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T he subtitle of this piece might 
well be “From Prestini to 
Binh Pho.” When I heard 

that the Collectors of Wood Art was 
sponsoring a curated exhibit at SOFA 
(Sculpture Objects & Functional Art) 
Chicago, titled “The Perfect Marriage: 

Wood and Color,” my first thought 
was, “they must be newlyweds.”  
That may be an overstatement, but 
it has been a long and somewhat 
reluctant courtship. With this exhibit, 
the marriage may prove to be a  
fruitful one.

When I discussed this article with 
Albert LeCoff, executive director of the 
Wood Turning Center (WTC), we both 
regarded the adding of color to wood 
as a fairly recent phenomenon. For 
example, in Albert’s landmark show, 
“North American Turned Objects,” 
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ebony, wenge, bubinga, cocobolo. The 
brilliant effects of spalting and red 
fungus were vividly exploited by the 
reigning masters of that early period: 
David Ellsworth, the Lindquists, the 
Moulthrops, Bill Hunter, Bruce Mitchell, 
Michelle Holzapfel, Ron Kent, Todd 
Hoyer, Michael Peterson, and others. 
The swirl of figuring, markings, im-
perfections, bark inclusions, rough tex-
turing, and tactile eccentricities are so 
rewarding to the viewer that adding 
color seems to be sacrilege.

Giles Gilson was a delightful excep-
tion. As noted by 

Glenn Adamson in his essay in  
Wood Turning in North America Since 
1930, Gilson had, “little respect for  
the inherent characteristics of the 
wood so prized by other innovative 
turners . . . and he clearly enjoyed the 
indignant attention his work received.” 
Adamson notes in the same essay that 
Saylan had taken the “shock value 
out of color.” If Giles was the patron 
saint of color in the wood world, then 
Merryll was its patroness. Their contri-
butions were vital.

I define color to be something 
added to the wood such as paint, dye, 
lacquer, gold and silver leaf, and other 
foreign substances. The broader chro-
matic standard, adopted by Adamson, 
includes laminated, segmented, and 
constructed work that uses contrasting 
woods. These polychromatic assem-
blages date back to the 1970s, led by 
Rude Osolnik, Steven Hogbin, Michael 
Shuler, Michael Mode, Clay Foster, 
Virginia Dotson, Addie Draper, and 
Bud Latven. Nevertheless, this poly-
chromatic work still featured natural 
wood. Black and white coloring pro-
duced by burning or bleaching is an 

in-between category that grew 
rapidly after the 

Merryll Saylan, Jelly Doughnut, 1979,  
Poplar, cast polyester resin,  
Collection of the Mint Museum of Art

Giles Gilson, Fantasy Unleashed, 2004, Basswood, lacquer, aluminum, 8" × 15" 

1981, Merryll Saylan’s Jelly Doughnut 
was the only work he could recall that 
contained added color.

How did we evolve from the point 
where wood artists’ occasional early 
flirtation with color ripened into 
something called “marriage”? This 
exhibit makes a case for color in the 
woodturning world, and, as such, 
is stimulating thought and debate 
among artists, curators, and collectors 
as to the place of color in the field of 
woodturning.

This exhibit contained the work of 
twenty-three artists, representing the 
fields of furniture, woodturning, and 
sculpture; however, my remarks are 
addressed solely to the turned-object 
component of the show. In the furni-
ture world, color has long been a staple.

My wife, Jane, and I began our wood 
art collection in 1986 when we saw 
the Jacobson Collection exhibit, “Art 
of the Turned Wood Bowl.” Of the 
twenty-one artists represented, Giles 
Gilson was the only artist who used 
color, and despite the exquisite quality 
of his work, he had few followers. In 
the early years, we rarely encountered 
work with color and even more rarely 
acquired one. There were exciting ex-
ceptions: Saylan’s Jelly Doughnut and 
her vegetable-dyed plates, Hap Sakwa’s 
De Chirico’s Garden and his mosaic 
of Madonna, several works 
of Giles Gilson, a trio from 
David Ellsworth’s Solstice 
series, Bonnie Klein’s tiny 
miracles, work by Steven 
Hogbin, and finally the 
exciting streaking of a 
Mark Lindquist tall trunk.

The basic reason for the 
slow development of adding 
color to wood was that we, 
along with most of the artists, 
curators, and collectors of the time, 
were, and still are, intrigued with 
wood as a material. Wood brings its 
own color: pink ivory, purple heart, 
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“International Turned Object Show” 
(ITOS) in 1988.

The ITOS in 1988, a major exhibit 
organized by the WTC, marked a 
turning point in the appearance of 
color. In ITOS, almost a quarter of the 
ninety-eight artists included work 
with paint or dye; color came of age 
with this show. Although still domi-
nated by the work of old masters and 
soon-to-be masters who worked exclu-
sively in natural wood, color was out 
of the closet. The woodturning move-
ment was more open, not just to color, 
but to alabaster, cement, gold, silver, 
and any other material. Artists were 
bleaching, dying, lacquering, burning, 
and painting.

