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A tool has a function when it’s not in use, because that’s most of the time.
John Economaki
Why would a museum exhibit tools? At Museum of Contemporary Craft, we prefer
to ask when might a museum exhibit tools. That moment, for us, is when the tools
exemplify values in keeping with an institutional goal to create exhibitions that
show how craft and design intersect. John Economaki’s story is a decades long
demonstration of dedication, entrepreneurship, innovation and experimentation.
We know this publication and exhibition will inspire woodworkers, furnituremakers, photographers, and inventors. But we believe it will also inspire anyone who
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needs courage and conviction to change careers; who seeks business advice
from someone who has experienced ups and downs; and those who doubt that
handcrafting and technology are partners today and in the future.
Every trade has its tools. Whether you are a chef or a dressmaker, potter or a
writer, there are specific tools which enable successful completion of specialized
tasks. The use of these tools leads to a memorable meal, beautiful garment, bowl
or novel. We believe in good tools. We trust that they will provide reliable service
in the construction of a quality finished product. What if the tool itself, however,
is just as finely crafted, just as aesthetically compelling as it is functional? For the
past 30 years, artist, furniture-maker, toolmaker, and businessman John Economaki
has built his life and business around a core idea: a tool should be as compelling
when not in use as it is when serving its’ intended purpose. In other words, a tool
must be as beautiful an object as the objects it is used to create. John Economaki’s
ongoing commitment to this idea is precisely why the Museum of Contemporary
Craft organized an exhibition to share his story through the tools of Bridge City
Tool Works with the community.
John’s insatiable curiosity and drive to improve any thing around him is contagious.
Everything is fair game for redesign. Listening to John rapidly explain shortcomings
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and opportunities with any tool is infectious and educational. He can articulate
exactly how he intends to improve the tool in question, clearly describing how he
can bring artistry to form and function. After just a short time with John, it would
be nearly impossible not to believe that he could transform a successful furnituremaking studio into an heirloom tool making business in a few short months.
To say that the transition was overnight is no exaggeration. In the late 1970s, John
found success as an artist who made beautifully crafted furniture, His work was
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(1979), is part of its collection and featured in Unpacking the Collection: Selections from the Museum of Contemporary Craft (2008).  
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inspire future generations to aim to be the best in their field,
and, hopefully, to seize opportunities to live a life of creative

While it is as a furniture maker that John’s relationship began with
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his story with the community-at-large. Nicole Nathan, Curator of
Collections and Registrar organized the exhibition and accompanying programs to demonstrate John’s unique position as an artist
who can successfully shift and apply his intimate knowledge of how
a tool must perform for a maker to how to make a tool itself. John
understands and combines the way a tool must feel in the hands
of a woodworker with his artist’s understanding of how that tool
must look so a collector of tools must have it. And because of his
strong aesthetic sensibilities and personal philosophies regarding
beauty in all things with which one surrounds oneself, any tool
made by John is an object of beauty and desire in its own right.

[1] Archives of Museum of Contemporary Craft in partnership with Pacific
Northwest College of Art.
[2] Interview with John Economaki, Joe Felzman, Nicole Nathan, and Namita
Gupta Wiggers, February 16, 2013.

