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Abstract. 
This essay makes an argument for the use of outdated and tiring handtool techniques within the 
sphere of a creative practice. Using the Pit saw as an example the essay explores the role of the 
saw, the operator and that that is being sawn, in a wider context of the relationships between 
tool and user as well as the impacts of the environment on both the tools and user over an 
extended period of time, and the creative implications these might have. 
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Introduction. 

In this essay I intend to explore how outdated and inefficient forms of sawing timber can have a 

positive impact on a creative practice and the sawyer in person. I want to explore what is 

happening when we cut timber, as well as looking at the relationship between, sawyer, saw, log 

and environment.  

By looking at the philosophy of Heidegger, Ingold, Deleuze and Guttari, Malafouris and others. I 

intend understand what is happening to the sawyer’s brain and their relationship to the material 

and tool. To add to this, I want use George Sturt’s accounts of pit sawing in The Wheelwrights 

Shop (Sturt, 1958) to help create a picture of how the saw can be used today. As well as 

experiences of Walter Rose in  his book The Village Carpenter. And the research of Louise 

Maskill on the Farnham park saw pit (Maskill, 2011) which gives a thorough overview of 

practical and social elements of pit sawing. 

I am interested in is the continued presence of the artist with the material they are working and 

how the tactility of the material in question influences the way in which the artist can manipulate 

it. How the act of sawing as both exercise and meditation can have a wider effect on the 

productivity of the artist.  

This essay is not about woodworking in its traditional sense; I am not discussing workshops, 

violin makers (Sennet, 2009) or even wood carvers. Instead I am looking at techniques that 

would historically have been carried out before these people began work: the processing of trees 

into usable boards, planks and posts according to the dimensions of the tree and other aspects 

that restrict the usability of the timber. This means that a lot of the thinking around the 

environments in which artisans work is not completely applicable because they discuss 

specialised skills within a specialised workshop, rather than the all-round skill set of the sculptor 

(sawyer) acting alone and outside. Another crucial difference here is the lack of human-to-human 
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interaction for the sawyer such as Marchand and Sennet discuss. This essay looks uniquely at the 

interactions between the sawyer/sculptor and their processing of a specific section of a specific 

tree in the environment that shaped the tree in question.  

In the first section of the essay I use the framework of Geertz “thick description: Toward an 

interpretive theory of culture” (Geertz, 1973 pp 3-30) as a means to explain the approach to 

specific materials in their environments and the wider reason and implications these have. This is 

comparable to the study of vernacular architecture, though I have chosen to avoid these 

similarities because, in my view the vernacular is an organic development of a local style 

responding to the available materials, over an extended period. The sculptor, however inhabits 

the environment for the period in which they are sculpting and, though inspired by their 

surroundings, is not so connected as people who have spent generations responding to that same 

location. These flaws are true of thick description too (when applied sawing trees rather than its 

intended purpose), however I feel as a means of translating the impact of a wide range of far 

reaching factors on the sculptor’s use of specific trees “thick description” is more applicable.  

I have split this essay into three parts. Firstly, I look at the sawyer’s interaction with the 

environment that produced the tree, what they are bringing to that environment and what they 

are expecting to remove from it. Secondly, I analyse sawing, the sawyer’s interactions with both 

the saw and the tree being cut. Thirdly, I look at how sawing fits within a creative practice, not 

just to saw planks but as a creative and contemplative tool in itself.  

Accompanying the essay is an appendix, which consist of documentary evidence of the process 

involved in making sculpture with a pit saw. The process of making a single sculpture from a 

single branch has been crucial in giving my thoughts and ideas and a solid base from which to 

write this essay. 

 

Part one. Sawing the context of Tool history and local Environment. 

