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In today’s demonstration, I hope to show how to turn a simple version of a ‘square’ bowl or platter. This kind 
of form, is one where we try to incorporate as much of the straight linear features of the blank we started 
with, into the final form that also optimizes much of the curviture of a bowl. Here are some examples below:

These kinds of bowls were 
popularized by Al Stirt. The one 
on the left has its ‘wings’ down, 
and the one on the right has its 
‘wings’ up.

Square Blank: Defined interior bowl with square corner surround.

Square/Rectangular Blank: These are forms that I call a platter. They are turned from rectangular or square 
blanks. Sometimes they are turned to preserve the sharp corners or the corners can be pre-rounded.

Safety Considerations
1. Any time that you are about to turn the 

lathe on, test your blank’s spin circle. 
Make sure that the blank will not strike 
your tool rest.

2. While you are turning, make sure to keep 
the hand that stabilizes your gouge on 
your side of the tool rest, and out of reach 
of the wings of the piece.

3. Inspect your blank carefully. Look for any 
flaws in the blank that could fly off the 
wings during turning.

4. Always, always, always, wear a face 
shield. Simple eye protection is not 
enough for this kind of project.

Necessary Tools:
1. Bowl Gouge: Keep it razor sharp through-

out this project.
2. Negative Rake and/or Shear Scraper: Used 

to refine the surface before finish sanding. 
Renew the burr after every use.

3. Dividers: To setup chuck recess
4. Calipers: Used to pre-determine bowl 

bottom thickness
5. Parting tool/Bedan: Used to make your 

chuck recess

Prepare/Mount Your Blank
1. Locate the center: I generally use, and recommend using, a blank that has been surfaced on 4 sides. 

As a result, finding the center is as easy as drawing two diagonal lines, or locating the center from the 
template I use to make some of my platters with rounded sides. If only one side of your blank is not flat, 
find the center on the flat side and then transfer it to the other. Alternatively, you can place the known 
center on a point, then bring up your tailstock to the non-flat side to the guessed center. If the blank ro-
tates, then it is out of balance. Change the location of the tailstock pin until the blank no longer rotates. 
That spot is you center on the non-flat side.

2. Mount the blank: Drill a ¼” hole about 9/16” deep (or whatever sized & depth to accommodate your 
equipment) on, what is the center of the ‘inside’ (the top side) of your blank. When you place it on your 
lathe, the top side should be facing the headstock of your lathe



1. Turn the ‘outside’ (the bottom) of the blank 
a. Face-off the bottom side of your blank: The bottom 

side of your blank should now be facing the tailstock 
of your lathe. Use a bowl gouge to flatten this side 
of your blank.

b. Chuck Recess: Make a recess for your chuck jaws. 
I suggest that you do not make a tenon. A recess 
seems to keep everything much closer to true and 
holds the blank much more securely. you may have 
to flip this piece over several times. Do not remove 
the center point until you are ready to remove this 
recess (the very last thing you will do).

c. Outside Profile: Start turning the outside bowl pro-
file of the piece. Be careful and make sure you are 
cutting downhill. To avoid ‘blow-out’ at the edges 
and corners, take very light cuts (especially at the 
tips of the wings). I sometimes leave the edge of the 
‘tips’ for my final pass.

d. Finish Sand: Use a negative rake, or shear scrqper to 
refine your surface. Then, sand the outside (bottom) 
of the bowl to about 180/220 grit.

Turning Your Bowl/Platter

Fig. 1 Turn a recess for you chuck jaws

Fig. 2 Outside profile completed. 

2. Initial shaping of the ‘inside’ (the top) of the bowl.
a. Reverse your blank: Again, face-off the blank. Ini-

tially you will be working on shaping the inside of 
the ‘wings’ of the bowl. (You may wish to place a 
white sheet under your blank, on the lathe ways to 
make sure you can see the tips of the ‘wings’ take 
shape).

b. Do not hollow out the entire bowl at this time: 
Delay hollowing the center of the blank until you 
have completely shaped the ‘wings.’ Leave as much 
mass as possible in the center of the blank so as to 
minimize vibration by the ‘wings.’

c. Shape the ‘Wings’: While you shape the ‘wings’ of 
the bowl, take extremely light cuts and limit the 
travel length of your cut to about ¾” down the 
sides of the ‘wings’ at any one time. If you take out 
too much wood on one cut, the wings will begin to 
vibrate and it will become very difficult to complete 
the project satisfactorily or safely.

