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INTRODUCTION



I carve in what might be called the traditional manner, sometimes referred to as European. I rely primarily on shaped gouges, chisels, and related tools. I don’t often use the knives that are so commonly favored in what might be called traditional American carving. And I don’t use power tools for anything other than roughing out or texturing. It’s not that I have anything against knives or power equipment. Skilled carvers do lots of lovely work with both, and sometimes they are exactly the tools I need in my own carving. But I admit to being in love with my chisels and gouges and with the advantages they seem to provide me in terms of design or final results.


It’s been my experience that a lot of knife users are put off by carving tools. Perhaps it’s the many different shapes or the pressure of having to choose the best tool for a particular job. And then there’s that dreaded sharpening! This is a pity. I’ve absolutely no doubt that chisels and gouges can take the carver to places where knives simply cannot go. Indeed, gouges superseded knives and axes in the history of carving precisely because of these advantages.


Unlike my other books, which cover specific topics such as letter carving, I’ve written this book as a general introduction to traditional woodcarving. Although the bulk of this material originally appeared as a series of articles in Woodcarving Illustrated, what you hold here is not simply a reprint. I have revised and added substantially to these essays, which the publishers in turn have reformatted.


In this book, I begin with basics, aiming to undo some of the mystery surrounding the selection and sharpening of traditional carving tools. From these fundamentals, we pass on to simple exercises that demonstrate what these tools can do when we hold and apply them properly. Finally, we’ll tackle a series of projects that encourage us to bring principle and practice together in the actual process of carving.


I see the book as a progressive course and I am assuming newcomers will start at the beginning and follow through the book with me. However, the projects are self-contained and it’s quite possible for more experienced carvers to dip into them as they will.


One important addition is the inclusion of the short inserts between chapters. Here I’m combining aspects of technique that I think are especially critical with more general thoughts on the carving process. In every case, these are points I find myself emphasizing time and again, year after year, with all of my students. Each insert relates in some specific way to its following chapter, but, taken together, they sketch out a much broader woodcarving landscape.


I don’t pretend that this present study is in any way complete. Indeed, I strongly recommend you fill out these basics with the specifics I focus on in my other publications and DVDs.


Think of learning to carve in the same way as studying the guitar: no one would expect you to play a Rodrigo guitar concerto straight off! A guitar teacher would first show you how a guitar works mechanically, and then show you how to tune it. Next would be simple finger exercises, the earliest phases of feeling your way around, strengthening your fingers, developing your ear, and training your muscle memory. As the exercises become more challenging and you practice more diligently, your fumblings begin to resolve themselves into proper tunes. This is true of any skill and certainly true of carving.


The guitar teacher would encourage you to own your own instrument, and, above all else, would expect you to practice! With regard to woodcarving, let me say this as straight out as possible: you cannot learn the skills without putting in the practice time. This is an absolute. If you wish to learn how to carve, get some tools, sharpen them correctly, and carve. If you want to progress, pick up your tools, check they are sharpened correctly, and carve. If you wish eventually to carve with pride, pick up your correctly sharpened tools and carve.


“The lyf so short, the craft so long to learne,” Chaucer tells us. Indeed, woodcarving can be seen as a pilgrimage, full of the same opportunities that all journeys bring: exploring new skills, meeting interesting people, facing new challenges, and importantly, having fun. All journeys start as the first step in a proper direction. This book is intended to help you take that first (or thousandth) step—and to point it where your hands and heart might follow.
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SECTION I:


CARVING TOOLS AND SETTING UP



If you are new to carving, start here. You’ll get an explanation of the carving tools used in this book, as well as how to sharpen and commission them. Supporting items, such as vises and clamps, are also covered here.
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SECTION II:


USING CARVING TOOLS



The specifics about holding tools, using them, and the different cuts you can make are all described in this section.
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SECTION III:


EXERCISES



Put your skills to practice by creating some basic moldings. This section also contains three projects to demonstrate techniques used with a veiner and V-tool. Create three versions of the Burghead Bull project and four types of molding.
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SECTION IV:


RELIEF CARVING



When you’ve completed these four Asian-themed projects, you’ll have a solid grasp on the concepts and techniques required for successful relief carving—including low, high, and pierced relief. You’ll also have four beautiful carvings to display. Learn how to take one pattern and transform it into three distinct carving styles.
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SECTION V:


CARVING IN THE ROUND



Master these two projects, and you’ll be able to create a three-dimensional carving from scratch. You’ll learn how to copy an object and how to carve from a clay model. You’ll create a realistic wooden baseball cap and a charming wren while learning the techniques for carving in the round.
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TECHNICAL MASTERY



I’m at a student’s bench helping with her carving, and I need a different gouge. I reach to choose from a row of tools neatly laid to one side, only to find my hand hovering like a bird of prey.


