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Throughout my years of teaching, I have answered a lot of questions about tools. 
Here’s a collection of the best. Some were asked on my online school site and have 
been lightly edited to make them useful for everyone. The answer for your question is 
most likely here.

A good place to start is the video “All About Gouges”. This video is available to all 
registered members of my online school - even FREE members. The lesson shows you 
many different types of gouges, talks about mallets, and includes a list of a good set 
of basic tools. 

I’ve gathered the questions and answers into broad categories. Enjoy!

 Recommended Starting Collection
 1.  What do you recommend for a beginning set of gouges?
 
 I have settled on the following for a good set of beginner tools (very basic) 
	 •	5	or	6mm	v-chisel
	 •	#3,	6mm
	 •	#3,	14mm
	 •	#5,	14mm	
	 •	#7,	6mm	
	 •	#7,	14mm

 2.  After the beginning set of gouges, what next?

 Additional gouges for more advanced lessons: 

	 •	#1,	14mm	flat	chisel
	 •	#3,	3mm
	 •	#3,	18mm
	 •	#5,	6mm	
	 •	#7,	10mm	
	 •	#8,	10mm
	 •	#11,	3mm
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 And then to complete the set – this should give you a good, rounded set that 
should cover most cuts needed in a lesson:

	 •	#1,	20mm
	 •	#4,	14mm	(can	use	the	#3,	14mm)	
	 •	#6,	8mm
	 •	#7,	8mm
	 •	#7,	12mm
	 •	#8,	6mm
	 •	#10,	5mm
	 •	#11,	5mm
	 •	3	or	4mm	v-chisel

 Specialty gouges – used only occasionally

	 •	#4,	6mm	spoon	bent	(for	lowering	the	background	very	low,	awkward
    areas)
	 •	#8,	10mm	spoon	bent	(ball	and	claw	foot	lesson)
	 •	6mm	skew	chisel
	 •	#5,	12mm	back	bent	(for	shell	carving)

 3.  How did you decide on the “preferred set” of gouges?
 
 Very good question! And the simple answer is – these are my favorite! These tools 

are the ones I tend to use the most – without really getting into more specialty 
gouges, like back bent or spoon bent, etc. I simply tried to choose the sizes and 
curvatures that cover most cuts that will be needed, without getting any of the 
tools too similar in shape.

	 The	V-chisel	is	used	quite	often.	The	#3	gouges	are	used	often	for	basic	back-
grounding,	and	also	quite	a	lot	of	the	shaping	in	the	carving	itself.	Then	I	filled	in	
a variety of curved gouges that I use quite often in basic shaping. The additional 
optional tools may be needed if you are wanting to get into more variety of carv-
ing, and if you decide that this is truly something you want to invest more money 
and	tools	in.	I	have	seen	too	many	people	who	buy	a	set	of	20	to	30	gouges	at	
the start (hundreds of dollars worth) and discover that it is not something the real-
ly want to pursue – those are the ones where you get some great deals at garage 
sales! This additional tools listed are tools that were used in the more advanced 
videos shown on the site.
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	4.		 Can	you	explain	why	the	basic	starter	set	of	gouges	is	a	good	starter	set?	Also	
why	the	choices	for	the	optional	set?

 Often my recommendation for a “starter set” is focused on budget, as the cost of 
getting into this new art can get quite high quickly. If you are simply starting out 
and testing to see if this is something you might be interested in, I give a starter 
set recommendation that gives you the ability to carve more basic and beginning 
carving projects. Then, as you get further into carving and begin to focus on more 
advanced projects, I recommend additional tools to add to the set. There is no 
reason why not to purchase all the recommended tools at once if your budget al-
lows.

	5.		 What	tools	do	I	need	for	my	project?

 My recommended tools lists satisfy a huge range of relief carving projects. Each 
of	my	lessons	includes	a	tool	list	on	the	page	with	the	first	video	episode	for	each	
lesson.	If	you	want	a	personal	evaluation	for	a	specific	project,	I	can	consider	that	
on a consultation basis for a fee.

 The Basics: Type and Size (Curvature)
 6.  I hear the words chisels and gouges used for carving tools. What’s the 
 difference?

 The tools with straight blade are often referred to as “chisels”. The tools with 
curved blade are “gouges”. However, I often hear the word “chisels” used for 
both curved and straight.

