
My father designed many nice and functional handicrafts in the period from 1950 to 1975. He never became well 
known in his time, but in the last 5 years some of his designs have been given increasingly attention on the internet. 
His original “Peberfugl” (Tucan) is for example often sold on eBay. Lately the company SpringCopenhagen has 
started production and sales of some of his best designs, to me and my children’s great joy.  If you have been 
looking for details about Tonn-P Design or Sven Tonn-Petersen, here are some facts and photos about his life and 
creative work: 
 
Sven Erik Tonn-Petersen was born on 10-12-1925 in Aarhus, Denmark, as a small afterthought in a group of 4 
children. The "small" did not last very long for him, and in his adult life he was a large man of 194 cm, and rarely 
below 120kg. His father, "The old Tonn" had a grocery store and was later a sales representative for the Ceres 
brewery. He was and very big, and it is said that a large “2-kroner”-coin could pass through his wedding ring. He 
died 42 years old of acute appendicitis when Sven was just 1 year old. 
 
Sven's mother, Marie (b. Ravn) remained a widow in the town of Aarhus for the rest of her life. After the death of 
Tonn senior, the family lived of rental income from the family's properties. When times became scarce in the 30s, 
Marie had to supplement the income as a hairdresser at home. Sven's somewhat older siblings left home, and in his 
teens he lived alone with his mother. He had a good connection with his grandmother in the little town Struer, in the 
west of Jutland. In times, when he needed to get away from home, he rode his bicycle all 130 km to Struer without a 
single stop. The grandparents had a saddler and furniture business on the town square, and they delivered seats and 
repair to the Danish railways, DSB. Here Sven spent many a good time, and also learned to build and upholster 
furniture, something he later, with great skill, practiced when he got his own family and home. 
 
Sven was from childhood incredibly creative and deft. He could design and build everything, and especially the 
ships had his great interest. He spent many hours in Aarhus harbour, which at that time was very enterprising, and at 
home he would build models of the ships he saw. Often he exchanged with playmates his own creations to 
expensive "real" toys. Sven also developed skills as a caricature draughtsman, and at school he drew the teachers 
and sold cartoons to his companions. 
 
Later he went on to carve small caricature statuettes of both teachers and famous people. His preferred materials 
were always paper, wood and clay and he carved and modelled numerous busts and small statuettes of really high 
quality. His role model was the Danish sculptor Kaj Nielsen, and he had a fabulous good understanding of the 
human body shapes and harmony. Despite his obvious skills as an artist and sculptor, due to difficult times and later 
the Second World War, a formal art education was never even considered. Sven instead got a business school exam 
which allegedly was thought to be a safeguard against poverty. He was always an A-student, even if he had to work 
very hard. He was not theoretically oriented: He did not like too much talk about art, and creativity was all that 
mattered to him. 
 
After the war, Sven was called as a Marine, and much to his dismay he did his military service in the coastal defence 
on “Middelgrundsfortet”-island in the sea outside of Copenhagen. He had hoped to be a sailor, but at that time 
Denmark had no fleet at all. Once on a watch, due to some sudden goodness, he let a buddy get in after hours. As 
punishment he was given “a week on bread and water”, literally. While he was in the slammer at “Holmen” he 
passed the time by bleeding the dry bread into the water, and then model small statuettes from the rye bread mass! 
He had a really good sense of humour and could always laugh at things like this. 
 
After his time in the Navy, Sven stayed and lived alone in Copenhagen. Luckily he had an older sister living with 
her family in the suburbs that would often visit. He also had his mother’s older brother who lived in the centre of 
Copenhagen, and who taught him much about the adult life in the big city. His uncle's entourage was a colourful 
mix of actors and bohemians, and he even "held court" in the famous “Hviids Vinstue” bar. Sven lived in a small 
rented room owned by an actress in the neighbourhood of “Dronningens Tværgade”, where he reportedly had a mess 
of, inter alia, wooden blocks, woodchips and banana peels. In 1947 he got a job as a clerk in the Danish airline 
company “DDL”, and his job was a long time in aligning aircraft fuel accounts! It was not particularly creative or 
artistic, so in his spare time, he continued to carve figurines and model. 
 
