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Thank you to my wife, Salli, for the beautiful photography and the encouragement to tackle this project.


Thank you to Fox Chapel for the opportunity.
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INTRODUCTION


The first carving I ever made was a little monk with a cloak and bald head. I made it with a craft knife while sitting in a swing set in an elementary school playground. I had no idea what I was doing, but I knew I’d found my passion. After a few more failed attempts, I thought I’d better find a class.


My first experience as a carving student was taking a Scandinavian figure class. Since this was a new experience for me and I had no idea what I would need, I packed up the motley selection of woodcarving tools I had scabbed together—knives, chisels, gouges, etc.—and headed off to class. The instructor met me at the door, looked down at my poorly packed toolbox and asked, “You got a knife in there?” I replied with a positive, to which he then said, “Well, take it out and put your toolbox back in your truck . . . you only get to use a knife.” I was hooked! Challenge accepted!


This book will introduce the idea that you only need one tool and one blank to create a multitude of different characters. Proficiency with the knife will give you all the cuts you’ll need, and the introduction of this one blank will start you on a journey to create character after character after character! I hope you enjoy your journey as much as I have enjoyed mine!


I choose to carve and paint in a Scandinavian style, which you will see represented in this book. This style is identified as simplified minimalism. That’s a mouthful, but really just means fewer cuts to create. We’ll use flat cuts instead of round cuts, and we’ll take care not to “over-carve.” Simple is better! In this style, traditionally only a knife is used, which leaves behind large, flat surfaces that catch light and create shadow.


I encourage you to carve in your own style, and if it happens that you enjoy this “Scandi” approach, I say to you, “Welcome to the flat-plane family!”


Happy carving!


—CHARLES BANKS
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My first carving.
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GALLERY





I've left the images in the following projects unpainted. In these, you can really see the carving details!





LITTLE OLD LADY WITH BASKET


This is a Scandinavian classic! There are a few special considerations in the changing of the blank for this character. To create the arm and basket, drop the elbow line down the length of the character’s side. This will determine the height of the basket, which really can be any size. Note that the “shared line” of this character is the line separating the top of the arms, bottom of the chest, and top of the apron. You also have the freedom to change the length of the apron!
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SMOKING MAN



This character has a new stance: heels together, feet apart, no negative space in between the legs. The blank needs material under each elbow to accommodate the length of the jacket. The exposed hand is created by “pushing” the jacket back while the opposite hand pushes the jacket forward. This blank modification has many options because of the exposed hand, which could hold many items.
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MODERN FJORDSMAN


I absolutely love this character and hope you do as well! It’s a real pleasure to carve because of his simple clothing. Upon close inspection of this particular subject, you see a strong turn of the head and a foot that points the same direction. The modification for this character is the addition of material to the side of the head in the direction the character is looking. I also recommend adding a bit more material to the same-side foot, giving it a chance to point.
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BEAUTIFUL MAIDEN


This lovely lady is a relatively simple blank shape. Her hands are the furthest point of protrusion, and the purse and skirt are two layers back. The most unique feature of this blank is the removal of the head scarf, leaving a beautiful hair shape. Notice the angled line which separates the hair mound from the face mound. Unlike the scarf, this line doesn’t tuck under the chin but continues over the shoulder to terminate at a V on our character’s back. Some sweeping roll cuts make for beautiful hair texture.
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STEPPING OUT FOR A SMOKE


This character has a lot going on, which makes him challenging but fun to carve. Modifications to this blank include a three-part step back. On the front and side views, you can see these three separations. The front view includes the elbows, jacket, and legs. The side view step backs include the hands, jacket, and legs. Be sure to leave a bit of extra material on the side of the blank where the hair is blowing in the wind.
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BOWLER HAT AND CANE


This is a straightforward blank from the front and side views. The accommodation that needs to be made for this blank is the oval cutout that creates the negative space between the legs. Note how the toes are turned in, almost touching. The legs have a bowlegged feel, especially when viewed from the back. Be sure to leave extra material for the wide brim of your character’s hat.
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OUT FOR A STROLL


This is by far the most radical departure from the original blank. This is where you want to go with your character’s action, motion, and movement. The most important point to emphasize is the three negative spaces on this blank. Both arms are cut away, as well as the space between the legs. The legs themselves are in “walking motion,” one leg bent and one carrying weight. The elbows protrude, one more than the other. The turn in the head is so slight that extra material is not necessary but can be added just to be safe.
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NORDIC FISHERMAN


This character uses our simple blank for the body, but as you can see, needs extra material for the windswept beard. You can control which side of the face gets the extra material depending on which way you want your character to look. If your character looks to the right, material is needed on the left—and vice versa. Special note: the toes are turned in, creating a unique stance.
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OLD SEA CAPTAIN


This timeless character is a must-carve for your collection. The blank needs only to accommodate the length of the jacket and the U shape of the beard and capped head. I love carving “older” characters that end up with heads lowered and shoulders raised. This character is standing more erect, with his head higher on the shoulders and the torso trimmer. No need for a big tummy on this guy. Make him a little slimmer, a little taller! I love all the small details on this carving: the buttons, beard, hair, tie, captain’s cap, and pipe. I can picture him standing on the deck of his ship!
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I've painted the next few projects to give you an idea of the possibilities. You can paint your characters however you'd like, and we'll discuss how to do so in a later section.








LOPI SWEATER LADY


This carving uses the same old woman pattern as the project here. The deviation from the character we carve in the book is the exposing of the hands and addition of the cane. The fun part of this carving was not the carving itself but the painting. This beautiful but simplified version of an Icelandic pattern prominently features the “yolk.” Carve a series of these characters and have them sport different sweater patterns. What a great series they would make.
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MAN WITH CAP AND CANE


This character requires two minor changes to the blank. The first change is that there is no negative space between his legs. The second change is the elongated legs and shorter torso. I tried to “push” the scale on this blank with a protruding belly and no rear end! He has an exposed hand, which allows for the placement of a cane. Be sure to keep his toes together and heels apart for a comfortable stance!
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SELF-PORTRAIT


Seriously . . . this is me! This carving is based on a fifth grader’s drawing of me in art class. I thought it was so cool I asked if I could have it so I could turn it into a carving! He graciously gave it to me (thanks, Declan) and his 2-D drawing turned into a 3-D carving. The changes to the blank for this character were the short jacket, longer legs, and spiked hair. The only thing missing are my “cheater” glasses. If you have a fifth grader in the family, ask for a sketch of yourself; it might be your next carving!
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CLASSIC CHARACTER


This truly is the blank in action. One change to the blank is the shifting of the character’s weight. You can see our character’s weight is on his left leg, which also drops his left shoulder. There’s a bow in his belly, giving him a relaxed stance.
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GRUMPY OLD MAN


This character is a great example for those carvers looking to fuse expressive caricature and flat-plane carving! The modifications to the blank include the allowance of material to accommodate a jacket. The splaying of the feet with toes out, heels in gives the character a comfortable stance. The biggest change is the triangular shape of the head and length of the facial structure. Upturned face, one eye open, one eye squinting, protruding bottom lip, and sagging jowls give this character true character!
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