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F e a t u r e

In
Support  of

It All

Bottoms t homas t rager

When the bottom of a vessel, 
bowl, or box contributes to 
the presentation of the piece, 

the result can be spectacular. But do we 
spend as much time designing the  
bottoms of our turned objects as we do 
the rest of the piece? Bases support our 
work and offer an opportunity for a 
pleasant surprise. 

(Above) David 
ellsworth signs his 
turnings on the 
bottom, using a wood 
burner. He bends the 
tip slightly to make it 
easier to use.

Design 
Form and function are primary to design. 
Two other considerations play a role, 
especially when designing bottoms: 
interest or surprise and space for a sig-
nature. If all of these elements are care-
fully thought out in the design stage, the 
bottom will naturally complement the 
vessel, function is ensured, interest or 
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Bert Marsh, untitled, 2008, Laburnum,  
3" × 7¾" × 5½" (8 cm × 20 cm × 14 cm)

Photo courtesy del Mano Gallery

Figure 1

Lidded box bottoms

Sharp meeting with table. Lifted with a small 
hidden foot.

Lifted with an edge radius

the object. If the intent is for the 
object to remain stable, design 
accordingly. A stable, wide base is 
appropriate for a salad bowl. Goblets 
should not be tippy. On the other 
hand, a popcorn or ice cream bowl 
might feel just right if the bottom is 
rounded for cradling in someone’s 
hand or lap.

Although function might seem 
to strictly dictate the form of a ves-
sel’s bottom, serving a function does 
not necessarily inhibit creativity. For 
instance, a large bottom on a func-
tional vessel offers ample space for 
detailing. Instability can intentionally 
be incorporated into function. Who 
says a candy or nut bowl has to have a 
flat bottom? A rounded bowl, heavily 
weighted in its bottom, will tip and 
wobble as people reach for goodies, 
then wobble upright again. 

the foot is distinctively tall, which 
adds lightness and delicacy. Bert 
Marsh tells us, “My vases and bowls 
are organic in concept and the foot 
plays an important part in the overall 
appearance. The foot lifts them up 
from the substrate as if they had burst 
through and blossomed.” 

Lift can be implied subtly by simply 
rounding over the side of the bowl 
where it meets the bottom or by incor-
porating a tiny foot hidden under-
neath the bottom, slightly elevating 
the object (Figure 1). 

Perhaps the look you want to 
achieve is one of being grounded. In 
that case, a flat, wide bottom is called 
for, maybe just slightly rounding the 
edge of a box, as the side flows into 
the bottom.

Bottoms are not just about lift—
they serve a function by supporting  

surprise exists, and space is available 
for a signature.

Lift is an aspect to think about 
when designing the bottom of a bowl 
or vessel. Lift gives a sense of light-
ness to a vessel as it sits on a table or 
display stand. Lift can be subtle or 
overt. In the vessel by Bert Marsh, 

Binh Pho, Three Goats in the Fairy Tale, 2007, 
Boxelder, acrylic paint, gold leaf, 13" × 6½" × 8"  
(13 cm × 17 cm × 20 cm)

Eugene Schlaak, untitled, 2011, Cherry,  
7½" × 18" (19 cm × 47 cm)

I created the design on the rim and bottom with a Sorby 
texturing tool. It only takes seconds. I used a wire brush to 
remove the fuzz, followed by slight sanding. The engraving of 
my name and type of wood was done with a high-speed rotary 
tool with a fine carbide burr. 
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The makers
Most of Binh Pho’s vessels have a 
graceful sweep upward from their 
bases. There is a sense of lightness as 
the pieces seemingly float. Binh also 
solidly grounds some of his work, 
such as Three Goats in the Fairy Tale 
where the vessel was inverted, the 
opening becoming the base. Binh 
states, “My pieces often do not have 
a foot. I carefully tuck in the bottom, 
following the curve of the vessel. The 
diameter of the bottom depends on 
the curve of the vessel. In general, 
the bottom is quite small, from half 
an inch to two inches. My belief is 
that a vessel or bowl does not need 
a foot, unless the foot means some-
thing to the piece. For sculptural 
pieces, sometimes a large, flat bottom 
is required—the foot now becomes 
part of the design. Signature space 
is not important; I can find a spot 
somewhere on the piece to sign. An 
artist’s true signature is the appear-
ance of the piece.”

