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Turning Ovols
Robin Goodmon
Ovol or ellipticol woodturning hos lroditionolly referred'to
turning, where the oxis moves during the course of eoch
revolution, relotive to the cutting tool, in order to directly form
on ovol profile, using speciolist equipment. Such equipment
is out of reoch of most of us woodlurners, so this qrticle is

titled'Turning Ovols', since lom including severol different
woys of creoling ovols bosed on normol woodlurning, where
the tool culs o circulor shope, bosed on o fixed qxis.

'Ovol Turning' hos been corried ou'l in Europe since the l6lh
cenlury mostly using o rose engine lothe. Mid l9th 1o 20th
centuries were lhe heydoy for ovol turning ond Germony in
porticulor hod mony foclories producing thousqnds of ovol
items, moinly fromes for piclures, photogrophs ond mirrors.

Ovols con be turned on o rose engine, becouse the
heodstock pivots bock ond forth every revolution. Such

equipmenl is very expensive, unless you moke your own. ln

the UK, the Sociely of Ornomenlol Turners helps to mointoin
interest in lhis type of turning.

A second method of turning ovols is to use o normql lolhe
with o speciol ovol or ellipticol chuck. Dovid Springett in his

book Adventures ln Woodlurning' describes in detoil how lo
moke your own ovol chuck. Vicmorc moke on 'ovol lurnlng
ottochmenl', bu't lhe cost is ot leosi €3,0001

An ellipse shope is o specific geomelric shope with symmetry
on two perpendiculor oxes, whereos on ovol is more o
generol lerm ond only needs one oxis of symmetry
essentiolly o squoshed circle. Slrictly lhe 3-D versions ore
colled ellipsoids ond ovoids. The osymmelricol 'egg-shope'
is o common version ond mony turners will hove mode on

egg or egg box.

I describe below vorious methods {or producing ovol shopes
using little more lhon o slondord lothe ond bondsow

The simplest method is to spindle turn o blonk into qn ovoid
shope. lf it is'to be hollow, o spigot con be lurned on eoch
end, then the ovoid cul inlo two, ond eoch holf hollowed
seporolely. For o box, o norrow holf joinl con be {ormed on
eoch holf os in one of my egg boxes mode from I 2mm thick

Corion offculs glued together, photo 1. This holf ioint
lncorporoles o cosl ond'turned pewter ring.

Ahernotively,
the two holves
con be glued
bock'logether
ogoin with the
groin motched
up, prefero bly
with o smoll
conceoled holf
ioint here too,
to ensure the
shope of eoch
hol{ motches
exoctly ond
provide some
longitudinol Photo l

sudoces {or better glue strength, especlolly if woll lhickness

is very thin. See my pierced egg, photo 2.

For ovol bowls, the
method is usuolly
modi{ied. Sto rt with the
obove melhod {or eggs,
including hollowing out
ond gluing bock together

- meosuTes moy need to
be considered 1o ensure
groin motching ond to
conceol the glued ioin't.
The piece lhen needs to be
sown in holf longitudinolly;
either by hqnd or on o

bondsow. This is eosiesl i{

o short length of the
originol squore section is

left unturned ot eoch end
to prevent lwisting or
rolling when sowing. The poir o{ bowls in photo 3 were
produced this woy. Decorotion wos by pointing the inside

dork blue, fhen dobbing on o light blue with o sponge. The

second bowl hod the dork ond llgh't blue reversed. To slond
level, o simple {lot bose con be formed by sonding owoy o
few mm. Allowonce for this reduced bose'thickness needs 1o

be mode when deciding on hollowing woll thickness.

Pholo 3

A simpler meihod is to miss oui the tronsverse cul ond the

hollowing. After cutting in holf longitudinolly, the hemi-ovoid
con be mounled on lhe lothe ond o circulor bowl shope
formed inside, roiher lhon lhe previous ovol. An qlternolive

is to first sow'the squore section in holl then glue together
ogoin with poper in the joint, be{ore lurning. The two holves

con then be split oporl o't'this joint, rolher thon sowing

Photo 2

Fhoto 4



lhrough the ovol. Photo 4 shows o bowl mode using the
poper ioinl method. lnlernol decoro'lion wos wlth iridescent
points over o block bose coot.

lnsteqd o{ hollowing the inside os {or o normol circulor bowl,
'the inside con be corved oul to on ovol shope using power
corvers, discs ond burrs. The holly leo{ bowl in photo 5 used

this melhod, but the longitudinol cul wos 'l5mm 
offse't, 'to

provide more slope on the rim. The ovol rim wos reformed
os o scolloped edge using o drum sonder.

