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DEVELOPMENT

INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF  
NH AKUSTIK + DESIGN AG

Arthur Fries is the founder of NH Akus­
tik + Design AG. He grew up in Stei­
nen SZ, where he completed an ap­
prenticeship as a carpenter. After a 
short excursion abroad, he continued 
his education in the Zurich region and 
gained his first management experi­
ence in a renowned interior design 
company.
In 1966, Arthur Fries was given the 
opportunity to reorganize the then ail­
ing Wilen furniture factory and to re­
position it in the market. After a dif­

ficult start-up phase, he was able to address and solve this demanding 
challenge in the best possible way. Over time, the manufacturer of sim­
ple mass-produced furniture became a renowned company, Lignoform 
Möbelbau AG, Wilen, which was also active internationally in the 1980s.

At the beginning of the 1980s, Holzbau AG, Lungern, was struggling 
with the demands of the market. The product range was very broad and 
there was no profitable product in any sector. A re-orientation of the com­
pany was therefore inevitable.
After intensive investigations, it became apparent that this task could only 
be achieved by forming a new company.
Holzbau AG, Lungern, was the largest employer in the municipality at 
that time and, accordingly, high profile personalities from politics and 
business in Obwalden endeavoured to preserve these jobs in Lungern.
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The deciding role for the subsequently launched “ project neue Holzbau 
AG ” was taken over by the VIF ( Association for Innovation and Promo­
tion of the Economy in Obwalden ). A project group consisting of the 
three VIF board members, Dr. Viktor Girtanner, Dr. Caspar Arquindt and 
Arthur Fries, supported by Peter Burch, Wangen, decided to set up a 
new company under the name “ neue Holzbau AG Lungern ”.

Dr. Caspar Arquindt, then managing director of bio familia AG, Sachseln, 
took over as chairman of the board of directors and Arthur Fries, then 
managing director of Lignoform Möbelbau AG, Wilen, took over as 
board director. With its foundation on April 30, 1983, the neue Holz­
bau AG Lungern took over the most important areas of Holzbau AG, i. e. 
the majority of the employees, the real estate, the facilities and also the 
current orders.

  COMPANY AREA 1963 
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Subsequently, the neue Holzbau AG was split into two divisions. The 
timber construction division changed from a direct supplier, to a suppli­
er in the field of timber construction. Under the leadership of the newly  
appointed managing director Otto Krämer, this division subsequently  
developed very positively.

In this start-up phase, the carpentry division was poorly endowed in the 
management area, with corresponding effects on its income. In order to 
counteract this, Arthur Fries decided in mid-1990 to give up the manage­
ment of Lignoform Möbelbau AG in Wilen to take over the management 
of the carpentry division at neue Holzbau AG Lungern as of January 1, 
1991, in addition to his office as Chairman of the Board of Directors.

  EMPLOYEE PHOTO 1986 
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DEVELOPMENT OF TOPAKUSTIK® 
FOUNDATION OF NH AKUSTIK + DESIGN AG

Thanks to a network of relationships built up over many years with re­
nowned architects and planners, Arthur Fries was able to acquire and 
successfully complete interesting interior construction projects, in addition 
to the existing construction carpentry products, during his start-up phase, 
as head of the carpentry shop. 
However, his strategy and goal were to develop a product with a strong 
unique selling proposition. The problem of high-quality room acoustics 
absorbers in the commercial sector was well known to the experienced 
interior fitter Arthur Fries. In fact, at that time there was only a very nar­
row product range, which in many cases did not meet the requirements 
of room acoustics or the aesthetic wishes of the architects.

  FIRST SKETCHES BY ARTHUR FRIES 
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The TOPAKUSTIK® story began in the spring of 1991 with the expansion 
of office space for the carpentry division. The new “ executive office ” 
should, in addition to a neat interior, should be equipped with an imposing, 
preferably sound-absorbing ceiling. Thus, Arthur Fries sketched the first 
model of TOPAKUSTIK® in February 1991.
( However, the TOPAKUSTIK® brand was not created until a few weeks 
later. TOPAKUSTIK® was created with the visible side grooved and the 
reverse side with 10 mm holes arranged in a honeycomb pattern ).
He commissioned a carpenter apprentice to produce a prototype with 
the dimensions of 1000 × 96 mm ( this carpenter apprentice is still work­
ing successfully in the company as an “ object specialist ” today ).
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After about two hours, the prototype was born, and Arthur Fries was im­
mediately aware that there was a lot of potential behind it. For the first 
time, there was a sound absorber with a grooved visible surface and 
with holes arranged in a honeycomb pattern on the back. 

