An introduction to
critique for woodturners
Jim Christiansen and David Buskell guide us through the world of woodturning critiquing

CRITIQUE FOR WOODTURNERS FEATURE

C

ritique is accepted as an important
element in art and literature.
Traditionally in these areas much of
our learning is based upon frequent and
effective critique. In the field of woodturning,
however, it is often a 'thorny' issue. Many
woodturners avoid critique because they have
observed that the evaluation process, poorly
done, often results in hurt feelings and even
anger. Further, as there is little agreement
regarding how to conduct effective critiques,
there is a lot of confusion regarding whether
or not it is a good thing.
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Benefits of critiquing
In the last 10-15 years there seems to be
a growing awareness regarding the benefits
of getting good feedback. There are many
places on the internet where makers can post
pictures of their work and ask for critical
feedback. Critique is also an important part
of many club meetings and international
symposia. Still, some issues remain:
. There appears to be no common
understanding of what constitutes an
appropriate or good critique. There are
a few seminal resources in the field of
art like The Critique Handbook (Buster &
Crawford-Pearson) which help art students
understand how to navigate the critique
process. We were unable to find a similar
guide for woodturners. The absence of
resources to guide the woodturning critic
as to how to conduct a critique likely leads
to some confusion and widely differing
opinions regarding how to conduct an
effective critique.
• Critique is considered by many to be a
negative experience. Even feedback that
is positively stated and well intentioned
is often viewed as a bad thing. Given this
attitude, it is obvious that a way needs to
be found to change this perception. There is
a need to help woodturners see that a good
critique is actually a positive thing. Given
that we have no common frame of reference
regarding critique, there's confusion and
differing opinions regarding how effective
critiques should be conducted, it may well
be a good thing to look at the existing
problems that have led us to this point...

Problems
« There is a lack of consistency as to how
critiques are conducted. No training,
guidance or comments can be found in
recent publications (save for the 2004 article
in the American Woodturner). As a result
the critiques that are offered vary widely
in content and form.
• There is no general understanding regarding
the language of critique in woodturning. As
might be expected, some terms traditionally
used in the critique of art have come to be
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used in the critique of woodturnings.
Such terms as 'negative space' and 'fair
curve' are often interpreted differently.
i Frequently there is no thought given to the
content of the critique. A critique should
consider the point at which the maker
is on his or her woodturning journey.
Giving too much or too little information
and feedback can have a negative effect.
i Little attention is often paid to how
information is conveyed during a critique.
The manner in which information is
delivered can make a big difference.
We have observed that critics who use
poor communication skills while delivering
feedback can really reduce the effectiveness
of the critique.
» We find there is a lack of discussion
by artists of their own work. Artists in many
instances have not said (or even considered)
their own thoughts regarding matters such
as how the form or shape was decided upon,
where the wood used originated, any special
techniques used, what were their influences,
etc. Knowing these things and knowing
how to talk about your work will enable
more relevant discussion and result in a
better critique.
• There exists some confusion as to who
is qualified to be a critic. In the arts it
has evolved that only a select educated
few play this role. This creates a problem
for woodturners who by and large do
not have the well developed traditions
and standards that have evolved over
a long period of time. Essentially we have
collectively developed our knowledge
and beliefs in the last 30 years or so.
Given that a good critique can be helpful,
and that poor critiques can do a lot of
damage, we need to determine in whom
we place such an important responsibility.

as to the nature of the problems we must
solve to do a better job with critique.
We have some ideas and recommendations
that we hope will provide some guidance
and be the basis for further discussions
regarding how to improve how we use
critique as a tool for improvement.

is a
The Oxford English dictionary provides
an insight to the meaning of'critique',

GU1DEUNES FOR TALKING
ABOUT YOUR WORK
by Marcia Goldenstein
* with her permission we have used the
word 'turning' instead 'painting'
»Talk about what motivated the turning
* Talk about your thought process
in creating the turning
* Talk about your choice of images
(or format or stylistic approach)
* Talk about your choice of formal aspects:
material/colour/composition
» Talk about how you want the
viewer to react
»If the turning had some personal
narrative, talk about that
* How does the turning reflect who
you are? What you believe?
What you observe?
» Did you learn anything by doing
this turning? About yourself?
About your skills?
«Are you satisfied with the turning? What,
if anything, would you do differently?
* Do you have any specific questions about
the turning/idea that you want addressed
in the critique?

