Writings from 2012
A year of Fine Art,
Furniture and
Philosophy

Speier 1

Sax Quartet, Oil on Canvas
I painted this painting during my senior year at Western. One day one of the painting professors was walking
around with a group of freshman painters and they stopped at my studio for a few minutes. The professor said
something like “he’s pretty good but he probably won’t be painting in 5 years.” I thought that was a strange
thing to say about me to those students.
I was very interested in jazz in college and still enjoy it quite a bit. The jazz managed to creep into this painting.
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Rough Lumber
This is how most of my projects start their journey, rough sawn boards. These cherry boards began as a log
my friend found on the side of the road. I stood the log on end and used a chainsaw to make 4 cuts down the
length, which proved a fairly accurate yet time intensive process. Its best to have rough lumber around and
wait till you’re ready to build something before squaring and smoothing up the surfaces, as the wood could
move quite a bit between being processed and receiving the coats of finish. When I get “green” or fresh cut
timber, I paint the ends of the wood, as it will dry about 6 times faster at the ends than on the surface, which
leads to cracking and instability. These boards dried for about two years before I planed them.
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Tools of the trade
A hollow chisel mortiser is a power tool used to “drill” square holes. It works by first drilling a round hole with a
normal boring bit, followed by a square shaped chisel that squares up the sides of the hole. The round bit
spins inside the square hollow chisel. As waste is produced it is carried out by the center bit. This tool is a
great time saver if one builds a lot of tables or chairs. I bought this one with money from one of my early
commissions seen below.
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A new direction
For some time now I’ve been thinking of tying my interest in science and especially biochemistry into my
drawings. This is the first step of what I think will be an interesting series of drawings and collages.
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DNA
DNA, the language of life. This incredible molecule codes for all of the parts of every living thing. The DNA
from one cell could be stretched out to about 6 feet long.
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Experimental Etching
Print making was one of my favorite discoveries in college. I had no idea how much I would enjoy the various
printmaking processes. Etching is one of those processes. The technique involves using a variety of methods
of applying acid to the surface of a zinc plate to create low spots. In these low spots, ink is deposited through a
laborious process of wiping the plate in a systematic circular fashion. The plate is then wiped clean, leaving ink
in the low spots. Paper is placed on top of the plate and the sandwich is forced under the wheel on a printing
press. During this process the paper fibers are pushed into the low spots, where they grab onto the ink that
remains. Removing the paper on the other side of the press reveals a mirror image of the zinc plate.
Most of my time etching was spent experimenting with various mark making methods, so the one etching I
made lacked the coherence and clarity I would have otherwise liked it to have. Nevertheless I am still pleased
with the print.
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The Card Scraper
Metal card scrapers are fantastic tools to use when smoothing a surface. The flexible carbon steel rectangle is
about 1/32 of an inch thick and utilizes a small rounded over hook like edge that is burnished onto the sides of
the scraper. A scraper works like a standard hand plane in that it removes thin shavings of wood from the
surface of a board. It takes many hours of practice burnishing, but once the skill is learned, hours are saved
that would have been spent sanding.
A card scraper is especially handy when tackling highly figured wood like this piece of walnut I’m using for a
table top. In figured wood, the cells have grown in many directions and the angle of the cutting edge is
constantly changing as it moves in relation to their position. A typical hand plane takes too large a cut and
would tear out the surface of this board (leaving a gnarly, rough surface), but a scraper takes such a small cut
that this tear out is minimized.
Another benefit of using a scraper is that the amount of dust produced is minimized, which is especially nice on
a wood like walnut, which has particularly noxious dust. One also saves money on sandpaper.
A well-tuned scraper produces light thin shaving like the ones below. If dust is produced then the scraper isn’t
working properly. It is very satisfying working with a scraper, and the surface left is very smooth, only requiring
light finish sanding.
