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Just off a dirt road in Trumansburg, NY State, across from a four-story chicken coupe, a 32 year old man rebs the motor of a chainsaw.  He wears a pair of ear phones over a snow cap and oil-stained chainsaw chaps over his pants.  He’s nearly surrounded by piles of owl, eagle, and bear sculptures carved from wood.  
Mark Watson has been carving wood sculptures for over ten years.  He’s not only a wood chainsaw carver, he’s also a stone and ice carver, an illustrator, painter, and landscape designer and builder.  He creates wood and ice sculptures on commission and at festivals and shows before live audiences.  

Mark lowers the saw blade to a tumble-weed-sized slice of a log that stands upright on a dead tree trunk.  He slices off the corners of the log, spewing sawdust, filling the air with the sweet aroma of cedar.  Mark has his own style for creating detail on his sculptures.
I run my chains real loose.  I run them dangerously loose, if you would look at it that way, ‘oh you know people say oh your chain might jump off.’  Well.  From years of running them this way.  I can tell you.  I can make that chain jump off in a second.  But I can keep it on there for two hours as well and carve.
The log now looks like a gigantic half-sharpened pencil.  Mark’s blue eyes are focused as the blade grinds into the sculpture.  
I’m running these saws completely against factory standards.  Completely against anything the manual tells you to do with them (laughs), you know.  And I don’t recommend that anybody else try it, at all….
Mark’s black work boots steady the tree stump as the sculpture wobbles against the immense force of the gnawing saw blade.  The sculpture now looks like some kind of bird.  Mark begins shaping a wing, adding vertical lines with the blade tip as if he were penciling it on paper.  In fact, Mark says it’s a lot like drawing with a pencil because you draw out what you see:  you make an outline of the body parts, then an image, and then you just carve. 
Mark is constantly moving around the sculpture and only pauses to inspect the feathers and other details, or to bend forward, following the blade as it slices diagonally right and left.  At another instant, he’s on his knee, flips the chainsaw upside down, and digs the blade into the wood, shooting a rooster tail of woodchips into the air as he shapes a chest line.
Mark modifies his chainsaws for any sculpting purpose.  
…This is the O-17, this is the O-18C.  A little heavier, actually this one’s a lot heavier – than this one.  But, you know, I put special barrings in this one.  I rebuilt the motor.  Put special rings and pistons in it.  And pretty much custom-designed the whole saw to my specific needs for handling and speed, cutting speed.
And because Mark uses tools that he modified for carving sculptures, he’s an industrial artist

It’s not like fine woodworking where we have specially designed tools, you know?  I don’t have a thousand dollar wood carving chisel set that’s only made for wood, you know.  I don’t have…I don’t have special tools just for doing that, you know.  I have high-performance saws that I modified myself and, you know, that’s the only reason they’re high-performance. 
In his youth, Mark was always around people who were good with their hands,  Like his grandfather, who built cabinets and other things for common use:  He really took care of his tools.  He was big on having the right tool for the right you know.  
Mmm hmm.
If you had to make that tool yourself, you do it.  And it didn’t matter what you needed.  You could get by as long as you used your common sense and took care of what you owned.  And a big one for me was, he cut firewood a lot.  And the chainsaw was this big thing everytime he had the chainsaw out it was so important for him to explain and and drill into my head, ‘you have to take care of these things.  You have to,’  you know, ‘you have to sharpen them, this is how you sharpen them, from the age of eight or nine I knew how to maintain a chainsaw…
Mark’s bird sculpture now has bridged eyebrows and a beak.  His hands guide the blade tip, carving two oval eyes, then a V for eyebrows between them.  Mark shaves off the remaining bark and drops to his knees:  he cuts wavy verticle lines and horizontal lines on the left wing.
Then he moves to the sculpture’s front, shaping stubby toes…and talons.  He carves out pupils in the eyes, feather plumage on the chest and wings, and more streaks on the brows.  After just ten minutes of carving, an owl is purched on the tree stump… wings at its side, feathers pluming in the wind.

It’s no wonder Mark calls himself the Speedsawcarver.  
I do these you saw quick you know, it’s uh, I’m.  When it’s daylight (laughs) and I’m in, you know, I’m production mode, I can do fifteen to twenty of these in a day.  They all look different.

Opening the garage door to the chicken coupe, we enter Mark’s shop, where sculptures undergo more intricate detailing.  (Pause) It smells of sawdust.  Lamplight spills out of a hallway, illuminating shelves on the right and left side made from old stereo speakers, which hold chainsaws of all sizes.  Nearby, rows of die grinders and dremmels, Mark’s tools for detailing, are holstered in a metal rack.  The hallway leads to shelves on the adjacent wall, where sulky light showers numerous wood sculptures, a bear holding a bowl, a rendition of Michaelenglos David, an angel with her hands clasped together, sleaves hanging loose from her wrists, and a pair of feathered wings open and ready for flight.