  ORDER ACOUSTICS TEST EMPA 
  ( carbon copy paper pink ) 
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Now the task was to generate a product from this idea and success­
fully place it on the market. Immediately, various important questions 
arose, such as :

– Is the product patentable ?
– What are the sound absorption values of the product ?
– How can the product be manufactured industrially at low cost ?
– Under what brand name should it be sold ?
– How should distribution be organized ?
– etc.

Fortunately, the transformation of this idea into a brand product was  
positively supported by the circumstances at the time. 
A consultation with and search by the patent attorney showed that the 
product was absolutely patentable. The sound absorption tests carried 
out at Empa exceeded the high expectations. 
For some years now, the woodworking industry has also been increas­
ingly using CNC-controlled machining centers, which have made it pos­
sible to carry out complex machining operations at low cost. 
A few years earlier, the wood industry developed MDF boards ( medium-
density fiberboard ). The homogeneous structure of MDF boards made 
it possible to use TOPAKUSTIK® sound absorbers even on surfaces sub­
ject to wear and tear. 
TOPAKUSTIK® was the first product on the market that was available in 
all types of wood, in every common color, with an absorption rating 
adapted to the surface design within a reasonable period of time and 
at a marketable price. 

So, the task now was to build up the marketing for the product that had 
been invented. With the product name TOPAKUSTIK®, a name was cre­
ated that aptly described both the area of application and the quality 
of the product. TOPAKUSTIK® was a high-tech product for interior acoustic 
fittings. 
It was important to sell TOPAKUSTIK® under an appropriate company 
name, especially with regard to international sales. Thus, in September 
1991, NH Akustik + Design AG was founded and entrusted with the task 
of marketing TOPAKUSTIUSTIK®.
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Even then, the focus was not on end customers, but on qualified proces­
sors, i. e. joinerss and interior fitters in Germany and resellers abroad.

  LETTER COMMERCIAL REGISTER FOR COMPANY NAME 
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START OF THE SALE 

Towards the end of 1991, the first contact were made with a reseller in 
West Germany, and as a result, TOPAKUSTIK® products were exported 
as early as the beginning of 1992. A special highlight in the then still 
young TOPAKUSTIK® history, was the fact that the wall coverings in the 
plenary hall and in all meeting rooms of the new Reichstag in Berlin were 
equipped with TOPAKUSTIK®.

  REICHSTAG BERLIN 
  The round wall under,   
  and the two walls   
  left and right of the   
  Imperial eagle are with   
  TOPAKUSTIK® 12/4 M   
  from Lungern. 
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Production was constantly optimized and work on the national and  
international market increased, whereby the focus was always on cus­
tomer wishes. It was therefore possible to handle various prestigious  
projects, especially in export, which enabled the company to grow  
steadily in terms of know-how and turnover.

  EMPLOYEE PHOTO ON THE CERTIFICATION ISO 1999 
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The proven 30-year business model is still successfully applied today. 
Sales are made to various business customers, such as carpenters, ceil­
ing contractors and other trades that are allied to the building industry. 
Architects, designers and acoustic engineers are advised in advance and 
informed about the product properties. As a company, TOPAKUSTIK® do 
not carry out any installation of their products. 
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On the other hand, consultation on application and installation, espe­
cially for demanding applications, is one of the company’s core skills 
and, has grown steadily through the production of projectspecific acous­
tic solutions. Each order is calculated and manufactured on a proj­
ect-by-project basis, and there are no ex-stock sales or price lists. 

Today TOPAKUSTIK® is known worldwide in the industry for : 
– Outstanding innovations
– High level of customer orientation
– High quality at all levels of the company

Since the invention and market entry of TOPAKUSTIK®, the demands of 
customers and the materials used in interior design have changed con­
siderably. Floors and fitted carpets have been replaced by natural stone 
or parquet coverings, and windows with curtain walls are now domi­
nated by floor-to-ceiling glass fronts. Thus, leading architects and build­
ing planners are aware that good room acoustics are indispensable for 
the well-being of room users and that these requirements can be met in 
all cases, thanks to the TOPAKUSTIK® and TOPPERFO® product range.

HISTORY OF PRODUCTION

The production of the prototypes mentioned was carried out with the sim­
plest means available in the carpenter’s workshop at that time. In 1991, 
the company did not yet have a CNC-controlled machine, so the perfo­
ration was done with a pillar drilling machine, i. e. each hole was made 
individually by hand. The creasing was done on the table milling ma­
chine and the groove-comb connection was done on the molder. The 
important thing was not the way the prototype was made, but that this 
product generated an open surface to create space that had to absorb 
the sound and absorb it by means of the holes on the back and the 
fleece laminated to it. 
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Even in the first months after the launch of TOPAKUSTIK®, some interest­
ing orders were processed in Switzerland. For this, a number of prere­
quisites had to be fulfilled in advance. Until the delivery of the special 
drilling machine ordered shortly after the invention of the product, the 
drilling was carried out using a commercially available CNC-controlled  
joinery machine. An existing machine was converted to produce the 
grooved surfaces, and various special tools suitable for industrial use, 
had to be procured at short notice. 

