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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Wood is one of the first materials mankind made into sculpture. There isn’t a culture or country in the world that doesn’t have a tradition of woodcarving, and to this day it remains one of the most ubiquitous materials from which objects are made.
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St Anthony Abbot by Petrus Verhoeven, c.1800-c.1805. A sculpture in oak, depicting St Anthony Abbot in a thoughtful and naturalistic pose. The face, beard and hands are particularly sensitively carved. (Rijksmuseum, purchased with the support of the Stichting tot Bevordering van de Belangen van het Rijksmuseum)



The variety of colours, textures and shapes that wood comes in makes it a compelling material to work with. It’s not like stone, which formed millions of years in the past: to work with wood is to work with a material that has lived in your lifetime or the lifetime of your parents or grandparents. Some species of trees can survive for thousands of years, but when you work with a piece of timber there is a very real record of that life left behind. Wood has a grain, formed from the channels through which the tree drew water and nutrients, and when you cut across the trunk, the age of the tree is visible in its growth rings, swelling fatter in years of plenty and narrowing in years of hardship.

When you look at a piece of wood you can see the life the tree has lived: whether it’s suffered, or been starved of light from one angle, or been subjected to harsh weather. You can see where branches formed from the trunk and where they died or were lost and left knots behind in their place. Trees will grow around obstacles, and when they can’t grow around them they grow over them, engulfing anything from lead shot, to nails, fence posts and even bicycles that were once left leaning against them. Wood has the capacity to be both incredibly yielding to a carver, allowing us to create improbably fine and intricate sculpture, and also incredibly resistant. It doesn’t work with you – you are forced to work with it, and there is no point at which you’re able to forget that it was once a living thing. It imposes itself every time you make a cut, requiring a particular angle of working and a bewildering variety of tools with which to do so; it swells and moves and shrinks depending on the temperature and humidity; and its colour and vividness alter and develop with age.
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A tree grows up through a neglected drystone wall. The trunk has partially engulfed the coping stones, lifting them free as the tree grows taller.



It is, in short, both a tremendous pleasure to work with and at times a difficult thing to do. It has the virtue of accessibility, in that almost anyone, anywhere, can find a lump of it and something sharp with which to cut it, but it can be hard to bridge the gap between that very direct kind of carving and the more intricate traditions of woodcarving. It’s my hope that this book will provide a solid basis from which you can develop your own practice.

Though every culture has its own tradition of carving, the tools and techniques differ considerably between them. All traditions are equally viable methods of working wood, and often reflect tools and techniques developed specifically as a result of the particular qualities of a country’s native timbers. This book will focus on the European tradition of woodcarving (and in some cases specifically British), which is the tradition in which I’ve been trained and with which English-language speakers are likely to be most familiar.

One cannot discuss carving without also discussing ornament, and each carving tradition is intimately intertwined with its ornamental lexicon. There has naturally been a great deal of cross-pollination over the years, with motifs like the Green Man – something many consider to be quintessentially European – appearing or perhaps originating as far away as India. However, there are recognisable and distinct styles of ornamental carving across the world, and part of the joy of carving is in recognising these motifs and their variations, and the identity they give to objects, furniture, buildings, and the people who made them. Carving offers a visual record of our history, both joyful and terrible, and reflects the preoccupations of the people at the time. One only has to look beneath the seats at the misericords (brackets or ledges on the underside of choir stall seats) of Medieval churches to see both the fears and the (often rude) humour of the carvers working on them, and the damage left by the iconoclasts who came after.

When one looks at a carving, it’s possible to see both the small and intimate picture of the individual tree it was made from and the character of the person who worked it, as well as the larger picture of the society in which they lived, and the environmental record of the climate and time expressed in the body of the timber.

In carving something yourself, you agree to do more than just make an object. You contract to work with a particular wood, the species of which will make differing demands upon you; you agree to examine the object that you wish to make extremely closely, and in much greater detail than anything you might stop to look at in a gallery or museum; and in doing so you leave a lasting legacy in the world.

Woodcarving is inherently a slow activity. If you decide to create a sizeable or complex carving you may end up working on it for months at a time. We live in a time where objects are manufactured increasingly swiftly and replicated even more so. When you work with a material that has taken decades or even centuries to reach you it’s important to take the time to make something worthwhile from it.

Carving as a practice involves both more immediacy and more patience than most other activities, and though it takes longer to produce, the absolute attention demanded by the combination of physical and mental decision-making can make the hours disappear.

Wood and stone carving have long fallen under the shadow of being a ‘dying art’, but while much has been lost, the profession is no means dead. The more people who carve and the more ubiquitous ornamental carving becomes, the more awareness there will be and the greater the demand for it. The greater the demand, the greater the standards and innovations. We have entered an unprecedented place in our recent history – a place in which the abandonment of ornament that accompanied modernism means we no longer have a distinctive ornamental style. Rather than being dispiriting, this should be something exciting: an opportunity for new carvers to learn from the best the past has to offer and to leave behind their own stamp on history.

CARVING TODAY

There was once a time when every city in Europe boasted carving workshops, each employing dozens of carvers producing work to sate the vast appetite for sculpture and ornament. Go back even a hundred years and you’d find a large number of active workshops working to that scale. Nowadays there are almost none. Over the last sixty years, carving workshops that had run for generations have closed, and the continuity of training that saw an apprentice train under masters, becoming a journeyman and then a master himself, has broken. It’s extremely rare in Britain to find workshops employing more than five to ten carvers at most, and much more common for carvers to work alone.