We believe there is sufficient agreement
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Intimate Critiques
Tt,e intimate Critique is an opportunity for symposium
attends to have their work critiqued by some of
the most knowledgeable and respected wood.urn.rs,
woodworkers, and curators in the field.

I

work.

equation'. Critique has been around for
several hundred years in other areas of art
and crafts, but is a relative newcomer to
the world of woodturning. The growth of
exposure for our work gives makers the
ability to ask a wider audience to comment
on it. However, that there is a lack of
information and guidelines on how to
provide a good critique the quality is often
an issue. Therefore, we are proposing the
following suggestions and guidelines.

There are many types and levels of critique
ranging from the informal sharing of ideas
and opinions to formal in-depth expert
assessment. In all cases the effectiveness
of the critique is heavily dependent upon
good communication. We believe good
communication during the critique process
is based on the following:
• The critic should show proper respect for
the work. This begins with taking sufficient
time to examine the object being evaluated.
Critiques based on a cursory examination
often lead the maker to feel diminished,
work that is held carefully and examined
from all angles and even 'caressed' makes

the creator feel that the critic is involved
and seeking to understand the piece.
We recommend that critics always handle
turned art like they would a sacred object.
You can't go wrong if you visualise how
most people look when they hold a
newborn child.
» I t is important to manage the content of
the critique. It is generally a good idea to
balance suggestions for improvement with
a discussion of positive attributes. It helps
to avoid statements like: 'poor', 'bad', etc.
So saying 'this line has a flat spot', rather
than 'this line is poor' is a better way. When
giving feedback the critic may have a long
list of issues to point out. Giving too much
information can be discouraging, especially
to beginners. We recommend discussing
one or two suggestions for improvement at
a time. Too many criticisms can lead to hurt
feelings and cause discouragement.
»Involve the maker in a discussion of their
work. Learning how to talk about their work
can lead to a better understanding of design
process and concepts. Merrill Saylan provided
us with an excellent list of guidelines for
talking about your work written by Marcia
Goldenstein. The list can easily be adapted to
help turners discuss their work - page 79.

Molly's turned work before the critique...

... and post critique, making changes according
to the comments she recieved
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A description of the Intimate Critiques event

'critic' and 'criticism' to remind us of their
origins. From those definitions, we see
that a critique is generally regarded as
something negative. Is that strictly true in
today's world and if so, why should we still
want a critique of our work? One maker
suggests that '[it] makes you more thoughtful
and critical of yourself as you make things'
And 'a good critique is from someone you
trust and respect. Take the ego out of the

Some ideas to consider

SOME THOUGHTS FROM MOLLY
The first pieces I produced with what is now
my signature style, were hollow vessels with
a Grecian, classical form and finished off with
ebony collars. They were a blatant copy of
the forms Art Leistman was producing at the
time. I had never made hollow vessels before,
and 1 admired his work, so used his forms
as a place to start mine. I made his style
of vessel and applied my primitive designs
on the surface.
With pride I took them with me to the 2004
Utah Woodturning Symposium in Provo, Utah,
and displayed them in the Instant Gallery.
Reports from friends were that Ray Leier
(co-owner of del Mano Gallery) had been seen
looking at my work, and taking notes. I knew I
had been 'discovered'! Alas, during the following
months I heard nothing from him. I did however,
hear from Don Derry. At the time we had never
met, but he emailed me his interest in my work
stating he thought they were 'breakthrough
pieces'. Through subsequent conversations
he offered me a critique. I jumped at the
opportunity. We met in his living room. He asked
pointed questions related to my choices and
thought processes when making my pieces.
'Why did you choose this form?', 'Why do you
have the collar?', 'Have you considered the
various elements of your design and how they
flow or compete with one another?' and so on.
It was invigorating, thought provoking, nerve
wracking, and powerful!
As a result of the critique I made
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modifications and changes to the forms I used.
I was more thoughtful and deliberate in the
compositional structure of my new work.
The following summer, one year after the
2004 Utah Symposium, I brought my new
pieces to the 2005 AAW Symposium in
Overland Park, Kansas. I was arranging them
in the Instant Gallery when a gentleman walked
up beside me and commented: "Those are
nice. Didn't you have similar work last year
in Provo?". I said: "Yes, but I've made some
changes." He handed me his business card,

