Full breakfront
cabinet with inlay,
carving and fretwork in
mahogany, maple and burr walnut

In Geoff's case, it may have something
to do with an affinity with wood. He
was born and grew up in northern
New South Wales, the country of the
Big Scrub, where harvesting of the rich
resources of the sub-tropical rainforest
was the basis of pioneering life and
continues into the present. Geoff's
father made a living working timber,
cutting railway sleepers and bridge
girders with an axe and adze. Geoff
began woodworking while still young,
making model boats from discarded
packing cases.
At 15 Geoff started his apprenticeship
as a cabinetmaker at the Lismore
furniture firm Brown and Jolly. During
his ten years employment, he learned
antique restoration and became
interested in furniture making in
classical styles. He left Brown and Jolly
to set up as a furniture maker and
restorer on his own.
Underlying this bold move was an
emergent artistic philosophy which
would come to dominate Geoff's
existence. Geoff express it as 'a total
commitment to the making of traditional
English and French furniture in highest
quality timbers'.

Bonheur du jour: French-style desk in mahogany and birdseye maple

Geoff's central task at this point in his
development was simply to learn how
to do the work properly.
'I wrote to museums in London and
Paris, asking for information. I went
through all the libraries in Sydney. I
bought every book I could get my
hands on, but I couldn't find anyone,
anywhere, who was still doing this kind
of work, not even in France. Eventually
I recognised that it had to come down
to doing it the hard way, following old
designs and working on technical and
design problems as I came to them.'
He applied this to every part of the
furniture-making process, starting with
the curing of timbers simply because 'if
you start off wrong, you're going to
end up wrong'.

Chippendale silver table in mahogany with fretwood gallery and stretchers
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Geoff was soon working on the sort of
things that would not routinely be

expected to come out of a basement
workshop in a flood-prone area of a
North Coast town. A Louis XV
secretaire, for example, product of
720 hours of labour. When the floods
came, a friend with a forklift would
have to be summoned to move
precious works-in-progress, machinery,
etc. to higher ground until the river
went down again.
Small pieces Geoff made in the early
days, such as a George Ill cabinet
with marquetry, a Chippendale side
table, an English-style cakestand in red
cedar with ivory inlay, were snapped
up by buyers at exhibitions. But when
it came to a major piece, a bookcase
in Honduran mahogany with rococco
and classical characteristics, a
bargain at $16,000 considering the
work involved, Geoff hoped not to find
a buyer. He was not ready to part with
it. That piece remains in his own
collection in the family home above his
workshop.
In 1980, the judging panel of the
Winston Churchill Memorial Trust had
no hesitation in awarding Geoff a
fellowship after seeing an example of
his work. The award allowed him to
go to Europe to study the work of
English and French master craftsmen of
the period between 1630 and 1850.
He had access to the private
apartments and collections at the
Palace of Versailles, the Louvre and
the Victoria and Albert Museum and
was able to examine the finest
Chippendales, Sheratons, Boulles and
Hepplewhites. He visited Blenheim
Palace and Woburn Abbey and saw
the Wallace Collection in London.
Able to talk to and watch museum
restorers working on pieces from
famous collections, Geoff found
invaluable opportunities for refinement
of his knowledge of technique. As far
as he is concerned, it was the closest
he ever expects to be to heaven on
earth.
His original trade training as a
cabinetmaker had equipped Geoff
with some of the skills he needed for

