
generation of designers.”

After all his success, Nguyen still maintains 
his expansive view when asked if he has a dream 
project. “If I could have only one dream project, it 
would mean that I have almost done and realised 
most of what I wanted to. Instead, my curiosity  
and enthusiasm are still unchanged. I don’t have 
one, but plenty of dream projects, and I hope to  
be lucky enough to keep on doing something 
different every working day.” ID

“Luxury, to me, is 
related to place 
and people.”

-Toan Nguyen 

Lagunitas lounge from Coalesse

Dual lounge chairs from Studio TK

Lagunitas lounge from Coalesse
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