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-DEMYSTIFIED -

Harvey Meyer
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CONNECTION

For more on David

Nittmann, check out Ken

Keoughan's 2001 journal

article, “David Nittmann:

Wood Guy and Artist”

(AW vol 16, no 2, page

21). David passed away

in 2014; a memoriam

was published in the October 2014

issue of the journal (vol 29, no 5, page 12).
AAW members can access all past journal
articles online at woodturner.org.

~— | who remains well known for his
¥ | basket-illusion work. I was fasci-
Ay nated, but since [ was so new to
turning, I thought basket illusion
work was beyond my capabilities
and left the demo early.

Several years later, | became more
intrigued by David’s work and also
learned of the work of Jim AdKins,
then a relatively unknown basket
illusionist. This time, I was hooked.

I did more research and learned that

hen I was a fledgling wood-
turner, I attended a demon-
stration by David Nittmann,

o

T

the process was actually originated by
Lincoln Seitzman, whose work is still
on display in museums and galleries.
David Nittmann, of course, gets well-
deserved credit for popularizing this
unique form of embellishment.

I taught myself the process through
trial and error. My first piece, a platter,
was a disaster, but I was very proud
of it. Continuously refining my
process and tools, and several plat-
ters later, I started to get the hang of
it. Eventually, I started applying the
basket illusion on hollow vessels,
because I enjoy turning hollow forms
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Beading tools

¥

Precision beading tools (pictured
unhandled) are a worthwhile
investment if you plan to do basket-
illusion work. Their shape and size
ensure consistent bead shapes.

more than anything else. To me, the
utmost challenge is to put the basket
illusion effect on a hollow vessel—
both inside and out. Following is the
basic process, which can be applied to
many different turned forms.

Getting started
To illustrate this article, I turned a platter
about 9" (23cm) in diameter and V4"
(6mm) thick, then designed a basket-illu-
sion pattern that would fit (see Designing
the Pattern sidebar). It is also possible to
begin with a decorative pattern in mind
and turn the piece to accommodate it. My
preferred wood for basket-illusion platters
is 84 kiln-dried hard maple; for hollow
vessels, I prefer Bradford pear. I begin
the turning and beading process on the
bottom of the platter first, then the top.
The general idea is to cut beads into
the wood’s surface and then delin-
eate and color small segments. I do
not sand the wood’s surface prior to
beading, so it is important to get the
best possible surface off the tool. Only
the very top of each bead will retain
the quality of this surface, while the
rest of the wood will be eliminated in
the beading process.

Designing the Pattern

You can design a pattern before turning the platter, or turn the platter and then design a pattern
that suits the finished dimensions. For this article, | chose to turn first, then design.

| use polar graph paper to design patterns for my platters and normal grid-style graph paper
for most of the patterns | use on hollow vessels. | print my own blank graph paper using a soft-
ware program called Graph Paper Maker (blackcatsystems.com). It’s available at no cost, but |
recommend paying the $20 fee to register your copy, as that allows you to receive free program
updates. In the program, select the polar graph paper option and set the number of spokes to
120 and the number of circles to forty. (Ignore the settings for the minor spokes.) The program
will generate a PDF file that you can print (Photo a). Note that this blank graph paper is used for
design purposes only; you will print another indexed circle later that will be used at the lathe.

Experiment on the graph paper until you have a pattern (Photo b). | usually design using the
same colors that | will use when | dye the platter. For this article, | settled on a pattern that is fairly
simple and works with any number of spokes—as long as the total is a multiple of twelve, which
is how often my pattern repeats itself. So this pattern would work with 72, 84, 96, 108, 120, etc.,

spokes. | chose to leave one spoke uncolored.

A blank sheet of polar graph paper printed using the Graph Paper Maker program. The example graph
paper shown here has ninety-six spokes, even though the platter I turned calls for 120. Since my pattern
repeats every twelve spokes, | could use it on a platter indexed to any multiple of twelve. A larger platter
might be indexed to 144 or more spokes, while a smaller platter might be indexed to 96, 108, or 120. This

pattern uses thirty-one beads, or rows.