This scaling down has offered flexibility and resilience that has allowed the craft to weather the tide of changing tastes, but in doing so it has traded in a lineage of skill that passed directly from master to apprentice. Unlike trades like gold beating or damask weaving, woodcarving is currently considered viable in the UK according to the Heritage Craft Association’s Red List of Endangered Crafts, with one institution teaching a fulltime course and a number of practising carvers offering short courses, but the changing conditions raise the question of what it means to be a carver in the present day when the vast well of resources that were available to our predecessors as part of daily life are absent to us.

The picture nowadays is very different from the one even a hundred years ago. In the past most carvers were apprenticed young, and often entered a family business. They would have grown up surrounded by carving, watching how tools were used and pieces constructed, how ornament was designed and how distinct styles were implemented, and would realistically have been expected to master only the style of carving that was in vogue at the time. If a carver showed a proclivity toward a particular element in that style, he might spend the bulk of his career specialising in a particular type of ornament, building up such speed and familiarity with the form that the carving could be done without even a reference at hand. Large workshops encouraged these kinds of specialisms, as it allowed a master to create the design and each man to work on the subject with which he was most proficient. A large workshop would have carvers who specialised in particular kinds of ornament and others who worked figuratively, some who were particular specialists in faces, and all of these carvers worked collaboratively on larger projects.
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The carving workshop of E.J. & A.T. Bradford, once at 62–63 Borough Road, London SE1. Master Carver Tony Webb, one of the last indentured carving apprentices in the UK, served his five-year apprenticeship there from 1952. In the centre, Tony Webb, and behind him wearing the tie, Robert Banks, both future Presidents of the Master Carvers’ Association. (Tony Webb)
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A journeyman (Charles Cox, left) sets the bar for speed and quality for the apprentice (Tony Webb, right), carving capitals for the Temple, London. (Tony Webb)



A carver nowadays tends to start their career later, often transitioning from a related field. It’s unlikely they’ll be apprenticed or work in a large workshop, and unless they’ve grown up in an unusually artistically minded household, they are unlikely to have become well versed in the language of ornament before beginning their training, let alone its distinct styles and rules. Moreover, with the encroachment of modernism, there is no longer a distinct ornamental style in which to specialise, so a modern carver will likely find themselves asked to work in any number of different styles without necessarily being able to dedicate the time to specialise in any of them.

This can present what may feel like an insurmountable challenge to someone wanting to take up carving as a career, or even as a hobby. The resources that were available to our predecessors are not available to most carvers wanting to learn today, but what has been lost through time and changing tastes doesn’t detract from the essential urge that made humans want to shape wood in the first place.

This book can’t teach you the motor skills needed to carve, and it can’t replace the benefit of having a number of skilled and thoughtful teachers at hand who are able to work with you in person. What it can do is shine light on those skills that are essential for making sculpture, and collate much of the information that a carver may need to reference in one place. Carving is by nature a very physical process, involving the synergy of hand, body and eye, and by far the best way to pick up the manual skills involved is by working under the guidance of another skilled carver. However, if that’s not available to you (and given the very small number of practising and teaching carvers, it may well not be) then the next best thing is to develop the fundamental skills that support all good sculpture. If you are excited by making things with your hands, interested in the world around you, and willing to spend time exploring what makes something beautiful, then you have everything necessary to become a good sculptor, and a good sculptor who can use a chisel is a good carver.

WHAT IS ORNAMENT?

The term ornament in art refers to decorations that are used to enhance an object or building. It’s often used in opposition to figurative art, which is representational, and which in sculpture most often refers to representations of human or animal forms. In reality there’s a lot of cross-pollination between figurative and ornamental carving, with ornament often employing many figurative representations, but the clearest distinction can be drawn when one examines the purpose each are put to. Figurative sculpture is generally intended to be complete in and of itself and exists as an object whose purpose is to be viewed and appreciated, whereas ornament is subordinate to something else with a larger purpose. Ornament is added as an embellishment to a functional object, whether it be columns, beams, furniture, mirrors or teapots. Its role is to elaborate an already functional object rather than be the object of attention itself, and this places ornamental craftsmanship in an unusual position as a result.

Looking back through history, only a vanishingly small number of ornamental carvers have reached such prominence that their names are recorded and remembered, and of these, most stepped across the boundary that in the past century has been unhelpfully drawn between art and craft. Grinling Gibbons, who is perhaps the world’s most famous woodcarver, created such lavishly rich ornament in such a distinctive style that it became employed as pure decoration, managing to perform a complete reverse of the normal rules and make the functional objects it embellished an afterthought to his carving. Tilman Riemenschneider, another storied woodcarver, did the same in creating religious sculpture, which by nature are objects intended to be valued for themselves rather than as accessories to another. However, the names of other carvers are very rarely recorded. Though examination of the style can give clues to which workshop they originated from, we’re often left with only the carvings themselves from which to winnow this information. Very few records of the makers exist when compared to sculpture, more traditionally considered to belong to the fine arts. Compounded by the vulnerability of wood as a medium compared to stone, the legacy of an ornamental carver is typically minimal beyond their surviving sculpture.

