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I get obsessed,” savs 53-vear-

I old Michael Cooper as he

. survevs the monumental

obsession that has consumed him for
the last 16 months, Intricatelv crafted
from over 4,000 pieces of wood,

Cooper’s visionary motorcycle, titled

“lunahu® s almact his annish 1a stde
On display for it first showing at the

48th Annual Oakland Roadster Show in
lanuary 1997, the fantasy chopper
knocked “em dead for five solid days. In
the biasé worid of custom bikes and

cars, where crafismanship is ihe norm,
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no one thought a static display bike

made of wood would become the maost
talked about exhibit at this prestigious
miechanized forum, But it was, much to
the ev eriasting gratification of its
creator, Michael Cooper.

Displayed right next to the dreamy

heavy metal choppers of master

the most creative metalwork disg

at the show.

In a wav, "'(:LiI:.\-':l_\ " reminded me of
an intricate model Ferris wheel that
captivalied mv atiention as a chiid,
;‘a.~|1]u'\{xi in the front window of a

seafood restaurant in Boston, the 3-foot

more. Lsing 48 different tvpes of wood,

Cooper was able to simulate evervthing
from tire rubber to braided steel fuel
lines without even resorting Lo stain.
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ne naturai patina of ail that wood

-

endows the sculpture with a uni

design that differentiated it from even

at Cooper’s relentless fanaticism. I'm
sure there were times when “Gunshy”
seemed hike a hifetime sentence to
Cooper, just whal possessed him to
1
i

devoie more than a year of his life o

this creation?



W A Bridgepori-style vertical milling machine is the choice for high-precision work,

A culmination of lifelong dreams,
fears and ambitions coalesced into this
expressionistic assemblage. The dreams
started early, and bad dreams they were.
“I'had a BB gun when I was a kid,” says
Cooper, "and | used to shoot at tin
cans, Years later I finally shot a bird, 1
ran over and watched it die, and
nothing has had a more negative effect
on me!™ It wasn't long after that
episode that Cooper himself nearly
rolled over and died when assailed by a
gunman in his father’s grocery store.
The shaking robber put a revolver 1o
the boy's forehead, and Cooper never
doubted for an instant his life was
about to end, "I was shaking worse than
he was, and he was shaking pretty bad,”
says the artist of that epochal
experience, As a result of those
encounters, Cooper became fascinated
and repelled by the power of the gun in
American societv. It's a conviction that
permeates much of his work,

[t you look closely beneath the gas
tank of “Gunshy,” you'll find a .38
revolver instead of a
knucklehead Harley engine. Not only is
this gun perfectly realistic, but it's
integrated into the frame of the bike so
ingeniously that you hardly even notice
it at first glance. | know I didn’t! The
snub-nosed gun is turbo-supercharged,

caliber

moreaver, with lots of imaginary bul
convincing plumbing connecting it to a

huge Weber carburetor and
turbocharger snail. It’s Cooper’s own
private joke about the devastation
wrought by firepower, The lethal aspect

of the sculpture contradicts the
inherent beauty of the piece. The
lurking evil of the revolver contrasts
with the giddy wood parquets and
infuses the bike with an inner tension,
Once you notice that , 38 magnum
opus under the tank, you begin to
realize that there's more to this piece
than just surface finish. The disc brakes,
calipers, plumbing, teardrop tank,
spoked and nippled wire wheels are all
startlingly accurate reproductions of the
real thing. But on the other hand there's
a subtle satire going on here, as Cooper
undercuts his endorsement of reality by
making the whole bike out of wood,
The contradictions in “Gunshy”
come as no surprise, because Michael
Cooper is far from your average
wondworker, Religiously schooled in
the trade by an uncle and grandfather
who ran a cabinet shop in Lodi,
California, and by a father who worked
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B “Captain's Chair” from 1975, an carly experiment in bent-wood lamination,




wartime and later built architectura
models, ('.m':pcr became an inveterate
tinkerer before he turned welve. Uncle
Ralph loines warked the shop, Tony
and loines Cabinets, with Cooper’s
granddad, Together, the elders taught
young Michael how to manipulate

wood, He learned io
> 4

sand, naii,

eguipment,

“1 was always making stuff, from
baisa airplanes onwards. Paper covered
wiih silkspan and dope. When T was
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that was like a slingshot dragster.”
Cooper didn’t know it at the time, but
with its elongated frame and convoluted

e, that
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a long line of pratotypes for “Gunshy.”
B ' !

in his father’s grocery store was access
to its magazine rack, which contained a
variety of how-to-do-it journals:
“When | was vounger | made Tommy
guns and slingshots from plans in
Popular Mechanics, [ used to love
looking at that magazine.” Today; when

nosy criiics inguire about the so
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from the early vears at the shop and
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just about anvthing he wanted with

enough practice and the right toals.

Cooper and his brother Charles

bought a welding kit
i elding

t projects was the go-

aone of ther firs

art frame. By the aope nf
arl frame, By ine age ol

Cooper had become a "hot rodder” At
the same

[1ftoen
isleen,

"~

became
proficient with the coping saw and the

time, he also
drill press in the cabinet shop. He was
permitted to use these power tools
because they presented minimal

1en use 1t !1!?1'!'.'!1.

