
Robin Wood, The Wooden Bowl, Stobart Davies, 
Stobart House, Pontyclerc, Penybont Road, 
Ammanford, Carmarthenshire, 2005 (£24.95)
Two of the most common and fundamental forms of vessel 
used by our ancestors were the humble wooden bowl and 
the leather blackjack. The history of the latter was 
beautifully served by Oliver Baker as long ago as 1921, 
with his ground-breaking publication, Black Jacks and 
Leather Bottells. But, despite a number of important works 
on the history of treen objects in general, we have had to 
wait until now for a specific history of the wooden bowl.

From a time when the majority of people owned little 
more than the clothes they stood up in, a knife, a spoon 
and a turned wooden bowl, Robin demonstrates how those 
very bowls and drinking cups were the most intimate, 
ubiquitous and useful companions in the social life of our 
ancestors, serving the needs of every degree of life. At the 
lowest level, the archaeological record presents us with the 
simplest remnants, often rescued from the oblivion of wells 
and privies, or from the more important waterlogged sites 
such as Henry VIII’s lost warship, the Mary Rose. From 
here were recovered drinking cups and trencher-plates that 
were the everyday property of the common seamen, often 
inscribed with the marks of their ownership. Others were 
issued by the navy, and are inscribed with the broad arrow, 
indicating that they were government property.

From the higher levels of medieval society are a number 
of finely turned drinking bowls known as mazers, usually 
made from burr maple (Dutch - maser) and enriched with 
engraved silver-gilt rims and a central ‘print’ with a 
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Welcome to our new 
Bibliographer
In the 2004 issue of Regional Furniture David Jones, the 
editor, asked for a volunteer to take over the compilation 
of our Select Bibliography of Books, Theses and Articles 
on Furniture as I am unable, due to other commitments, 
to continue with this work. Fortunately, I am able to 
announce that, as in The Mikado, we have a volunteer in 
the person of Andrew Cox-Whittaker, a young member 
of the RFS. He studied for a City & Guilds in furniture 
making and restoration at York College, followed by the 
BA Hons Furniture Restoration and Conservation degree 
at Manchester University which, together with practical 
experience in fine furniture restoration and conservation, 
give him an ideal background to trawl the book lists, 
periodicals ahd other furniture sources to undertake this 
task. Having produced the bibliography since 1979, I am 
happy to pass it over to Andrew.

Ivan Sparkes 

religious or armorial image. A fair number of these can be 
seen today preserved no doubt on account of their 
intrinsic and associative value. The best collections are in 
the British Museum, the Ashmolean and the Canterbury 
Museum (which has no less than 12 on display).

Robin covers the whole gamut of British and European 
production and typology, from the earliest archaeological 
finds to the slow decline of bowl-turning in the face of 
competition from pewterers and delft-potters in the 17th 
and 18th centuries. The first line of his introduction states 
that he is ‘passionate about wooden bowls’, and this very 
real enthusiasm shines through the pages of the book. He 
gives a clear and concise explanation of the technology 
that lies behind the production of such deceptively simple 
objects, from the construction of the pole lathe, through 
the conversion of the timber, to his own techniques for the 
efficient manufacture of concentric nests of bowls of 
graduated sizes.

One of his original inspirations was the so-called ‘last 
bowl-turner’, George Lailey of Bucklebury Common in 
Berkshire (died 1958) whose equipment is preserved at the 
Museum of Rural Life in Reading. At his recent book 
launch, Robin recalled seeing Lailey’s equipment for the 
first time, the complexities of which dawned on him as he 
embarked on his own career as a bowl-turner. The book 
records Lailey’s history and that of other archaic 
practitioners in the early 20th century. Robin has assumed 
their mantle, and his book is a revelation of this ancient 
and robust craft.

Victor &> Janet Chinnery

New Book
The English Smile: English Furniture and 
The Renaissance 1490-1590
by Michael Dann is an experienced dealer’s study of 
16th century English furniture and its development. 
Copies are £30 each, including p&p (UK) and are 
available from Hatherleigh Antiques, 15 Bridge Street, 
Hatherleigh, Devon EX20 3HU (01837 810159).
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