The arrival of modernism ably proved that a building or object need not be embellished in order to be beautiful, and this in turn has altered the face of ornamental carving in the modern era. Rather than ornament being an expected accessory to all architecture and furniture, it’s now employed with deliberate care, and increasingly there’s a recognition of ornament as art, rather than as an accessory to it. Ornamental carving over the ages has been executed with no less skill or flair than figurative sculpture, and this widening acceptance means that there’s scope for a carver to create work in the ornamental tradition that can be viewed as a piece of art without it being necessary for it to supplement a functional object. However, at the same time it’s essential to understand the evolution of ornament as constrained by functional form, because so many of the motifs and designs that are instantly recognisable and have such an important place in our artistic history have come to life as the result of the objects they were bound to decorate.

Ornament has gone through endless permutations and development, and manifested countless styles and renditions distinct to country and time period. The aim of this book is to give an overview of the most recognisable forms and styles in addition to the practicalities of carving, which can then be supplemented by reference to the more in-depth texts and resources listed under the Further Reading and Resources chapter.

Whether you choose to work in the ornamental tradition or not, it’s essential to have an understanding of the foundations upon which carving traditions were built before you choose to depart from them. Picasso may be best remembered for his abstract art, but he was first a classically trained draughtsman of considerable skill, and that same ethos applies to carving. Little remains of the lives of past woodcarvers, but the wealth of exceptional talent displayed in the objects that survive cannot be ignored, and any carver will be richly rewarded to look to the past even as they move into the future.


CHAPTER 2

A BRIEF HISTORY OF CARVING

Tchapter outlines in broad terms the different periods of sculptural tradition and some of the ornamental motifs that were employed in them. Each era and sometimes each decade has had a definitive ornamental and figurative style of sculpture, but there are some overarching periods that any carver ought to have a passing familiarity with. Ornamental woodcarving doesn’t by nature exist in isolation, and an ornamental carver needs to have an historical context for the style of work they’re making, as well as a passing familiarity with the architectural framework it’s a part of. Figurative sculpture was and can be designed to be stand-alone, but ornamental carving always has a relationship to the furniture, building or period it’s from, and both inform and enrich one another.
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Saint Anthony Abbot, c. 1500 attributed to Nikolaus von Hagenau. Saint Anthony triumphs over the devil. The statue has sustained losses to time and woodworm, including the arm and spear that would once have pierced the mouth of the demon. The details of his hair and face are especially finely rendered. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection, 1988)



Wood isn’t a durable material when compared to stone, and a lot of early woodcarvings have been lost completely. Despite written records of their existence, very few survive from antiquity. Fortunately, carving techniques and styles cross-pollinate freely from wood to stone, and much of what was employed in surviving stone carving can be inferred to have had its place in wood as well, even when there are few, if any, surviving examples. The techniques of wood and stone carving owe a lot to one another, and it wasn’t uncommon for a sculptor to work in both materials, as well as in others such as bronze.

EARLY CARVING

Wood is arguably the first material we ever used as a tool, and there are records of wooden spears appearing as early as 400,000 years ago. Wood is abundant, renewable, and incredibly versatile, and taking into account the likelihood of its decay in the intervening years, it’s reasonable to expect that people were incising and sculpting wood before even our earliest extant artefacts.

The earliest known wooden sculpture at the time of writing is the Shigir Idol, a towering Mesolithic carving some 9,500–12,000 years old, unearthed from the peat bog of Shigir in the Ural Mountains. The carving depicts a stylised wooden face surmounting a tall length decorated with incised zigzags, repeated line patterns, and simplified depictions of faces. The fragments stand somewhere between 2.8m (9.1ft) and 5.3m (17.3ft) high, and are carved from one solid piece of larch. While it isn’t possible for a modern viewer to understand what the sculptor was trying to communicate, the fact that they were trying to communicate something is immediately recognisable.

A far earlier ivory ‘Lion-man’ figure of the Hohlenstein-Stadel cave in Germany has been dated to between 35,000–40,000 years old and shows at least the same level of skill, if not more, and demonstrates just how early we were making figurative carved sculpture as a species.

ANCIENT EGYPT

Carving crystallised into a form that would survive the next five thousand years with the Ancient Egyptians, who produced figurative sculptures both stylised and incredibly thoughtful. Many of these were painted and gilded, a fashion that continues in statuary to this day. The Ancient Egyptians used copper alloy chisels, bronze chisels and wooden mallets in shapes that will be familiar to the modern wood or stone carver. The softness of these tools makes the exquisite level of detail all the more remarkable when one considers the hardness of the stone that was used for carving.

Ancient Egyptian sculpture persists from around 3100BCE until Alexander the Great’s conquest in 332BCE, which saw it transition to Greek and then Roman rule, and throughout this time Egyptian carving showed a distinctive style that exerted a powerful influence on neighbouring cultures. Egyptian figurative sculpture demonstrated strict rules and conventions, with the figures in rigid, upright standing poses with arms straight at their sides; seated straight-backed with hands on knees; or in striding poses with the left leg forward and the right back. The figures are almost uniformly expressionless, the faces stylised and serene. Standing figures were most often intended to be seen from the front, while figures carved in relief were always depicted in profile, and there is evidence in the relief carving and painting seen in tombs that there was a more or less consistent system of measurement that acted as a framework for the size and shapes of the figures.

