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Ultima Thule, Beyond Known Borders: 
Exploring the Relationship between 

Design and Finnish National Identity

Rosa te Velde

If you ever get invited to dinner in Finland, it is 
likely that either the wine, the dessert or the 

schnapps will be served from Ultima Thule 
glassware. How did this series become so popu-

lar and what does it tell about Finnishness?
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While the Americans were preparing to set 
foot on the moon in 1969, the national Finnish 
airline company Finnair launched its first 
transatlantic flight from Helsinki to New York 
in May of the same year. No effort was spared 
to make this a tremendous success. Finnair 
acquired the newest American-made Douglas 
DC-8 aircrafts, flight attendants received 
special training in order to deliver high service, 
and caviar and Finlandia vodka were ordered 
in copious amounts to be served in the first 
class.1 ‘Finnair wanted to showcase everything 
that being Finnish represents, including 
design, style and service.’2 Many well-known 
designers were employed to design the interior, 
resulting in a ‘flying exhibition of Finnish 
applied arts.’3 A major task was assigned to 
the renowned designer Tapio Wirkkala, who 
was commissioned to create a porcelain 
dinner service, cutlery, and glasses. The icy-
looking Ultima Thule glasses were acclaimed 
as providing ‘the finishing touch’ to the table 
settings (fig. 1).4 This case shows how design 

was employed to create a positive image 
of Finland and promote its national cultural 
identity. 
  British design historian John Walker 
has noted that ‘for materialist historians the 
concept of nation is extremely problemati-
cal.’5 National identity is a common trope in 
design scholarship, mainly because it is com-
mon to write histories on a national level and 
to describe developments and occurrences 
within the borders of a country. However, many 
authors in different countries, seem to describe 
national design in terms of a definite, continu-
ous style.6 These texts often insist on the idea 
that there is, and has been, a continuum of 
form, character, mentality or style, resulting in 
limited, fixed, and essentialist views on national 
identity. Nations cannot be considered as hav-
ing fixed identities. However, Walker points 
out that nations should rather be considered as 
‘imagined communities’, imagined by its inhabit-
ants as American political scientist Benedict 
Anderson has famously argued.7 Therefore, 

Fig. 1.  The flight attendant on the left is serving drinks from the Ultima Thule glasses designed by Tapio 
Wirkkala, May 1969. Courtesy Finnair. 
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Walker suggests that nations are historical, 
ideological, and political constructs with fluid 
identities, changing from time to time, and like-
wise we should consider their cultural identities 
as constructed rather than fixed. 

  Only recently have design scholars shifted 
focus from the concept of a continuous nation-
al identity to engender a more contextualised 
approach to national design history in which, 
for example, social and economic aspects are 
taken into account, as well as less ‘high-design’ 
objects.8 As a case in point, a fair amount of 
articles aim to deconstruct the seemingly fixed 
idea of Scandinavian design as ‘blond, humane 
and democratic’; others reveal which actors 
were involved in promoting and profiling a 
country like Finland at world exhibitions and 
other international exhibitions. 9 10 This article 
deconstructs a fixed idea of national identity 
through a close analysis of one glassware se-
ries. Why has the Ultima Thule series become 
so popular and what does it reveal about its 
relationship to Finnish national identity? Theo-
ries on national identity will be raised in order 
to provide insight into how the national history 
of Finland relates to these notions, after which 
the role of design in promoting Finland abroad 
in the 1950s and its construction will be ad-
dressed. This will be followed by an analysis of 
the production, mediation and the reception of 
the Ultima Thule glasses as well as their reflec-
tion on Finnish national identity.

The Birth of the Finnish Nation
Whereas nationalists might tend to think that 
Finnish people have been an ancient communi-
ty for many centuries, the birth of Finland as an 
independent nation state is fairly recent. Ruled 
by Russia and Sweden, Finland only became 
independent in 1917.11 However, as a duchy 
of Russia from 1809 until 1917, Finland was a 
fairly autonomous province with its own parlia-
ment.12 Although various traditional theorists 
have claimed that nations were formed through 
shared ethnic ties, language, or religion, this 
view has been rejected by Anderson.13 Ac-
cording to him, nations should be considered 
‘cultural artefacts of a particular kind’ con-
structed by inhabitants, rather than as a natural 
or ancient phenomenon.14 These       
‘imagined communities’ are characterized by ‘a 
deep, horizontal comradeship’, the beginnings 

