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Introduction





The state of Minnesota, where I grew up and spent most of my adult life, is known for an abundance of soft, clear basswood and long, cold winters, which are excellent conditions for an aspiring woodcarver. A blizzard is the perfect time to stay inside, grab a chunk of wood, and whittle away the hours; such was my childhood. From my bedroom window I could see two giant basswood trees on the boulevard; the city erased them when they started to hollow, but they each could have fueled lifetimes of whittling. It may not have been destiny, but I was pointed toward carving and ran with it.
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My niche has always been animal miniatures. I’ve chosen not to work at a consistent scale but rather to carve in sizes that relate to the human hand. I’ve created a menagerie, a collection of exotic animals. Some took ten minutes to make; some took ten hours. My miniature menagerie has thousands of carvings and hundreds of species representing years of exploring the animal world. I’ve studied and created animal art for over twenty years, and this book allows me to share some of that experience.


The object of this book is to set forth a collection of miniature animal projects that meet learners at all levels of experience and that require only a knife. Fundamentals and simple projects are explained in depth to start the beginner on the path to realize the fun and fulfillment of whittling. The novice can slowly gain confidence and skill as they learn to carve intricate details using illustrated step-by-step instructions. More experienced carvers will find value in the projects that focus on the major themes in my process and art form. Every learner will benefit from the multitude of tips, ideas, and plans as they explore this unique style of painted sculpture.


I organized this book by skill level; basic information and techniques are explained and illustrated in the first chapter, and then a group of simple step-by-step projects and plans are provided for the beginner. The next set of projects introduces increased complexity and detail work with a group of jumping animal figures. In the next set, each project examines a different theme while providing step-by-step instructions for whittling a diverse cast of miniature animals. The last set of projects includes dioramas that explore concepts like scale and space while thinking and creating inside a box. Interspersed throughout are tips and tricks gained through years of experience.


Please enjoy exploring this miniature world of animal wonder!


—Steve
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A Brief History of Carving


The current, standard definition of whittling is the art of using a knife to sculpt objects out of wood. It’s a form of woodcarving, but without chisels, gouges, mallets, chainsaws, or angle grinders. If woodcarving is poetry, whittling is haiku: the constraint of the form is also what makes it unique and elegant. It’s deceptively simple; knife meets wood. The beauty of a single tool means there’s just one tool to master. It’s a populist and portable art form: for the cost of a knife, wood, and a few accessories, you’re ready to take your workshop with you.


Humans have been carving for a baffling number of years. Before written language, before farming, even before dogs, we were whittlers. Some of the earliest miniature sculptures have been found in caves in Germany: miniature ivory animals, 30–50,000 years old. They mark the emergence of the completed human species, a craftsperson. Working ivory with stone tools was not a five-minute project; these figures signal the dedication of a community to the craft. Humans had been tool tinkerers for 2 million years already; wood of all dimensions would have been the primary material. The presence of these miniatures raises many unanswerable questions; but what we know for sure is that these humans had the luxury of sitting around whittling.
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The horse was one of the first animals to be recorded sculpturally in the human record.





In the United States, whittling became popular after the Civil War with the growth of transient populations. It was a perfect pastime for the itinerant laborer, and many became anonymous masters of a repertoire of items that included wooden chains, ball-in-a-cage, animals, and religious figures. The advent of the Boy Scouts helped spur further interest, so much so that whittling was long considered the preserve of boys and old men. Nowadays, anyone can try their hand at the peace and peril of sculpting wood with a knife.


The thought of whittling may seem obsolete in an era running at the speed of the newest technology. The distraction our electronic gadgets provide us is intoxicating; the slow work of whittling is, for some, the antidote. The creative place we can inhabit while whittling is absorbing, meditative, and challenging. The end product is a tangible object, unlike the many ethereal tasks we perform via computer. We can hold our creation, the work of our hands; it connects us to the real world and reaffirms that we humans are forever artists and craftspeople.
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This ancient ivory carving, discovered in the Vogelherd cave in Germany, dates back to at least 29000 BCE and is one of the earliest known carvings of a horse.








Getting Started


Wood


Of the 60,000 species of tree on our planet, a handful produce woods that are easy to carve. Wood is highly variable, even within the same species. Wood that is dry or “seasoned” will be harder to work than freshly cut or “green” wood, but green wood has a tendency to split if it’s not dried properly. Carving wood must be taken slowly: hands will get sore, knives will dull, and it can be a frustrating and dangerous first experience if the wood is not suitable. Common woods like maple, birch, walnut, and oak are not recommended for beginners. You may find good carving wood at hobby stores, lumber mills, or via mail order; knowledgeable tree trimming services and fellow woodworkers are also possible options.