Form beads

When [ first started practicing this
technique, I used a homemade beading
tool. It worked well, but I wanted a tool
that made smaller beads and one that
could be maintained easily. Now [ use
the precision beading tools from D-Way
Tools (d-waytools.com). For all my
basket-illusion platters, I use only two
beading tools: a 18" (3mm) tool cuts all
of the beads except for one, the very
outer bead, nearest the rim, which I
cut with a %" (Smm) tool. I use both
tools unhandled. The tools I use
remain sharp for a long time, but an

occasional touch-up with a diamond
hone keeps them in perfect condition
(Photo 1).

The tool works best in a shear-cut-
ting position, with the flute down on
the toolrest and the handle as low as
possible. The toolrest should be posi-
tioned as close to the work as possible,
and the points of the tool must be pre-
sented at center height (Photo 2).

After shaping the bottom of the
platter and preparing a tenon for later
use, begin the beading process by
scoring the lines that define the width
of each bead. Do not actually form »

woodturner.org

37

copyright ¢ 2016 American Association of Woodturners. All rights reserved.


Harvey Meyer
Text Box
Reprinted with permission of the AAW and American Woodturner


Reprinted with permission of the AAW and American Woodturner

Form beads on bottom

Starting on the bottom of the platter, score and then form beads in one section at a time. With
the tool handle down, gently rock the cutting edge left and right until a rounded bead is formed.

Add burn lines

\ {

Either stiff sandpaper or a
thinned piece of Formica®
provides the friction needed to
add burn lines in the grooves
between beads.

the beads until you finish marking
them off. Scoring the beads first will
space the beads with precision and
allow a nice sharp “V” between them.
Beginning at the rim, about %"
(2mm) from the edge, score the %"
outer bead using the beading tool’s
points. Then switch to the 4" tool,
place its left point into the rightmost
line scored for the previous bead, and
gently swing the tool so as to score the
right line of this bead. These are very
light scoring marks. Then move the %"
tool to repeat the process, continuing
scoring lines for about eight beads at

a time before going back and actually
forming those beads (Photo 3).

Beginning with the larger outer
bead, place the %s" beading tool into
the scored marks. Make sure the points
of the tool are at center height and begin
cutting the bead by gently rocking the
tool left and right. This causes the tool to
cut with one point, then the other, until
the bead is formed.

It is important to stop cutting the
bead as soon as the top of the bead
becomes round. If you stay on it too
long, the top of the bead will get
scraped and there may be tearout. If
you stop cutting the bead too soon,

the top of the bead will be flat and will
cause problems later, when burning
lines over the beads.

Continue cutting the beads on all of
the scored lines, but leave the last set of
lines for later so you will have a refer-
ence point when you begin scoring the
remaining beads. When you are satisfied
with the first set of beads, move the tool-
rest into position for the next set, scoring
and cutting as before. Eventually, you'll
run into the tenon area in the center of
the platter; go as far as you can (Photo 4).
Later, you will make the tenon smaller
and add more beads.

Burn lines between beads
The next step is to add burn lines in
the valleys between the beads. For
platters, I use either stiff sandpaper or
a thin piece of composite material like
Formica®. The first method uses the
edge of very stiff sandpaper. It must
be paper-backed, not cloth. While the
piece is spinning as fast as safely pos-
sible, insert the edge of the sandpaper
into a valley between beads. Hold it
with a bit of pressure and friction will
burn a sharp line. With a pair of old
scissors, refresh the edge of the abra-
sive before beginning the next burn.

The second and better method is
to burn the lines with Formica strips.
Standard Formica is too thick, but
sanding it down to about .015" thick
using a wide drum sander makes it
perfect. As with the sandpaper option,
insert the edge of the Formica into a
valley with the piece spinning as fast
as safely possible. Hold for a second or
two, and the friction will result in a
sharp black line between beads (Photo
5). There is no need to refresh the edge;
just keep burning the valleys.

If you accidentally burn any of the
beads where they shouldn’t be burned,
slow the lathe and lightly abrade those
areas with a maroon Scotch-Brite™
pad. This will clean up any stray burns
without changing the profile of your
beads. A word of caution: Both of these
burning methods produce a lot of smoke
and fumes, so you should wear breathing
protection and ventilate the work area.

Work on the top

Once all the valleys are burned on
the bottom of the platter, reverse-
mount the piece so you can work on
the top. [ use a four-jaw chuck to hold
the tenon I formed earlier. In this ori-
entation, you can turn the top of the
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platter, bead the surface, and burn
the valleys.

