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1 Beginnings

	 

	 

	I have always been cursed with an artistic yearning, yet remained blissfully ignorant of any abilities I may have possessed during my childhood - unable to draw even a stick figure to any degree of satisfaction. 

	I went on to become a professional actor for a brief period during my twenties, although I had never contemplated treading the boards back in high school. Anything like that would have been considered far too ‘uncool’ for a young Australian male.

	Being vertically challenged with the physique of a toothpick throughout my school years meant that I was too busy fighting for my life, or simply too exhausted from physical and psychological abuse, to attempt anything creative. If I had added anything like drawing or theatre to my repertoire, I probably wouldn’t be alive today.  

	I will admit to having been a closet poet in high school during a period of extreme lunacy, where I didn’t care what anyone thought…as long as they didn’t know.

	My love affair with wood started in my last years of high school, where I started producing quality projects in woodworking classes. Since then, I have been involved with timber almost all of my life in one capacity or another; from selling it, to building furniture for myself.  Woodcarving, however, which I explored much later, is a world away from woodworking. The two are often mistaken as the same craft – although there can often be elements of each within the other. 

	My very first attempt at anything resembling woodcarving, came about from necessity when my new partner needed a cane every so often after a bout of Guillane Barre Syndrome, a debilitating auto-immune disease attacking the sheath surrounding the nerves, sometimes leading to partial or total permanent paralysis.

	One of our favourite activities is ‘sidewalk shopping’ as I call it; scrounging around the neighbourhood during hard rubbish collections. I often find a lot of discarded timber that I can 'up-cycle' into a new life – something practical like a coffee table.

	On one of my neighbourhood scouting missions, I’d found a likely bit of Cedar that I thought might carve up nicely into a cane. I gave it a shot. Lo and behold, and although very plain, I managed to produce a cane of practical quality. While not demonstrating any degree of artistic flair, I had enjoyed the process immeasurably. 

	 At that stage, I did not have the tools required for carving. It hadn’t even occurred to me that I might pursue the craft. I wasn’t taken with the thought of hacking away at great lumps of wood with chisels and mallets like I had imagined. Carving is all about the removal of excess wood to leave the desired shape. I was not at all keen to venture into that form of tedious labour. 

	It was not until I attended an agricultural expo where I watched a chainsaw demonstration, that I began thinking about woodcarving with a chainsaw. The idea of removing large portions of wood quickly and easily with a chainsaw appealed greatly to my lazier personality. Two weeks later, I purchased a small second-hand chainsaw and attempted my first in-the-round carving.                               

	 


Enter, Pig

	[image: http://s3.hubimg.com/u/2668690_f248.jpg]   

	 

	I immediately saw the nose of a pig in the upturned branch of an improbable lump of wood no doubt destined for somebody's fireplace. The rising distension at the top of the block suggested an ear that poked up comically. It ended up being only half a head, as the log would not allow for a full head with the proportions I had in mind. That led me to discover that one of the most important aspects of woodcarving is in finding the spirit of the wood. ‘Listen’ to the essence of the wood and it will tell you what it will or won’t allow. I did this intuitively at the time. This was reinforced later as I tried to manipulate certain logs into shapes that were not on the wood’s agenda. Those pieces are still sitting out in the garden as unfinished, fancy, firewood. 

	 

	A carving tends to evolve as you proceed, so it pays to ‘get with the program’. If you accept and understand this, you get it. Congratulations! If you have no idea what I am talking about, then I suggest you keep an open mind as you read further.

	 

	Many argue that before attempting something new, a lesson or two might be wise. I won’t go against such logic if that is something you can afford or wish to do. For me, I prefer to give things a rough shot on my own first. Even now, if there was an opportunity for me to study under a Master Woodcarver I may still gracefully decline.  I seem to learn better by ‘doing’ rather than being taught.

	 

	Once you have listened to your piece of wood and accepted that you will work on your carving together, research your subject thoroughly.  I cannot stress enough how important pictures and photos are to your work.  Make Google your friend, surf the internet, hit the library. It is imperative to have a few pictures of your subject handy at all times throughout your carving process. Referral back to your photos or drawings is essential. I have learned this the hard way. 

	 

	Our perception changes as the carvings develop, often without our knowledge. Adapt the carving to changing conditions in the wood by all means but never lose sight of your vision and your reference pictures and photos. I have found all too often that overconfidence can produce avoidable disasters.

	 

	Researching pigs revealed several good pictures to use as reference material while carving. I then set about readying my equipment. At the time, I had a newly acquired Stihl 009 chainsaw with a sharpened spare chain, chain oil, fuel, and case. Safety equipment should be of good quality and in good condition - earmuffs, goggles, dust mask, and gloves. Dust mask? Absolutely; many kinds of wood have high levels of toxicity when inhaled. Safety chaps are always recommended. I already owned some rudimentary chisels and wood rasps from my woodworking endeavours. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Roughing Out

	 

	 

	   The chainsaw was powerful (and loud!). It had a 12-inch bar, which proved very efficient. This stage of the carving is commonly known as ‘roughing out’ or ‘blocking’ and is the basis upon which, rests the outcome of the carving. I drew a few rough lines on the block where I wanted to cut, then cut outside those lines to allow for further refinement later. It is important not to try to get the exact shape too quickly, getting too close to your outlines, as you will run out of timber when it comes to finishing your piece. Many chainsaw carvers will cut out square blocks for the head, nose, ears etc. later refining the desired features. I do not tend to carve that way as I need to see the shapes emerging early in the piece, to gauge proportions better.
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	At the end of the rough-out, I had to alter my original vision dramatically.  Large cracks and voids had appeared in the middle of the log.  These were not entirely evident to my untrained eyes at the beginning of the project.  My little piggy would have to be a half-head bust with a definite caricature look similar to a Muppet, but I could live with that.  It was the wood’s desire. 

