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how in the world did all these  

elements come together to form  
this piece, this work,  

this ‘Band of Owls’?  

one day at a time,  

bit by bit... that's how. 

 

jimmy said,  

'could owl studio come up with a sculpture 

for outside the New House?' 

OVERTURE  

well… when all else fails, start at the beginning: we’d better find a piece of 

wood... a worthy and wonderful piece of wood. ash? cedar? oak? 

OAK!  

a commission! my goodness... an actual commission! 

a chance to work out some ideas, to invest time and energy into the endless 
exploration: what forms can we coax out of a section of wood? the ongoing 

conversation with presence and absence... 

 

well, i never miss a chance to PANIC: what'll i do?  

what'll it be? what... what what... 

'plot is retrospective' 



seeing the request is for a piece to be placed outdoors, oak makes the top of 

the list: an enduring, solid wood.  

we put out the word, on the owl art studio grapevine... oak, anyone? 

his neighbour, Phil (another Phil arrives in 

the owl studio network!), living on the 
narrowboat next to Sean’s on the Oxford 

canal, has a sawmill: a Resource. 

 

(he inevitably becomes "Phil-

the-Mill") 

 

 

 

 

 

and Phil comes up with the 

goods:  

an eight-foot length of good 
English Oak, heartwood, a full 

twenty inches across, 

enormous...  

 

grand. 

Sean-the-Clown is the first to respond. 



 

holy garoot - i was stunned to see the 

wood for the first time.  

 

the telephone description had not quite 
given me the Impact, the Massive 

Girth… 

so, in late March 

2012, the crew em-
barks on yet another 

excursion with Phil-
the-Green (and his 
heart-of-gold) at the 

wheel of his trusty 
greengrocer van, over 
to Phil-the-Mills's 

woodyard just outside 
Oxford, with Richard 

riding shotgun. 

(when anyone giving me directions says, ' 
you can't miss it', i know i'm doomed: we missed it...) 

Phil-the-Green Richard 

can i cope with this?  

 

for a brief moment, the heart 

quailed…but no turning back, 

we’re committed now...  



first ,with a failed effort involving a rope, then with a marvelous 

demonstration of what rollers and levers can do(thus rose the pyramids.) 

 

 Richard, practical  
 man-of-his-hands,  

 came into his own. 

 

 

 

 

(Alan appeared, to 
say encouragingly, 

'you'll never get that 

off of there!' 

me: 'go away, Alan  

[expurgated comment]!') 

 

given the correct supervision, we 

managed to get it on board.  

 

into the van, back to owl studio, 
and somehow out of the van 

again... 



and Lo! ye tonne of oak is in place,  

outside owl studio,  

looming large,  

full of Potential,  

Dormant Potential. 

ACT  THE  FIRST  



potential... arouses a strong anxiety in the artist's heart: 'god that's big... 

HUGE... what am i gonna do with it? oh my god, what are we gonna do?' 

 

this goes on for a while... the while it took to coax Chainsaw Andy away 

from Glastonbury, to get him into town to employ his formidable skills. 

 

(lord, we go back a long way by now, Andy and me, attacking wood) 

 

 

the delay in Andy's arrival turned out 

all for the best, allowing the preliminary 
planning, sketching and measuring... 

creative ferment, shall we say. 

 

this is a chance to explore, to get real 

with creative fantasy. what can be done 

with a piece of wood? what lies within? 

'building castles in the air  
is all very well;  

now build foundations under them'  

- thoreau 

Robin and Andy 

working in Gladstone 

Park, Willesden Green, 

London NW2.  

2003 and 2005 



clockwise from top left:  

sunbird flight,  

byrds,  

bumblebee 

what shall we do?  

let us ponder precedent...  
my own previous explorations,  

for example: 



or, apart from my own explorations, what artists work for me? 

(this is not even VAGUELY related to 'popular', 'big-selling', 'fashionable' 

artists...) 

i experience a primal nervous 

system reaction to their work. 

 

an Inuit, david reuben; a Cree, 
morrisseau; and a Mongolian, 
namdakov... all possess a clear 

line through to the imagery of 
their own particular spiritual 

inheritance 

 

norval morrisseau: 

'portrait of the artist 

with spirit self', 1975 

dashi namdakov  

david reuben piqtokun 



what are my tribal roots? Norse and Celtic clearly enough, no question 

there, which is fine in itself, but leads us to the peril of being cute, or 

clichéd, or, god spare us, twee... 

 

 

Yggdrisil   Norse Tree of the World. 
 

 

a towering ash, rooted in hell, holding up the heavens, nibbled by a stag, 

supporting a serpent... 

 

a tree supporting all the world: seems like a good start, we could work a few 

things into that. 

