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The art we create often reflects our culture 

and our human condition. Several months 

ago, as I was reflecting on the state of our 

economy, I began to think about the 

personal values and traits that help 

us survive these difficult times. Hope, 

love, joy, and peace came to mind. I 

had carved these words on the rim of 

a bowl a few years ago and received 

favorable feedback. I decided to 

develop this concept further.

Wes Jones

Words for  
Our Times

Words for Our Times III, 2009, Chinaberry,  
E. Indian rosewood finial, 221⁄2" × 91⁄4"
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S ome of the personal character 
traits that help people survive 
adversity are perseverance, 

patience, integrity, optimism, 
trust, serenity, and action. Applied 
to artwork, these words become 
symbols that have meaning and evoke 
emotions.

From my initial bowl, I have devel-
oped a series I call “Words for Our 
Times.” Unlike the bowl I made 
several years ago, I wanted the carved 
words to stand out. To accomplish this, 
I did relief carving around each letter 
so that they would stand proud.

Techniques and materials
I used Prismacolor art markers to color 
the words for emphasis and contrast. 
These markers are alcohol-based 
and come in a variety of colors. Each 
marker has a fine and a broad tip that 
makes them easy to use.

I discovered that the shape of a 
hollow form offers a challenge because 
the circumference of the piece decreas-
es as it tapers from the top to the 
bottom. The letters need to change in 
size, shape, and spacing, depending on 
their position on the piece.

When texturing large areas on 
a hollow vessel, it is important to 

maintain uniformity across the entire 
surface. Otherwise, the eye will be 
drawn to variations in the back-
ground, rather than to the intended 
design elements.

Turn a band on a bowl
Photo 1 shows a honey locust bowl 
that has a raised band, just below the 
rim. The band is 11⁄4" wide and 3⁄16" 
higher than the surrounding surface. 
This band is where the words will be 
placed, allowing them to stand out 
on the surface. Sand the outside and 
inside surfaces of the bowl, ending 
with 400 grit abrasive. 

Lettering the surface
I printed out the words on paper, 
which I will lightly glue to the surface 
of a bowl. Experiment with different 
fonts and sizes to get the look you 
want. I found that 122-point type was 
the best fit for this raised band. Photo 
2 shows the words printed in Arial 
bold and Verdana bold. Both of these 
fonts are block letters and are easy to 
carve around.

The raised band on the bowl follows 
the curvature of the surface and is 
slightly smaller in diameter at the 
bottom than at the top. The paper will 
have to curve slightly to follow the 
band. Photo 3 shows the process of 
drawing vertical guidelines in pencil 
on the band so that letters can be 
placed straight.

Photo 4 shows the words with addi-
tional cuts between each of the letters. 
This allows me to slightly curve the 
paper. Leaving the letters attached to 
each other at the bottom makes it easy 
to maintain the proper separation. If 
you need more extreme curvature, you 
can use a program like Word Art to 
manipulate the words.

When pasting the words on the 
bowl, use the vertical pencil lines to 

1
Honey locust bowl is turned with a 
raised band for applying letters.

Make additional cuts between 
letters. These cuts make it easier 
to place the letters on a curved 
surface.

4

3
Draw vertical guidelines around the 
band to aid in placing the letters.

2
Names are printed in Arial bold and 
Verdana bold.

“If you want to 
carve words on your 

woodturnings, there are 
many possibilities. The 
key is to choose words 

or other design elements 
that have meaning 
and will resonate 

emotionally.” 



38 American Woodturner Fall 2009

position each letter. If you measure the 
length of your words and the circum-
ference of the raised band, you can 
plan how much space to leave between 
words. I used watered down white glue 

to attach the printed letters, which is 
just sticky enough to keep the letters in 
place when carving.

On this project, I ended up with 
about 4" of space between each word. 
I decided to carve diamonds in the 
middle of these spaces to break up the 

long textured areas. Diamonds 
have become a signature 

element of these 
pieces.

