










THE ART OF LETTER CARVING IN WOOD
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Tenth Beatitude, 2013. Chainsawn split poplar; acrylic paint. Informal condensed Roman. Notice how the texture of the cut surface has been enhanced by painting and rubbing back.
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INTRODUCTION


Of all the materials used for lettering: stone, vellum, paper, wood, metal and textiles, wood is one of the most varied and versatile, yet is by far the least used. Apart from minor inscriptions in churches and old houses, there are very few historical examples in Britain before the nineteenth century, and most of the latter were part of the revival of medievalism (as for example at Tyntesfield in Somerset) and have little relevance to contemporary lettering. Even in the twentieth century revival of calligraphy and fine lettering wood was little used, and it is only in the past forty years that well-designed and carved lettering in wood has begun to make much of an appearance. This is all the more surprising because wood is one of the most easily available and attractive materials in which to make inscriptions. As discussed in Chapter 1, by no means all woods are suitable, but among those which are, there is a very wide variety of hardness, durability, colour and surface texture. Most woods are relatively cheap, widely available and can be cut or joined into any size or form the maker requires. Wood also offers unrivalled opportunities for the use of colour to enhance its form and texture and to emphasize meaning, as discussed in Chapter 15.


Perhaps because there is no long tradition of hand-carved lettering in wood as there is in stone, there is no standard way of carving letters in wood: each craftsperson seems to develop her or his own methods. The basic method of carving set out in this book has been developed from what I learned from a retired professional furniture carver in the 1960s, and uses the classic v-section letterform which is familiar from lettering in stone. This method, with an appropriate range of tools, makes it possible to carve letters in a wide range of woods and styles, in sizes from 10 to 100mm high, or even larger. Some other forms of lettering are explored in Chapter 14.


Although v-section lettering in wood may look similar to work in stone, and use similar designs, the letters are carved in a completely different way. In stone, letters are usually carved from the mid-line out to the edge. The chisel cuts the stone into dust or chips which immediately become detached from the workpiece and fall away. V-cut letters in wood, in contrast, are usually cut from the edge inward to a central vertical cut. This cut is necessary because wood is tough and resistant to splitting, so that the material being cut away has to be detached by the carving tools rather than falling away spontaneously. This in turn means that lettering in wood is usually done on a horizontal workbench, rather than at a steep angle as in stone-carving.


The skills of designing and drawing letters and grouping them into words and inscriptions are far more difficult to learn than the carving skills, though in the few books on the subject far less attention is paid to them. The first part of this book (Chapters 1–6) is based on the use of a basic upper case (‘capital letter’) alphabet which beginners are advised to copy and trace, while at the same time learning to draw it freehand. By using a ready-made alphabet, the skills of design and drawing are at this stage largely avoided rather than confronted, which means that learning these skills is ‘unfinished business’. This is taken up in Chapters 8–11 and 13, work on which is needed in order to keep making progress. Experienced letterers can, of course, adapt the instructions given here to carve their own designs.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


First, read Chapter 1 for some very basic information about wood as a material and to find out what tools and equipment you will need. None of the items discussed is a luxury: all are necessary, and the cutting tools will need a significant amount of preparatory work before they can be used for carving letters. If there is delay in obtaining equipment or making it ready for use, it is helpful to use the time to practise drawing and tracing letters.


When you have assembled your equipment and prepared your tools, read Chapter 2 carefully to familiarize yourself with the range of operations needed to cut the basic alphabet. You may find it useful either to try out these operations on scrap wood, or prefer to try cutting letters straight away, as set out in Chapter 3, referring back to Chapter 2 when you need more information. Chapters 3–6 form a sequence, introducing all the letters of the basic alphabet in an order determined by the operations needed to cut them, starting with the simplest and proceeding to the more complex and demanding. It is recommended that you work through these chapters systematically to build up your skill-base, drawing and carving each letter of the alphabet at least once. It can be very helpful to write the date on the wood beside each day’s work and keep all your trials. Doing this will help you to check on progress and give you a library of three-dimensional letterforms to which you can refer.


