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BREAKING BOUNDARIES
INSPIRED BY NATURE FROM THE GALACTIC TO THE SUB!ATOMIC,  

MAX McCANCE IS BLURRING THE LINES BETWEEN FURNITURE AND ART

‘I want to push the envelope – to capture something beautiful 
that also has an otherness to it, and that requires the viewer to 
ask questions,’ says Max McCance.

Based in a purpose-built workshop and gallery in the Fife 
countryside in Scotland, Max makes furniture and wooden 
sculptures that echo the forms he sees in nature – but which also 
fulfil a function in people’s homes. 

‘My work does push the boundaries of traditional furniture 
design, but whether it is art, I leave that to others to decide,’ 
he says. ‘Art for me has to show superb technical ability and 
skill, whether it is in wood, metal, paint or any other medium. 
Artists must work hard to develop their skills and their abilities 
before they can develop a unique style. I do want to challenge 
perceptions of what a piece of furniture is, and can be. But 
creativity can only come if you first aim for technical mastery – 
dare I say it, perfection – and then try to expand upon it. But you 
must have the technical ability first. Then, when you have ideas, 
you will have the knowledge in your fingertips to carry them out.’

But he adds: ‘At the same time, I want to make something 
that a client can have in their house – they can come home from 
work and it’s not just another piece of furniture, but something 
that enhances their life – something they enjoy living with. 
We should choose our furniture not just for the function, but 
also in the same way we choose a piece of art – to enhance and 
transform our lives.’

FROM GLASGOW TO THE WORLD
Max was raised and educated in Glasgow, serving an engineering 
apprenticeship after school, but his heart was always with wood. 

‘My father had a small workshop in his garage where he made 
items of furniture for the house,’ he recalls. ‘I would often sneak 
in there to hammer nails into scraps of wood. This became my 
favourite pastime until I got a clip round the ear for wasting 
nails!’ The first piece he ever built was a go-kart from old sca!old 
boards and pram wheels. 

‘Over the years I attended classes and various courses until I 
could eventually call myself a woodworker,’ Max says. ‘I worked 
in all aspects of woodworking, from construction and joinery to 
high-end furniture making. This allowed me to travel, because 
I found that wherever I went, people were in need of someone 
with woodworking skills. I ended up living in Italy for eight years, 
eventually setting up my own workshop in Tuscany. My clients 
there referred to my work as designo Scozzese, or Scottish design.’ 
In the late "#$%s Max travelled and worked in the US before 
returning to Scotland to set up his current workshop and gallery.

He recalls: ‘One of the first professional pieces of furniture I 
made was a hi-fi and TV unit which incorporated all the client’s 
videos. The client was thrilled with what he described as “the 
Rolls Royce of TV units”, until a week later I had to return his 
money, as the heat from his Sky box had warped the solid wood 
top. I hadn’t realised that you could just about fry an egg on 
those old Sky boxes! It taught me a lesson to do my research 
more thoroughly in future. My first successful piece was a large 
oak co!ee table for a beautiful home in Edinburgh.’

IN THE WORKSHOP
Max set up his own business because he wanted the freedom  
to make his own pieces on spec as well as taking commissions. 
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‘My workshop is next to my house and outside the windows I can 
see a meadow and a beautiful native woodland, which I find very 
inspiring,’ he says. ‘I purpose-built the workshop some !" years 
ago. It’s in a beautiful part of the Fife countryside, and I can’t 
imagine ever leaving, unless they carry me out in the box I hope 
to make one day for that purpose. Although for some reason, the 
older I get, the more I put it o#!’

He loves working with Japanese saws and chisels for their 
ability to stay sharp for a long time, and also uses old industrial 
machines in his workshop. ‘I use these in both conventional 
and unconventional ways. I restored an old, cast-iron pattern-
maker’s sander which I find invaluable for my work,’ he says. Max 
adds: ‘I am obsessively tidy and visitors always comment that my 
workshop is cleaner than their living room! They ask why there is 
no sawdust, but the truth is, I’m also obsessive about shavings and 
sawdust and have created an elaborate extraction system, which 
makes it easy for me to vacuum after every operation. All my tools 
are carefully organised on the walls and shelves and I replace each 
one as soon as I’ve finished with it. Next to my workshop is my 
display gallery, which I keep stocked with recent work.’

