Square Rule Timber framing — August 2007

Students worked to a simple design of a 10 feeaisy single bay, building that was 6’6" high te th
eaves with a 45 gabled roof. The species of timisexd was locally grown sweet chestnut, a duradlévood
prevalent in the South East. It is similar in coltamoak but considerably lighter. The timber isme to
significant splitting and spiral/ twist, but carkfelection and conversion from the tree can oveecthis.

The tool kit simply consisted of a few marking l®such as squares, compasses, scratch awl, and a
chalk line. The cutting tools were just a couplesaivs, augers and chisels.

The distinguishing characteristic of Square Ruéening compared to the scribing workshops that the
Museum also runs, is that the lengths betweendihésjand the angles of the joints are calculatedeadesign
stage. So all similar components can be interclthagehere are no unique timbers. In the scribystes
neither the exact length nor exact angle can bavknmtil the timbers are physically bought togetfaerd so
each and every joint is unique and requires a numaddentify it. Scribing may be defined as thedar
shaping one timber to match the irregular proffiémating surface.

The concepts of mass production and fabricatiagdsird components and interchangeability derive out
of a number of Enlightenment authors, the most @y which is perhaps Adam Smith, see the batkeof
new £20 note. The rationale of pin making as itltsid by Smith was then applied by the French,the@y
for the manufacture of guns, in the late eighteeetitury. By the beginning of the nineteenth centhis
theory was then applied with passion by the Amerigl Whitney at the armoury in New Haven, Mass.
Concurrently Sir Marc Isambard Brunel and othenrgetigped the block making machines at PortsmouthaNav
Yard. So the transition from theory to practice baéen fully achieved and it was soon applied targe of
manufactured commaodities including timber frameddiogs. In time this method became known as the
“American System”, which utilised semi-skilled labppowered machinery and the use of templates. In
contrast the earlier “English System” relied onighly skilled workforce where each individual prada an
item from start to finish, and where few, if angngponents were interchangeable.

From the carpenters’ point of view, the main difece between “scribe rule” and “square rule” &t th
the irregularity of the surfaces and dimensiontheftimbers is accounted for on the morticed tiraper
Square Rule, rather than on the tenoned timberis, Scribe Rule. In Square Rule this entails ngttiousings
on the morticed timbers. Also the lap dovetail jpsuch a constant feature of scribed English carpés
omitted and a wedged dovetailed shaped tenon astodelfil the same function of tying the framegtther.

Square Rule framing was never applied in Englasdyy the nineteenth century brick was the dominant
building material, timber being used for floorsrteons and roofs. But as any carpenter worthshilé knows,
the art of cutting and pitching a roof, dependsrelyton being able to calculate the lengths anglesof all
the timber components, and the interchangeabifigllsimilar rafters, such as common rafters, jeafkers etc,
and had been applying this knowledge since thendegnth century. So perhaps there are very fewideas,
but mainly new applications to suit new situatidBguare Rule framing presented a very tangible ppiby
to observe the evolution of carpentry techniques.