This is particularly interesting because it’s some of the earliest evidence of a formal system, or canon, when it comes to representing the human figure. It combines with other repeat motifs in Ancient Egyptian art (such as the lotus or palmette) to describe a system of ornament that had a distinct character and function within society. Ancient Egyptian art was profoundly functional, often being employed to depict particular scenes or events or in combination with the hieroglyphic writing system most people will be familiar with. Statuary played a key part in the funereal and religious traditions, and the lexicon of Ancient Egyptian ornament was rich with symbolism. The colours used to paint sculpture in the round and in relief each had their attendant meanings, as did the repeat motifs seen across the period.
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Standing Statue of Kaemsenu, c. 2420–2389BCE. This wooden statue shows the characteristic striding pose of Ancient Egyptian figures. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Edward S. Harkness, 1926)
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Fragments of a palm column, c. 2353–2323BCE. A fragment of a column showing the palm leaf design as part of an ornamented capital. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1907)



Owing to the arid climate, an exceptional number of Ancient Egyptian woodcarvings survive today, and it’s easy to see the skill and subtlety that went into their production. Though some may initially appear simplistic, a closer look reveals the level of care and attention that each one has received.

A justifiably well-known example of Egyptian woodcarving is the statue of Sheikh el-Beled, or Ka’aper (2465–2323BCE), depicting an Egyptian scribe and priest. The statue displays exceptional realism when compared to its contemporaries, but it still shows Ka’aper in the canonical striding pose with his left leg forward and his left arm holding a staff. The carving, made from sycamore, is beautifully well observed. The mouth and nose are delicately carved while the eyes are more stylised, inlaid with calcite, rock crystal and black stone, and outlined with copper. The body of the man is corpulent, and the wood carefully smoothed so as not to remove but to enhance detail.

Egyptian carving motifs feature: the palm, lotus and papyrus, geometric designs, zigzags and hatching. Figures are carved in the round, or in low relief on panels. Low relief panels are often cavo relievo, where the motif is cut directly into the material without lowering the ground around it, so that the carved portions sit lower than the rest of the surface. Egyptian carving is brightly painted, and ornamental carving tends to be stylised, low relief and geometric in form rather than naturalistic.

Common woods in Ancient Egyptian carving include: acacia, cedar of Lebanon, sycamore fig tree, walnut, tamarisk and members of the ebony family.

ANCIENT GREECE

The Ancient Egyptian tradition had a strong influence on Ancient Greek sculpture. Greek sculpture during the Archaic period draws heavily from the Egyptian canon, with figures initially showing the same upright, rigid poses and stances.

However, Greek sculpture soon developed its own character and sensibilities. During the fifth century BCE, sculptors moved away from the straight posture seen in Egyptian statuary towards a more realistic, but no less strictly measured, ideal. Hand in hand with realism came contrapposto, a placement where the figure rests the majority of their weight on one foot, resulting in the slight bending of one leg and tilting of the shoulders and hips in opposite directions. One of the most well-known examples of contrapposto, from the later Renaissance period, is Michelangelo’s David.
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Limestone statuette of a beardless male votary with a wreath of leaves, sixth to fifth century BCE. A stone statue showing the influence of Egyptian statuary canon on Archaic-Classical sculpture. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cesnola Collection, Purchased by subscription, 1874–1876)




[image: image]

Marble statuette of Aphrodite Anadyomene, late second century BCE. Contrapposto can be clearly seen here in the opposing line of her shoulders and hips. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of John W. Cross, 1950)



The development of a more realistic sculptural depiction saw a flowering of the tradition upon which most European ornament has been built. The Classical period saw a movement towards idealised beauty: Socrates discusses the subject at length in his conversation with Hippias, searching for an answer to it in the abstract, but Polykleitos, one of the most important sculptors of antiquity, set about establishing the ‘Canon of Polykleitos’, which sought to determine a mathematical basis for the ideal of male beauty.

This interest in beauty also transposed itself onto the natural world, and it’s at this time that acanthus – perhaps the most important ornamental motif in the European tradition – begins to appear prolifically in sculpture. The acanthus leaf is based on plants from the Acanthus genus, an ornamental plant still commonly grown today in gardens around the world. Though more recent iterations of acanthus ornament often bear little to no resemblance to their parent, the Greek form is still readily identifiable. Acanthus ornament was used liberally in the Corinthian capital, and Vitruvius attributes its creation to Callimachus (fifth century BCE) in a rather tender story:

A girl, a native of Corinth, already of age to be married, was attacked by disease and died. After her funeral, the goblets which delighted her when living were put together in a basket by her nurse, carried to the monument and placed on the top. That they might remain longer, exposed as they were to the weather, she covered the basket with a tile. As it happened the basket was placed upon the root of an acanthus. Meanwhile about spring time, the root of the acanthus, being pressed down in the middle by the weight, put forth leaves and shoots. The shoots grew up the sides of the basket, and, being pressed down at the angles by the force of the weight of the tile, were compelled to form the curves of volutes at the extreme parts. Then Callimachus, who for the elegance and refinement of his marble carving was nicknamed catatechnos (’Perfect Artist’) by the Athenians, was passing the monument, perceived the basket and the young leaves growing up. Pleased with the style and novelty of the grouping, he made columns for the Corinthians on this model and fixed the proportions. Thence he distributed the details of the Corinthian order throughout the work.

Vitruvius, De Architectura, Book IV, Chapter 2

Whether this is true or not, the acanthus leaf is one of the most enduring motifs, and an essential foundation for European ornament. The Ancient Greeks applied to the acanthus the same rigours and ideals of beauty that they applied to the human figure, and the result is a symmetrical and pleasing ornament that nevertheless has scope within it for dramatic asymmetry – something that was exploited in full during the Rococo period.