Photo5

For norrow ovoids, o simple method is to giue two bowls
toge'lher oi their rims to produce o hollow ovol section. The

turning is done cross groined ond eoch bowl should be the

some diomeler, preferobly from the some piece of wood ond
glued logether with moiching groin direction, moinly for
oppeoronce, but in oddilion if groins ore not in some
direction differentiol movement ot the glued ioin't moy well

couse problems. A very norrow version wilh {lottened centres

thot used this method is shown in pholo 6, my pierced ond
coloured discus.

Photo 6

The 'lost wood' process is onother woy of producing on
ovoid, bul the ends will hove o degree of poin'ledness, which
con be rounded slightly by sonding if desired. The blonk con
be mode up {rom 3 boords of oppropriole thickness glued
logelher wi'th two poper ioinls, see diogrom 7, which hos o

Lost wood kocess - Ovalexample

socrificiol centrol slice widih of 0.2 x diometer After iurning
lo round ond shoping, the centre seclion is removed ond the

two side pieces glued bock logelher An exomple is lhe boot
box in phoio 8. This is o more poinled ovolthon in lhe skelch,

hoving o wider centrol slice thickness o{ 0.3 x diome'ter.

Photo 8

A better opproximolion of on ovol con be produced using o

multi-oxis opprooch. The long sides ore shoped using offset

centres eoch side of the wood blonk qnd the ends ore shoped
with o smoller rodius orc centred ot the centre o{ lhe plece.

Diogrom 9 shows o possible orrongement of the 3 centres

ond two different rodii. This wos o me'ihod I sow demonslroted
online by lhe Americon Rod Roines. He showed how to
produce on ovol seciion box wilh stroight vertlcol sides ond o
sphere os o lid. I developed the ideo {urther ond produced

severol lidded vessels or boxes with o new voriotion qdded

eoch time;lhe decorolion wqs qlso different for eoch one.
Rother thon his sphericol lids, I used lids with {iniols thof odd
interest ond moke them eosier to lifl up.

3-axis oval box - laYout
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Verticol stroight sides. photo
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Topered siroighi sides, photos 'l 
I o & b, which shows the oyol

cross-section more cleorly.

Photosllo&llb

Topered concove sides, photo 12.

Twisted topered concove sides, pholo 13.

Photo 12

ln eoch cose lhe outside profile wos sonded lo blend in ihe
two different rodius orcs where lhey me't, to creole o betier
ovol shope in section. The inside wos hollowed out os normol
wilh o circulor pro{ile. lncreosing lhe inlernol diometer
'towords lhe lop leods to vorying rim profiles.

An ellipse shope con be formed directly when o cylinder or
cone is cut through ot on ongle. The proportions of the
ellipse ore deiermined by the ongle o{ lhe cul to the moin
qxis. For culs up lo obout 45 degrees, the ovol is nol fqr off
circulor, bul os the ongle becomes more ocule, longer
lhinner ovols ore formed, os shown in photo 14. The {luted
pen pot in photo 15 hos on ovol rim, ofter cuiling the top of
the cylindricol pol ot on ongle.

Photo l4

A composite piece con be
mode by combining ovol ..

slices. The teopot stond in
pholo 16 is mode using
slices cul ot 30 degrees to
the oxis, four from o solid
cylinder ond two from o
hollowed cyllnder.

Pholo 13

Phoio l5

Photo l6



A populor woy to moke o nolurol edged bowl uses the some
principle, when o round log with its bork on is mounled
sldewoys on the lothe, usuolly on o screw chuck. The bowl is
turned ond shoped os normol, except thot port of lhe cut will
be intermittenl, porily in oir. Holf the finished rim is effectively
o slice ongled down in one direction ond the other hol{ is

ongled up, lhus forming on ovol when viewed from lhe top.
The bowl is circulor inside ond out, bul the rim oppeors ovol,
see photos I Zo & b. A longer log will produce o norrower
ovol. This type of bowl is often re{erred to qs o buiterfly bowl.

It is worth noting thot in
everydoy life we
perceive mony ovols,
which physicolly ore not
ovols, but circles. A
round plole or bowl,
when viewed from on
ongle by the eye or o
comero, oppeors os on
ovol. The humon broin
is so used to lhis thol it

immediotely reolises
lhot the opporen't ovol is

in focl circulor.

ln this orlicle I hove
shown o number o{
woys of turning ovol
shopes - whether in

Photo l7b

oulline, internol shope or cross-seclion - without the
complicolions ond expense of o rose engine lothe or o speciol

ovol chuck. lt con odd interesl lo incorporole ovols ond
ellipses inlo your turned pieces compored to the usuol round

shopes, so why not give il o try?

All pieces shown were mode by the outhor

Photo l70
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