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Figured Walnut End Table
Today I finished building and applying the oil to this walnut end table, which took about two days total to
construct. For the first time I used drawbored mortise and tenon joints, which eliminated the need for clamping
when attaching the aprons to the legs (click this link for more info on this type of
joint http://www.finewoodworking.com/SkillsAndTechniques/SkillsAndTechniquesArticle.aspx?id=28508).
The board I used for the top is from Asheville Hardware, they have a pretty good supply of unique boards and
domestic and exotic lumber as well as a nice tool selection. It required a few butterfly inlays to stabilize the
crack that extends about 2/3 the length of the board. I didn’t mind the crack in the board because about 1/3 of
the surface is highly figured walnut crotch, where the tree forked into two trunks. This has the effect of
producing a somewhat holographic surface, due to the irregular growth patterns and crisscrossing wood fibers.
The top is about 23×18 inches and about 1.5 thick with a beveled edge and the height is about 26 inches, with
each leg tapered on the inside faces. I finished it with a natural and nontoxic linseed oil and beeswax finish
available from http://www.triedandtruewoodfinish.com/
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Mixed Media Collage in Cherry Frame
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20 Minute Water Colors
At the suggestion of my wife, I have begun to paint watercolors with the added constraint of a time limit of about
20 minutes. This self-imposed time limit will prevent me from getting too bogged down in the details. These
three paintings are done on 4×6 inch Canson cold pressed watercolor paper. I use Sennelier water colors, a
brand favored by the French Impressionists. The first two pictures are flowers in the yard and the third is a
view of the mountains.
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White Side Mountain
I drew this landscape while taking a Conservation Biology Class in Highlands North Carolina. The class was
two weeks long and lasted all day. I learned a lot about native plants and ecological relationships and went on
many hikes in the Highlands area. The drawing is 3.5 x 5.5 inches on a nice cream colored paper that was in
my Moleskin sketchbook.
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A Framing Philosophy
What’s in a frame? At least a couple of hours work and several decisions. What species of wood, how thick,
how wide, what finish? I tend to keep it simple when I frame artwork, usually not deviating from a basic
rectangular profile. I like a width of about 1.25 to 1.75 inches and a thickness of not more than an inch. I’ve
seen a lot of art framed with very ornate and decorative molding, but I’ve never been inclined to it
myself. Many frames seem to be an attempt to compensate for artwork that is lacking in aesthetic
appeal. Frames help us understand the art we encounter, they prepare us for the coming experience.
I like to think of my frames and matting as a way to transition from the walls to the artwork. They isolate the
artwork and provide a context in which it can be viewed with minimal distraction. Much like TV or a movie
theater screen, one is invited to suspend disbelief and entertain the possibility of a different world, where the
imaginary or illusory becomes tangible. I’m glad to have my frames appreciated for the craftsmanship as well
as the natural beauty of the wood that has been uncovered, but I don’t want them to be the focus. They serve
a supporting purpose and should be appreciated primarily as a means of separating the artwork from our
everyday routines. They are an invitation to the place where words stop and images begin to have expressive
content.
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Here is the frame above with finish, as well as another frame with a narrower profile. The finish is Formby’s
Tung Oil, Low Gloss.
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Curly Cherry
I am always on the lookout for interesting wood. Some of the first interesting boards I received were from Bob
Gernandt, a luthier in Bryson City. My one and only solo art exhibition in Swain County resulted in trading a
pastel drawing for some lumber Bob couldn’t use in his guitars and other stringed instruments. One board was
gray and very old looking on the surface, including lead shot from a shotgun years prior. It had apparently
come out of a barn more than one hundred years old.
Judging by surface appearance one might have discarded this board as weathered and useless, but the swirly
grain suggested that there was something hidden beneath. Bob told me the board was cherry, and I was
skeptical at first, but after a good deal of planing I saw that it was indeed cherry and curly at that. Curly wood is
unlike other wood in that the cells grew in an undulating fashion, transitioning from growth parallel to the
surface to growth that is perpendicular. This results in a naturally shimmery, even holographic effect, desired
by woodworkers. I’ve seen curly “figure” in almost every domestic hardwood including walnut, oak and
especially maple. Rarity of these sorts of boards contributes to their considerably higher price.
