
Surface carving adds depth and richness to any piece. 
but what intrigues and excites me most is repetitive 
patterns and texture, and the dynamic quality they 
bring to furniture. Walk past a piece with carving, 
and light dances on and off the carved surface, 
creating highlights and shadows that are in motion 

from every vantage point. Although this may sound dramatic, 
the effect tends to be subtle: It intrigues and suggests, inviting 
the eye to further inspect and enjoy the piece. 

What draws me to this particular style of carving, as opposed 
to more traditional period designs, is the informality of both the 
execution and the product. Surface carving is simultaneously 
irregular and regular. Inconsistency is apparent in the individual 
cuts and yet the overall pattern is predictable and consistent. I’ll 
take you through my process, from design to finishing. I’ll cover 
a clear finish in this article, and you can turn to Finish Line 
(pp. 90-93), to learn how I enhance the carvings with milk paint. 

A good design is simple but not perfect
My inspiration comes from observing everything in the 
environment: an old fence, 
the bark on a tree, even 
the pattern in a box of 
nails. beyond inspiration 
is whether the pattern 
will translate well to 
surface carving. Simple 
patterns are best because 
the repetition is easily 
discerned. If a pattern 
is overly complex or 
“muddy,” the eye becomes 
confused.  

Another aspect of a successful 
pattern is a combination of 
irregularity and regularity. 
Inspect a pine cone, and you’ll 

Sharpen both edges. Cullen 
uses an Arkansas slip stone 
to refine both the inside and 
outside of a gouge.

Honing secret. Cullen has a great trick for final honing. Use the gouge 
to cut its own groove in MDF, put honing or buffing compound in the 
groove, and then pull the gouge through it backward.

Dress up your 
furniture with
surface carving
B Y  M I C H A E L  C U L L E N

see that the shapes of the individual segments and the spaces 
between them are unique, yet the whole pattern appears 
uniform, with both flow and life. 

The right tools and materials
Good carving woods are those that render crisp lines, don’t 
tear out, and hold together under the force of the gouge. Avoid 
open-grain woods such as oak and ash since that characteristic 
can compete with the pattern. 

Whether you intend to paint or add clear finish to a carving 
plays a role in wood selection: Woods best suited for clear 
finish have even color and little grain. pear, maple, mahogany, 
and many of the exotic woods are excellent candidates.   

If you’ll be adding milk paint to the carving, mahogany and 
walnut are at the top of the list. both carve well in all directions 
and the grain is almost nonexistent. I choose hard woods 
such as maple or some of the exotics when the pattern has 
fine details or tightly curved cuts that push the strength of the 
material to the limit. On soft woods, such as cedars and some 

CLEAN CUTS NEED SHARP TOOLS
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By hand alone. In the less 
dense hardwoods, you can 
dispense with a mallet and 
apply power just by hand. 
This tends to produce a 
cleaner cut and is quicker, 
but it also requires more 
control. To avoid blowout, cut 
the last part of the groove 
from the far side (left).

The right angle. Each gouge 
has a correct angle that 
will produce a long curling 
chip, leaving a groove that 
is consistent in depth and 
width. Holding the handle 
too low will cause the tool 
to rise out of the workpiece, 
while holding the handle too 
high makes the gouge go 
deep until eventually the tips 
cause tearout on the sur-
face. Give the tool only small 
taps with the mallet.

of the pines, carving is almost effortless but the tools need to 
be razor-sharp or the results will be poor. basswood is a bit soft 
for furniture, so best confined to smaller items.

You can encounter strange grain in even the best carving 
woods, so always do a carving sample before committing to a 
large canvas of wood that may turn out to be extremely difficult 
and frustrating to carve. 

Get started with a basic pattern
before you begin carving, handplane or sand the surface to 
remove all machine marks. Sanding afterward dulls a carving’s 
crisp lines. Make sure you remove all the sanding particles with 
a vacuum or compressed air to avoid dulling the tools.

My most basic pattern is the ripple because it reminds me of 
the small patterns water leaves on the beach. Although I use all 
sorts of gouge sizes to create variations on this theme, the most 
common is a #8/13mm gouge. The 8 refers to the sweep or 
curve of the tool, and the 13 to the width across the front edge 
in millimeters. 

Subsequent cuts are made parallel to the first, paying 
particular attention to the proximity of the past cut and to 
creating a complementary depth. After half a dozen grooves, 
the pattern will begin to appear; the slight variations 
between cuts will impart a rhythm 
to the whole.

It’s easier with a mallet—
There are two reasons for driv-
ing the gouge with a mallet: greater 

Power and precision. When 
carving, your feet should be 
spaced wide apart for stability 
and your entire upper body should 
be applying power to the gouge. 
Place a hand close to the tip of 
the gouge and rest an arm on the 
workpiece to direct and control 
the gouge. 

