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FINDING YOUR
STARTING POINT
IN WOOD CARVING

Starting  a  new  hobby
can feel  both  exciting
a n d  a  l i t t l e
overwhelming. You are
ready to pick up a knife
and  shape  a  piece  of
wood,  but  the  first
question  that  often
c o m e s  t o  m i n d  i s
simple:  what  should
you  carve?  This  is
where  understanding
whittling  patterns
f o r  b e g i n n e r s
becomes  the  most
valuable  tool  in  your
kit.  Patterns  are  not

just  guides;  they  are
the  bridge  between  a
raw block of wood and
a  finished  piece  you
can be proud of. They
provide  structure,
teach  you  essential
techniques,  and  help
you  build  confidence
without the frustration
of  guessing  your  next
move.
Many  new  carvers
make  the  mistake  of
jumping  into  complex
projects  too  quickly.
They  see  an  intricate
eagle  or  a  detailed
human face and think
that  is  where  they
should start. The result
i s  o f t e n  a  p i l e  o f
splintered wood and a
lost  interest.  A  much
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better  path  forward
involves  choosing  the
right projects from the
very  beginning.  This
article  will  walk  you
through everything you
need  to  know  about
s e l e c t i n g ,
understanding,  and
using patterns that are
designed  specifically
for a newcomer to the
craft.

WHY PATTERNS
MATTER FOR A
BEGINNER
WHITTLER

Before  you  sharpen
your  knife  or  select
your  first  piece  of
basswood, you need to
understand the  role  a
pattern  plays  in  your
learning  journey.  A
pattern is essentially a
roadmap.  It  outlines
the  shape,  the  cuts,
and the final silhouette
you  are  aiming  for.
Without a pattern, you
are carving blind. With

one, you have a clear
target.

Building
Muscle
Memory
and Basic
Cuts
W h e n  y o u  f o l l o w
s imple  whitt l ing
p a t t e r n s  f o r
beginners,  you  are
not  just  copying  a
shape. You are training
your hands. Every push
cut,  every  stop  cut,
and  eve ry  pa r i ng
shaving  helps  build
m u s c l e  m e m o r y .
Repe t i t i on  i s  t he
mother  o f  sk i l l  i n
whittling.  By  working
o n  p a t t e r n s  t h a t
requ i re  the  same
fundamental  strokes
over  and  over,  you
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train  your  fingers  to
hold  the  knife  at  the
correct  angle  and
apply the right amount
o f  p ressu re .  Th i s
foundation  is  what
a l l o w s  y o u  t o
even tua l l y  ca rve
without a pattern at all.

Reducing
Waste
and
Frustratio
n
Wood is not free,  and
t ime  is  even  more
valuable.  When  you
start a project without
a  clear  plan,  you  risk
ruining a good piece of
m a t e r i a l .  A  g o o d
pattern  shows  you
e x a c t l y  w h e r e  t o
remove  wood  and
where  to  stop.  This

guidance  significantly
reduces the chance of
making  a  catastrophic
cut  that  breaks  your
p iece  o r  leaves  i t
m i sshapen .  Fo r  a
beginner,  avoiding
early failures is crucial
to  staying  motivated.
Using  a  solid  pattern
helps  you  experience
the  joy  of  finishing  a
project,  which  is  the
best fuel for continuing
to learn.

Learning
Proportio
n and
Scale
One  of  the  hardest
things  for  any  new
carver  to  grasp  i s
proportion.  How  big
should  the  ears  be
compared to the head?
How thick should a leg
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b e  o n  a  w o o d e n
animal?  Patterns  take
the  guesswork  out  of
this  equation.  They
provide a pre-designed
sense  of  balance  and
scale.  By  following  a
well-designed  pattern,
you  internalize  these
proportions. Over time,
you begin to recognize
what  looks  right  and
what  looks  wrong,
developing an eye for
design  that  will  serve
you  in  every  future
project.

