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    The Form Plaques of St. Paul's School


    
      Introduction


      
        [image: The Upper Dining Hall]


        This eBook presentation on the Form plaques of St. Paul's School represents a selection of photos from the St. Paul's School archives of wood carvings created by John Gregory Wiggins during Samuel Smith Drury's tenure as Rector (1911-1938). A tradition was started at St. Paul's School to carve the name of each graduated student into the panels lining the walls of the Coit Upper Dining Hall. Drury enlisted his friend Wiggins to create carved plaques of the Form dates to hang in the quatrefoil shaped spaces in the woodwork located above each of the name panels. In designing the date plaques Wiggins also incorporated visual elements to represent some of the significant aspects of School and world history that had occurred during each Form's graduation year.


        The selection of photos included here are of a set of nine plaques completed by Wiggins between November of 1922 and May of 1923 - the second group of plaques he carved for St. Paul's School. This group of plaques is unique to the archives collection in that the archives also retains the original conceptual drawings made by Wiggins as part of his design process. The descriptions reproduced here of the symbolism represented in the plaques come from printed accounts in the Alumni Horae and Horae Scholasticae, written by Wiggins himself. These nine carvings represent only a small portion of the one hundred and forty-five Form plaques completed by Wiggins during the thirty-two years he worked creating carvings for St. Paul's School, but they provide a unique glimpse into the creative process he employed throughout this fascinating project.


        Photo above is of the Coit Upper Dining Hall taken before Wiggins carved the date plaques.

      

    

  


  
    J. Gregory Wiggins, Master Carver
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        While a student at the Pomfret School in Connecticut, J. Gregory Wiggins studied under Samuel Smith Drury, a close friend of the Wiggins family. It was Drury who encouraged Wiggins to join the faculty at St. Paul's School once he had finished his studies at Harvard. Following the appointment of Drury as fourth Rector in 1911, Wiggins came to St. Paul's School where he was a faculty member from 1912 through 1916. During his four years here Wiggins taught Latin, Greek and German, coached crew, and lived in the New Upper. In 1917 he joined the American Field Service in France, eventually becoming a second lieutenant in the Army and serving in France for the duration of World War I.


        In 1920 Wiggins began carving as a full-time career and in 1921 was enlisted by Drury to create carved plaques to hang above the name panels in the Upper Dining Hall (in the 1930s Drury would also hire him to create a number of carved elements in the New Chapel). Wiggins began carving the first series of plaques in 1921 - eleven plaques for the Forms of 1911 through 1921. The November 30, 1922 edition of the Horae Scholasticae describes Wiggins work at the beginning of this project:


        
          The most casual visitor to the Upper will recall the fact that the names of the members of several of the Sixth Forms have been carved on the south side of the Hall in the large panels, and that back of the dais appear the names of the original forms as well. For some time there was difficulty in deciding how the numeral of the year of each Form should be managed, and many plans were suggested. Finally, about two years ago, a happy inspiration brought about the entrusting of the commission for the work to Mr. J. Gregory Wiggins, a master here from 1912 - 1916. Mr. Wiggins has made it a labour of love, and accepting the task with real pleasure and interest, ransacked all the books he could get on the history of the School, the Horae, the Rural Record -the old school diary kept for the first fifty years of the School's life; consulted many connected with St. Paul's, both masters and alumni, and at last began work on the panels for the recent years.

        


        This introduction goes on to acknowledge Wiggins's success with this challenging process:


        
          As may be supposed the task of selecting incidents sufficiently significant, and at the same time suitable for carving, has been anything but easy, so that the achievement is the more remarkable. . . The delicacy of the execution of the work is delightful, the sureness of the hand, the flowing line, the admirable handling of his medium, all are distinguished and deserve study, reflecting as they do a very genuine artistic gift. . .

        


        Wiggins humble sense of humor in response to this praise is reflected in a personal letter written to Drury, following the pubication of the Horae Scolasticae article above, on December 8th of 1922:


        
          I see by the Horae that Benvenuto Cellini has absolutely nothing on me, and I don't mind admitting to you I got very embarrassed while reading it.

        


        In a letter to Drury dated March 24th, 1921 Wiggins expressed his early excitement with the project in this way:


        
          To be frank I'm mighty keen about them and I do hope you will be too.

        


        The quality of the following carvings attests to the keenness J. Gregory Wiggins felt for the project that he and Samuel Smith Drury originated at St. Paul's School. This level of quality is evident in these early carvings and was sustained and surpassed over the lifetime of the project which spanned the full length of his carving career. He masterfully carved a unique history that still has a special significance today for the students and Alumni of St. Paul's School.

