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Pyrographed Bow

The word pyrography is taken from the Greek meaning fire and markings. It is the art of decorating a receptive surface with a heated tool. Leather, gourds, horn, and bone have all been used but wood is the most common medium for this art, and the form I chose to use for this project. It is not a very durable art form and so, even though we know the art is ancient, there are not many surviving examples to accurately document the age of the form. (4)Luckily there are a few surviving samples from the Middle Ages and Renaissance, and so I can confidently say that it falls within our time period. Some examples were found from the 14th century on two Celtic harps, the Queen Mary Harp, and the Trinity College Harp. They were both decorated with burnt decorations of "line and com-pass" and were most likely colored in with paint  (1). Another instrumental example is a viola de gamba c.1600 by John Rose, a famous Elizabethan lute maker. It also has the heraldry of Sir Charles Somerset painted on it. (5) Pyrography was also used to decorate marriage chests in Northern Italy in the early 15th century. It was then called "pirografata" (2). Other period examples can be found in other furniture, mantels, wainscoting, and in church altarpieces in England (3). All these subjects would have been designed and executed by skilled artisans who had access to the special tools required for this kind of decoration. It is very difficult to document its use on bows because there are so very few surviving bows from the time period, so I ask that you judge only the art work and not the form it's burned on. 

This project was commissioned by a friend of mine who wanted his birch wood flat bow decorated and was specific about his desire. He wanted people to know who was shooting them! He also wanted to have knotwork decoration to go along with his Irish personae. I looked through every resource I could find and could not find a pre-made design or calligraphy style that suited my sense of the person I was making this for, or suit the shape and size of the form I was burning. I decided that I would adapt my own design from the styles that I had researched. I found a Celtic calligraphy style that I liked and adapted it by adding the knots to each character. (7) My friend also wanted his heraldry to be incorporated in the design. Once I had his name drafted in the calligraphy letters I adapted the shape of his heraldry to fit the rather narrow bow. I then had to come up with a knotwork design for the bottom half of the bow that would balance out the design on the top. I found a portion of a motif that was rounded enough to complement the roundness of most of the letters of his name, that I could extend along the length of the bow limb, and which also had the same knot style as what I added to the letters.(6) I drew out the rest of the design freehand. I feel that the resulting design balances well in both style and form.  To transfer the pattern to the wood I used graphite paper and traced the design onto the bow. In period designs were transferred by pricking tiny holes around the pattern and laying it on the wood then sifting fine ground charcoal over it. When the paper was taken away the outline was left on the wood. 

For the actual burning I am lucky enough to have been able to use a woodburning tool that is shaped sort of like a pen. It plugs into any outlet to be heated with electricity and has interchangeable brass tips so that you can get different effects with different shapes. Now, as for how this was accomplished in period, there are many different ways to do it. Something as simple as a sharp stick in a fire could be used for some mediums, such as leather. For harder mediums they often used metal pokers heated in a brazier that would need to have been kept at a fairly constant temperature. They had to have several tools of the same shape ready and heated in the brazier because once the poker is removed from the fire and applied to the wood it starts to lose its heat. They would also have had several different shapes to gain different effects. With the benefit of electricity today we can be assured of a fairly constant temperature in our woodburning "pen". Without access to a forge or blacksmithing tools it is not feasible for me to have developed period tools and methods for this art, so I made do with what I have to gain the same effect. 

I learned many things about technique in the process of completing this and other projects.

1. You should always sand wood well to get a smooth, receptive surface. 

2. It is very different burning a hard wood as opposed to a soft wood. It takes a lot more patience to get a good dark burn. Also the character of the birch wood was very fibrous so it was even more difficult to get a smooth line, particularly when crossing the grain.

3. No matter how steady your hand, or how hard you concentrate, there are times when the wood grain has a mind of its own and will deflect all efforts at a smooth line. One must adapt to these whims by allowing for varying thickness, adding dynamics to the piece with bold and thin lines.

4.  Within the same piece of wood there are some parts that just burn better and darker, and some that refuse to burn dark no matter how much you press it, it's just part of the character of the wood.
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