Craige Table
Abraham Tesser
From the collection of Betty Jean Craige

38” X 38” X 15”
Walnut, walnut burl veneer

Rubbing oil with polyurethane
2008

Sometimes a patron knows exactly what he/she wants. Betty Jean Craige wanted a table to replace the one she had.  The existing table was 38” X 38” by 15” so she wanted a table that was 38” X 38” X 15”.    She had a Parsons table so she wanted a table with square, straight legs.  The inspiration for the new table was a table I had built with a top of book matched walnut burl; that is what she wanted for her new table top.  She also knew that she wanted a poly urethane finish.  After precisely specifying the size, the material, the shape of the legs, and the finish, she said words to the effect of: “Use your imagination.  I can’t wait to see what you come up with.”  And, she failed to see the irony!
What seemed like irony was actually prophetic.  First, the top: Although I was looking for walnut burl the shapes, colors patterns and size that the material comes in is almost infinite.  Moreover, what sold her on the project was a four way book match.  Book matching is a traditional way of putting together veneer that produces striking symmetry.  When the veneer is stacked in the order it has been cut from the tree, the neighboring slices are almost identical looking.  Two neighboring leaves of the veneer are opened like pages in a book producing a two way book match with symmetry along “spine” of the book.  To produce a four way book match, a second match, like the first, is created and placed on top of the first match.   This time instead of opening the book from right to left it is opened from bottom to top.  The four leaves of veneer are now symmetrical along the vertical and along the horizontal axis.  

The table my client saw had a smaller top then what she wanted.  I could not find acceptable material large enough to cover the table she wanted with a 4 way match.  So I did an eight way book match!  My first.  (In this case the leaves open more like a folded map then a book.  Don’t ask.)  The result was unexpected going in, dramatic and quite satisfying to the client.  Symmetry is quite common in nature.  So when the designs in veneer are made symmetric a number of unforeseen animals and faces “pop out” along the axes.  Finding them, like looking for images in clouds, is just plain fun.
The client wanted square, straight, unadorned legs.  The top of the table is busy so such a setup could work quite well.  Indeed, to put further emphasis on the top I suggested a base that makes the top “float”.  The top is not attached to the legs or the aprons but appears to float above them. (The top rests on elements that are located more centrally under the table.)  A floating top is not a Parsons table but it is still in the spirit that the client had specified and she was satisfied with that aspect as well.
Some patrons have very few specifications for the piece they want.  This leaves the maker lots of opportunity to use his or her own vocabulary.  Other times, the specification is quite detailed.  Even here, however, there is plenty of opportunity for self expression.