Chapter 7 introduces some ideas for using your basic letter-carving skills. Chapters 8–11 are again a sequence, aimed at developing skills of drawing, spacing and design in the context of more complex and classic alphabets. From Chapter 12 onwards there is no fixed sequence, so it should be possible for you to move on in your own way and develop any of the topics which interest you.




CHAPTER 1


MATERIALS, EQUIPMENT AND TOOLS


Wood is the main support material for trees and a major part of their internal transport system. In temperate climates all trees grow wood seasonally, with fast growth in spring, slower growth in summer and autumn, and dormancy with no growth in winter. This cycle is reflected in their wood, which grows in layers round the trunk and branches known as annual rings. The outermost few annual rings, called sap-wood, are frequently paler in colour, softer and less durable than the inner, or heart-wood. In some woods such as oak the difference is obvious, but in many others it is not. However, using sap-wood should be avoided wherever possible.







Wood samples, mid-1980s. Each wood has its name; the samples were made for visitors to handle during demonstrations of carving. This is an early version of my sloped Roman.










Fig. 1.1
The Sea (detail), 2019: Olive ash. Cursive italic with the grain vertical.





To support the branches and leaves, wood has to be not only strong but also very tough: that is, resistant to splitting. The main strength of wood comes from long fibres which are aligned more or less along the length of the trunk or branch. This alignment of the fibres gives wood its grain, and its direction may vary, even in the same piece of wood, from straight to curving or even wavy. Nearly all woods are much weaker and more easily split along the grain than across it. This is because in cutting along the grain the blade is mostly separating fibres rather than cutting through them. Toughness or resistance to splitting along the grain is, however, a very desirable property in wood, and one which is critical in deciding which woods to use for letter carving, and how to carve them.


A variety of woods


The woods of broadleaved trees are known as ‘hardwoods’. The European woods most suitable for learning to carve letters are sycamore and beech. They are pale in colour, fairly uniform in texture, fine-grained and, above all, tough along the grain. Both are moderately hard, beech being the harder of the two. Birch has similar properties but is not as widely available. North American readers should find the wood of the tulip-tree (confusingly often called ‘yellow poplar’) good to begin to work on, though rather soft.







Fig. 1.2
CA (detail), 1993. Oak. Detail from carving for the cover of a book on wood carving. Condensed formal modern Roman; notice the even growth of the wood, which is of very high quality.










Fig. 1.3
Italic a (detail), mid-1990s. Pearwood. Notice the sharpness achievable in this fairly soft and fine-grained wood. Detail from Summer Haiku (see Chapter 16).










Fig. 1.4
Verbum Tuum 4 (detail), 2009. Quarter-sawn oak with its characteristic figure. Again, this shows the sharpness achievable in high-quality wood.





Oak and ash can be excellent for letter carving, but both are usually harder than beech and neither is ideal for learning on. Their spring-wood grows very fast, with big water-carrying vessels (‘pores’), so that it is weaker and softer than the summerwood. These are called ‘ring-porous’ woods and need to be cut in the right way to be reliable for letter carving (see below under ‘Selecting wood’). Both are coarse-grained but can be very attractively figured. Oak is also the only European wood which will resist decay and last well outdoors for up to fifty years, so is the obvious choice for outdoor lettering, but it is critical to avoid including sap-wood (the pale, outermost layers) in the workpiece because it rots very quickly.


Other hardwoods


Other woods which may be available, though they are often hard to come by, are the fruit woods: apple, pear, plum and cherry. All are excellent for letter carving, but if you have a choice it might be better to save them for finer, finished work when you have mastered the basic skills. The finest woods of all for lettering are probably holly and hawthorn. Both are very hard and are usually available only in small dimensions, but can yield letters of great sharpness. Very fine North American woods are American cherry, black walnut and hard maple, all of which are available in the UK.