 

 

'the word for "world" is "forest".'  
- ursula k. le guin 



in establishing an artistic narrative, if we start at two opposing polarities, 

then gun it in toward the middle, where the two polarities meet... there may 

be a flashpoint of interest.  

so arrives the initial concept. 

Large/Smooth/Simple/Vertical    

meet    

Complex/Intricate/Interlocked/Horizontal 

Pasquale says, 'draw draw draw.' 

 

excellent advice: drawing reaches through the superficial layers of the 

imagination to the more interesting and obscure depths  



 

then - how to move from the flat 2-
dimensional planes into the three 

dimensions required? a maquette? 

would breeze blocks work? 

 

no... drat... failed to ignite. 

 

 

i know: i'll buy a huge lump of 
modelling clay, that'll do it...  

and to some degree, it did. 

 

the tricky bit was the transition from 
the trunk into the branches, it narrows 
and it spreads, the waist or crotch of 

the piece, always a focal point... 

 

THIS ALL GOES ON…  

and time passes... 

where's that goshdarned andy?  

(‘soon, brother, soon.') 

'a-hotter than a crotch' 
- Dylan, 'Tough Mama'  



ACT  THE  SECOND  

and now, Mark-the-Sharp arrives on the 

scene. 

 

an experienced cabinet maker, with a 
new interest in carving, Mark-the-Sharp 
turns out to be the Unexpected Essential 

Element in the creation of 'Band of Owls', 
there from beginning to end, providing 
skill, energy and good cheer all the way 

through. 

 

the whole process is an exploration and a 
discovery on all levels, physical and 

human. wouldn't have it any other way. 

 

whilst awaiting Andy, we ponder the 

technical challenges. the initial and 
essential one being: this Big Heavy 
Carving must stand upright, symmetrical 

and balanced: god forbid it should lean all wonky and perilously off-kilter 

(that would be a different piece). 

 

 

for aesthetics and for safety,  

it must stand square and true.  

 

a process that started with Phil-the-

Mill in Oxford, and his precise End 

Cut. 



now as the rough shaping is to begin, 

it's evident that once we start cutting 
into the wood, there will no longer be 

an external edge from which to 
measure down into the interior, to 

form a balanced central core.  

 

so, we execute a series of depth- 
marking drill holes, a careful 7 inches 

deep, each one, in a circle around the 

log. 

 

measure, measure, mark, mark (Mark 

marks...) 

 

still no Andy... am i gonna have to 

do this myself? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THEN, FINALLY,  

even as the last-minute  
cavalry charges to the rescue,  

Andy arrives. 

the first cut to establish the  

depth, i do with a series of  

parallel cuts then knocked  

out with hammer and chisel,  

effective but laborious. 



dear lord, talk about witnessing an expert at work - forget the plodding 

amateur, here is a consummate artist: long, fluid cuts, removing huge 
slices, paring away the inessential down to the core. 

a powerful awe-inspiring tool, the chainsaw... and Damned Noisy  

- an issue in our suburban area... 

the issue had been anticipated, and Andy had brought along an electric (ie 

quieter) chainsaw, which proved to simply not have the power to cut 
through the oak; then it broke down completely, dammit… leaving no 

choice but to carry on with the powerful petrol model. 

when the neighbours did begin to (understandably) inquire, all i could say 

was 'it’ll be over today, honestly, very very sorry...' 

'next time, bring the project out to the woodyard in Glastonbury,' said 

Andy, 'you can make all the noise you like.' 

eventually, grim perseverance overcame all obstacles, and the Rough Cut 

was executed. 



and now, the owl art studio crew put shoulder to the wheel. again, we were 

amazed at the efficacy of rollers and levers: we moved it! 

 

perfectly perpendicular to the ground, to the 
measured inch, essential: how would we remedy 

the situation were it not so? one shudders to 

think... 

 

there we have the initial form standing:  

base, waist, crotch, branches, band. 

 

and, having laboured mightily to get this far, 
here arrived our favourite comment of the entire 

project. 

 

our much-loved neighbour arrives, full of 
compliments, slips her arm around the waist: 
"it's like hugging a friend! it's perfect!  

did you do this on purpose, or did it just happen 

that way?" 

 

then, for the first time, we heaved the Behemoth 

upright. hallelujah, it stands square and true. 

Preben, Danny, Mark 



having roughed out the form of the 

‘standing tree’, the band remains a 
solid heavy cross-section of the original 

log. waiting to be pierced through until 
it becomes a hollow ring floating 

around the uprights. 

 

this requires an Expedition into the 

Interior. 

