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Above, a photograph of the 
author’s inspiration: water-eroded 
texture in sand. Below, the resultant 
turned and carved work of art in 
sheoak, titled Retreating Waters.

Idea to  
FINISHED FORM

GOING  
FROM

C oming up with new ideas is not 
always easy. And even when a 
good one comes, you need to 

work out how to transfer it into a fin-
ished work. People are inspired by dif-
ferent things—possibly what you have 
seen in a magazine or book, online, or 
at a gallery. For me, it is mostly what I 
see in nature.

Here, I hope to offer guidance on 
making the design process easier. I 
spent twenty years teaching industrial 
arts and design and technology in 
high schools in NSW, Australia. I have 
also taught design to higher-education 

students studying furniture. I now 
make my living designing and making 
custom furniture, as well as turned 
and carved pieces. I always take the 
view that if I can visualize something, 
I can make it. Sometimes the making 
takes a lot of working out, and that’s 
what this article is all about.

What works for you?
My enjoyment in working with wood 
is figuring out the best process to 
make the things I design. I think about 
design while I am walking on the 
beach, driving, or watching  

television, and I try to work out the 
design and construction process in my 
head before going to the sketchbook. 
I have a visual mind, meaning I can 
see things I am thinking about, or I 
think in pictures. Not everybody can 
do this and each person has to work 
out his or her own way of designing. 
For some, a sketch will help visualize 
the concept enough to go and make it, 
but for others, a sketch will look like a 
foreign language and a scale model or 
prototype might be needed.

There is an old saying that people 
remember ten percent of what they 
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hear, twenty percent of what they 
see, and seventy percent of what 
they do. I think the same works 
for concept visualization. If you 
see what is being explained with a 
model, you’ll have a better chance 
of getting the concept than if you 
had just talked about it. Once you 
have made the model yourself, 
the process will be more easily 
remembered.

Sketching
I like to draw in sketchbooks so I will 
always have a record of my concepts. 
Loose sheets of paper always seem 
to get lost. Rough sketches do not 
have to be of great quality—all they 
are doing is recording what you have 
visualized. Don’t get too fussy about 
thumbnail sketching because you 
might end up drawing five or ten dif-
ferent variations of the same theme 
before your idea looks better. I also 
like to make notes on some of the 
sketches, such as “too fat here,” “make 
a tighter curve in this part,” or “cut in 
two sections” (Photo 1).

Once you have sketched a few pos-
sibilities, select the best one and 
ask yourself why it is the best. Then 
draw it a bit more neatly. If you are 
designing a small piece, make a full-
sized sketch so you can check that 
the proportions are balanced. If you 
have tried making a sketch but are 
still having trouble getting a handle 

on the concept, it might be helpful to 
make a mock-up or prototype.

Prototypes
Use materials with which you can work 
up a design quickly. Plasticine is a good 
product to use. You can purchase indus-
trial plasticine from businesses that 
use fiberglass products and it comes in 
blocks about the size of a brick. It can 
be cut with a knife, sawn, or just pulled 
apart, rolled up, and pushed into shape 
(Photo 2). If it is really cold, the plasti-
cine is harder to work; you can soften 
it with a short burst in a microwave 
oven or, for small pieces, just by rolling 
it around in your hands. If you need to 
support a prototype shape that will not 
stand up by itself, you could place some 

barbecue skewers or thin wire inside it 
or as a rest.

Hard foam is another good material 
for prototypes. It is cut and sanded 
easily. I have used two different types 
satisfactorily: closed cell polystyrene, 
used in home insulation, and closed 
cell polyurethane, used in surfboard 
manufacture. Both of these products 
are easily worked but do not have 
much tensile strength, so making thin 
sections that are not supported is dif-
ficult. Both types can be filed with a 
rasp or shaped with rotary tools like 
a small sander (Photos 3, 4). Cutting 
hard foam with a bandsaw is a good 
way to start, but make sure you wear 
suitable dust protection when shaping 
the foam.

Sketching ideas with notes is useful for exploring possibilities.

Sketch and annotate

Plasticine and hard foam can be cut and shaped easily and are useful for making prototypes for design development.

Prototype materials
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Inexpensive timber or wood with 
defects or borer holes is also good for 
prototyping.

A design prototype should be either 
full-sized or made to scale to confirm 
proportions, as in the drawing stage. 
You may not need to make a scale 
model of the whole design—only the 
part you are having trouble visualizing 
(Photos 5, 6).

A point to remember is that 
if the scale model does not look 
right, your finished piece will 
probably not look right either, 
so make sure the model is well-
proportioned before you start the 
actual piece. There is no need to 
have the prototype fully sanded—
just shaped to the design you 
think looks right.