	7.		 How	are	the	tools	numbered?

	 Gouges	are	identified	by	two	numbers	–	the	first	number	refers	to	“sweep”	or	
curvature and the second number refers to width in mm. Most brands call straight 
edge	chisels	#1.	Then,	#2	is	slightly	curved	and	as	the	numbers	increase	up	to	
#11,	the	curvature	increases	as	the	numbers	increase.	Here	is	an	example:	A	#3,	
6mm	gouge	has	a	#3	curvature,	and	is	6mm	wide	at	the	blade.	The	number	for	
gouges beyond the basic shapes (like v-chisels, spoon bents or back bents) vary 
too great between different brands to identify them here.
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	8.		 Do	all	the	different	brands	use	the	same	numbering	system?

 Most European brands have the same numbering system for basic shaped goug-
es,	but	some	English	brands	may	refer	to	inches	rather	than	mm.	You	may	find	
slight	variations	in	curvature	between	different	brands.	For	example,	I	have	no-
ticed	that	the	flatter	shaped	Stubai	gouges	can	run	flatter	than	Pfeil	–	so	Stubai	#4	
gouge	is	more	like	a	Pfeil	#3.	Some	other	differences	you	may	find	–	the	60	de-
gree	v-chisel	is	sometimes	referred	to	as	a	#12	(Pfeil)	or	a	#41	(Dastra).	And	the	#2	
sometimes	refers	a	nearly	flat	curved	gouge	or	can	also	be	a	flat	skew	chisel.

	9.		 Do	I	have	to	use	the	exact	tool	size	you	mention	in	the	lessons?

 To keep things from getting confusing, it’s best to stick with what is recommend-
ed,	but	not	absolutely	necessary.	If	you	do	not	have	the	exact	size	I	use,	you	can	
move	up	or	down	1mm	in	width.	For	example,	if	you	do	not	have	a	#3,	6mm,	a	
5mm	or	7mm	should	work	fine.	The	sweep	is	more	important	to	keep	accurate,	
but the width can vary. I also show how to adjust the tool to make cuts that don’t 
necessarily	fit	the	gouge	exactly.	This	is	a	very	handy	method	if	you	do	not	have	
the	exact	recommended	gouge.

 10. Is there a difference between a straight carving chisel and a standard bench  
chisel?	Is	one	ground	or	created	different	than	another?

 They are shaped different from one another, but both can be used for carving. I 
prefer using carving chisels because they are thinner and more delicate to use. 
The thickness and the angle of the bevel of the bench chisels can get awkward.

	11.		I	cannot	find	a	#10,	5mm.	What	should	I	use	as	a	substitution?

	 I	would	recommend	replacing	this	with	a	#11,	4mm	or	#11,	5mm.	It	would	be	bet-
ter	to	use	a	more	curved	gouge,	and	make	several	cuts	to	get	to	the	#10,	5mm	
size	than	use	a	larger	curve	(like	a	#9)	that	may	not	fit	into	the	area	needed.

	12.		What	are	fishtails?

	 Fishtails	are	my	favorite!	They	splay	out	at	the	ends	like	a	fish’s	tail	or	sometimes	
referred to as fan-tail. The reason I prefer these tools are they are able to reach 
into corners much easier than straight shaped gouges. They also do not have the 
bulkiness of the thick metal going down the entire length of the metal shaft. Be 
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	 aware	that	they’re	not	as	useful	or	as	easy	to	find	in	the	higher	numbered	sweeps.	
Quite	often	the	benefits	of	fishtails	are	in	the	#3	through	#7	where	they	really	help	
in being able to get into tight areas with the sharp corners. Once they get a larger 
curve,	the	benefit	of	fishtails	become	less.	The	larger	the	curvature,	the	less	dif-
ferent	between	the	straight	and	fishtail	gouges.	Also,	any	gouge	less	than	6mm	
wide	are	rarely	available	in	fishtail,	and	often	curvatures	above	8	are	not	available	
in	fishtail.

 
	13.		What	knives	do	you	recommend?

 As I was trained in classical carving using full-sized gouges, I never learned the 
technique of using knives in carving. Therefore I really can’t recommend what 
knives would work for carving. And any time I tried to use knives to carve, I cut 
myself more than the wood!