The techniques are the same as those
used on the bottom, but there is one
major difference: you can’t turn the entire
top of the platter down to final thickness
before beading because doing so would
release the internal stresses of the wood
and the platter may begin to wobble. If
the platter is not running completely true,
you can’t cut accurate beads. To avoid this
scenario, start thinning the platter from
the rim to the center, but work in stages.
Beginning at the rim, turn the platter
down to %4" thick in a section about 1¥2"
(4cm) wide. Once you are satisfied with
the surface quality of this section, score
and cut the beads in this area (Photo 6).

When scoring the %" outer bead,
sight down from above and line up
the beading tool so the bead will line
up directly opposite the bead on the
bottom. Score the %6" bead and then
score a few 14" beads. Return to the out-
ermost %¢" bead's score marks and form
the bead. After that bead is completed,
and before moving to the 4" beads, the
%6" bead on the bottom of the platter
must be connected to the %¢" bead on
the top side. To do this, [ use a round-
nose negative-rake scraper to very gently
round over the edge of the rim so that
the bead on the bottom transitions into
the bead on the top. The desired effect is
to have a rounded rim that looks like a
bead all the way around the piece (Photo
7). Abrasives help to blend it all together.

When the outer bead is completed,
finish cutting the 4" beads in the
first stage. If the wood is vibrating or
screeching because it is thin, you will
get tearout and possible chipping. To
avoid this, fold up a paper towel and
hold it against the bottom of the platter
to dampen the vibration while cutting
the beads. Don’t press too hard or you
might burnish the beads on the bottom
with the paper towel. The last set of
scored lines should not be beaded at
this time so you'll have a reference
when starting stage two. »

FEATURE

Beading begins on the first stage of the top of the platter, leaving the center thickness for
support. After thinning the section to about 4", the beads are scored and then cut with
the beading tool. The %¢" rim bead is rounded over with a negative rake scraper to blend
the top and bottom beads together.
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Continue top beads

» i -

P

Beading continues in stages on the platter’s top, again leaving bulk in the center for
support. After completing all the beads, the sharp corners of the small circle leftin the
center are rounded over with a detail gouge. Burn the valleys on the top of the platter.

Back to the bottom

Reverse-mount the platter, reduce the
tenon to about 1" diameter, add more
beads, and burn lines in the valleys
between those beads.

Being careful to maintain the cur-
vature of the top, turn the next stage
down to the same final thickness.
Using the last set of scored lines in
stage one, continue scoring %3" beads
(Photo 8) until reaching the end of
stage two. Continue in this manner
until the rest of the top is beaded.

As you approach the center of the
platter, continue beading until you
have to decide if you can fit one more
bead. Generally, if I'm going to be left
with a circle in the middle less than
14" diameter, I won’t add the last bead.
My goal is to never leave a circle in the
center that is smaller than 4" or larger
than 2" (13mm). Regardless of its final
size, round over the sharp corner of the
little circle that is left in the center. I use
a detail gouge for this task (Photo 9).

Finally, burn the valleys on the top of
the platter, as you did on the bottom.

Reduce the tenon

When the top of the platter is com-
pleted, reverse-mount the workpiece to
reduce the size of the tenon and add a
few more beads and burn lines

(Photo 10). Generally, I like the bottom
of the platter to be beaded almost to the
center, leaving abouta 1"- to 2"- (25mm-
to 5cm-) diameter unbeaded area in the
center so I can sign my name.

At this time, the goal is to remove
some of the tenon, but not all of it.
Leave enough material so you can hold
the tenon in a small set of jaws—about
1" diameter. This small tenon will be
used to hold the piece in a chuck while
you do the indexing necessary for
accurately drawing the radial lines.

Draw radial lines

The next step is to apply radial pencil
lines that will define the small seg-
ments. These lines have to be drawn in
precise regular intervals, so the use of
an index wheel is necessary. In order
to index the platter into the appropri-
ate number of segments, you first have
to know what your pattern requires.
For the platter shown in this article,

I chose a pattern with 120 equal seg-
ments, or spokes. There are a number
of indexing wheels and other methods
available to turners, but no single

indexing wheel will suit the needs of
the basket illusionist all the time. For
that reason, I make my own indexing
wheels (see Indexing sidebar).

