
OSIC owl eslgn

ecently, woodturning hos been much con-
cerned with the wondrous world of corved,
pierced, ond colored turnings, but with this
orticle, I om recommending o return to the
bosics of bowl design. Bowls remoin the

most ubiquitous of turned objects. They ore so useful for
holding things. such os solods, fruifs, peonuis, keys, ond
chonge, qnd when they ore done well, they ore lovely.
But thot's the trick-to moke them well. They present mony
design chollenges, ond o refresher look of the elements of
good bowl design is olwoys timely.

Our touchstone is Richord Roffon's mosterly The Art of
Turned Bow/s, o revision of his eorlier ond excellent Turned-
Bowl Design. I hove obsorbed-inholed-both these books
ond ioken thelr lessons to heort. My intent here is to distill
whot I hove leorned obout design (rother ihon technique)
during the production of hundreds of bowls over the yeors,
olwoys with reference to Roffon.

HIH PNilGPl[S
Look for two things in o good bowl: lifl ond hefl. By lift, I

meon ihe shope of the bowl ond how well it stonds out
from its supporting surfoce. By heft, I meon the feel of the
bowl when you pick it up.

. Lift is o combinotion of severol visuol elements: the
generol shope, flow of the profile. the footing, the rim ond
its thickness, the size of the opening, ond ihe width in relo-
tion io height.

. Heft comes from the weight of the bowl ond the dis-
tribution of thot weight between wolls ond foot, the thick-
ness ond uniformity of ihe bowl wolls, ond the finish.

You will notice thot on emphosis on groin or color is

not o foctor here, or rother, it is o minor foctor. Roffon dis-
counts lhe importonce of the wood for o bowl (conectly, I

believe), his orgument being thol wood color ond groin
fode over time, but lift ond heft do not. I know spolted ond
burl bowls sell well ond con be quite mognificent, but we
need to see beyond the flosh of the wood to the bosic
design. Over time-o long time perhops (we wont our
bowls io lost)-oll woods look the some. Though morvelous
wood moy be visuolly impressive. it connot tell hefi; ond
this other holf of ihe story con only be known by hondling
the bowl. Gollery ort does not guorontee o sotisfoctory
bowl.

sG0n$
As o rule of thumb, I usuolly soy thot out of ien bowls lhot I

moke, one will be o keeper-thot is, hove the mogic com-
binotion of elemenis thot moke it o showpiece. Whot this
mogic is remoins elusive. One will be o dud thot is fit for
throwing owoy or cutting in holf, ond the remoining eight
will be more or less occeptoble. So let us use the scole
from I to l0 os o meosure of my ossessment of o bowl's
design. And remember, perfection is unotioinoble; it is the
elusive ond olwoys beyond-reolity ideol. This is whot mokes
bowl turning so foscinoting. You con otiempt severol repe-
iitions of the some shope, soy o simple cone, ond they will
be subtly different, with only one coming close to o len if
you ore lucky, ond none will be "perfect" [see the sidebor
on Smith's Low of the Uniqueness of Things.)

I like to soy thot I hove not hqd to buy o wedding or
housewqrming present for twenty yeors, olthough I om
coreful to give high-scoring bowls-the sevens ond
eights-owoy os representotives of the ort (the threes ond
fours pile up in boxes in the bosement for o fote yet to be
determined).

silAP[$
As for shope, the emphosis (for me) on bowl design should

Purporled lo be hundreds of yeors old, this 5"
diomeler onlique Chlnese celqdon bowl ls dellcqte ond

lovely lo hold; the slde hos o subile ogee curve.



'.ffi't

mith's Low of the
Uniqueness of Things

This ow stotes, ci its mosi generol, thot everything in the
universe is unique-unique in oppeoronce, composition,
ond position in spoce-time. There ore profound philosophi-
col imp:icot:ons of this lcw, bu- qs woodworkers. we cele-
broie -his low ond the "one-offness" of bowis ond turnings,
cnd of course, the beouty qnd foscinqiion of woocj is its
very uniqueness ond voriobility.

There ore severo corollqries to this low, ond one proc-
i:col version is ihot "in ony collection of similor objects, ot
leost one wiil behove differently in use." Turn ten spindies
ond one will be differeni-in groin, flexibi ity, or f'nish. Buy c
box of screws, ond oi eost one will sirip when being used.
Buy o corton of eggs, qnd one will hove o ininner shell
even when ihe eggs in the corton will hcve olreody been
preselected for uniformi:y. We tolk cbcut pecs in o pod os
on exoniple of the s'r'nilority of things, but even then I would
woger thoi one of those peos will be sweeter, smo ler, or
somehow different from ihe others. We hond-select opples
in the morket from o pile of opporently identicol opples.

