
NORMAN CHERNER is most famous for his Cherner Chair, 
a mold plywood chair designed for the company 
Plycraft in 1957. The chair is an iconic mid-century 
piece, channeling the lines and design of Cherner’s 
contemporaries, such as Charles Eames, the first to 
produce molded plywood furniture, as well as George 
Nelson’s Pretzel chair and Arnie Jacobsen’s Series 7 chair. 
But, behind the Cherner Chair’s aesthetic design, durable 
frame and functional purpose, is a complex story. 

Norman Cherner was born in 1920 in Brooklyn, N.Y. 

and was the son of Russian immigrants. He attended 

Columbia University where he got his bachelor’s and 

master’s in fine arts. After graduate school, Cherner 

taught industrial art and design at the Teachers College 

at Columbia and then went on to teach at the Museum 

of Modern Art in New York from 1947 to 1949 while 

maintaining his own private practice where he explored 

design for furniture, prefabricated housing, shelving, 

glassware, lighting and even children’s toys. 

In 1957, the company Plycraft came to Norman Cherner 

asking him to design a chair.

“Well the interesting story with Plycraft is that George 

Nelson had been working with Plycraft with his Pretzel 

chair,” Norman’s architect son, Ben Cherner, says. “It 

was just too difficult to make it. George Nelson 

recommended my father and that’s how my dad got 

involved with Plycraft.”

Nelson’s Pretzel chair was too expensive to build and its 

arms broke easily, so Plycraft stopped manufacturing 

it, according to Ben. Plycraft’s owner, Paul Goldman, 

wanted a designer who could modify Nelson’s Pretzel 

chair so that it was cost-efficient to produce and 
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had a durable frame. Cherner took on Goldman’s 

challenge and came up with his design for a chair built 

out of molded plywood that was easy to manufacture, 

comfortable and very strong. 

After Cherner submitted his design to Goldman, he 

was told that the project was cancelled. Months later, 

Cherner saw his chair in a showroom with the brand 

marking of Plycraft.

Goldman said the chair’s designer was “Bernardo,” and 

later admitted that Plycraft’s publicity department 

fabricated the name of the chair’s so-called designer. 

“‘Bernardo’ was one of the cynical names Paul 

Goldman put on the labels after he decided to end his 

relationship with my father,” Ben says. “Also found on 

vintage chairs is ‘Lou App’ or Paul spelled backwards.”

As the conflict between Cherner and Plycraft got more 

heated, Goldman even went as far as claiming that he 

was the chair’s designer in attempt to take all the glory. 

“Paul Goldman decided that it was his chair and my dad 

had to take him to court,” Ben says.

In 1961, the court named Cherner the chair’s designer 

and Goldman was ordered to pay Cherner his royalties.

The Cherner Chair gained popularity after it was 

featured in Norman Rockwell’s painting “The Artist at 

Work” on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post in 

September 1961. The credit on the magazine’s cover 

read “Chair design by Cherner.”
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Cherner Chair, molded plywood, 1958.
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“When Norman Rockwell puts that as one of his illustrations, it’s 

an icon,” Ben says. “It jumped to that status quite quickly.” 

The chair went out of production in 1972 and Goldman put a 

similar chair into production for four years, but it was terribly 

made and didn’t last, according to Ben. 

“My father was very busy with other projects and did not make 

any effort to reintroduce the chair after he won the court 

case with Goldman,” Ben says. “The chair that was produced 

from 1980 to ’85 was not made to the original design.” 

Goldman’s unsuccessful attempt to recreate the Cherner 

Chair led Ben and his brother, Tom, to start the Cherner Chair 

Company in 1999 to reissue their father’s designs.

“The chair that is made by The Cherner Chair Company is 

made from the original drawings and molds from my father’s 

studio,” Ben says.

Since then, the chair has been in movies and TV shows, such 

as “Sex and the City,” and even “Toy Story 2.”

“It pops up again in films like ‘The Ice Storm’ set in the ’70s, so it 

was a chair that more design-conscious people would have 

had, but it was not expensive,” Ben says.

Back then, the chair would have gone for $50 or $60, 

according to Ben Cherner, which is a little less than what 

it sells for now. The armchair through the Cherner Chair 

Company now retails for about $749 to $1,149 and the 

sidechair, $499 to $799. 

Norman Cherner’s design accomplishments don’t stop with 

his famous chair. He also was a pioneer in prefabricated 

SPRING PROFILE | NORMAN CHERNER

105MODERN IN DENVER.COM

While most widely known for the Cherner Chair, Norman Cherner also 
focused on industrial design, architecture and other furniture designs.

The iconic Cherner Chair is available through the Cherner Chair 
Company in eight different veneers. The chair is being reproduced 
based on the original drawings and molds by Cherner’s two sons.
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home design. In 1947, his private practice started to pick up 

when he began designing prefabricated houses that were then 

built in a suburb of New York City in 1948.

Cherner took the idea that houses were an entire design 

concept and began designing low-cost modular housing. He 

designed and built a prefabricated home in 1957 for the U.S. 

Department of Housing. The house was sent to Austria where 

it was on display at the Vienna International Fair and then 

shipped back to the United States. Cherner had the three-

bedroom, 1,800-square-foot home set up in South Norwalk, 

Conn. where he raised his sons, Ben and Tom.

Other famous designs include his Konwiser furniture line, 

Multiflex storage units and tube lighting. The Konwiser line, with 

its metal base and veneered wood, debuted in 1951 at the 

Chicago Merchandise Mart as part of the Modern Art’s Good 

Design Exhibit. MoMA recognized the collection as “some of 

the most progressive furniture design available to American 

public.” Cherner’s Multiflex storage systems are modular units 

made from laminated plywood. His tube lighting, designed 

in 1968, comes in table or floor lamps and is rectangular cast 

acrylic with stainless steel hardware.  

Cherner, as well as mastering 3D design, was an excellent 

illustrator. His renderings in his “How to Build Children’s Toys and 

Furniture” (1954) showcase his deft dexterity and his philosophy 

that children’s furniture can complement and coexist 

harmoniously with adult furniture. His book includes instructions 

on building mobiles, toy cars and even wagons .

Cherner also published a series of books on making furniture 

and home design accessible to hobbyists through “Make 

Your Own Modern Furniture” (1953), “Fabricating Houses from 

Component Parts” (1958), and “How to Build a House for Less 

than $6,000” (1960). 

Cherner died in 1986 and to the benefit of modernism lovers 

and Cherner’s fans, his sons Ben and Tom now carry out his 

legacy by making his original designs available.   
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TOP: Cherner designed the Knobler 
Beach House in 1958.

MIDDLE: The Cherner Chair fits seamlessly 
into any modern home. The sleek, unimposing 

design is timeless. Pictured in walnut.

BOTTOM: Cherner’s first homes were built for a 
cooperative housing development in New York. This 

Ramapo Cooperative House was built in 1961.

The 4 Door Cabinet, 2002, designed by Benjamin Cherner 
is a nod to his father’s molded plywood designs. 

Benjamin Cherner carries on his father’s legacy with classic furniture designs. The Side Table and the 3 Drawer 
Dresser are part of the furniture line designed by Benjamin Cherner in 2002 for the Cherner Chair Company. 

In addition to architecture and furniture design, Norman Cherner published guide books filled with his drawings. These sketches were part of “How to Build 
Children’s Toys and Furniture”, published in 1954. His how-to books brought design into American homes and made it accessible for the average person. 