Recommended


Basswood (Tilia americana), a hardwood, is the best wood for beginners and has been used for some of the most accomplished woodcarvings ever made. Trees of the genus Tilia, which includes basswood, linden, and lime, produce wood that is famous for its uniform texture, and it’s one of the lightest woods formed by deciduous trees. Usually free of knots or irregularities, it carves easily and holds detail well. The wood is plentiful and inexpensive. Whittling it requires little strength, and your knives should stay sharp a long time. Forest-grown basswood that has been air dried for at least 6–12 months will be softer than kiln-dried basswood. Wood harvested from near the Canadian border will work easier than wood from southern sources. It’s some of the best carving wood in the world.
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Scots pine
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Norway spruce
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Basswood





Softwoods


Coniferous trees produce softwoods that are usually easy to whittle, but there are exceptions and caveats. Knots, resin, and splintering are the biggest problems with many softwoods. You must take extra care if you need to carve details. Trees grown in colder climates or at higher altitude will provide denser, more fine-grained wood due to a slower rate of growth.


Scots pine (Pinus sylvester) is widely cultivated for construction lumber, but as a result it’s wildly variable in quality. Look for pieces with no knots and a tight grain. While it’s easy to work, details will present a challenge and require extra caution. Wood should be seasoned for 6–12 months before using. High resin content may also interfere with finishes.


Norway spruce (Picea abies) is also used for construction, but it is perhaps best known as the common Christmas tree. Like pine, it should be seasoned for 6–12 months before using. It will be easy to whittle as long as there are no knots present, but take special care when working in small dimensions.


Yellow cedar (Cupressus nootkatensis) grows along the northwest coast of North America; quality wood outside this range may be expensive. It is easy to carve and has a fine, straight grain. It holds detail better than most softwoods due to its slow growing conditions. Yellow pine, white pine, and Douglas fir are also reported to carve similarly well if grown under the right conditions.
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Yellow cedar





Hardwoods


If, like me, you have access to a fruit orchard, yearly pruning will provide a bounty of branches especially suitable for miniature projects. Fruit tree wood is generally rather hard and not recommended for the beginner, but the typically reddish brown colors take on beautiful natural finishes. Consider using the woods for simple projects like keychains or pedestals for your carvings.


Pear (Pyrus communis) wood has a very fine, straight, and uniform grain and a smooth and consistent texture. It is one of the finest hardwoods in Europe, but it is rare and expensive outside Europe. It’s an excellent whittling wood that holds detail well, but expect to sharpen your knife often and only remove small pieces of wood with each knife stroke.
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Pear





Cherry (Prunus serotonin) wood is popular and expensive due to its attractive color and gentle figure. That figure can also make it more difficult to whittle than its hardness would predict.
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Cherry





Apple (Malus domestica) wood is remarkably similar to cherry, though not as popular. Due to its hardness, it is a difficult wood for a beginner. The grain is very fine and uniform with alternating streaks of color.
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Apple





Plum (Prunus domestica) wood is often knotty and irregular but has a fine, tight grain. It’s easier to work than most fruit woods, and it can usually be found in just small amounts. It’s the most colorful of the woods listed here, often containing streaks of red, pink, and purple.
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Plum





Of the harder woods, I use boxwood Yellow cedar (Buxus sempervirens) for its ability to hold detail. The grain is fine, straight, and uniform, and the wood is hard and strong. This wood is often used for netsuke miniatures, a Japanese form of ornamental figure carving. When I’ve used it, I employ files for details and saws or a Dremel to rough out the figure.
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Boxwood






Tools


To carve the projects in this book, you’ll need to assemble a small collection of tools. You’ll need at least one whittling knife with blade protection, sharpening tools, safety equipment, a first aid kit, a miniature pin vise and drill bits, a saw, a set of acrylic paints and brushes, a pencil, a pen, a drawing book, and sandpaper. When I travel with my mobile workshop, I pack these items in a cigar box (sans saw) and with a little pile of scrap wood. I hit the beach or find a stump in the woods to sit on and let the chips fall where they may.