	Specific	Tools	(Veiners,	V-Tools)

	14.		I	would	be	curious	to	hear	what	you	use	veiners	(#11	curvature)	for.

	 It	seems	that	in	the	evolution	of	carving	career,	my	1mm	veiner	(#11,	1mm)	sits	
on the shelf getting dusty a lot more than it used to. I tend to use a 3mm to 6mm 
v-chisel	where	I	would	have	used	a	veiner	before.	The	difficulty	of	sharpening	the	
veiner certainly contributes to this. They are shaped like a “U”, so the movement 
of sharpening is a different from a standard curved gouge. They have a curved 
base,	but	also	have	flat	sides.	I	have	a	video	on	sharpening	these,	so	you	may	
want to look at this to see the difference.

 The 1mm veiner is truly the ultimate gouge to make really nice vein lines on tra-
ditional acanthus leaves (thus called the veiner). But, as I mentioned earlier, the 
v-chisel can make similar cuts. The one thing that is nice about making these 
cuts with a veiner is that the base of the cut is rounded and the walls of the cut 
are	straight,	while	with	the	v-chisel,	the	walls	are	at	an	angle.	If	you	make	2	cuts	
alongside each other – one with a small v-chisel and one with a 1mm veiner – a 
difference can be seen, but is minimal.

	 I	use	the	3mm	veiner	(#11,	3mm)	more	often	because	of	it’s	use	in	acanthus	leaf	
carving (carving on each side of the “pipe” to give the appearance of it raising 
and also carving out the “eye” where it shows as a hole in the leaf). No other 
gouge makes this cut as nicely.
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	 I	have	also	used	3mm	veiners	to	make	extra	texture	lines	down	these	acanthus	
leaves to create variety in the surface of the leaf. Anything larger than a 3mm 
veiner, I have rarely used. I’m sure if I were to carve larger leaves, these would 
make some nice groove lines in the leaves, but these are also getting very dusty 
on my shelf.

	15.		How	are	v-chisels	numbered	and	identified?

 I prefer the 60 degree angle v-chisel and my favorite size is 6mm, but I also use a 
3mm	or	4mm	for	smaller	cuts.	The	v-chisels	I	have	from	Pfiel	are	#12,	and	some	of	
the	German	brands	refer	to	them	as	a	#41.

	16.		I’m	having	difficulty	finding	a	6mm	v-chisel.	Where	do	I	find	this?

 Many brands have 60 degree V-chisels in 6mm width, but if they do not have this 
available	a	5mm	or	7mm	will	work	also.

	17.		One	of	your	classes	calls	for	a	#3,	6mm	fishtail,	but	I	can’t	find	it	in	Pfiel’s	Swiss	
Made collection.

	 This	can	be	difficult	to	locate	because	some	suppliers	do	not	stock	this.	However,	
it is worth pursuing because it truly is my favorite size gouge. Chipping Away lists 
that	size	in	their	catalog.	It	is	only	available	in	fishtail	shape.

	18.		If	a	supplier	does	not	have	the	exact	size,	is	it	better	to	get	a	size	smaller	or	larger	
as	a	substitute?

	 Stubai	has	12mm	and	16mm	gouges,	but	does	not	have	14mm	(which	is	my	pre-
ferred size) Yes, that does get confusing. If you are working through my video les-
sons,	I	think	I	would	suggest	going	towards	the	12mm	more	than	the	16mm.	The	
16 would really be more for larger sculpture and they can start to get bulky. The 
smaller ones can be more versatile. It’s funny how you can get stuck on a particu-
lar	size	(I	tend	to	go	towards	odd	numbered	curvatures	(3,	5,	and	7)	and	6mm,	
and	14mm.	Then	as	a	fill-in	8mm,	10mm	and	12mm.
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	19.		What	qualities	should	I	look	for	in	a	v-chisel?
 
 Make sure that the corner of the “V” has a very slight radius. I have used Dastra 

v-chisels	that	have	a	very	sharp	corner	and	it	is	extremely	difficult	to	get	it	sharp	
and keep it sharp. The “walls” should be even, and if you see a point of metal 
sticking out at the corner of the “V”, you will need to sharpen the corner of the 
“V” as if it were a tiny gouge (watch the video on how to sharpen a v-chisel)

 Overall Size

	20.		What	is	the	preferred	length	of	a	woodcarving	gouge?

 Most of my gouges are the full 9” to 11” in length. I feel it helps you get more 
control	over	them.	When	I	do	use	the	few	8”	gouges	I	have,	I	feel	like	my	hands	
are sort of cramped.