Her sleaves and wings seem paper-thin, it’s a wonder she was carved with a chainsaw.

Yeah it’s cool with a chainsaw, I can do all that in one swipe.  If I was carving it with a chisel or a any other tool, it would be really hard to do that.  And that’s the cool thing about a chainsaw is you can do three things at once

See I would think it would be harder with the chainsaw because you only have the one blade.
Nahh.  It’s one blade that cuts three different ways.  And that’s the that’s the key element with that.

Mark removes an eagle from the shelf.  It’s carved from hemlock, Mark’s favorite wood because it cuts smooth and has consistent grain.  The eagle has a thorny plumage filled with wavy lines in the grain, and its talons are clamped on the log base.  The eagle’s beak is sharp and its piercing eyes stare below its streaked brows.  
Among the tools Mark uses for detailing is a die grinder called the Lanceleot.  That lancelelot – for doing these feathers – that grinder I just jam it in there and I go bap bap bap bap bap bap, bapbapbapbap.  And there’s one wing, you know.  And all I have to do is take the saw and that.  But, this one has the claws detailed.  But what I’ll do if I’m going to detail a piece. 

Mark uses an air compressor to remove wood flakes from the eagle.  With a blowtorch already flaming, he begins burning the sculpture.  

Map gas is the best.  It’s the absolute best.  It burns really hot.  I have a little tiny brazing map gas torch, that I use it for real intricate detailing.  But, if you just sit here and burn away.  Now, when you put varnish over this, it gives it a really nice golden tone.  It looks really rich and dark, you know, it makes the wood nice and brown like the rooster in my shop, in my office.  [Pause] You know I’ll go in and do that.  Then I’ll touch it up with a saw.  I’ll come back and like clean that all that up.  And you give it just a quick little, light burn

Wow.
Yeah, and it just, it just comes out really golden-colored.  [Pause] You know, and it brings everything out – that’s the cool thing about it is you learn to carve, you learn to carve every detail you do has its own shape.  It’s like pure sculpture.  There’s every, every element to sculpture in here that there that could ever exist.  And the thing I like about it is it’s so fast.  You know, even doing these eagles, I, I learn, like yeah, every single eagle that I carve, some people will look at it and say, ‘You know I can’t I just can’t imagine how someone would want that in their house.  Not to insult your work, but it’s just not, it’s not a piece of art,’ you know.  And I say well, ‘People have different tastes.’  Everything I do I do it as a piece of art and I understand because these eagles to me, you know, dime a dozen as far as I’m concerned because I do so many of them.  But, I try to make each one have its own uniqueness and character.

How do you go about doing that?

You just kinda, you know, different shapes.  It’s mostly the positioning and the head.  You know, this one’s got a really nice look to it.  And you compare it to ones that look really chunky and blocky, to ones that just get a nice shape in them.  For me it’s mostly in the piece of wood, I like a wood to determine how it comes out.

The eagle’s neck, wings, and chest are blackened, making the sculpture look like a real bald eagle

Across the hall from Mark’s workshop is his 8 foot by 8 foot office where he receives orders by phone and email.  Inside his office, you’re joined by a black bear holding a ream of toilet paper, a bronze-varnished rooster craning its neck, and other wood carvings sitting atop shelves.  Photographs and pencil sketches of Mark’s commissioned wood and ice carvings are thumb-tacked on the walls and shelves.  For someone with so many projects to do, Mark is calm, sitting back in his swivel stool smiling through his beard in a way that makes you feel like you just met an old friend. 
Mark grew up in Brooktondale, a small town near Ithaca in New York State. 

When Mark was 10, his great uncle, Lee Avry, was a professional wood carver and a big influence.  
Oh, he just had woodcarvings all over his house that he had done.  And, he could do life-like bird carvings. He did.  He did a really big carving of a crucifix for a church.  And I remember watching him working on that over the years.  
Mark also spent time at Avry’s shop, where learned how to carve and woodburn.  

Mark’s parents couldn’t afford to buy him and his siblings the cool clothes and cool things more fortunate kids had. 
 We, we weren’t poor, we weren’t poverty-stricken, we never went without basic necessities. 