Hoping to improve his artistic skills, he attended courses on "School For Free and Commercial Art". Here he did not 
learn much but he met a beautiful young girl named Ruth, who later would become his wife throughout their lives. 
They married, had two children, but the ideas of an artistic career was pushed far away. Sven finished, however, an 
application with both recommendations and portfolio to the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, but he never sent 
it. No one knows why. 
 
Instead, he got a job in the advertising department of the newly founded airline company SAS, where a thriving and 
modern advertising manager saw the potential in Sven's creative abilities. In the fifties and sixties one could hardly 
in Denmark find a more exciting and modern place to work. Advertising budgets seemed limitless, and everything 



just went forward and upward! Later it became more lean, but Sven continued in the advertising department to his, 
due to illness, untimely retirement in 1978. 
 
Through all the years in the SAS, Sven was known only as Tonn-P, the name he also always used on his designs, 
drawings and sculptures. In SAS he worked increasingly with PR, big sales events and exhibitions, and this was 
very much an outlet for his creative urge. Nevertheless, he all the years spent most of his spare time designing 
various art- and design products, which he produced and sold with varied success. He preferred to work with 
wooden objects, but metal was also considered occasionally. The things he produced were all characterized by a 
recognizable mode of expression that was both harmonious and typical of the time. The "Toucan" was the product 
he had the most success with. It was produced from 1958 to 1964 in a few thousand copies. During this period, he 
also registered designs of a two- and a three-armed candlestick, a cigarette case, a salt and pepper shaker set, and a 
"Perrot-corkscrew", all objects designed for the well-provided table. 
  
From the mid-sixties Tonn-P mainly worked on two ideas: The "Drop lamp" and the "Twist lamp". The first was an 
elegant wall-hung metal candlestick. The target was the many summer houses without electricity that was so popular 
in these years. Tonn-P had planned the entire production process: Semi-finished metal plate products were stamped 
out in a factory, and the first test series were assembled in the workshop at home. There were different versions in 
brass, copper and tin; the latter mounted on a delicious rosewood plate. The "Twist" lamp was another great design, 
which took a very long time to develop: A dinner-table lamp where the lampshade is formed as a large, infinite knot 
(twisted), out of one single, long wide veneer-chip, and with a hidden assembly. The name was inspired by the very 
popular new Twist-dance! The veneer was a selected high quality pinewood, without any knots or dents, which was 
softened by a special steam-process. This lamp was later, despite design protection, copied by others, however, in a 
not-so-nice plastic version. Pictures show the original on display in Magasin du Nord. 
 
Tonn-P also worked with many other ideas and inventions. In the late sixties his designs included camping-interior 
for the VW microbus, which was much more lean and convenient than the type that existed on the market. The 
prototype was stolen with the car and all, and when the car was found again, the interior was gone! He quickly 
recreated the whole thing for summer vacations in many years to come, but he never did anything to sell the design. 
He also designed and built from scratch, together with Ruth, their house in Mosede, called the "Pancake House". He 
included many very special architectural solutions in this house, and construction went on for several years. 
 
The last major design Tonn-P did was a "spin-off" of the Twist lamp, but now with a shade made from a "chip" of 
brushed stainless steel. A dinner-table lamp, a wall lamp together with one- and two-armed reading lamps on foot 
was made. All fittings such as foot, wall plate, end caps for steel pipes and slip bricks were made of rosewood, and 
all in a very nice quality. The many incredibly difficult details were devised and tested in close cooperation with a 
friend and metal products manufacturer. It was probably an increasing, never solved disease with paralysis of the 
left arm, which made Tonn-P to give up pursuing this design. A few was sold, and samples of each type are still in 
the family. 
 
In 1978 Tonn-P’s disease culminated together with a nervous breakdown, and good friends and colleges in the SAS 
management facilitated his early retirement with a fine pension scheme. After this, Tonn-P lived a very quiet life 
with his family. His wife's progressive rheumatoid arthritis gave rise to more than enough daily work, and most of 
his good ideas and designs were to the delight of his children and grandchildren. Tonn-P died of a sudden aneurysm 
on 24-09-2004, 78 years old. 
 
 
Written by me, his son, Carsten Tonn-Petersen in January 2018 


