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Understanding the historic development of 
the wheel through handcrafting
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GARETH NEAL

RESEARCH OUTPUT

This research output comprises a hand-carved 
wheel produced in the context of a curated 
investigation into the history and techniques 
of the wheelwright’s practice. It also includes 
a written text and illustrations contributing to 
two publications, exhibited at the Shoulder to 
the Wheel exhibition and symposium. 

Gareth Neal’s contribution was as one of three 
craftspeople invited to develop practice research 
towards the exhibition and event, which was 
curated by Dr Glenn Adamson and developed 
with the  Museum of English Rural Life (MERL), 
Reading, and the Crafts Study Centre at the 
University for the Creative Arts, Farnham. Neal’s 
fellow invited craftspeople were Greg Rowland, a 
master wheelwright from Devon and Zoe Laughlin, 
co-founder and Director of the Institute of Making, 
University College, London.

Neal’s research aimed to elucidate several aspects of 
the vanishing craft of the wheelwright, bringing his 
expert intervention as an experimental practitioner 
and internationally recognised craftsman in wood. 
As their point of reference and historical context, the 
curator and craftspeople used the 1923 publication 
The Wheelwright’s Shop by George Sturt. This text 
documented the last days and working knowledge 
of the craftsman in a wheelwright’s shop almost one 
hundred years ago.

(top left)
Shoulder to the Wheel, (Adamson and Olding, 

2019) (upright) and Shoulder to the Wheel, A 
Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Wooden Wheel, 

Volume One (Booth and Neal, 2019) 
(opened flat) 

(bottom left)
Shoulder to the Wheel, A Pictorial 

Encyclopedia of the Wooden Wheel, 
Volume One (Booth and Neal, 2019) 

Cover of booklet containing drawings by Neal

(overleaf) 
Gareth Neal begins the hand-crafting process
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Shoulder to the Wheel



04

GARETH NEAL

Shoulder to the Wheel

Neal using a hand axe in the shaping of 
the crafted wheel 
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Shoulder to the Wheel

The block of oak
Neal’s investigation of craft is 

predicated on an intimacy with 
the material and tools. The 

undertaking recognises the 
primordial discovery of the wheel, 
and engages with its significance 

through handworking a single oak 
block of large size and weight, 

developing a feeling for the 
material character including the 

block’s grain and hardness.
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Shoulder to the Wheel
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Shoulder to the Wheel

Shoulder to the Wheel: A Pictorial Encyclopedia 
of the Wooden Wheel, Volume One

Neal’s drawings for the pictorial history of the wheel, develop the 
understanding he gained from his crafting practice
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Shoulder to the Wheel

(above) 
Complete crafted wheel showing effects 
of grain and shaping, displayed in the 
context of historic crafted wheels

(overleaf) 
Neal using traditional mallet and 

chisel to shape the round block of 
wood for the axle that will make it 

a crafted wheel 
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Shoulder to the Wheel
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GARETH NEAL

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The research was conducted with a set of open questions on 
the wheel, the wheelwright’s practice and the evolution of crafts 
practices. Some of these were posited by the wider context of 
the event and others were particular to Neal’s approach. 

An idea of how the kinds of questions were first expressed is put forward 
in Gareth’s accompanying text (Booth and Neal, 2019. p.17). These are 
articulated in ways that encapsulate the wonder with which a craftsman 
approaches the crafted object: 

• How could you possibly improve the wooden wheel, a design that 
has been perfected over the millennia?

• Do we really appreciate why these wheels are so good and how 
they came to be?

In Neal’s preface, too, there is the explicit understanding that these are 
questions for the engineer and woodworker, who does not observe our 
early wheelwrights from afar, but travels the same path as they did.

When progressing along this path as a woodworker, Neal was able to 
articulate for himself further and more specific questions, relating both 
to the progress of the craft, the context of the event, and an interrogation 
of the Sturt text: 

• From the perspective of the twenty-first century designer or 
craftsperson, what insights could Sturt’s 1923 text offer in relation 
to material intelligence and the relationship of the trade to the 
environment and landscape?

• What do we learn of the historic development of the wheel - 
from the problems of drying and splitting timber, through the 
first attempt at a spindle, to a celebration of the cross directional 
strength of the oak hub  - specifically by a process of crafting? 

