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WOOD CARVING

WooD CARVING is one of the oldest crafts,
and this book deals with all aspects of the
subject in a modern way, so that the begin-
ner can learn the elementary steps and
follow his own interests as his skill
develops. The keen craftsman who is al-
ready a woodworker will find that carving
gives him an opportunity of putting an in-
dividual finish on the things he makes,
while any man or woman looking for a
means of developing their artistic expres-
sion in a traditionally sound way will find
that wood carving has much to offer them.
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PREFACE

Woob carving is almost certainly the oldest of the arts. The
earliest craftsman whittled wood with his primitive tools, and
carving has continued through the centuries to the present day.
It is fitting that we as twentieth century wood carvers should
keep alive this ancient craft.

Wood carving is both an art and a craft, The carver who is
primarily an artist, will get ample opportunities of expressing
himself while fashioning objects in the round, but the carver
who is more interested in craftsmanship will get his reward
from the skilful execution of a leaf or scroll. Both will feel the
immense satisfaction of carrying an original job through to its
conclusion—a rarity in this highly specialised industrial age.

Wood carving need not be expensive. The essential tools are
comparatively few, and much can be done with a half-a-dozen
gouges, Providing the right wood and designs are chosen, no
great strength is needed and carving may be done by women as
well as men, The man who is already an amateur or professional
woodworker, will find in carving, a further means of using his
skill and interest in wood to make his products more complete.

There are many aspects of carving—simple incisions, low or
deep relief work, chip carving, sculpture and combined carving
and turning. Each carver will find the one which best suits his
skill and temperament, but an occasional excursion into the
other branches will provide interest and enlarge his scope.
There is no other modern book covering all aspects of wood
carving, and it is hoped that this little book will satisfy a need.

I should like to thank William Marples & Sons Ltd. of
Sheffield for providing details of standard sizes and shapes of
carving tools, and the following two firms for providing details
of the combination tools which they supply: Phillips Omnipool
Ltd., 406 Euston Rd., London, N?gl.l; Trix Ltd., Old
Burlington St., London, W.1.

P. W. BLANDFORD

CHAPTER 1
TOOLS AND MATERIALS

CARVING tools are made in a bewildering range of shapes and
sizes, and the beginner may be forgiven if he wonders whether
he can afford to take up carving. Fortunately quite a small
array of tools will permit quite a large range of carving to be
tackled. Many professionals do the bulk of their work with
very few tools, but they have gradually built up their kits with
tools to suit their needs. No one is ever likely to need all of the
carving tools available, but the variety is there to permit a
choice, suiting individual preferences and needs.

The tools are broadly divided into gouges, chisels and V
tools, with a few special tools unlikely to be needed by the
beginner. All tools are graded by width, in sizes from £ in. to
§# in. The carvers most important tools are his gouges.

Gouges are made in a range of curves for each width. These
go from almost flat to a very deep U-section. The degree of
curvature is identified by a number. All widths do not have
the same radius curve, but they have the same relative curve,
e.g. a No. 9 straight gouge has an approximately semi-circular
cross-section, whatever its width (Fig. 1A). Gouges with the
lower numbers have flatter curves and those with higher num-
bers have deeper curves.

The common gouges are straight (Fig. 1B), but they may also
be curved (Fig. 1C), spoon bit or front bent (Fig. 1D), back
bent (Fig. 1E), spade or fish tail (Fig. 1F). While the beginner
should know of these variations, he only needs a few straight
gouges in his first kit. The varying shapes have different num-
bers from the straight tools. The numbers given (Fig. 1A) refer
only to straight tools. Very small gouges may also be called
“fluters” or “veiners”.

Chisels are less frequently needed. They are normally ground
on both sides like a turning tool (Fig. 1G). The end may be
square or skew, as shown. Chisels are also made in the various
bent shapes described for gouges. A spoon-bit skew chisel may
be right or left cornered, depending on which side is foremost.

V tools, or parting tools, are a form of two-sided chisel. They
are available with two different angles between the sides.

9
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TOOLS AND MATERIALS 11

Approximately, the wider angle made is 90°, the narrower 60°.
The latter (No. 39) suits most jobs (Fig. 1H). V tools are
normally straight (Fig. 11), but they are also obtainable curved
or spoon-bit, in the same way as gouges.

