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Wood into Art
Anthony Giachetti’s furniture is both  
functional and timeless.

by katherine nichols

A music stand of East Indian 
rosewood, with maple laminat-
ed veneers curved as delicately 
as a clef, stands rooted in a solid 

base so that it leans toward the musician 
with assurance. It expresses the remarkable 
integration of art and utility in the one-of-
a-kind pieces by furniture designer/maker 
Anthony Giachetti, A.M. ’69. Each work 
has a distinct function—but their endur-

ing aesthetic appeal is even more promi-
nent. “Timelessness is something that I 
think about constantly in the design pro-
cess,” he says.

Attorney Charles Edson ’56, J.D. ’59, 
and his wife can attest to this, having 
purchased a fluted sideboard Giachetti 
made for a show in 1982—one of three 
of his pieces that they own. “I thought it 
was smashing looking, and asked him if 

he could expand on 
the idea,” Sue Edson 

recalls. They commissioned a seven-foot-
long French walnut desk with fluted, 
curved verticals. “I like Tony’s work just 
as much today as when we purchased it,” 
she says, “and I can’t say that about the 
work of many artists that we have around 
the house.” 

All of Giachetti’s pieces are privately 
held, save a tiger maple bench with ebo-
ny inlay whose “concave sides and cen-
tral arch testify to Giachetti’s mastery of 

Clockwise from top 
left: a seven-drawer 
desk (detail) and an 
attorney’s desk from 
the back and front
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lamination,” according to literature from 
the Yale University Art Gallery, where it 
remains on display 25 years after its ac-
quisition. To achieve its type of dramatic 
curve, he slices wood to a one-eighth-inch 
thickness with a band saw, then sands, 

bends, and glues at least seven plies—one 
at a time, in order, to match the grain—to 
a carefully formed particleboard. Calculat-
ing different concentric lines requires the 
creator “to put on that engineering hat,” 
he says. Yet even the meticulous place-

The financial crisis and en-
suing Great Recession sur-
prised most economists and 
policymakers, writes David 
M. Kotz ’65, professor of eco-
nomics at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst (and 
Distinguished Professor at the 
Shanghai University of Finance 
and Economics). Depression-

like collapses were thought to be “no longer possible in contemporary capitalism.” 
But he reinterprets these economic difficulties in The Rise and Fall of Neoliberal 
Capitalism (Harvard, $39.95). From the introduction:

In 2008 a severe financial and broad 
economic crisis broke out in the United 
States. It rapidly spread to much of the 
global financial and economic system.…
While the acute stage of financial col-
lapse and economic free-fall at the start 
of the crisis has passed, it has been fol-
lowed by a period of stagnation and eco-
nomic instability….

This crisis issued from the particular 
form of capitalism in the United States 
in recent decades, often called free-mar-
ket, or neoliberal, capitalism. Neoliberal 
capitalism arose around 1980, first in the 
United States and the United Kingdom, re-
placing the quite different “regulated capi-
talism” that had preceded it. It soon spread 
to many, although not all, other countries, 
and came to dominate the global-level eco-
nomic institutions of this era.

…In brief, in neoliberal capitalism 
market relations and market forces op-
erate relatively freely and play the 
predominant role in the economy. 
By regulated capitalism we mean 
a form of capitalism in which 
such non-market institutions as 
states, corporate bureaucracies, 
and trade unions play a major role 
in regulating economic activity, 
restricting market relations and 
market forces to a lesser role in 
the economy.…

[T]he crisis that began in 2008 is 
not just a financial crisis, or a par-

ticularly severe recession—or a combi-
nation of the two. It is a structural crisis 
of the neoliberal form of capitalism.…
[T]he crisis, unlike an ordinary business 
cycle recession, cannot be resolved with-
in the current structural form.…Even a 
bold Keynesian policy of fiscal expansion 
through big increases in public spending, 
while capable of stimulating faster eco-
nomic growth and creating more jobs for 
a time, would not in itself resolve the un-
derlying structural problem that is block-
ing a resumption of a normal trajectory 
of profit-making and economic expansion 
over the long run. Rather, major struc-
tural change in the economy and other 
related aspects of society represents the 
only route to resolving the current crisis, 
a view that finds support from the his-
tory of the resolution of past structural 
crises in the United States such as that of 
the 1930s.

O P E N  B O O K

R o u g h  R o a d  
f o r  C a p i t a l i s m

ment of materials remains an organic art. 
“Never is a match perfect, because the 
wood changes in grain and color as you cut 
sequentially from sap to heartwood,” he 
explains. This allows the furniture to “tell 
the tale of the tree.” 

