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Dedication

In memory of Dave Fowler, who channeled my urge to create woodchips into an everlasting passion.
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Preface

As a child, I always wanted to become an author. In preschool, I began creating books of my own that told stories of imaginary creatures having crazy adventures. Most conclusions dealt with the characters returning home and relaxing. I must have known, even then, that all the toil and excitement of daily life needs some balancing out. My creative attention soon turned to woodcarving, and as I entered middle school, I discovered that woodcarving could provide my life with the balance it needed.

Countless woodchips later, I am being presented with one of the most exciting opportunities of my life: constructing an actual book for Fox Chapel. Although I have previously made and distributed a book on Scandinavian-style figure carving, the copies were black and white, stapled together, and not professionally designed. After all, it started as a collection of pamphlets to be used in classes I taught. With the help of Fox Chapel, this book will be able to provide an even more lucrative experience for seasoned carvers, beginner carvers, and those who have never carved before but would like to.

I know from numerous public carving demonstrations that there are plenty of people who are interested in taking up a handcraft. Even in today’s technological world, word is spreading that directing your eyes to your hands rather than glowing devices can be calming and healthy for the soul.

Previous books on flat-plane carving have done a great job promoting the style as something that is accessible and inviting to all, regardless of skill level. This book does not aim to waver from that, nor does it aim to twist the flat-plane tradition in a direction it has not already historically frequented. Rather, this book aims to shine a spotlight on another major area of flat-plane carving: representing animals in wood. While many flat-plane carvers today like to carve European immigrants from the past, the flat-plane tradition originally focused on carving people and animals the carvers saw in their daily lives.

I specifically chose a selection of animals that would be, for the most part, familiar to much of the Western world. Many Scandinavian animals are nearly equivalent to those in the northern regions of North America. Carving familiar subjects ensures that you have some frame of reference from the start, and it also allows an artist to focus on features they think are important in order to create a proper representation. If one had never seen a rooster, but heard it had a red comb, one could easily miss important details and end up creating a sparrow-chicken hybrid. That could make for an interesting piece, but this book intends to encourage thoughtful and appreciative reflections of the natural world. Animals are amazing, and they have provided endless inspiration and direct utility to humanity since the beginning of human history. A sparrow-chicken hybrid would, however, be a great subject for a future book! For now, I will focus on hybridizing three of the things I love most in this world: animals, woodcarving, and Scandinavian culture. In doing so, I hope to encourage you to explore your passions as well.


[image: Illustration]



My first animal carvings, a pig and an owl.
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Wooden Animals: A Selection of Scandinavian Culture

Strictly speaking, Scandinavia is made up of the countries Norway, Sweden, and Denmark—yet the term is often used more broadly to include other Nordic countries such as Iceland and Finland. Regardless, these countries share related geography, history, languages, and other cultural elements. For the purpose of this book, the term will be used without specific distinctions. While Scandinavia may not be the most common vacation destination for those without Scandinavian ancestry, the general public seems to understand a few basic facts about these countries: mountainous terrain, cold winters, and sing-songy speech patterns. And, of course, Scandinavia is also known as the home of the Vikings. What many may not know is the important role that wood, animals, and wooden animals have played in the region throughout history.

Scandinavia is naturally a heavily wooded region, so traditional homes and workplaces were also heavily wooded. Spoons, bowls, furniture, wagons, boats, houses—all were primarily built of wood. And since these objects were so critical to a people who toiled the land, raised livestock, and fought off harsh cold winters just to stay alive, they were well appreciated. It seems that this appreciation, and potentially some occasional seasonal downtime, led Scandinavian craftsmen to decorate the surfaces of such wooden objects with beautiful forms and motifs. While craftsmen obviously reused symbols and overall styles throughout Scandinavia from time to time and place to place, I have not yet seen evidence of entire patterns being shared. Rather, traditions in these countries ebbed and flowed in the spirit of folk art; that is, inspiration was the primary subject that was passed on from one interested person to another.
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An ale hen drinking vessel with decorative chip-carved feathers.



In terms of style, Scandinavia has had a fairly diverse palette. Carved dragons must have been high fashion in the Viking Age, since they not only stretched out from the ends of ships and drinking vessels, but also covered panels around doors on farmhouses and religious centers. Such carved dragons twisted and turned around each other, much like the floral patterns and acanthus leaves of later periods did. Another common decorative carving style is known in English as chip carving. In this style, simple geometric shapes (often diamonds, triangles, and crescents) are chipped out of surfaces over and over to form intricate designs. Of these decorative styles, basic chip carving is the most accessible. It can be executed with just a knife, it can be applied to almost any wooden surface, and, once you learn to make clean cuts, patience is all you need to make a pleasing piece of art.
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A 19th-century Norwegian mangle board, a non-metal pre-electric clothing iron.



Folk art in pre-modern Scandinavia was rarely purely aesthetic; it was often inspired by important elements of the surrounding natural landscape. Scandinavians have historically utilized the natural shapes of tree limbs to create useful tools, and they have also formed traditions centered on borrowing the shapes of animals to make their wooden creations more interesting and meaningful. Naturally, the shapes of horses—common symbols of fertility—found their way into the handles of pre-modern wooden clothes irons called mangle boards. The necks and tails of horses, chickens, and other birds became widely used shapes for the handles of ale bowls. Lions, animals that have never in recorded human history natively occupied Scandinavia, were also popular symbols, especially in Norway. Lion heads are some of the most commonly used figureheads for the traditional Norwegian fiddle, although they may not look terribly recognizable to the untrained eye. While familiar animals were represented in imaginative yet meaningfully caricaturistic ways, depictions of unfamiliar animals like the lion or fictional beasts like dragons varied greatly.