Mcnufocturers o'ihings fight this lqw qll fhe time. Tne
sc,ence of s;oiisticol quolily control is geored to e,iminoting
vorionces. but the ideol oi zero oefects remoins on ideol. I

remember wotching o production line for lobeling plostic
bot+les. Eocn botile wos slocped with the lobel ond then
outomoticolly inspected by on imoge-processing unll.
Remorkobly, one in every few thousond bottles hod to be
rejected becouse the lobel wos crooked or even occo-
slonolly upside down (how this could hoppen boffled the
engineers). There wos o puff of oir ond the reject wos
kicked off +he conveyer belt. So even wiih sophisticoted
mochinery ond strict controls. there ore still unique events.

Ore fomous woodturning exomo e thot demons.lrotes
the low by exception is lhe mohogony solod set thqt
Jomes Prestini mode in l?39. l1 is one of the founciotionoi
inspirotions of modern woodfurning. The moin lorge bow
hos seven identicol srnoller ones surrounding it, touching
the moin bowl ond eoch other. The ornozing port is thot
the seven smqller bowls ore precisely icieniicol. This is the
inverse of one-offness. I oon't wont io know how mony
reiects were mode oiong the woy.

Here is onother proci,coi resuli of the Lqw of ihe
Uniqueness of Ihings: oiwoys oJy more ihon you need
(obou; l0% is o good number) . Thot's why we buy screws in
boxes cnd eggs in cortons. f you need ien spindles, one
will not behove, so rnqke qn exiro one io be sofe.

This low exoioins why perfec+ion is so elusive.

be on the simple, closslcoi forms. I use the word
"clossicol" becouse these shooes go bock thou,
sonds of yeors. lt is o useful exercise to consider the
ort of the potier or glossblower in history, qs shown
by excmples thot survive. They survive becouse
they ore treosured. The design principles in these
orts porollel the ort of the turner; ceromic or gloss
bowls ond wooden bowls shcre ihe some oesthet-
ics. I hove on oncient smoll celodon bowl irom
Chino thot is of exquisite design ond elegonce,
ond I hove yet to moke o turned bowl to moich it
(see Fig. 1). lt would ioke o book to review these
clossicol shooes ond their voriotions...but we hqve
the book.

Whether conicol, clcsed, or ogee-shoped, the
flow of the woll shouid be o curve. There is o simple
test for inis-the Ru/er Iesl. Hoid o flot edge
ogoinsl the profiie. ond it should touch the curve
ot one point only. ond o srnoll point of thol-von-
ish ngly smoll to be exoct (see Fig. 2). Flots ond
burnps in the profile reciuce the score o few points.
Curves should f ow, but even then, some curves
ore more pieosing tnon others: o dosh of osymme-
try odds spice io design.

0rc0BAI|0ts
Beods ond grooves con rescue o bow from medi-
ocrity or'd notch it up o few levels. The generol rule
is thot if the bowl is simple cnd pioin, decorotion
con enhonce the design; for exomple, one or
three grooves con be ploced neor the top to
enhonce the rim. (Design poinl: odd numbers of
elements ore more oppeoling ihon even-three

This bowl foils the ruler test becouse il is
flol between obout lhe 2lo 4 cm mqrks. This is
o common problem with ring bowls becouse of

the melhod of loying up the rings ond lhen
blending lhe curves when lhe woll is thin in oreos.



Ihis bowl hos nice weight ond pleosing
curves, qnd is o pleosure to hold,

grooves insteod of lwo, for exomole.) On the olher hond,
:f tne bowl is ousy ond the groin is wild, oeods ond grooves
only .noke ihe dcsign ousier.

Beods provide better hond ing. lnloys cre effective in
filting voids ond bcrk inclusiors; I use o lot of lurquoise dust
with cyonoocrylote glue (CA or superglue). lnslde o bowi,
especioily one thot is being used for food. c I crocks ond
pits shouid be filled wth sonding dust ord CA to provicle o
uniform surfcce.

Ittr
Turning c fooi on o bowl is occepioble cnd cqn odd rc or
cetroct ircm the overo I design, depenoing on how it is

executed. A foot generol y odds lirl io be sure. One con-
siderciion, rowever, mokes rne less inclined io odd o fcot:
it exccily oefines ihe bcse ol:he bowl, whe.eos wiihcut o
foot the lift from ihe surfoce is more .nysterious ond s;bile.