	21.		Are	‘palm’	tools	(short	pear	shaped	handles)	good	for	classical	carving?

 Maybe for very light work, but I prefer full size gouges where I can place both 
hands for complete control. I prefer these not only for their strength but even 
more so for safety. Palm gouges are made to be used with one hand, and can be 
quite dangerous if you are not very careful.

 

 “Sets” Offered By Manufacturers

	22.		What	do	you	think	of	purchasing	“sets”	of	gouges?

 I generally do not recommend purchasing a “set” that has been pre- established 
by a company. There are usually several gouges that will never or rarely be used. 
It is really best to purchase the individual recommended gouges.
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 Good Quality Brands

	23.		I	have	not	done	any	carving	before	and	would	like	to	get	the	tools	on	your	tool	
list but was hoping you could give me some advice on tools and brands that are 
good	but	not	crazy	expensive.

 This has been an ongoing challenge for me, as cost, quality, and availability of my 
preferred	tool	sizes	has	been	difficult	to	standardize.	Usually	any	European	brand	
gouges are good quality.

 Pfeil	-	You	should	be	able	to	find	most	of	the	tools	in	the	Pfeil	brand	(Swiss	Made)	
from Chipping Away in Kitchener, Ontario Canada. They seem to be the ones that 
have the best and most abundant supplies, and they are good, professional qual-
ity tools.

 Stubai - Another brand that is good quality are Stubai gouges (http://www.stu-
baiusa.com).	However	the	full	length	10”	fishtail	gouges	are	limited	in	their	sizes	
(only	available	in	#4,	#6,	and	#8	and	4mm,	10mm	and	16mm).	I	wouldn’t	recom-
mend	the	9”	fishtail	series,	as	they	are	thinner	and	not	as	strong	as	the	10”	style	
gouges.	These	are	also	limited	in	that	they	do	not	have	14mm	gouges,	which	are	
often my favorite.

 
 Auriou - Lie-Nielsen has a limited supply of Auriou gouges. If you order through 

them,	you	will	most	likely	need	to	purchase	another	brand	to	fill	in	the	gaps.	How-
ever,	by	fall,	2015	they	are	planning	on	supplying	an	8	tool	set	of	fishtail	gouges	
– in my favorite sizes! Yeah! I can’t wait!

 Dastra - High quality professional gouges in many varieties of sizes. These are the 
ones	I	started	out	with.	They	are	sometimes	difficult	to	get	tools	in	stock,	and	you	
will	definitely	need	to	sharpen	them	before	carving.

 Mastercarver - I always suggest very high quality tools that are life-time invest-
ments. Yet, I know that they can be quite costly. If you are just getting into this 
art and can’t afford to spend a lot, here’s a suggestion. I recently tested out the 
Mastercarver brand of tools from Wood Carvers Supply. They carve well. They are 
hand wrought tools made in China. I was impressed with how well they held an 
edge.	However,	they	are	a	bulkier	than	I	like,	and	are	not	finished	to	the	high	pol-
ish	of	other	brands,	having	a	varnish	finish	over	much	of	their	length.	You	will	
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 probably have to spend some time sharpening them also. But with prices about a 
third	of	the	more	expensive	brands,	they	are	an	economical	way	to	try	out	the	art	
of woodcarving.

 Others... The following brands have a good reputation for good quality, profes-
sional	gouges,	but	I	have	not	had	enough	experience	to	really	rate	these	–	Hirsch,	
Ashley Isles, Two Cherries, Henry Taylor

	24.		Are	there	differences	in	the	brands	of	tools	that	have	better	metals	which	can	
hold	an	edge	longer	or	do	most	loose	their	edge	with	similar	usage?

	 There	is	definitely	a	difference	between	brands,	but	generally	if	you	choose	the	
following brands you can trust that their metal is good – Dastra (German), Stubai 
(Austrian), Pfeil (Swiss), Hirsch (German), Auriou (French), Ashley Iles (English), Two 
Cherries (German). So, as you can see, any tools that are European you can usu-
ally rely on as being good quality.

 
	25.		I	was	wondering	if	you’ve	ever	heard	of	Two	Cherries	brand	tools	and	what	your	

thoughts	are	about	them?

