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Introduction


Chip carving as an art form has been around for thousands of years. The classic “chip carved” look—featuring precise groupings of geometric shapes set into a smooth surface—appears on grand cathedrals throughout Europe from the 12th century on. But the style has also adorned humbler, homier objects, from folk art toys to boxes and drinking vessels. These items were not simply decorative; they had an everyday function around the house. And they could be carved by newcomers to the craft, using just one or two simple tools.


In this spirit, we’ve gathered some of the best chip carving projects from our archive, including cereal bowls, barrettes, coffee spoons, holiday ornaments, and even a cribbage board. Each one is both elegant and practical—and many, such as Roman Chernikov’s “Summery Supernova Coasters” (here), can be completed in an afternoon. If this is your first time picking up a knife, don’t worry—we’ve included tips and techniques from today’s leading chip carvers, such as Wayne Barton, Marty Leenhouts, and Charlene Lynum, to guide you through your first cuts.


Happy carving from the Woodcarving Illustrated team!


Hannah Carroll


Jon Deck


Kaylee Schofield


Kelly Umenhofer
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Materials & Tools


One of the wonderful things about chip carving is that you need a limited amount of materials and tools to begin—you may already have a few of the necessary items lying around your shop! The remainder can be found online or through craft or carving supply stores.


Knives


The two main knife varieties used for chip carving are the cutting knife and the stab knife.
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The cutting knife is the primary knife used in chip carving. The carver typically holds the knife at a 65° angle for most actions. When kept very sharp, it can be used to cut two-corner, three-corner, four-corner, free-form, and even layered chips cleanly on a variety of flat or rounded surfaces.
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The stab knife is used to incise decorative elements into the wood, embellishing an existing design. The carver typically holds the handle perpendicular to the surface of the blank, rocking the blade quickly along its sharp edge. Unlike the cutting knife, this tool is typically not used to remove chips of wood.


Wood


The two main types of wood used for chip carving are basswood (known as linden or limewood in countries outside the United States) and butternut.
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Basswood is light-colored and soft with a consistent, tight grain. Beginning carvers often start with basswood, as it is well suited to a range of carving styles, including chip carving, caricature carving, and relief carving.


Butternut, part of the walnut family, is a medium-brown color and is slightly harder than basswood. However, its tight structure and striking grain make it an elegant choice for certain projects, particularly those where deeper cuts are required.
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Additional Items


If you’re building a chip carving kit for the first time, these items will also come in handy.


Bow compass – used to apply symmetrical designs to a piece of wood.


Graphite transfer paper – used to transfer a photocopied or sketched design onto the wood.


Mechanical pencil – used to sketch pattern elements and center points onto the wood, either directly or in combination with graphite transfer paper.


Sandpaper – occasionally used to remove lingering pattern lines or smooth certain areas on a carving. Note: The beauty of chip carving lies in its crisp lines and stark geometry. It is not recommended to sand the entire surface of a project after carving.


Sharpening tools – used to maintain chip carving knives so they cut cleanly without tearing the wood. A leather strop and honing compound or a set of ceramic sharpening stones works nicely.


T square or ruler – used for drawing straight lines on the surface of the blank.


White eraser – used to remove lingering pattern lines without smudging.






Pattern Transfer


Chip carving is a precise art, so finding a method of accurate pattern transfer that works for you is key. There are many ways to transfer a pattern to the wood blank before carving, but two of the most common are the following:


Graphite Paper


1. Place the pattern right side up on the center of the project. Secure one edge with tape, lift the pattern, and slide a piece of graphite paper between the pattern and the wood, dark side down.


2. Replace the pattern on top of the graphite paper and sketch along the pattern lines with a colored pencil. This way, you can see which lines you’ve already drawn.
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1 Tape down one end of the pattern and slide the graphite paper under it, facedown.
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2 Follow the pattern lines with a colored pencil or pen.





Heat Transfer


1. Use a laser printer or copier to make a mirror-image printout of the pattern. Place it face down in the center of the project and secure one side with tape so it doesn’t slide around.


2. Go over the surface of the paper with a heat transfer tool, never staying in one spot for too long. Check your work as you go to ensure the pattern transfer is successful.
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1 Tape the pattern facedown on the wood.
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2 Slide the transfer tool over the surface until the pattern transfers.