Mount the index wheel over the
lathe spindle and hold it in place
with a chuck (Photo 11). Be sure the
chuck is mounted snugly, so the index
wheel, chuck, and lathe spindle move
in unison. Mount the platter in the
chuck, grabbing onto the small tenon
that remains on the bottom (Photo 12).
Place the indexing board on the lathe
bed so that the magnets in the bottom
of the board are attracted to the lathe
bed, and position the vertical upright
against the index wheel such that the
markings near the outer part of the
wheel are lined up with the top of the
vertical upright. Align any one of the
index lines with the top of the vertical
riser (Photo 13).

Make sure the pencil point is on
dead center height and draw a line
on both the top and bottom of the
workpiece. Be sure to hold the base
of the pencil jig so it glides on the
surface of the jig’s flat board without
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Prepare for indexing

The indexing wheel is mounted over the
spindle and held firmly in place with the
chuck.

The platter is held by its n small tenon in
preparation for indexing both the top and
bottom.

The vertical riser of the indexing board is
aligned with one of the lines on the indexing
wheel. Now you’re ready to draw lines.

rocking or tipping. Light pressure is
all that’s needed to draw the lines.
Note that I didn’t draw the index lines
to the very center of the piece, as the
lines would be too close together in
that area. Rotate the workpiece (along
with the index wheel) until the next
line on the index wheel is aligned
with the top of the vertical riser.
Draw another line on both sides of
the platter. Repeat this process until
the entire piece is indexed with radial
pencil lines (Photo 14).

One last turning step is to remove the
small tenon. Reverse-mount the platter
using a jam chuck and tailstock support
and turn away the tenon, except for
the small stub under the tailstock’s live
center (Photo 15). With the piece off the
lathe, cut away the stub and sand the
small area in the center.

Burn radial lines

When the piece is indexed with pencil
lines, you can burn in the radial lines
using a handheld wood burner. I prefer
to sit comfortably with good lighting
because this process takes a while. It

doesn’t matter if you start burning on
the top or bottom, but be careful not to
smudge the pencil lines as you handle
the piece.

Using the pencil lines as a guide,
burn lines over the beads. [ use a spe-
cially made burning pen (Optima
#21AEF; carvertools.com) that creates
a nice sharp line over the bead with
just one touch (Photo 16). You can work
either upward or downward, care-
fully following the pencil lines. Try to
burn these lines as straight as possible,
though they don’t have to be perfectly
straight. I typically work for about
ninety minutes in one sitting, then
take a break and come back to it later.
Don’t rush the process; take the time
to align the pen over the index lines
every time you're about to touch the
pen to the wood.

Herringbone weave on rim
When all the radial lines are burned
in, move onto burning the herring-
bone weave pattern around the rim.
This feature adds authenticity, but
it does take a lot of practice. As an »

Draw the lines
; l-

Every time you move the indexing
wheel to the next line, use the pencil
jig to draw a line on both the top
and bottom of the platter. After 120
lines are drawn on each side, the
platter is completely indexed.
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alternative, you could just color the
rim bead with one of the colors used
in your pattern.

Start by laying out a pencil line
(not to be burned in) that splits the
rim bead in half (Photo 17). Using
a medium skew burning pen, burn
equally spaced lines about 45 degrees
from that centerline on the top half
of the rim bead. It is important to

Indexing

Indexing wheel

Cut a piece of %" hardboard into a circle about
8" (20cm) diameter and carefully center a hole in
it to fit over your lathe spindle. Using the Graph
Paper Maker (or similar) program, generate and
print the indexed circle that will be adhered to
the hardboard. | used the polar graph paper
selection, with the parameters set as indicated in
Photo a. Print the polar graph, cut out the circle,
center the cutout over the hardboard disk, and
tape it in place. Then carefully cut out the hole in
the center of the paper. Now you have an index
wheel with sixty and 120 spokes (Photo b).

Since | do a lot of basket-illusion work, | have
created several two-sided indexing wheels
containing the most common numbers of
spokes. You could, for example, print out an-
other polar graph with 72 and 144 or 96 and
192 segments and mount it on the opposite
side of the hardboard disk.

