
he ability to carve in the
round is useful not only
on beds—the Federal ex-

ample covered here—but also
on table pedestals and legs,
chair legs, chest columns,
finials, clock columns, and
other turned work. Often this
type of carving is easier for the
beginner because the cutting
is done with the grain as one
works downhill (from the larg-
er diameter to the smaller).  

Heavily carved bedsteads
were less common in the
Colonies than in Europe, where
designers such as Chippendale
and the team of Ince and May-
hew were concocting regal ex-
amples. In the Colonies,
though, high-post bedsteads
were nearly always plain, hid-
den by ornate bed hangings.

By the 1790s in the United
States, neoclassical taste de-
manded more ornate bedposts
incorporating fluted and beaded
sections with leaves carved onto
vase- or urn-shaped turnings. 

I can’t cover all of the ele-
ments of this bedpost in one
article, so I’ll focus my efforts
on two carving lessons I think
will prove the most useful.
Both are leaves—two different
versions of corn leaves. If you
can master these, you will be
able to move on to the more
detailed acanthus leaves that
fall between these sections. I’m
assuming that if you tackle this
post, you can handle the reeds
and beads involved, or seek
out past articles on these areas
(try FWW #163, p. 65, for a
good way to form the reeds). 

Nothing special 
about the turning
The turning on the post, or
shaft, is conventional. In other

words, I don’t make any al-
lowance for the depth of the
carving because the relief usu-
ally is quite shallow. I suspect
that 18th- and 19th-century
shops used the same turned
posts for plain and carved
pieces, making it easier to re-
spond quickly to the taste and
budget of the customer. 

For stock, straight-grain
wood will allow predictability
and ease of carving. The more
figured the wood, the more dif-
ficulty you’ll have getting clean
surfaces. Also, because a carv-
ing places the focus solely on
the interplay between light

and shadow, setting it on a vi-
sually complex background is
not a good idea. However,
many of these beds had fancy
veneer applied to the square,
flat sections of the posts where
it could be appreciated.

There are two turning tricks
that will help later to allow a
cleaner carving. First, for a
clean transition at the base of
the leaves, make an extradeep
score with the skew. This will
allow the waste to break away
cleanly when the base of the
leaf is carved. Also, it is easier
to undercut the end of the bell-
shaped section on the lathe
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Mas t e r  C l a s s
Carving leaves on a turned post
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This article

focuses on these

two groups of

leaves. The tools

and techniques

involved are 

similar to those

needed to carve

the other leaf 

sections on this

Federal bedpost.



than it is when carving the tips
of those leaves.

Layout is done 
with carving tools
After turning, I center the work
on a benchtop indexing head
used solely for carving, but the
lathe also could be used. Some
lathes have indexing holes on
the head pulley. If yours does
not, use dividers and trial and
error to walk off the divisions
of the leaves. In this case, the
sets of eight and four leaves re-
quire 16 divisions, serving to
outline them and find their
centerlines. To continue these
divisions lengthwise down the
post, use a compass with one
leg on the bench or lathe bed
and the pencil on the work. 

In successful carving, the
tools often are used both to lay
out and carve the designs. The
sweep or shape of each gouge
determines each curve and
cut. On longer corn leaves, for
example, the outline is a series
of linked arcs made with a sin-
gle gouge. Unless the carving
is complex, I often lay out the
design by eye, trusting the
tools and using no paper pat-
terns. Although I must commit
to the final shape, doing so will
create uniform results on all
the leaves and allow faster
progress in layout and carving. 

You’ll find that the same tools

106 F I N E  W O O D W O R K I N G

M a s t e r  C l a s s (cont inued)

Divide the leaves.
Carving begins with
a V-tool, sometimes
called a V-parting
tool (#16-3-mm),
used to create a
smooth dividing line
between the leaves.
Stop this cut about 
1⁄2 in. from the base. 

Carve the center-
lines. Use a V-tool
(#12-10-mm) to 
create a deeper cut
down the center of
each leaf. Continue
this cut down to the
base of the leaf.

A scoop cut narrows
the base. Use 
a spoon gouge 
(#9-7-mm) to add
scoop cuts between
the leaves, which 
creates the impres-
sion of a tapered
base on each leaf. 

Chop out between
the tips. To define
the ends of the
leaves, start with the
V-tool (#12-10-mm),
enlarging the divi-
sions between the
leaf tips and removing
the bulk of the materi-
al for the next cut.

Round the leaf
ends. Two cuts with a
gouge (#5-16-mm)
used in the inverted
position form the end
of each leaf. For cuts
like these, a mallet
will drive the tool
more cleanly than
hand power would.

