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The art of intarsia has been rapidly gaining popularity among scroll saw artists and hobbyists over the last few years. The desire to learn something new and improve upon existing skills has never been greater. This book will become your go-to reference for mastering your skills. Don’t be intimidated! Practice and patience go a long way in learning any new skill.


This book is full of new and fresh projects. It is geared toward all skill levels, and there is useful information for both beginners and seasoned enthusiasts. I will share with you what I have learned over more than 20 years of designing and creating intarsia. You will pick up new skills and refine existing ones to incorporate into your work. Whether you’re brand new or well-seasoned, my goal is to showcase projects that will enhance and advance your artistic and technical abilities.


With each project, I incorporate skill-building lessons and techniques for you to practice and hone. As you work through each, you will build your skills incrementally.


The Getting Started section is for those new to the craft. It explains what you need to begin your journey into the wonderful world of intarsia. I will then take you through the primary steps I follow for each project in the Basic Steps of Intarsia section. It will help you to build your own basic “go-to” method that works best for you.


The Shaping Tips and Finishing Touches sections provide guidance and ideas to transform your craft into art! As with all art forms, everyone has their own unique style. To develop this, you first learn the basic techniques, master them, then incorporate them into your own work. As they say, you first learn the rules so you can decide which ones to break!


The project lessons are broken down into easy-to-follow segments with tips and instructions. Each project will highlight new techniques and incorporate previous ones. Beginner, intermediate, and advanced sections allow you to gradually build your skills and confidence. As you progress, more complex skills are incorporated into the advanced projects.


Early on in my intarsia journey, at my very first craft show, I met a wonderful intarsia artist named Charlie Norris. “How do you create those beautiful, complex pieces?” I asked. He replied, “The same way you create the easy ones: one piece at a time”. To this day, I tell myself this simple yet profound message every time I begin a new project.
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Getting Started


Learning any new skill or craft can be intimidating, and intarsia is no exception. This book will help to conquer any fears you may have. It’s not as difficult as it might seem—and the best part is, if you mess up a piece, you simply cut another. A minor mishap won’t ruin an entire project like it can with other types of scroll sawing. When learning anything new, learn, practice, and learn some more. Each project in this book will take you a step further toward mastering the art.


Safety


While scroll sawing is pretty safe compared to many woodworking hobbies, there are still things to keep in mind before heading out to the shop. Not adhering to accepted safe practices can lead to serious injury. Keep these tips in mind each time you start a new project.


As with any tools, it’s important to read all the manufacturer’s instructions before use. A scroll saw is a fairly safe tool, but you can still hurt yourself. Always keep a firm grip on the piece and your fingers away from the blade when cutting. It’s easy for the blade to get caught up in the wood while you cut, which can lead to kickback. I’ve had the wood “jump” before, and when it comes down on your fingers, it really hurts!
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While your needs might not call for a dust collection system as large as mine, every woodworking shop should use a dust collection system of some sort—even if that’s just a shop vacuum that connects to your powered tools to mitigate dust in the air.


The greatest hazard with intarsia, as with any type of woodworking, is sawdust. Because there is so much sanding involved, and we often use many varieties of wood that can be hazardous to your health, it is imperative that adequate dust collection is used at all times. I also recommend wearing a quality dust mask, especially when shaping your work. For hand sanding and power carving, I created a downdraft table that hooks up to the dust collector.
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Always use protective gear. Pictured here are some of the essentials: a respirator, several dust masks, rubber gloves, and safety glasses. The remote allows me to turn my dust collector on from a distance.


When using any sanding tool, particularly one that spins, always be aware and careful while holding your work. I’ve had longer pieces kick back on me and, once, even rip my finger open. Keep your hair tied back and out of the way and don’t wear loose-fitting clothing. And, while it might seem counter-intuitive, don’t wear gloves while operating machinery, as they can get snagged in the moving parts.


When finishing your work, always have adequate ventilation, wear gloves, and wear safety glasses. Finish can easily splatter and get into your eyes. Be sure to dispose of used towels properly, as well. If left lying around, they can spontaneously combust, and that never ends well.


Enjoy your scrolling, but always be safe!
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Ventilation, gloves, and safety glasses are essential when you’re working with finishes.



