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FOREWORD

Tommy Simpson is a fool—in the best sense of the term. The sense meant by Shakespeare, when he furnished some of his greatest tragedies with comic characters; or, closer to Simpson’s own very particular patch of Americana, by William Faulkner, when he placed the sweetly sad character of Benjy at the moral center of his novel The Sound and the Fury (a title taken from a speech in Macbeth, by the way). The fool is there to make us laugh, and sometimes cry, by revealing home truths.

In this book, the renowned furniture historian Oscar Fitzgerald has given us Tommy in all his many guises: as child and man, craftsman and poet, punster and painter, a maker not just of chairs, lamps, and armoires but also of ceramics and jewelry and cookie-cutters and textiles and whirligigs. Throughout and above all, though, he seems to have been put on earth for one thing: to remind us of what’s really important in life.

Admittedly, he has gone about this in an individualistic way; he marches not just to the sound of his own drummer but his own whole imaginary orchestra. The project that made his name— first as an exhibition, held at the Museum of Contemporary Crafts in 1966, and then as a book showcasing his own work among that of other like-minded souls—was Fantasy Furniture. It was a much-needed and extremely timely intervention into the studio craft movement, then at its height of influence and credibility, and therefore in need of a swift kick from behind.

I am the lucky owner of The Beak, one of the works featured in Fantasy Furniture, and so can take daily delight in its improbableness (see Fig. 2.2). I guess it’s a table—it does have a serviceable horizontal surface, at about hip height—but with its three outwardly curving legs, boat-like upper section complete with a prominent carved prow, and flat back lined with decorative paper, it’s unlike any other piece of furniture I know, by Tommy or anyone else. It’s a theatrical object, not in the sense that it feels like a prop but because it has character and stage presence.

This is true of everything Tommy makes. And like any really good playwright, he has explored every nook and cranny of the human condition. In his oeuvre you will find explorations of childhood, sexuality, domesticity, even the eventuality of death (shortly after he married his first wife he made her a coffin, just in case). In his most ambitious projects, such as Garden of the Heart, he gives us life’s rich pageant, whole, in all its glorious variety. When it was first presented in its entirety, at the American Craft Museum in the summer of 2000, Tommy explained to The New York Times, “It’s a sort of giving in to who you are thing.” He had been doing that sort of giving for three decades by then and has kept it up ever since. As for the getting, that’s where you come in, dear reader. Shakespeare had one of his characters say, in Midsummer Night’s Dream, that “the object of Art is to give life a shape.” More foolish words were never spoken.

Glenn Adamson

Curator, author and former director of the Museum of Arts and Design




PREFACE

In 2006, I interviewed Tommy Simpson while researching the catalog of studio furniture in the Smithsonian’s Renwick Gallery. His work harks back to the 1950s when he grew up in the small town of Dundee, Illinois, which could evoke a Norman Rockwell painting. He began making things as a child and never stopped. I wanted to learn the story behind his G.W. Cabinet in the Renwick collection. As with much of his work, it recalled an event in his childhood when his pants split while taking a bow as George Washington in a sixth grade play. That brought down the house and the curtain as well.

My wife liked his Stuck on You clock shaped as a female torso with two hundred wooden hearts stuck on the metal case with magnets. The figure’s curly wire hair reminded her of the stick figures that she used to draw as a child. I had just finished American Furniture Designers: 1900– 2020, which included an overview of Tommy’s work, and one day Tommy suggested, “Write a book about me.”

Tommy, himself, was the primary source for this book along with eight boxes of his papers and photos. As the manuscript unfolded, he diligently answered questions and read multiple drafts. Several in-depth interviews with him expanded and clarified the development of his artistic career. During a three-week visit, we (he happened to visit us right before the hurricane hit Asheville where he lives) reviewed the manuscript in detail to make corrections and add many insightful details. Rarely does a biographer have such easy access to his subject as I have had with Tommy.

Even though Tommy’s work is well known and appreciated in the arts and craft world, there is no comprehensive book that surveys his prodigious output of three thousand works of art and furniture. Over his prolific sixty-year career Tommy exhibited at more than two hundred museums, private galleries and other venues both in the United States and abroad. Samples of his work are displayed in major museums and private craft collections across the country, including the Renwick Gallery, the Fuller Craft Museum, the American Craft Museum and the Museum of Fine Arts Boston to name but a few.

Two-thirds of Tommy’s oeuvre consists of furniture. He was particularly drawn to armoires and beds because they provided large surfaces for him to paint. He likened his tall case clocks and cabinets with doors or drawers to people whom he also saw as both functional and beautiful. His hundreds of chairs, based on eighteenth-century Windsors, tell all manner of stories. One commemorates a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Another celebrates George Washington and our Founding Fathers. Nature, particularly flowers and birds, appears in much of his works. The Adam and Eve chair highlights religious themes. His references to the Shakers honor some of his ancestors. Women and love are common topics. One chair recalls many of the sports he played growing up, while several others recognize vocations such as carpenters, gardeners, shoemakers and artists.

Traditionally, furniture is functional, while art is pure beauty. Tommy, however, looked at the two approaches as one, like human beings who are at once beautiful and functional. Tommy often added a clock face or doors to a cabinet to engage people with the composition, but if these elements are subordinate to the overall form, the piece is categorized as sculpture in this book. Many of his large sculptures took shapes such as a female torso, a jug, a Chinese vase or an ancient Greek column. His smaller sculptures were little toys like trucks, miniature houses, chairs and abstract characters, all to be admired but not played with. Ladders were his most unusual sculptures. Between each rung, Tommy presented a framed element of the story that each of his ladders told as the steps symbolically carried mankind through life and up to heaven.

About a third of his work was art, mostly acrylics or gouaches on paper or larger, carved and painted, wooden wall panels. All were abstract compositions that flowed unconsciously from his mind at a particular moment. He also explained to me how to interpret his abstract art and furniture. Look for the faces, he said. He routinely, if unconsciously, inserted suggestive eyes, ears, noses and a mouth to give the paintings a human quality that people could connect to and draw them into the composition.

Art and furniture make up the majority of his oeuvre, but since he liked solving problems, he took on whatever challenge came his way. He built two houses in Connecticut, doing most of the work himself. His projects were as diverse as designing Christmas stamps for the US Post Office, making Christmas ornaments for the White House and illustrating an article on hash—not the smoking kind but the eating kind—in Playboy Magazine. He enjoyed experimenting with various materials to create such objects as ceramic jars, etched glass, tin cookie cutters, jewelry and scarecrows. In the 2000s, Tommy designed about fifty rugs that were woven in Nepal.

This book is the only one that presents a comprehensive biography, survey and analysis of Tommy’s diverse, groundbreaking output of art and furniture. He demonstrated how to succeed as an artist by following one’s heart rather than the demands of galleries or the public. He practically singlehandedly changed the direction of the Studio Furniture movement, which initially focused on fine wood and technique. Trained as an artist at the Cranbrook Academy of Art, where he started making furniture, he realized that wood could serve as a canvas for his art. He exerted a major influence on the Second Generation of studio furniture makers who realized that they, too, could add decoration to their work.

When health issues late in his career limited Tommy’s production of furniture and paintings, he turned to publishing clever pamphlets. His whimsical Letters to Know Where contains personal missives to the likes of “Professor Lonely,” “Mrs. Soap” and “Mr. Delight.” His idiosyncratic art and furniture, like the stories he tells in his booklets, will bring joy and smiles to readers as they peruse Tommy’s prodigious output illustrated in this book.
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