Today, the Scandinavian countries are prosperous, their people are wealthy, healthy, and happy, and their influence extends throughout the globe. Scandinavian design, which focuses on naturalism and simplistic forms, is popular among interior designers and artists of all kinds. Furniture from IKEA, a Swedish company, seems ubiquitous. Mads Mikkelsen, a Danish actor, has been featured in many blockbuster Hollywood films for the past two decades. Many popular video games, including Minecraft, call Sweden home. Norwegian sweaters are loved by many Americans—especially those in the Midwest. Many young Scandinavians are obsessed with cell phones, listen to hip hop music, and often enjoy frozen pizza.

However, despite complete societal modernization, Scandinavian countries have preserved their cultural traditions. It is no longer commonplace for all men to carry knives, for handcraft to be depended on, or for whittling to be a common pastime, yet various organizations have risen up to preserve both cultural artifacts and traditions. Folk art clubs and organizations specializing in more specific branches—such as folk music, dance, carving, weaving, painting, and so on—exist throughout Scandinavia and abroad. If you visit the Scandinavian countryside, you will still see sheep and cattle roaming freely, the forested mountains will still inspire awe, and you might even run into traditional craftspeople. Without even leaving your own home, you can participate in traditional Scandinavian handcraft yourself. Flat-plane carving could be your perfect starting point.
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Scandinavians have formed traditions centered on borrowing the shapes of animals to make their wooden creations more interesting and meaningful. Even today, if you visit the Scandinavian countryside, you will spot some of the same animals that inspired ancient craftspeople.








Flat-Plane Carving Basics

What Is Scandinavian-Style Flat-Plane Carving?

The term “flat-plane” is used to describe the Scandinavian figure carving style that flourished in the late 1800s and eventually migrated to North America. The only tool that one needs to carve in this style is a knife, and the style is characterized by the large facets left by the long blade.

While “whittling” seems to also describe essentially the same means to an end, figure carvings created in the last few hundred years in Scandinavia certainly have more in common with others in Scandinavia than with carved figures from other regions. To me, the shared quality is a sly simplicity. Many such figures literally have a sly twinkle in their eyes, which denotes the other meaning of the phrase: the degree of simplification expressed by the carver is sly as well. A well-carved flat-plane figure may look simple—minimal hair texturing, perhaps the belt buckle isn’t carved all the way—but the amount of lifelikeness expressed by the piece as a whole exposes that there is something more to it than just an avoidance of details. Part of this conundrum is the essence of caricature: making art that looks more like the subject than the subject itself.

The term “flat-plane” has been in place since the 1980s, when Harley Refsal was discussing Scandinavian figure carving with a radio host. The term originated organically as Harley was describing the relatively large, flat facets that are left prominently by the knife on such figures. Since then, the term has matured and solidified itself through Harley’s several books and countless classes, which have in turn bred further instruction and proliferation by followers of the style. Now, flat-plane is the official, perhaps even scholarly, term for Scandinavian-style figure carving.


[image: Illustration]



The characteristic “flat planes” of this style can clearly be seen on this reindeer.



It is impossible to describe an entire art style in one phrase, and “flat-plane” is no exception. While some Scandinavian figure carvers of the past seemed to enjoy reducing circles to octagons—so that every arm and leg would not be round, but rather an eight-sided prism—I like to also admire the prominent curved planes created by the knives of Scandinavian figure carvers. These curved planes are not only common but also vital in representing textures such as the wrinkles of fabric and organic details such as the curve from a cheek to a nose. Then again, the truly flat facets of a traditional figure carving also express a characteristic boldness. And anyway, “flat-plane” has a nice ring to it.




Basic Materials and Tools

The projects in this book are minimally demanding in terms of tools and materials. More importantly, you can substitute and sometimes even omit what you do not have or do not have access to.

Saws

Before carvers slice into a block of wood, it is very common to use some form of saw to cut the wood down to the general shape of the pattern they have selected. This starting point is called a blank. While tiny carvings do not benefit much from this step, anything over a few inches in height or length most often does. A band saw is the modern carver’s saw of choice, since it can easily cut fast and straight, but hand saws are cheap and quiet alternatives. I recommend a coping saw for hand-sawing most projects in this book, but a pull saw can be used when only straight cuts are needed.
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A band saw, coping saw (left), and pull saw (right).



Knives

A knife is the only tool you need to carve the projects in this book. Scandinavians of the past likely used their common work knives, with sturdy 2–4" (5–10.2cm) blades. Today, flat-plane carving knives have evolved to be thinner than their rugged ancestors, with the bevel extending from the edge all the way to the back of the blade in order to better slice through the softer woods modern carvers prefer. This long blade leaves the large facets that define the flat-plane style.
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This Harley knife was used to carve each project in this book.



Wood Selection

All of the projects in this book are carved out of basswood, since it is commonly available and the generally preferred wood species for figure carving with hand tools. Basswood, known as linden in Europe, can be found at woodworking supply stores, lumber yards, saw mills, and maybe even your backyard. If you are just starting out, have minimal space, or do not mind the price, buying a nice smooth basswood block from a woodworking store may be a convenient option, but to save money in the long run, I recommend seeking out a lumberyard or small-scale sawmill operation in your area if possible. Local carvers and woodworkers of other disciplines, who often appear at various community events and art shows, can be helpful in-person resources for sourcing wood.
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Basswood blocks patiently waiting to be carved.




Paints and Painting Tools

To paint the projects in this book, I use simple acrylic paints. The only brands I have considerable experience with are Apple Barrel®, Delta Ceramcoat®, and FolkArt®, but feel free to use whatever you have access to. More expensive, higher quality acrylic paints are also available, but since you will be applying an oil-based finish later on, I have found the brands listed above to do just fine. Such paints are easily found at stores like Walmart, craft supply stores, or online.
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