The amateur intending to tackle fairly light surface decora-
tion will find that he can manage with half-a-dozen gouges, a V
tool and a couple of chisels. A knife or wood-working
marking knife will be useful. Other tools can be added as the
need for them is felt. A suitable first six gouges would be
straight ones as follows: % in. No. 5, § in. No. 5,  in. No. 6,
# in. No. 6, 4 in. No. 7, % in. No. 8. The V Tool should be %
in. No. 39. The chisels could be } in. No. 1 Square and } in.
No. 2 Skew. Later tools could include a ¢ in. Veiner No. 47, a
1 in. Bent Gouge No. 14, and a } in. Spoon-bit Chisel No. 21
(See list of sets of tools at the end of this book). Additional
gouges are always a good investment.

If handles have to be bought separately, choose stout ones
for the tools which will be hit and slender ones for the more
delicate tools intended only for hand work. The common
handle sha are slightly barrel-form (Fig. 1J) or parallel
(Fig. 1K). Some workers prefer to have a flat planed on the
underside of a handle (Fig. 1L). This allows the tool to approach
the work at a flatter angle, which is an advantage in some
awkward situations, and also prevents the tool rolling off the
bench. There is something psychological about the quality of a
handle—a nicely polished handle makes for better carving than
a dirly ragged one, even when the blades are the same.

Fitting handles is a straightforward job, The important thing
is a straight tight fit. A new handle may have a centre marked
at the end. Drill into this with a twist drill about the same size
as the small end of the tang. Go the full depth of the tang, and
have an assistant watching to see that the hole is in line with
the handle, by checking the angle you hold the brace. Enlarge
the hole in steps, so that the tang of the tool can be pushed in
rather more than half way by hand. It should be a slightly
easier fit in box wood than in beech or ash, in that order. Sup-
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12 WOOD CARVING

port the tool in the vice, so that the shoulder rests on the top of
the jaws, and tap the handle on. Examine it for straightness
before driving fully home. When partly in, it may be possible to
pull it straight or to pack the hole into line with a shaving.

Using a carving tool which has its handle out of line with the
blade can be disconcerting and may result in bad work. Some
workers do not drive the handle fully home to the shoulder of
the tool when first fitting it—about { in. of the tang is left ex-
posed to allow for taking up any slackness which may develop
later. Tools which are frequently used with a mallet may have a
leather washer slipped over the tang before it is driven into the
handle. This may be an ordinary tap washer. It becomes
squeezed between the shoulder and the end of the handle (Fig.
1M), cushioning some of the effect of the blows on the tool,

There are two multi-purpose tools which can be very useful
in taking the place of some of the standard tools in light
carving. These are the “Multicraft” and “Trix-Exacto” tools.
Both consist of handles fitted with chucks, into which a variety
of chisels, knives, gouges etc., can be locked. The blades are
cheap and supplied already sharpened, so that duplicate tools
can be kept and changed over— ing being postponed
until several need attention. Sharpening equipment is dealt
with later in this chapter.

Much carving is done by hand pressure only, but for heavy
cuts a mallet is needed. An ordinary carpenter’s mallet can be
used, but the carver favours a special one with a round head
(Fig. 1N) weighing about two pounds. Beech is the usual wood
for mallets.

Various holding devices will be needed. These are described
in Chapter 2. Rasps, files and punches are occasionally needed.
Of course, carving is usually part of some structure, for which
the general woodworking tools will be required.

Secondhand carving tools are often available. Common sense
will be the best guide in assessing their value to the particular
carver, but there are a few points to watch. Uncommon sizes
and shapes are not much use, unless the tools are cheap and the
carver already has the commoner basic tools and is seeking to
extend his kit. The condition of handles is not important, as
these are easily replaced. There is some advantage in having a
variety of handles, as that helps in the identification of tools on
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the bench. Secondhand tools may have been neglected for some
time. If they are pitted with rust they may be useless, unless the
pitting is in a position that will be ground away during sharpen-
ing. Tools which have been broken and resharpened may still
be quite useful, but they should be cheaper than longer tools.
Tools which have the characteristic coarse sharp marks from
having been ground on an engineer’s high-speed grinding wheel
should be accepted warily, as they may have been overheated -
and the resulting colours cleaned off to destroy the evidence of
this softening,

SHARPENING : _

The maintenance of the finest possible cutting edge on his
tools is probably more important to a wood carver than to any
other craftsman in wood. It is therefore essential to master the
not-too-difficult processes of tool sharpening and to carefully
apply them whenever necessary. The work produced by a dull
tool does not have the freshness and clean appearance that a
keen edge produces, and it will always be obvious to another
woodworker even if not to every layman.