There is rnuch debote oboui the size of o foot or con-
toct po'nt sons pied. Too lorge o foot ond ihe bowl is

clu.ky ond sits ihere without ift. Too smo I (l hcve seen
some lovely cones resting on o pornt the size of o dime)
ond ihe utility of the piece is compromised. There is no
definiiive orrswer. The mcg c tells wl^en i1 is right. But o foct
obout one-quorter lhe diomeier is o gooc stori.

R!]II
I like to moke the rirn beve s+roight ond perpendiculo: to
ihe wol s o- the rim. lf the rim is horzontol, then the outer
edge will be thin, frogile, ono shorp. Rounded rims often
wcrk, but lock orecision. Flcred or beoded rims work when
mode well. Undercul inneti-s odd on e'ement of mys-
lery. Rims thot subtly wcro wiih ttme ond noturol-edge
bowls wiih their intrins'c wove ore {usuolly) oitroctlve.

I would odd o noie ne'e. S nce I fovor simple beve e:
''ms, clossic shopes, cnc 'cc:ress bowls, these elen-e--.

moke up ond define my persono/ sty/e. Over time, my
bowls wir snore these distinc'tive iouches qnd qes'thetics.
When I wrile c letter (or more likely on e-moll, since hond-
writing is o losl ort). I hove my own style. good or bod.
When I turn bowls, I olso hove o s1yle. li is worth culiivoting
such o styie, but it tckes :ime ond o greot number of
bowls.

WTIGIII
The momeni of iruth in bowl turning is when the bowl is

finolly ported from the lothe. ond the turner gets to gouge
its weight qnd heft. Getting to the finol thickness ond
shoce before porting is importont becouse once thot
porting cut is mode, you ore rorgely stuck wilh the results.
Finlshing the bottom of the bowl (whether footed or not)
to remove cnuck morks is on opportunity to thin out the
bottom where the weight usuolly siis (does this sound
fcmilior?), since we connot reodily gouge thickness there;
but this moy leod to osymmetric bottoms or, even worse.
bottoms thot ore too thln. Jom chucklng o bowl to odd
rim decorotion or even reduce woll thickness is even more
risky oecouse of lhe dongers cf o cotch or unevenness.

Visuol y, the woll thickness ot the rim is o good indico-
tor of its heft. We should oim jor obout l/4" os o guideline.
The toctile sensitivity of fingertips feeling the woll between
ther'n s onoiher j.ldge of euolity. Evenness of thickness is

desiroble, but not on obsolute foctor-the bottom con be
thicker. especiolly on toller vessels io provide stobiliiy. The
inner profile does not hove to motch ihe outer one exoct-
iy-ii should complemert il. Thinness or thickness beyond
obou: I /4" is o dongerous oreo-the bowl moy then be
too thin or too heovy. Though thin wqlls ore lechnlcolly
impressive, their uiility is problemotic. Wc 1s ihot ore too
thick moy give utilitorion robusiness, but do not give the
sense of refinement we unconsciously expect. There is on
expectotion thot smoll bowls ore light ond lorge bowls ore
heovier. ond lhe unexpected is remorkoble, but moy not
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Ihis elm bowl is clunky ond thick-whol wos I thinking?
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This vose would moinly be o disploy
piece wilh good lifl ond hett.

work well.
Roffon recommends ihot we cut o few bowls in holf to

observe the woll thickness ond our technique. We leqrn
more this woy thon by holding onto o poor somple. He is

right. olthough this is o hord thing to do ofter spending
time ond effort on o piece. I usuolly woit for bowls with
scores of two or three to do thisl On the other hond, we
hove to guord ogoinst the foult of preciousness-moking
bowls thot ore so speciol, fine, ond voluoble thot we
opprooch lhem in owe. Cutting bowls in holf kills precious-
ness.

And o bowl should be used-l hove no hesitotion
obout presenting o solod in o fine, beoded ook bowl thot
could be shown in on exhibition; lt is o quiet delight. I hove
no hesitotlon in kneoding breod dough in o lorge utllitorion
osh bowl of the ploinest color. lt is equolly o delight.

A smooth finish with no turning or sonding morks is

necessory for higher scores. I usuolly buff my bowls when
dry to o subtle woxed sheen, olthough o light wood bowl
finished to remoin pole con be left motte. I om often sur
prised thot o buffed ond polished bowl feels lighier thon
the unpolished one-the toctile smoothness odds some
subtle groce. Over time ond with good use, o bowl will
develop its own deep potino.
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Flg. 6

Three curved rims ore shown (from left): box elder, osh, qnd flome mople.