In this part, I look at how the shaping of both the sculptor’s practice and the tree grow together 

to meet in a combination of the sculptor’s aesthetic and the tree’s shape. A merging of two 

existing entities, that of the sculptor and their tools, and that of the tree and its shape and 

location, to make a sculpture that is by process a combination of existing form and imposed 

sculptural decision.  
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Each tree has its specific properties, each property has its history and uses, and these vary from 

country to country. For example, sycamore (Acer Pseudoplatanus) was used to make domestic 

utensils because it was easy to carve and imparted little taste onto the food. Physical properties 

that affect the working of the material in a direct way. Oak (Quercus Robur) on the other hand 

has had far wider reaching connotations beyond its physical properties: in the societal sphere, the 

(contested) idea of ‘English Oak’ is a property of Oak just as lack of taste is a property of 

Sycamore. What these examples show is that like Geertz “thick description” in ethnography and 

anthropology, the same principles can be applied to that of the sculptor’s approach to the wood 

to be used.  

Another important feature of interaction between human and material agents is that they exist in 

a wider sphere of agencies and context. The influence on the artist is not solely through an 

interaction with a single material agent but the environment in which that interaction takes place. 

This is especially true when it comes to trees, where the sculptor can be somewhat prepared to 

cope with a variety of physical properties of different trees, but the environment is likely to 

change dramatically. The interaction between sculptor and tree in quiet woodland would differ 

from an interaction with a similar tree in a more urban setting, such as a park or roadside verge. 

The interpretation of material then is heavily influenced by the agency of the greater 

environment.  

This is assuming the Sculptor is approaching the tree from a somewhat human centric viewpoint. 

The sculptor is approaching the tree with the express aim of changing it for their own needs.  

The approach to sawing a given trunk varies in each case “ the final choice of cuts was usually 

dictated by the size of log, the species of tree and the eventual end use of the timber.” (Maskill, 

p21 2011). The sawyer than is adept at reading the trunk and seeing how best to convert it, 

whilst considering the eventual uses of the sawn wood. It is worth noting at this point that 

though it is tricky to predict what trees I will saw in the future it is most likely that they will not 

be straight and even trunks, 1 but rather curved branches or windfallen limbs. It is not then the 

tree that is controlling what it is I am able to make from the planks but the environment in 

which the tree has grown. At this stage no communication has taken place: the sculpture and the 

tree have not met yet, though one is aware of the other, is aware of what trees do and how trees 

grow.  

1 See appendix 1.3 p 21 
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As soon as the sculptor sets eyes on the branch, in a way the sculpture begins. Before a tool is 

lifted or sharpened in preparation, the simple fact of looking has set the framework or everything 

else to come.  

It is also a commitment: Berger writes of carpentry as being ‘ filled with time ’ (Berger, 2005,p. 

139)   

“There is the time it took for the trees to grow, the time to let their wood dry, the time to build 

with them and—now that the building has reached the end of its useful life and its planks can 

fetch a good price elsewhere—the time spent putting away, taking out and pulling down”( Berger, 

2005,p. 139)  

This quote highlights the longevity of wood and adds more weight and thought to the idea of 

cutting new boards and making new things. The tree has lived, and part of that is ending with the 

saw, but the pieces cut are new and green, they have only just started, miles away from reuse they 

eagerly await use.  

 

To remove some aspect of a tree from a woodland, the sculptor needs to have some level of 

understanding of how that tree grew in that environment or at least how the environment has 

affected its growth. Jones and Cloke, for example, criticise the contemporary blanketing of 

nature as one thing and instead refer to it as “an unparalleled field of difference” (Jones and 

Cloke, 2008 ). This is especially relevant to the sculptor who intends to remove something from 

this “field of difference”. To remove something, such as a sculpture, a sculptor needs to be able 

to work in a changing environment. And recognise its presence in the fallen limb, in other words 

being open to and aware of the changing nature of wood, and in doing so not conceiving of 

fixed ideas or expectations before the tree in question has had time to alert the sculpture to its 

specific properties.   

If we treat the tree as an “artefact [it] is not a piece of inert matter that you act upon, but 

something active with which you engage and interact” (Malafouris, 2013,  p 149). This 

interaction is really intriguing, removing some level of autonomy from the artist or at least 

crediting the agency of the tree with a high level of influence on the sculptor's out comes. This 

can also be said of the tools used: each one has been designed to do specific things to the 

structure of trees. The tree as a much broader idea has already shaped the artists abilities by the 
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development of the tools they intend to use on a specific tree. The parallel evolution of homo 

sapiens and tool making/use is in some ways of equal agency to the tree being cut. The marks 

left by tools and the shapes they are able to cut, have come about over thousands of years of 

people hitting and sawing at trees and seeing what works best by responding to the properties of 

the tool they are using and the tree they are cutting.  