Giachetti, who divides his time be-
tween East Boothbay, Maine, and Chapel 
Hill, North Carolina, hand-selects wood 
from importers in New York City; favor-
ites include curly maple, Swiss pearwood, 
curly mahogany, rosewood, walnut, cher-
ry, quartered oak, French walnut, and 
English brown oak. Beauty attracts him 
first. The wood, when finished with oil, 
must “have a look and feel that enhances 
the grain pattern and is as smooth as silk,” 
he says. But he also chooses materials that 
have “the strength necessary for quality-
built furniture to last many lifetimes.” 
The decision to use a particular variety 
depends on the purpose of a piece or a cli-
ent’s preferences. 

The Shaker tradition, featuring exposed 
joinery and elegant lines, informed Giachet-
ti’s early work. Over time the more complex 
English Arts and Crafts style sparked his 
imagination, forcing his skills to follow 
suit. “If you are doing one-of-a-kind work,” 
he says, “it’s important to strike a balance 
between developing and refining a design 
over a number of pieces, and then knowing 
when you should move on.”

Details indicative of Giachetti’s style in-
clude 16 fluted and inlaid curly mahogany 
door verticals in barrel-stave construc-
tion on a cabinet inspired by the designs of 
twentieth-century Italian architect Paolo 
Portoghesi. Occasionally, whimsical touches 
grace the refinement, as with doors on a 
French- and black-walnut butterfly cabinet 
that open toward the center, like wings. A 
jewelry chest, raised on slender legs, con-
tains 29 miniature drawers of different sizes, 

evoking a sophisticated puzzle. 
Each intricate piece may take 
eight or nine weeks of intense 
work to complete. 

When Giachetti started, he 
sold a walnut table for less than 
$500. By the early 1990s, when he 
was working exclusively through 
private commissions and jur-
ied shows, one of his desks sold 
through the American Crafts 
Council for $10,000, and another 
was appraised at $30,000. 

 Yet his first clients paid noth-©
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ing at all: Giachetti began by building fur-
niture for his own home in the late 1960s 
and early 1970. He was pursuing a Harvard 

Ph.D. in economics and met his future 
wife, Nikki Schumann ’70, an artist who 
sharpened her silk-screening prowess on 
the iconic “red fist” posters for the student 
strikes of 1969. Though he’d never picked 

up a tool, Giachetti decided—for reasons 
he still can’t quite explain—to furnish 
their apartment with his own handiwork. 
So he purchased textbooks, set up shop in 
a friend’s basement, and started teaching 
himself the art of furniture making “in-
stead of writing my dissertation.”

Six months later, the completion of a 
cherry-wood dining table cued the shift 
from hobby to lifelong vocation. “I was 
making something tangible,” he recalls. 
“It just seemed much more immediate and 
gratifying.” 

Details of a music stand (far left) and  
of a fluted cabinet

Divertimentos and  
Democracy
A Far Cry plays con spirito—and without a baton.  
by sophia nguyen

M ounted on the wall of the botáni-
ca next door, where the devout 
can buy incense and saints’ im-
ages, painted statues of angels 

stare into the rented storefront in Jamaica 
Plain where A Far Cry rehearses. Having 
someone to watch over them could help the 
members of the young chamber orchestra 
make their way in the classical music world, 
and its crowded Boston scene—especially 
since these 17 violinists, violists, cellists, and 
double bassists play without a conductor’s 
guiding hand. But the grace of this leaderless 
(and, as they admit, “highly opinionated”) 
crew is no divine gift; it’s a deep trust, cul-
tivated over time.

Founded in 2007, A Far Cry has record-
ed six albums. They tour the country and 
abroad, in addition to giving regular con-
certs at home—at the New England Con-
servatory (NEC), at St. John’s Church in 
Jamaica Plain, and at the Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum, where they have been 
Chamber Orchestra in Residence since 
2010. This season’s first concert at NEC’s 
Jordan Hall, Return to the Idyll, opened with 
a suite by contemporary British composer 
Thomas Adés. Across its seven move-

ments, A Far Cry filled the space with un-
settled and percussive pizzicato, then made 
the voices of their instruments rise and 
intertwine sinuously—all without a baton 
to cue them in or dictate tempo. “Watch-
ing them is like watching a player piano,” 
one audience member remarked. Their 
performances can have the same hypnot-
ic effect as the sight of ivory keys moved 
by an invisible hand. The musicians ob-
serve one another closely, registering each 
other’s breaths and gestures. Violinist Jae 
Young Cosmos Lee, one of the group’s co-
founders, describes this attunement to fel-
low players as akin to “wearing them on 
the outside of your skin.” 

Three Harvard alumni play in A Far 

A Far Cry (below) formed at the New 
England Conservatory, in Boston. Its 
members, shown in concert at Jordan Hall, 
generally perform without a conductor.
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