Get the basics down

Ripples on the sand. A series of 
grooves perpendicular to the grain was 
inspired by the patterns on a beach left 
by the tide.
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ease when cutting through dense woods, and more control in all 
woods. In denser material, the mallet becomes important because 
it gives absolute control over how fast or slow the gouge cuts. 

However, while heavy hits with the mallet create long cuts, 
they leave evidence of where the stroke begins and ends. It 
is better to make quick, light taps that drive the gouge more 
delicately and with more continuity through the material. The 
cut should appear as if the gouge simply swept though the 
wood unimpeded.

It’s faster by hand—When carving without a mallet, the hand 
gripping the tool in the forward position (straddling the handle 
and the steel) plays the part of the brake, while the hand at the 
back is the driving force. It requires practice and a high level of 
coordination between both hands to avoid disaster. Once you’re 
comfortable with a mallet you can try switching to hand power, 
but begin with narrow tools and shallow cuts.

Carving concentric circles 
One of my favorite patterns is Spring Rain (see p. 88), a pattern 
I developed after watching raindrops on puddles outside my 
workshop window. Years ago, I spent a great deal of time 
laying out the concentric circles with a compass. As I learned 
to love the slight irregularities found in nature, I abandoned 
the compass for free-drawn circles, which brought immediate 
spontaneity and life to the pattern.  

I carve this pattern using a V-gouge (#12/6mm). Carving 
circles takes practice and is best done with the aid of a mallet. 
The tool should move almost effortlessly through the wood, 
creating a V-groove of uniform depth and width. Gently walk 
around the piece while tapping and guiding the gouge to create 
one seamless circle. Slight variations between the freshly cut 
circles are desirable, but avoid obvious straight sections or wild 
cuts off course because these create a disquieting effect in the 
overall pattern. Avoid going back to fix a cut that may appear 

slightly off or not deep enough. It’s better to leave 
the minor imperfection than to risk increasing the 
problem.

A variation on this pattern is one I call the Thousand 
Suns (see p. 88). After completing the Spring Rain 
pattern, use a #8/7mm gouge and a mallet to dish the 
surface between the V-grooves. This is a challenging 
cut, loaded with risk, so practice before attempting the 
final piece. Controlling the gouge as the grain changes 
direction around the circle is crucial. More than likely 
you’ll need to make the cut from several directions to 
avoid tearout. 

Texture adds subtle support
If pattern is the lead actor in surface design, texture 
typically plays a supporting role, adding details that set 
off the carving.

The pattern called Fields (see p. 88) combines a 
straight version of the Thousand Suns with some 
texturing. After laying out the pattern and cutting 
the V-groove and furrowed sections, I texture the 
uncarved sections using a small gouge (#9/3mm). 
Don’t use a mallet—you need a light touch and 

Intricate leaf pattern works well  
on smaller surfaces
Work from the 
center. With a 
#12/6mm or 
similar V-parting 
tool, begin carving 
the “leaves” that 
overlay the others 
and work from 
each center toward 
the outside.

Central groove adds texture. Use a 
double-beveled knife to create a stop 
cut down the middle of the leaf (left). 
Then use a #9/3mm gouge to make 
relief cuts (above) creating a V-shaped, 
textured groove.

Complementary. The leaves carved in the 
pearwood sides of this jewelry box work 
well with the tiger maple drawer fronts.

86

master class continued

COPYRIGHT 2011 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.



careful cuts to create an overall uniform texture. The trick to 
making clean cuts is to roll the gouge as it cuts through the 
fibers. When the texturing is complete, note how it recedes in 
comparison to the adjacent patterns. 

Selecting a fi nish: color or clear?
Unpainted carvings can be both stunning and understated, 
imparting a subtle beauty and elegance that is unmatched. 
I seal the wood with Danish oil or preferably a thin coat of 
shellac. Finishes that build quickly tend to pool in the grooves, 
leaving unsightly shiny spots. You also want to avoid sanding 
because it can easily eliminate details in the carving. Typically, 
after sealing, I apply a light coat of wax with 0000 steel wool to 
burnish the surface and even out the luster.   □

Michael Cullen’s studio furniture can be seen at michaelcullendesign.com. 
His work also was featured on the back cover of FWW #184.

Top to bottom. As with all overlapping patterns, start by cutting the top 
elements first (in this case, the small “raindrops” that fell most recently) 
and then the larger background ones.

Sun spots. A 
variation on 
Cullen’s “Spring 
Rain” (far left) is 
“Thousand Suns,” 
(near left) where 
he cuts a shallow 
furrow between 
the grooves using a 
#9/5mm gouge.

Concentric circles look best 
on large surfaces

Combine texture and patterns

Extra texture. In Cullen’s Fields pattern, cutting lines of small hollows adds 
interesting texture to the surface.
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