Woods to avoid


At least to begin with, avoid all ‘softwoods’ from conifers such as pine and spruce, as most of them are extremely difficult for beginners to carve cleanly, though they can be useful later on. Lime (linden) wood is much used for figure-carving, but is too soft for most lettering. Tropical hardwoods range from the excellent to the dreadful, and are best avoided because those which are tough enough for lettering are mostly very hard, and some of them can blunt tools very quickly. One unsuitable American wood is red oak, which has a very coarse grain and open ’pores’ which can make painting difficult.


Selecting wood to work on


If you can, always go to the timber supplier’s yard and select wood for yourself. To begin, planed boards are needed; a good size is 10 × 1 × 60cm. The direction in which the board has been cut is important in ash and oak; less so in sycamore and beech. When selecting boards, look at the end of the board where the wood has been cut across the grain; the annual rings should be visible. If the rings run more or less at right angles to the face of the board the wood is ‘quarter-sawn’, and this is ideal. If the rings are at a steep oblique angle, this is quite acceptable. If they run more or less parallel to the face, the board is ‘flat’ or ‘slab’ sawn, and should not be used unless nothing better is available. Especially in ring-porous woods such as ash and oak this is important, because in flat-sawn boards the weak spring-wood may split away from the wood under it as the face is cut into.







Fig. 1.5a
End and side-grain of oak, beech and ash. Notice the different angles between the annual rings and the various board faces: about 90° in the quarter-sawn oak (left), 40° in the beech (centre) and 0–20° in the slab-sawn ash (right). Notice also the spring and summer-wood in all three, and the prominent water vessels in oak and ash (ring porous).










Fig. 1.5b
The face of slab-sawn ash. Notice the prominent layers of spring-wood. These may be liable to fracture, so carving ash or oak cut in this way may be risky.










Fig. 1.5c–d
The faces of quarter-sawn oak (left) and beech (right), showing their characteristic figures.





Having selected a possibly suitable board, it is advisable to look closely at the face to see the direction of the grain. This will rarely be completely straight, but boards with big changes in grain direction should be avoided if possible, at least in the early stages of learning. Other flaws such as knots, splits or growth disturbances are usually obvious and boards with them should be rejected.


EQUIPMENT


Workbench


The ideal workbench allows access to the workpiece from all sides. It is very important that it should be of the right height to minimize back-strain. This height of course depends on the stature of the worker, but a useful guide is to make the working surface of the bench as high as your hip-joint (not the crest of the pelvis), i.e. about 55 per cent of your overall height. The nearest to this ideal I have found is a steel-framed folding portable workbench, mounted on four blocks to bring it to my working height of just under 1m. To start with, lightweight cellular concrete blocks can be very useful for raising a workbench, but it is worth making blocks of exactly the right height. A very effective pattern is to make four blocks of 18mm plywood in the form of triangular prisms, 25mm on the side and of the height you require. Stability of the workbench can be increased by cementing coarse abrasive sheet to the top of each block with contact adhesive and screwing small rubber feet to their bases.







Fig. 1.6a
Folding workbench set up on blocks to give the correct working height, with tool-rack at the back. The user can have access from all sides by moving the bench to different positions for different projects. There are three light sources: the window, an extendable lamp and a fixed lamp on the left. The movable jaws and bench-stops allow boards to be held securely.










Fig. 1.6b
The back of the workbench, showing the tool-rack and the plywood screen which shields the user from the tools when working from this side.










Fig. 1.7
Block to raise workbench to working height. This is a triangular prism of 18mm plywood with coarse abrasive sheet glued to its upper face and three small rubber feet, which together give maximum stability.





Modern folding workbenches have two other advantages: their tops open and close like a vice and they have movable stops which fit into holes on the working surface. Together these can be used for holding flat boards very firmly. If the board cannot be held in this way, use a G-clamp with a square of thin plywood to prevent damage to the board.