Make a divot at the
midpoint. To finish
defining the undulat-
ing edges of the
leaves, come in from
both sides with a
gouge (#5-20-mm),
using a rocking mo-
tion to chop out a
lozenge-shaped area.

Sculpt the bases of
the leaves. Invert a
gouge (#5-16-mm) to
round off the areas
flanking the scoop
cuts, making the base
of each leaf angle
slightly inward toward
its center.

Model the faces 
of the leaves. Make
six diagonal cuts 
(#9-13-mm) from the
center to the edge 
of the leaf. You may
have to switch direc-
tions to avoid tearout.
Anchor your hand 
and pivot the gouge
through the cut.

Soften the hard
corners to create a
wavy face. Invert a
gouge (#3-16-mm) to
soften and blend in
the hard corners left
at the edges of each
cut. This is a typical
process for undulat-
ing areas.

Vein the leaves.
Each diagonal ripple
gets three small vein-
ing cuts. Use the back-
swept V-tool to cut
these without tearout.
Make a deeper, 
central cut followed
by two lighter cuts
flanking it.

T H E  S H O R T E R  L E AV E S  E N D  I N  M I D A I R
The first leaves Breed carves are the wavy corn leaves on the bell-shaped section of the post. They are a
bit easier than the others because they drop away into space at their ends, unlike the longer leaves that
hug the post and require a smoothly relieved section around them. The actual gouges Breed uses are in
parentheses, although the exact sizes of the tools are less important than their general shapes.
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are used over and over in tra-
ditional designs. Don’t hesitate
to adjust patterns to the tools
you have; no one will notice.
The important thing is that the
work looks consistent and
flows well, not that the leaf is
the same size as the model. 

A few basics
Short chopping cuts often are
made with a mallet. For longer,
more continuous cuts, use
your two hands only. Rest your
front hand on the work as a
brake to control the depth of
cut. The back hand acts as the
gas, and both work together to
give both power and control.

It’s important here to intro-
duce the concept of safety cuts.
A carving tool is a wedge that
drives wood in both directions
when plunged straight down.
Safety cuts are made first, 1⁄8 in.
outside an intended outline, to
direct the compression away
from the leaf to the waste area.

I usually sand with 400-grit
paper at the end. Don’t sand
every nook; just keep the paper
flat and touch the large areas.  �
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1A paper pattern
sometimes helps.
In this case, Breed
starts with a pattern
of a leaf—cut from a
rubbing he made of
the original bedpost—
tracing it onto the
post to get a rough
idea of the size,
placement, and out-
line of each leaf.

Chisel out the
waste between the
leaves. Use a large
chisel to remove as
much material as
possible between the
leaves. Then, in the
narrow areas, finish
with a small skew or
straight chisel, trying
to leave behind a
smooth, uniformly
deep surface.

Simulate the turn-
ing motion. At the
ends of the leaves,
there is room to cut
across the grain with
a large chisel to create
a smoothly rounded
surface that appears
to be turned. The
leaves should appear
to float on the post.

A narrow channel
defines the outside
edge. Make a pencil
line about 1⁄8 in. from
the leaf’s edge to
mark the edge of the
next cut. Start at the
point of the leaf and
make a fairly deep cut
(#11-6-mm gouge).
Think of this as a se-
ries of linked arcs to
create a fluid motion.

Again, finish with
the fine details. Use
a V-tool (#12-10-mm)
to create veins that
fan outward in the 
S-shaped modeling
cuts. As always,
change directions
where necessary to
avoid tearout.

T H E  L O N G E R  L E AV E S  R E Q U I R E  D I F F E R E N T  T E C H N I Q U E S
The long leaves on the post are characterized by shallower, more elongated cuts. The shallow relief
around the edges and ends of the leaves presents a new challenge, because it must appear to be as
smooth and uniform as the other turned areas.

M a s t e r  C l a s s (cont inued)

Mark and cut the
outline. Create the
wavy outline by mak-
ing a series of linked
marks with a gouge
(#5-20-mm). Then
make safety cuts 
1⁄8 in. outside the line.
Last, chop the actual
outline, angling the
cut slightly away from
the leaf. 

Two cuts form a
central rib. Start
working on the face
of the leaf next. 
Use the V-tool (#12-
10-mm) to make two
long, slightly tapering,
adjacent cuts, keep-
ing the layout line in-
tact as a guide.

Continue modeling
the leaves. Make a
series of deep 
S-shaped cuts with a
V-tool (#12-10-mm)
to divide the leaf into
sections. Then round
the corners using a
gouge (#3-16-mm) in
the inverted position.
The face of the leaf
now should bulge out-
ward smoothly. 
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