ESSENTIAL
CHARACTERISTICS
OF BEGINNER-
FRIENDLY
PATTERNS

Not  all  patterns  are
created  equal.  Some
a r e  d e s i g n e d  f o r
experienced  carvers
who  have  mastered
complex geometry and
deep relief work. As a
beginner, you need to
look  for  specific  traits

in a pattern to ensure
your success. Knowing
what  to  look  for  will
save  you  hours  o f
frustration.

Simple
Geometri
c Shapes
The  best  whittling
p a t t e r n s  f o r
beginners are built on
s imple  geometr ic
shapes. A bird pattern
m i g h t  s t a r t  a s  a
cylinder.  A  fish  pattern
m i g h t  s t a r t  a s  a
rectangle.  These basic
fo rms  are  easy  to
visualize  and  easy  to
achieve  with  a  few
straight  cuts.  Avoid
patterns that have a lot
of  curves,  undercuts,
or  thin,  delicate  parts
that  can  easily  snap
off.  Look  for  patterns
that  are  chunky  and
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robust.

Limited
Number
of Cuts
A  beginner  pattern
s h o u l d  b e
accomplishable  in  a
reasonable  amount  of
t ime .  I f  a  pa t te rn
requires  fifty  different
types of cuts and takes
twenty hours, it is not a
beginner pattern. Look
for projects that can be
completed  in  one  or
two  s i t t ings .  Th is
usual ly  means  the
pattern  has  broad
surfaces  and  doesn't
r e q u i r e  a  l o t  o f
intricate  detail  work.
The  goal  is  to  finish
something, so you feel
the  momentum  o f
progress.

Clear,
Printed or
Traced
Guideline
s
A pattern is only useful
if you can transfer it to
your  wood.  Beginner
patterns  should  be
simple enough to trace
directly onto the wood
block  using  carbon
paper or a pencil. Look
for patterns that have
a clear front view and a
clear  side  view.  This
t w o - d i m e n s i o n a l
representation  helps
you  understand  the
t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l
shape you are  aiming
fo r .  Comp l i ca ted
patterns  with  multiple
overlapping layers  are
difficult  to  trace  and
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even  harder  to  carve
for a novice.

TOP PROJECT
IDEAS FOR THE
BEGINNING
WHITTLER

Now  that  you  know
what  to  look for,  it  is
t ime  to  ta lk  about
specific projects. These
are classic, time-tested
ideas that have helped
thousands  of  people
learn  to  whittle.  Each
of  these  examples
represents  excellent
whittling  patterns
for  beginners  that
you  can  find  online  or
in  beginner  carving
books.

Classic
Wooden
Spoon or

Spatula
A  spoon  is  a  r ite  of
passage  fo r  wood
c a r v e r s .  I t  i s  a
functional  object  that
teaches you everything
about  grain  direction,
scooping  cuts,  and
smoothing.  A  simple
spoon pattern involves
a  long  handle  and  a
shallow bowl.  You will
learn how to carve with
the grain to avoid tear-
o u t ,  a n d  y o u  w i l l
practice the hook knife
or gouge work needed
to hollow out the bowl.
A  spa tu la  i s  even
simpler, as it has a flat
surface  that  does  not
require deep hollowing.

Simple
Walking
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Stick or
Cane

Topper
If you have access to a
larger piece of wood, a
wa lk ing  s t i ck  i s  a
fantastic  project.  The
patterns  for  toppers
are often simple animal
heads, such as a dog, a
horse, or a bird. These
patterns  are  usually
large  and  forgiving.
You  do  not  have  to
w o r r y  a b o u t  t i n y
details. The focus is on
rough shaping, which is
a  fundamental  skill.
This  project  teaches
you  how  to  remove
large amounts of wood
efficiently  and  how  to
see  the  basic  form
inside  the  block.