Five Basic Chip Cuts


Most chip carving projects will include these five basic cuts. Practice each on scrap wood until you can produce them consistently.
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1 The traditional angular deep chip. This chip can be any size, as long as the cuts all converge at the deepest point in the middle of the chip. Hold the knife at the same angle to make all of the cuts. After you free the chip, go back and lightly carve into the corner to remove any splintered wood and clean up the chip.
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2 The shallow chip. Draw the chip the same as the angular deep chip, but cut it differently. Make vertical cuts on both sides of the triangle. The deepest cuts are at the triangle’s point and decrease in depth as you approach the triangle’s base. Hold the knife nearly horizontal and cut from one side of the base to the other, sliding the tip of the knife up to the deepest part of the chip at the tip of the triangle.
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3 The old-world-style chip. Traditionally made using chisels, gouges, and skew knives, this chip can be made with a chip carving knife. It requires two angular cuts and two vertical cuts. Hold the knife at an angle and cut along the two sides of the large triangle towards the point of the small triangle. Make two vertical cuts along the sides of the small triangle to release the chip. Do not remove the wood for the small triangle.
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4 The flare or free-form angular line cut. Establish the bottom of the chip with the first cut, and free the chip with the second cut. The angle at which you hold the blade changes depending on the depth and width of the line. As the chip gets deeper, the angle increases until the knife is nearly vertical. For the shallow areas, the angle decreases until the knife is nearly horizontal.
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5 The straight line cut. Establish the bottom of the chip with the first cut and release the chip with the second cut. Depending on the width of the line, you may need to make short cuts on either end of the line to free the chip. The blade is held at an identical angle while making all of the cuts. The depth of the cut is the same from end to end.









Applying Finishes


This step is crucial to the presentation of your art; a poorly executed finish can detract from the beauty of the carving, rather than enhance it. Here are a few common finishing methods to try:


Clear Finish


Simple and understated, this method puts the shadows in your carved piece on full display. Just apply two to four coats of brush-on or spray-on polyurethane to the surface of the carved piece, letting dry and sanding very lightly between coats. You could also use a clear lacquer. This method is preferred by regular Woodcarving Illustrated contributors Charlene Lynum and Marty Leenhouts.
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Clear finish.





Gel Stain


Bold and dramatic, this method adds contrast to your carved piece by making use of differences in grain absorption. The cut areas will absorb finish at a higher rate than the uncarved areas, making for shadowy chips set into a lighter surface. First, seal the carving with clear polyurethane, allowing time for the wood to absorb the sealer. Then wipe off the excess with a rag. Once dry, apply your preferred gel stain over the surface with a paintbrush. Wipe off the stain right away, making sure to remove any globs from the crannies. When dry, spray with more clear polyurethane. This method is preferred by master carver Wayne Barton.
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Gel stain.







Alternate Method: Finishing Before You Start


This method produces a dramatic effect distinct from the gel stain technique. Before carving, seal the blank with polyurethane and let dry. Then apply gel stain to the entire surface and let dry completely. Apply the pattern using your preferred method, and then carve through the stain in the specified areas. Once all of the chips are carved, finish with a clear coat of your choice.
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Setting Up Your Workspace


Take the time to properly prepare your workspace so that your chip carving experience is safe and enjoyable. Work in a well-ventilated space and surround your carving setup with good, even lighting. Daylight-rated bulbs are a great option. Place an old sheet of plywood under your workpiece or use a Carver’s Lapboard (here) to catch the chips.


Practice Boards


One of the main challenges for beginners is knowing how deeply to undercut a facet or how much pressure to apply with a knife. Practice boards are great tools for building muscle memory around these techniques. Use a premade board or create your own. Transfer the pattern using your preferred method (here). Be sure to leave enough blank space to experiment and practice the five basic cuts (here).


Safety


Although chip carvers produce more chips than dust, preparing blanks makes enough dust to be a potential concern. When using power tools such as drum sanders and band saws, employ a benchtop dust collector to protect your lungs and help keep your work area clean. Wear a dust mask and safety googles, tie up long hair, and secure loose clothing. Before you sit down to carve, invest in a carving glove and thumb guard, and stretch your wrists and fingers periodically to ensure that you can chip carve without difficulty for years to come.
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