The student wants to help, offering this or that chisel. She begins to open yet another roll. “I’ve no idea what I want,” I say, and it’s completely true. My mind has delegated the task. Suddenly the hand drops, chooses, and lifts just the tool I need. I’m back to carving.


This rather strange, self-conscious experience doesn’t happen often. I rarely notice that I’m handling any particular tool. Instead, I’m just carving.


But just carving is a good state to be in. I do my best, most satisfying work when I step back and let some quieter part of me get on with it. In this state, I do my most committed, fluid, and best work.


There’s nothing mystical about this. When applying a physical skill in which you are deeply experienced, the self-aware part of you relaxes and you become one with the tool. This is part of what we think of as mastery, the silent running-on-faith that occurs when we drive our car, touch-type, or play a musical instrument.


It comes through practice, and only through practice. Repetition builds muscle memory and, in fact, re-wires the brain.


The old adage, “practice makes perfect,” overstates the case. For example, no amount of repetition will guarantee you have a good design. But, over time, practice does make better and will create a base from which you can lose yourself in the process and let your artistic talent shine through.
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SECTION I: CARVING TOOLS AND SETTING UP






Chapter 1



TOOLS OF THE TRADE


You cannot separate your tools from your carving, so the best place to begin is with a quick overview of all those carving tools: what they are, why there are so many, and briefly, what they can do for you.


If you’ve no experience of carving tools, try to visit a carver who will allow you to pick up and try them. There is nothing like holding a gouge, feeling the wood of the handle and the steel of the blade, and perhaps taking a cut or two, to get a sense of it.


Many beginners find the variety of carving tools and the many manufacturers intimidating. They are also understandably wary of buying poor quality tools, and they are afraid that they will damage their tools when they are only trying to sharpen them. The answers to these issues are:


1.   Start with a small useful number (which I’ll suggest) and build from there on the basis of need


2.   Buy only the well-established, reputable makes, recommended by carvers you trust


3.   See your tools at the end of the day as just a piece of steel: refined, certainly, but not of cosmic importance.


Remember too, that a regular gouge will be tempered more-or-less down to where the blade meets the shank. The presence of old carving tools, shortened through years of use and sharpening, is testimony to this. If you sacrifice a fraction of the length at the altar of learning to sharpen, it’s an inexpensive cost for gaining vital skills.
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Have a variety of chisels, gouges, and V-tools on hand for optimal carving.



SWEEPS



The catalog of every woodcarving tool distributor, and most carving books, will have a chart of available tools. It can appear to beginners as a huge and intimidating array of curved lines. In these charts you are looking at the ends of the carving tools: their cutting edges. Woodcarvers call the line of the cutting edge, which can be flat or a variety of curves, the sweep.
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Sweeps are the end profiles of carving tools.


“TRUE” GOUGES


In a “true” gouge, the sweep is actually an arc of a circle, a fact that can be readily demonstrated. Carvers use the fact that gouges are circle driven to great advantage when they produce perfect flowing lines by rotating the cutting edge along the sweep—cuts that can be unfailingly repeated elsewhere. This is very important in, say, moldings, or matching two sides of a face. Gouges are the very bedrock of carving, from roughing out to the tooled finish of a surface.


The bigger the circle from which the arc is taken, the flatter the gouge. Thus we have a range of flatter or deeper (quicker) gouges for any given width—which is measured from corner to corner. The deepest true gouge will be a semicircle.
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Place your gouge vertically into the wood and stab in. Then lift the leading corner and start moving the gouge along in its cut. Keep moving and lifting and you will feel the gouge following its own track. Eventually you will come all the way around to the beginning.
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These regular gouges are roughly the same width of carving tool but of differing depths.
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U-shaped gouges: the walls extend and may splay a little or be parallel.
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Parting or V-tools: there are 3 angles to be had. From right to left the photo illustrates a 45˚, 60˚, and 90˚ angle.