Basic
Animal
Figures
Small,  chunky animals
are  the  bread  and
butter  of  beginner
whittling.  A  chipmunk,
a bear cub, or a simple
fish  are  perfect
examples.  The  best
patterns for  these are
"flat  plane"  carvings,
where  the  animal  is
carved  with  distinct,
flat  facets  rather  than
smooth ,  r ounded
curves.  This  style  is
easier  to  learn  and
looks  very  charming.
These  patterns  teach
you  how  to  create
different  planes  and
angles with your knife,
which is the foundation
of all carving.
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Whimsica
l Gnomes
and

Wizards
A  s i m p l e  g n o m e
pattern  is  one  of  the
m o s t  p o p u l a r
whittling  patterns
for  beginners  for  a
good  reason.  Gnomes
have long beards,  tall
h a t s ,  a n d  s i m p l e
bodies. The beard and
hat  hide  a  lot  of  the
a n a t o m y  t h a t  i s
difficult  for  beginners
to master. You do not
need to carve realistic
e y e s ,  n o s e s ,  o r
mouths.  A  few simple
cuts create a face. The
body  is  often  just  a
cylinder  with  a  belt.
This  project  is  highly
satisfying  because  it
looks  complicated  but

is actually quite simple
to execute.

HOW TO READ AND
PREPARE A
PATTERN FOR
CARVING

Once you have chosen
your pattern, you need
to  prepare  it  for  the
wood. This process is a
skill  in  itself.  Proper
preparation  prevents
mistakes  and  wasted
material.

Transferri
ng the
Pattern to
Wood
Start  by  printing  your
pattern  to  the  exact
size  you  want  your
finished piece to be. Do
not  stretch  or  shrink
the  image  significantly
u n l e s s  y o u  a r e
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adjusting  the  wood
block size accordingly.
Use a piece of graphite
transfer  paper.  Tape
your  pattern  and  the
transfer paper to your
wood  block  and  trace
the  outline  firmly  with
a pen or stylus. Lift the
paper  periodically  to
check that the lines are
transferring  clearly.
Trace  al l  the  main
outlines  you will  need
to see during carving.

Understa
nding
Grain
Direction
Before you make your
first  cut,  look  at  your
pattern  in  relation  to
t h e  w o o d  g r a i n .
Generally,  you  want
the longest part of your
pattern to run parallel

to  the  g ra in .  Th i s
makes  the  carving
stronger and less likely
to break. If you run the
pattern  across  the
grain,  thin  parts  like
legs  or  ears  will  snap
off  very  easily.  Always
check the grain before
you start  cutting. It  is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important  habits  you
can  develop.

Marking
Depth
and Key
Cuts
For  more  complex
patterns, you can use a
pencil  to  shade  the
areas that need to be
removed  first.  This
g ives  you  a  v isual
guide for roughing out
t h e  s h a p e .  S o m e
carvers  also  mark the
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deepest  cuts  with  a
dashed line or an "X."
Having  these  visual
cues  on  your  wood
b l o c k  k e e p s  y o u
focused  and  prevents
you  from  cutting  into
an  area  that  should
remain  untouched.
Take your time in this
preparation  phase.  It
will  pay  off
enormously.

TOOLS AND
MATERIALS FOR
WORKING WITH
BEGINNER
PATTERNS

You  do  not  need  a
w o r k s h o p  f u l l  o f
expensive tools to start
whi t t l ing.  In  fact ,
having too many tools
can  be  confusing.  For
the  patterns  we  have
discussed, a very small
kit is all you need.

