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Planes 
David Constantine (Northumbria) 

The earliest known planes are from the Roman period
1
, though etymology of the latin suggests 

they may be even older
2
. Their use declined during the Early Medieval but they did not vanish 

entirely.  

The existence of planes in the Viking world can also be shown by the literary evidence – a 10
th

 

century poem uses the word lokarr which is believed to be a loan word from Old English
3
. 

Modern vs Period 

As with many tools there are some major differences between modern and ancient planes. 

Unfortunately, unlike most tools, there is no quick fix to turn a modern plane into a period one.  

Even on antique planes that look “acceptable”, the body shape and handle are usually incorrect, 

the blade has a makers mark and so on. Generally it is better to actually buy an authentic plane 

than try to repurpose a more modern example. 

Styles of Plane 

The numerous styles of plane that became the norm in the later Medieval seem to be absent in 

the Early Medieval. Planes varied slightly in size, but most known examples are relatively small 

(less than 150mm long) and were probably used as smoothing planes. Only a few larger planes 

(150mm-250mm) are known and these could be more akin to a scrub or bench plane. The cutting 

of mouldings and such appears to have been performed using an assortment of handled gouges 

and shaped drawknives rather than specialist planes. 

The means of holding the blade in place is similar in all cases; the wedge is driven down between 

the blade and an iron bar running transversely across the body. 

Early Medieval planes had their bodies made of either wood or antler. In order for the plane to 

have a smooth, hard surface on the bottom, they were sometimes fitted with either a bronze or 

iron soleplate
4
. 

Examples of Planes 

In Britain, there are only three examples of planes from the Early Medieval - a 6
th

 century grave 

find from Sarre, Kent
5
, and two 11

th
 century finds from Dublin

6
. 

                                                
1 (Hack & Sheldon, 1997, p. 15) 
2 (Ulrich, 2007, p. 41) 
3 (Cleasby, Vigfússon, & Craigie, 1957, p. 397), (Foote & Wilson, 1970, p. 178) 
4 (Roes, 1963, pp. 40-42), (Dunning & Goodman, 1959, p. 196), (MacGregor, 1985, pp. 172-173) 
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The Sarre example is a small (135mm long) antler bodied tool with a bronze sole plate. The style 

of the body seems to be very similar to the earlier Roman planes, in particular the example from 

Silchester
7
. 

 

Fig 1 The remains of the Sarre plane (left) and a reconstruction of it (right). Image from 

(Dunning & Goodman, 1959) 

 

The first plane from Dublin is a very long (410mm) wooden bodied plane with no remaining 

soleplate. The shape of the body and lack of rivets means that it may never have had a metal 

baseplate. It is decorated in the “naturalistic” style, with animal head terminals, showing sharp 

snouts and pricked ears, with incised eyes
8
.  

This particular example was found in context with a lot of antler waste, possibly from comb 

making. 

 

Fig 2 Long wooden plane from Dublin. Image from (Lang & Caulfield, 1988) 

                                                                                                                                                       
5 (Ottoway, 1995, p. 12) 
6 (Lang & Caulfield, 1988, p. 79 & 85) 
7 (Dunning & Goodman, 1959, pp. 198, 200 & Fig 2) 
8 (Lang & Caulfield, 1988, pp. 33, 85 & Fig 52) 
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Fig 3 Wooden plane from Dublin. Image from (Lang & Caulfield, 1988) 

 

The remains of the second Dublin plane are much smaller (approx. 100mm remaining) and 

though the original dimensions are unknown, it is approximately 30mm square in section and so 

is unlikely to have been on the scale of the other find. This plane is decorated in the Insular style 

with an inward facing crudely rendered animal head
9
.  

In addition to these planes from Britain, there are a number of other examples from Europe. Most 

of these are found in the terpen mounds of the Low Countries.  

 
Fig 4 Antler plane from Oosterbeintum terp. 

5th - 8th century. Image from Fries Museum. 

 
Fig 5 Antler plane from Finkum terp. 8th-11th 

century. Image from Fries Museum. 

 

 

Fig 6 Yew bodied plane from Aalsum. 6th - 8th century. Image from Fries Museum. 

                                                
9 (Lang & Caulfield, 1988, p. 79 & Fig 5) 
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Fig 7 Antler planes from various terp mounds. Probably contemporary with the other examples. 

Image from (Roes, 1963). 

 

The majority of these planes are of a similar size to the Sarre example. However, the plane from 

Aalsum is rather larger (216mm long). As with the Sarre plane, the example from Finkum (Fig 5) 

also has a bronze soleplate. Not all of the planes have an angle recorded for the blade, but for the 

finds from Oosterbeintum (Fig 4), Hallum and Beetgum, the angle is between 40-45 degreees
10

.  
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