Carve a Rosette With Mary May

One of the most-traveled SAPFM demonstrators
shares her steps to successfully carve a rosette for a Philadelphia highboy.
With details like these, it's almost like having Mary sit down beside
you in your own workshop.

ecently, I received
a commission to
carve details for four

Philadelphia-style chest-
on-chest reproduction
pieces. The carvings are
roughly based on the top
pediment design of a late-
18th-century Philadelphia
highboy. I say roughly
because I have not had

an opportunity to see an
original highboy. Every-
thing I carved was based
on photographs of origi-
nal highboys, photos of
reproductions, drawings
that I have borrowed
from furnituremakers,
and plenty of artistic
interpretation.

I spent hours scrutiniz-
ing minute details of blurry
photographs with a magnifier
in hopes of understanding the
subtle shapes and details in this
highly ornate piece of furniture.

Because I previously carved
a Philadelphia highboy, I had
some idea of what I was getting
into with this new project. The
design for the current commis-
sion is slightly different in style,
but many elements are similar.

% By Mary May

ey q you feel the grain fights

It would take many pages to
describe all the steps in carving
the fine details of a highboy, but
for this article I focus on a step-
by-step process of how I carved
the rosette in mahogany.

The rosette is a fun and chal-
lenging carving, whether you
build an entire highboy, or just
carve the rosette as an indi-
vidual project. There are some
difficult elements in this carving
because as you continue carv-
ing around the rosette, the grain
changes constantly. I recom-
mend making small, gentle cuts
that test the grain direction. If

you, turn the tool arous
and try going in the op=
posite direction. It may
a good idea to carve v
first rosette in basswoss
before working with &
more challenging (ang
expensive) mahogany

To help guide you
through the process, s
the template and a phes
of the finished piece = |
front of you for re

Carving tools:
project requires the
ing: 3mm and 6mm
els (60 degree); #3x
#4x14mm, #5x8mm,
#7x6mm gouges; Flx
flat chisel (optional).

Supplies: Transfes
per, pencil, mallet,
tive gloves, double-faced
6x6" or larger backer boass
(plywood works fine),
tured alcohol.

Carving stock: 1'4x2
tight- and straight-grained
mahogany.

How-to video: Need
help with your carving?
find Mary’s helpful videa
ing lessons (marymay:
com/carvingschool) for
rosette and other highboy
details—acanthus leaf,
shell, cartouche, and finia
monthly subscription).
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“| recommend making small,
gentle cuts that test the
grain direction. If you feel the
grain fighting you, tum the
tool around and try going in

the opposite direction.”
— Mary May

With a 6mm V-chisel, carve a channel %" deep
next to the lines drawn. | recommend making
V-cuts to protect fragile parts of the carving from
breaking. If | were to make a vertical, defining
cut (see Step 5) without making a V-cut first, |
would be cutting straight into the flat surface of
the wood and potentially breaking parts of the
petal. By making a V-cut first, | remove the bulk
of the wood along that line. Then, when | make
that vertical cut on the line (next step) the wood
gives towards the V-chisel cut and saves the
edge of the petal from breaking.

With a #4x14mm gouge, make a vertical cut di-
rectly on the line drawn, which defines the edge
of each petal. Make this cut slightly deeper than
the V-cut in Step 4.

Continuing to use the #4x14mm gouge, remove
stock from this section of the petal down to

the depth of the cut made in Step 5, giving the
appearance that this petal goes underneath the
petal next to it. Remember that grain changes
directions as you cut each of these petals.

Qf
o

Using a #4x14mm gouge turmned beve! s
and a #3x6mm gouge turned bevel side
round over the center part of each petal.
Remove all flat parts of the petal.

<

Draw a line on each of the petals that will iden-
tify the inside edge of the hollow that is around
the edge of each of the petals.

With a #7x6mm gouge, carve a hollow shape
that goes around the outer edge of each petal.
Make sure the shape goes right along the
outside edge to create a high, sharp edge. Make
this cut about %" deep.