Tools and Materials


To get started, you only need a few basic tools. As you progress, you can increase your arsenal as budget and space allow. When I first started intarsia, the only tools I had were a scroll saw, a drill press for sanding attachments, and a small shop vacuum. This is all you really need to get started. Over the years, I gradually added several sanding tools and a more efficient dust collector. You will likely already have many of these tools around your shop, but this list is handy if you’re just setting up.
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Scroll saw. If you don’t already have a scroll saw, I suggest buying the best one you can afford. This is the main tool in your toolkit, and it will get a lot of use. If possible, it’s always better if you have the option of trying it out beforehand to see how it runs and feels. At first, I purchased an inexpensive saw. It was okay to learn on initially, but it had a lot of vibration, and the blades were difficult to change. Overall, it wasn’t a pleasant sawing experience. I ended up buying a higher-end saw soon after. My advice is to purchase a better saw to begin with. When cutting pieces for intarsia, you will be cutting thicker, and sometimes harder, woods than with other types of scroll work. If the experience isn’t a pleasant one, it will discourage you from continuing. Everyone has their own opinion on which saw is the best. Do as much research as you can and ask other intarsia enthusiasts what works well for them. The best saw is the one you will use and enjoy!
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Scroll saw blades. The type and size of scroll saw blade you use for intarsia varies depending on the type and thickness of wood you are cutting. Everyone has their own opinion as to the best blade to use. If you’re new to scroll sawing, I suggest purchasing several sizes and styles of different brands. Test them, make notes, and try them with different woods to see what your preference is. Ultimately, you will settle on a favorite for most of your cutting.


Using the correct size and type of blade for intarsia can greatly improve your cutting experience. I see people struggle trying to cut a very hard, thick piece of wood with too fine a blade. A finer blade in intarsia does not necessarily mean more accuracy. If it takes you an hour and four blades to cut one piece, you will not enjoy the experience. An undersized blade will also potentially cause problems with the fit of your pieces. The blade can bow while cutting, causing the edges of the pieces to be uneven. It can also burn the wood.


In general, for cutting out most intarsia pieces, I prefer to use a higher-end #7 reverse tooth blade. Most of the wood you will be cutting is about ¾″–1″ (1.9–2.5cm) thick. There are always exceptions, of course. For finer cuts on soft wood, a #5 would work well. For thick, exotic hardwood, a more aggressive blade would be better. The same blade number can vary with different brands and blade types. Some are more aggressive than others. I find Platinum OnLine #7 reverse tooth works well for me as an all-purpose blade for cutting intarsia. If I am cutting harder or thicker wood, or wood that burns easily, I will use a #7 Pegas Modified Geometry blade or a Flying Dutchman Polar blade. All are #7 but cut very differently.
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You also want to have finer blades on hand for different types of cutting. Backer boards for intarsia projects are thin, usually plywood that is ⅛″–¼″ (3.2–6.4mm) thick. For this type of cutting, a fine blade such as a #2 or #2/0 works well. Using a higher number blade on such thin pieces will result in tear out and much less control over your cutting. When separating project pieces you’ve cut together (such as the rope in the Buoys on a Fence Post project), you will also need a finer blade. Depending on the thickness and type of wood, a #2, #3, or even #5 may be needed. You want the thinnest blade that will do the job well and without difficulty.


The most important thing about blades is to change them often. Blades can dull quickly. As soon as you notice yourself beginning to push the wood to cut it, it’s time for a new blade. Cutting with a dull blade can result in cuts that aren’t square, fatigue, frustration, and a poor fit. The life of blades can vary greatly depending on the wood you’re cutting and the blade itself. Always let the blade do the work. If cutting is difficult, try using a different type of blade more suitable to what you are cutting. You should be steering the wood and holding it down, but not pushing it.


Sanders
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Drill press with flex drum sander attachment (Option 1). I started with, and still use, flex drum sanders for most of my shaping. Flex drum sanders are simply dense foam wrapped in sandpaper of varying grits. They are inexpensive, work well, and can be attached to almost any motor that runs at about 1,725 rpm, which is the ideal speed for shaping intarsia pieces. At first, I used a drill press, interchanging grits as needed.
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Sanding/buffing machine (Option 2). Eventually, I purchased a sanding/buffing tool that I can slide the flex drum sanders onto directly. I have a coarse-grit (80–120) on one side and a fine-grit (220) on the other. Bench grinders, lathes, and other motors can also be adapted for this purpose. You can purchase an arbor attachment for use on any of these. The key is to avoid anything that will spin too fast (over 2,000 rpm), or you will do more burning than sanding.
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Inflatable drum sander (Option 3). An inflatable drum sander is another good option. This would be mounted in a similar manner as the flex drum sander. They are more expensive, but you don’t need to replace them, just the sanding sleeve. You can also adjust the amount of air in them depending on your sanding needs. Inflatable drum sanders come in a variety of sizes, as well.
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Oscillating spindle sander. An oscillating spindle sander is handy for adjusting minor fitting issues. You can remove small amounts of the edge of a piece for a better fit or square up the edge of a piece. The smallest spindle is a good option for this, whereas the larger spindles are great for removing a lot of wood at once. I use it often for shaping concave pieces, such as cat’s ears. It is great for creating dips and curves to add dimension to a piece. Because it has a variety of spindle sizes, it is a versatile tool to have.
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Rotary tool. A rotary tool with a flex shaft and assorted power carving bits is great for finer detail work or shaping small pieces. It also works well for getting into small areas. I use it a lot to rough in the overall shape of a project or an area within a project, such as an animal face—basically carving the general shape I’m trying to achieve, then using the flex drum sander to remove the scratches and fine-tune the individual pieces. It’s important that the flex shaft is comfortable for you to hold. They come in varying sizes, so try it out ahead of time to ensure it will be comfortable in your hand.
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Mop sander. A sanding mop attachment is a must-have for my toolkit. As you will see in the project instructions, I utilize it to remove the “fuzzies” from the bottom of each piece. It is also used as the final sanding step to “buff” each piece to a smooth, soft finish. I use this sander on the drill press.
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Belt sander. A belt sander is handy for flattening the bottom of the wood pieces before you begin cutting. It also works well for thinning pieces or removing a lot of wood. You can do some shaping with it as well, but it’s not the ideal sander for this purpose.