• How does reproductive crafting – bringing the modern 
craftsperson’s mind to traditional crafts, tools and problems - 
contribute to the way we can understand historic making?

The context of the event gave important resonance to the independent, 
craftsman’s questions Gareth Neal posed for himself. As Dr Glenn 
Adamson writes of the group in Shoulder to the Wheel, ‘Together, their 
responses to this historic artefact [the exemplar 1890s Bailey wheel at 
the centre of the exhibition] represent a multidimensional meditation on 
making, and the many ways that the past can inform and inspire present-
day creativity.’ (Adamson and Olding, 2019. p.3.)

George Sturt’s book, which 
provided a historical research 

context for the research event.
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RESEARCH CONTEXT

The two historic elements at the centre of the project were, an 
exemplar wagon wheel, made by C. Bailey in 1894, and the 
book The Wheelwright’s Shop by George Sturt 1923. 

These were referenced constantly in the crafting of a new wheel that 
was: a response to the wheelwrights’ skills and traditions; a response 
to the physical object, made for everyday use and now displayed in 
the exhibition space at the Museum of English Rural Life, University of 
Reading; and a means through which to understand the relationship 
between past and present crafting. 

The exhibition included new studio photographs by Jon Stokes, as well 
as associated wheelwright’s tools from the collections of The Museum 
of English Rural Life, and sections from Sturt’s handwritten manuscript of 
The Wheelwright’s Shop, loaned by the Farnham Museum. 

The three craftspeople invited to work at this exhibition provided further 
context for each other: Zoe Laughlin is, like Neal, a material specialist, 
while Greg Rowland is a master wheelwright. They worked alongside the 
exhibition curator, Glenn Adamson, with further contribution on the Sturt 
book by Paddy Bullard, a literary historian. 

Neal’s approach was in the context of his internationally recognised 
work as an experimental craftsperson and designer (Beckett, 2014). 
His furniture design practice was established in 2002 and his work 
is exhibited and collected world-wide, with exhibited pieces at the 
Museum of Art and Design, New York, and his ‘George’ chest of drawers 
in the the permanent collection of the Victoria and Albert museum, 
London.

His career has included a series of practice-led research questions 
on the perceptions of history and contemporary craftsmanship, and 
his wider work joins debates on digital fabrication and sustainable 
making practices, combining 3D computer drawing and computerised 
numerical control (CNC) processes with the intricacy of professional 
craftsmanship and questioning traditional practice, developing new and 
diverse territories.

(top to bottom)
Dr Glenn Adamson,  

Greg Rowland, Zoe Laughlin 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O1271526/george-chest-of-drawers-neal-gareth/
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The group of scholars and practitioners studied and reflected on 
the two core historic objects, wheel and text, developing group 
conversations from their individual knowledge before working 
independently to create work in the image of the wagon wheel. 
Their works were framed as a commission to create three new 
wheels to sit alongside the heritage example at the Museum of 
English Rural Life (MERL).

From his own speculation upon the evolution of the wheel as 
exemplified by the Bailey wagon wheel, and in honour of its technical 
sophistication, Neal developed a primordial approach, making a wheel 
through hand-carving by axe from an entire cross-section of oak. 

This was an opportunity to explore the quintessence of the wheel, and 
to reflect upon the moment when humanity discovered this technology, 
those early makers’ engagement with the raw material to hand, the 
consciousness of the work that was required of them and the aim of 
functional improvement.
 
Regarding the evolution of the wheel as one of humanity’s greatest 
achievements, instrumental to nearly every cultural advancement since, 
Neal examined the landmarks of its advancing sophistication and 
prepared a series of illustrations, documenting the imaginative journey 
of the wheel’s makers over millennia and presenting these as part of the 
output in booklet form (Booth and Neal, 2019).

The book is complementary to the newly made wheel and together 
they make a lasting statement on craft and its history. Neal was able to 
harness a craftsperson’s understanding of numerous aspects, from the 
problems of drying and splitting timber, through the first attempt to 
make a spindle, to a celebration of the cross directional strength of the 
oak hub.  The MERL then took ‘an innovative approach to displaying the 
contemporary wheels, situating them in the context of their majestic line 
of heritage waggons, so that the contemporary counterpoints the past’ 
(Crafts Study Centre website).  This counterpoint is at the heart of Neal’s 
conceptual intervention, through which he used the earliest types of 
materials and tools (wooden block and axe) to fashion an object that had 
reached its high-point of evolution in wood at the time of Sturt’s book, 
and which was now being examined from a contemporary perspective 
and one specifically of a craftsperson.