It is also worth noting that humans have had (and still do) a massive impact on the growth and 

position of trees; by inhabiting certain areas and removing tree cover in others, they dictate 

where and therefore how trees are grown.2  A tree grown on the edge of a wood on a hill differs 

greatly in strength and grain direction than a tree growing in a dense woodland. These are not all 

the doing of humans, and the amount of impact varies. However, I mention it here as the trees I 

use and intend to keep using are ones felled by wind, or out of a fear of falling, rather than the 

express purpose of sculpting with a saw.  

By using tools such as the saw, axe and adze the sculptor has chosen a series of arboreal 

limitations as their sculptural approach. The marks made by these tools are also conscious 

decisions, not solely about the process but equally about the texture and surface left behind.  

Malafouris continues “That agency should not be perceived as a fixed property of humans but 

the emergent product of our engagement with the world.” (Malafouris, 2013,p148.). This helps 

further in placing more agency in the tree than in the sawyer. The sculptor is having a very direct 

impact on one specific tree, but the way they are able to make that impact is in many ways the 

influence of the tree on hundreds of years of tool development and use. On a macro level the 

tree carries a more continuous level of agency, whereas on the micro level it is the sculptor and 

their tools who seem more active.  

We could also look at a meso level of agency in the surrounding landscape through time. Here I 

am not looking at the idea of the ‘tree’, nor the specific tree to be sculpted, but the middle 

ground that of reasons for the tree being in that specific spot in the landscape. Not in a 

geological scale but in the context of a human led modification (or lack of) of the surrounding 

areas. 

I would also include the presence of cows and deer on the meso level, as well as its gradient and 

the drainage in its vicinity, the amount of competition and the impact of high winds. All these 

factors (and countless more) can in some minor or drastic way inform the structure of the tree. 

2 see appendix 1.1 and 1.2, pp 19, 20 

7 



The human presence and modification of the landscape surrounding a specific tree has a very 

direct impact on its growth and form. Which in turn has a direct impact of the sculptor’s use of 

the fallen tree, and the tools used.  

The sculptor Guiseppe Penone writes “The tree is memory, in growing it passes through the 

surfaces with which it comes into contact and remembers the forms in its nature.” (Penone and 

Piguet, 1989, p9.) 

This sums up the broader influences that affect the growth, position, strength, stability and shape 

of trees in their environment. The sculptor’s tools simply add to the trees surface.3  

 

 

 

Part Two. The saw as a sculptural decision. 

The relationship between sawyer and tree now changes. From an observational and critical view 

it now becomes an invasive one.  

The saw opens up the tree, revealing years of growth never before seen,4 and the bark of the tree 

is no longer the sole surface. By design the saw rips crisp straight lines into something hitherto 

untouched.  

The saw becomes the all crucial element, an extension of the mind of the sculptor. Through the 

saw they feel the variation in the trunk: knots, cavities or rot all stand out, feel different, sound 

different. Through this extension of the sculptor’s mind, arms and ability, they are able to 

manipulate the fallen limb to suit their desired form. Each cut from the saw removes part of a 

specific tree: it becomes timber, square neat and fresh.5 The tree loses agency of its own and 

becomes something more general, perhaps as precise as a single limb with approximately 80 

growth rings off of a dead standing Ash felled on the 6/9/20 at around midday. It is never again 

though that specific tree merely a part of what it was at the point when it was felled or simply 

had a branch cut off.  

3 see appendix 1.5, 1.7, 1.8 and 1.12, pp, 23, 25, 26, 30. 
4 see appendix 1.4, 1.9 and 1.10, pp, 22, 27,28. 
5 see appendix 1.6 p, 24. 

8 



The craftsperson according to Heidegger makes a conscious effort on their part to understand 

the specific piece of material they are working on, in order to use the material for something that 

best suits its specific properties. In the case of the sawyer, to have an understanding of the 

desired properties wanted further down the line in order that they are able make the most of the 

log that they are sawing and cut usable lumber.  