Dust collection system. Sanding intarsia pieces creates a lot of fine sawdust. Some varieties of wood can be quite toxic. I highly recommend some sort of dust collection system, especially when you are shaping and sanding. There are many options available from homemade to commercial grade. A simple shop vac will do for starters. The downside is that you must reposition it for each tool you’re using at the time, but it works well. If your budget allows, the ideal setup includes a proper dust collection unit with pipes, hoses, and gates going to the tools you use most.
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Dust mask or respirator. Again, some woods can be highly toxic. Even for woods that are not, sawdust can wreak havoc on one’s respiratory system. For these reasons, it is vital to invest in a good dust mask or respirator and get into the habit of wearing it whenever you are cutting or sanding.


Safety glasses. When working with wood and machinery, always wear shatterproof safety glasses to protect your eyes.
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Square. A 2″ (5.1cm) square is ideal for squaring your scroll saw blade.


Magnifier light. This will reduce eye fatigue and help you achieve more accurate cuts.


Foot pedal for saw. This leaves both hands free to cut your pieces.


Clear packaging tape. This is placed on the wood before the pattern is adhered to it. It makes the pattern easy to remove and provides lubrication to your blade.


Spray adhesive. This is used to adhere pattern pieces.


Assortment of wood. The woods you will need will vary depending on your project and personal tastes.


Scissors. These are for cutting out patterns.
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Sandpaper sheets. While you will do much sanding using powered sanders, you will need to hand sand at points.
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Assorted clamps. These are mostly used for adhering the backer to the project.


Highlighter, black markers (both wide and thin), pencil, and eraser. These will be used for marking your patterns and wood pieces.


Two-sided turner’s tape. This is used for adhering pieces to a sanding shim.


Blue painter’s tape. This is used for protecting areas of wood for various reasons.


Wood glue. This is used for gluing your project together.


CA (cyanoacrylate) glue. This is a fast-acting glue that we will use to adhere various parts on some projects.


Waxed paper. You will often need to place your project on waxed paper so it does not stick to your work surface.


Awl. This is mostly used for tracing your project onto carbon/graphite paper.


Assorted drill bits. You will need several different sizes of drill bits for your projects.


Drill bit gauge. This will help determine what size drill bit you should use.


Dental tools, sharp-tipped and rubber-tipped. These are mostly used for cleaning wood finish out of hard-to-reach areas.



Wood Selection


This first step to creating an intarsia piece is an important one: selecting your wood. You can change the look of a project greatly just by the woods you choose for each piece. Try to maximize the use of color and grain in the wood to make the finished piece more interesting. Look at the pattern and photo of the project to help decide what type of wood and/or color would work best. I also like to find photographs of the subject I’m creating for additional ideas and reference. Once you’ve selected the wood, decide which direction the grain should go. Sometimes, the grain itself is more important than the actual color. I like to choose wood with interesting grains, particularly for areas such as water, rocks, or larger areas that will stand out and really highlight the personality of the wood. By taking advantage of the wood grain, you can make a good project spectacular.
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To give your project more depth, choose woods with interesting grain patterns.