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Dovetailed Box
Today I finished a box I started yesterday that will hold my prints at art shows. The box will be attached to my
mobile walls with a French cleat, which is a strip of wood with a 45 degree bevel cut along one edge, which
nestles into another strip with another 45 degree angle cut on it. One strip is attached to the box and the
matching strip is attached to the wall.
The box is made of hard maple, which is a real pain to finish due to the changing grain direction down the
length of the boards. One either has to sand for hours or use a card scraper to smooth the surface, I usually
opt for the second method. The finish is shellac to seal the surface and satin polyurethane to provide the
protective layer. The bottom of the box is a piece of walnut plywood (1/4 inch).
I cut the 1/2 blind dove tails with my dovetail jig and a router, which really speeds up the process. This
particular joint is usually reserved for attaching the front and back of a drawer to the sides. One gets the
strength of a dovetail joint while maintaining the continuity of the wood on the front of the drawer. What took
about 15 minutes would have taken a few hours by hand. I have only made a few dovetail joints so far, but
look forward to increasing their frequency in my work.
I was surprised to find a small amount of figured wood in some of the boards. I got this maple from a friend of
mine and much of it was old and weathered, but I was pleased to find some curly figure in a few of the boards,
which adds a good deal of visual interest to an otherwise run of the mill wood.
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Master Copy
One of the most valuable exercises one may undergo as a painter is to produce a master copy. In this process
one selects a painting by a “master” painter and attempts as faithful a reproduction as possible. For my
introductory painting class in college I chose The Dead Toreador by Edouard Manet, a predecessor of the
European Impressionists, to attempt to reproduce. The original painting is 5 feet long by 2.5 feet tall. For my
assignment I created a 1/2 scale reproduction, using oil on canvas.
It was difficult finding a good picture of the original to use in my copy as almost every photo reproduction is
slightly different in terms of its coloration, quality and size. One finds these differences prevalent when
searching images on the internet as well, no consistency (as illustrated in the color difference between the
image I found today and my painting. The photo of the original is quite a bit warmer in its coloration).
After settling on an image I set about the task of copying the painting. Part of the assignment was to first make
a careful drawing of the painting, then as a color study I used magazine clippings of various colored areas to
make a collage copy (which I no longer have). Only then did I set out to paint the picture. I learned a lot about
color mixing, brush selection and paint application by going through the process of copying Manet’s work. He
became one of my favorite artists at that point, especially for the quality of his brushstrokes, which conveyed a
loose spontaneity and freshness of application. A few years later as a senior in college I was able to go on an
art dept. trip to Washington D.C. and see the original painting, which was pretty exciting. Below is the original
followed by my copy.

Original image credits (The Yorck Project: 10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei. DVD-ROM, 2002. ISBN
3936122202. Distributed by DIRECTMEDIA Publishing GmbH.)

Speier 18

Below is my version of the painting

The two wall sections from right to left (this is a digital photo of my original printed photo) show some of my
work from the day of a critique. You can see my reproduction as well as the drawing, collage, the print I was
working from, some still lifes I painted and a couple of figure paintings (which I painted over and reused the
canvas).
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An elegant, strong and functional hanging system
From the beginning of the construction of my mobile display units I have been racking my brain trying to devise
some system to hang my art work that was durable and adaptable to my changing needs. I first considered
installing hooks into the walls themselves but the plywood is only 1/4 inch thick and can’t support the weight of
heavier pictures. Additionally the hooks had to be screwed through the canvas, which is a great way to tear it
up. There was also the tedium of re-positioning the hooks each time I wanted to hang something else. So that
didn’t work.
Next I thought of using strong fishing line hanging from screws installed in the top of the walls every two inches
or so to give me flexibility in terms of where the pictures could hang. I didn’t actually try this though, I didn’t
think it would look good. Finally after looking at some metal hanging systems online, I decided I could make
my own out of wood. I chose oak, because of its great strength, appearance and availability/price.