Partial prototype
Inset: a crossed-over 
prototype section of a 
Wave Rim Bowl, made 
only to show how that 
part would look in the 
finished piece. I already 
knew what the rest of 
the bowl would look like 
and so did not make a 
complete prototype.

Design progression

Moving from original inspiration to sketch to prototype to finished form, titled Emerald Sunrise.

Evaluation
The next step is probably the most 
important part of designing—evalu-
ating your design. Step back from 
the prototype, walk around it, and 
consider what you like about it, what 
you don’t like, and how you wish to 
improve it.

Two examples
Emerald Sunrise
I live about ten minutes’ drive from 
the beach on the East Coast of 
Australia, where I walk on the beach 
most mornings, sometimes seeing the 
sun come up over the horizon. While 
walking, I have lots of time to think, 
so I tend to use this as design time 
while my mind is fresh and unclut-
tered from all the workshop pres-
sures that arrive each day. I started 
thinking about what I could make 
that would depict what I was seeing: 
the beach, the sun, the waves, and 
the horizon. It needed to have some 
turning element and some simple 
carving so it would be achievable to 
make by most woodturners. After 
considerable thought, I made some 
sketches (Photos 7, 8).

Now it was time to make a proto-
type. I chose a piece of Australian 
red cedar with prominent grain 
(Photo 9). I cut out a rectangle and 
turned the piece on the lathe front 
and back to break up the board’s flat 
plane. I drew a horizon in a curved 
line slightly higher than the center 
of the front. Then I drew the sun in 
place off to one side of the center 
with about two-thirds of it above the 
horizon. To set the beach and sun 
proud of the rest of the composition, 
I decided to lower the top section 
about 2 or 3mm and sandblast the 
bottom section to give the piece 
depth and textural contrast.

Next was the evaluation step. Two 
factors stood out: one, the prototype 
wood’s dark color obscured my com-
position; and two, my carved design, 
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From paper to wood

A full-sized sketch-turned-prototype. The drawn concept is eventually transferred to the turned workpieces of Retreating Waters.

in tandem with the prominent 
wood grain, was too “busy.” From 
this prototype, I learned I would 
need to select timber that was more 
of a blank canvas, meaning no 
strong grain character and lighter 
in color, like the beach. I decided 
on white beech, which is very 
good for turning and carving and 
has little or no prominent grain. I 
also thought that making the sun 
more prominent with piercing and 
texturing would make it more of a 
focal point (Photo 10).

Retreating Waters
Still inspired by the same beach, 
I noticed the great textures left in 
the sand from the outgoing tide 
and took some photos (see opening 
image). On that day’s walk, my mind 
was taken up with designing some-
thing to make the most of what had 
just inspired me. I was thinking 
about the water running back out to 
sea and what it left behind. I made 
some sketches and selected a piece 
of timber for the project.

I traced the size of the timber 
onto some thick drawing paper, and 
then added the design concept with 
a soft pencil. I find it important to 
revisit a design over a number of 

days to refine the lines until I am 
happy with it. I like to hang the 
drawing in my workshop, where I 
will see it easily and am prompted 
to think about it. If you just draw 
one design and then make the piece 
straight away, you may have missed 
some important improvements that 
could have been made on paper. If 
the design does not look right on 
paper, it will probably not look right 
on the wood.

I decided to turn the blank before 
carving. It started off as one piece of 
2"- (5cm-) thick timber, 5½" (14cm) 
wide and 20" (51cm) long. I cut the 
wood into three pieces on curved 
lines, based on my full-scale sketch. 
Each piece was mounted on the 
lathe and turned on the front side, 
then the back (Photo 11).

I then revised and cut into the 
sketch to help me visualize the 
carving (Photo 12). Then I trans-
ferred my sketch to the wood. The 
carving was done through the use 
of hand and power tools, with lots 
of sanding. The three sections were 
then joined back together with alu-
minum pins. The finished piece, 
titled Retreating Waters, can be 
knocked down for transport packag-
ing (see opening image).

Give it a go
These two examples reveal what 
has worked for me in moving ideas 
from my head to finished form. I 
encourage you to have a go at various 
designs. If something in a design 
doesn’t work just right, take it as a 
learning experience: you will know 
what not to do and what you need 
to change. The design could end up 
a winner after going through some 
revisions. If you have gained some 
woodturning proficiency but keep 
making the same pieces, you may 
become bored and stale. Try explor-
ing new designs based on something 
that has inspired you—you may just 
surprise yourself. 

Formerly an industrial arts teacher, Neil 
Scobie now runs his own woodworking 
business and private woodworking school. 
He offers workshops in woodturning/
carving and furniture making. Most of his 
time is spent making custom furniture for 
private clients. For more,  
visit neilandlizscobie.com
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