Grinding and sharpening equipment


The work of preparing and sharpening carving tools is treated in detail below, under ‘Carving tools’, but a list of equipment is given here. Carving tools (chisels and gouges) need grinding and shaping to make them suitable for letter carving, and to do this by hand is very difficult. You need access to a slow-running grinding wheel, cooled by a water-bath and with a rigid tool-rest. This is needed only occasionally, but it is necessary, not a luxury. High-speed bench-grinders cannot be used on cutting tools because they will cause the tool to become over-heated, softening the steel so that it cannot be sharpened properly.







Fig. 1.8
Slow-running electric grinding-wheel cooled by a water-bath. The white bar is a rigid horizontal tool-rest, to which is attached a gauge marked in centimetres to facilitate grinding of consistent bevel angles.





You will also need a small fine sharpening stone called a gouge-slip for honing. The most generally useful is a hard white Arkansas stone, a natural stone from the USA: a stone 75mm long is big enough. A gouge-slip has two rounded edges of differing curvature for honing the inside edges of gouges, and two flat faces for honing the edges of chisels and the outside edges of gouges. Artificial slip-stones are too coarse for honing carving tools.







Fig. 1.9
Left: hard white Arkansas slip-stone. Notice the two rounded edges for honing the inside edges of different gouges, and the flat faces for honing chisels and the outside edges of gouges. Right: home-made strop for chisels and gouges. Notice that one edge has been rounded off: this is for stropping narrow-radius gouges (e.g. No.6). The two edges of the leather covering meet at the other edge.





For final sharpening, a strop and strop-dressing are required. A simple strop can be made by cutting a piece of broom-handle partly down the middle and covering the half-round with leather, using a contact adhesive. The leather used should be flexible and have a fine ’nap’, rather like suede, on one side. The leather then has to be treated (dressed) with a very fine abrasive paste. The best available seems to be Autosol metal polish, available from car parts dealers and online. Other metal polishes are ineffective. A good hand-lens (×10 magnification) is very useful in checking that edges have been well-ground and polished.


Lighting


Good lighting is critical to letter carving and a good work-lamp is essential equipment, not an accessory. Fully mobile and positionable lighting with a long reach is necessary and LED lamps are recommended. When working after dark, it is useful to have a secondary light source such as a ceiling light behind you in addition to the movable light in front, as this makes it possible to see angles and junctions more clearly.


Managing tools safely while working


When working, cutting tools must remain easily accessible, but they are sharp enough to cause serious injury if mishandled. In particular, it is important to ensure that they cannot roll off the bench and fall, since this could both damage the tool and injure the user. Most folding workbenches have holes in the top for removable stops, and when exposed these can be used as a tool-rack, having made sure that the handles will not fall through. A better solution is to make a tool-rack and attach it to the back of the bench with bolts, adding a sheet of thin plywood to cover the exposed blades. A wall-mounted rack, out of reach of children or visitors, can be useful but you need to have very easy access to the tools while working. An alternative to a rack is to make a tool-tray in which the tools are separated by bars and their edges protected by offcuts of carpet or other soft material.







Fig. 1.10
This home-made tool-tray is an effective alternative to a tool-rack. The square dowels keep the tools separate and carpet offcuts prevent damage to their edges.





Equipment for drawing and tracing


You will need:




• A3 layout pad


• A3 tracing pad


• Removable adhesive tape (drafting tape)


• 60cm ruler


• B, HB and 2H pencils


• Plastic eraser





An A3 drawing-board with a clip and a table-easel to support it are also very useful, as are a set square, a pair of compasses and an A2 cutting mat. Access to a photocopier is a great advantage, though not essential.