U - GOUGES


What I call U-gouges are similar to true gouges, but work in a fundamentally different manner. The base of the U is either a semi-circle or deep curve, but the walls extend upward, either parallel or splaying slightly. This means you cannot rotate the cutting edge through a smooth arc as you can with a true gouge.


When large, these tools are used for creating channels or flutes (and are thus called fluters), and when small, they will run the sort of detail lines you find in hair, fur, or leaves (in which case they are called veiners). Broader U-gouges are also great for roughing out and general shaping of wood as you can alternate between the quickness of a deep gouge and the smoother possibilities of the flatter sides.


V - TOOLS


In the charts you will also see sweeps that are a V rather than an arc of a circle. The V-tool consists of two chisels joined at one of three angles: 45˚, 60˚, and 90˚, with 60˚ being the most useful. You would use the V for separating one element in a carving from another, or for drawing lines, somewhat like a veiner.


CHISELS


Lastly in the charts you will see chisels, which are dead flat like a carpenter’s chisel but with a bevel on both sides, and skew chisels, which are angled at the end to produce a knifepoint, also with a bevel on both sides.


The traditional manner of carving letters with straight elements uses chisels. Skew chisels are one of those tools you don’t use often but when you need it, nothing else will do. Use them for getting into tight corners or cleaning junctions and lines, for example. The double bevel is an important feature of most carving tools, but we will leave off discussing this until we look at sharpening.
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Chisels can be flat or skewed.



LONGITUDINAL SHAPES



Besides differing when looked at end on, carving tools also differ in their lengthways appearance: their longitudinal shape. The most common and useful carving tools are the ones with parallel sides, what we might call regular gouges: tough tools, hardened along their whole length and wearing out only over generations. You can use these gouges for pretty much everything: roughing out, modeling, or detailing.


BENT GOUGES


Students mostly start with regular gouges and, as they progress, usually find bent gouges next in usefulness. There comes a time when a regular gouge cannot get deep enough into a hollow; the blade fouls the edges of the wood around the hole. At this point, a carver turns to a gouge that looks more like a spoon to get into the recess and scoop the wood away below, or to flatten the hollow’s floor. These tools are called shortbent or spoon gouges. There is no standard longitudinal bend as such and you need to see if a particular manufacturer makes the shape you want.
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A common, parallel-sided gouge is shown on the left. The right is known as an allongee shape.


FISHTAIL GOUGE


The next most useful tool is the fishtail. The blades of fishtails splay out from the end of a long shank. Again, manufacturers differ in the actual shape or amount of the splayed blade.


Unlike regular gouges, you can imagine that fishtails will eventually narrow as you sharpen them, giving them a shorter lifespan. Being more delicate and short-lived, carvers normally save fishtails for lighter work: finishing off and detailing, or running the protruding fishtail corners into recesses that would be inaccessible to the square corner of a regular gouge.
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Short or spoonbent gouges: notice the different bends. You need to find one that will suit what you want to do, and how deep a recess you need to get into.



SPECIALTY TOOLS


There are other shapes: what are called longbents (swan or sowback) and the really odd-looking backbents. The longbents are of little use to most woodcarvers—I haven’t used one for years. Backbents are very specialized tools, although in the right place, very useful. We need not concern ourselves with either here.


The important thing to grasp here is that any sweep you have as a regular gouge, you can also get as a shortbent or a fishtail. So, when you find the width and sweep of a regular gouge won’t get into a corner, or into a recess, you can switch to a similar tool of different longitudinal shape that does the job better or more efficiently.
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Fishtails: beautiful tools with extended corners that come into play for finishing and lighter, more delicate work.


TOOLS FOR THE BEGINNER


So, why are there so many carving tools? And which ones are needed to begin carving? You can see that by the time you have multiplied the widths, the sweeps, and the shapes of carving tools you have a lot of possible tools—enough to make any beginner panic!


The number of tools reflects the enormous variety and complexity that is possible in carved work. You might, for example, carve letters 10" (25cm) high or the tiny eye of a netsuke fish; vigorous and deep acanthus leaves, or simple pea molding. And as your work will be different from the next carver’s, so will your tools be different. Here’s the good news: you only need a few to start with, and these should be regular gouges. And here’s the golden rule: as you progress, buy your next carving tools on the basis of need.


