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Studio Furniture 2010 is an award exhibition initiated by Bungendore Wood Works Gallery and the Australian Wood Review Magazine. To foster the production of unique pieces of studio furniture by makers and to highlight the vital role commercial galleries bring to the sustainability of the Australian handmade. The award is partnered by Craft Australia.

"Perfection is an expensive obsession," stated David Boucher PCPD (Person in Charge of Passion and Design) of Boucher & Co, Bespoke Furniture. His keynote address explored the notion of perfection vs passion for excellence. "Perfection is an unrealistic goal - especially in a commercial time frame."

Studio Furniture 2010, an exhibition of contemporary Australian furniture organised by Bungendore Wood Works Gallery (BWWG ) and Australian Wood Review with Craft Australia as partners was an opportunity to hold a one-day conference for makers/designers/collectors and people interested in fine furniture.

The Conference was dedicated to Tom Harrington to honour his teaching and contribution to fine furniture in Australia.

David Boucher's post nominal identifies him as Person in Charge of Passion and Design and his address, titled The Passionate Pursuit of Extreme Excellence: When enough is enough in the scheme of things, was both inspirational and motivational, and peppered with sound advice. "I do lots of research from books and on the internet," he said. "If you want to be the best you need to study the best." 

"We budget a minimum of 30 hours planning - on paper - before we start every job. The client pays." David stressed that, once planning has been completed to everyone's satisfaction no changes are made to the final work unless there is a major problem. "The next piece might be a bit better, and things might be done a little differently, but clients won't pay for experiments and fine tuning - it needs to be completely resolved before starting." 

"To go from 50% to 80% in excellence doubles the cost, and every per cent thereafter doubles the cost again. Excellence is achievable - it makes everyone happy and makes money," he said.

In introducing my presentation Towards Professionalism, General Manager of Craft Australia, Catrina Vignando, briefly outlined the role of Craft Australia in the development of the studio craft movement in Australia. 2010 marks 40 years of Craft Australia advocating for the sector and the organisation's involvement in the Studio Furniture conference is one element in this year's 40 year celebrations.

In my presentation Towards Professionalism I spoke about the importance of keeping records, identifying your work with your own mark, and providing drawings and photographs taken during the making process and details of the materials used to the client, whether directly or through the gallery.

Greg Peters, Conservator and Restorer, and proprietor of Patinations in Canberra, reinforced the need for good records of making and materials. "I spend more and more time on fixing contemporary furniture," he said, "including the work of makers in this audience." 

He challenged makers: Can your chair be repaired? Can a broken stretcher be repaired or replaced, or does the chair have to be thrown away?

He provoked thought about how to make a piece of furniture that will last. "Contemporary makers repeat the mistakes of their forefathers [sic], and this is not always their fault. We are not in it just for the money but we are passionate about what we do and want to leave a legacy," he said.

Greg listed several points for consideration:

- Select timber carefully for structural strength and its immunity to fungal and insect damage 

- Ensure good design 

- Makers don't have control over their work once it leaves the shop - make people want to look after it because of the quality of its style, its design, and its aesthetic appeal 

- Makers do have control over repairability 

He described three phases in the life of a piece of furniture:

1. Glorification: it's new, it's expensive - clients want to show it off 

2. Forgotten: it is superseded by funkier and newer objects 

3. Rediscovery: if it withstands phases one and two, it might be submitted for repair and restoration 

Greg advised that most products - except timber - are not meant to last beyond the anticipated life of the furniture which may be between 10 to 30 years. Manufacturers rarely know how their products will survive and are generally not interested in their longevity. He claimed that most research is being undertaken on older finishes rather than on contemporary products.

Conservation ethics determine that repairs will not interfere with the work and Greg uses the best method available for the piece. Ethics also determine that any repairs - particularly to finishes - should not destroy the durability and resilience of the work when they are reversed.

Stan d'Argeaval, Exhibition Coordinator, BWWG, photographer and printer addressed the importance of visual and written records and discussed imaging, documentation and record preservation.

The following information helps a maker's legacy:

- A constantly updated CV 

- A regularly updated biography that builds on and fills out the CV 

- Progressive working drawings 

- Progressive images of the work in development, including details 

- A collection of paper ephemera - published articles, invitations, price lists etc. 

Referring to photography, Stan stressed that generally the more expensive the camera, the better the images it will take although an iphone will take an acceptable, low resolution image. He recommends that everyone use a tripod.

Images are used in advertising, for invitations, catalogues and for inclusion in articles on the internet and in publications such as Australian Wood Review. Stan said that less than half the images received from exhibitors for Studio Furniture 2010 were publishable.

He made the following points:

- A good file size is required 

- Use good light and a good focal range 

- Take care with backgrounds: no creases, messy workshops, or clutter 

- Inexpensive software can help photoshop some problems out 

- Keep original images of as big a size as possible 

- Consider media storage options - gold CDs are currently the most stable; keep storage systems up-to-date and keep transferring information and images to new technology 

As Catrina Vignando pointed out detailed record keeping would be valuable in a copyright challenge.

Warwick Wright said: "Wood workers have an identity crisis," he said. "If you identify yourself as a wood worker, you are immediately assumed to be a turner. There is confusion in the terms 'craft' 'design' and 'art'."

Leon Sadubin and Warwick are convening a one-day forum at the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney planned for Saturday, March 20 2010 to explore the establishment of a group of like-minded people to promote public awareness of fine woodwork and design and to offer mutual support to professional and aspiring professional designer/makers. 

The organisation will serve a different purpose to the Woodworkers' Association of NSW, which both Warwick and Leon have served as Chair in the past, and the Forum is being organised independently of the Association.

The final session was titled Design, Style and Art: where they differ and where they overlap. 

In this session David Boucher suggested that Australians are not constrained by traditions and that makers can - and do - explore and experiment, and others reiterated this idea.

Other points included: 

- Developing your own style is a sign of maturity; 

- It is difficult to describe one's own style, which is easily recognisable by others; 

- Copied work is rarely successful - others can imitate but not emulate; 

- Style is like your own voice - it's subconscious and comes from your background and the way you approach your work; 

- Style can sometimes be taken from the materials being used; 

- Design is the technical solution to the problem but is also the successful resolution of the piece. 

In summary David Mac Laren wrapped up the day with this thought: 

"We can change and review and reassess and grab opportunities and make our own work interesting in a global context. We reshape and rethink things and we are not afraid to do that. There's an exciting future ahead!"
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