In the following century, sculptors Lysippus and Praxiteles further developed the body canon. Lysippus most notably moved from Polykleitos’ 7:1 ratio of head to body to an 8:1 ratio, while Praxiteles carved the Aphrodite of Knidos, a sculpture considered so beautiful a representation of the female nude that, according to Lucian of Samosata, a young man fell into obsessive love with it.

Stories like these, though likely apocryphal, paint a vivid picture both of the skill of the sculptors and of the extent to which people were moved by beauty.

Ancient Greek carving saw the development of a number of architectural traditions that persist to this day, and which are the framework upon which ornamental carving is hung. The Classical Orders describe the column, capital (top of the column), and the entablature (the horizontal structure that the column supports). The Ancient Greek orders are Doric, Ionic and Corinthian. Each order has its own rules and conventions that determine the proportions and complexity, and are still used in architecture today. They develop from the simple to the highly decorated, involving an increasing quantity of ornament in the form of volutes (scrolls); mouldings such as egg and dart, guilloché, dentils, and bead and reel (see Chapter 12); acroteria (an ornament, often palm-shaped which sits on the apex or corner of a pediment); bas-relief friezes (low relief panels which occupy the central section of an entablature) of extraordinary complexity and detail; capitals of immense variety; trapezophoron or monopodia (animal-headed sculptures with one leg, used to support tables); caryatids (draped female figures that take the place of columns); and atlantid/telamon (the male equivalent of the caryatid, with atlantid coming from the Greek and telamon the Romans).
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Marble trapezophoros, first century BCE. These winged griffin trapezophoros (a carved table leg typically featuring griffon or lion heads and torsos ending in a single leg) are carved Roman table supports, with delicate vine leaf ornament between them. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1913)



Although it isn’t necessary to have an encyclopedic knowledge of all the terms and rules associated with the Classical Orders, it is important to familiarise yourself with them. More information on the Classical Orders can be found in the ‘Further Reading’ section.

ANCIENT ROME

Ancient Romans acquired a thirst for Greek sculpture that outpaced what could be imported, and eventually there came to be a large number of Greeks working within the Roman Empire producing copies of famous sculptures to fill the demand. Pasiteles, a much-regarded Greek sculptor in Rome, operated a workshop creating replicas and new work, and Pliny the Elder’s account of his work gives us early evidence of sculptors using clay models extensively in support of the production of sculpture. Pasiteles is reported to have said that modelling was the mother of both sculpture and statuary, and was reputed to never execute a sculpture without first modelling it.
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Marble pilaster with acanthus scrolls. First half of first century CE. This section of a pilaster shows the Roman scrolling acanthus interspersed with birds and flowers. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1910)



The basis of the modern European carving tradition was well and truly established by this point. Sculptors had moved away from purely symbolic representation typified by geometric designs and simple incised work to a naturalistic sculptural style, which was no longer purely functional but also occupied an important space in its own right. There was a strong tradition of drawing, and of modelling subject matter in clay, wax, or plaster, and numerous measuring systems devised to transpose those models into wood or stone. Carvings were regularly gilded and polychromed (painted), and a solid ornamental language had developed.

From this point on, the techniques and tools associated with carving remain largely unchanged. The materials that a carver’s tools are made from may have been refined, but by and large a modern carver wouldn’t feel lost if he were hurled back in time to a workshop in Classical antiquity. What changed dramatically from here on was the style, variation and conventions of ornament, which developed significantly throughout the next two thousand years.

In the early centuries ce the Roman carving tradition gave rise to both exceptional large-scale reliefs like Trajan’s column (which also gives its name to the Trajan or ‘Roman’ letter forms most people will be familiar with as one of our most commonly used typefaces) and to increasingly realistic portraiture, and yet remained exceptionally beautiful in its execution.

Ancient Roman carving built on the foundations laid down by the Ancient Egyptians and Greeks, and gave rise to two new orders (Tuscan and Composite), as well as a wealth of ornament such as the bucranium (a stylised ox skull often festooned with garlands of flowers or fruit).

One of the most important contributions to ornament by the Romans was the grotesque style. The word is used not in the modern sense to mean something that is distorted or repellent, but deriving from the Italian grotta, which gives us our modern word grotto. Frescos, mosaics, and carvings in this style were popular among the Romans, and featured fantastical combinations of humans and animals merging with decorative foliage and plant-life, swags, shells, architectural elements and strapwork. The style saw an improbable melding of man and beast, beast and plants, and man and plants. The Roman architect Vitruvius heartily disapproved of the style, but nonetheless summed it up well:
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Ornament with a winged siren at foot, 1522. This later Renaissance engraving shows the flamboyance of grotesque ornament as it transitions from foliate to figurative to architectural forms. (Rijksmuseum, M.H. Gans en L.B. (Wiet) Gans Collection)



For columns reeds are substituted; for pediments the stalks, leaves and tendrils of plants; candelabra are made to support the representations of small buildings, from whose summits many stalks appear to spring with absurd figures thereon. Not less so are those stalks with figures rising from them, some with human heads, and others with the heads of beasts.

Vitruvius, De Architectura, Book IV, Chapter 2

The Roman style of ornament also saw an elaboration on the acanthus, softening the hard-edged Greek style and employing it more abundantly, especially in arabesque and grotesque carving. The Tellus Panel of the Ara Pacis in Rome offers a magnificent example of this.

