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“...we are losing 
our compassion, and 
therefore our desire 

to physically socialize. 
Through my art, I am 
striving to slow, if not 
stop that direction.”

About the Artist
After years of art 

education and a 

career in illustration, 

Lou opened his fi rst 

commercial art studio 

in 1977. Lou continues to exhibit his work 

and share his knowledge with aspiring 

artists. His studio is in Gustavus, AK, where 

in addition to carving wood, Lou carves stone 

and makes jewelry. To see his work, visit his 

website at www.camaloustudio.com.

The 
artistic 
vision 
of Lou 
Cacioppo
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A mask is a great project to refi ne 
your carving skills. Carving a face 
at life-size scale makes it easier 
to add details. Masks are a great 
way to experiment with facial 
expressions and diff erent features. 
 Symmetry is paramount. It is 
impossible to get a mask perfectly 
symmetrical, but it is always the 
goal. As you carve, look at the piece 
from every angle. If you only look 
at it from one angle, your eye will 
make false adjustments. Turn it upside down, or hold it up to a mirror. 
Hold the mask between your knees so you can only see the tip of the nose; 
then slowly rotate it towards you. Anything out of symmetry will be 
easily spotted.   
 Never lose sight of the fact that you are creating a face. Carve the 
eyelids as though they are covering an eyeball. Th ink “fl esh” when 
modeling the face instead of “removing wood.” When modeling the lips, 
think about their softness and curves.  
 Sanding is just as important as the rough carving. You will spend as 
much time sanding the mask as carving it. To get the most use out of your 
sandpaper, use a putty knife to cover a full sheet of 120-grit sandpaper 
with contact cement. Spread it evenly across the back of the paper in 
a thin layer. Let it dry; then fold it in half, and roll it fl at with a dowel 
to fi rmly stick it together. Cut it into small squares. Th e double-layer 
prolongs the life of the sandpaper and gives it excellent rigidity. 

project mask

Combine realistic 
facial features with 
stylized techniques 
for a striking display
by Mary Cook
Carved by Lou Cacioppo

Wood 
Choices
Lou uses a half-

round of red alder 

for this mask, but a boxwood block will 

also work. When working with green 

wood, it’s important to remember that 

the outside will dry faster than the core, 

which normally results in cracking. When 

you’re not working on the piece, keep it 

in a plastic bag to slow down the drying 

process. By the time you get to the detail 

work, the wood should be completely dry 

and free of cracks.

     Elf 
Country 
    Stylized 
           Mask
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Shape the head. Use a hand grinder equipped with a 

carbide disk. Defi ne the neck and chin with a ¾  "-diameter fl ame-

shaped carbide bur and a 2½  "-diameter cup bur in a fl exible shaft 

tool. Detail the ears with your tools of choice. 

6

1

Transfer the major landmarks. Cut out the eyes, mouth, 

and nose on the pattern and transfer these to the blank. Use 

dividers to check the symmetry. Remove the material from around 

the nose with a 7mm #9 gouge. 

3

Rough out the mask. Remove the material from under the 

chin with a straight chisel and a large carving knife. Remove the 

material from around the ears with a 7mm #9 gouge and a mallet. 

Smooth the contours of the face with a 1" straight chisel.

2

Refi ne the nose and brow ridge. Establish the 

prominence of the nose and the depth of the inner eye. Bring both 

sides of the nose down evenly. Draw landmarks, remove them, 

and re-draw them. Don’t lose the centerline or the eye lines.

4

Refi ne the mask. Carve a gentle arc from the centerline 

down to the top of each ear, about an inch in from the back. Use 

dividers or the negative template to keep things symmetrical. 

Continue to work down the sides of the nose. The nose is a key 

area. Rough out the eyeball area. Begin to hollow out the back.

5

Rough out the blank. Mark a centerline on the fl at side. 

Trace the pattern on the front and cut away the waste. Transfer 

the centerline to the front and sides. Re-trace the pattern using 

the centerlines. Mark the top and bottom of the ears. Mark the 

highest point (tip of the nose) by pressing an awl into the pattern. 
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Carve the mouth. Use a knife to make a V-cut between the 

lips. Carve the indent above the upper lip. The upper lip protrudes 

about 1⁄8" more than the lower lip. Remove material from beneath 

the bottom lip with a 5mm #8 gouge to create a natural curve.

7

Remove more wood from the back. Use a 30mm #8 

gouge and a mallet, scooping out towards the center. This makes 

the mask lighter, and by removing more core, which stays wet 

longer, you help the wood dry out more evenly, preventing cracks.

9

Check the lips for symmetry. Crease a piece of paper 

against the lips. Flip the piece of paper over to the other side 

to compare. Is one side longer or curved diff erently?  Make 

corrections as needed.

8

Detail the eyes. The inside corners of the eyes, established 

by the work on the nose, are the key to the depth of the mask. 

Make V-cuts into the eye openings . Use dividers to mark the iris 

and pupil locations with a vertical line. Start at the highest point 

of the eyeball, and carve away from it. Re-establish the eye slits.