  NEW PRODUCTION HALL 2002 
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After the planks had been machined, the surface was treated and the 
acoustic fleece was laminated on the back. This work was also carried 
out manually in the initial phase, i. e. the paint was applied with a spray 
gun and the fleece was laminated with an iron. 

The planks, which still cover a considerable part of the product range 
today, were given their basic shape at a very early stage and the width 
of 128 mm, which is based on the machine’s 32 mm pitch, is still an  
established main product. Thanks to the gratifying market success, the 
production processes were continuously optimized and partially auto­
mated in the following years, so that slat production is currently handled 
by three lines. 

The product range has also been continuously expanded. Today, the 
customer can choose between the standard planks or the specific dimen­
sioned and shaped panels. 

  VARIOUS TOPAKUSTIK® GROOVES 
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Based on the success of TOPAKUSTIK®, TOPPERFO® was launched. With 
TOPPERFO®, the visible surface is perforated in a grid or graphic pat­
tern, and here too, the number and size of the holes vary depending on 
the acoustic requirements. 

In the initial phase, relatively large hole diameters of 6–10 mm were in 
demand. With the introduction of TOPPERFO® Type T and Type Clou, 
the diameters became smaller and smaller ( see figure ). 
In the meantime, we have arrived at the micro type, i. e. a micro perfo­
ration. This is a needle-fine perforation produced using laser technology, 
which is difficult to see with the naked eye. Here too, the proportion of 
perforations can be varied according to the acoustic requirements, e. g. 
from 200,000 to 600,000 holes per m². 
In addition to various computer-controlled drilling machines and process­
ing centers, there are also varnishing machines, fleece laminating ma­
chines, various classic carpentry machines and an efficient logistics sys­
tem ready to produce the orders and deliver them all over the world. 
However in addition to all this sophisticated technology, the focus is 
still on the employees. Only thanks to skilled and highly motivated em­
ployees at all levels, can the demanding requirements of the customers 
be optimally fulfilled.

  TIMELINE PRODUCTS 
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FACTS AND FIGURES ON NH AKUSTIK + DESIGN AG IN 
THE ANNIVERSARY YEAR 2021

Distribution
Sales are regularly made to more than 30 countries worldwide. The main 
markets are Switzerland, the EU, the USA, the UK and the Arab coun­
tries. The export share is around 70 %.

Number of employees ( as of June 2021 ) 
Lungern CH :	 82	persons 	 Production, sales and administration
Helmlingen DE :	 39	persons 	 Subsidiary Staufer since 2010 for  
			  veneered elements sales
			  organization for DE/BE/LX
Chartres FR :	 4	persons 	 Sales organization for FR
Total :	 125	persons

Current product portfolio
All products are available in all types of wood, colors and  
many finishes 
TOPAKUSTIK® ( over ten different creases ) 
TOPPERFO® ( micro-perforation, M-, T-, Clou- and special perforations ) 
TOPAKUSTIK® Line ( the newest product will be launched in fall 2021 ) 

Imprint
Author : Christian Halter in collaboration with Arthur Fries 
NH Akustik + Design AG  7/2021

  VIEW COMPANY AREA 
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SUMMARY OF THE STORY

Year	 Event

1991	 Foundation of NH Akustik + Design AG,  
as a sales organization / patent application  
by Arthur Fries

1992	 Start of export activities to Germany

1995	 Start of industrial production of the acoustic elements

1996	 Large-scale project Reichstag in Berlin, 
Architect Sir Norman Foster, reference as door opener 
and support for brand building

1998	 Start of export activities to Asia and North America 
through distributors

2005	 TOPAKUSTIK® products represented on all continents

2006	 Expansion of production and storage area from  
4,645 m² to 5,275 m² in Lungern

2009	 Burj Khalifa large-scale project in Dubai, 
Architect SOM Chicago, ( Skidmore, Owings and Merrill )

2010	 Takeover of Staufer Holz GmbH,  
Helmlingen ( DE )/Veneer factory

2010	 Launch of TOPPERFO® Micro,  
installation of the micro-laser machine

2013	 Management buyout by five management employees of  
NH Akustik + Design AG.

2015	 Expansion of production with acquisition of the second  
micro-laser machine

2016	 Large-scale project Apple Campus 2, Cupertino  
California USA, architect Sir Norman Foster

2020	 Change in leadership BoD Presidency and CEO

2021	 30 years TOPAKUSTIK® Anniversary



NH AKUSTIK + DESIGN AG
OBSEESTRASSE 11
6078 LUNGERN
SWITZERLAND

T +41 41 679 73 73
CONTACT@TOPAKUSTIK.CH
WWW.TOPAKUSTIK.CH