of which lie in the cultural roots of national-
ism.15 Indeed, a variety of minorities of different 
ethnic backgrounds and language groups were 
living in Finland, such as the Swedish-speaking 
Finns, the Sami, who were mainly living in the 
North of Finland, and other minorities like the 
Roma gypsies. Nevertheless, a national move-
ment arose due to a growing consciousness of 
a Finnish community in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. It was not primarily due to 
a shared language or ethnicity that a national 
movement came into being at that particular 
moment, but for various other reasons, one of 
which was a growing discontent with Russian 
rule, incited by disadvantageous economical 
motives, which could not be expressed politi-
cally.16 17 
  The search for a national identity how-
ever, was expressed through other means. In 
1875, Zacharius Topelius wrote Boken om vårt 
Land (The Book About Our Land), in which he 
expressed that ‘the inhabitants of this country 
are very much like one another’.18 Topelius 
discerned characteristics like perseverance, 
stubbornness, longing for freedom, toughness, 
and patience as typical virtues of the Finns.19 
Obviously not all inhabitants of the province 
exhibited such features, but since the book 
was a primary-school reader for many decades, 
it contributed heavily to the stereotypes of 
Finnish people, and is an explicit example of 
how ‘imaginations’ of national identity are con-
structed. As British sociologist Ernest Gellner 
explains, education was crucial to instigating 
literacy and standardizing language as a way to 
spread books in which shared history, culture 
and characteristics were conceptualized and 
intensified.20 Gellner also notes the importance 
of industrialization and urbanization which 
increased the organisation and infrastructure of 
cities and therefore the spread of education and 
books like Boken om vårt Land.21 
  Another very important book in the 
search for ‘Finnishness’ was entitled Kalevala, 
published as early as 1840.22 Interestingly, 
Kalevala derived from myths told or sung in 
Karelia in the Eastern part of Finland, along the 
border with Russia.23 This book was gradu-
ally considered the national Finnish folk epic 
and served as a major source of inspiration for 
many artists. Among them were artists and 
designers who founded the ‘Friends of Finnish 
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Handicraft Society’ in 1879. This society was 
known for actively ‘adapting and reforming the 
vernacular tradition that could be understood 
as national-Finnish, in terms of content.’24 In 
order to distinguish a particular Finnish style 
within handicrafts, ‘authentic’ traditional pat-
terns from Karelia were adapted and presented 
as typically Finnish. 
 Both these examples reveal that the 
national Finnish cultural identity was actively 
constructed through selective cultural expres-
sions derived from specific regions, in order to 
legitimize the nation. These cultural develop-
ments encouraged the Finnish people to believe 
and imagine that they were a unified commu-
nity, despite the various groups with different 
cultures and languages. Throughout the history 
of Finland, the nation has continued to hold an 
insecure position between the East and the 
West, which seems to have resulted in a strong, 
continuous conceptualization of the national 
identity on various levels.25

The Golden Age of Finnish design 
Russia declared war on Finland in 1939. After 
losing the province of Karelia, Finland sur-
rendered in 1946; the 1950s were marked by 
a slow recovery. Finland was obliged to pay 
war reparations to the Soviet Union until 1952, 
resulting in bitterness, poverty, and shortages 
leading to the rationing of many products.26 

Despite these circumstances, the 1950s also 
contained a miraculous shift for Finnish identity 
in the field of design. Olavi Gummerus, head of 
Ornamo (the Finnish Society of Arts and Crafts), 
was determined to promote Finnish design 
abroad in order to prove that Finland was not 
trapped behind the Iron Curtain.27 Another goal 
was the creation of export markets, which were 
urgently required in order to gain economic 
prosperity. Particularly the Finnish contribu-
tion in 1951 to the Milan Triennial Exhibition of 
Decorative Arts turned out to be a great suc-
cess, as Finnish designs won twenty-five med-
als. Newspapers were thrilled, and hailed the 
designers as if they were Olympic medal win-
ners, with a resounding ‘We won at Milan.’28 
Design critic Annikki Toikka-Karvonen wrote 
that ‘[…] the success is convincing proof that 
the Finnish spirit has something original to give 
humanity and that it is able, through independ-
ent effort, to find its own ways of expressing its 
visions, its poems, without the need to appear 
as an apprentice or imitator of those who are 
apparently more powerful.’29 Finnish design 
was portrayed as mystical, which was a quality 
also assigned to the designers. One of the most 
successful designers was Tapio Wirkkala, who 
later became known as the ‘patriarch and sym-
bolic figure of Finnish design.’30 The ‘Miracle of 
Milan’ was soon to be repeated at the triennials 
that followed. Encouraged by the successes 
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in Milan, Gummerus coined the term ‘Finnish 
Design’ in the end of the 1950s.31 
  Following the victories in Milan, various 
travelling exhibitions in collaboration with other 
Scandinavian countries were organised, like the  