GIIIIllUES
11 is o good proctice to critique your own bow s, ond I om
going to do o few of my own here. I reolize.tho' critiques
ore olwoys sub]ective ond ihof the reoder moy or moy not
ogree with my ossessment...

Critique #1: This rc'1 /2' diometer x 4" wolnut bowl (see

Fig. 3) hos nice weight, pleosing curves, ond o good lus-

trous finish, mcking it o pleosure to hondle. Noie the
beveled rim, which hos olso developed o subtle wove
over iime. The wqlnut is otiroctive (olthcugh we ore igncr-
ing the look of the wood here). lt's olmost o 10. but ii's not
quite "stupendous," so I wiil give ii o 9. I would be hoppy
lo use this in lhe <iichen or for disploy.

Critique #2: Whqt wos I doing? I think this 9" diomeier x
4" elm ulililcrlon bowl is clunky ond thick-neoring 1/2" cn
ihe lower wolls {see Fig.4). ihere ore only two grooves
insteod of the recommended three on ihe side. This is o 4;

my excuse is ihot it is one of the flrst bowls I mode ofter o
hiotus of o few monlhs ond I hod definitely lost the touch.
It shouid be cut in holf for o demonstrotion of how not to
Ieove fhe wolls. but it is utiliiorisn ond robust. ond some-
one mlght use it for vegetobles.

Critique #3: This Z" diometer x T" spolted mople vose
would not be very useful for flowers or fruit (with the lower
wolhole), so ii is moinly o disploy piece (see Fig.5).lt hos
good lift ond heft. The extro weight on the bottom-which
is noi evident in ihis photo-ls good for siobility. This is o 9.

Critique #4: Here ore ihree curved rims (fro,'n /eft): box
elder, osh, onci flome mople (see Fig.6). The box elder rim
is undercut ond shows o tontolizing shcdow on the inside.
However, on the outside, il needs something to breo< ihe
curve up io the rim-o smoll groove mighi work, bui it is

too lote now. This is o 7. The osh bow is siurdy, with good
heft, ond ihe rolled over edge mokes for good hondling.
Give it o 9! Ihe mople bowl looks os good os the osh here,

but when picking it up, the woll under the rim turns oui to
feel too thin ond upsets the bolonce of the bowl. lt's o
shqme, but it only deserves o 6.

Criiique #5: Alihough the bose is brood, the inword
flowing sides ond the subtle lift from the toble gives this ?"

diomeier x2-1 12'mople burl bowl good oppeol, it olso hos
o fine heft (see Fig. 7). Note the inwqrd bevel of ihe rim; I

think this bowl is o keeper ond I generously give it o lC.

flrAr.TltouG[Is
Simple ond clunky moy be eosy enough, but simple ond
elegont is not. The possion for bowls is the seorch for this
simple elegonce thqt will be odmired for generotions. To

get ihere meons combining yeors of proctice ond iech-
nique with o crlticol ond ruthless oesthetic eye on the
mony foctors thot go ioword the whole design. One good
bowl is oetter thon severol middling ones. But ihe ortist is

never sotisfied, ond ihe quest for perfection continues
relentlessly in the workshop. while the piles in the bose-
ment grow lorger.

Potor il. Smith

Peier Smith is o nolive of
Aberdeen, Scotlond. but cur-
renlly llves in Prlnceton, New
Jersey. He hos been o wood-
turner for mqny yeors, ond lurns
bowls of oll shopes qnd slzes,
uslng the rich vorlety of nqllve
hordwoods found in his oreo.
Peler's work is in mony collec-
tions (ond kitchens) notlonwide,
ond he hos olso wrltlen ond
demonslroled extensively.

ln his workshop, Peter uses lhree lolhes ond o vori-
ety of tools lo turn found logs lnlo one-of-o-klnd
pieces. His bowls ronge from nonutilitorion hollow
spheres lo functlonol solod bowls. Peter's olm ls to sim-
plify fhe bowl's form following ?he clossicol shopes of
bowls ond vessels thol hove evolved over time ln vorl-
ous cultures, ond to bring out lhe bequty ol the wood
whoiever its finol utility.

ln belween bowls ond lhe demonds of job ond
fomily, Peter finds time lo turn smoll objects, such os
pens, lops, boxes, ond letler openers, ond lo moke
Shoker furnilure.The inword flowing sides ond sublle lifl

from lhe toble give lhis bowl good oppeol.


