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Mobile generation
“Nokia products that changed the world” is a bold title for an exhibition, and considering the recent  

Design Museum event was sponsored by, well, Nokia, should we be wary of self-congratulation?  
Alistair Welch ponders the Finnish brand’s design legacy

okia enjoyed a golden period in the 

early 2000s when their 3210 handset 

was as ubiquitous as the iPhone is 

today. However, the Finnish company has, 

perhaps, of late had its thunder stolen by the 

almighty Apple amongst other smartphone 

developers. To what extent can Nokia claim 

to have been pioneers of industrial design in 

mobile telecommunications? And what’s the 

next step for this famous brand?    

The Nokia mobile story begins in earnest 

with the launch of the 1011 handset - named 

for the date of its launch (10 November) in 

1992. It was not the world’s, or even the 

company’s, first mobile handset, but it was the 

first widely available model to use GSM (the 

second generation mobile technology which 

allowed the transfer of data as well as voice 

traffic).

Looking at the robust black plastic 

1011 now, we might see what has become 

derogatorily known as a ‘brick’. However, 

this was a revolutionary product in both 

its technology and its aesthetic. 

Furthermore, in this model, 

we can trace the intuitive 

button interface which 

played such a key role in 

Nokia’s popularity.

The 1011’s direct successor, 

the 2110, which was released 

in 1994, was a more compact 

version of its predecessor and 

was much smaller than other 

phones on the market at the 

time. It sold an extraordinary 20 million units 

in a two-year period, establishing Nokia as 

a globally significant brand. Additionally, the 

phone incorporated the now notorious Nokia 

ringtone, which was, in fact, based on ‘Gran 

Vals’, a piece for guitar by 19th century Spanish 

composer Francisco Tárrega.    

The next port of call in our history of Nokia 

handsets must be the 3210; a design that, 

without fear of overstatement, can truly be 

called iconic. Ah, the 3210, fond memories: 

texting girls and playing Snake. With this model 

Nokia really found its stride and defined the 

archetypal design around which future iterations 

would be based. Described in the Design 

Museum exhibition literature as “ruggedly 

handsome”, the phone featured an 

elegant two-tone casing and, 

in dispensing with an 

external aerial, 

was 

designed to fit smoothly into a pocket.

The 3210 also introduced the concept of 

customisation with detachable, interchangeable 

covers which allowed users to show their 

personality through their phone; a feature 

that only upped the handset’s popularity with 

the burgeoning playground demographic. 

The interface was renowned for its usability 

and bred familiarity with the Nokia operating 

system, engendering brand loyalty.

Throughout the 2000s Nokia remained 

committed to its industrial design programme 

and continued, in a rather 

N

Scandinavian way, to deliver handsets that 

balanced robustness and elegance. The 

6310 was a brute of a phone that 

offered a phenomenal battery life 

when it was released in 2000. The 8800, 

launched in 2005, with its brushed metal body 

attempted to bring a taste of luxury to the 

mass market and to truly establish 

the mobile phone as an object 

of desire.  

At times Nokia has suffered 

from being ahead of the game. 

The Nokia 9000 Communicator 

(released in 1996) was too 

expensive to be commercially 

successful but anticipated 

the desire for a device that 

could send emails as well 

as make calls. Likewise, the 

N95 (2006) offered multi-functionality with 

Wi-Fi, GPS, camera and MP3 player a year 

before the arrival of the first generation iPhone. 

Nokia’s latest offerings, the N9 and Lumia, are 

attempting to crack the lucrative smartphone 

market.

Can we say that Nokia handsets changed 

the world? Perhaps it is a rather grand claim. 

Nevertheless, what is true is that Nokia helped 

to establish the ubiquity of the mobile phone 

and defined a design language that became 

synonymous with quality and usability. For 

a certain generation, when we think ‘mobile 

phone’, there is every chance that what springs 

to mind is a Nokia product. ❙
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