MEDIEVAL

Christianity began to flourish as Roman rule waned, and very early Christian art reacted against the excesses of the Roman Empire, rejecting the elaborate sculpture that venerated men and returning to more artistically conservative roots in service of God. During the Middle Ages sculpture became more stylised and less realistic, and with the rise of Christian churches an extremely robust ornamental tradition with its own style developed as an inextricable part of religious architecture.

Medieval architecture in Britain and Europe can broadly be divided into four periods: Romanesque, Early Gothic, Decorated Gothic and the Late Gothic: flamboyant and perpendicular.

Romanesque

The Romanesque (or Norman) period, occupying the eleventh and twelfth centuries, was characterised by rounded columns, barrel and groin vaults, and semi-circular arches. Billet, zigzag, nail-head, indented, and other varieties of moulding appear at this time, and exquisitely carved capitals decorate the heads of columns featuring foliage reminiscent of Celtic and Scandinavian Interlace. Historiated capitals (those decorated with animals and human figures) illustrated narrative scenes. Doorways, chancels and portals were often decorated with a curious moulding called a beak-head, a stylised human or animal head often possessing a beak that curves down across the profile of the moulding. Good examples can be seen at the door of Iffley Church and the chancel windows of Bloxham Church, both in Oxfordshire, UK. Corbels (a bracket/structural piece of stone or wood) are often plain but may also be elaborately carved with the same motifs as feature in capitals.


[image: image]

Arch with Beasts, c. 1150–1175. This detailed French carving shows the simply shaped but highly decorated arch of the Romanesque period. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, John Stewart Kennedy Fund, 1922)



Early Gothic

From the late twelfth century to the mid-thirteenth century the Early Gothic period began, most notably characterised by the pointed arch, lancet windows and rib vaulting. Stiff-leaf begins to appear in the late twelfth century in England, a treatment of foliage particularly used in capitals. Mouldings continue to develop and we see the arrival of the dog’s tooth moulding. Trefoil and quatrefoil shapes enter the tracery. The crocket, a curved, foliate carving that projects from the outer moulding of a pediment, canopy or spire also appears at this time, along with the finial, which is the same ornament when it terminates at the top of the spire. Bosses arrived in tandem with rib vaulting. These are elaborately carved rounds of stone or wood where the ribs of the vault meet, offering a means to disguise the joint. They were densely carved with foliage, animals and humans.

During the late Early Gothic and into the early Decorated period we see the appearance of the first misericords, which showcase some of the finest and most bizarre carving in the Medieval period. The word misericord derives from the Latin misericordia (compassion, or literally ‘pity of the heart’). Misericords were folding seats in the choir stalls that had a small lip on the outside edge, so that someone standing could rest their weight on the seat without giving the appearance of being seated.

It’s been suggested that these seats came about to support elderly or infirm parishioners who weren’t able to stand at prayer for such long periods of time. The seats were often made of a solid piece of timber, with the undersides elaborately carved, but as these were designed to have someone sit on them it wasn’t considered respectful for them to feature religious carving. As a result, the carver of a misericord had an incredible licence for creative rudeness and toilet humour alongside more conservative carvings of foliage and animals. The carvings often depicted a topsy-turvy world that showed animals as musicians, hunters or priests; fantastical beasts; knights falling off their horses; men and women quite vividly exposing themselves; infidelity; various incarnations of the Devil or devils; and memorably in St George’s Chapel, Windsor, a priest defecating a leonine monster while another priest holds his hands out as if begging.

This trend of the vulgar, humorous or frightening continues on the exterior of churches and cathedrals, where the sculpture again had more licence than in the interior. Gargoyle tends to be the word most people know these exterior sculptures by, but properly the word ‘gargoyle’ is only used when a waterspout runs through the sculpture to shed the water from the roof. Sculptures without this feature are known as grotesques (not to be confused with the grotesque style, though having much in common with it in terms of its mythical subject matter).
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Choir stalls, fifteenth century. A French misericord depicting a ‘face puller’ beneath the seat, showing the often comical nature of the carved scenes. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of J. Pierpont Morgan, 1916)



Grotesques and gargoyles will often feature fantastical beasts or chimeras and pagan symbols, but the same rudeness found in misericords abounds here with a number of statues exposing themselves, or most famously, the gargoyle of a mooning man at Freiburg Minster with the waterspout exiting from his rear. A possibly apocryphal story tells us that the stone mason in Freiburg was employed to carve a less offensive subject, but upon finishing the work and receiving either poor or no payment, he re-carved the gargoyle into its present incarnation. The most pleasing versions of this story say that the gargoyle bears the face of the man who refused him payment. There are a number of other ‘mooning gargoyles’ (St Benedict’s Church, Colsterworth and Easton-on-Hill) and many come with their own variations on this tale, so either it was an idea with traction or the attribution has spread to many similar carvings.

Decorated Gothic

The Decorated Gothic spans the mid-thirteenth to fourteenth centuries, and is characterised by an increased window size and complexity of the tracery, greater ornamental decoration and the development of encaustic tiles. The ball-flower comes to prominence as one of the most characteristic ornaments, along with the four-leafed square flower, and bosses are carved with increasing complexity, often depicting narrative scenes. Diapering, the practice of decorating a surface with a repeat pattern of squares, diamonds or rectangles, appears in stained glass and as carved patterns on flat surfaces. Within the confines of the repeat pattern, foliate carving of flowers or leaves can often be found. Carving in capitals tends towards less stiffness, with the foliage wreathing the internal structure of the capital. Other foliage tends towards greater naturalism, and realistic representation of leaves of ivy, oak and the vine.