	I could see the basic shape I wanted appearing after the initial rough-out. I didn’t worry excessively that the overall concept had to change. I had more wood in my pile and did not mind the thought of going through a few pieces to feel out my ability and enthusiasm for the craft.

	Timber/wood is not a perfect medium by any means and found wood usually means someone has thrown it out or chopped down a tree for a reason. It could be that the tree was rotten and a danger to persons or property, so it comes as no surprise that found wood has many defects. Even timber purchased from the timber yard can contain defects and voids from sap pockets. I choose not see them as defects unless it renders a carving impossible. I utilise the flaws as much as possible, even emphasising them to great effect in later carvings. 

	At this stage, a perfectionist would cry out in frustration feeling his brilliant vision was no longer possible. I chose to allow the wood to take me on the journey. As I mentioned earlier, I simply did this intuitively, rather than thinking it through.

	After some strokes with a #50 wood rasp, I began to see smoother shapes emerging and found an enduring fondness for this simple tool that allowed me to get up-close and personal with the wood. It remains my favourite hand tool. The wood responded to my manipulations, roundness appeared where once angular, ugly, shapes and ridges protruded. It was highly satisfying. I did not have an angle grinder at the time. If I had, I would have used it in conjunction with a coarse sanding disc and rubber backing pad.

	[image: http://s2.hubimg.com/u/2668717_f260.jpg]

	Shaping

	The next stage is the final shaping of the subject. By this juncture, I was relatively happy with the basic form, but it required details like an eye, a snout, mouth, and more smoothing and shaping of the face in general.

	If I had other power tools like rotary tools, grinders etc. I could easily have used them for Pig. I am not by any means a traditionalist who works only with hand tools. I will utilise anything at all that will save my muscles. 

	At this point, though, saving time wasn’t a priority as I was carving for my own experimentation and enjoyment. It is imperative for the professional carver to limit the amount of time spent on each piece. There is no point in working for nothing, or worse, paying someone to take your art. By that I mean, if you charge someone $350 for your carving, but it takes you thirty hours or more, then you are going backward in hourly rates to the point where you are paying the client in your lost time to take the carving off your hands. If you charge as little as $20 per hour and your carving takes 35 hours = $700 to complete, you have lost money. At this price, we’ve not even taken into account cost of materials such as sandpaper, finishing oils, electricity and so forth. A professional carver must consider all these factors when pricing his works, particularly when quoting for a commission. 

	Pig, was coming along nicely, even though cracks around the top of the head continued to plague my attempts to rescue the carving from its caricature nature. Although I do not mind humorous carvings at all, I was out to define myself with a slightly more dignified piece than a cartoon character. It was not to be. Pig, was coming out of the wood the way the wood decreed and nothing could dissuade it. No amount of corrections, curses or renderings would ever have served to alter the personality of this piece. I had to accept that there were two artists in this project.

	Again, I had to go with the flow. I surrendered to a higher authority, proceeding to shape where the wood directed. By now, you probably think I am crackers and you wouldn't be too wrong.  I tell you honestly, that once I 'listened' to the wood, everything became a little easier. I did not try to bend the shape to my will anymore; from this point I allowed the wood to take me on the journey.

	[image: Pig9]  
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	One thing about carving is that you need tools with rough faces to gain a shape. Unfortunately, if you prefer a smooth finish on your indoor sculpture, you constantly require a finer tool or grit of sandpaper than the last, to wear down the marks left by the previous treatment. The rasp wears down the chainsaw gouges; 40grit sandpaper wears down the rasp marks, 80 grit, 120 grit, 600grit, 1200grit, and leather. It all depends on how far you are willing to go with your piece. There is no right and wrong in the process, there is simply your own creativity leading you to the vision you saw when you first started. Chainsaw carvers often leave their work quite rough, finishing the piece with decking oil because they may be creating outdoor sculptures. I prefer indoor pieces with smooth finishes. Ten different carvers will give you ten different opinions to suit their own personalities and tastes. Everyone is right.

	Finishing

	After some hours of sanding with an orbital sander with graduating grits of sandpaper, then on to a hand-sanding block for the places the sander could not reach, I was ready for the finishing coats. My piece was by no means a super fine finish to warrant endless coats of oils. I used a couple of coats of Danish oil on Pig, then a coat of natural beeswax. 

	Traditionally, I do not like paints, clear or otherwise even though I have used them occasionally. During the process of carving Pig, I came upon a personal philosophy with regard to my style of carving. I hold to that philosophy to this day and do not envisage any changes in the future. It is as follows; "I hope to carve a pleasing, recognisable shape, then allow the grandeur of the wood to excite the observer". 

	I do not attempt to carve highly realistic subjects, preferring a stylised approach with beautiful timber grains and colours shining through the
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