designer’s notebook
Creating a cabinet

INSPIRATION, INPUT, AND PILFERED DETAILS
CONVERGE IN A COMPELLING DESIGN

BY SAM NORRIS

ne flash of

inspiration and—

bam!—the design

flows into the

sketchbook with

all of the details,
proportions, and material choices
worked out. Well, perhaps
design doesn’t always work quite
that way. Maybe it’s a grueling
process of searching for an
idea and then redrafting and
reconsidering every detail. My
own design process often has
elements of both extremes.

When I designed this liquor
cabinet in light and dark
madrone, I was a student at
the College of the Redwoods. 1
wanted my piece to stand out
from the dozen or so being
built around me, but I had no
idea where to start. I did have
a few advantages that often
lead to creative discovery—I
was constantly on the lookout
for inspiration from a range of
sources, I had trusted colleagues
and teachers to tap for advice, I
had a consistent work schedule
with time to explore my ideas,
and I had the constraint of a set
deadline.

The bam! for my liquor
cabinet came in a San Francisco
gallery when I saw a sculpture
by Hiromichi Iwashita. The
piece was a wall-hung triptych
of large basswood panels,
and Iwashita had covered the
entire surface with broad gouge
marks, then colored it with red
gouache and graphite pencil.
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The effect was stunningly
vibrant, and I was captivated
by the idea of adding depth
and life to otherwise fairly
mundane wood. I drew
gouged textures that were
simpler and more regimented,
intentionally different from
Iwashita’s work, and I
planned the cabinet to frame
these textured panels.

The proportions for my
cabinet T lifted, more or less
intact, from a successful piece
by a classmate. I was open to
the time-honored approach
of outright pilfering as long
as I could put stolen details
in an arrangement I had not
seen before. By changing the
materials, adding distinctive
pulls, and gouging the
surface, I'd make my cabinet
clearly different from the one
whose dimensions it shared.

The design of the door
pulls started with images of
round windows in Japanese
architecture. I struggled to

Great gouging. Inspired
by the gouged surface of a
wall-hung wooden sculpture,
Norris experimented with
various gouging patterns
(left) before settling on the
subtle, allover flecking he
used on his liquor cabinet.

adapt the idea to a pull design,
but critiques from instructors
and fellow students helped me
work out the details.

The construction of
the cabinet moved along
smoothly. But no amount
of searching produced a
pleasing design for the feet. I
tried a plinth base, a Chinese-
inspired base, a tapered,
angular Shaker foot, a square
foot, and got no closer to a
design that fit the cabinet.
This was grueling. That is,
until I learned a lesson that
has served me well since:
Take cues from the piece
itself. I realized that the door
pulls—as the one curved
element in an otherwise
rectilinear piece—called for
a curve somewhere else, just
as the dark wood in the latch
plate called for dark wood
in the top and base. With
this insight, the base, with its
subtly curved feet, took shape
naturally.

Photos: David Welter (top right); Sam Norris (top left)
COPYRIGHT 2015 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.

Late in the process I re-
turned to my original inspira-
tion—the textured surfaces.
The nearly complete cabinet
looked great with no texture.
As I sharpened my gouges,
some of my classmates seri-
ously questioned my judg-
ment. I hesitated, suddenly
unsure of what had so clearly

been the impetus behind the
whole design. But an im-
pending deadline forced me
to take a reluctant first swipe.
After that it was easy. O
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