Although his curriculum at Lodi

included shop, he didn’t really focus

much on craft again until he reached

coliege. Providing the motivation was a
L. | .
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the kinetic sculpture of Fletcher
Benton, then a teacher at San lose State.
The exposure was enough to draw

Coaoper by

0 k 10 San lose for a graduate

AL Sianiidd

program in Sculpture under Benton’s
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A ¥ A torms which do not lend
themselves to traditional woodwaorking
Ay [l o techniques and methods. | tend to be
wol drawn to complex pieces with highly
9‘-] e condensed details, The work most often
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teners over g 5 r
ments. My methods have evelved over
thirty vears of building and acquiring
better tools, machines, and skiils for
various tasks, it 1s not uncommon for a
sculpture to take six months to a vear
and a half to complete, partly because

B A great deal of rough “carving” and
shaping can be accomplished on the
bandsaw { Phoio i),

B Shaping is almost always done with a
Bosch 4-1/2" diameter right-angle grinder
using 36 to 80 grit
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tion 15 a non-issue with abrasives, With

some practice, | have used this ool to

eliminate most hand methods of shaping
larger pieces.
W For finer work or concave surfaces,

i
"

e several right ang
up with 3/4", 1", 2" and 3" diameter abra-
sive discs of 80 grit, The straight hand die

g
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drum or tapered cone sanding, Fast,
agoressive sandir

g

1g can be accomplished
with a high-quality dual-action rotary
sander; final sanding is with a Dynabrade
5" random orbit sander, For precision fine
shaping I use a series of hand files.
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B [ now use a metal lathe almost com-
pletely for all types of turning. Precise fit-
ting 18 made much casier with the normal

options a metal lathe provides, A removy-



able heavy tool rest can be fabricated and
mounted on the saddle for traditional
turning with hand-held tools. My large
iathe has many shop-buili holding fix
tures. This one has reversible wooden jaws

to hold donut shapes for inside and out-

side sanding (Photo, page 74),

normally held in a 67 vise, while larger
pieces can be easily held to the siotted table
with a hoid-down set { Photo, page 70).
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TELOT Was @ Woii-
derful challenge. It was roughed out on
the mill with several different set-ups. The

tahla Mu hande cnntrallsd the Faad rFata
table, My hands controlled the foed rate
of the X, ¥, and 7 axiz of the table {and

part) movement. | could easily see what |
was doing and my hands were safely
away from the cutter.

the right shape was established.
Preliminary drawings might be usetul but
can also be restrictive (Phota 3),

B With enough parts made | can do a
mock up to decide where this thing is
headed; some planning is good! | move

the parts around a iot 1o see various possi-
K

M In this sculpture, the frame shape
and structure came well into the con-
struction process, A single thin piece of
ash was bent and held in place by mask-
ing tape and hot melt glue to study the
form. Some bent laminations were set
around the core elements and glued

using piastic resi and a variety of

excellent for bends in a single plane.

Careful drawing, cutting, and sanding of
the forms will give very pleasing results
and great strength [Photo 6).

(=
|

d



tutelage: “Thoueh T didn't know him at
the time of the LA show, he became one

of the people on my graduate

committee.” In 1968, the committee

awarded Cooper a Masier's degree in

Sculpture. During that program,
Cooper refined his woodworking
technique: "My MA degree at San Jose
was in kinetic sculpture, and what | did

vad ;

 lates of wy
ots of wood co
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wood. And | did my first bent wood
laminations there. 1 did lots of work

with wood Ii!cr-_', but |i|.l.f_'|' were
sometimes  covered with  other

materials, It wasn't until & few years
later that T started working in wood
more exclusively. I love wood lor a
variety of reasons, Number one is the
speed vou can work 11, and the lorms
vou can make. It's reallv versatile”
Cooper served as a mentor to
undergraduates in the San Jose State
shop, dispensing tools, advice and

cauiion io his siudents just as his uncie

techniques, not by taking classes, but by
teaching himself, He began turning out
a series of wood-based antomotive
artworks that appeared, not in art

galleries, but at custom car shows. Not
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work in the field at UC Berkeley, where
hie earned an MFA degree in Sculpture
by studving under Peter Voulkos,
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a "world-renowned sculptor because he

broke ceramics away from function,”

warry Hatly cratine that cAanuvasntianas
a, Hatly stating that conventional
hanctic r 15 of little concern to his

wondworking ethos:

make things with four regular legs. 1
it’s got three wheels and a peg leg, then
that’s a regular chair for me. ” Thus, his
works are not particulariy concerned
with function. Their main purpose is to
make you think. And provocation is

often the hardest task of all for the artist.
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continuing inspiration for his own
work: "1 try to teach people to stretch
themselves and think as individuals, not
to copy others. Even from the
beginning. I think that copying comes
from not pushing yourself hard
enough. What's great about teaching is,
=K Lo T oen e Il G-

techmque, so they'll |
that interests them. Girls are great,
especially if they've never had a wood
class, because thevre not encumbered
bv the problems of technique. You get
some  greai stieff happening with
beginners. But the problem is, now that
you've sold them on an interesting way

to start, 3."1111"\'1' ant 1o teach them how

tin Aavelian the idea ta the mnaint whowe
to develop the tdea to the point where
thev can pull it off. It's tricky, but it's

—
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B Metal lathe fitted with a fixture using reversible wooden jaws to hold the work.