Indexing board and pencil jig

The indexing jig is simply a flat, smooth board
attached to the lathe bed with some embedded
rare earth magnets. The board is 4" (19mm)
thick and about 18" x 24" (46cm x 61cm). Affixed
to one end of the board is a vertical riser that
reaches the center height of the lathe—1074"
(26cm) on my Powermatic 35208 (Photo c). The
top of the riser serves as a reference point for the
index lines on the indexing wheel. The smooth
board allows me to slide the pencil jig to draw
the index lines on the workpiece.

The pencil jig supports the pencil at center
height. A simple design includes a small block
of wood for the base, with a vertical riser
about 12" tall. Drill a hole in the riser that
will firmly hold the pencil at the exact center
height of the lathe (Photo d). Since | frequently
demonstrate using various lathes, my pencil jig
has holes drilled that will allow me to use it on
almost any sized lathe. | now use a more easily
adjustable version of the pencil jig (Photo e).

burn at the minimum heat level that
will leave a sharp dark line with no
overburn. Try to space these lines
about %" apart, but a little closer is
okay, too. It doesn’t matter in which
direction the lines are headed. As you
come around to where you started,
judge the spacing so the last two
lines are not too close or far apart
from each other. Then burn the same

Print and mount indexing wheel

set of lines on the bottom side of the
rim bead. These lines head in the
opposite direction and are spaced

in the middle of where the top lines
intersect the centerline.

The next step is to begin connecting
the top and bottom lines. On the top
half of the rim bead, extend the lines
so they touch the lines burned on
the bottom half of the rim (Photo 18).
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Graph Paper Maker screenshot shows the settings for printing an indexing wheel with 60 and 120 spokes.
The printed polar graph is then taped to a hardboard disk and a hole cut out of the center for a completed

indexing wheel.

Indexing board and pencil jigs

Indexing board in position and
anchored to the lathe bed with
several rare earth magnets. The
top of the vertical riser aligns with
the indexing wheel’s spokes at the
lathe’s center height. The pencil
jig slides easily on the board’s
smooth surface.

Two versions of pencil-holding jigs. At left, a simpler version, and at
right, a more deluxe version allowing easy adjustment of pencil height
for use on different-sized lathes.

42

American Woodturner October 2016

copyright ¢ 2016 American Association of Woodturners. All rights reserved.


Harvey Meyer
Text Box
Reprinted with permission of the AAW and American Woodturner


Reprinted with permission of the AAW and American Woodturner

FEATURE

Then, on the bottom half of the rim
bead, connect those lines to the lines
on the top half of the rim. Erase the
center pencil line. You can now see
the herringbone pattern beginning to
form (Photo 19).

Now for the hard part—extend-
ing the lines over the side and all the
way around the rim bead. This takes
several touches for each line and you
will have to constantly reposition the
platter to find a comfortable approach
angle. Start on the top and bring each
line around the bead until it goes all
the way to the valley where it meets
the first 4" bead. Then do the same
on the bottom of the platter. The final
step is to add a small tick mark to
provide the illusion of a crease where
the weave passes under the opposite
side (Photo 20).

Color the sections

Gathering up my pattern and India
ink marking pens, I sit in a comfort-
able chair for the most fun—and
longest—part of the project. I use
Faber Castell’s Pitt Artist pens to dye
the squares. I prefer India ink to other
types of dyes for several reasons: it is
permanent and lightfast; it dries very
quickly and does not bleed; and it
does not penetrate as deeply as other
dyes, so some mistakes can be cor-
rected. [ use two pens for each color.
The “B” (brush tip) pen is used to
color most of each square, but it does
not allow me to dye all the way down
in the valleys between the beads
without bumping an adjacent bead.
The “S” (superfine) nib allows me to
square things up and get ink right
down to the valleys without getting
ink on adjacent surfaces.

Make certain not to accidentally
color a square that shouldn’t be
colored or to color a square the wrong
color. This kind of mistake can usually
be corrected, but it is not fun. [ use a
#11 scalpel to shave away my mistakes,
but it’s best to not make them in the

first place. To avoid this problem, use
the “S” tip pen to make a tiny dot on
the top of each square that needs to be
dyed with that color. If you acciden-
tally put a tiny dot where it doesn’t
belong, you can easily lift it off with
the scalpel.