furniture construction. But in the
delicate art of wood marquetry, he is
entirely self-taught. Beginning with
buying a book, as in many other
aspects of his craft, he had to accept
the use of the trial and error method.
Although Geoff claims not to be able
to draw, his marquetry designs mostly
begin with his own drawings,
sometimes studies from nature. He now
uses Australian wildflowers and birds
in combination with European floral
motifs and has developed a style
which is lighter and softer than
traditional European marquetry.
The intricacy of the marquetry work is
astounding. A very close look at a
panel on a cabinet reveals a tiny bee
on a hibiscus flower. No more than a
few millimetres big, it is executed in
three different varieties of wood. In the
deeper reaches of the Lismore
workshop there is what must be
several lifetimes' supply (also referred
to by Geoff's wife as 'the
superannuation fund') of handsawn
veneers of different rare and exotic
coloured timbers. The wood has been
imported by Geoff from all over the
world and also comes from many
different places in Australia. It is this
treasury which allows Geoff to make
the exacting colour selections and
matchings needed for the creation of
the exquisite beauty of his marquetry
designs.
That beauty was on display at the
'hands on' exhibition of the
Woodworkers of New South Wales at
the State Library in 1991. Geoff's
jewellery cabinet of sixty-four drawers
in three recessed layers had three
pairs of doors, drawer faces, stretchers
and a base in marquetry. While he
was in attendance, Geoff was
constantly surrounded by admirers of
his work, amongst them the wife of the
Governor-General, Mrs. Hayden, who
decided that she would like to see
Geoff's cabinet at Yarralumla. The
Australiana Fund is established to
collect Australian art objects for the
vice-regal residences and eventually
made the acquisition. The cabinet was

installed in the private entry hall of
Yarralumla under Geoff's supervision.
The master craftsman finds that it's not
easy to let go of a major piece once he
has finally completed his work. In fact,
he's usually hoping that it won't sell
immediately so that he will be able to
take it upstairs and live with it himself
for a while. But if it comes to parting,
'that's when I start to worry,' he says. 'I
always follow it along the route, at
least by telephone, and I like to see it
in place, if possible, to be sure the
owner's happy with it.' And perhaps,
to share the moment.
Some of Geoff's delivery experiences
have not inspired confidence. A forklift
driver once put his machine straight
through the bottom of a crate.
Fortunately, the forks passed harmlessly
through the empty space above the
stretcher of the cabinet inside, but it
says a lot about Geoff's approach to
life that he can laugh in recounting this
incident.
When the jewellery cabinet went to the
exhibition in Sydney, it was wrapped
in many layers, crated and tied down
in the back of Geoff's neighbour's
utility truck. Geoff had been working
up to the very last minute to finish it
and there had not been enough time to
get the usual carrier lined up for the
job. With his neighbour at the wheel
and another mate as a passenger, it
was apparently a very tense journey
down the highway for Geoff. Sixteen
months of his life and the evidence of
his achievement as a craftsman were
riding behind him.
As far as Geoff is aware, he is the only
person in Australia-and
it is possible,
anywhere in the world-making
classical furniture in exactly the same
manner as it was made two centuries
ago. He has never met anyone else
who is doing so. The patience and
devotion it demands are rare
commodities in our times.
Each major piece is made for a
purpose. The Yarralumla piece was a
tribute to Geoff's father. The Australiana

Collector's Cabinet, an even larger
piece now in the process of creation, is
to promote Australian materials and the
natural assets of the country. It will use
22 local timbers, including the thorny
yellow wood and native currant bush,
and will incorporate pieces of petrified
wood found at Chinchilla, Queensland,
by Geoff's father-in-law.
Although totally serious, there is
nothing solemn about Geoff's
approach to his work. One of the
secret drawers of the cabinet now
gracing Yarralumla has a rear panel
which features a cartoon character
adopted as a mascot by Geoff in his
teens, rendered in marquetry.

To some it might seem close to
blasphemy: Hollywood kitsch in an art
object of this order? But Geoff says:
'People who didn't think it was funny
would have no sense of humour at all,
would they?' He says he could always
plane Coyote off if the cabinet buyer
didn't appreciate the joke. He hasn't as
yet been asked to.
Like all artists, Geoff is an enigma.
He's an apparently simple man who
delights in work of great complexity.
He deprecates himself as an artist, yet
has chosen to participte in one of the
most demanding of artistic traditions.
He's a seemingly kind and easy-going
bloke, but ruthless in the demands he
makes on himself in pursuit of his
vocation.
What is his real inspiration? The desire
to create beautiful things? To take part
in the heritage of his craft? Could it be
the mere fascination of mastering
complex artistic problems which keeps
him in his workshop for eleven and
twelve hours a day, week after week,
at work on a single piece of furniture?
All Geoff has to say is: 'I just love to do
it. I really enjoy it.'
And as far as end results are
concerned: 'If it makes people happy
to see what I've made, I'm happy.'

Pauline McKelvey

