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Intaglio: Sculpture in Reverse (or: Hey! My jewelry does impressions!)

by Lady Rekon of Saaremaa

Barony of Dreiburgen, Kingdom of Caid
Intaglio is reversed carving, done in negative space, such that the finished carving, if pressed into wax or another soft substance creates a relief sculpture in miniature.  Intaglio stones were often set into jewelry and used as personal seals.  Skilled carvers of intaglio were rare enough that intaglio stones would often be scavenged from older pieces of jewelry and re-set for later owners, and the carvings were desirable enough that even simple 'scratch-carvings' were made and sold in great numbers.  While agates and other hard stones were much desired for them, other, easier to carve stones, including lapis lazuli and jasper, were also used.

Period tools for doing this kind of work would have included rasps or files, as well as abrasive powders such as emery powder; however, much of the work would have been done using a sort of lathe-mounted drill, powered by a bow-drill or a kickwheel (as a potters' wheel is powered).  The drill bits would have been made of copper and impregnated with abrasive powder, and were used with water or oil to prevent heating and possible cracking of the stone.   It was very time-consuming, detailed work, and using hand tools it is difficult to see results quickly, as well as being in some cases hard to control, as pressure sufficient to carve is also close to the pressure that causes the tools to slip, scratching the surface and possibly damaging the fine work of the design.  

My methods differ from period in that I use diamond bits on a rotary tool, which make the work somewhat faster and easier than it would have been with period tools.  I do not own truly period tools for this work.  I pencil in the design on the face of the stone I will work.  Then I begin by taking out large sections of the design with my coarser diamond bits, very slowly and carefully to avoid slipping.  After that, most of the work involves scraping away material until the design is incised deeply and the smaller details are clear.  To finish, I use fabric buffing wheels with cerium oxide rather than emery powder.

Intaglios can be portraits, depictions of heroes or deities, badges, or devices, or any image the carver can make.  A set intaglio stone is personalized custom jewelry which is simultaneously a work of art and a functional tool. 

[image: image1.emf]These are some of my early pieces: a set of stones presented at Estrella War to the Royals of Caid.  The lapis ones are the Royal seals, while the smaller blackstone ones are their own personal devices.

How I do it – tips and tricks

First of all, the stone you choose to carve is important.  Jasper, with its wide variety of colors and patterns, smooth texture, and relative ease of carving, is ideal as a beginner stone, and was very commonly used in period, as was serpentine, which is similarly easy to work.  Hematite also carves easily, and with its metallic appearance gives the impression it is not stone at all.  Lapis lazuli is nearly as easy, but the gold flecks (actually pyrite inclusions) are far harder than the blue and occasional white parts of the stone, which can make carving difficult.  Malachite is easy too, but it is poisonous if inhaled or ingested in powdered form, so please use adequate protection and clean up thoroughly afterward.  Jet is quite easy to carve, even with hand tools, as is amber, but amber is very temperature-sensitive, and can shatter if used to make an impression in hot wax.  Carve it with hand tools or using a coolant like water, and do not use it for seals.

More difficult, though beautiful, stones include agates, onyx, carnelian (very popular in period), jade, obsidian, and the entire quartz family (everything from rock crystal to amethyst and citrine).  These were also used in period.  The main problem is that these are harder stones, and once polished, their surfaces are slick, causing finer grit tools to slip.  Use coarser bits to start the engraving, then move to a finer grit to do the finer work, and the slippage problem should be solved.  The other problem is that these stones are far less forgiving of the heat generated by the engraving process, and tend to crack or even shatter.  Like amber, a coolant (water is fine most of the time) needs to be used to protect the stone.

Most difficult are the truly hard gemstones, like rubies.  They take more time, and you can wear out tools carving them.  However, they were used in period, and if you really want to, you can use them too.  I would recommend using a stronger machine than a Dremel, though, as the resistance they put up to being cut is pretty tough.  Foredom rotary tools are, by reputation, the best choice for this work.

I use a foam pad to rest the stone on so that it won't slip under the tool.  I still have to hold it with my fingers, but it is much easier to do against the pad than a hard surface.  It also absorbs much of the vibration from the tool, which may prevent cracks.  To test the carving and see where more work is needed, I use Silly Putty.  No, it isn't period either, but it won't damage the stone and makes a very detailed impression so that you can see exactly what the carving would do on wax.  Start with the general outline of your design, then dig in for the high areas (muscles, eyebrows, charges on devices) and do more shallow work for areas that will be more recessed in the final impression (backgrounds, eyes).

Danger! Danger! Don't undercut!
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These are cross-sections of intaglios (badly drawn, but you'll get the point).  Gradual slopes and straight-sided or curving edges to your carvings are fine and will make nice, clear impressions, but if you carve out even a little further to the side and leave an overhang, the wax will catch in the undercut and break the seal when you remove the stone.  When you make your Silly Putty impression, beware undercuts if the putty seems to be hard to remove or pulls like taffy from part of your design.

Tool Recommendations

Really, any rotary tool with interchangeable bits will be fine for most intaglio work.  It will be more comfortable for you if you can find one with a flexible shaft attachment, so that your hand has less strain on it, and can do finer details.  The diamond bits can be inexpensive or horribly overpriced.  If you have a local rockhound club, try contacting them and asking about upcoming gem and mineral shows.  There will usually be a vendor or two there (often in some back corner) who will have all the lovely bits you could ever want for about $6 a set, and will probably also have bags of cerium oxide polishing compound.  Watch out that the bits are the right diameter for your tool, or invest a few dollars in interchangeable collets (the little part that 'catches' the bits) for different diameter bits.  

Remember: Everything is Backwards!  Work in mirror images and all will be well.  May the Force be with you.
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