The placement of the saw is a very deliberate decisions that is both responding to the tree in its 

current state but also preparing for further decision on the part of the sculpture. Or as Heidegger 

puts it to “answer and respond above all to the different kinds of wood and to the shapes 

slumbering within wood- to wood as it enters into man’s dwelling with all the hidden riches of its 

nature.” (Heidegger,1976, pp14-15.) Although this is referring to cabinet making, it is still very 

relevant. The idea that the wood “enters into man’s dwelling” is interesting in itself if we 

consider that the “man” in the case of the sawyer is in fact in the woods dwelling or surrounded 

in all sense by wood.  

The learning of properties and possibilities by the cabinet maker is a very sculptural idea, a direct 

response to the material to be used. I think this response is heightened when the material used is 

closer to its earlier forms such as planks, slabs or blocks, or in dead standings or windblown 

limbs, or  even as a living moving growing entity. The fact that this quote refers to a cabinet 

maker but is applicable to a sculptor is important: what the cabinet maker makes does not 

resemble a tree, likewise, even though the sculptor spends an extended period of time in the 

presence of trees, sawing, responding to and predicting uses for a specific piece, it does not mean 

that what they produce resembles the form of a tree.6 It is a response to the tree and not a copy 

of one. This approach of both the cabinet maker and sculptor serves to respect and understand 

the tree’s own form without mimicking it.  

In addition to this, Deleuze and Guattari, mention the idea “of surrendering to the wood, and 

following where it leads”(Deleuze and Guattari, 2004, p. 451.) which is compared to arriving 

with preconceived forms. The “following” however does not strictly mean a physical path: the 

saw will cut a relatively straight line once started.7 The “following” can already take place before 

each cut has started, with the sculptor’s ability to follow the form of the trunk and “surrender” 

to its best outcomes a middle ground between surrendering completely and following entirely.  

6 See appendix 1.14 and 1.15, pp, 32, 33. 
7 See appendix 1.9, p, 29 
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In my view surrendering would entail the use of splitting the log with wedges where you 

surrender to the grain and wherever the split travels. With a saw, mechanical or not, after the 

first five strokes it is very difficult to adjust the direction of cut - so in a way you surrender to the 

alignment of the saw and follow the “lead” you prepared before starting. The surrendering then 

is to the tree, accepting its form and following what you believe to be the best cut in relation to 

the tree as a whole. 

 A similar approach to tool use and response to that use, is seen in Malafouris’s writing on 

knapping. “The topography of the knapping activity and the accurate aiming of a powerful blow 

is neither pre- planned nor recollected; they are embodied, and therefore they must be 

discovered in action.” (Malafouris, 2013, p.174.)  

Action as neither recollection nor premeditation, sounds more complicated than it perhaps is, or 

maybe it is as complicated as we make it. I would argue that in the case of the knapper and 

sawyer, although there is no pre-planning in terms of rehearsal, the tool and angle of the tool are 

already being dictated to by the material being struck. This is not necessarily pre-planned but 

simply very quick reactions. On the return of the hand then the “recollection” of the previous 

action is not forgotten but built upon: not recollected but developed.  

This action and response form of working, as seen here with knapping and sawing, differs very 

much from using tools that employ continuous action. Here what was a definite lack of 

something when using hand tools becomes a lack of nothing, the gaps in hand tool work are not 

empty but very important. This is lost or at least changed when using tools of constant motion, 

this is not to say any less skill is needed (a potter’s wheel could be classed as a constant motion 

so too could a lathe or chainsaw) but that the two techniques are very different, by 

acknowledging the gap between action and impact you recognise the changes taking place in the 

user of the tool in a very different manner to some applying constant powered force. The 

resultant textures reflect this. 8 

Moving on from the micro actions of the sawyer, to the macro actions of sawing within art, we 

see some similarities. For example, the time between strokes of the saw that is if it is neither 

pre-planned nor recollected, is not dissimilar to the longer breaks taken mid sawing or at the 

completion of a cut.  