You will also need, at least to begin with, some kind of carbon-paper to trace down letters on to wood. The best kind is black pencil carbon, which can be obtained from office suppliers; blue pencil carbon is too greasy and can be very messy. Carbon-paper transfers can be difficult to erase, but fine abrasive paper will usually remove marks easily. ‘Tracedown’ papers available from art materials shops are excellent, and though the grey (graphite) one rubs off rather easily, the red one is very effective for tracing on to light coloured woods such as beech and sycamore.


Cutting tools: chisels and gouges


The tools needed to begin carving letters are relatively few and simple, but they do need to be prepared well and maintained immaculately.







Fig. 1.11a
The seven tools recommended for carving letters: three straight chisels, one skew chisel and three gouges of different curvatures.










Fig. 1.11b
Edges of a chisel and a gouge. The chisel has a bevel ground on both sides and a slightly curved edge; the gouge has only one bevel, on its outer face (not visible), and its curved edge has also been rounded during grinding. Notice that there is no bevel at all on the inside (concave) face of the gouge.





The cutting tools used are chisels, which have flat blades and nearly straight cutting edges; and gouges, which have a trough-like profile. Carving chisels, unlike those used for carpentry and joinery, have a double bevel, i.e. the blade is ground from both sides. Gouges have only a single bevel, on the outer (convex) side of the blade. Tools with a v-shaped profile (parting tools) are not used for letter carving. Buying sets of tools selected by the maker is not recommended because such sets always lack tools which are needed and include others which are not.


Modern chisels and gouges are identified by number and their width in millimetres (or inches). Most modern makers use a similar numbering system to indicate the profile of the blade, and all the tools needed for incised lettering are ‘straight’ i.e. their blades are not bent, though gouge edges have a curved profile. No.1 is a straight chisel, No.2 is a skew or corner chisel and Nos 3–6 are straight gouges. The higher the number of the gouge (from 3 to 11), the smaller the radius of curvature of the edge. Thus, a No.3 gouge is flatter (has a larger radius of curvature) than a No.6, but care is needed in ordering because not all stockists carry a full range of curvature and curvatures vary somewhat between makers. The Swiss maker Pfeil uses a slightly different numbering system: their skew chisel is numbered 1S and their No.2 is a very shallow gouge, but otherwise their numbering is similar.


All these tools are available in a wide range of widths, but only a few are needed to get started in letter carving.


Choosing cutting tools


There is a wide range of carving tools available. Buying old tools is risky unless you are an experienced wood-carver, or can be advised by someone who understands your needs. As with modern tools, some are excellent and others very poor: reliable names include Addis and Herring Bros. In particular, old gouges pitted with rust should not be bought, as they need special and skilled re-grinding on the inside face before they can be sharpened adequately.


Of the new English tools currently available, the best appear to be those made by Ashley Iles. New tools by other English makers do not appear at present to be of the quality they made in the past. Some consistently excellent tools are made in Europe and are available from specialist suppliers. Pfeil (Swiss) and Stubai (Austrian) are both of very good quality and highly recommended, but care is needed in ordering gouges.


To begin carving letters in wood you need seven cutting tools: four chisels and three gouges. These are:




• No.1 straight chisels, widths 6mm, 12mm, 18mm


• No.2 skew chisel, width 12mm


• No.3 straight gouge, width 6 or 8mm


• No.4 straight gouge, width 6 or 8mm


• No.6 straight gouge, width 6 or 8mm





If ordering Pfeil tools, select skew chisel 1S and gouges 3, 4 and 6; if ordering Stubai, gouges 3, 4 and 7. From most makers these tools will be supplied ground and honed, complete with handles, but they need to be specially ground for work in lettering (see below).


At intervals throughout the book, suggestions will be given for extending this basic range of cutting tools as your skills develop and the letterforms require different cutting profiles.


Mallets


A mallet is rather like a wooden hammer, used to drive chisels and gouges when arm and hand strength cannot exert a large enough force to make the cut required. Carving tools should never be struck with a metal hammer. Mallets are very much a matter of personal preference; the essentials are to have a tool which you can hold easily, and which will enable you to strike straight and effectively. Some prefer a round carver’s mallet, others a carpenter’s mallet. If you do not know which you are likely to prefer, a small beechwood carpenter’s mallet is probably the best to start with.