Late Gothic: Flamboyant and Perpendicular

The late Medieval style divides into the continental Flamboyant Gothic, and the English Perpendicular Gothic, which continued from the mid-fourteenth century to the early sixteenth century, manifesting in exceptional architectural feats of height and span. The English style featured fan vaults and carved pendants, with the ogee arch becoming common. The Flamboyant style featured stone window tracery of a flame-like ‘S’-shaped curve, a push towards an almost continuous expanse of window, and elaborate tracery. The Late Gothic period saw the elaboration of carvings on the rood screen, a carved partition between the chancel and the nave, and an increase in statuary and deeply carved altarpieces. In England, the rose begins to appear as a motif.
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Chest front, fifteenth century. A richly carved chest front originating from France, showing elaborate tracery and architectural details. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1905)



Woodcarving reaches exceptional heights and detail during this period, particularly among masters like Tilman Riemenschneider and Veit Stoss, German woodcarvers active in the mid-fifteenth century. Riemenschneider has arguably achieved more lasting recognition but both are known for their religious statuary in lime wood, and both produced carvings of exquisite delicacy and detail. The late Medieval period sees a wellspring of altarpieces, statuary and reliefs of stunning complexity and skill in wood, stone and ivory.

The figures depicted in these scenes follow their own strict canon of proportions and pose, with distinctive and highly stylised treatment of faces, hair and robes. As with much Medieval carving, they straddle the line between realism and symbolism, but while they were carved with artistic sensitivity they also fulfilled a fundamentally functional role. Saints and religious figures were identified by their clothing and the objects they held, which symbolised the trials they’d undergone and represented important achievements. Their expressions are often placid and serene, having more in common with Ancient Egyptian sculpture than with the vividly depicted emotional suffering that can be seen on the faces of Laocoon & His Sons (c. 200BCE–70CE). In comparison to Ancient Greek and Roman sculpture, the poses are often stiff, taking on more of a ‘C’ shape than the organic contrapposto, and natural representation gives way to heavily stylised treatment of hair and clothing that is nonetheless beautiful in its own right.
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St Joris met de Draak by Hans Klocker c. 1500. The calm expression, highly stylised hair and traces of polychrome are all characteristic of the period. (Rijksmuseum, Gift of Mrs van Gogh-Franken, Amsterdam)



RENAISSANCE

As we transition into the Renaissance (literally meaning ‘rebirth’) during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, we see a return to Classical ideals and a flowering of the arts across Europe. Carving styles gradually move away from the stiffness and heavily stylised work of the Medieval period and, aided by the rediscovery of many remarkable pieces of Classical art, returned to the naturalism of the Greeks and Romans. Art began to be funded by wealthy patrons such as the Medici as well as by the church and monarchy, opening up opportunity for sculptors to develop their skills and creating a particular hub of creativity in the region of Florence, Italy, in part in response to the incredible wealth brought to the city by the Medici family.

This resurgence of interest in the Classical style led to the development of architectural practices based on earlier examples, most notably in the work of Andrea Palladio, an architect whose work drew on Greek and Roman architecture and the work of Vitruvius to make perhaps one of the most important and lasting contributions to the architectural canon. Palladio’s The Four Books of Architecture documents and systematises the Classical Orders, and helps to formally distinguish a fifth order – the composite capital.

The Renaissance period is overflowing with names of sculptors who remain notable to this day. The honour of making the bronze doors for the Florence Baptistery in 1401 saw Filippo Brunelleschi and Lorenzo Ghiberti compete, with Ghiberti emerging the winner, and this moment is often considered the symbolic beginning of Renaissance sculpture. Ghiberti’s second pair of doors, the Gates of Paradise, were viewed as an even greater artistic triumph. Donato di Niccolò di Betto Bardi (more commonly known as Donatello) assisted Ghiberti in the making of the doors before embarking on an influential career of his own, creating a number of figures that took a considerable step away from the Gothic style and expressed a degree of emotion in the sculpting of the faces not seen since the Classical period. Vasari describes his statue of St George as if:

There is a marvellous suggestion of life bursting out of the stone. It is certain that no modern figure in marble has yet shown such vivacity and such spirit as nature and art produced in this one by means of the hand of Donato (Donatello).

Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the 
Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, 
and Architects, Volume 1

Given that Giorgio Vasari was writing this as a contemporary of Michelangelo, that’s quite the compliment. Donatello is claimed to have made the first free-standing nude sculpture made since antiquity in his David, and then developed a form of shallow relief work that, when combined with a growing cultural interest in perspective, served to revolutionise carved and cast reliefs. He then turned his hand to a magnificently intricate woodcarving of the Penitent Magdalene in 1453–1455, which shocked viewers with its realistic depiction of Magdalene as gaunt and skeletal, a haunted look in her eyes.

Vasari describes it as: ‘very beautiful and well executed, for she has wasted away by fasting and abstinence to such an extent that every part of her body reflects a perfect and complete understanding of human anatomy.’

