
Bowl Turning 
A basic how to using a pin chuck 

By Jim Davies 
 

First, let me say I am not an instructor, nor do I consider myself an expert.  Not everyone 
is going to agree with what I am going to say, do or show here.  I am doing this article to 
show how I have made this bowl to give ideas to those that are interested in stone turning 
and are curious about how I go about doing it. 
 
This method I am going to show is using a pin chuck or pin jaws to do the rough turning.  
When I first started turning stone, I used nothing but a faceplate with a scrap block 
attached.  To be honest it works well for many smaller pieces and I still use that method 
for many of them.  I found that on larger pieces of stone though the glue joint or the stone 
would start to give way while roughing and balancing causing problems.  Since I started 
using the pin chuck I have not had a problem with holding the heaver blocks.  I use a 
Delta lathe and the slowest speed I can get is 450 RPM.  Those of you fortunate to have a 
lathe that will go to 100 RPM may never have this problem, but I for one, do not want to 
take a chance of 20+ pounds of stone flying around at the slowest speed my lathe will do.  
I personally feel this is a much safer method on larger and heaver items.  
 
For those of you that are new to stone turning I want to say a few things about tools.  
Most of the tools, even the ones I use for wood, are inexpensive or home made.  I have 
made all the tools used on stone but one; it is a Sorby multi scraper, and about half of the 
tips I use with it I made.  Since stone has no grain or fibers to cut, you are scraping the 
project to shape.  Scrapers can be made from many items, among them old files, yard sale 
chisels, metal cutting tool bits machinists use on metal lathes or pieces of HSS you can 
buy and shape.  Below are a few photos of tools I use as examples.  Nothing very 
expensive to make but they do get the job done well. 
 

   
3/8”  HHS                                                       Sorby Multi Tip Scraper 



   
3/8”  HSS                                                        ½” X 5/8”  O-1 HSS 
 
I started this project with the 105 pound block of alabaster shown below.  I spend a few 
minutes looking at blocks like this to decide what I want to get out of it with a minimum 
amount of waste.  On this particular block, I will get two 10”  bowl blanks along with 
some smaller pieces to use for other projects.  I use an angle grinder and reciprocating 
saw to cut with but a course tooth had saw will also work.  Alabaster is a soft stone and 
can be cut with most any kind of saw.   
 

 

 
 

After cutting, I need to prepare the stone for mounting on the lathe.  My preferred method 
for heaver pieces is to use a pin chuck, or in case, the pin jaws mounted on my Nova 
chuck.  I use a drill press and drill a 1 ¼” hole in the center of the stone to accept the 
jaws.  I use a cheap compass to draw the maximum size circle I can on the stone and 
mark the center with a pencil to make it easy to see.  I then level the surface I am drill 
into if possible and drill my hole using a forester bit.  I drill slowly and clear the dust 
often from the hole.  All this only takes about 10 minutes and allows me to get the largest 



size possible from the piece.  It is now ready to mount on the lathe.  He photos below 
show a 30+ pound block mounted and ready to be rough turned. 
 
 

  
 
After checking it for balance I am ready to start rough turning it to shape.  This piece was 
fine to start turning, but on occasion I will mount a piece that is too far out of balance to 
be comfortable with spinning.  When this happens I will use a saw or my angle grinder to 
trim it for better balance.  The better balanced the piece is the easier it in on the tools and 
lathe, not to mention the safer it is.  Once balanced I start to rough shape the piece to 
what I want, stopping often to look for cracks or faults I may not have seen in the rough 
cut piece.  Any cracks I find I will fill with thin CA glue.  If the crack is large it may 
determine the finial shape of the piece, however this is normally not a problem at the 
stage.  Below are photos of this piece, first rough shaped to round.  The second photo 
shows the rough shape I want for the finished bowl.   
 

   
 

At this point I am ready to pull back the tailstock and partly finish the base.  The base on 
this piece is about 4”  diameter at this stage.  With the tailstock out of the way I will 
recess the center of the base leaving about a 1”  flat ring to glue my wood base to.  After 
gluing, I can will turn the wood base too size and hollow it out from the center, letting me 
finish the attached base.  I will then turn a faceplate scrape block to the exact size as the 
base and glue it to the base being careful to keep it centered as possible.  This allows me 
to keep the bowl as centered as possible so when I turn the bowl around and start using 



the face plate I have a minimum, if any, truing up to do to make the bowl round again.  I 
know this seems like a lot of extra work, and it does take time to do, but I have not yet 
found a better way to keep the faceplate centered on the bowl.   
 

   
 
I am using a piece of Santo Rosewood for the base on this bowl and a piece of soft Maple 
for my scrap block on the faceplate.  I try to use a softer wood for my scrap block than 
the wood for the base making it a little easier to part the piece off when I am finished.  
On this bowl there was a very slight wobble after remounting and I needed to true the 
bowl again causing me to lose less than a 1/64”  off the outside.  At his point the bowl is 
spinning true and if any wobble is noticed I know the glue joint on the faceplate is 
starting to come loose and stop immediately.   
 
On this particular bowl, my next step is to do the undercut on the rolled rim.  As you can 
see in the photo below, I have already started to hollow the inside.  This was done while 
the bowl was on the pin chuck.  This is not necessary, but I prefer to start the hollowing 
while I know the stone is securely mounted using the tailstock for the added support.  I 
believe that any work on heaver pieces that can be done while mounted between the head 
and tail stock is safer than when a piece is being held at only one point.  The second 
photo shows the undercut on the rolled rim. 
 

   
 
Now I am doing the inside of the bowl.  This is a time consuming process because of the 
amount of stone that needs removed from the inside.  I take the inside down in stages 



stopping often to check for any cracks that are starting.  Anything that looks like it might 
be a crack is treated with thin CA glue.  If the glue runs into the crack, I then apply a 
second coat of glue and rub stone dust on it before it dries.  Some turners prefer to start at 
the outside and work in to the center.  I prefer to start at the center and work out.  I work 
the center about an inch down and then start towards the outside edge.  I stop about a ¾ 
of an inch from the outside.  After I have most of the stone removed and close to the 
finished depth I coma back and work the finial thickness about one inch at a time until 
done.  The photos below show the bowl in a couple of different stages of hollowing. 
 

   
 
After hollowing the inside it is time to start finishing the bowl.  I start with a very course 
sandpaper and finish with a show car glaze polish, but I think that will be another short 
story.  Below are a few photos of the finished bowl. 
 

 
More photos below 



 

 
 
 