Knife: The most important tool in the whittler’s toolbox is the knife. It must have a carbon steel blade that is hard enough to hold an edge but not too brittle. The shape and size of the handle and blade are personal preferences. I prefer having one large-bladed knife and one smaller detail knife. The knives I used for this book are the 2" (5cm) Harley knife made by Pinewood Forge and a few detail knives from OCC Tools, David Lyon, and Peter Lucas. For an inexpensive all-purpose alternative, I recommend the Kirschen 3358 carving knife with a Murphy style blade. When it's not in use, keep your knife sheathed for your own safety and for preservation of the cutting edge. If your knife did not come with protection, build your own blade sheath from leather, cork, or rubber tubing.


Sharpening tools: To keep your knife razor-sharp, you’ll need a strop and stropping compound; to repair a damaged blade, you’ll need sharpening stones. Strops are pieces of either smooth or suede leather; sometimes one or both versions are fixed to opposite sides of a piece of wood. Stropping compound is an abrasive powder or paste; examples include green chromium oxide and white or gray aluminum oxide. Sharpening stones come in sets of varying coarseness: Arkansas, ceramic, diamond, and India stones are all adequate. At a minimum, you’ll need one coarse and one fine stone—for example, a 600-grit and a 1200-grit.
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From left to right: pencil, pen, drawing book, micro drill bit set, coping saw, miniature pin vise, sharpening stone, carving knife (Pinewood Forge), detail carving knife (Peter Lucas), sandpaper, leather strop, aluminum oxide stropping compound, paintbrushes, acrylic paints, rubber finger protector





Safety equipment: I recommend that beginners start with a safety glove to use on the hand holding the piece of wood; the gloves resist slicing cuts, but not stabs. Some whittlers, including myself, use leather, rubber, or taped fingers that function like an extra layer of skin. Though they will not stop forceful cuts, they will absorb low-intensity cuts. I wear a rubber finger to keep the knife off my carving hand thumb. If you’re sanding wood, wear a mask to keep harmful dust out of your lungs. Keep bandages handy; while it takes some effort to pass a knife through wood, skin offers little resistance. A poke with a knife will ache, but a long slicing cut will require stitches or worse, so be safe.


Miniature pin vise: A pin vise is a miniature drill clamp attached to a handle that you turn by hand. You use it to drill small, precise holes. This allows you to control the depth, location, and direction of a hole to a high degree of accuracy. These can be purchased together with a set of drill bits that fit the chuck of the tool. In this book, you will use the pin vise to drill mounting holes in your carvings so that you can insert a toothpick to hold the carvings while you paint them.


Saws: You’ll need to cut wood to the right dimensions at the start of each project. Multiple types of saws come in handy to cut up lumber and rough out pieces of all different dimensions. Handsaws like a coping saw should be used on wood that is secured by a clamp. A scroll saw will work if the wood you’ve got is already cut into small pieces. A bandsaw is the best all-around tool for cutting and roughing out. I also use a miniature table saw to make the small boxes in the last set of projects.


Paint and brushes: Use a quality set of acrylic paints to color your projects. You’ll need at minimum five colors of paint: blue, yellow, red, black, and white. For brushes, a couple of #1 and larger round brushes of moderate quality and a high-quality liner detail brush will do the trick. The detail brushes used in salons to paint fingernails work well.


Other tools: Round out your toolbox with a pencil for drawing on wood, a pad of paper and pen to record your ideas, and sandpaper (150-, 300-, and 600-grit) for smoothing surfaces, if desired.


Sharpening and Tool Maintenance


Keeping your knife razor sharp is an important skill to learn, as it not only makes whittling easier and more enjoyable but also safer: a dull knife is dangerous because it requires more force to cut, thereby sacrificing control. Avoid damaging your knife unnecessarily; use it only for wood and avoid metal, especially other knives. Protect the blade during storage and do not use it like a pry. Before the blade dulls and whittling becomes more difficult, strop the blade to fine tune the cutting edge, about every 20 carving minutes, depending on the hardness of the wood. If stropping doesn’t sharpen a dull blade, sharpen on a stone to repair or rebuild the cutting edge.
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The Kirschen Schitzmesser (carving knife) comes new with a rough factory ground Murphy blade that must be sharpened on a stone before it is used on wood. Some knives come pre-sharpened, but eventually you’ll need to sharpen the blade yourself.