 

we balance on ladders and table tops, 

we undergo acrobatic contortions, we 
use a powerful drill with an auger bit to 
pierce through the foot of oak, making 

as many holes as possible... then bash 
out the bits in between with mallet and 

gouge - good clean violent fun. 

 

 

(somewhere around about here we 
enjoyed the novel experience of both the 
mallet and the chisel BREAKING IN 

HALF on us... this is not supposed to 
happen... their whole reason in life is to 

bash things. the shop agreed and 

replaced it - Thank You, Buck and Ryan) 

ACT  THE  THIRD  

we were proud to come up with the "two-man chiselling technique", 
wherein one pair of hands aims and steadies the chisel; t’other 

swings the mallet. Frequently needing a long dowel to transmit the 

impact down into the carving space.  



now we had our band as one solid lump; we 

had to turn it into a floating ring, while 
matching the lower branches below the band 

with the top branches above... so that they 
flowed smoothly, albeit largely unseen, through 
the band for an overall coherence... took some 

juggling, with a bit of cursing thrown in, an 

effective mix. 

how were we to access such a limited 

access area? you cannot see/aim/hit all in 

a cubic inch: teamwork was called for. 

"this bit is just about impossible to get at," - 

archetypal quote, Mark-the-Sharp. 

(gives you more respect for the completion 

of the Channel Tunnel: just imagine if 

they'd missed each other in the middle...) 



once the cavity behind the band was roughly gouged through, then came 

the smoothing: the entire interior, visible or not, had to be smooth as silk: 

honouring the integrity of the project: We Are Owl Studio. 

the entire project has spun itself out in chapters entitled "the tool 

appropriate to this segment", from the mighty chainsaw  to the delicate 
Dremel. from the roughing-out to the final polish, each tool for its own task. 

there were happy moments of realization; "this is JUST the tool for this bit" 

this Took Ages, all the way through, saying, "no one will ever notice this"; 

and all manner of different tools. tools... tools... TOOLS. 

"let the tool do the job" 
- a trope as old as the World of Work 

Dremel 

chainsaw 

Arbortech circular saw   

Arbortech mini circular saw 

drill with auger 

mallet  chisel  gouge - of every size 

two man mallet-stick-gouge 

flap sander 

orbital sander 

mini-disc Arbortech sander 



with proper tool management goes 

TIME MANAGEMENT: 

"all things are 
possible, but not at 

the same time" 
Etienne Decroux, 

 my old theatre master in Paris 
(check him out in  Les Enfants de Paradis) 

(a genius line, that one) 

"i've read about me-di-ta-tion and that, and what 

i've realised is that the work ethic is the English 

form of meditation." 

i was much struck... that has stayed with me ever 
since. to lose oneself in the rhythms of one's craft, 
to attain freedom from the Bondage of Self, in an 

act of Creation: this is it... 

with music, fire, cats, tea, friends dropping in, 
there arrives the Odd Moment of     This-Is-It -    

Here and Now...    not this wretched forever 
wishing one was somewhere else, where the real 

party is happening... how rare, how wonderful. 

owl art studio is founded on the Fundamental Principle of 

the Universe:  

"all things are possible - if you do them one day at a time." 

owl art studio finds a rhythm. 

now that the hand-tool carving has begun, the initial plan 

is to get in an honest minimum of three hours a day... this 
smoothly segued into Mark-the-Sharp arriving for a full 

day on both Monday and Thursday. we became a team, 
pulling together, shoulder to shoulder, nose to the grind-
stone, hand on the teacup. from chilly spring, through 

chilly summer, to chilly autumn, watching the patterns of 
the wood evolve beneath our hands, and taking full ad-
vantage of the special pizza offer at the restaurant-round-

the-corner: 4 for 3, takeaway… 

long long ago, quarter of a century (my very first 

Meeting ever, in fact, how bout that), i heard some 
rough-hewn old countryman type of fellow, in a 

soft West Country accent, 



ACT  THE  FOURTH  

so... if the First Movement is huge swooping strokes from Earth to Heaven, 

we can use a counterbalance: a band holding the branches together, 
intricacy contrasting with simplicity taking the 

eye around and around the heaven-reaching 

tree.  

if in the band we retain the full circumference 

of the original piece, we show how big the 
original trunk was; reduce and smooth the 
band to a light, floating circle, and we've got an 

effective contrast… not even apparent at first 
that it is all carved from one piece, from the 

living wood.  

a chance to pay homage to a favourite reference, a legacy from my 
heroic ancestors, the ferocious, hard-working, skilled, depressive 

alcoholics: the Norse.  

