Kurtz Hat Tree
Abraham Tesser

From the Collection of Carol and Paul Kurtz

Walnut, maple accents, olive ash burl veneer

Ht 61” X Width 22” X Depth 15”

Oil

2008

Carol Kurtz wanted a way to put some order into husband Paul’s burgeoning and unruly hat collection.  She had seen my work and asked if I could build something to help.  She had a particular home location in mind so her only constraint for me was the maximum size of the foot print.  I wracked my brain for a rack design (I beg your indulgence for that phrase!) but finally decided to take the notion of a hat tree literally.  Carol wanted to know when she could expect delivery.  From that she calculated the nearest “present” date and decided to give Paul the rack for their anniversary.

The tree idea seemed to work well.  The “trunk” was made from 2” thick solid walnut that was sculpted to flow into the narrower branches.  And the branches were sculpted to flow into the thicker trunk.  The mortise and tenon joints connecting the branches to the trunk are set off with contrasting black and white lines (maple and dyed black veneer).  These accents hide the joint line and they add interest value to the tree by breaking up the walnut elements.  They are also present on the roots to suggest some gnarling on these smooth flowing supports.   
I added the shelves for functional and spiritual reasons.  Some hats like to sit flat and not hang.  The shelves are a place for them.  Also, the tree is located near the front door.  So, even if we ignore the preferences of the hats, the residents might like a convenient place to deposit their keys or other pocket items.   Shelves are not usually part of a tree.  Perhaps paradoxically, in this case, however, I added the shelves to incorporate the spirit of natural, wild woodiness.  And, nothing conveys the spirit of chaotic growth like burl.  I chose olive ash burl because it is one of my favorite burls and because it provides a nice warm color contrast with the walnut.  Too wild is inconsistent with my spirit, so a close view of the shelves reveals that the veneers have been matched; the symmetry brings some order to the chaos.
I added a secret detail.  Since this was an anniversary present I carved Carol and Paul’s initials (C + P) in a heart on the back.  (C came first because Carol was paying for the commission.)  When Carol saw this detail she seemed touched; her response made me happy.  
The tree has been in use now for a bit of time.  It is with some ambivalence that I report the following:  You, dear reader, now have the best view of the tree.  I am told that it is no longer visible under Paul’s burgeoning and unruly hat collection.