Stropping


Stropping is all that should be needed to keep a blade razor sharp for a very long time. Some carvers use leather strops without compound, but adding an abrasive speeds the process. Stropping compound is often used with suede leather but it can also be applied to smooth leather. Rub the abrasive into the entire surface of the strop. Repeat applications every fifth use; when the compound gets thick and crusty, remove it with heat and a butter knife. To strop a knife, lay it flat and apply firm pressure as you pull it backward across the strop. Keep the bevel of the blade flat through the entire motion. The cutting edge should slightly compress the leather, allowing the abrasive compound to sharpen the microscopic bevel at the edge. A trail of black residue should be left on the strop, indicating that metal is being removed. With coarse stropping compound, a few strokes on both sides will bring a dull blade back to razor sharp.
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To prepare a leather strop with aluminum oxide powder, spread the powder evenly on the entire surface of the strop with the applicator.
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Strop your knife by firmly pressing it flat and pulling it backward several times on each side across the leather.





 


Honing


When a blade has a bad factory finish, is nicked, or stropping fails, it’s time to hone. First, secure a 600-grit stone to a stable surface. Apply water to the stone’s surface and bring the blade to it. Using your hands on both the handle and the blade, lift the unsharp side of the blade about 1/32" (0.8mm) and stroke the knife on the stone backward on both sides until a tiny burr appears along the entire edge. Remove this burr by honing on a finer 1200-grit stone or on a leather strop; a bare piece of smooth leather works well for this.


There are as many opinions and preferences for sharpening as there are fish in the sea, so I have several recommendations to help the beginner master this skill. First, buy an extra knife on which to practice sharpening daily and find what works for you. Second, find a fellow woodcarver with experience to show you in person. Third, watch instructional videos of whittling knives being sharpened. Not everyone learns best by written instruction, and this is one skill you need to become an expert at. In the end, you will save countless hours, prevent injuries, and make your knives last a long time.
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If your knife tears the end grain of a piece of basswood as shown, it is very dull or damaged and requires sharpening on a stone.
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A two-sided stone, like this one from Kirschen, provides a coarse and fine option. Here the knife is being sharpened on the fine ceramic side. The back of the blade is raised slightly and is ready to be pulled backward across the stone.






Designing Your Project


This is of course a project book, but it will also teach you how to branch out and create your own projects and patterns. With that in mind, let’s examine a good design process.


When you decide to make a new, specific object or animal, research it before you grab a knife. This may include finding photos of the subject as well as what other artists have drawn, painted, or sculpted. In the case of animal subjects, videos will show how its body changes as it moves and reveal details that are often hidden in still photographs. Directly observe and interact with the animal if possible (and safe). Kernels of ideas may come from poems and fables, figures of speech, or mythology. From Egyptian hieroglyphics to Gary Larson’s “Far Side” to the poem “Panther” by Rainer Maria Rilke, my own inspiration for a design has come from a diversity of sources.


A good way to stretch possibility within your repertoire is to temporarily adopt a foolish notion while designing a figure or to use whatever failure occurs while carving. I once ruined the head of a cat while carving, lopped it off, and carved a replacement head for it to hold in its paws: a zombie cat. Not everything is a home run: I have a box of broken and abandoned carvings and a stack of drawing books full of ideas that I will never execute, but they do live on in my creative space as a valuable resource.


When I design, I make quick sketches to record each idea. Often, plans are ground out, mashed together, and polished over the course of a session. Keep what works; set aside what doesn’t and move on. I doodle freely and randomly, often working on multiple subjects until I have maintained a flow of drawings that leaves me options. Select a plan and roughly transfer it to wood. Continue to draw and mark the wood as needed to help guide where or where not to cut.


If you’re having difficulty visualizing how to proceed with sculpting in three dimensions, you’re not alone. As a novice, this problem vexed me so deeply I dreamt about it. One effective method to help train your brain is to build a clay, wax, or wire model of the figure or piece you’re trying to whittle. A carving school in the Obergammerau, Bavaria, requires this of their students before they are allowed to even touch a piece of wood.


Often, my own thoughts are the source of my ideas, but sometimes a chance conversation or suggestion hands me a commission or the answer to a question I hadn’t thought to ask. The inspiration that comes from meeting someone whose heart beats in time with yours is a gift the Greeks called a muse. The spark of creativity can come from many places, as long as you are humble and open to where it leads you. It could be the final piece of something that’s been puzzling you, or the first step on an entirely new path.
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Assembling a drawing with circles and shapes is an effective, simple method.
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Repeating the same idea multiple times will help prompt you to draw it differently each time. In the case of this fox study, some follow a familiar pattern, but others veer off from normal considerably.
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