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What Makes a Chisel Cut Well and How Do You Tell?

A sharp chisel cuts through the fibres in the wood cleanly and 
doesn’t tear them.

The waste wood comes away easily.

You don’t have to fight the chisel and it is a pleasure to use.

It leaves a smooth, clean surface that doesn’t need sanding.
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What Makes a Chisel Cut Well and How Do You Tell?

A sharp edge is created where the surface of the chisel face and the 
surface of the bevel intersect with the thinnest possible edge 

created.

The thin cutting edge severs wood fibres without tearing, cleanly 
removing material.

So what does that actually mean?



What Makes a Chisel Cut Well?

Chisel Face

When the intersection of the Face and Bevel 
form a sharp angle the edge will be sharp.



What Makes a Chisel Cut Well?

Chisel Face

When the intersection of the Face and Bevel 
form a rounded intersection it won’t.



What Do We Mean By The Bevel Angle?

The angle made by the inside and outside faces of the chisel where they meet 
at the cutting edge.



What Makes a Chisel Cut Well?

Carving Chisels have a bevel angle that is between 15 and 25 degrees.

The edge of a 15 degree chisel bevel is thinner and less robust than a 25 
degree bevel. They both have their uses though.

For our purposes as improving Carvers we should aim for something 
around 18 to 20 degrees.



So How Do We Do That?

First we have to establish the bevel 

New chisels may have this angle already which is a bonus

If you have to change the angle or need to refine the shape of the 
bevel we begin at the grinding wheel.
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So How Do We Do That?

Placing the tool against the grinding wheel in the correct position is 
key

The length of the bevel on the chisel goes across the width of the 
wheel

The chisel forms an angle of 18 to 20 to degrees to the wheel
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The next stage is moving the chisel against the wheel to create a 
smooth, even bevel

How you hold the chisel helps you rotate the chisel against the 
wheel evenly and maintain the sweep of the chisel.



So How Do We Do That?

Keeping the chisel at the correct angle against the wheel, 

pivot the chisel on your finger 

so the point of contact move smoothly across the bevel 

from one side to the opposite side.
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So How Do We Do That?

Once you have a smooth continuous bevel across the chisel at the 
correct angle you need to move on to refining the bevel – making it 

smooth and removing the scratches from the wheel and most 
importantly removing the burr created on the edge from using the 

grinding.

What is the Burr?



That’s a Burr There



What is the Burr?

Grinding creates a very thin piece of metal that remains attached to 
the edge of the chisel

This is known as a Burr or Wire Edge and has to be removed to get 
the cutting edge properly sharp

We do this using the buffing wheel, leather stropping wheel or fine 
surface sharpening stone 



Club Grinding Wheels

The Wakefield workshop has a grinder equipped with an Ashley Iles 
abrasive impregnated rubber wheel and a buffing wheel

Brooksbank has a Tormec and Ashley Iles grinding wheels

The basic process is the same even though the different machines 
have slightly different ways to achieve a sharp edge 



Refining the Bevel Creates a Sharp Edge

You need a polished, scratch free edge to the bevel

Applying the chisel bevel to the buffing wheel which has had a 
polishing soap applied, will remove the burr, polish out the 

scratches from the wheel and create a sharp edge.



Refining the Bevel Creates a Sharp Edge

Using a Tormek with a leather stropping wheel the bevel can be 
polished using the same technique as used 

on the grinding wheel.

Or I tend to put the chisel in line with the wheel 
rather than across it



So How Do We Do That?



The Final Stage?

To finally refine the edge we use a manual strop

You can make your own or buy one

In its simplest form it is a piece of leather or suede glued to a 
contoured board. It needs a flat section and a curved section

The flat area is used on the bevel

The curved section being used on the internal curve of chisel



Strops?



So How Do We Do That?



The Final Stage?

Key things to remember

You are working to keep the bevel flat and not round over the edge

Work the bevel against the strop keeping it flat against the strop

When you polish the face of the chisels you should try to avoid 
creating a second bevel by lifting the blade so its edge is against 

strop



So There’s the Theory?

Over to Mike for the practical side of actually doing what I have 
discussed.