Following your pattern, put dots
on the squares that need to be dyed.
Work with one color at a time. In
my pattern, I started with black ink,
making dots with the “S” nib pen
and then coloring in all squares
that have a dot (Photos 21, 22). No »

Remove tenon

i it
Reverse-mount the platter using a jam
fit, and turn away as much of the small
tenon as possible. Remove the piece
from the lathe, cut away the remainder
of the tenon with a flush-cut saw,
and sand the small center area on the
platter’s bottom.

Burn the lines

Using a burning pen, move up or down
the pencil-drawn index lines to burn a
sharp black line over the beads. Careful
control of the burner settings will help
you avoid overburn.

Herringbone rim

Burn a herringbone pattern on the platter’s rim. A temporary pencil line divides the

rim in half. Burn lines from the centerline to the top and then from the centerline to the
bottom, keeping the spacing equal. Continue the burn lines around the bead on top and
bottom. Small tick marks are added to create the illusion of a crease.
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dot, no dye. When I finished dyeing
everything that needed to be dyed
black, I moved to the other color—
sanguine—using the same marking/
coloring method.

Before moving to the bottom, there’s
one more thing to do to the top. The
very center beads are still natural, with
no burn marks or color. I think it looks
unfinished this way, so I picked up my
burning pen and added some closely
spaced burn lines to make those inner
beads look woven, too. Now, the top
is finished (as shown in the opening
image, page 36).

Color the bottom of the platter using
the same sequence as on the top. After
I finish dyeing the pattern, I sign my
name in the center of the bottom using
a power engraver (Photo 23).

Now for the easy part—spraying five
coats of a clear acrylic matte finish on
both sides of the platter. This topcoat
helps to fix the colors in place. Finally,
use a few drops of shellac to coat the
center area on the bottom where
you engraved your name, sealing
the pores in that area. I use a cotton
swab to apply black shoe polish over
my signature to fill and blacken the
engraved area, then carefully wipe
away the excess.

[ hope you will attempt the basket illu-
sion technique yourself. It is not hard,
but it is time-consuming and requires
a fair amount of patience. Start with
an easy pattern and work your way to
more complicated ones. Have fun! m

Harvey Meyer of Dunwoody, Georgia, is

a retired telecommunications engineer.
After building furniture for many years,

he started woodturning in 2000. He

enjoys turning just about anything, but

his main focus is on hollow forms and the
basket-illusion method of embellishment.
Harvey enjoys teaching and demonstrating
and is an active member of the Georgia
Association of Woodturners, Atlanta
Woodturners Guild, and the AAW. For more,
visit harveymeyer.com.

Add color
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Dye the squares on the platter according to your design. First add a small dot on each
square to be dyed. Then color in only those squares, first with a brush-tip pen without
reaching the edges, then with a superfine nib to dye all the way down to the valleys and
to square off the corners of each dyed area. When you have finished all the squares of one
color, move on to the remaining colors, one color at a time.

Colored bottom

When the
bottom of

the platter is
completely
dyed, add
your signature
in the center.
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article published in American Wood- AAW Video Source

turner. You can view the articles This new feature on the AAW’s web site connects you with more
online or download them. than 250 videos that cover every aspect of woodturning—safety,
sharpening, tool techniques, challenging projects, and more. Each
video has been reviewed for safety and quality.

AAW Connects

An Internet tool to search the
globe for AAW chapters as well as
woodturning symposiums, dem-
onstrators, exhibitions, events,
organizations, and schools.

Grants and Prizes

We have monthly member drawings for prizes—supplies, DVDs,
classes, and more. The AAW also has two major grant programs.
Educational Opportunity Grants are available for educational
projects (for information, go to http://.tiny.cc/GrantEOG). POP
fellowships are for research and projects that encourage creativity
and innovation in turned wood art (for information, go to http://.
tiny.cc/GrantPOP).

JOIN TODAY! IT'S EASY!

Step 1 Step 2

Choose the type that’s right for you Enroll by mail or online

O General $60 O Family $65 Go to http://tiny.cc/JoinAAW and follow the instructions.

O Online (digital only) $50 O Youth (under age 18) $29 Or, fill in the form below and mail it with your check or credit-
(Rates are in U.S. dollars before exchange rates are applied) card information to AAW, 75 W. 5th St. #222, St. Paul, MN 55102.

Member Name

Street Address

City

State/Province Zip/Postal Code

Telephone Number Email Address

Additional names (for family membership)






