
Woodworking 
Woman

ONE OF THE FEW FEMALES MAKING A NAME  
FOR HERSELF IN CARPENTRY, ALEKSANDRA 
ZEE CRAFTS CUSTOM WOOD PIECES THAT 

HAVE EARNED HER A DEDICATED FOLLOWING 
ON INSTAGRAM. THE OAKLAND-BASED ARTIST 
CAN OFTEN BE FOUND SEEKING INSPIRATION IN 
JOSHUA TREE, SO WE SAT DOWN WITH HER TO 

TALK ABOUT ARTISTIC EXPRESSION.

INTERVIEW BY KRISTIN SCHARKEY 
PHOTOGRAPHS BY ALEKSANDRA ZEE
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HOW DID YOU GET STARTED IN WOODWORKING?
Right out of  college, I got a job at Anthropologie in Palo Alto 
and I did all the displays. There’s a display artist for every store, 
so I did that for a few years and that’s how I fell in love with 
woodworking. [Then] I just realized that I wanted to make it on 
my own somehow in my craft. It was definitely four or five years 
of  waiting tables, but finally I was able to quit and I have been on 
my own woodworking full-time for the past two-and-a-half  years.
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WHY ESCAPE TO THE DESERT?
I definitely don’t think it’s an escape. It’s 
more like I feel even more alive when I’m 
down here. It awakens all of  my senses 
and I can see more clearly when I’m not 
in the hustle and bustle. … I’m just more 
receptive to inspiration and more in tune 
with my creativity.

HOW HAS YOUR ART EVOLVED?
When I first got started, I was heavily 
inspired by the Southwest. I was going 
to the Southwest a lot, particularly New 
Mexico – the desert has always been a 
thing. That slowly transitioned into a 
mixture of  Southwest textiles and the ’70s: 
’70s architecture and ’70s woodworking, 
like wood panel woodworking, walls, 
floors, strange artwork. … When you 
come here, you get a pretty good dose of  
it. It’s a time warp coming to Joshua Tree.

I GET THE ’70S VIBE FROM YOUR 
STYLE, TOO. YOU ROCK A PAIR OF 
OVERALLS LIKE NOBODY ELSE. 
I’ve always loved it. Music, everything. 
[Overalls are] so practical! They can just 
get dirty and then it’s like your one thing 
that just gets filthy. They’re really comfy.

WHAT MATERIALS DO YOU USE?
I use all redwood. I love it. I love the color 
of  it. I love that it’s softer. I love that 
I’m in northern California, so it’s like a 
sentimental tie to being up in the north. 

HOW LONG IS YOUR PROCESS?
I like to take my time. I’ve really been 
resonating with this “fewer, better” 
concept. I don’t want to oversaturate the 
market. I don’t want to mass produce, 
ever. I want to only make [around seven] 
a month and I want people to know that 
it is an investment and be proud of  that 
investment. … [For] a bigger wall piece, 
like two weeks with shopping, prep, 
planning, making it.

DO YOU EVER FEEL A FINANCIAL 
PULL TO MASS PRODUCE?
It’s the opposite of  who I am and what I 
want to do, so I don’t even think about it. 
I don’t ever want to mass produce because 
then I’m Target, and I don’t ever want 

I don’t want to endanger that. But it’s a 
grain of  salt. The support outweighs the 
people that are critics.

HOW DO YOU DEFEND YOUR WORK 
FROM COPYCATS?
For the most part, it’s out of  my control. 
But there are times when action does need 
to be taken when there are specific things. 
Because artwork is so subjective, you can 
copyright certain things, trademark certain 
things, but there’s a lot of  things that you 
can’t. So there are a few that I have had to 
take legal action toward. I went through a 
phase where I was really struggling with 
it. I felt like it was so out of  my hands that 
I couldn’t do anything about it and the 
fear of  irrelevance. But that was insecurity 
and fear taking over, where[as] I love what 
I’m doing and my mind is making it, so 
my mind can evolve and keep creating. 
I’ll always be running forward, and the 
copycats will be a couple steps behind. 

WHAT DOES YOUR ART EVOKE?
Every piece that I made, I can look back 
through all of  them and know what I 
was going through and what I put into 
that piece, which I think is really special. 
Whoever is looking at it or buying it or 
owning it, I want them to feel however 
they want to feel about it. For the most 
part, I feel like it’s calming because it has 
a lot of  repetition. If  it evokes emotion, if  
it makes you feel calm, that’s all great. But 
it’s a piece of  me, every single one that I’ve 
made. I live in them. 

WHAT’S YOUR FUTURE VISION?
I’m thinking about maybe buying a trailer 
and making a mobile wood shop so I can 
go and do pop-ups, do a cross-country road 
trip and visit all these stores in places that 
people have wanted to see my artwork in 
person. I think that would be really fun. 
I’m looking for some property out here in 
Joshua Tree where I would love to make 
some sort of  artist workshop. It’s just a 
very fresh idea, I haven’t totally solidified it, 
but I’d love to do some sort of  day or two 
retreat or workshop-based gathering kind 
of  thing out here and live here part-time. 
We’ll see where the wind takes me and 
what opportunities get presented.  

to be that. I like to make my artwork 
attainable for people – that’s why it’s not 
wildly expensive – but I also want it to be 
special. To me, mass producing, it loses 
all character. And not to say that all artists 
shouldn’t be mass producing. I don’t look 
down on it whatsoever, but it’s just not 
my approach.

WHAT HAS IT BEEN LIKE TO 
WORK AS A WOMAN IN A MALE-
DOMINATED INDUSTRY?
It’s so empowering that I am making a 
name for myself  in a community where 
there’s very few women. I feel honored to 
be a part of  that. I’ve got a shop, and I’ve 
got tools and I know how to use them. 
… There’s always going to critics. There’s 
always going to be people saying you’re 
doing something wrong, you should be 
doing it a different way. But there’s no 
wrong or right. … I practice safety, of  
course, because I make with my hands. 

LEARN MORE
Purchase Aleksandra Zee’s work at 
aleksandrazee.com or follow her on 
Instagram @aleksandrazee.
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