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On display at The Holburne Museum this month are 
contemporary furniture designer Charlie Caffyn’s Shaker-

inspired pieces – future heirlooms in the making
By VELIMIR ILIC

DESIGNS 
FOR LIFE 
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FURNITURE  
INTERIORS

art rooms, making 3D objects and doing life drawing. But it was at Art 
Foundation level that I really began to focus – by the age of 20, 
I knew all I wanted to do was design and make furniture.”

Having trained at Oxfordshire’s prestigious Rycotewood Furniture 
Centre, where he also enjoyed a much-prized exchange placement 
at renowned Swedish design house Stenebyskolan, Charlie went on 
to complete a BA in Furniture Design at specialist university college 
Ravensbourne in London, and from there his career soared. 

He went straight into designing mass-produced nursery furniture 
(including a high-chair that folded down into a briefcase-sized 
package for storage and transportation, sold globally around the 
world), overseeing production and helping set up factories across 
Europe and South-East Asia. 

But it was on one of these trips, as he watched literally thousands 
of his designs rolling off the production lines, that he realised he 
needed a change. “I’d learnt so much from that experience, but knew 
I couldn’t carry on doing that kind of thing forever,” he says. 
“I just wanted to move to the South West and get back to the roots 
of furniture-making – designing and hand-making bespoke pieces in 
small batches for individual customers.”

And so Charlie moved back to Bristol, spending a few years as 
a design consultant before fi nding the perfect home and workshop 
space in Bradford on Avon. For the last decade, he’s been making 
unique commissioned items in and around the South West, 
including solid wood furniture such as coffee tables, coat stands, 
cabinets, wardrobes, tables and chairs. Recent commissions include 
a statement reception desk for a prestigious fi rm of architects, and 
a stunning glass, oak and maple dining table (pictured opposite, top 
left) for one of his London clients.

Working with sustainably sourced oak, ash, walnut, beech, cherry, 
tulip, teak and even iroko, Charlie’s passion for his raw materials is 
clear. “I’m addicted to the workshop and to wood!” he laughs. “Each 
piece is fi nished with well-crafted details that show off the wood at 

its best.”
Ultimately, he says, it’s all about creating 

something visually striking from a natural 
material. “You can buy a stack of wood, 
any size, shape or type, and with time 
and care it can be transformed into a 
quality piece of practical furniture. It’s the 
combination of function and structure that 
sets furniture design apart from sculpture 
or art.”

Charlie then takes us to his workshop to 
show us – with a great deal of pride, it has 
to be said – the aforementioned Whitehill 
garden bench that he’s put so much 
creative energy into. A real thing of beauty 
it is, too. So why is now the right time for 
him to take the next step in his thus-far 
eventful and fruitful career?

“Like any true profession, furniture design – like architecture – 
takes a great deal of time to master,” he responds. “I feel I’ve reached 
the point where, in terms of experience, technique and originality of 
design, everything has come together. So, it feels right to now start 
offering my bespoke pieces to discerning, design-aware people who 
recognise the true value of great furniture to keep for life.

“When asked about his approach to design, Mies Van Der Rohe 
famously said that ‘God is in the details’. I can’t lay claim to any kind 
of divine intervention, but that fi ne dictum certainly works well 
enough for me!” 

See Charlie Caffyn’s designs at The Holburne Museum’s Plant Sale on 7 May, 

11am – 2pm. For more: www.charliecaffyndesigns.com

B
arely two minutes after meeting Charlie 
Caffyn at his Bradford on Avon home-
cum-studio workshop, you’re struck by the 
clear notion that this is the modern artisan 
designer/maker personifi ed. This is creative, 
garrulous, warmly welcoming and fi zzing 
with energy, even at the tail-end of another 
busy working week. Flitting between rooms 
to make sure his kids are happily settling 
down for bed, he fi lls the teapot with his 

favourite Earl Grey, as his wife Emily kisses him goodbye before 
dashing out to her regular Friday night book club.

We’re here to fi nd out more about Charlie’s 
new collection of made-to-order solid wood 
furniture – beautifully sculptural, striking pieces 
inspired by pioneering architects and furniture 
designers such as Hans J. Wegner and Charles 
& Ray Eames. “I’m also a huge admirer of Mies 
Van Der Rohe’s sublime modern architecture,” 
he says, “but across all design, I particularly love 
Shaker furniture.” 

Available to pre-order from his website, you’ll 
be able to see some of the collection fi rst-hand at 
the Holburne Museum’s Plant Sale event on 
7 May. The centrepiece will be his head-turning, 
signature Whitehill garden bench, alongside a 
striking coffee table and chair. It’s just the tip of 
the iceberg – Charlie is promising new additions 
to the range as the year progresses, available in 
a variety of woods.

It all begins to make sense as we look at a scale 
model of the Whitehill bench (named after 
a well-known Bradford on Avon street) that sits 
in the middle of the table we’re gathered around. 
You can see immediately that clever, unfussy 
and masterly combination of Shaker-style form 
and function, wedded with the clean lines of 
precision that an architect or structural engineer 
might admire – a statement piece, for sure.

“It has extended and exaggerated lines and 
proportions, and I want the wood to naturally 
‘silver’ with age,” he says. “What I’m striving for with this piece – as 
with everything else in the collection – is to make ‘furniture for life’, 
pieces that people might see as future heirlooms.”

For a man only in his mid-40s, the journey to this point of his 
career has been pretty intense. It all began at the tender age of 10, 
when he made his fi rst table out of old pallets. “I was really pleased 
with it, so then I made a shelf for my Beano comics,” he beams. “And 
throughout school, I found myself gravitating into the workshops and 

YOU CAN SEE 
IMMEDIATELY 
THAT CLEVER, 
MASTERLY 
COMBINATION 
OF SHAKER-
STYLE FORM 
AND FUNCTION

Charlie with his signature Whitehill 
bench; opposite page: more of his 
beautifully-crafted statement furniture, 
including a stunning dining table (top 
left) made from glass, oak and maple
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