 I am familiar with Two Cherries tools, but I do not have many. When I have had a 
chance to use them (students bring them to class on occasion), they seemed like 
good quality tools, and have not heard anything negative. Yet, they appear to be 
a bit heavier than the tools I prefer.

	26.		I	just	purchased	some	older	chisels	on	eBay,	and	I	cannot	find	any	information	
about	them.	Any	clues	where	I	can	look?

 
 I would start by googling the name and see what comes up. You can sometimes 

learn about old tools by joining the Old Tools Mailing List at swingly.dev and ask-
ing there. Start at: http://swingleydev.com/archive/faqs

	27.		Are	you	close	to	obtaining	Auriou	gouges?	If	so	can	we	preorder?

	 I	really	don’t	have	any	idea	how	long	it	is	going	to	take	–	several	months	or	more?	
They have not given me a time-line yet. I wouldn’t feel right about taking pre-
orders, but just keep watching my blog and I’ll also be putting into my newsletter 
and facebook page when the tools are ready.
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	28.	Where	can	I	buy	the	brands	you	have	mentioned?

 Following is a list of North American distributors I know of. It is NOT a complete 
list.	You	will	find	other	distributors	if	you	search	more.	Yet,	this	list	is	of	distributors	
I	know	to	be	reliable.	I	do	not	have	a	financial	interest	in	any	of	these	suppliers.

 
	 •	Ashley	Iles	–	Tools For Working Wood 
	 •	Auriou	–	Lie-Nielsen
	 •	Dastra	–	Diefenbacher Tools
	 •	Henry	Taylor-	Traditional Woodworker 
	 •	Hirsch	–	Highland Woodworking
	 •	Mastercarver	–	Wood Carvers Supply 
	 •	Pfeil	(Swiss	Made)	-	Chipping	Away
	 	 	 •	Chipping Away straight tools 
	 	 	 •	Chipping	Away	fishtail	tools 
	 •	Two	Cherries
	 	 	 •	Two Cherries USA
	 	 	 •	Diefenbacher Tools
	 •	Stubai
	 	 	 •	Stubai USA – detailed list 
	 	 	 •	Woodcarvers Warehouse

 Bonus Questions

	29.		What	are	your	recommendations	for	dealing	with	rust?	My	very	small	shop	is	in	a	
bottom, near water. If I am going to buy good tools I want to protect them. 

 I am in SC and the humidity is bad here in the summer. I tend to leave my gouges 
hanging on a magnetic strip, but I take a cloth and rub them down with oil (any 
kind of oil will do – it just depends on how smelly you want your tools to be). I 
have used olive oil, mineral oil, camellia oil, and even a silicone lubricant – you 
can	probably	even	use	W-D	40,	but	I’m	not	sure	there	(can’t	that	be	used	for	any-
thing??).	Just	something	to	protect	the	metal.	If	I	do	discover	some	rust	spots,	I	
rub	them	down	with	fine	steel	wool	with	oil.

 Ideally, keep the tools in a conditioned place. I have an air conditioner, so I don’t 
really need to worry about humidity that much. I have also heard of using paraf-
fin	on	your	tools	and	also	putting	some	paraffin	in	your	sealed	toolbox	with	your	
gouges.	The	paraffin	evaporates	and	gives	a	thin	coating	on	your	tools.	I	have
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 not tried this, but I think there are a lot of references to this on the internet in the 
exact	process.

 I would NOT recommend storing them in a tool roll with humidity in the air. You 
will discover some pretty nasty rusty tools if you leave them closed up like that for 
several months – especially if the tool roll is leather. Been there, done that. Not 
nice!

 
	30.		Here	in	the	US	when	you	fly	on	commercial	airlines	are	you	required	to	check	your	

bags	that	hold	your	wood	gouges?

 Whenever I travel with my tools, I either mail them in advance or check them 
through.	I’m	pretty	confident	that	if	I	tried	putting	them	on	my	carry-	on	they	
would be considered a “dangerous weapon”. I once forgot that my favorite brass 
mallet	was	in	my	carry-on	luggage	and	they	confiscated	it	as	a	“blunt	object”.	
Annoying!	Don’t	risk	it.	I	haven’t	had	any	problem	with	checking	them.	Just	make	
sure they are rolled in a tool roll with a note saying “sharp tools”. They will unroll 
it and I don’t want blood all over my clothing.
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