The
Essential
Knife
Your  most  important
tool is a sharp carving
knife.  Look  for  a  fixed-
blade or locking blade
k n i f e  d e s i g n e d
specifically  for
whit t l ing.  A  b lade
length  o f  1 .5  to  2
inches  is  ideal  for
beginners. It gives you
good  control  without
being too small. Brands
l i k e  M o r a k n i v  o r
Flexcut  offer  excellent
beginner  knives  that
hold  an  edge  well.  A
sharp  knife  is  safer
t h a n  a  d u l l  o n e
because it requires less
force  to  cut.  Learn  to
sharpen  your  knife
early on. It is a skill as
important  as  carving
itself.
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Choosing
the Right
Wood
Whittling  patterns
for  beginners  are
a l m o s t  a l w a y s
designed  for  soft ,
straight-grained  wood.
Basswood  is  the  gold
standard.  It  is  soft,
consistent,  and  has
v e r y  l i t t l e  g r a i n
interference.  It  cuts
s m o o t h l y  i n  a l l
d irect ions.  P ine  is
another  option,  but  it
can  be  splintery  and
has hard and soft rings
that  can  be  tricky  to
carve.  Balsa  wood  is
very soft, but it is too
f r a g i l e  f o r  m o s t
patterns.  Stick  with
basswood  until  you
have  bui l t  up  your
sk i l l s .  I t  i s  wide ly
available at craft stores
and online.

Optional
but
Helpful
Accessori
es
A pair  of  cut-resistant
g l o v e s  i s  h i g h l y
recommended.  They
protect  your  hands
from  accidental  slips,
w h i c h  h a p p e n  t o
everyone.  A  thumb
guard is another great
tool  for  protecting the
hand  that  holds  the
wood.  You  will  also
need  a  sharpening
s t r o p  a n d  s o m e
polishing  compound.
You will  use the strop
frequently to keep your
knife edge razor-sharp.
Pencils, a ruler, and a
small  saw  for  cutting
your wood block to size



12

12 Whittling Patterns For Beginners 2022-07-06

are also useful.

COMMON
MISTAKES
BEGINNERS MAKE
WITH PATTERNS

Even  with  the  best
whittling  patterns
f o r  b e g i n n e r s ,
mistakes  happen.  The
key  is  to  recognize
them  early  and  learn
from  them.  Here  are
the  most  common
pitfal ls  and  how  to
avoid  them.

Removin
g Too
Much
Wood Too
Fast
This is the number one
mistake.  Beginners
want  to  see  results

quickly,  so  they  take
deep, aggressive cuts.
This  often  leads  to
splitting  the  wood  or
removing a part of the
pattern  that  should
have  been  left  alone.
The solution is to take
small,  thin  shavings.
Work slowly and check
y o u r  p a t t e r n
frequently.  It  is  much
easier  to  remove  a
little more wood than it
is to add wood back.

Ignoring
the
Pattern's
Outline
Once you start carving,
it is easy to get lost in
the  process  and  drift
away from the original
pattern  l ines.  This
results in a lopsided or
unrecognizable  final
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piece.  Stop  every  few
minutes  and  compare
y o u r  w o r k  t o  t h e
pattern.  Put  the wood
back  into  the  same
orientat ion  as  the
pattern and look at  it
from  all  angles.  Stay
faithful to the lines you
traced.

Not
Sharpeni
ng the
Knife
A  d u l l  k n i f e  i s
d a n g e r o u s  a n d
frustrating. It tears the
wood  fibers  instead  of
cutting  them  cleanly.
This  creates  a  rough,
fuzzy  surface  that  is
difficult  to  smooth.  If
you  find  yourself
forcing  the  knife  or
getting  rough  cuts,
stop  and  strop  your

b lade .  A  proper ly
sharpened knife should
g l i d e  t h r o u g h
basswood with minimal
p r e s s u r e .  M a k e
sharpening part of your
regular carving routine.

PROGRESSING
BEYOND SIMPLE
PATTERNS

O n c e  y o u  h a v e
successfully completed
three or four beginner
projects, you will  start
to feel a natural desire
for  more  challenge.
This is a good sign. It
means your basic skills
are  becoming  solid.
You can begin to look
fo r  pa t te rns  tha t
i n t r o d u c e  n e w
techniques.

Adding
Detail
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and
Texture
The  next  step  is  to

m o v e  f r o m  p u r e
shaping  to  adding
texture.  Patterns  for
intermediate  carvers
might  include  details
like  fur