Make sure your mallet handle is smooth, rounded and comfortable. Any angles should be smoothed off as they may cause discomfort or skin abrasions, even though a mallet should never be held tightly. If a mallet does not deliver enough force, a very effective alternative is a dead-blow hammer. The head is a plastic-covered cylinder filled with lead shot, which has minimal bounce when the tool is struck and will not damage wooden handles.


SHARPENING CUTTING TOOLS FOR LETTERING


New chisels and gouges are usually supplied ready-sharpened, but with straight edges and right-angled corners which need re-shaping and re-sharpening before they can be used successfully for letter carving. This is a three-stage process. Grinding shapes the edge of the tool but leaves it rough; honing and stropping smooth and polish this rough edge, producing a cutting edge which needs to be, literally, razor-sharp. As already noted, grinding carving tools requires a slow-running grindstone which is cooled by a water-bath.


Grinding tools for lettering


Grinding chisels


Carving chisels are ground with a bevel on each side. The aim when grinding is to make the chisel edge with both bevels slightly concave (‘double hollow-ground’), with a slight curve to the edge and corners which are slightly obtuse rather than right-angled. The overall angle between the shoulders of the bevels should be about 22° and a sharpening gauge is needed to measure this. Precision gauges to measure a range of angles are available and very useful, but you can make your own from stiff plastic sheet cut with a scalpel.







Fig. 1.12
Form of the edge and double bevel of a chisel ground for letter carving (a and b). The ‘double hollow-ground’ profile is formed by the grinding wheel. The broken lines show the edge and bevel as supplied, before grinding. Notice the slightly curving edge and obtuse corners, which make a chisel ground in this way a much more flexible tool for lettering than a straight-edged one would be.


Drawing (c) shows the ground edge in a 22° bevel gauge cut with a scalpel from thick plastic sheet. This gauge can be used for both chisels and gouges, and is very useful in maintaining consistent cutting properties when grinding or re-grinding tools.










Fig. 1.13a
Position of a straight chisel on the grinding wheel. Notice that the edge is straight across the grinding face. The tool is held in position, and the downward force on it regulated by the index finger. The marked gauge-strip helps in grinding to a consistent angle.










Fig. 1.13b
Position of a skew chisel on the grinding wheel. Again, the edge is straight across the grinding face, so the tool has to be held obliquely from left and right to grind both faces.





The chisel, whether straight or skew, should be held on a fixed tool-rest with its edge straight across the grinding face of the wheel. You will need to experiment (an old carpentry chisel can be useful) to find the exact place on the wheel at which the edge needs to be held in order to grind the bevels to the correct angle. This distance can usefully be marked on a plastic strip fixed on to the tool-rest (with waterproof gaffer-tape) parallel with the wheel to act as a gauge. The chisel edge should be pressed lightly but firmly on to the wet grindstone and the chisel turned over frequently so that both sides are progressively ground to the same amount. Getting the bevels correct is a slow process; do not try to hurry it by pressing hard. The slight curve required on the edge of the chisel is formed by turning the wrist to rotate the chisel handle slightly while keeping the centre-line of the blade parallel with the wheel, so that the corners are ground away a little more than the centre.


As you grind a set of tools, make sure that you vary their placement across the thickness of the grinding-wheel, so that the whole of the face is used. This will help to prevent a trough developing in the middle of the grinding face. When you have shaped the edge to the correct shape and angle, finish off each side very lightly: this will reduce the ‘rag’ on the edge (see below) to a minimum.


