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EUROPE NEWS

Craftsmanship

In the Modern Age: A Plea

A gunmaker appeals to the human
connection through the creator’s spirit.

BY DANIELA FANZOJ

g Moy

a, since 1790,

A The craftsman carves the wood with the smallest, most precise a The workshop resembles the studio of an artist. Like sculptures, the silent
movements of a chisel, again and again, with utmost patience, machines stand ready in the morning, waiting to be brought to life. The craftsman
care and dedication. decides when the machines begin to hum.
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raftsmanship exists in a tension between

tradition and modernity. In all its lay-

ers, it holds a deeply human dimension.

Its rich cultural heritage must be pre-
served.

In human existence, the past and the future
are intertwined. We feel the forces of change and
the forces of continuity. According to the law of
history, the forces of change are always stronger
— and if we want to keep pace with them, we
must move ever further, often faster.

But forward movement alone is often inhu-
mane, because our being encompasses both our
origins and our destination. The cosmos of hu-
man existence lies between these two poles.

What is true in a general sense also applies
to craftsmanship — especially to gunsmithing.
It has its roots in tradition, yet its methods have
continually evolved. It stands for permanence
and consistency and for gentle transformation.

It’s an anchor of stability in a world that is

changing at an ever-increasing pace. Time and
again, craftsmanship has been dismissed as an
anachronism and the forces of the market often
deem it inefficient.

Yet craftsmanship endures, and it remains ir-
replaceable.

Consider, for instance, how a gunsmith fits a
new stock to an old drilling rifle. He carves the
wood with the smallest, most precise movements
of a chisel, again and again, with utmost patience,
care and dedication. No machine can replicate
that. The motions are too complex, too nuanced.
It requires the craftsman’s finely tuned senses,
years of experience and inherited knowledge.

This is where the realm of machines and com-
puters end, and the realm of the human begins.
There’s a quiet, subtle triumph in this, a triumph
over the rational modern age and its accom-
plishments. In craftsmanship, the analog still pre-
vails over the digital, the real over the virtual, the
individual over the mass-produced.
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The craftsman
feels the materi-
al — raw, unpol-
ished wood, cool
metal — smells
the fragrant
wood oil, feels

it with his
fingertips, tastes
the fine sanding
dust floating in
the air.
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The modern
mindset, prone
to arrogance,
seeks to sever
ties with
tradition and
origin.

Even the artisan’s workplace differs from all others. The work-
shop resembles the studio of an artist. Like sculptures, the silent
machines stand ready in the morning, waiting to be brought to
life. The craftsman doesn’t work in shifts. He decides when the
machines begin to hum.

Like an artist, he uses tools meant for his hands alone: hammers,
chisels, screwdrivers, files and rasps. For him, they are more than
tools, they are objects of dedication, tradition. There’s his grandfa-
ther’ file, his old chisel and the lathe that has served faithfully for
half a century.

Mass-produced objects, like handcrafted ones, serve a purpose:
They are tools. We use them, but we don’t love them or surround
ourselves with them. At best, we appreciate them, but we have no
emotional — certainly no spiritual — connection to them.

They lack the creator’s spirit, his signature, his endearing imper-
fections, his devotion. They lack the creaturely, perhaps even the
spiritual. We don't see the person who breathed life into them, and
so we form no bond.

In contrast, when we see a handcrafted piece, we instinctive-
ly imagine the artisan in the act of creation. We understand how
deeply personal and layered his work is. That
is what fascinates us.

Craftsmanship is sensory. The craftsman
feels the material — raw, unpolished wood,
cool metal — smells the fragrant wood oil,
feels it with his fingertips, tastes the fine sand-
ing dust floating in the air. He grasps what he
holds, both literally and metaphorically.

Craftsmanship is intellectual. The craftsman
plans his process, thinking it through from be-
ginning to end. He knows that only a carefully
chosen method will lead to success; he knows
what comes first, what comes last.

Craftsmanship connects. The artisan ded-
icates his work to another person. He will
place it in unfamiliar yet trusted hands and
receive appreciation in return.

Craftsmanship is temporal. The craftsman
preserves ancient knowledge painstakingly

Craftsmanship is holistic. The artisan creates
a piece whose purpose and meaning he fully
understands and whose process he completely
masters. He grasps and experiences the meaning of the whole.

These five dimensions can be distilled into one concept: Crafts-
manship is human. Because in the act of crafting, people are not
just connected to materials but to one another.

Let me share a story.

My friend Steve Comus, Editor-In-Chief of this publication,
and an experienced hunter who has hunted multiple continents,
once encountered an elderly villager during a hunt in Botswana.
The man stared at Steve’s rifle, a custom-made piece, for a surpris-
ingly long time. Eventually, he said it looked different from any
rifle he had ever seen.

Steve handed it to him.The man examined it closely, his heavy,
calloused hands running lightly, almost playfully, over the stock
and barrel. He knew little about firearms and had probably seen
only a few in his life.

