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TEXTURING & SPIRALLING

TEXTURES 
& SPIRALS
One of the pleasures of turning is to be able to take a 

beautifully-turned classic form, and by experimenting 
with enhancement techniques, see whether the original 

piece can be improved. 
Two such methods of enhancement are `spiralling' and 

`texturing'. Both are achievable with the Robert Sorby Spiralling 
& Texturing System, which is simple to master and provides a 
myriad of possibilities to alter the original form. Introduce colour 
and in-®ll methods to the textured or spiralled surface, as shown, 
and the possibilities grow exponentially.

Following are some hints and tips to help you  
on your way...

Improve and enhance your work with the 

Robert Sorby spiralling and texturing system
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TEXTURING

Wood is, by its very nature, incredibly 
tactile. You may have noticed the 
innate desire of most people to handle 

and touch wooden items, and turned work is 
no exception.

Many turners are now exploring the 
combination of smooth surfaces against 
areas that have been textured. This could be 
by carving or using tools that indent, pierce or 
scarify the surface. The spiralling and texturing 
tool is a tool that utilises toothed cutters and 
wheels with a bearing that can be af® xed to 
a tool shaft that allows the cutters/wheels to 
rotate freely.

By using a mixture of small, medium or 
large-toothed cutters, you can create ® ne to 
aggressive textures. The cutters come in two 
forms. One type has a single bevel and these 
can be used for both texturing and spiralling 
± we will look at spiralling later. The double-
bevelled cutter can only be used for texturing.

By presenting the cutters at varying angles 
of presentation to the work, you can create 
varying striations and indents on the work. 
Depending on the cutter used and how many 
passes you make across the work, together 
with how hard you press into the work, you can 
create anything from light-patterned areas to 

densely textured surfaces. By tilting the cutter 
to the left or right, you can change the direction 
of the texture.

These forms of patterns can be used on 
bowls, hollow forms, boxes, platters ± you 
name it, we are sure there is something that 
can be textured.

Like most things, a little experimentation is 
needed to get the feel of how the tool works 
± and with which cutter ± and also to work 
out how much texturing you want to include. 
Sometimes, less is more. Many people ® nd the 
textured surface is highlighted more when 
contrasted against a perfectly smooth surface.

TEXTURING

Having already mentioned that the presentation 
angle of the cutter ± in this case, the texturing cutter 
± to the wood will dictate the pattern/texture form, 
this can be done freehand as shown above, with the 
stabilising rest removed or moved out of the way, or 
bringing the stabilising rest into play 

The rest will lock the cutter at a ® xed angle as shown 
later in the `spiralling' section. How many passes we 
make across the surface with the cutter will dictate 
the density of the pattern. This pattern has had three 
passes of the cutter, but to achieve more...

... three more passes were made to create a denser 
pattern. These are going to be coasters (or cup mats), 
and the timber is lime (tilia vulgaris). If a smaller-
toothed cutter had been used, a more delicate texture 
would have been created (see right)

Using a spindle gouge, a cut was made about 6-
10mm (1/ 4-3/ 8in) in from the outer edge, and it left 
about 2mm (5/ 64in) of a raised edge

A centre section was removed to mimic the outer 
edge depth. This effectively contained the texture

After turning, it was sanded down to 400 grit, being 
careful not to touch the textured surface. If the 
texture is a little `  ̄uffy', use a bronze brush (shown in 
the next section) to clean up
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TEXTURING & SPIRALLING

SPOTLIGHT 5

Texturing 
cutter

Texturing &
spiralling 
cutters

Indexed stabilising rest

As mentioned in the opening text, there are times 
when having the whole surface textured looks odd 
or not shown to its best advantage. To this end, a  
raised-ring of texture was created
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The next stage is to part off the coaster ± these are 
10-12mm (3/ 8 - 1/ 2in) deep. Once parted off, sand the 
back face and apply a ® nish of your choice. To create 
the set, the other cutters were used to make different 
patterns for more coasters

WOOD CHOICES FOR SPIRALLING 
AND TEXTURING
Whether spiralling or texturing, there are some 
guidelines that need to observed regarding 
wood choices. Quite simply, dense and close-
grained hardwoods consistently yield the best 
results. When texturing, avoid highly ® gured 
wood which will detract from the texture. 
Instead, explore maples, ash, sycamore, lime, 
birch, boxwood, African blackwood and so on.

When spiralling, not only can you use the 
above wood, but highly ® gured wood can be 
used too. Rosewoods, yew, fruitwoods, beech 
and so on are all possibilities.