His favourite material to work with is hardwood, ‘because 
it is both technically challenging and extremely beautiful. 
Nothing can replace or emulate the look of a finely grained 
piece of hardwood. I like the fact that wood isn’t stable – it has 
to be able to move – otherwise it splits and warps. Your design 
has to account for this, and you must develop a sixth sense 
about what the wood can and cannot do. I mostly work with 
European oak, but during lockdown I’ve been experimenting 
with other woods, particularly black walnut. For some of my 
work I make a steel skeleton, so knowing how to weld is a great 
bonus.’ He prefers an oil finish, but has developed his own 
technique for creating the satin finish he likes, rather than 
following the instructions on the tin. He adds: ‘Early in my 
career I learned not to succumb to the temptation to buy cheap 
tools. They always let you down.’   

Max says: ‘My designs often require a great deal of repetition. 
I therefore work in a very methodical way. My work involves a 
long series of steps, sometimes making many hundreds of small, 
curved components of exactly the same size. I cannot move to 
the next step until I have completed the previous step.’ 

FORMED BY NATURE
‘My ideas are inspired by forms seen in nature – from the 
galactic scale to the subatomic,’ says Max. ‘Recently, pine cones, 
beech mast and ash keys – all the beautiful things the woodland 
produces – have influenced some of my newest works.’

His core portfolio is divided into three collections: Flora, Fauna 
and Cosmos. Max explains: ‘The Flora Collection is inspired by 
shapes and textures found in nature, and draws from plant forms 
such as cones, seeds, leaves and thorns. The Fauna Collection 
draws on animal forms such as crustaceans, insects, mammals and 
birds, as well as taking a particular focus on the human experience 
and body. The Cosmos Collection reflects my interest in science, 
and also draws from celestial influences. The collections change as 
the pieces sell. This gives me the opportunity to make new pieces, 
and then the collections evolve. I try constantly to innovate. Every 
time I make something, it’s a learning process because I am always 

trying to expand on what is technically possible.’
Max uses the term ‘technorganic’, a term borrowed from 

architecture, to describe his work. ‘It suggests the combination 
of technological and organic features,’ he explains. ‘I am deeply 
inspired by forms seen in nature, but I am also inspired by 
science, architecture, the built environment and industrial 
construction techniques. And then all of this is filtered 
through both the limitations of what is possible in wood, and 
the challenges of my own craftsmanship. I’m fascinated by 
overcoming technical problems. I start with the limitations of 
“table” or “cabinet”, and then within those boundaries, see how 
far I can go with it. For that reason, I’ve always had to invent my 
own unique methods of making in order to fulfil my vision. I use 
my tools and machines in unconventional ways. I like to push 
those boundaries. What is a piece of furniture; what is a piece  
of art? Can the two be combined?’

GOING SOLO
Much of Max’s work is now done on spec and he only takes 
smaller commissions, as working on pieces for his gallery takes 
up most of his time. ‘Over the years I’ve become less concerned 
with function. The less functional pieces that I make sell well, 
and this allows me to continue experimenting,’ he says. 

Each of his collections features intricately designed spiral 
tables. These start with a steel axis around which he builds a 
grooved core. ‘Each piece is then tenoned into the groove and 
built up gradually,’ Max explains. ‘Repetition is part of the 
woodworking life, and I’ve tried to make a virtue out of building 
work up slowly and carefully out of individual components, often 
layered to create the shape I am seeking.’

A stand-out project he has worked on has been a large circular 
table commissioned by the rector of St Andrews University, who 
wanted each person seated at the table to be present as an equal, 
and which inspired several more large circular dining tables. He 
recently built a !.!m diameter $!-seater table from $! battens. 
‘As I work on my own, I had to come up with innovative ways of 
gluing it up in sections,’ he says. ‘Once it was completed, the only 
way I could move it around the workshop was by standing it on 
its edge and rolling it. It nearly flattened me a couple of times!’

FUTURE UNDER THE MICROSCOPE 
Sales were quiet for Max during the Covid-$% pandemic and 
lockdowns, but have been high since things started moving 
again – and he was able to use the quieter time to be creative. 
‘Whenever I finish a piece, I’m immediately thinking about how 
to develop and evolve the idea, so there are always plenty of ideas 
to build on. I don’t think I will ever have time to make them all!’

Looking forward, he continues to explore the structures of 
nature. ‘Recently I’ve been looking at photographs taken with an 
electron microscope, which I find inspiring,’ he says. When he’s 
not working Max loves to get out into the Scottish mountains, 
wild camping and winter climbing. ‘From November to May, two 
hours’ drive from my house are the Cairngorm mountains – a 
winter wonderland. I come back full of inspiration and desperate 
to get back in the workshop,’ he says.

maxmccance.com, @max.mccance