The oak strips measure 1″ x ¾” and are approx. five feet long

The strips have 12 grooves cut across the grain cut at 30 degrees, spaced about 2.5″ apart down the length of
the strip. These grooves will receive the hanging wire on the back of the pictures and allow a variety of spacing
options.
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To attach the strips to the walls, I’m using a French cleat system, which consists of a board with a 45 degree
angle cut on one side, which slopes in toward the wall itself. The hanging strips have a corresponding 45
degree angle cut into them and will sit in the channel created by the French cleat wall intersection. The 45
degree cuts will nestle nicely together and allow for easy side to side adjustment of the strips.
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I hung a few strips on the French cleat of one wall unit and then hung a couple of small pictures to see how it
all looked. I was very pleased with the results and think the system will work really well.
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Getting back to work
It is good to be back home after being gone for almost a month. I spent three weeks at a teacher workshop
followed by a week in Montana. Lots of fun but very exhausting. One of the things I was most excited about
doing upon my return was trying out the lathe I got about two months ago. I’m in the middle of reading a book
on wood turning and have basic tools. I’ve never turned anything up to this point, but I’m ready to dive into this
new dimension of wood working.
The first piece I tackled was a basic cylinder, which is conveniently the shape of a rolling pin. As I worked the
Cherry with a couple of tools, I realized I have a long way to go as far as sharpening is concerned. I’m
accustomed to sharpening knives, but chisels and gouges are a different story. I was pleased though with my
initial attempt at turning. The rolling pin is fairly straight and smooth and I didn’t hurt myself in the
process. Additionally I’ve wanted a Cherry rolling pin for some time. I’m really excited and encouraged by this
first project and hope to spend more time in the near future honing my skills on the lathe.
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Inspiring Myself
My first experience playing Jazz music was in middle school, and I continued to play the alto saxophone all the
way through college marching band at WCU. This is yet another piece I made under the influence of Jazz
music and instrumentation. It is a small pastel drawing (about 6×9 inches) on pastel card. The composition is
based on a painting I made in college and sold shortly after graduation (pictured below the pastel, it measured
3×5 feet).
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Growth and development
This is a small (7″x10″) charcoal and ink wash drawing I made one night after thinking about the juxtaposition of
my current grown self and what I remember of my childhood self. I had spent a lot of time thinking about all the
layers I have to dig through and remove to remember something simpler and more innocent about my
childhood. I thought of how I, being an adult, might view the child I was, and how I as a child would view the
adult I am now. All this in an effort to better understand who I am and to come to terms and accept who I have
become. This continuing process takes many conversations and much vulnerability, but leads to liberation
from many of the things of the past that seem to hold me down. Here I’ve only scratched the surface. There is
much more to find out.
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A new place to eat breakfast
When we bought our house, the previous owner took a few pieces of her furniture back (fair enough) which left
us with some empty spaces to fill. I decided one of those spaces needed to be filled with a new table. I made
this one out of maple and cherry and finished it with a linseed oil/bees wax blend. The first picture is of some of
the maple figure I discovered after planing down the boards for the top. It also shows some of the interesting
coloration that resulted from a phenomena called spalting. This is caused by a fungus entering the wood and
causing various types of coloration.
The dark coloration in the second picture (right side) is caused by some lead pellets from a shot
gun. Apparently before this tree was turned into boards, it was a casualty of the local hunters. There is still
one piece of lead in the top (I left it for visual interest).
The final photo is the table in its new home, ready for years of enjoyment. The final dimensions are about 40″
long, 32″ wide and 30″ high.
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2 Tables are Better than 1
Earlier this week I finished constructing a pair of walnut and maple hall tables. These tables are for a couple in
Maggie Valley who wanted them for the main entryway to their home. It was very enjoyable to work with and
get to know them and help beautify their home.