Grinding gouges


Gouges are ground in a way somewhat similar to that used for chisels, but with two important differences. First, the 22° bevel angle has to be ground on the outside (convex) face only, so the edge of the gouge has to be placed somewhat nearer to the tool-rest than a chisel, and again the distance forward should be noted on the gauge-strip. Secondly, the gouge handle has to be rotated while keeping the blade in line, so that the whole of the curved edge is ground, and then rotated a little more to round off either corner and make the edge a little ‘bull-nosed,’ as chisels are.


Preparing ground chisels and gouges for honing


When a chisel or gouge has been ground it will usually have a ‘rag’ of very thin metal clinging to the edge proper. This is sometimes called ‘burr’ or ‘wire edge’ and should be removed before honing the edge. The ‘rag’ is made worse by heavy pressure on the blade while grinding, so always try to finish very lightly. A good way to remove the ‘rag’ is to push the blade into a piece of scrap softwood. When doing this, keep the blade vertical and do not tilt it at all, or you may damage the newly ground edge.


Honing and stropping chisels and gouges


For the final sharpening you will need a slip-stone, a strop and strop dressing (see above under ‘Equipment’). To hone well, all stones need a lubricant or they will become choked with very small metal particles. An Arkansas stone should be lubricated with light oil such as cycle oil. Common practice when honing, as set out in books on carving, is to take the tool to the stone and move the tool. In honing lettering tools this is reversed: always take the stone to the tool and move the stone, keeping the tool still.


Honing a chisel


The slip-stone is held in one hand and the blade of the tool in the other. Hold the chisel with the shoulder of the bevel and edge both resting on the flat face of the slip: this point can be felt by tilting the chisel in and out a little. Now tilt the blade out a little, so that the edge alone is resting on the slip at a very shallow angle. Press the stone lightly on to the tool edge and move it gently left and right so that the stone moves along the edge at a very shallow angle; to begin with, the tool should not move at all. The sideways action should be a rocking movement of the wrist with no independent movement of the fingers, in an arc which is slightly oblique to the chisel edge. Once this movement is established, and keeping the movement of the stone constant, rotate the chisel slightly, first one way and then the other, so that the whole edge is brought into contact with the stone. Having honed one side of the blade, turn the chisel and hone the other in a similar way.







Fig. 1.14
Position of the hands, slip-stone and chisel when honing. The stone has been lubricated with a drop of light oil. The tool is held with its edge on the stone and the bevel lifted slightly away from it, and is kept still throughout. The stone is moved in an arc along the edge at a slight angle, by a rocking motion of the whole hand and wrist, with no finger movement at all.





If a chisel (or gouge) has been well-ground and the ‘rag’ removed from the edge, it will need only a light honing. It is useful to look at the edge through a good hand-lens (×10 magnification) to see the effect of all stages of sharpening. Honing should remove the minute grooves caused by grinding at the extreme edge, but no more, leaving a smooth edge which is ready for stropping.


Stropping a chisel


The final stage of sharpening is stropping, which polishes the finely honed edge to a mirror-finish of extreme sharpness. The leather of the strop should be coated lightly with strop-dressing; the flat face is used for chisels. Place the bevel of the chisel flat on the strop face, lift the chisel handle and draw it towards you, holding the edge firmly down on to the leather. Repeat this action several times, rotating the chisel handle slightly so that all of the edge is stropped, then do the same with the other side of the edge. Now look at the edge, with a magnifying glass if possible. The whole of the edge (a very narrow zone) should be highly polished on both sides. Wipe the bevel clean with a piece of soft rag, very carefully. The chisel is now ready for use.







Fig. 1.15a
Stropping a chisel: strop dressing has been rubbed onto the strop face. The chisel is drawn firmly down the strop with several strokes, rotating the handle slightly to ensure that all parts of the edge are stropped. Notice the use of a non-slip mat under the strop.










Fig. 1.15b
Stropping the inside edge of a No.6 gouge: this is done on the rounded edge of the strop. The inside edges of shallower gouges are stropped on the rounded face and all the outer edges on the flat face.