A little experimentation is required, but you 
can have a lot of fun by giving it a go.
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The simplest way to sharpen the cutters is 
to present the cutter to a revolving piece of 
work (as shown). Take a diamond ® le fully 
on the bevel of the revolving cutter until 
you end up with a shiny surface. In this 
case, the texturing wheel has two bevels, 
so sharpen both ± the spiralling/texturing 
cutters only have one bevel to sharpen.
It's as simple as that!

SHARPENING THE CUTTERS
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SPIRALLING

SPIRALLING

Twists have featured on turned work for 
centuries but have, up until present, 
required carving skills to create them.

The advent of the Robert Sorby spiralling 
system has made creating twists and spirals 
more accessible and much easier to create. In 
fact, so much so that instead of just featuring 
on columns, balusters and spindles, you can 
now consider integrating spiral work into 
hollow forms, boxes, bowls and platters as well.

For spiralling, you need to utilise the 
indexed stabilising rest and the single bevelled 
spiralling/texturing cutters. The small-toothed 
cutters create a ® ne delicate spiral. Conversely, 

the larger-toothed cutters create a 
bolder spiral.

The indexed stabilising rest can be set 
at various positions ± left or right ± so can 
create left or right-handed spirals and by 
altering the degree of tilt in the cutter, the 
pitch of the spiral can change. Remember from 
the previous page, dense and close-grained 
wood yield the best results.

On extremely dense, close-grained wood, 
you may even be able to run a left-hand spiral 
over the top of a right-hand spiral to create a 
lattice effect (see right). Here are a few hints and 
tips to help you get the best from it...

The indexed stabilising rest sports 
laser-cut  numbered increments, 
both left and right, and two 
machine screws which are used to 
secure it at the required position 
to the tool shaft.

The tool shaft has a cut groove 
along the central top face which is 
the reference mark to line up with 
the laser cut position.

Having set the required tilt 
position of the cutter ± in this 
case, position `1' to the right ± a 
right-handed spiral will be formed 
at this setting, allowing the user to 
have the indexed stabilising rest  
in contact with the lathe tool rest 
at all times.

INDEXED STABILISING REST
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TEXTURING & SPIRALLING

Having established the offset of `1' for the cutter, you 
need to set the lathe tool rest height to a position 
that when the tool is presented horizontally to the 
work, the underneath of the cutter is on the centre 
line of the work, as marked with the pencil line. Once 
this is established, and the wood is rotating, apply 
pressure down on the tool to maintain full contact 
of the indexed stabilising rest with the lathe rest. In 
conjunction with the downward pressure...

...apply forward pressure so the cutter maintains full 
contact with the revolving piece at all times. It is not 
able to cut when presented in this horizontal position. 
Instead, one must raise the handle until the top of the 
teeth comes into contact with the wood.
NB ± do not raise the handle any further. 
For right-hand spirals, we start at the extreme left 
hand end of the spiral

Now that the cutter has started to cut, maintain the 
pressure in both directions ± do not move the cutter 
laterally, but instead allow the cutter to cut the start 
of the spiral in this ® xed position. This is the reference 
cut, from which we can always go back, re-locate and 
extend the spiral to the required length

This is a view of the reference cut from the top. 
After cutting this, extract the tool, stop the lathe and 
inspect your work. Once you're happy that the spiral 
is correctly formed, start the lathe up, present the 
tool back into the work, in the horizontal non-cutting 
position directly in line with the reference spiral

The wheel will spin and engage into the reference 
spiral at which point, raise the handle to create the 
cutting position, maintain the pressure, and slowly  
traverse the cutter along the work. NB ± if you move 
too quickly before the teeth have formed the 
spiral, you run out of the spiral grooves

Any time you wish to stop, repeat steps 04 and 05. 
Note now that, in this picture, the cutter is tilting to 
the left, with an offset of `1' to the left. A reference 
cut is established at the extreme right hand end of 
the work

Note that the spiral is being extended from the 
reference cut to meet the on-coming right-hand 
spiral. You can see that the top of the spiral is slightly 
 ̄at...

...whereas a few more passes of the cutter have 
formed the spiral to the full gullet form of the cutter. 
This form changes from cutter to cutter

Because the wood is very dense ± in this case, maple 
± it is possible to run one spiral form over the top 
of the other. Very gentle cuts and full pressure are 
needed to prevent `cutter jump' and grain `tear-out'

This cross-hatched pattern can have a few loose 
® bres of wood hanging off the diamond form. It 
cannot be sanded, so use a bronze brush to clean it 
up. Once again, as with the texturing, the spirals are 
shown in their fullest beauty when constrasted with 
`pure turned elements'
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Some of the spiral patterns 
attainable by using the 
various cutters
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