8 See appendix 1.5, 1.7 and 1.11, pp, 24, 25, 29. 
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If you are not pre-planning or recollecting the act of sawing, you then have space to think of 

other things, not big things perhaps but thoughts that easily fill in the gaps left by sawing. Like 

the sawing itself your body homogenises the many verified and separate actions into what feels 

like a smooth continuous rhythm. Does this then occur for your thoughts as well? And does this 

extend from the primary act of moving the saw back and forth, on and off, to the entire working 

day, sawing, resting, and using other tools. Outside the context of sawing then, does the rhythm 

of the tools we use have an effect on the rhythm of the tool user’s day, week, life?  

These are questions I am not able to answer, though I would say that the sawing is one of the 

quicker material processing techniques I use, it is also one of the most final and irreversible: 

where a chisel can take a small shaving or a large chip the saw takes a set cut and once 

committed too cannot be changed.9 What I mean by this is that the saw is perhaps more of a 

mental exercise than a physical one.  

Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of sawing as “a continuous variation of variables ”(Deleuze and Guattari, 

2004, p. 410.) suggests that each stroke of the saw is unique. I would argue, that each length of 

sawing is one variable act. In my experiences you do not learn from each stroke of the saw as a 

separate act but from the task of sawing as a whole over a specific area. By this I mean that 

although each stroke of the saw may be an individual act, it is only when looked at as a whole 

that you are really able to “follow where it leads” and make decisions based on that learning.  

Taking Deleuze and Guattari’s view that sawing is “a continuous variation of variables” and 

comparing it to Ingold’s idea that “This [sawing] calls for continual correction, in response to an 

ongoing perceptual monitoring of the task as it unfolds” (Ingold, 2006, pp. 76–7) this might 

imply that sawing is a mentally tiring activity, reassessing each stroke of the saw and making 

corrections in response minute changes. Rather than a continued concentration and correction I 

would argue that the concentration ebbs and flows. By this I mean the concentration of the 

sawyer is much more prominent in the first five or six strokes of the saw; as beyond this there is 

little that can be corrected without the saw binding in the cut or by starting the cut again.  

If as hinted at above, we treat Ingold’s “continual correction” as a predictable series of 

corrections and not a constant flow of adjustment, we give the sawyer time between corrections 

to think of other things. George Sturt writes of his time sawing quite fondly, finding a “feeling of 

peace persisted, dirt, sawdust and hard work notwithstanding” (Maskill, 2011, p. 14.). Is this 

9 See appendix 2.3, p, 39 
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“peace” to be found between these corrections at the points where the saw is doing exactly what 

it is intended to do and doing it in a manner that does not need correcting? Or is this “peace” 

the state of being aware of the corrections needed and in the perfect position to adjust? To these 

questions I cannot give an answer, however from personal experience I find the middle of the 

log the most relaxing, a point where the saw is aligned and cutting smoothly and consistently. 

However it is the variety of conditions experienced as the log is opened the give variety to the 

sawyer’s work.  

Sturt does not diminish the “ sawdust and hard work” but neither does he begrudge it. I believe 

this to be related to the fact that Sturt only partook in sawing on an occasional basis, one that 

enabled him to get a feeling for the work that was “hard enough to prevent thought” (Sturt,1923, 

p59.) without it being his everyday occupation. Or if you are the pitman (in the saw pit below the 

log, as opposed to the topman or top sawyer) as Sturt was, the peace would be in the lack of 

responsibility. The experiences of Sturt are very different to the (exhausted) professional sawyers 

mentioned by Walter Rose’s book The Village Carpenter (Rose. 1937) though they are similar to 

how I see the pitsaw acting within my practice. By sawing irregularly but for an extended period I 

hope I can be both efficient and not worn out. For this though only time will tell.  

The saw is traceable, like the rings of a tree you can see each stroke the saw leaves like “an 

archive of its maker’s muscles” (Elkins, 1996, p. 227). The final sculpture is most certainly sawn, 

but you can only separate the strokes on closer inspection. By leaving evidence of both the 

original form of the tree and the marks of the saw, but letting neither take control, the sculptor 

adds to the existing narrative of the tree's life and takes responsibility for the decisions made.  

 

 

Part three. Sawing as part of a creative practice. 

Staying with a macro view of sawing, we know at this point that sawing is in itself quite simple, 

you can read into it retrospectively but in my opinion this analysis has no real bearing on how it 

is you actually saw.  