During his sabbatical from DeAnza
in 1996, Cooper set out to crafl a
modest sidecar chopper for a good
friend of his. At least that was the plan
at the outset. By the time he had
finished the project over a year later, it
had grown from its planned footprint of
36" 1o a length of 98", a height of 43"
and a width of 50". With over 4,000
separate pieces of wood in the mix,
“"Gunshy” assumed mythic proportions
upon completion, It consists of 48
different types of wood, with 550 pieces
alone in the teardrop gas tank. Each link
of the chain takes 12 pieces of wood to
construct, and there are two chains with
40 links in each chain! Every time |
think about all this, it reminds me of
the convict’s toothpick Ferris wheel in
Boston. Cooper spent more than 2,200
hours building “Gunshy. " The friend
who had originally expected to buy a
small display piece has long since bailed
out of ownership, and “Gunshy”
remains available to the first collector
with $100,000.

Cooper dislikes the restrictions
imposed on his work by preliminary
sketches, feeling that thev tend to limit
his creativity. And if there's one thing
he’s learned from his years of teaching,
it's that the primacy of creativity
determines the value of the finished
product. “What | enjoy about my work
is that because there’s no sketch, vou
feel much freer about experimenting
with where something might go, or how
the thing might look. Because now
you're thinking fresh about it again.”

When it was time to lay out
“Gunshy,” Cooper mocked up his vision
with miniature wheels and cardboard
cutouts to simulate the major sub-
groups. As the work progressed from
vision to wood,
imagination to adjust, realign and
improve things. “Originally, it was
going to have a gun which was going to
be the body of the piece. I decided to
maock up the rear wheel and the front
wheel, did a little paper sidecar, then
mocked up the gun clamped to a
wooden form, Once the wheel was
made and the gun body was made, |

he allowed his

B “Checks and Balances” (1991), a meditation on the ravages of corporate America.

started working on the more spaghetti-
like part of the exhaust.”

He crafted the intricate exhaust
tubing not from bent wood, but from
solid blocks cut with doughnut holes
and formed to shape. Even at this point,
Cooper continued to recalibrate the
balance of his piece;: “When the
exhaust collector got big, it sort of
moved the sidecar from one side to the
other. Then the rear wheel looked too

small, and I had to make the front
wheel taller. 1 work by the seat of my
pants. Sometimes the mock-up takes
just @ matter of minutes. | don't know
how it’s going to metamorphose, but 1
have faith that it can be interesting.”
The next time you head into your
shop to craft some wood, try reaching
for a block of amaranth or a scrap of
bocote. Or perhaps you'd rather delve
into your stash of cocobole, iroko or

PHOTO By L MUNA
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B Derail of “Self Portrait”, Cooper's humaorous take on classical Greek sculprure.

makore? Out of those varieties? Then

£

ttled for other, less ivory woods in the

interwoven somewhere betwe
Jaminated ash frame and the Phili
mahogany handicbars.

snakes exhaust is made

(1]

The bun

worthy of scrutiny by all woodworkers.
Cooper set up his matrix so that all

ceniral spine, Inus, no maiter how ne
PR, A B RO S T R S P ST
OIS € dimingid, ne same patiern o1

squares predominates. “There are a lot
of steps involved. For the tank, 1 did
about four different diameters, then just
and offset them, If

vou'll

get accurate
them are. As you carve or turn your
shape, the pattern always looks exactly

the way it should at the intersections.”

Cooper has learned that grain direction
is not critical in laminate work. He

carves his laminates with an air tool and
a power grinder, only using non-

powered hand tools towards the end of
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a mechanical process, then you use an
air tool, a hand tool, and one week later
vou have a carburetor. For me, the fun
part is discovering what the process 1s
that's going to make this work.”

Cooper excels at deceiving vou into

thinking you're looking at onc thing
st oz 24 o WY o A . R { o PN ey
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<, 1y |-, Ko ERN I T Yo, MR, LA -
DLECT QIRIECDy WHINLLD o I_-' FCdl LU U [R5 RN § u
braided aluminum “Aercauis® hose
braided aluminum “Aeroquip” hose
material, In reality, thev're crafied from

curly maple which provides the three-

dimensional braiding effect of

Aeroquip. As Cooper says, "I wanted to
do what I could in my design so that it
would have the feeling of a braided
hose. Of course, | couldn’t quite d

to the beat of a different exhaust note.
He has invested enough time and
money in “Gunshy” to have buili
himself a Roadster Show grand
champion. Instead, he ended up
constructing a tribute to rodding that

interest in mechanical apparatus. And

he's also got an important statement to
make aboui the control guns exert over

[

j = proves that
Cooper has masterfully married his
medium to his message in a manner
worthy of Marshall McLuhan.

David Colman writ

from northern

Califorma