Other notable names include Luca della Robbia (1399/1400–1482), who developed and popularised a distinctive, colourful glazed pottery technique for sculpture; Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), a polymath who among his other pursuits also contributed ambitious but never-realised plans for monumental sculpture; and Michelangelo (1475–1564), who was a tremendously prolific sculptor and painter and has perhaps received the most lasting fame as a Renaissance sculptor.
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The Nativity by Luca della Robbia, 1460. Luca della Robbia’s studio produced a distinctive style of glazed ceramic sculpture. (National Gallery of Art, Washington)
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Cassone with Garlands and Cupids, c. 1540/1560. Made of walnut with gilded areas, this marriage chest is richly carved and characteristic of the Italian style during this period. (National Gallery of Art, Washington, Samuel H. Kress Collection)



Woodcarving continued to be employed in altarpieces, architecture and furniture, with the cassone (marriage chest), being the recipient of some of the most elaborately decorative carving. This ornament often featured magnificently rich carving that was then gilded or polychromed, and many splendid examples are extant today. Renaissance Italy was also the advent of several distinct styles of picture frame: the tabernacle frame, which combined architectural and sometimes perspectival elements, and was often enriched with gilding over dark wood like walnut; and the Sansovino frame, which takes its name from Jacopo Sansovino (1486–1570) and is characterised by fruit garlands, masks, scrolls and broken pediments, and often shows a similar contrast of gilt wood with plain.

BAROQUE

During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the Baroque style became dominant. Beginning in Italy and radiating outwards, it took a hold across Europe and later in Asia, Africa and Central and South America. It was aided in its spread by the support of the Catholic Church, which saw the dramatic visual and emotional style as a means of inspiring and renewing faith in the Catholic Church and resisting the rise of Protestantism.

The Baroque style drew the different disciplines of sculpture, painting and architecture together to form a cohesive whole that communicated grandeur, magnificence and emotion. Churches were designed to be both overwhelming in their drama and theatrical in their execution, with elaborate architectural feats of decoration illuminating the majesty of the faith. Domes featured often, as did trompe-l’oile ceilings, which were painted to give the appearance of the roof opening into the sky, with scenes of celestial and religious figures floating overhead.

Ornament at the time was sumptuous and abundant. Figurative representations from the natural world abounded, with foliate, animal and human forms used as decoration. The scroll motif was enriched and developed, particularly the scrolled pediment, scrolling foliage, volute and C scroll. Cartouches and strapwork were elaborated and sunburst motifs and spiral columns (popularised by Gian Lorenzo Bernini in his baldacchino in St Peter’s Basilica in Rome) became regular features.
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The Maid of Amsterdam & Other Fragments by Artus Quellinus I, c.1650–1653. Artus Quellinus I was a prolific sculptor and one of the most important Baroque artists in the Netherlands. This terracotta model was a maquette for a larger sculpture. (Rijksmuseum, on loan from the City of Amsterdam)



Bernini (1598–1680) became one of the most iconic Baroque sculptors and architects, producing sculptural feats in marble that hadn’t seen their like before, and which have had an enduring legacy. His statue of Apollo and Daphne remains a masterpiece that pushes marble to the limits of the material, and this and his other works firmly cemented him as the ‘Michelangelo’ of his day.

In Northern Europe a distinctive style called the Auricular arose, which was most concentrated in silver-smithing and ornamental work. It had a flowing, undulating and abstract form that was often asymmetrical, having something in common with the human ear (which gave rise to the name) or oceanic forms like the conch shell or waves. This became a subtle but important component of the Baroque style, and gave rise to a unique type of picture frame called the Auricular Frame.

In England, Baroque tastes provided fertile ground for one of woodcarving’s most celebrated sculptors, Grinling Gibbons (1648–1721). Gibbons was born in Rotterdam to English parents, completing an apprenticeship under some of the Flemish carving greats, and when he came to England in around 1667 he brought with him a very different style than English ornament at the time. Gibbons was instrumental in bringing lime wood to prominence in Britain as a favoured carving material, which until then had been dominated by oak. The lighter, finer and more delicate wood allowed him to create elaborate fantasies of birds, foliage and flowers in distinctive decorative drops and swags. These gained such recognition for excellence that his work can be found in a vast swath of grand buildings and country houses from the period. Arriving in the UK shortly after the Great Fire of London, during a time of much creativity and rebuilding, he worked with architects like Nicholas Hawksmoor and Christopher Wren.
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Lidded ewer by Adam van Vianen (I) 1614. This lustrous ewer clearly displays the ‘ear-like’ forms of the Auricular style. (Rijksmuseum, Purchased with the support of the Prins Bernhard Fonds, the Vereniging Rembrandt and the Stichting tot Bevordering van de Belangen van het Rijksmuseum)



A much celebrated and very appealing ‘rags-to-riches’ tale tells of how the diarist John Evelyn discovered the young man at work in ‘a poore solitary thatched house in a field’, and upon seeing the outstanding skill with which Gibbons was executing a relief panel of the Crucifixion, endeavoured to introduce him to other interested parties. This eventually led to him drawing the notice of Charles II, and his first royal commission working on the remodelling of Windsor Castle.

Gibbons was without a doubt a magnificent carver, but he was also an exceptionally shrewd businessman, and during his height ran a workshop that employed around fifty assistants trained in his particular techniques, later giving rise to numerous carvers setting up their own workshops in the ‘Gibbons style’ in order to fulfil the insatiable taste for his work (as well as making attribution more complicated for scholars in later years). Gibbons’ carving was cleverly designed so as to take advantage of the range of skills in his workshop, combining everything from simple ‘forget-me-not’ flowers that any apprentice could manufacture, to cherub’s faces and delicate lacework that required a master’s touch to bring to life.
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