Testing sharpness


A well-sharpened chisel is literally razor-sharp, and needs to be if it is to cut cleanly. A traditional way to assess sharpness is to see whether the chisel or gouge can shave hairs cleanly from your forearm: a very effective test, but one which needs to be carried out with great care! A somewhat less effective but less risky test is to hold the tool lightly, with its edge resting upright on your thumbnail, then try to move it at right angles to the edge. A well-sharpened blade will ‘bite’ the nail under its own weight and resist being moved; a poorly sharpened one will skid over the nail.


Honing a gouge


This is done similarly to honing a chisel, except that the curved edges of the slip are used to hone the inside (concave) edge of the gouge. Having removed any ‘rag’ from the ground edge, hone the inside surface first, moving the curved edge of the stone across the edge of the tool at a shallow oblique angle. This should be done as little as is needed to give a smooth edge, to avoid making a ‘lip’ on the inside edge of the gouge. The outer edge is honed much as a chisel is, except that the tool handle has to be rotated much more, so that all of the edge is honed, including the rounded corners, while the movement of the stone is kept constant.


Stropping a gouge


This uses the curved face or edge of the strop, whichever is the better fit, for the inside edge of the gouge and the flat face for the outside. After applying strop dressing, strop both edges firmly, manipulating the gouge so that all of each edge is polished.


Maintaining sharpness


Unless a blade edge is damaged it is not necessary to re-grind it unless it is worn, and it should be possible to maintain sharpness over several months or even longer, depending on the amount of use, solely by stropping the tools. Most beginners strop their tools much more frequently than is necessary, but stropping will not remedy poor grinding and honing. As a tool is used and stropped, the edge is gradually worn away, progressively removing from the bevel the grooves left by grinding. The tool is still sharp, but the edge is convex and needs to be held at a steeper angle to make it cut, so it becomes more difficult to make delicate cuts. At this point the edge needs re-grinding.


If the edge is badly worn, it needs re-grinding on a wheel, but if wear is moderate and a wheel is not available, the edge can be improved by hand-grinding. This can be done on a small ‘Washita’, ‘Carborundum’ or similar whetstone or, very effectively, on a coarse diamond grinding plate. The stone is used as a slip-stone is when honing, except that the bevel is ground at both the edge and the shoulder, by holding the hollow-ground bevel as flat on the stone as possible. Chisels should be ground on both sides and gouges on the outer (convex) side only, until the polished edge has been completely removed (use hand-lens). Remove any ‘rag’, then hone and strop the edge as usual. After two or three hand-grindings the tool will need a full re-grind on a wet wheel, but with care this will not be for at least a year for a frequently used tool, and often much longer for others.


Storing cutting tools safely


Cutting tools ready for use are potentially dangerous and must be stored safely when not in use. If a protected rack is installed on the workbench or on a wall, tools can be left there safely from day to day, as long as children do not have access. The easiest longer-term storage is in a traditional canvas or leather tool-roll in a drawer or box. If the tools are not to be used for a while, especially in winter, oil them lightly before storage to prevent rust forming. It is equally necessary to house cutting tools safely while they are in use (see above under ‘Managing tools safely while working’).




CHAPTER 2


BASIC OPERATIONS


As you are learning to cut a variety of letterforms and until you have mastered the various techniques, you may need to refer repeatedly to information on the basic operations of letter carving in wood. To avoid unnecessary repetition in the chapters which follow, this information is presented here. You are recommended to read this chapter carefully before attempting to do any cutting, to gain an overview of what is involved. Having done that, there is no one route or progression which suits everybody. You may choose to work your way through the basic operations described in this chapter, trying them out, preferably on a moderately hard wood such as sycamore or beech. Alternatively, you may prefer to begin cutting letters straight away, starting with Chapter 3 and referring back when you need more information or encounter problems. It should be emphasized that the carving method described here is not the only one possible, or in current use, but it is one which has been developed over many years of successful teaching.
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