When you’re just starting out and haven’t yet accumulated many different types of wood, I suggest starting with domestic woods. They are more affordable and generally easier to work with, particularly soft woods. They can have some great grain patterns, as well. As you complete more projects and the need arises, you’ll no doubt go on the hunt for certain colors or species. This is when the wood addiction begins! If you have a specific project that requires certain shades, buy a little extra to have on hand for that next project. You will accumulate a good variety in no time! Domestic and exotic woods come in just about every color imaginable. Be aware that with some species the colors may change over time, dramatically even. Take this into account when planning your project. If you’re not sure, put the board in sunlight or a bright area, cover part of it from exposure to the light, and examine it over time to compare the exposed area with the covered area.


Generally, boards between ¾″–1″ (1.9–2.5cm) thick are ideal for intarsia. Any thinner and you lose the three-dimensional appearance that intarsia is known for. Any thicker and cutting can become difficult with a scroll saw. You don’t have to have every piece of a project the same thickness. Sometimes, you can only find certain types of wood as ⅞″ (2.2cm) or 15/16″ (2.4cm), for example. Thickness can be reduced during the shaping process. Adding risers in strategic areas to make them thicker will also add dimension. The size of your overall project will factor in as well. Small projects, such as ornaments, don’t need to be created with thicker woods, but a very large project would look flat if all the wood was thin.




TIP


One trip to the lumber store will reveal that there are many options. Something to keep in mind is that more common types of wood will often come in different forms. They can be anywhere from rough-sawn to planed and sanded on all sides. Generally, the less processing the mill has to do, the cheaper the board will be. Lumber also comes in different grades. The more defects in the board, the cheaper it will be. If you have the ability and don’t mind doing some prep work, you can save quite a bit of money by purchasing less-processed lumber. When first starting out, I suggest getting S4S (sanded on four sides) to start with because it is easier to work. Since you’re cutting small pieces out of a board, a lower-grade board may not be an issue and can save you some money. Keep in mind that there will be more waste. You will have to work around knots and other defects or incorporate them into your project. I tend to buy the board that has the most interesting grain in it, rather than straight, defect-free grain.


Most lumber stores don’t require you to purchase the entire board of lumber as long as you leave a minimum based on their store policy, usually 6' (1.8cm) or so.
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While your exact needs will depend on the project and the specific look you’re trying to achieve, here’s a guideline for some common woods used in intarsia. Availability varies regionally, so find what works best and is easily sourced in your area.


• Aspen (1), cedar (2), and maple (3) are great for lighter colors.


• Poplar (4) and sycamore (5) are good for medium/light colors.


• Lacewood (6) is great for texture such as scales.


• Use walnut (7) or similar for darker hues.


• Use redwood (8) or similar for reddish hues.


See the projects in this book for even more exotic woods that can elevate your work.
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How to Read Intarsia Patterns


Reading intarsia patterns is pretty straightforward. Every designer has their own preference when it comes to the amount of information on a pattern. The pattern is basically an outline or line drawing of individual pieces that, once you copy the pattern, can be cut out and applied to the wood. Most designers will add lines to each pattern piece. These lines suggest the best direction the grain should go for the flow of the finished piece. There can be letters such as M or D to indicate a wood shade preference (medium or dark). Some patterns use other indicators to show you where it would be best to increase or decrease the thickness of the wood. Dashed lines can suggest areas to contour, options for leaving two pieces as one, or other texture methods. Because everyone has their own preferences regarding how much or how little information is on a pattern, you will find some differences between designers.


Look for a key or guide on the pattern to explain any symbols or letters. Patterns should come with a color photo of the completed project for reference purposes. This, in my opinion, is the most important tool for the person making the project. If there is extra space, additional instruction on the areas around the pattern is great to have. My preference is to not clutter up the space within the pieces themselves. It can get confusing with too much going on. I do apply directional lines and let the person making the project decide for themselves what markings, if any, they need. My intention is not to have someone “copy” the project as I made it, but to use their own imagination. One thing to note is that it’s important to respect the copyright on any designer’s pattern. Never share copies of patterns you have purchased with others. This violates the designer’s copyright.




Key-suggestions only
L=Light
ML=Medium Light
MD=Medium Dark
D=Dark


You may make up to 10 copies of this pattern for your own personal use





This is what a typical key on an intarsia pattern might look like.
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I do not expect people to do things exactly as I have done them, thus I usually only include directional lines on my patterns.


Intarsia patterns aren’t the only things you can use for making intarsia pieces. Quilt patterns, stained glass patterns, or coloring book pages are great options, too. You may need to make some slight modifications, but these generally work well for intarsia.
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Basic Steps of Intarsia


In this section, I have listed the basic steps of intarsia projects to serve as a quick-start guide. You can refer to these steps as needed when completing the projects that follow. Each project also has added instruction and sometimes additional steps specifically pertaining to it. When first starting out, I recommend following each step exactly. Over time, you will develop your own routine and methods that work best for you.
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