      

    

  


  
    Planning the Form Plaque Designs
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        This drawing, created by J. Gregory Wiggins in 1922, entitled "Plans for Panels in New Upper School Dining Hall" shows his original concept design for the 1860-1867 Form plaques. A second drawing done in 1/2 scale shows the design for the 1859 plaque. In a letter from the St. Paul's School archives collection dated October 19, 1922, written by Samuel Smith Drury, this sketch is mentioned:


        
          My dear Greg:


          I have received your two letters dated October 11th and 14th, and with the latter the very attractive sketches for the years '59 to '67. I shall try to show these later to some of the trustees during the week.

        


        The letter from Wiggins that Drury mentioned above was not found in the archives collection but the two drawings for the nine plaque designs for the Forms of 1859 through 1867 were discovered in the archives accompanied by an undated typed note:


        
          Copy / Sketches of medallions for the forms in the New Upper, 1922. They were the work of Gregory Wiggins, SPS faculty 1912-1916. He was one of the greatest of wood carvers in this country. The years 1861 to 1865 cover the Civil War. Fort Sumpter [sic] is represented in 1861 and the assasination [sic] of President Lincoln in 1865. Gregory Wiggins completed all the medallions in the dining room. He also did a great deal of carving in the New Chapel.

        


        The design drawing shown here was done at 1/4 scale of the finished carving size and is drawn in pencil on light brown heavyweight drawing paper, similar to the type of paper used with pastels. This larger drawing was cut into eight pieces at some point after the original drawing was completed. There are notes in pencil in the margins of the drawing pertaining to changes to the design that were realized in the finished carvings. Color is added to the drawing using a watercolor type of medium, with an opaque gold metallic paint on the date and border portions of the drawing. This use of color reflects Wiggins's original plan to add color and gilt to the finish of the completed carving rather than the dark walnut colored stain that was ultimately used.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1859
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    1859 Original Plaque Design
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        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          The lower section shows the first recorded boat-race on the School pond, when the "Emily" was defeated by the "Magnolia," and the "Undine" by the "Sintram." Both races were for pair-oars with a coxswain. In the upper left-hand corner the Old Chapel tower is indicated, as during the Sixth Form year of this class the Old Chapel was consecrated. The upper right-hand corner shows a mountain top, as the entire School climbed Kearsarge this year. In both these panels the pines are shown bending before the wind, which prevailed very strong through the spring of this year. The corners of the shield show cricketers playing the game most popular in those days. This year the Olympians, the fore-runners of the Old Hundreds, beat the Isthmians. The upper center shows a scroll indicating the first School diplomas (this was the first form to graduate from S. P. S.).

        


        The original drawing for the design of the 1859 plaque is shown above, drawn larger than the the designs for the 1860-67 plaques, at 1/2 scale compared to 1/4 scale. This drawing is done with the same materials as the other concept drawings and measures 8.5 x 10 inches (20.83 x 24.50 cm).


        It is interesting to note that the first official graduating class at St. Paul's School was in 1858, not 1859 as stated above. In December of 1926 Wiggins completed a plaque for the Form of 1858 to correct this oversight.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1860
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    1860 Original Plaque Design


    
      
        [image: Original design for the 1860 Form plaque]


        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          In the right- and left-hand corners of the shield are the sixteen-petalled chrysanthemums, the royal Japanese crest. During this period the first embassy from that country came to the U. S. The upper section of the medallion commemorates the founding of the Missionary Society: with the Cross in the center, an Indian tepee on one side, and a pagoda on the other. The lower half shows an old-fashioned printing press, representing the birth of the Horae Scholasticae.

        


        Shown above is the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.75 X 5 inches (11.64 X 12.25 cm), and has written in pencil the words "pagoda" and "tepee" - elements that were changed in the design for the final carving.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1861
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    1861 Original Plaque Design


    
      
        [image: Design for the 1861 Form plaque]


        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          The outbreak of the Civil War is suggested by Fort Sumter and an old-time cannon, the sort which was raised and lowered by using wooden wedges under the breech. The lower half of the panel shows the schoolboys drilling, and in the corners are a tragic and a comic mask to indicate the charades which were very popular as school entertainments at the time.

        


        Shown above is the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.5 x 5.125 inches (11.03 x 12.56 cm), and has written in pencil the words "Fort Sumpter" - the soldiers on horseback in this drawing were replaced by the cannon and Fort Sumter in the finished carving.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1862
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    1862 Original Plaque Design
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        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          The lower half of the shield shows the famous encounter between the Monitor and the Merrimac. In the corners are forts, suggesting the taking of Forts Henry and Donelson. In the top center is a bunch of oak leaves - the Battle of Fair Oaks. In the upper left is foot-ball, which was played quite a bit that fall; and upper right shows "Shinny on the ice," the first sign of life in "The Cradle of Hockey."