A Daniela Fanzoj says critics fail to see
that hunters do more than hunt. They
built by generations before him, and he knows  nurture, they protect and they preserve or sorrow? A world that may seem perfect in
he is creating something that will outlive him. biodiversity. Hunting and gunsmithing the digital realm but is ultimately a flattening
are centuries-old cultural practices
intertwined and mutually reinforcing.

Then he suddenly said,“I feel him ... in this rifle. I feel his hand
in it. He is in this rifle.”

Steve was stunned. He hadn’t told the man anything, not that
the rifle had been custom-made by a gunsmith just for him. In fact,
the man had never seen such a rifle before, only mass-produced
ones. But he felt the difference just by looking and touching.

In that moment, the man from Africa and the gunsmith from
America were spiritually connected. They had never met, lived
worlds apart and yet, a bond had formed: The African man sensed
that the rifle had a creator, that it had been crafted with purpose
and care, for a specific person.

To him, the rifle had become something almost creature-like —
a bridge between continents, cultures and human beings.

As wonderful as all this is, let us not forget, craftsmanship is en-
dangered. It faces two major threats, the moralizing zeitgeist and
the overwhelming tide of industrial production.

Of the two, the zeitgeist is more dangerous. It often dismisses
hunting and gunsmithing, but its criticisms are frequently super-
ficial and polemical. Hunting is condemned as inhumane, largely
out of ignorance. Critics fail to see that hunters do more than
hunt. They nurture, they protect, they pre-
serve biodiversity. Hunting and gunsmithing
are centuries-old cultural practices inter-
twined and mutually reinforcing.

But the modern mindset, prone to arro-
gance, seeks to sever ties with tradition and
origin, and it fails to recognize the impor-
tance of our temporal existence as a condi-
tion of being human. It wants to break with
the cultural achievements of our ancestors
and such a total break is deeply inhumane.

Critics don’t tell us this, but I will ask it:
‘What should life in the future look like? What
will our children and grandchildren eat, enjoy,
know and appreciate? Mass-produced goods?
Should we teach them to devalue their own
ancestors and their culture? Should we re-
lease them into a world like Aldous Huxley’s,
without depth, without height, without joy

of real experience and action?

Or should we show them what our ancestors
created with pride and dignity centuries ago?

Those who fail to understand or reflect on these things have
made a choice, whether they realize it or not. They surrender to
the forces of change and, detached from tradition, become lost
in an ever-accelerating world. They won't be able to distinguish
between soulless mass-produced items and handcrafted ones. They
will see only function and lose their sense of the human and the
beautiful.

Each of us will, at some point, have to take a stance. At Fanzoj,
our decision has long been made. We fight for what we love — and
what we represent with passion and experience: Craftsmanship.

We aim to preserve its human core and show our children that
change is inevitable, but it always begins in tradition.

Not least for this reason, the 500-year-old gunsmithing craft of
Ferlach, Austria, is recognized as UNESCO Intangible Heritage
of Humanity and that heritage is alive. In the Fanzoj workshop,
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Craftsmanship
is endangered.
It faces two
major threats,
the moralizing
zeitgeist and
industrial
production.
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The disassembled double rifle reveals the fine detail in every piece.

A

The fine
checkering grip
showcases how
every detalil
matters at
Fanzoj.
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A

Each of us will, at some point,
have to take a stance. At
Fanzoj, our decision has long
been made. We fight for what
we love.

among files, chisels and vises, you can still
feel the spirit of our ancestors. Knowledge
refined over generations is cultivated and
perfected here. It’s not enough to understand
it with your mind, you have to breathe it in,
absorb it with every pore.

See and feel how wood and steel be-
come one; how the lovingly filed pieces of
a lock come together in perfect mechanical
harmony; how repeated applications of oil
transform raw wood into a silky, then glossy,
surface.

Marvel at how the buttplate aligns seam-
lessly with the stock. Witness the customer
who has come to Ferlach to receive the gun.
Watch their eyes linger for minutes, scanning
every inch. Hear them say, finally, the highest
praise: that the piece exceeded all expecta-
tions.

And feel the joy of the master gunsmith
when a firearm he built years ago returns —
aged but well cared-for — for inspection,
restoration or a new stock. It’s a quiet re-
union, a celebration.

Anyone who has seen and felt all this,
who has understood and breathed in its
spirit, knows without a doubt: We must do
everything we can to preserve craftsmanship
through these times of upheaval. If we lose it,
we lose not just part of our culture but part

of ourselves. M

Daniela Fanzoj is vice president and creative
director of the family-owned Johann Fanzoj
company that has been creating functional firearm
art since 1790 in Ferlach, Austria.

A An Ischler short rifle is a single-shot mountain rifle made popular by Franz Joseph I.

A Mass-produced items lack the creator’s spirit, his signature, his endearing imperfections, his devotion.

A Atrue craftsman grasps what he holds, both literally and metaphorically.
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