Michael Hosaluk and  
Emma Lake
Michael Hosaluk describes the impact 
of the ITOS in his superb book, 
Scratching the Surface (Guild, 2002). 
He says, “painted turned wood was 
here to stay.” Not everybody was so 
enthused; Hosaluk quotes a critic for 
American Craft magazine as describ-
ing one of the pieces as, “painted 

beyond redemption.” But there was 
no turning back.

Hosaluk gave the color movement 
a further boost by sponsoring a bien-

nial event known as Emma Lake, an 
iconoclastic retreat in Saskatch-

ewan, Canada, attended by a 
potpourri of international 

artists, aspiring 
and arrived, un-
inhibited, and 
eager to ques-
tion existing 
standards. The 
world of collab-
oration explod-
ed here: Put a 

piece down for 
an instant and 

it gets grabbed by 
someone else, taken to 

the Emma paint shop and 
covered with paint. It was 
in this manner that Gordon 
Peteran made his famous 
red-leather-wrapped piece 
in 1998, complete with dan-
gling strings.

Emma Lake made it clear 
to me that color was not 
for everyone. The train-
ing, skills, and tastes in 
art and design that made a 
superb turner or sculptor 
were not necessarily the 
same as those required for 
multichromatic work. Use 
of color introduced a new 
element of risk. Does color 
enhance or detract from 
the beauty and artistry of 
the piece?

WTC’s  
Challenge Shows
The WTC advanced the 
color movement in a series 
of shows, “Challenges III, 
IV, V, and VI,” and “Cura-
tor’s Focus,” all of which 
increased attention to 

Mark Lindquist, Hompashiki II (Ichiboku Series), 1995,  
Cherry, polychrome, steel, 58" × 28"  

the use of color. Nevertheless, the 
dominant theme remained wood in 
its natural state. The 2001 landmark 
show, produced by the WTC and the 
Yale University Gallery of Art, “Wood 
Turning in North America Since 1930,” 
was a retrospective of the vision and 
history of woodturning. The statistics 

Donald Derry, American Chopper, 2008,  
Elm, pigment, dye, lacquer, 22" × 24"

Photo: John McFadden
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are revealing. It displayed the work 
of sixty-nine artists of whom no more 
than fifteen used any form of color 
in their work, and in most cases color 
was not central to their work.

“Challenge VII,” which opened at 
the Wood Turning Center in 2008, 
provides a glimpse into some new ap-
proaches to the field of wood art. But 
the use of paint on wood is limited 
to only three artists. By contrast, the 
work of Michael Brolly, in his wonder-
ful plate series, shows what can be 
done by the shading of natural wood 
to provide dramatic effects without  
the use of added color.

Since 2001, there has been an ex-
plosive growth in the successful use 
of color with wood. This Collectors 
of Wood Art (CWA) show, curated by 
Paul Richelson, Chief Curator for the 
Mobile Museum of Art, highlights the 
wide range of opportunities for the 
use of color. Out of the historical and 
classical line of the wood movement 
came Binh Pho. He studied with Frank 
Sudol, a devoted colorist. Binh’s work 
comes from his own inner vision and 
his Vietnamese culture. He is unique 
in this exhibit, in that his world is 
color and wood is merely his medium.

Three old masters of the turning 
movement are included: David 

Ellsworth, Giles Gilson, and Mark 
Lindquist. It is good to see David’s 
Solstice series back on display. His 
color sense is superb with a restrained 
and nuanced use of paint that never 
lets viewers forget that he is working 
with wood. Giles’s emotional master-
piece uses rich, vibrant coloring that 
exploits the sinewy shape and texture 
of the wood. Mark’s Hompashiki II is 
an object that could still be growing 
in the forest, yet it becomes lyrical 
with the narrow, sensuous, 

Michael Hosaluk, Bowl of Strange Fruit, 2007, Wood, paint, hair, 9" × 30" × 7" 

tinted lines moving stealthily and er-
ratically up and around the trunk.

Included with these three masters 
are other artists. Louise Hibbert’s deli-
cately dot-painted objects are paint-
erly, elegant, and a joy. Don Derry has 
always been a frank and unapologetic 
believer in the place of color with 
wood, and he lets us know about 
it with glossy exuberance. Jacques 
Vesery combines color with wood 

in a way that brings out 
the beauty of 

Roger Bennett,  
Bowl, 2008,  
Colored sycamore, inlaid silver,  
1¾" × 9¾" 

Photo: Trent Watts
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Binh Pho, Realm of Dream, 2007,  
Box elder, acrylic paint, gold leaf, dye, 14" × 7½"  
Collection of Mint Museum of Art

the wood. Roger Bennett uses color to 
show his feelings, such as the inspir-
ing look of a starry sky.

There is no question that color can 
be a valuable design feature in wood 
art and that it can enhance the beauty 
and appeal of the work. But it also can 
diminish the pleasing effects of the 
natural features of wood. An artist’s 
decision to use color results from bal-
ancing these considerations, as well as 
from his or her ability to use color to 
an artistic advantage. 

I thank my wife, Jane, not just for her editing, 
but for providing me an artist’s perception 
to the field. I also thank Albert LeCoff for 
sharing his historical perspectives. 

To obtain a catalog of this exhibit,  
contact the Collectors of Wood Art at 
admin1.CWA@gmail.com.

David Ellsworth,  
Nelaq II, 1991, Ash, paint, 11" 
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