Each table is 30 inches high, 12 inches wide and the lengths are 34 and 48 inches. The materials are walnut
for the tops and legs and maple. Once again I used draw-bored mortise and tenon joinery on these tables,
which facilitated the glue up process. The legs are slightly tapered and the aprons curved upward a
bit. Additionally the tops have their underside beveled. All these elements together give the tables a more
graceful feel than one would achieve with mere straight lines.
I am using Danish oil to finish these tables followed by paste wax to add more luster and protection. I’ve not
used Danish oil before so there is an element of uncertainty, but so far I’m fond of the finish produced.
With each piece I build I feel like I achieve a greater unity of design, harmony of proportions and deliberateness
in my construction methods. I see influences of shaker and federal styles recurring in my work as well as the
influence of Thomas Moser, whose site I have linked on my blog page. I’ve spent hours pouring over Moser’s
designs, which inspire me to achieve a higher level of craftsmanship with each new piece I build. With each
piece I build I discover something new, whether an easier way to cut tenons or what kind of forces will split the
top of a table leg.
Carpentry is the unity of trees, blades and human expression.
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Solid Walnut Entertainment
I’ve been drinking a lot more coffee here lately. The end of my semester is fast approaching and the pressure
of testing is palpable. Teaching high school and trying to build two large pieces of furniture (and a smaller hall
table) have really been taxing my resources physically and spiritually. I was relieved to move this
entertainment cabinet out of my basement and into the living room for photographing.
When I work on a large piece like this (five feet wide) my awareness of the space limitations of my shop
becomes heightened. I’ve found work flow and transitions through my space to be very important, so when
there is something large in the way, woodworking can become frustrating. I learn with each new piece that I
am both incredibly limited in what I can do, yet very capable of overcoming new challenges in design and
structure. I enjoy the freedom and spontaneity I bring to my work, but often don’t think several steps ahead and
that can lead to mistakes.
Existentialism does not always mix well with woodworking. Sometimes I wonder how big a mistake I would
need to make to get me to start making more thorough plans. So far a rough sketch is all I need and room to
take the next step.
I’ll have a cherry armoire to finish building next. At 6.5 feet tall and 5 wide, it will be quite a bit more imposing
than the entertainment center and already I feel the deadline encroaching on my piece of mind. More to come
on this later.
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Turning into something
One of my most recent distractions has been the shaping of spinning wood otherwise known as turning. I’ve
been making as many candle sticks as I can lately. Turning is a great way to wind down after laboring over a
piece of casework.
I recently took my lathe apart, adjusted a few parts and reassembled it and managed to improve the
performance, which has made turning easier and faster. So far cherry is my favorite wood to turn. Walnut is
nice but often after sanding still has fibers on the surface that were missed due to the structure of the
wood. These make for a rough surface. I had the same experience with sycamore. The only maple I’ve
turned so far was a failure, when a large chunk was taken off by the gouge.
Most of my designs so far are dictated by the dimensions of the tool. I’ll frequently use the width of the skew
chisel to mark out the width of beads and coves.
When approaching the final steps in the turning process one can use friction to burn parts of the turning to
darken and highlight them. That’s what I’ve done on these cherry candle sticks. I like to emphasize the high
points which makes for a nice contrast against the warm light cherry. The candles are simple emergency
candles from the store, 3/4 inches in diameter.
So far the biggest challenge in turning has been replicating shapes, maintaining the symmetry between the two
pieces. I find that I will often turn one piece, take it off the lathe, turn the second, compare the two then
remount the first and make adjustments in response to the second. In the end the one of the pair with the
smaller dimensions however slight will guide me in shaping the other.
My finish on most turnings so far has been Tried and True’s linseed oil and bee’s wax finish. One coat and
we’re ready to light up a room.
