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FOREWORD

“Chair caning” and “wicker” are umbrella terms for many types of woven seats, including cane, rush, splint, Shaker tape, and Danish cord weaving. The craft dates to ancient Egypt and China, bounced around the globe with colonization, experienced a resurgence in the mid-twentieth century (especially in Scandinavia), and is currently very trendy worldwide in the twenty-first century. Chair-seat weaving is rooted in geometry, botany, physics, world history, economics, and design. The variety of materials and patterns that can be used are innumerable. Though the traditional craft has largely remained the same for millennia, innovations occurred throughout history, in the typical time periods of the Industrial Revolution and, out of necessity, the First and Second World Wars, when embargoes on rattan and shipping trade issues were common. After working on thousands of chairs, and studying thousands more, one thing is for certain: Chairs never cease to surprise me with the variations in weaving patterns, materials, and construction elements.

Corded chairs include paper rush (Photo 1) and Danish cord (Photo 2) or any plant fibers woven or twisted and wrapped around the rails. Cords can be either harvested grasses twisted together or manufactured, pre-twisted cords (made from grasses and/or paper materials). Although the plants grow in watery areas across the United States, the harvesting process is so labor intensive that few chair weavers in this country work with authentic rushes and instead opt for manufactured versions such as twisted Kraft paper and two-ply twill seagrass cord, sometimes called Hong Kong Grass.
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Photo 1. Rush-woven chair. 33″ H × 18.5″ W × 17″ D; seat height: 16″. SRCCC
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Photo 2. Danish cord-woven chair. 31.5″ H × 19.5″ W × 17″ D; seat height: 18″. SRCCC




[image: frn_fig_006]

Photo 3. Hickory splint-woven chair. 33.25″ H × 17″ W × 13.5″ D; seat height: 16.5″. SRCCC
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Photo 4. Shaker tape-woven chair. 33.5″ H × 18″ W × 14″ D; seat height: 18″. SRCCC



Other chair seats woven in a warp/weft method are made of splint reed, oak splints, or hickory bark (Photo 3), and Shaker tape (Photo 4) in a variety of patterns.

Walter Turpening’s designs came about organically but with no small amount of refining and scrutiny of function. He elevated his designs beyond function and ergonomics by adding color and intricate weaving patterns based on textile weaving. He created a bridge between textile craft and seat weaving, the likes of which are rare even among the contemporary craft movement.

Walt’s chairs, benches, and stools can be woven in an infinite number of pattern and color combinations. The corded seats were inspired by his wife Ellen’s loom-weaving practice, and the two of them collaborated on the original designs and ergonomic construction of the frame itself, paying attention to the sitter as well as the aesthetic construction of the chair. Sitting for long periods of time causes serious postural and health issues. Loom weavers and spinners sit for long stretches, immersed in their craft. Walter created a frame designed to address the blood flow and postural issues that result from long-term sitting at the loom or the spinning wheel. He has engineered his own modified versions of loom-weaving tools to assist with his seat-weaving process, which he shares with his students in his sold-out in-person workshops.

Contemporary furniture makers who employ woven seating in their designs most often rely on historically inspired materials and weaving patterns. Few studio makers have gone the extra mile to innovate both the frame and the woven seat. In the case of Walter’s designs, the woven seat is the point of focus—indeed, it’s a “wow” factor. Textile weavers, spinners, and other artists covet these seats, and his wait list for both classes and commissions has extended a year or more since inception.

Having woven a spinner’s bench (which can also be used as a dressing bench for my looms) in one of Walter’s classes, I’m very excited about this book. In fact, each person in the class was excited about the prospect of weaving other patterns on other benches. I wove the advancing point twill pattern in neutral colors, but I can’t wait to weave the diamond twill and use graded colors on my next seat. As once is never enough to be an expert weaver, I am thrilled for this book so that I can continue to progress through patterns and color combinations on my own time and/or at home while listening to a podcast. The process is accessible, meditative, and enjoyable with comfy and attractive results.

—Brandy Clements




INTRODUCTION

Duke Hwan of Khi,

First in his dynasty,

Sat under his canopy

Reading his philosophy;

And Phien the wheelwright

Was out in the yard

Making a wheel.

Phien laid aside

Hammer and chisel,

Climbed the steps,

And said to Duke Hwan:

“May I ask you, Lord,

What is this you are reading?”

The Duke said:

“The experts, The authorities.”

And Phien asked:

“Alive or dead?”

“Dead a long time.”

“Then,” said the wheelwright,

“You are reading only

The dirt they left behind.”

Then the Duke replied:

“What do you know about it?

You are only a wheelwright.

You had better give me a good explanation

Or else you must die.” The wheelwright said:

“Let us look at the affair

From my point of view.

When I make wheels

If I go easy, they fall apart,

If I am too rough, they do not fit.

If I am neither too easy nor too violent

They come out right. The work is what

I want it to be.

You cannot put this into words:

You just have to know how it is.

I cannot even tell my own son exactly how it is done,

And my own son cannot learn it from me.

So here I am, seventy years old,

Still making wheels!

The men of old

Took all they really knew

With them to the grave.

And so, Lord, what you are reading there

Is only the dirt they left behind them.”1

This book is, at best, some dirt about the woven benches, stools, and chairs I’ve developed and made for customers over the past nearly thirty years. Some aspects are how I worked to make the frames, some are of making customcolored braided cord, and still others are how the seats and seat backs themselves are woven. Some shop machinery is used to do the basic woodworking for the frames themselves, but hand tools are used for the frames’ final shaping and finishing. As for the woven fabric, commercial braiders are used to make the cotton cord relatively quickly and in volume. However, all seat and seat back weaving is done by hand. In my in-person Weave-a-Bench workshops, students learn those hands-on lessons I cannot put into words, by experience and by touch. Sure, some lessons can be taught through precise drawings and by explanation, but other lessons, including checking the legs of a seat for straightness and/or wrapping the warp onto the frame with just the right amount of tension, can only be mastered through the experience of touch. How to tension and stretch each warp cord just enough is felt through the fingertips, and the final determination of appropriate tension is made by having the students close their eyes and gently strum each cord, the same way one would strum a guitar—listening to and feeling the sound of each. My goal with this book is to share my own journey to seat making as my second career, as well as the supplies and detailed instructions
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