Fig. 3 Partially Hollowed. Note the mass left in 
the center. 



d. Blend the ‘Wings”: As you finish each portion of the 
‘wings’ use a gentle touch with a negative rake, or a 
shear scraper to blend each section with the pre-
vious cut. Repeat this process until you get to the 
central portion of the blank (i.e. no longer an inter-
rupted cut).

e. Hollow the Bowl: Hollow out the central portion of 
the blank (i.e. the bowl portion) as you would any 
other bowl. Use a negative rake scraper or a shear 
scraper to deal with torn, unevenly cut, or difficult 
grain.

f. Initial Finish Sanding: Power sand any difficult grain 
that you could not remove with the negative rake 
scraper or by shear scraping (or a combination of 
both). Start this process with the lathe turned off.

g. Finish Sanding: Once the surface is acceptable to 
you, the remaining finish sanding can be done with 
the lathe running.

Turning Your Bowl/Platter (Continued)

Fig. 4 The Corners (wings) blended with the 
bowl.. 

3. Removal of the ‘Bottom Side’ Recess
a. Jam Chucking: This technique doesn’t typically work 

on these pieces.Vacuum Chucking: This method 
works really well. It can provide a completely unob-
structed access to the bottom of your piece as long 
as you have not removed the center point made by 
your tailstock center.

b. Reverse Chucking onto a Waste Block: Mount the 
bowl onto the block with a piece of leather between 
the waste block and your bowl. The leather protects 
the wood and provides friction. You will have to use 
tailstock support and then carve off the final ‘but-
ton.’

Fig. 5 Using the negative rake scraper to blend 
the center with the sides and wings.

Fig. 6 Jumbo Jaws. Using a bowl gouge to re-
move the center ‘button.’



References:
Here are a few resources that may provide you with more information and inspiration about this kind of 
project.

1. Leydens, Don: WGMC Demo: Don Leydens Turns Decorative Dinner Plates, May 8, 2014. A YouTube 
Video demonstrating how to turn a square platter out of wood scraps. https://youtu.be/ZKabIaz54Ek.

2. Stirt, Al: Turning a Square Platter. This is a YouTube Video of a presentation to the WGNC (Woodturn-
ers Guild of North Carolina) by the artist who, originally, introduced me to this idea. He covers turning, 
painting, and several ideas for carving a square blank to. https://youtu.be/mg0wuh_SapE.

3. Timmerman, Craig: Making Bowls Fly. This is a handout that can be found on Craig’s Website. The link 
is: https://www.armadillowoodworks.com/pdfs/making_bowls_fly.pdf

Items:
Quick Corners Template Set. Available from:

1. PeachTree Woodworking Supply: http://www.ptreeusa.com. Item # 1296, $19.99 + Shipping
2. Amazon: http://www.amazon.com. Item #PW1296, $19.99 + Shipping.

c. Donut Chucking: To use this, you use the tailstock 
center and the center indentation to align (center) the 
piece against the board of the chuck. You then bring 
up the wooden ‘donut’ to hold the piece in its position 
(my sets use four bolts to support and hold the ‘donut’ 
in place). Using this method, give complete access to 
the bottom of the bowl.

d. Jumbo Jaws or Cole Jaws: I have found this technique 
to work really well of pieces that were turned from a 
square block. Keep the rotation below 900 RPM. In my 
experience, the rubber buttons seem to hold well. If 
the block was originally rectangular, then the place-
ment of the rubber buttons is crucial. You will have to 
experiment with their placement. If you do not feel 
comfortable with their placement or the piece is not 
firmly held, do not use this method.

Fig. 7 Jumbo Jaws. Using a negative rake scrap-
er to smooth the bottom rim & indentation.

Fig. 8 Jumbo Jaws. All done!



Dinner Platter 8” x 8”

8” x 8” Dinner Platter Template