RESEARCH PROCESS

Hand axe
Neal develops his technique 

with historically unchanged tools 
during the crafting 

Shoulder to the Wheel, A Pictorial 
Encyclopedia of the Wooden 

Wheel, Volume One 
Page showing drawing by Neal
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Shoulder to the Wheel

Hand axe and oak 
Neal works the wood to the 

marked, circular wheel shape

Shoulder to the Wheel
(Adamson and Olding, 2019)

Cover of publication 
accompanying the exhibition
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Shoulder to the Wheel

(above) Shoulder to the Wheel, (Adamson and 
Olding, 2019) and Shoulder to the Wheel, A Pictorial 

Encyclopedia of the Wooden Wheel, Volume One 
(Booth and Neal, 2019) 

(right and below)
Pages from A Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Wooden 

Wheel, Volume One, showing 
illustrations by Gareth Neal 
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RESEARCH INSIGHTS

Interrogating the wheelwright’s craft from the perspective 
of a contemporary craftsman provided insight into many of 
the factors that inform the study, display and continuation of 
crafted objects. 

Neal’s initial questions had been couched in a sense of awe; his 
handcarving practice tested his developing responses. The exquisite 
historic developments in the wooden wheel could not easily be 
appreciated. Its many elements could not be improved. Yet that 
appreciation could be brought out through contemporary crafts 
interventions and rendered visible for a new public. 

The work Neal contributed to the investigative exhibition process, 
interrogating the principles in Sturt’s 1923 book, revealed the gap 
between the craftspeople working in an era when they were providing 
essential equipment, and the changing and contested twenty-
first century perspective on craft. His use of and understanding of 
wood refined knowledge as to how the material intelligence of the 
craftsperson informs their work and how the natural product is viewed, 
understood and handled by the maker.

In the carving of his wheel, Neal recognised and made evident many 
of the forgotten and problematic aspects of the wheel’s historic 
development: the simplicity of the wheel’s design and function belies 
the importance of its existence to human history and subsequent 
invention and experiment; the masking of that simplicity beneath 
technological developments has hidden the challenge of the original 
concept; the role of the raw materials in the concept and first making 
of a wheel; how wood grain guides the user; how the contractions 
and expansions with humidity suggest alternatives to the worker and 
challenge the functionality of the finished object. The primordial wheel is 
not a round piece of wood, it is a crafted object.

The output’s series of published drawings accompanying the craftwork 
and exhibition makes explicit the view of the historic craftsperson and 
maker in responding to challenges in production during the evolution of 
the wheel. 

Neal’s perspective provided insights into the evolution of the wheel 
from the particular point of view of the maker and, together with the 
exhibition, reanimated the text for the contemporary readership, 
highlighting the depth of knowledge contained within it and its 
contemporary relevance to humans in proclaiming the need for a 
closer relationship between humans and the landscape we live and 
work within. 

Detail of complete crafted wheel 
showing effects of grain 

and shaping
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DISSEMINATION

The exhibition Shoulder to the Wheel was curated by Dr Glenn 
Adamson and first shown at the Crafts Study Centre in 2019 
where a one-day symposium and exhibition was initially held 
on 10  September. The subsequent exhibition remained until 14 
December 2019 and was then shown at The Museum of English 
Rural Life (MERL), Reading, 14 January 2020 until closure 5 April 
2020, then made available online until 30 June 2020 https://
merl.reading.ac.uk/event/shoulder-to-the-wheel/. 

Both exhibitions were accompanied by the Shoulder to the Wheel 
publication with written and visual contributions from all the 
participants, and the additional publication Shoulder to the Wheel, A 
Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Wooden Wheel, Volume One. (Booth and 
Neal, 2019) 

https://merl.reading.ac.uk/event/shoulder-to-the-wheel/
https://merl.reading.ac.uk/event/shoulder-to-the-wheel/
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Shoulder to the Wheel
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