That leaves us with everything but sawing, or more precisely the before sawing and the after. 

Here I’m looking at the after. It is worth noting though that sawing in a sculptural context is not 
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a question of start, stop and you’re done, it is much more a series of actions based off of and 

responding to other actions be that sawing or an allied skill. What I am looking at here then is 

not the end of sawing, but that longer pauses in which decisions are made or other tasks 

completed.  

The state of the sawyer just after sawing is in my experience quite free, your brain is not clogged 

with anything other than the sawdust you have just made. This then is a very useful and creative 

space to be in with advantages far beyond sawing. An interesting study by Nora Madjar & Greg 

R. Oldham has shown that “individuals who worked on a complex preliminary task for a short 

interval or a simple task for a long interval exhibited higher creativity on the subsequent task 

than individuals in the other preliminary task and time conditions.” (Madjar and Oldham, 2010, 

p,248.) Although the tasks involved in the study are not directly relatable to sawing, I believe the 

overall hypothesis to be applicable. If we consider sawing as a single tool in the wider context of 

the sculptors practice, it is easy to put it quite low down on the complexity level of skills used, 

what I mean is that as the sawyers ability develops, the sense of learning and satisfaction wain, 

this could be seen as a negative. However, if we now treat sawing as the “simple task” mentioned 

above, we have the added benefit of “higher creativity” whatever that may be. Sawing then is not 

only productive in the act of sawing, but in the act of post sawing too, this is especially relevant 

when the artist is sawing to an unknown end, an as yet incomplete sculpture aids its completion 

through the clarifying nature of sawing.  

The agency of the living tree has now completely changed, through sawing the sculptore has 

removed and shaped the original material into something born from but not resembling the 

original tree.10 This process has created a platform from which the sawyer is able to develop 

further ideas.  

We can see some of this in appendix 1.10. 11 Where once there was round barked branches now 

sits squared timbers, saw dust and some of the tools used to achieve this. This image does not 

show a completed sculpture, but it shows a series of decisions that have left the sawyer with 

these pieces of timber.  

The levels of concentration present in sawing are perhaps similar to a musical instrument or any 

similar irregular(action) hand tool. Tod Machover writes “ playing the cello engages just enough 

of my mind to suppress internal chatter, leaving me free to imagine. ” (Turkle p15, 2011) It is this 

10 See appendix 1.16 and 1.17, pp, 34, 35. 
11 See page: 28. 
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suppression of chatter that links the cello to the saw, the fluctuating concentration enabling 

unclogged thought to bob to the surface amid the sawdust or the sound of music.  

 

Once you have stopped sawing, then you are able to note down some of the clear thoughts one 

might of had, it might also be the case that the ideas that came while sawing relate directly to the 

use of the sawn material, and therefore the shape of the final structure, much like a cellist is more 

likely to think of new compositions while playing the cello, rather than looking at a blank page.  

 

Doing as thinking and thinking as doing via the use of an instrument is one way to further our 

relationship with the instrument in question. The saw is an example of doing as thinking or more 

specifically sawing as a part aid in thinking about uses for the sawn timber and the saw as a 

creative tool. One reason for the saw being a good example is that it is so very slow, a single 

plank might take 3 hours of sawing to cut, there are few other tools used in such a repetitive 

manner and for such extended periods as the pitsaw.  

The process of sawing, alone in a yard or on the forest floor, differs from that of the workshop, 

you are not relating to others but simply to trees.  

The whole environment is so very different to the workshop that they are not really comparable. 

It is not a question of “watch this” and learn from the master (Marchand,2011, p99) but a case 

of  responding to these elements as a whole. This is not to say that the workshop doesn't teach 

you anything, simply that the two environments (that of the sawpit, wherever it may be, and the 

workshop) are very distant from each, yet still in the same bracket of ‘woodwork’.  

The learning is in the doing and responding and in this responding, you are able to think. 

Through sawing and the use of the saw the understanding between sawyer, saw and tree grows 

and changes.  The sawers life and practice outside of the immediate act of sawing, also has an 

effect on the environment that the sawing takes place. 

 

Margaret Mead writes of our relationship with tools. 

