
CHRIS MARTIN - ARTIST STATEMENT 
 
I create because I have to. It is essential to who I am. It is as important as the food I eat and the air I breathe. 
 
Origins: 
As a maker, I have always had a fascination with material and process, and that thread runs through all the work 
that I do. 
  
As a child, I was always dabbling in my father’s “fix-it” shop. I recall making small pieces of jewelry from solder. I 
would carve a shape into a scrap piece of wood, and then with a soldering iron, melt the solder into the mold 
adding copper wire detail. I was fascinated by the textures the solder would pick up from the burnt wood. This is the 
kind of thing that happened all the time and mostly without any adult supervision. I think if my parents had known I 
was burning things in the basement of our house, they would not have been too happy. 
 
In my formal education, I started in architecture, then shifted focus to jewelry, and ended up landing most 
comfortably in furniture design.  The decision to transfer out of architecture into craft design was based on my desire 
to not only design, but also make. Then when I moved from jewelry in to furniture, it had nothing to do with the 
materials that are most associated with the fields, but rather the scale; furniture forms are intimate, yet 
approachable. I relate to this scale the best. During my undergrad years, I made jewelry in wood, Corian and 
newspaper, and I continue to make furniture in materials as diverse as concrete and redwood to bamboo and 
carbon fiber.  
 
This, I feel is what defines the work that I do; exploring materials and the different processes of manipulation without 
the confines of conventional thought (or adult supervision). Whether rebellious teen or nonconformist designer, I 
have always been compelled to surreptitiously push traditional boundaries.  
 
Inspiration: 
Over the years, inspirations for my work have come from many and varied places with a couple of recurring themes; 
juxtaposing materials, and irony. An example is the piece called “stand,” a series of chairs that look as if they are 
made from tree branches. But upon closer investigation,  these “branches” are actually coarsely textured bent 
laminated wood pieces with the smaller branches attached with rather inelegant angular joinery. The branches are 
cut off and the cut ends are burned. These pieces can be viewed in two ways; very heavily manipulated manmade 
piece of furniture torn from the natural world. Or beautiful organic furniture pieces that embrace nature. 
 



My current work is inspired by my time spent in Africa. In 2008 my wife and I moved to Ghana, West Africa where we 
served as U.S. Peace Corps volunteers for two years. We were both deeply influenced by our experiences. I found 
Ghana to be a country of amazing diversity; culturally, ecologically, economically, and intellectually..  It is a 
country filled with wonderful people and great potential, but it is also a country of great paradox and serious 
contradictions. My personal journey could also be described as disparate and incongruous. I felt as if I was being 
constantly jerked back and forth from deep frustration to profound joy. 
  
Upon my return, I began to develop a body of work that portrays the influence that living in Ghana has had on me. 
This work is the embodiment of my personal reflections, and the rumination of perceptions, and emotions that I 
encounter as I continue to readjust to life back in America. I draw inspiration from the local tribal aesthetic, and the 
work reflects various craft forms and pays homage to the many traditional artisans I spent time with. Through this 
work, I am projecting the concerns, frustrations, joys, and beauty I encountered on a daily basis, as well as the 
altered perspective I now have of my own culture.  
 
Process: 
The process of creating is as important if not more so than the finished piece. Sometimes my design process starts 
with the desire to play with a new material or process, but more often than not the concept speaks to the material I 
should use rather than the other way around. I develop the concept through drawings, mock-ups, and model 
making, or I will simply dive in to the middle and “dig my way out.” It all depends on the complexity of the project. 
I do not like gimmickry, and integrity in materials and process are very important to me. The “Charcoal Stools” were 
made from wood and made into charcoal. I could have simply burned the pieces with a torch but the process was 
at the essence of the project. So instead, I carbonized the pieces using a traditional process for making charcoal. 
  
I typically chart the journey leaving room for spontaneity, trusting my instincts as I go. While I keep an eye on the 
map, I reserve the right to be impulsive, and to alter my route along the way before reaching my final destination. 
On the other hand there are almost always elements or aspects of a project that must be well thought out and 
executed with care. I enjoy both plan and “by the seat of my pants” forms of making. I want my work to show the 
hand of the maker; details such as the rasp and grind marks are left, the visual signs of the process. They help to tell 
the story of its creation and the creator. These "fingerprints" are there to be experienced by the observer, perhaps to 
attain a deeper connection with the work. I am part of the piece, as are the inspirations and influences that came 
before me. 
  