96

American Period Furm




L6

"JNO S|y} J0} [eap] SI JaLod dieys B yum [8siyo
-\ "UORDaIP Yoea Ul [Iyumop ob pue juiod
19yBIy 8y} WO LEIS "SaUl| YOJRY-SSOID Y}

uo ARoallp SINo-A 8XeL ‘BSILo-A WE B YU

"a)}asol 8y} Jo
ubisep Buiyoley-sS040 J8JUBD BU) 10} SaUl| MBI

"8119S0J 8y} JO JjUa0 JoalIp 3y} JE paLUle ale
SN0 UNoA ains axey ‘aoueseadde papjuum e e
-jod ay3 sanIb siy| "fe1ad ayj Jo J9juad sy} Jnoqe
1e Buiie)s ‘a)esol 8y} JO J8JULD B} pIEMO)
UMOP SIND WOPUEY 9)ELL ‘[8SIYo-A WWE B YU

U

‘feyed auy Jo jsal
auy} yum suiol y aseym abpu ybly B yum adeys
padooos snoinqo ue Bupjew ‘fejad ayy o 8qo)

Krepuooass ayj dn ueajo ‘aBnob wwgxg# e Yum

IO Sily Sxew

0} |00} 84} Jjey Inoge Ajuo pasn | nq ‘ebnob
WIIGXG# B PUBLLLLIODSI | '8ZIS AL} J[eY INoge
INq ‘01 delS Ul SB IND YOJOU JB|ILIS B SXe

>

810 wydesmm

‘ejad ayj e
apIS JAYJ0 B} UO SBYDJOU |[BLUS Y} Ul MBIQ

N

‘
¢

Y —

*SIND SWES 8U} JO SMBIA [BUORIE
-pe om} apinoid (8A0GE) PO L PUB 90 | SOJ0Yd
19W09 dieys
‘ues|o e ul Buipue ‘[ejed ayj ojul SBWOD I §
Jamoureu pue [ejad ayj JO SpISINO ayj} Je Japl
aq p|noys yojou siy3 jo adeys ay] usuios
apisul dieys e Je 198w pjNoys SjNo OM] 88
*a|Bue JybiIs € Je (gL 030yd) INO puodaes &
e ‘Te3ad ay} Jo ped urew ayy ol age
I[LUS 8y} SPUB)X® (BOL 0J0Yd) INO [BO1E
Wbrens v sind oM} JO S]SISUOD IO S| [e3ae
yoea uo aqo| Arepuooss abie| sy} Bue
N2 yojou e axew ‘abnob wwgxg# e y)



Another way to make these cuts is with a #3 flat
chisel. Make two cuts at a slight angle to create
a sharp V-shape.

When you are finished with the carving, brush
denatured alcohol along the edge to release the
double-faced tape. Because solvents can be
toxic, use appropriate safety gloves and proper
ventilation during this step.

With a flat chisel or sharp putty knife, lift the
carving off the backer board. Some of the
double-faced tape may stick to the carving.
Brush on more denatured alcohol to release the
remaining tape.

To finish detailing the back side, clamp the
rosette gently with a cloth or pad to protect the
carving. With a 6mm V-chisel, make a cut at the
inside corners and down the back side.

=\ g .’ < 8 _ .
Using a gouge with a slight curve (I used a
#3x12mm), remove any stock where the original
saw cuts are still visible. The V-cut in Step 19
clears the way to make this cut easier. The outer
edge of the rosette should come to a nice point,
with no original sawed edge showing.

What about sanding?

To minimize the need of sand-
ing, try to make all the cuts as
cleanly as possible.

Sanding the surface removes
the burnished appearance
from sharp tools. If you believe
the surface would look better
sanded, remove tool facets with
320-grit sandpaper, being care-
ful not to lose any of the sharp
definition in the carving.

Avoid carving the piece after
sanding; grit from the sand-
paper could become embedded
into the wood and quickly dull
your chisels. ®

I'm a bit like the cobbler without any
shoes: | make a lot of carvings for
others but rarely get to keep anything
carved for myself.

About eight years ago, | had an
opportunity to carve the details for
two Philadelphia Highboy reproduc-
tions. Furnituremaker Danny Hinson of
Charleston, South Carolina, built the
two highboys and asked me to make
the carvings for both. We had a perfect
arrangement: Danny kept one highboy
and | kept the other. | thought that was &
great deal, because that’s the only way
| actually got to have a carved piece of
furniture in my home.

We had some difficult finding a plass
in our home for the highboy because #e
cartouche reached 8'2", and most of our
home’s ceilings are lower than 8'. Imag-
ine a real-estate agent trying to sell owr
house: “Well, they had to sell because
their highboy didn't fit.”

Fortunately, it didn’t have to come
down to that, as our bedroom has a
vaulted ceiling and the highboy just &
with about one-half inch to spare.
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