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Tony Cortese explains Relief Carving on Turnings 
Tony Cortese, a resident of Romeo, Florida, 
demonstrated the art of relief carving on 
turned pieces at our May meeting.  After be-
coming a wood turner and a carver of gun-
stocks, he decided to combine the two arts 

and produce 
relief carvings 
on pieces from 
the lathe.  
 
Tony started his 
presentation by 
discussing pro-
ject thickness.  
If the carving is 
only to be 
pierced then the 
piece should be 
between 1/16 
and 2/16 of an 
inch thick.  If 

the piece is to receive relief carving, it should 
be no less than 3/16 of an inch thick.   
 
Good lighting and proper magnification are 
essential to carving, as is high-speed carving 
equipment.  The equipment should be air-
compressor run, and operating at 250K to 
400K RPM.  An electric  rotary type carver 
running at 18K to 26K rpm may be used, but 

some tearout should be expected. 
 
Mr. Cortese estimated that turning of the pro-
ject will be 20% of the total work; layout and 
design, 60%; and carving 20%.   
 
First, the piece should be sealed and 
sanded.  Then the carving pattern is applied.  
This may be done by freehand or by transfer 
from a photo-
copy, carbon 
paper, or self-
adhesive ma-
terial.   
 
After the de-
sign pattern 
has been ap-
plied, use a 
straight bit to out-
line the entire 
pattern,  Then, 
using a larger round bit, outline the entire 
pattern to better emphasize it.  Details can 
now be carved to give form, shape, and 
depth.  It is best to let delicate and fragile 
areas until last so as to avoid damage to the 
turned piece.   
 
Finish is then applied as desired.   

 

 

Examples of Mr. Cortese’s work 
Tony Cortese explaing the art of 
relief carvbing 



Show & Tell—May 09 

Bill Smith - 
An ornament made from cy-
press and finished with Deft, 
shellac, and plasticoat 

Bill Smith - 
A bowl made 
from mahog-
any and fin-
ished with 
Valspar 
enamel 

Jim Bergman - 
A carved bowl made from ma-
hogany and finished with Danish 
oil 

Gene Combs - 
Flowers—turned and carved wood in Back-
sia vase   Lidded vase of ambrosia maple 
and walnut.  All finished with lacquer 

Jim Schroeer - 
Natural-edge nut bowl made 
from mesquite and finished 
with lacquer 

Jeff Matter - 
Open-segmented bowl made from many 
woods and finished with lacquer 
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