“Where technology is simple, the tool is an extension of the body; the shuttle elongates and 

refines the finger, the mallet is harder and more powerful than the fist. The tool follows the 

rhythm of the body; it enhances and intensifies but it does not replace and does not introduce 

anything basically different” (Mead, p257, 1953). 
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The saw is an extension in a very organic way, “when using a handheld tool, the brain treats the 

haptic signals as though it were coming from the operational end of the tool, not the hand.” 

(Takahashi and Watt, p 266, 2012) therefore the saw is an extension of both the arms and an 

extension of our comprehension of where the body ends. The ease at which this relationship 

between tool brain and body evolves, is key in the sawyer’s ability to effectively move on from 

thinking about sawing, while still sawing. With extended practice the sawyer becomes 

accustomed to the act of sawing, that they might become able to make space for thoughts 

relating to things other than the direct action of the saw.  

The pitsaw is a tool which enables the user to cut relatively straight and flat faces on round and 

uneven trunks, this skill enables the sculptor’s ideas to grow beyond that of the fixed sizes of 

pre-milled lumber and beyond the expense of custom cut timber. The sawyer’s sculptural 

language changes with each new tool, and the saw has had a greater effect on my work than any 

other single tool.  

Sawing as a means to create ideas, and to make material from which to construct sculpture, is 

enough to cement its place as a useful and usable tool within the toolbox that makes my practice. 

The saw is not only a contemplative activity, but perhaps more importantly it symbolises the 

potential sculpture within each fallen tree. The ability to cleanly and crisply slice into fallen limbs 

and from the trunks and branches make sculpture.  The saw represents independence from 

powered tools, yet a broad scope of possibility, it is highly portable, quiet, and comparatively 

noninvasive, it enables the sawyer to remove usable sections of timber from fallen trees and to 

leave the rest to rot back into the humus of the forest floor.  It can cut boards intended for 

drying and use with further tools or it can cut timber to be used green, the tooth marks left 

behind alert the viewer to its every move, the traces it leaves add to the surface and texture of the 

sculpture, but they do not overpower it, they are not as bold as those of the axe and not as even 

as those of the bandsaw. They are the visible edge of the sculpture. 

The saw by its very nature reveals the insides of any given log,12 it enlarges the surface area of a 

single mass and in doing so expands the scope of possible forms. Because the saw slices you are 

also creating two usable elements, one that is your intended form, plank post etc. The other , the 

offcut, these offcuts also serve a purpose not only are they useful while sawing they are also 

materials that can be further processed and used to make other works13. Or they can be left 

12 See appendix 2.2, p 37. 
13 See appendix 2.3, p, 38. 
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where the tree grew, removing only what is needed to make a specific sculpture and letting the 

remainder rot away.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion.  

My many thoughts and ideas around the pitsaw are as yet unfinished, or rather still developing, 

through continuing to use the saw in a wider range of scenarios, and in the fixed site of the 

studio14 I hope to develop a thorough understanding of the many elements involved. 

The saw is not complete on its own and is reliant on accompanying implements to make it 

efficient and enjoyable.  

 

In this essay, I set out to argue for the use of an outdated and exhausting tool within a wider 

arena of the sculptor’s studio, practice and approach to site-specific works. I feel that the most 

pressing questions have been addressed if not answered.  Though I have strayed from the title 

and travelled down a less practical route than I first imagined I did this because the practicalities 

are very plain, the saw leaves marks and these marks are similar to marks left by other people 

who used similar saws in the past, this creates a tool mark continuation and in some scenarios it 

becomes a key part of the work (such as or works installed in historic buildings.).  The historic 

preservation of textures then takes on a fluctuating role of prominence in the otherwise 

consistent realm of sawn timbers used to construct sculpture.  

For me sawing is a clarifying technique, I am happy in the knowledge that through sawing I will 

have an idea or come to a conclusion about a piece of work or a single plank, this is not to say 

14 See appendix 2.1, p, 36. 
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that sawing is a go-to ideas machine, but that the act as a whole creates an environment and a 

state of mind that is beneficial to creative thought.  