(the stave-church carving of Urnes, Norway) 

up to this point, there has been a lot of 
architectural responsibility: the necessity for 

stability and balance in defiance of gravity. the 
thing has to stand up, stand up straight, and 
the band has to be balanced: against the odds, 

and against expectation, so far so good. 

now comes the fun bit (also the physically far 
easier bit), working out the rhythm of the 

pattern: 



pay tribute in the pattern, whilst making it my 

own: incorporating my own personal fascination 
with the elements that compose our patron saint, 

the owl.  

a LOT of pencil sketching, searching the owl studio 

library for visual references - eye, wing, claw...  

erase, sketch, ponder: to change one's mind is far 
easier when it is graphite-on-paper rather than 

chisel-on-wood... 

translation takes place, from paper to wood, and Time and Energy flow 

smoothly on… enjoying the interlocking of elements, particularly enjoying 
the interactions with Mark my fellow carver, constantly able to double-check 

a decision, a tool use, to say "what happened to that little chisel?", "what's 
that playing? is that a CD you brought along?", "is it time for a tea break 

yet?"ad infinitum…  

this goes on  

for a while 



Mark's patience was a revelation and 

an inspiration to me: the poor fellow's 
heard every anecdote that i've ever 

spun at least once, and still has not 

bashed me with a mallet… yet. 

 

and so Time passed on. 

 

once the rhythm of the piece was laid 

out, we were able to explore depth, 
getting the band as thin as possible so 

it floated above the tree form. 

 

once the motif was laid out all the way 

around the band and married to itself, 
we were able to explore edge, contrast, 

undercut, overlap, allowing light and 

shadow to dramatise the forms. 

"what do you think about this bit 

here?" 

 

god, it was wonderful to have 

somebody to work with...  

 

carving is a physical sport. my friends 
who are illustrators, novelists... they 

have to sit there all by themselves...  

 

they're better folk than i am, i have to 

stride around and bash things...  

 

cut myself with the tool, curse, my 

literal heart's blood...  



ACT  THE  FIFTH  

we started in the cold, in the rain, working by the fire. that was the spring. 

here it is, late autumn, somehow we got here without actually passing 
through a summer, the famous non-summer of 2012, and once again Eng-

land is in the cold, in the rain, and we are working by the fire. ah, the cycle 

of the seasons. 

and the process is, to our utter amaze, visibly drawing near the end. we had 

no idea in the world how long it might take: the inevitable question everyone 

asks, 

"how long did it take?" who knows? at an educated guess, overall, all things 

considered, very close to a thousand man hours... and, happily, it shows. 

the big moment: Jimmy, Our Patron, finally sees the work-in-progress - he 

has not seen it at all up to this point, i'm working on it following my artistic 
imagination only, he'd specified nothing whatsoever, trusting my capacity… 

bless him.  

hey, he really said wow! he said wow! he actually said wow! 

thankyou lord… and indeed, a universal reaction, it’s well-

received all round. 

‘WOW!’ 



now comes the Big Moment of 

Transition: we apply the oil. 

 

we had decided on Danish oil 
(after no more than the usual 

dithering), brushed it onto the raw 
wood, which had been sanded, 

sanded, SANDED in preparation: 
the butterfly emerged from the 
chrysalis, the grain of the wood 

leapt out from the sawdust. 

it really is a big 

positive change. 

 

 

Mark, an old hand at 
furniture work, had 

predicted this; often 
the victim of my own 
over-optimism, i had 

been reserving 

judgment. 

 

i was delighted. 



detail: let's seal the bottom of the wood, so that no moisture can wick up 

into the grain, no matter how slowly - two coats of Cuprinol, then three 

coats of marine varnish, that should seal it for a few brief lifetimes of man... 

 

the final formal touch: the brass plate, carefully inset, glued in. 

the party combined with the ninth anniversary of the opening of owl art 

studio (my god), and robin's birthday (double my god). 

it’s done. let's party! 

it’s done. to amaze and delight future generations, to endure the passage of 

Time, to abide the judgment of History. 



EPILOGUE  
unbelievable. what started as an impossible 

dream is now ready for delivery. once again, 
the owl studio cohort put shoulders to the 

wheel. 

 

note: Button attacking the string... from each 

according to their capacity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

once again into the Phil-the-Green van, with 

Bram in the middle and Pasquale invisible in 
the back with 

the piece, down 
to the Boltons, 
South 

Kensington.  

into the front hall of an 

imposing new home. 

 

 

 

 

 

and, for the moment, here we are. 



this article can be found online at  

www.owlartstudio.me/bandofowls 

along with various other endeavours 

also check 

www.owlartstudio.net 

 

many many thanks to: 

Lucie “Dragon Girl” Kinchin,  

Owl Studio cyber guru,  

who edited this article 

 

and the presiding spirits of the studio, 

Button 

and 

Pumpkin 

who personify our work ethic 