In school, this reality actually pulled out the artist within Mark.
…I was everybody’s friend, but I wasn’t I wasn’t in any particular crowd, I didn’t fit in.  And I think that fueled the artwork a lot because I was.  When you’re in a crowded lunchroom and you don’t see anyone you know, or that you, that you can be on the same level with.  I mean it’s all these kids and they’re all.  It’s like being in a chicken coupe where everybody you know, pecking order.  All these kids, you know, you’re seeing the kids in their new gap clothes and their, they’ve got their, whatever, you know, back then we didn’t have all this I-pods and cell phones and.  But.  Oh, we had the, the gameboy, nintendo gameboy
I had that too.
All the cool kids had those.  All the poor kids, you know, who had lawnmowing jobs in order to earn their first bike.  Or, who actually worked in bike shop at the age of fifteen when you could get your legal working papers, you know, I mean that, that was me.  And I never fit in.  I never had that like, where I’d get to sit at the cool table.  And I couldn’t walk in the lunchroom and feel comfortable, coz I felt like everybody was watching me and staring at me all the time, you know.  So I just, I got into drawing.  I got into books and, and uh, you know.  I mean I had my friends but we weren’t always there for each other.  So you had to have your survival mechanisms.  


At 15, when he got seriously into drawing, Mark sent his illustrations to Skiing Magazine.  At 16, he continued working at the bike shop and became a ski instructor.  It helped break my nervousness around people.  Being a ski instructor would later pay off when Mark started carving in front of audiences.  
Also at 16, Mark started growing his hair out and doing anything rebellious.  …I became a really dark soul at that time (laughs).  I was really, I was completely anti-social and I , you know, started wearing the real, you know, when I started getting into doing artwork I had really, you know.  I was trying to grow my hair out and uh, you know anything rebellious I could do.  If I went and mowed lawns for the summer to earn a pair of shoes – and like cool pair of shoes – I’d get that cool pair of shoes and I’d dunk them in a bucket of bleach and then draw all over them, you know.
Nice.
That was expression.
That was the coolest thing for me was to be able to do that and.  The fact that I had earned the cash to do that, you know.
That must have felt great.
Oh, it was, it was cool coz I went through the whole skateboarding thing for a while and you know, I was fortunate in that my parents would not…they would not buy me any of that stuff.  They would not pay for any of that stuff.  They detested the whole imagery of it.  They detested the rebelliousness of it, they completley, you know, it just went against everything my family was about.  And, you know, for me, that worked out great coz if I wanted it I had to pay for it.

You had to work to get it.
I had to work to get it.  Or I had to find it, really, you know, I had to find a way to get it.

In high school, Mark’s art teachers discouraged him constantly.  
They said, ‘sculpture, there’s, there’s no place for you in the world of sculpture because of the way that you work, the way that you think.  You need to stick to your illustrating or your painting.  Or, you know.  Anything but sculpture.’  

For his first stone carving, his art teachers instructed him to make a statue made out of clay based on an organic form.  
It was an eagle, and he was completley sprawled out, you know, and then I cut out under his wings and showed the feet.  And then I cut out more of the base.  Well, the whole thing, I didn’t really use my hands to form it.  I carved it.  I used tools.  

Mmm hmmm.
I just carved the whole thing out.  And my teacher said, she said, ‘you’re never, if you can’t follow instruction, if you can’t conform to the task at hand, you’re, you know, you’ll never make it as a sculptor.  Although Mark didn’t have all the details in the sculpture.  It was the 3-D shape to me that was critical…
But Mark wouldn’t let his teacher’s comments stop him from entering his sculptures into school art shows.  Outside of the classroom, Mark studied artists like Dali and old-school illustrators, such as Burn Holgarth.  Holgarth’s book of anatomy helped Mark learn shading and proportions for painting.  
This is like the anatomy bible right here.  This is how you understand anatomy as an artist and, you know.  He shows illustrations that he had done, that other people had done, based on these principles.  And you can see there’s paint all over this book.  I’ve used this thing for so many paintings.  
Mark was also influenced by Northwest Art.  Northwest Art is recognized by totem poles with elongated faces and tribal markings.  You can see the influence in many of his sculptures, such as a wood carving he did on commission.  It’s a cowboy resting his chin on his fist, contemplating something; his eyes droop to his nostrils like in a fun-house mirror.  
Sculptures like the cowboy set Mark apart from mountain arts, the woodcarving of wildlife, such as bears.  
Usually if I get commissioned for a piece, it’s something I’ve never done before.  That’s the odd thing about.  I don’t get called to do little bears.  And that’s the that’s the the really that’s the bummer of it for me is that I wanted to get into that business for a while.  Where, I could have forty little bears sitting on a shelf all looking relatively the same.  Someone could call and order one and I’d have it ready.  Nobody ever calls me for those.  It’s always something really weird like a wizard, or a, you know, a guy on a moped (laughs) or ya know a guy on a dirtbike or a ya know somebody driving a little ATV pilot and and going up on three wheels, ya know, or, it’s always really oddball things that I’ve ya know I look at it and I’m like, ‘dang, I’m really lucky, I’m I’m in like the height of prestige here.  I’m making like trophies for people.  I’m making, I’m making things that nobody else out there could ya know, half of the carvers out there could not even do it.  I mean, not to say they aren’t good enough.  They haven’t explored that.  
Understanding the human body and studying other artists and artforms is why Mark has an edge on the chainsaw carving market. His customers know that his carvings are unique to other wood carvers.  
A lot of carvers don’t do human figures.  A lot of carvers don’t depict movement in their carvings, you know, this is just chainsaw carvers.  A lot of chainsaw carvers do not work within the sculpture industry.  They don’t follow the art market.  