saying: "You sure have!" and asked if I'd send
him images of more of my work. Looking down
at the card it read, Ray Leier, del Mano Gallery.
I was invited to participate in their Small
Treasures Exhibit. The difference between
being noticed, but dismissed in Utah, to being
invited to participate in an exhibit hosted by
del Mano, was Don Derry taking the time and
consideration, to offer and perform a valuable
critique. Needless to say, I am a strong
proponent of thoughtful, constructive,
professional critiques.
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. Feedback should include both execution/
workmanship and artistic/aesthetic
elements. How well the work is made is
always important. Sanding scratches, torn
wood grain and finish problems seem to
be the most frequent and easily recognised
issues related to workmanship. Critiquing
the artistic value of a piece is more difficult.
There are many differing ideas as to what
is good or bad in this area. Therefore we
suggest that the reviewer not state artistic
opinions as fact. When possible the
reviewer should mention other viewpoints
and ideas to consider. We should not forget
that familiarising ourselves with the great
traditions and styles of related art can help
us learn more about the possibilities for
greater understanding and improvement.
• Vocabulary and concepts need to be
clearly presented. In some instances, the
background and knowledge of the critic
is different than that of the individuals
receiving the review. So the use of unfamiliar
vocabulary terms can create confusion.
David Ellsworth noted that we need to
do a better job in this area, ".. .we don't
provide them with language. What does
it mean when we say 'search for the self in
self expression?' or 'find your own voice?
How can we do that if we don't give them
the tools to grasp the concept?" One answer
to this question is to carefully define
vocabulary and concepts. David Ellsworth
suggests another way. He says: "when I
teach design, I emphasise the process of
making from the log to the finished object.
Concurrent to this process of making is the
student's self-awareness in developing a form
- shifting the shoulder into a belly, raising
the neck, squishing this, expanding that so they develop their own language whereby
self-awareness becomes self-criticism."
The role of the critic is an important one.
We believe that a good critique can help
turners create better work. Conversely, a poor
critique can have a profound negative effect
and can hold us back from reaching our full
potential. We also believe that a review by an
expert that is skilfully presented has a great
potential for education and improvement.
Critique by peers also has the potential to
be helpful. Critiques need to be positive in
order to avoid bad outcomes. We all know
how to offer praise but we do sometimes
have to 'bite the bullet' and make a negative
comment to someone. Ray Key said: "it is my
view critiques have to be for the most part
positive rather than negative, the negatives
have to be there but it is the way you deliver
them that matters." Finally, we believe the
integrity of the critique process is based
on truth, but truth in measured doses. We
can all learn from each other if we find
ways to communicate effectively. For more
information visit: http://tinyurl/gmarttg.

fQY'S
Joy is a woodturner from Michigan, who has
been turning for nine years. She returned to
turning at the end of 2015 after a two year
break due to medical issues. She attended her
first AAW symposium in Atlanta and saw that
the programme included 'intimate critiques'
with a well respected turner or turners. Joy had
been concerned to know if her skills are good
and if her turning is taking the right path.
Her only previously experienced critique
was at her local AAW Chapter and while all
comments were positive, she wanted an
unbiased critique by professionals.
Joy submitted a sycamore (Acer
pseudoplatanus) bowl for critique and on
the day of the critique she did not know
what to expect, only that the turners that
would review her and others work would
be independent and have a broad range
of knowledge and experience.
The critique was undertaken by Rex
Burningham and David Marks, plus a crowd

of other turners who had gathered around!
Both Rex and David examined and picked up
her work and made comments, both positive
and negative and, of course, the other turners
also chipped in with ideas, thoughts and
comments. Any not so positive comments
were made in a kind and constructive manner
which was really appreciated.
Overall Joy found the critique was good and
provided her with a wide range of comments
to ponder on for future pieces. The critics
agreed that her work was on the right track
and gave suggestions of technical points to
include in future work, for example to work for
a consistent thickness for the sides of bowls.
Joy, having gone into the critique process
with an open mind, took away good ideas
which will enable her to move her work
to another level. Joy's advice to anyone
coming into woodturning would be to make
something you like - you can't sell it if
you don't like it! *

Rex Burningham and David Marks inspect and give comment on joy's piece

Joy happily took on board what the turners had to say

joy with her sycamore bowl
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