10

Sand the mask. Sand away the tool marks, but pay close 

attention to contours and shapes. Use a carbide-tipped rotary 

tool to take off  heavy areas and to get into places you can’t reach 

with the sandpaper. Contour the facial features with 150-grit 

sandpaper. Sand again with fl exible 3M sanding pads: medium, 

fi ne, and ultra-fi ne. Hollow the nostrils with a 3⁄8"-diameter drill 

bit and the inner corners of the eyes with a 1⁄8"-diameter drill bit.

11
Finish hollowing the mask. Use your tool of choice. 

Scoop out behind the eyeballs so you can carve the lids. Use a 

1"-diameter fi ne carbide ball to remove the tool marks on the 

inside of mask. Use a stump cutter to shape the ears and smooth 

the inside with 150-grit sandpaper. Use a 2mm spherical bur to 

remove deep holes or nicks. Use 220-sandpaper followed by a 

medium 3M sanding pad.

12
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Detail the lips. Use a #11 X-Acto knife and a piece of 150-

grit sandpaper to remove tool marks. With the #11 blade, make 

the opening where the lips meet as deep as possible without 

making it any wider. Round both lips with 50-grit sandpaper. 

Make shallow V-cuts in the lips with the #11 blade and round the 

tops with 220-grit sandpaper or a micro fl ame-tip diamond bur.

13

Add the tree to the face. Draw the tree outline on the face 

with a pencil.  Use a #2 Sable Sceptre Gold II brush and Golden 

Fluid acrylic paint in Carbon Black. Thin the paint slightly with 

water. Thick paint out of the tube will leave brush strokes. Paint on 

the opposite eyebrow with thinned Golden Fluid Raw Umber.

15

Sand the entire mask a fi nal time. Use a medium 3M 

diamond pad. Sand it again with a fi ne pad. Look the mask over, 

and make necessary adjustments to symmetry or rough spots. Use 

a brush to apply a thin coat of penetrating oil, and let it sit for 30 

minutes. Dampen a rag with paint thinner, and rub off  any excess 

oil. The oil will seal the wood for painting and prevent bleeding.

14

Prepare the backer. Cut a wooden mounting bar to fi t the 

contours on the back of the mask. Cut the disc, and attach four 

pieces of wood to the back. Apply two coats of gesso to the front 

of the disc, sanding between each coat with a fi ne 3M pad. Paint 

the disc black with acrylic paint and an airbrush, if possible.

16

Mount the mask on the disc. Nail two brads into the 

mounting bar; then cut the heads off . Use double-sided tape to 

temporarily mount the bar in the mask. Use the brads to mark the 

position of the mask on the disc. Pull the nails out, and drill holes 

where the nails had been. Epoxy 1" pieces of copper wire in the 

holes and epoxy the bar to the mask. Drill holes at the marks on 

the disc. Use the wire to secure the mask to the disc.

17

Paint the extension of branches onto the disc. Use a 

warm color that complements the color of the wood.

18
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Photocopy at 125% or desired size.
Note to professional copying services. 

You may make up to ten copies of this 

pattern for the personal use of the buyer 

of this magazine.  

MATERIALS:
Half-round wood of choice 7" x 8½  " 

x 10" (I use red alder or boxwood)

¼  " x 113⁄8"-diameter Masonite or 

hardboard (backing board)

1" x 1" x 8" piece of wood (any 

kind) for back of mask

4 pieces of wood (any kind) 

1¼  "x1¼  "x 6½  " (spacers) 

Sandpaper - 120, 150, 220 grits

Penetrating oil

Paint thinner

3M diamond sanding pads - 

medium, fi ne, and ultra-fi ne

Gesso

Golden Fluid acrylics - Carbon 

Black, Raw Umber, & Titan Buff 

Airbrush

Brad nails

2 each - 1" pieces of copper wire 

Sheetrock screws or wood screws 

Epoxy of choice

Contact cement

TOOLS:
Small hand hatchet or adz

Carving knife

1” straight chisel

X-Acto knife with #11 blade 

30mm #8 gouge

7mm #9 gouge

8½   oz. mallet

Carbide rotary carving bits: 

¾  " flame, 3⁄16" ball, ¾  " ball, 

½  " coarse ball, ¾  " coarse ball, 

1" coarse ball, 1" fine ball

Bench rotary tool

4" side grinder

Carbide carving wheels, 

2½  "-and 4"-diameter

Small diamond bur of choice 

2mm spherical diamond bur

Power drill with 3⁄8"-and 

1⁄8"-diameter drill bits

Detail sander

Thimble sander

#2 Sable Sceptre Gold II 

paintbrush

materials
& tools

SPECIAL SOURCES:
ELF COUNTRY ART - Lou has made T-shirts and fi ne art prints of his Elf 

Country artwork available. The prints are available for $54 +$6.50s&h. 

T-shirts are available in light grey and stone-wash blue for $22 (long-

sleeve) or $18 (shortsleeve) + $5s&h. Camalou Studio, P.O. Box 213, 

Gustavus, AK, 99826, 907-697-2137, elfcountry@camaloustudio.com.

About the 
Author
Mary Cook has 

lived in Gustavus, 

AK, for 11 years. 

She writes a 

monthly column for the Juneau 

Empire and is a close friend of 

Lou Cacioppo.