After high school, Mark stayed home a year before attending the Colorado Art Institute.  
I didn’t do too well in that school.  And it was mostly finances.  I just didn’t have the money to stay in the school. 

After 10 weeks, he returned to Brooktondale, wanting to find his place in the world.  Eventually, he moved out of his parent’s house and ended up in Ithaca, where he secretely lived in an art studio where he’d draw.  
I was working a lot in the newspaper factory and working in kitchens washing dishes and cooking and you know, this is, you know, this was the beginning of a new life for me back at home and trying to be responsible and get on my feet.  
Mark rode his bike from his jobs and spent any extra time in coffee houses drawing and hanging with Cornell University students.  
My way of coping was to just go out and get lost in that atmosphere of college student workers environment where they’re all sitting doing their work and I’m sitting doing mine.  And I feel like part of society.  

In time, Mark moved into a co-op called the Alonguin House with Cornell University students where he worked on illustrations and repaired things around the house and in the backyard.  
I was doing some garden projects in back.  I was starting to build those steps and I was, you know, doing all kinds of crazy landscaping things coz it was the first time I ever had a whole hillside to shape as my own.  
Eventually a playground artist named Rusty Kieler saw the staircase Mark was shaping in the backyard.  Then, Mark saw illustrations of playgrounds Rusty was designing.  
He was just starting out too so it was a learning experience.  And, so I was like, I really want that, you know, like I was so hardcore, I was like, ‘I really want to work with you, I really want to do this.  This is, this is the coolest things I’ve ever seen.
He saw my work in the backyard and he said, ‘yeah, you know, everything we do is volunteer and you know,’ I was just on his case all the time about where’s your next build?  I want to come volunteer...

On his first job, Mark used Rusty’s design to shape the entire playground with railroad ties framed with logs.  When it was finished, Rusty was impressed.  It was there that Mark got the idea to carve wood sculptures:  
Then we were all standing on top of the log talking and I kept saying like, ‘that log looks like a big alligator.  I should get a chainsaw and carve it.’  And I kept kept kinda like, ‘yeah, I wanna do that some day.’  And I kept getting more excited as the as the hour-long conversation went on as like and people were talking about other things.  And I was just like, ‘ yeah, I’m going to get a chainsaw and carve that!’  And he was like, ‘wait till the next one (laughs). 
The second playground project was to chainsaw carve huge maple stumps at a school where Mark grew up.  It was the first time Mark got paid for his work.   And Mark continued building more playgrounds for Rusty, some of which he designed.  
And then he started going overseas and winning awards for his designs.  And I just saw where he did not want to include me in the design

He wouldn’t give you credit.
It was.  It was more.  He separated me when he put me on his website it was more, ‘we enlist the help of the local artists wherever we go, you know, and it wasn’t, ‘Mark Watson has been a big integral part of this, it’s it’s been all his project, it’s been all focused on him.’  And there was a lot of things that, that where I wanted to be involved where I wasn’t, because he was working with other designers, there was actually other designers.  And, so, I wasn’t a real designer.  I didn’t have a degree from Riz-D or you know.  I didn’t have that…credibility to win an international design award.  So they they did, they pushed me out of the circle, which was fine for me.  I did a couple playgrounds for him after that had happened.  And I was starting to realize that I could carve other things, that, you know, if I was gonna go anywhere as a chainsaw carver, I needed to try other avenues.

Since then, Mark has been landscaping yards and sculpting stones, carving ice and wood sculptures on commission and at numerous shows and events:  the Late Show with David Letterman; the Apple Festival, the Travel Channel, the Bronx Zoo Holiday Lights...  
I’ve had people that come back every year just to see me, they come back to the zoo, just for me being there.  

Wow, that must feel great.

It does, it does feel good.  But that, you know, they say that, ‘yeah, we came back mainly to see you, you know, coz your were so good with our kids last year and you just made the experience.’
You can experience Mark’s impressive body of artwork and commission him to carve anything you want – be it of ice, wood, or stone – at www.speedsawcarver.com.  If you can imagine it, he can create it.