 



Tribal Stool Series 
In Ghana, the stool is the symbol of chieftaincy. It has been used by traditional royal families since the 17th 
century and continues to be used today. It is arguably the most recognized and valued icon of the Asante 
(Ashanti) culture. Such thrones were symbolic of a chief's and queen mother’s leadership and only they are 
allowed to sit upon them. I conceived of this ongoing series of stools as an opportunity to investigate new 
materials, explore form, and express issues including; politics, economics, defining value, modernization vs. 
westernization, cultural assimilation, commercialization, and cultural grafting. I am also using a variety of 
disparate materials, processes, and manufacturing technologies. 



Charcoal Stools 2011 
Carbonized Wood 
 

The area we lived was called Afram Plains, and deforestation for the production of charcoal is a very serious issue 
there. The wood types most commonly used for charcoal include mahogany, satinwood, rosewood, and ebony. 
Many westerners would recognize these species as rare and highly valued lumber. But to the local population, 
these trees are simply seen as a source of charcoal. Laborers earn a pittance from absentee landlords for cutting 
down and burning trees to charcoal, which is then transported off Afram Plains by overburdened ramshackle 
trucks and sold as cooking fuel. Another tragic point is the charcoal makers themselves often can’t even afford the 
charcoal they make and use firewood instead. This is sadly the only means of making a living to many of these 
people. 
The stool is an extremely important symbol in Ghanaian culture. Trees are extremely important to all of us. I am 
suggesting the irony when considering various  issues, such as politics, economics, how we determine what has 
value, and how we define value. 
 
 



Tribal Stool – Industrial Felt 2013 
 
Industrial Felt 
16” x 25” x 12” 
 
This piece with the material choice and 
technologies used; the felt is cut using a 
computer driven water jet cutter considers 
assimilation of culture and questioning the 
artistic value of the “machine made”. 
 



The New Drummer 2014 
 
Reclaimed steel, cement, paint, led lights 
19” x 30” x 14” 
 
Until just recently, Africans and other cultures were 
still using drums as a means of communication 
from one village to another. Now the cell phone 
has taken over. Virtually every Ghanaian has at 
least one cell-phone, many sporting smart 
phones. The cell phone towers are ubiquitous.  
 
 



Candied Culture 2014 
Fiberglass, automotive paint  
19” x 24” x 12 ½ “ (green) 17” x 25” x 12 ½ “  (orange) 
 
The work in this is fraught with irony. With this piece I pay homage to a culture which means so much to me by 
“glamming up” a distinct symbol from the Ghanaian culture; the Chief’s stool. At the same time I am turning into a 
westernized consumer product, a sacred Ghanaian symbol, addressing the commodification of culture. 
 
 



Piecie – Piecie   Stools 2014 
Wood, upholstery materials, African 
print fabric 
18 ½ “ x 22 ½ “ x 13 ½ “ each 
 



Modernity 2014 
Carbon fiber, aluminum, stainless steel hardware 
18” x 26” x 13” 
 
This stool represents the Ghanaian culture’s ability to adapt to the many changes it is experiencing. This piece is also 
a tongue in cheek look at the concern of their intense desire to modernize quickly and how that might manifest 
itself. 
 
 



Westernization 2014 
Reclaimed wood, tooled leather, brass hardware 
21” x 26’ x 16” 
 
 
 



Construction 2015 
Bamboo, concrete, cherry, rebar 
22” x 26” x 13” 
 
 



Industrialization 2014 
African Mahogany, painted wood 
20” x 26” x 13” 
 



“Asa Sawa”  
Building on Inspirations From Two Different Continents 

Upon returning from my Peace Corps service in Ghana, thisi first series I produced consisting of ten pieces, was 
made possible through an Iowa Arts Council Major Grant. “Asa Sawa” translated in Twi (one of the principal 
languages in Ghana) means “all mixed up” which pretty much summarizes my state of mind upon my return.  