 ‘Design in Scandinavia’ exhibition, which 
toured through the US and Canada from 1954-7. 
Joining forces with other Nordic countries was 
merely due to practical reasons; it was not a 
means to unify their design cultures.32 While 
distinguishing itself from the international 
modern style and identifying, to some extent, 
with the ‘democratic’ modern aesthetics of 
other Scandinavian countries,33 the over-
whelming success encouraged Finland to 
profile its design as unique; ‘Finland was the 
Nordic “other”, stubborn and exotic, rough and 
even awkward, sometimes extraordinarily 
elegant, but always emotionally moving.’34 
Mysticism, intuition, and primitivism were 
emphasized, as were honesty and authentic 
functionalism.35 Concurrently, these abstract 
notions were linked to imagery of Finnish 
nature, which often served as a backdrop to 
these international exhibitions. Unsurprisingly, 
foreign critics soon verbalized these self-
perpetuated stereotypes and propagated such 
beliefs internationally. 
 Through the promotion of Finnish design and 
its accolades, Finland’s self-esteem received 
an enormous boost.36 However, the exhibited 

objects misrepresented Finnish material culture, 
as hardly anyone within Finland was able to 
afford any of the designs presented at the Milan 
Triennials; many people were still struggling to 
acquire primary necessities.37 
  This one-sided identity of Finnish design, 
actively constructed by designers, organisa-
tions and journalists, and mainly mediated 
through exhibitions and national newspapers, 
had a huge impact on the national self-image as 
well as on the design industry. Even nowadays, 
Finnish design from the 1950s is very popular. 
A large part of the collection of Iittala, of which 
part is depicted in a spread from their recent 
catalogue, consists of designs that reveal the 
recycling of traditional forms — a preservation 
of ‘the idea of the Finnish golden age’ (fig. 2).38 
The legacy of the 1950s has been very persis-
tent in terms of boosting national self-esteem, 
but also visually.39

  It must be noted that Alvar Aalto, another 
famous Finnish designer, was already very suc-
cessful in the 1930s in Finland and abroad. The 
modernist aesthetics from the 1950s owe much 
to his designs from the 1930s. This could entail 
that it was mainly the successful active promo-
tion of the designs that turned the 1950s into 
a ‘golden decade of Finnish design’, rather than 
a new aesthetic. However, as wbecomes clear 
from Iittala’s catalogue, Ultima Thule, designed 

Fig. 2.  Iittala catalogue 2013, pp. 6-7. 
Courtesy Iittala. 
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in 1968, can be considered as a notable visual 
exception to these aesthetics.

Ultima Thule: beyond known borders 
By 1969, implementing design had become a 
conscious strategy in the creation of a positive 
national image, and commissioning Wirkkala 
was no small coincidence. The Finnish public 
held him in high esteem since 1946, when 
he won first prize in a design competition 
and began work at the Iittala glass factory. In 
the midst of Finnish international success in 
the 1950s and the stereotyped descriptions 
that accompanied it, Wirkkala was often 
portrayed as a silent, patient, and at times 
stubborn man, not averse to drinking a glass 
of vodka.40 Furthermore, he was described as 
‘a mysterious northern shaman’, a genius who 
was able to intuitively design organic objects 
because of his closeness to nature (fig. 3).41 
While Wirkkala was born in the city of Helsinki, 
and was used to travelling around the world, 
he owned a summer cottage in the north of 
Finland. He enjoyed spending time there, and 

it was mainly this image that was propagated 
through media channels. Again, it seems 
that select features, those of Lapland, were 
instrumentalized for the benefit of a positive 
national image.
  It seems unlikely that Wirkkala designed 
the Ultima Thule glasses specifically for the 
new transatlantic route, since he expressed 
that he had long been pursuant of ‘the ideas 
expressed in these glasses.’42 Together with his 
colleague, designer Timo Sarpaneva, Wirkkala 
developed the still-mold blowing technique to 
produce the rough, icy surface look at Iittala’s 
glass factory.43 
  Still-mold blowing was cheaper and 
more efficient than the common technique of 
turned-mold blowing. This was an important 
innovation, as Iittala needed to produce glasses 
on a larger scale in order to compete with other 
European glass producers after Finland had 
become a member of the European Free Trade 
Association in 1961.44 Even before they were 
used on the flight in May 1969, both Finnair and 
Iittala had already heavily promoted the glasses 
in the windows of Stockmann, Finland’s largest 
department store.45