        


        Shown above is the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.25 x 5.25 inches (10.41 x 12.86 cm), and has written in pencil the word "fort" - the cannon on the right side of the design was replaced by a fort in the finished carving.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1863
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    1863 Original Plaque Design


    
      
        [image: Design for the 1863 Form plaque]


        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          The lower part of the medallion shows Federal soldiers firing on the Rebels, suggestive of Pickett's Charge, the turning point of the battle which was the turning point of the war. The upper right shows Bombastes Furioso, holding up his boots. This farce was acted with great effect. A boy standing on his hands in the upper left is to mark the beginning of the gymnasium work.

        


        Shown above is the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.625 x 5.25 inches (11.33 x 12.86 cm).

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1864
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    1864 Original Plaque Design
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        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          The upper and lower left show a boy ringing a bell, commemorative of the continued Federal success, and the new School bell which was installed during that year. The upper right is a likeness of U. S. Grant who took command and pushed Lee so vigorously at this time. The Rural Record tells us that the carpenters would not co-operate with the School while at work. (A new school-house was being built then.) The scholars were much disturbed by the continual hammering. The lower right shows a boy at his desk with mind distraught. From the same source we hear of a holiday given because of the extra fine weather when three separate parties paddled down the Sluice to the Merrimack (lower center). In the same year a boy narrowly escaped being gored by a bull (right and left corners).

        


        Shown above is a the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.875 x 5.25 inches (11.94 x 12.86 cm), and has written in pencil the words "boy & ball", "Grant", "bull", "boy studying", "boy canoeing", and "boy running" - design elements that were changed in the final carving.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1865
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    1865 Original Plaque Design
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        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          In the upper right is Abraham Lincoln; in the upper left, Appomattox Courthouse. The lower part of the shield shows "Stars and Stripes" and "Stars and Bars" crossed.

        


        Shown above is the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.25 x 5.25 inches (10.41 x 12.86 cm), and has written in pencil the words "Lincoln" and "Appomatox" in the top margin - design elements that were changed in the final carving.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1866
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    1866 Original Plaque Design
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        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          "The upper half shows baseball springing up beside cricket. In this year there were two ball clubs, the Alerts and the Fearnoughts, and the former was victorious. Lower center shows a cow's head, marking the building of a new farm. The lower left shows a group of orphans, and the lower right two of the clergy, as in this year the Orphans' Home was opened by Dr. Coit, and there was a Church Convention in Concord, the members visiting the School during their stay."

        


        Shown above is the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.375 x 5.125 inches (10.72 x 12.56 cm), and has written in pencil the words "Ball", "cricket", "Ball", "orphans", "cow", and "Church Convention" in the top and bottom margin - design elements that were changed in the final carving.

      

    

  


  
    The Form of 1867
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    1867 Original Plaque Design
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        The description of the finished plaque by J. Gregory Wiggins:


        
          This panel shows "Old Number 3" with the carpenters shingling the roof. This year was excessively dry and water had to be brought to the School. Lower left shows a farmer carrying buckets of water. The old Smithy was torn down. The lower right shows a blacksmith at work. This year a certain M. Lalanne came to the School and taught French, which marks the beginning of that department, hence the fleur de lis in the corners.

        


        Shown above is the original concept drawing created by Wiggins as part of the design process for this carving. This section of the larger drawing measures 4.75 x 5.125 inches (11.64 x 12.56 cm). Of all the concept drawings in this set this design had the least adjustments when translated into the final design.

      

    

  


  
    Conclusion


    
      
        As accurately predicted by the Horae Scholasticae article written at the very beginning of the Form plaque project:


        
          When the whole work is over we shall have a most satisfactory, and entirely unique collection of carvings at the Upper.

        


        J. Gregory Wiggins's work captures the history of St. Paul’s School in a visually compelling narrative that is still accessible today to community members who come and go through the Upper as part of their daily lives. He established an artistic tradition at St. Paul’s School that has been continued by other carvers over the years and has provided a strong foundation and fine example upon which the project can continue today.


        Further information about the history of the Form Plaques of St. Paul's School can be found on the Ohrstrom Library Digital Archives website online at: www.ohrstromblog.com/spsarchives.


        The quoted descriptions of the plaques included in this eBook were written by J. Gregory Wiggens and are taken from the June 7, 1923 edition of the Horae Scholasticae. Letters referenced are part of the St. Paul's School archives collection.
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