Molly Winton’s vessels also illustrate 
attention to the flow of the body upward 
from the base. They are finished cleanly 
with a bit of transition detailing added. 
Molly says of her approach, “When I 
decide on the size of a bottom, it’s based 
on its ratio to the entire piece. I don’t 
have a specific formula, but as I trim the 
base, the most critical component is to 
ensure that the curve follows through 
to the very bottom, without chang-
ing or altering the primary curve (see 
Figure 2). I want the base to appear to 
tuck under, which visually provides lift. 
I want to avoid the appearance of the 
piece melting into the table, or sprouting 
from it. I prefer a concave area for the 
base. Because my bases are usually fairly 
small, I don’t do anything except outline 
them with a groove and add my signa-
ture and possibly the wood species.”

Simplicity, grace, and purity of form 
are important to David Ellsworth. David 
says, “I design the base of my forms with 
the same feeling of simplicity as the 

forms themselves. In particular, I don’t 
want the base to interrupt or alter the 
volume of the line of the base.”

Interest or surprise
Ron Fleming’s work superbly illus-
trates the thoughtfulness that can  
be given to the bottom of a vessel  
or platter. His designs flow from 

underneath, curling upward and 
outward, the bottom integral to the 
whole. Ron says this concept came 
to him quite simply, “I had a collec-
tor ask me what the bottom of one of 
my pieces looked like. After thinking 
about his question, I now start the 
design from the center of the bottom 
and evolve outward and upward.”

Molly Winton, 
Buffalo Hunt Series,  
2009, Maple burl,  
7" × 5½" (18 cm × 14 cm)

t he sweep of the outer wall 
continues through space cleanly, 
never exiting through the 
bottom of the foot.

Ron Fleming, Fern Basket, 2007, 
r edwood burl, 21" × 19½" (53 cm × 50 cm)

Desirable

Figure 2
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Sharon Doughtie, 
Nurture, 2009, Norfolk Island 
pine, 2¼" × 6¾" (6 cm × 17 cm)

Malcolm Zander, Leaves in 
a Golden Wind, 2008, Black walnut, 
23k gold leaf, 9½" × 15½" × 11½" 
(24 cm × 39 cm × 29 cm) 

Malcolm Zander, 
Laceruffle 2, 2008, Spalted 
beech, 5" × 3" (13 cm × 7.5 cm) 

Ron Fleming,  
Fern Platter, 2006, Redwood 
burl, 3" × 24" (8 cm × 61 cm)
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Ingenious solution
Malcolm Zander creates delicate 
hollow vessels and thin-walled bowls 
that have flaring rims. Both forms 
balance ever so precariously on tiny 
bases. How do these fragile 
objects stay upright? Malcolm 
inserts a small rare-earth 
magnet in the bottom, con-
cealed by a wooden plug. The 
vessels come complete with 
acrylic or other bases with 
a complementary magnet. 
Function is cleverly satisfied; 
lift and elegance remain. 

Carved feet
Feet offer the opportunity to 
suggest gesture, imply character, and 
add elegance. They provide elevated 
support for a bowl or vessel and serve 
to lighten the overall look. The addi-
tion of feet usually creates a break in 
the continuous surface from the side to 
the bottom of a vessel (Figure 3). How 
well that transition takes place—the 
curvature of the upper surface through 
the plane where material is left for 
carving individual feet and the transi-
tion to underneath the vessel—can 
make or break a piece. Awkward transi-
tions will remain awkward, no 
matter how much carving or 
texturing is applied. 