Prama Peewa 2011 
 
67” x 23” x 18”           
Bur oak, English brown oak, gold leaf, trade beads, cloth 
 
This piece represents the frequent feelings I had while trying 
to fit in to an unfamiliar culture. Ghanaian culture is full of 
formalities while at the same time everyday life was informal. 
Things worked, somehow, but not necessarily in a way I was 
accustomed to.  



Harmattan 2011 
 
Leather, Macheche, Ebonized Oak, Brass 
23” x 32” x 21” 
 
I remember an image from childhood of cracked and 
pealing soil, which the media used to symbolize the 
droughts and famine that often plagues the African 
continent. 
Ghana had two discernable seasons; rainy season April to 
June and dry season or “Harmattan” September to 
November when we would go without a drop of rain for 
months. The ground would completely dry up and crack, 
but like clockwork the rains would return and once again 
the ground would soften and become ready for planting. 
 
 
 



 Stand   2011 
 
 White Oak, Steel, Leather 
75” x 4’ x 8’ (grouping) 
 
This is a set that I have wanted to build for a long time. 
It considers issues of environmentalism, natural beauty 
verses implied beauty, and the family unit.  
 
 



Mokowa 2011 
Kente Cloth, Ebonized Walnut, Aluminum           
25” x 58” x 25”  
 
In Ewe kente weaving, the patterns are numerous and each holds meaning. This particular kente (the upholstery 
cloth) is called “Mokowa”.  In the Ewe language it translates as hot pepper and represents the principle; a 
successful marriage is full of hot pepper and one needs to learn to endure it. 
 
 



Linguist Staffs for the American Tribe 2011 
Painted & Ebonized Wood 62” x 60” x 9” (set of 6) 
Linguists are high-ranking officials within the chieftaincy system in Ghana. They are identified by the staffs, which they 
are entitled to carry. The linguists’ responsibility is to be the ears and voice of their chiefs (one does not speak directly 
to a chief, but rather through his linguist). Each staff is topped with a carving representative a moral or value 
important to the tribe. This is my sarcastic response to what I consider serious issues with our own culture today. 
 
 
 



CFS 3 & 4 2013 
Carbon fiber, Bamboo 
CFS3: 17” x 16” dia. CFS4: 26” x 16” x 12” 
 
  

Bamboo Bike 2012 
Carbon fiber, Bamboo 

Bamboo bike workshop I headed while 
in Ghana 



Other Work 
 
Though my focus since 2010 has been on work inspired by my time in Ghana, I continue to do commission work 
and will make a piece now and again that does not necessarily fit into any series. Brian’s Bench was a commission 
piece, the client enjoyed the juxtaposition between the curved organic and the straight industrial but delicate 
base. 
 
Martini chair had been showing up in my sketchbooks for quite a while and I finally felt I neded to get it out of my 
system. Inspired by midcentury modern and more specifically Hans Wegner’s Shell Chair but with an organic and 
gestural twist. 



Martini Chair 2014 
Bur oak, steel, leather, Afzelia burl 
26” x 45” x 27” 
 



Czech Cubist Inspired Series 
I traveled to Central Europe to explore Czech Cubism. I returned and developed a body of work inspired by this 

investigation. 
Czech Cubism - I am inspired to the angularness of the work. I am drawn to the asymmetrical yet straight lined 

elements and the seemingly crystalline forms. I designed this body of work inspired at it’s core by Czech Cubism but 
some of the pieces go beyond the cubist; the Tilt Top Tea Tables – all three exactly the same yet each is an 

investigation of different materials. The Kubizmus desk  – very cubist but inspired by a memory from a backpacking 
trip where I saw the top of Mount Sopris push through the clouds. The Autumn Secretary influenced by stealth 

technologies mashed with an autumn oak leaf. Uflaku - inspired by Frank Gehry’s “Ginger & Fred” house in Prague.  
 



Tilt Top Tea Tables 2007 
 - Bronze, curly white oak, man-made tortoise shell 
 - Carbon Fiber, Birdseye Maple, Pearloid  
 - Aluminum, Mahogany, Pearloid 
    32” x 29” x31” each 



U Fleku - jewelry stand 2006 
Steel, Bronze, Karelian Birch, Suede, Chechen 
73" x 31" x 17” 



Beauty Within   2007 
Steel, Ambrosia Maple, gold 
leaf 
36” x 65” x 15” 
 