  The design of the glasses is clearly remi-
niscent of a piece of ice, which is intensified by 

Fig. 3.  Tapio Wirkkala. Courtesy of Tapio 
Wirkkala Rut Bryk Foundation. Photograph 
taken by Maaria Wirkkala, daughter of Tapio. 



the name of the design, Ultima Thule (fig. 4).   
 ‘Ultima Thule’, was coined by the Roman poet 
Virgil to denote ‘a far-off land’, and in many 
classical European stories it has been used to 
name different regions in the north. The ancient 
term suggests that the design has mythical 
properties, having originated in a Nordic region 
with a harsh, cold climate, unknown to most 
people. This name was in line with the roman-
ticised idea of Finland being a far-off and primi-
tive country, and it seemed to be highly appro-
priate for the occasion of promoting Finland as 
an exotic travel destination. By referring to the 
cold region of the North in its name, visually re-
sembling a piece of ice, and being not designed 
but created by the mysterious Wirkkala, it could 
be argued that the glasses embodied the mythi-
cal image of Finnish identity, closely connected 
to nature. 
  The Ultima Thule glasses became very 
popular and were soon extended into a series, 
comprising more glasses in different sizes, a 
pitcher, and various bowls.46 The series was an 
extraordinary commercial success and became 
the most popular series of all time in the history 
of Iittala; and most of the glasses are, to this 
day, still in production.47 Finnair re-launched the 
Ultima Thule glasses on its 75th anniversary in 
1998, and they have been in use ever since.48 

The success of the Ultima Thule series led all 
glasses produced at Iittala in the following 
years to be given the rough, icy surface of the 
original design, something which was also 
widely imitated by competitors.49 The newer se-
ries were labelled with names like Paadar, Aslak, 
and Niva, which are names from Lapland, once 
again emphasizing exoticness. Although these 
glasses became a big commercial success, 
applied-art critics were not enthusiastic, alleg-
edly because of their ‘exotic ice aesthetic’.50 
The icy texture broke with prevailing functional-
istic and modernist ideas, and it is possible that 
some critics even considered the glasses to be 
kitsch, as they imitated the appearance of ice in 
a highly artificial manner.
  After war reparations had been settled in 
1952, the shift towards a consumer society at 
the end of the 1950s and beginning 1960s was 

‘dramatic’.51 Within the span of one generation, 
material welfare increased enormously. Con-
sumers became affluent and were enabled to 
no longer only read about design objects, but 
to finally buy them as well. At the same time, 
factories like Iittala improved their production 
methods in order to satisfy greater demands. 
Furthermore, rapid urbanization, among other 
developments, resulted in nostalgia for ‘the 
rural lifestyle of the past’ that was soon to 
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Fig. 4.  Tapio Wirkkala, 
Ultima Thule Model No. 
2052, 1968, still-mold blown 
glass, produced by Iittala 
Glassworks, 1968 onward. 
(photo: Anna de Jong)



become idealised.52 The special relationship 
between Finns and nature had always been 
stressed, but found a new expression in the 
beginning of the 1970s. 
  The popularity of the Ultima Thule series 
was due not only to increasing affluence, but 
also to the fact that it was the supreme embodi-
ment of the Finn’s nostalgia for nature. Apart 
from the design, the designer, and the con-
scious marketing strategies that resulted in the 
object being ‘endowed with culturally specific 
meanings’,53 consumers proved to have played 
a major role in the ongoing reconceptualizing 
of the Finnish identity, as they bought Ultima 
Thule en masse. 

Ultima Thule: The Ultimate Finnish  
glassware
Subjective imaginations of national identity 
have been continuously recycled and projected 
onto the Ultima Thule glasses, even though the 
glassware is visually very different from previ-
ous Finnish design classics. This confirms that 
there is no such thing as a fixed Finnish cultural 
identity, but that there is a reoccurring rhetoric, 
which is flexibly applied in order to emphasize a 
continuum of ‘Finnishness’. 
  It seems that design objects are grate-
ful vehicles for creating a positive image of a 
country, and this explains why the relationship 
between design and national identity is often 
misleading, or at least complicated. Consider-
ing the active promotion of Finnish design since 
the 1950s, and its importance for the increase 
of national self-esteem, it comes as no surprise 
that Finns consider ‘design’ itself to be a vital 
part of their identity, just as Finnair expressed 
with the launch of the Helsinki-New York route. 
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