Sharon Doughtie incorporates feet 
into many of her pieces, splendidly 
combining their flair and curve with 
the vessel’s shape and surface design. 
Sharon tells us, “I like carved feet for 
natural-edged bowls. They are cohe-
sive with the organic look and feel of 
wavy edges.” In her work, it is clear 
that Sharon matches the design of the 
bottom to the overall intent and form 
on a case-by-case basis. Tweedle Tea 
offers an intentional cartoon-charac-
ter impression, so she designed feet 
with a wide stance to support that 
look. In the case of Nurture, a small 
base provides lift and complements 
the traditional form of the bowl. 

Sharon Doughtie, 
Love Comes Through, 2010, 
Norfolk Island pine,  
3¼" × 7¼"  
(8 cm × 18 cm)

Sharon Doughtie, Tweedle Tea, 2010, Jacaranda, mahogany, paint, 
leather dye, lotus stem, 9" × 6½" × 2½" (23 cm × 17 cm × 6 cm) 

Collection of Kamm t eapot Foundation of Gloria and Sonny Kamm

Stephen Hatcher, The Search for 
Clarity, 2008, Maple, koa, Indian ebony, 
translucent mineral crystal inlay, metal 

acid dye, lacquer, 9" × 16" × 5"  
(23 cm × 41 cm × 13 cm)

Stephen Hatcher, 
Time Well Spent, 2008, 
Maple, Indian ebony, 
mineral crystal inlay,  
metal acid dye, lacquer,  
6½" × 7½" × 3½"  
(17 cm × 19 cm × 9 cm)

Figure 3

t he sweep of the turned outer 
surface must continue cleanly 
past the carved feet to present a 
continuous curve.
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Stephen Hatcher’s footed teapots and 
vessels entail a high degree of design and 
planning to obtain the graceful curva-
ture and flow between the feet and body. 
Stephen tells us, “Every part of a wood-
turning matters and the foot presents the 
piece, providing lift and stability. Two of 
the designs I’ve provided are examples of 
fairly dramatic and prominent feet.”

Signature
Your signature, refined or not, is part of 
your character. If you scrawl, go ahead 
and scrawl your name. Decide if you 
want to use just your initials or your 
complete name. While initials are easier 

to inscribe, they do not provide much 
clue to the maker. If presenting an heir-
loom piece to a family member, your 
full name might be appreciated years 
from now. If you sell your work, develop 
a signature style, and then be consistent 
with applying it. If there is enough space 
available, you might add the year the 
piece was made and the type of wood.

Many woodturners use an electric 
engraver to sign their work. Some use 
a wood-burning pen. Others choose a 
permanent marker. Each instrument 
has advantages and disadvantages. An 
electric engraver will create a signature 
that will be permanent, as do wood 

burners; however, unless you are pro-
ficient with a wood burner and also 
have the correct tip, a signature can 
easily become messy. Practice first on 
a piece of scrap wood from the same 
species as the original bowl. 

Permanent markers are not always 
permanent. Some inks smear when 
finish is applied over them. On the 
other hand, a pen is easy to write with. 
Place your signature in an area that 
receives little wear, and even a signa-
ture with a pen will last a long time. 

I love exploring what lies underneath 
a nicely turned bowl or vessel. Feet 
delight me! There is a sense of com-
pleteness when I discover a bottom 
that naturally contributes to the whole. 
Like icing on a cake, finishing a bottom 
is usually the last step before present-
ing our work for others to admire. 
Make your design decisions deliberate, 
whether simple or elaborate.  

Thomas Trager discovered the joys of 
woodturning from a pen-turning class 
taught by Bill Grumbine. He is a member 
of the Bucks County Woodturners, and has 
attended classes given by Hans Weissflog 
and David Ellsworth. 

Thomas Trager, untitled, 2000, 7" × 7" (18 cm × 18 cm)

While visiting my brother Bob (also a woodturner), 
we enjoyed talking about the shapes of objects we 
saw. At breakfast, we spent a lot of time discussing 
the shape of a glass sugar bowl, which was the 
inspiration for this piece. 

Bill Ooms,  
Sugar Bowl, 2011, 
Cocobolo, African 
blackwood, amboyna 
burl, 3¼" × 1¾" dia.  
(8 cm × 4 cm)
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