There is a bit of a conundrum: you don’t want to start carving until you know what tools you need, but you won’t know what tools you need until you start carving…


The answer is to start with a few of those carving tools that are most likely to be useful in the widest variety of situations. I’ll give you a short list of such carving tools later. I’ll include those we will be using in the later exercises and projects, which are designed to demonstrate further where and why these tools are used, and how to make the most of them.



NUMBERING SYSTEMS


All the tools we’ve mentioned will have a number, given to them and usually stamped into the shank by the maker. Unfortunately, there is no consensus; manufacturers differ somewhat in what number they give a particular sweep or shape. The most common and oldest numbering system is called the Sheffield list, and most other makers follow a similar numbering pattern, in which all you really need is to be able to count to 11.


In the Sheffield list, for any width:


■   #1 is a chisel


■   #2 is the skew chisel


■   #3 is the flattest possible gouge


■   #4 through #8 are sweeps


■   #9 is usually the semicircle


■   #10s and #11s are U-gouges


So, at any given width, the smaller the number, the flatter the carving tool.


The V-tool might be any number; luckily it is readily recognizable.


However, as an example of the historical individuality of makers, the common Pfeil (Swiss made) tools start with chisels at #1 (as does the Sheffield list) but calls their skew chisels #1S. Thus, Pfeil start their gouges out of sync with the Sheffield list, with their flattest gouge being #2. They also seem to drop some numbers entirely. Nevertheless, the tools you need will be there, even if the numbering seems unusual.


You might be carving with a ½" (13mm) gouge and think: “I like this width of gouge, but I’d really like it to be flatter. “ You would then go to the tool chart of any (or your favorite) maker and place the cutting edge on its sweep in the picture. You might find, say, it was a #6 ½" (13mm), which, with luck, it says on the shank. You would then buy a ½" (13mm) #5, #4, or #3 gouge off the chart, depending on how much flatter you wanted it. Similarly, you can use the chart to find your tool in shortbent or fishtail shape.
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The numbers stamped into the hilt of the tool will tell you what its sweep is.


WHAT ARE THE BEST MAKES AND WHERE DO I BUY THEM?


There are many good carving tools on the market, made from decent steel and tempered to hold their cutting edges well. A short list would include: Auriou, Pfeil, Henry Taylor, Ashley Iles, Stubai, and Kirschen. There are plenty from which to choose.


You will, however, find variations in the thickness of the blade and the quality of the forging (the actual shaping of the tool). Variations occur even from tool to tool within the same maker and undesirable ones come about through the balance between the elements of hand forging and those of quality control. It is easy to become brand loyal and I always suggest students try tools from different manufacturers and make up their own minds.


Because of this variation in shape or quality, it’s always best to pick up and handle a carving tool before you buy it. If that isn’t possible, there are plenty of suppliers advertising in magazines, and on the web. Whoever you go to, you must be able to return a tool if you are not happy with it.



AREN’T TRADITIONAL CARVING TOOLS EXPENSIVE COMPARED, SAY, WITH KNIVES?


They can certainly seem so compared with most knives, but not if you compare with other wood crafts. You will need to spend some money to start, but carving tools are a great investment: with just a few sharp gouges and a mallet you are up and away carving. You can build up your kit so slowly you hardly notice the cost and you can carve scrap lumber. You would be hard pressed to wear out a regular carving tool in a lifetime of creative carving—I have some over a hundred years old, with several names besides mine on the handles.


Once you have some carving tools, the next thing to do is sharpen them properly. We need to go through a straightforward process of commissioning your carving tools in order to get the best out of them—and thus out of you, the carver.
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Recommendations for a beginner’s tool set: from left to right, #3 gouges, #6 gouges, #9 gouges, 60° V-tool, and skew chisel.




BEGIN WITH A FEW TOOLS:


Here are a few useful tools with which you can accomplish a lot of carving. Notice that they are all regular gouges.


■   #3 gouges: ¼", ½", and ¾" (6mm, 13mm, 19mm) (flattest gouges in the maker’s range)


■   #6 gouges: ¼", ½", and ¾" (6mm, 13mm, 19mm) (middle gouges)


■   #9 gouges: ¼" and ½" (6mm, 13mm) (deepest, semicircular gouges)


■   ⅜" (10mm) skew chisel


■   ⅜" (10mm) 60˚ V-tool


I’ll be using a few other tools in forthcoming exercises, but I’ll mention these in the appropriate places.
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