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ARTART

Oxfordshire born and bred and now 
based in a studio in Brill, Carolyn 
is the top European paper restorer 
of old masters’ prints and drawings 

from Michaelangelo to Picasso, as well as being 
a talented artist herself, creating her own paper, 
drawing, printmaking using soft- and hard-etching 
with a scalpel. With her papers coloured by hand, 
then handprinted and individually collaged on 
paper-wrapped canvases, the preparation of each 
unique picture is a long and loving process with 
a careful attention to detail to produce a perfect 
finish. In this, Carolyn’s approach mirrors and 
captures the same artisanal feel that makes the 
magic of Giffords Circus: a rustic charm and 
delight, humour and a touch of tomfoolery.

Carolyn’s work is a carefully styled capturing 
of isolated elements of the circus: moments of 

Gifford’s Goose and a Christmas Cow! 

The Circus at Christmas
Artist Carolyn Horton has been fascinated by Cotswolds-based Giffords Circus since 
its inception and watches their shows several times each year. Like many Christmas 
traditions, circuses are social gatherings and good old-fashioned fun, and many artists 
have tried to commit the essence of the circus to paper. This month’s exclusive solo 
artist exhibition at Oxford’s Art Jericho, curated by gallery-owner Jenny Blythe, 
stands out as a Christmas cracker bursting with beautiful prints, monotypes & 
Chine-collé, a special printmaking technique which allows the printmaker to print 
on a much more delicate surface, such as Japanese paper or linen.

magic, wonder and wistfulness, from the frisson 
of anticipation to the excitement of the ring alive 
with performers, jugglers, dancers and musicians.  
The finished pictures range from small to (nearly) 
life-size and each is almost a performance itself 
in high colour, sometimes against elements of 
monochrome, and each is full of life, energy and 
movement, capturing balletic poses and beautiful 
handmade costumes.

The shows that Giffords have produced over 
the years take a different theme annually, and 
together they fill the clean white gallery space with 
the variety of The Nutcracker sequences. There 
are Dick Turpin-style horses from a Wild West 
production, theatrical silhouettes against velvet 
curtains, and look out for Mr Tumnus. Some 
could be period pieces, chivalrous or graceful, 
while others have a touch of the Mabel Lucy 
Attwell, characters from fairy tales and fables lifted 
from a previous century. 

And then there are birds: crisp white doves, 
cheeky chickens, and the iconic Giffords goose, 
enough to populate the traditional twelve days of 
Christmas song.

Birds have long been associated with Christmas 
– the Yorkshire Christmas Pie of the eighteenth 
century consisted of a turkey, goose, guinea fowl, 
partridge, and pigeon cooked together in a coffin-
shaped piecrust. Multi-bird feasts were more often 
cooked in pies rather than roasted over fires which 
dried out the outer meat and made it tough to 
eat. However, you’ll have seen multi-bird roasts 
in the supermarkets over the last few years, where 
different types of bird are stuffed inside a larger 
one, a cooking technique called ‘engastration’ 
which supposedly dates back to the Middle Ages 
and was popular in eighteenth century England. 
The True Love Roast was a twelve-bird concoction 
of turkey, goose, chicken, pheasant, partridge, 
pigeon squab, Aylesbury duck, Barbary duck, 

Carolyn Horton

ESTHER LAFFERTY

poussin, guinea fowl, mallard, and quail – one bird 
for each day of Christmas.

Tara Parker Woolway is a West Oxfordshire 
painter who loves seeing the birds in the fields 
surrounding her Bourton studio (“and cows - I 
paint a lot of expressive cows too”) and has been 
working on a series called the ‘Twelve Birds of 
Christmas’ for Christmas cards. 

“The colours and textures found in feathers lend 
themselves to almost abstract brush strokes and 
expressive mark making. I’ve chosen to create this 
series of bird paintings as I’m really keen to raise 
awareness of the plight and decline of our native 
wild birds – the turtle dove being a prime example. 
There has been a staggering 91% population 
decline in the UK since 1995 in these beautiful 
birds and I’m worried people don’t realise the rate 
at which our native wildlife is disappearing! I was 
fascinated when I first stumbled across the idea of 
the twelve birds of Christmas online and it seemed 
a perfect way to combine my love of painting with 
trying to remind people of the fragility of nature.”

Folklore suggests that each of the lines of the 
song ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’ is actually 
talking about a different bird – ‘Five Gold Rings’ 
references the ring-necked Common Pheasants 
which has long been a popular game bird for the 
table. “I love painting pheasants,” comments Tara. 
“They are one of my favourite birds because of the 
contrasting colours in their plumage – the red and 
green on their heads and the petrol blues in their 
chests.”

The drumming snipe is the drummer in the verse 
“nine drummers drumming”, and in the earliest 
known variant found in North America, on the 
Tenth Day of Christmas, the true love sent ten 
Cocks A-Crowing; The dancing ladies are lapwings 
that apparently wildly wheel, roll, and tumble in 

the air during courtship displays and the cuckoo, 
a symbol for immorality and disorder, is a Lord 
a-Leaping.

“The eight maids a milking are apparently 
magpies, as they are black birds with milky white 
patches – and when I first sat down to paint this 
one I accidentally ended up painting a cow,” 
chuckles Tara, “and as I am known for my cow 
paintings I thought it would be quirky to leave the 
cow in the series and see who notices! Besides, our 
family Christmas is full of lots of animals which I 
love – we all cram into my mum’s kitchen, and all 
our respective dogs and cats fight for space next to 
the Aga before we walk the dogs to the pub!”

And there I’m sure they’ll find hot turkey and 
steaming goose, the traditional warmth of the 
circus and age-old festive cheer of Christmas.

Tara Parker 
Woolway

You can see Tara Parker Woolway’s 
paintings and Christmas Birds at 
taraparkerartist.wordpress.com; 
and Carolyn Horton’s Christmas 
Circus exhibition runs at Art Jericho, 
16 King Street, Oxford OX2 6DF   
www.artjericho.com