The pitsaw fills a practical meditative and creative role that undulates with importance and 

agency depending on what is sawn, where that is happening and what is made from the sawn 

elements. This last sentence and much of this essay has been mulled over and thought through 

while sawing.  
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Appendix 1.1. Photograph by author, 2020.  Dead standing ash tree, with easily reached lower limb. 
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Appendix 1.2. Photograph by author, 2020. Single limb removed from the dead standing Ash tree, to be cut into 
manageable part and moved to the work site 80 meters away. 
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Appendix 1.3. Photograph by author, 2020.  The first cut being made into the undulating surface of the 
log. A chalk line is used to strike a straight line over the uneven surface. Sawing barefoot enables more grip 
and is safer than trying to balance with big boots. 
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Appendix 1.4. Photograph by author, 2020. Depicts the freshly sawn log, revealing the new flat face created 
by the saw. This took approximately 30 minutes per square foot see ??? for historic comparisons. 
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Appendix 1.5. Photograph by author, 2020.  
Close up view of the sawn surface, note the changing direction of the marks as the saywer changes position 
in relation to the saw and log. 
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Appendix 1.6. Photograph by author, 2020. 
 The pit saw in action. Because the saw is shorter than historical versions it allows the sawn log to 
be closer to the ground as less clearance is needed. It can also be operated by one person. 
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Appendix 1.7. Photograph by author, 2020. 
The natural curve of the branch exaggerated with the use of the adze. 
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Appendix 1.8. Photograph by author, 2020. 
 A smaller hand saw being used for more accurate cutting,  as the idea develops the tools become finer where 
accuracy is needed, this image depicts the author cutting the end off of a larger piece to create a square 
reference face. 
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Appendix 1.9. Photograph by author, 2020. 
 A further view of a sawn surface showing courser marks left by the saw as it moves more quickly through 
thinner wood. The piece pictured is a leg from the finished piece. 
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Appendix  1.10. Photograph by author, 2020. 
The side axe is used on convex curves, whereas the adze is used on concave surfaces. A saw capable 
of sawing both curves can be seen in ‘The history of the saw’ (Disstan, p40). 
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Appendix 1.11. Photograph by author, 2020. 
Cutting a flat surface on a slightly curved log. The log in question is the same one seen in appendix 
1.6. 
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Appendix 1.12. Photograph by author, 2020. 
Offcuts for further use beyond that of the intended sculpture. 
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Appendix 1.13. Photograph by author, 2020. 
Work area mid project. Large steel staples called “dogs” are used to hold the piece being sawn in a 
fixed position, one is visible at the rear left of the piece being sawn. 
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Appendix 1.14.  Photograph by author, 2020. 
Adezed surface for comparison to a sawn surface. Note how any inconsistencies in the blade of the 
adze are repeatedly imparted to the surface with each strike of the tool.  
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Appendix 1.15. Photograph by author, 2020. 
Multiple components are worked as one as the weight help keeps the parts steady when they are 
being worked on. They are then cut off and completed if necessary, Here, the middle section is 
worked while still attached to the top part of the sculpture. The whole process is dependent upon 
itself to advance.  
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Appendix 1.16. Photograph by author, 2020. 
The completed sculpture is titled “dished” and positioned in front of the tree from which it was 
hewn and sawn. 
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Appendix 1.17. Photograph by author, 2020. 
Rear view of “Dished” looking out over the same view/valley as has done for much of its life before 
hand, only now it is changed in form, it is no longer part of a living tree. 
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Appendices 2. 
 
 

 
Appendix 2.1 2021 Photograph by author. 
A pit sawing set up in a more permanent studio environment, note the sawn trestle. 
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Appendix 2.2 2020 Untitled, sawn Ash. approx 40cm by 14cm by 5cm. Photograph by author. 
Small sculpture made from one of the offcuts seen in appendix 1.12. 
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Appendix 2.3 Anonymous - Hausbuch der Mendelschen Zwölfbrüderstiftung, Band 1. Nürnberg 
1426–1549. An odd image of a single sawyer, note how there is no guide line for the saw, the saw is set in a 
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straight cut and if carful the sawyer need not have a straight line to follow. It may be that it was simply left 
out of the illustration. However many of the cuts seen in appendix 1 were made in the rain, which washed 
the chalk off the trunk leaving me to follow the cut and not the line. 
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