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A time to build, a time to tear down
With seven days til Christmas I have met my deadline and am finished with the cherry armoire. This
has been one of the most labor intensive, ambitious projects I’ve undertaken. I continue to learn through
mistakes and see the value in failure. I heard someone talking about something called “failure value” the other
day and it appeals to me in light of all the things that go wrong in life. It’s ok to mess up as long as I gain
something from it and grow through careful reflection. I like to impress upon my students the importance of
learning through mistakes and seeing the value in not getting and answer “right.” I prefer they see how they
got where they are and that there was value in reaching the apparent dead end. I found myself at many
apparent dead ends this go ’round. Holes where there shouldn’t be holes, split boards where no splits were
welcome. All valuable lessons I’ll carry with me into the next project.
As I gave my students their end of course tests this week, I found myself noticing questions on topics I
somehow missed during the course of the semester. The sting of realizing my own personal responsibility for
the failure of my students regarding a particular question is very motivating. There was a high “Failure Value”
in that experience. I now appreciate the importance of a thorough and systematic approach to instruction and
will raise my own standards next time I teach that particular subject.
I think like lots of folks, I like to have plenty of control over things and outcomes. Woodworking is a good
exercise in realizing how little I control in the grand scheme. Things move, swell, crack, don’t fit together, I
bloody my knuckles and hit my head on things, inhale too much dust and smash my fingers in the cold (a
terrible delayed pain sensation). I’m sure my experience is not unique, I mean that of frustration and
occasional futility. The constant tug of entropy on our lives. But what we gain by putting energy back into the
system and fighting against it. The value in failure, the satisfaction of completion.
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Tis the Season
Today I finished my second salt and pepper shaker set. The first one I made has been used on my table for five
years. It is a simple box with a trapezoidal piece of wood that closes in the bottom after it is filled.
This design utilizes a piece of ebony that slides in and out to open the shakers. There is a hole in the bottom of
the shakers that allows the ebony to be pushed out with a pen or dowel, then it is slid back to close the shaker.
The ebony pieces are held in place by friction. The woods I used are curly maple and walnut. Both shakers
have ebony closures.
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Paired Pear
About three years ago I acquired some small Bradford Pear logs from a friend of mine. I sawed up the wood
and let it dry for about two years before I did anything with it. The first project out of the wood was a small shelf
I have. These candle sticks are the latest thing I’ve made from this delightful golden species.
Pear has a very light yellowish white color with ruddy hues in some places. As the wood ages it takes on a
golden color as though the wood was slightly roasted. The grain of pear is very fine and takes a nice finish from
steel wool on the lathe. This pair of sticks required only one coat of oil, although I’m inclined to give them a rub
down with wax as well.
The form of these candle sticks is a departure from what I’ve turned so far. Up to this point all my turnings have
had several distinct details; beads, coves, sharp defined transitions etc. The form of these pieces is continuous
and uninterrupted from top to bottom. The point on the candle sticks where the form is constricted is the result
of conscientious proportioning. I wanted the ratio of the length of the bottom section to be about 1.6 times
longer than the top, in order to take advantage of the “golden ratio,” which is often more harmonious than other
dimensions.
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This is the End…Grain Cutting Board I Just Finished
As we enter the last few days of December 2012, I have found myself with more spare time than I can stand (a
good thing by the way). Luckily this spare time lends itself to building and creating out of wood. In the process
of building furniture one ends up with many scraps of wood. Lots of these pieces are long and slender, which is
perfect if one wants to make an “end-grain” cutting board. This is done by first gluing up a panel about 11
inches wide, 35 inches long and 3/4 of an inch thick. This panel is then sliced on the perpendicular into 1.5 inch
strips. The strips when stood on end can be glued together in an alternating fashion to make a cutting board of
great visual interest. The end grain makes for a very durable cutting surface that doesn’t dull knives the way
long grain does. As one chops on end grain, the edge of the knife fits between the wood fibers in a wedge like
fashion instead of severing the wood fibers as in a conventional long grain cutting board. This also has the
advantage of preserving the surface of the cutting board and preventing it from being hollowed out, which
makes chopping a pain as the middle of the knife is no longer able to reach the board surface. The finish on
this cutting board is a linseed and beeswax blend I use on all kitchen ware for its lack of toxicity and ability to
bring out the beauty of the wood.
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