Carving the letters
I did the carving on this bowl with it 
held in the chuck on the lathe. In the 
past, I have used a multiposition work 
holder or held the work in my lap, but 
it seemed simpler to leave this piece on 
the lathe.

To keep the bowl from moving while 
I was carving, I used a band clamp as 
shown in Photo 5. By tightening the 
band clamp around the chuck and the 
bed of the lathe, the workpiece was 
stabilized, yet could be rotated easily 
by hand. For safety, you may want 
to unplug your lathe while the band 
clamp is attached.

The first step is to carve the outline 
of each letter and the diamonds as 

shown in Photo 6. I like to carve 
down about half the depth of 
the raised band to provide a 
nice relief. I used a 1⁄8"-diameter 
spherical burr for the outlining. 

Don’t try to carve the whole depth 
in one pass. Take light cuts  

and keep the tool moving to avoid 
burn marks.

Words for Our Times II, 2009, 
Red maple with ambrosia 
beetle markings, 61⁄2" × 17"

Detail of Words for Our Times II

6 7
For more aggressive carving, a 
Dremel tool with a 3⁄16"-diameter 
spherical burr is used.

Carve around the outline of 
each letter and design element, 
such as the diamonds.

A band clamp is placed around 
the chuck and the lathe bed to 
stabilize the workpiece while 
doing the carving.

A micro motor carver is easy 
to control and works well for 
carving between the letters.

5 8
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I used a micro motor carver (Photo 7), 
recently purchased from Wood Carvers 
Supply (www.woodcarverssupply.com). 
I have used flexshaft machines and 
Dremel tools in the past, but for detail 
carving, the micro motor is ideal. In 
addition to the 1⁄8" burr, I used 1⁄16"- and 
3⁄32"-diameter burrs in the tight, inside 
corners of the letters.

I switched to a Dremel tool (Photo 
8) with a 3⁄16"-diameter spherical burr 
to texture the open areas between the 
words. The heavier weight of this tool 
allowed me to remove material faster.

Sanding and finishing
After the carving was complete, I 
sanded off the paper letters as shown 
in Photo 9. I made a homemade 
1"-diameter sanding arbor to use with 
the micro motor machine. The sanding 
could have been done by hand, but 
care must be taken to avoid rounding 
over the edges of the letters.

Photo 10 shows 3M brand radial 
bristle discs being used to remove the 
fuzzy fibers from the carved area. These 
handy little sanding discs are avail-
able in various grits from The Sanding 
Glove (www.thesandingglove.com). 

After finishing the bottom of the 
bowl, I highlighted the words with a 
dark brown Prismacolor marker  
(Photo 11), then applied two coats of 
heat-treated walnut oil for a durable, 
low luster finish.

If you want to carve words on your 
woodturnings, there are many pos-
sibilities. The key is to choose words 
or other design elements that have 
meaning and will resonate emotional-
ly. The bowl shown for this project is a 
salad bowl for my niece that will have 
the names of all her family members 
relief carved on it. 

Wes Jones lives in Lawrenceville, GA,  
and has been a woodturner for over  
35 years. He is a frequent demonstrator 
at woodturning chapters and has taught 
a number of woodturning courses at the 
John C. Campbell Folk School. He will be 
a demonstrator at the Turning Southern 
Style symposium this September. 
 
Wes has been an officer in three AAW 
chapters in the Atlanta area, including 
serving as President of the Georgia 
Association of Woodturners. He is the 
current president of the Chattahoochee 
Woodturners in Gainesville, GA.

Honey locust salad bowl, 
2009, 41⁄2" × 113⁄4"
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3M brand radial bristle discs are excellent 
for removing the fuzzy fibers from the 
carved areas.

Using a shopmade 1”-diameter sanding 
arbor, sand the paper off of each letter.

Highlight the raised letters using a 
Prismacolor marker.
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