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“INTRODUCTION TO RELIEF WOOD CARVING” 
 

The Barn at Hawthorn Hollow 
September 13-16, 2021 

Mon-Tues-Wed-Thurs 6-8PM 
Instructor - Tom Schlenker 

  
COURSE 
 
 Introduction to relief wood carving should be open to any interested adult. Participants 
would need to bring their own tools (described below).  The aim of the course is that each par-
ticipant produces a finished carving that is worth keeping and to learn enough to continue on in 
this most enjoyable craft/sometimes art. 
 
RELIEF WOOD CARVING 
 
 Relief carving wood is a two-dimensional form of varying depths that has been com-
monly practiced throughout the world since the middle ages.  It is seen on church altars and wall 
pieces, on many styles of furniture, in old world interiors like Mader’s restaurant and the Pabst 
Mansion in Milwaukee and, less commonly, as stand-alone works of art.  I learned to carve 
wood in the colonial furniture workshops of Antigua, Guatemala, but prefer to carve images, of-
ten based on paintings or sculptures I admire, to be framed and hung on the wall.  The images 
are finished in acrylic paint, stained, or left au natural. 
 
 

TOOLS AND SUPPLIES 
 Each participant will receive 
a 12”x12” plank of select white pine 
to carve.  Back up pieces will be on 
hand if needed.  Each participant 
must bring their own tools.  A kind of 
“beginners set” is shown and listed 
below: 
 

 ‘C’ clamp – bring two 4”, 5” 
or 6” to affix your piece to the work 
table. 
 

 Mallet – the “Wood Is Good” 
18-ounce mallet covered with an in-
destructible green plastic is a simple 
and beautiful tool that costs $30-40 
but is worth it in that it will last for-
ever.  All wood mallets may be 
cheaper but they break down. 
 

 Straight flat chisel – a one-
inch-wide model does just about 
everything you need but it can be 
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nice to have a set.  Sold at any hardware store, not expensive. 
 

 Straight gouges – most carving can be done with the three shown (left to right): 
  #5 curve 1/2-inch width  
 #10 curve 1 inch width  
 #3 curve 1 inch width   

Gouges cost $30 dollars or more each but also last a life time.  Gauges and mallets can be 
purchased at “WoodCraft” and other specialty stores. 

 

 Pencils – not pictured but it’s always good to have several sharpened #2s. 
 

 
PROJECT 
 
 We will carve a still life of fruits and/or vegetables on a plate on a table on a 12” X 12” 
piece of wood.  Doing so, we will learn to remove wood from background, carve straight and 
curved lines, shape concave and convex surfaces and how not to split the piece of wood or cut 
ourselves using very sharp tools.  
 
  
EXPECTATION 
 
 My hope is that participants, at the end of this course, will take their tools and skills 
home and continue to carve for years to come.  Basics learned will be reapplied to subsequent 
carvings with greater and greater result as subject matter is limited only by the imagination.    
 
   
 