A good quality tool, made from the correct grade of steel,
accurately hardened and tempered, will keep its edge longer
than an inferior tool. Fortunately, there is not a mass-market
for carving tools, as there is for some types of general tools, so
that the manufacturers of equipment for the carver are mostly
specialist firms offering good-quality products. It is, however,
good policy to always buy carving tools from a shop specializ-
ing in tools and to buy the best that one can afford. o

Tool sharpening is divided into two main parts—grinding,
which produces the bevel by the removal of the bulk of the
metal; and sharpening proper, which is the production of the
keen cutting edge. Grinding is only needed at comparatively
long intervals, and it is possible to have this done professionally,
but the keen worker usually wishes to have complete control
over the treatment of his tools, as the bevel ground by someone
else may not be exactly as required.

Grinding of woodworking tools is best done on a sandstone
wheel. This need not be large—say twelve inches diameter and
two inches wide—mounted in a trough for fixing to a bench. If
access to a large workshop type grindstone is possible that is,
of course, also suitable. The stone should be turned slowly
away from the tool. Hold the tool with both hands, one on the
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handle maintaining the angle and the other over the blade
applying the pressure. To avoid overheating and to prevent the
stone clogging, it must be kept lubricated with water. This can
be from a dripping can above the stone, or from water in the
trough. In any case the trough should be emptied after use to
avoid softening of the stone.

The angle and length of the bevel depends on the experience
and preference of the carver. A long thin bevel takes a fine
edge, but it will be weak and soon blunted. At the other
extreme a tool sharpened with a very obtuse angle, will be
robust but no so keen. Something between the two is usually
required, with a tendency towards long bevels for work mainly
on soft woods and a tendency towards short bevels for the
harder woods. A grinding angle of about 20° is a good average.
The length of the bevel is then about # in.

To avoid uneven wear on the stone the tool should be moved
from side to side across the curved surface. Tools with flat
edges should be held steady, but gouges should be rolled at the
same time as they are moved across the grindstone to keep an
even bevel (Fig. 2A). After the correct bevel has been obtained,
the back of the bevel should be rounded to blend into the line
of the tool, so that there is no sudden change of angle.

Many amateur woodworkers now use a small engineer’s type
of high-speed grinding wheel, either power or hand driven. It
is possible to grind carving tools on this, but very great care is
needed to avoid overheating. The stone turns towards the tool
at a high speed, and the thin steel edge can quickly overheat to
the point where the temper is drawn, leaving the tool soft. If
colours appear near the edge it is a sign that this has happened,
and nothing can be done about it, except grind past the limit
of the colours, If one of these grinding wheels has to be used,
the tools must be very frequently removed from the wheel and
dipped in water.

After grinding, the tools are sharpened on an oilstone, Two
grades are needed—one fairly coarse, such as “Carborundum”
or “India”, and another finer one. Old craftsmen have
preferences for special oils, but the lightest machine oil or
paraffin will be found suitable. If a stone becomes clogged with
dirt or thick oil, it can be freed by soaking in paraffin. Besides
flat stones about eight inches long, a few slips (Fig. 2B) are
needed for the inside surfaces of shaped tools. A slip with its
edges shaped to two different curves will deal with the first few
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FIG. 2

gouges of a beginner’s kit. One with a sharp edge is needed for
the inside of the V tool. _ .

A straight-edge tool is held on the oilstone in the same way
as on the grindstone, and rubbed steadily backwards and for-
wards (Fig. 2C) over the surface of the oilstone. The angle
should be slightly higher than when grinding, so that the cutting
edge receives the pressure and the back of the bevel is just
clear of the surface. At first there will be a tendency to dip the
hands at the far end of the stroke, but this must be resisted and
the bevel maintained constant. The chisel edge may be
sharpened with a bevel one side only, both sides equally, or
mainly one side, as preferred. . .

Wh};n the edge Izippears sharp, check this by rubbing the
finger over the other surface towards the edge. If the edge is
sharp, a roughness will be felt. This is the tiny particle of steel
rubbed off the edge, but still just clinging to it. This burr, or
“wire edge”, must be rubbed off by a few strokes of the other

side flat against the stone.
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