
Malcolm Tibbetts Demonstrates for CMW 

April 11, 2009 

By Bob Gunther 

Photographs by Bob Cole, Tina Collison, Nettie Turpin, David Vizard 

 

Overview: 

 Malcolm lives and works in South Lake Tahoe, California. 

He began woodworking more than fifty years ago as a youngster 

in his granddad’s workshop. It has always been a serious hobby 

and in the mid 1990’s he entered into the 

wonderful world of segmented woodturning – 

a truly unique art form with few limitations. 

By combining components, he can create just 

about any shape or size and by arranging 

different wood species he can create just 

about any surface design. There are few art forms with this much 

freedom. This lack of restriction keeps his mind engaged contemplating 

the endless possibilities. Long before he finishes one piece his mind is 

busy designing and solving the technical challenges of his next project. 

He has always loved working with wood and this art form gives him the opportunity to share 

these wonderful materials with many people. Beautiful wood is an almost magical substance. 

Gallery visitors experience an uncontrollable urge to touch the surfaces that he created 

using these treasures of nature.  

 Many designs require innovative assembly solutions, much like 

puzzle solving. Just like the joy of solving a puzzle, there is great joy 

in inventing assembly techniques. Malcolm does what he does because 

“it’s fun” – the designing, the joy of working with wood, the puzzle 

solving, and the interaction with people. 

 Malcolm’s turnings have won many awards and prestigious 

collectors have acquired many of his pieces. He authored the book 

The Art of Segmented Woodturning. He also produced two videos:  

“Lessons in Segmented Woodturning, Volumes One and Two.”  He 

serves on the board of the American Association of Woodturners. He has demonstrated 

widely and enjoys sharing his passion for this activity and welcomes contact with other 

interested people. 

 

Morning Session: 

 Malcolm began his demo with a slide show depicting 

his home and shop location in South Lake Tahoe, California 

and the history of his turning experience. He progressed 

from salad bowls to layered pieces and then to his 

signature donut forms. Each piece tells a story or has 

symbolism. His ribbon technique was also shown. 

(Not really his home, but a photo he used)   He showed a short video entitled “Seggy’s Dream”   

       depicting a caricaturized segment of pink ivory and its fate 



when it was incorporated into a segmented ring surrounded by ebony and used in a vessel as 

the signature piece. 

 Segments are all around us – picture frames, 

oranges, flowers, etc. Segmented vessels can be simple 

or complex. They can be created using stave 

construction. Rings can be stacked from laminated 

materials. Segmented ribbon pieces can be created 

using sections of turned vessels. Open forms can be 

created as well as closed forms. When turning 

segmented vessels all the turning is side grain. All the 

end grain is at the glue joints. Rings can be formed 

using a brick-laying pattern along with endless feature ring techniques. 

 Design Considerations:  A pleasing shape is the most important element. Bases of 

vessels should be small, but large enough for stability. Curves are more pleasing than 

straight lines and continuous curves are better than broken ones. A 

vessel’s shape should be pleasing even when viewed upside-down. 

Thinner walls are needed on smaller vessels and thinner walls are 

generally more stable than thick ones. Gravity produces the most 

pleasing curves. The Golden Ratio (1.61803) gives a pleasing 

appearance. This is also known as the Divine Proportion. This ratio 

exists everywhere – the human body, 

buildings, plants, flowers, trees, etc. 

 In segmented turning joints 

need to be perfect because a single 

imperfect joint will be the first 

thing seen. In a segmented vessel each ring must add up to a 

total of 360 degrees. The width of a segment is the 

thickness of the board from which it is cut. The length of a 

segment is that dimension which contributes to the 

circumference of a ring. Every segment has two angles. The 

total of these two angles multiplied by the number of 

segments in a ring totals 360 degrees. The circumference is 

the diameter times 3.1416. The angle of a segment can be 

found by dividing the number of segments into 360 degrees then dividing that number by 

two. The length of a segment is determined by dividing the circumference by the number of 

segments. 

 The wood used in segmented turning must be dry. 

When tested it should have less than 9 percent moisture 

content. When moisture content changes wood moves 

sideways and not lengthwise along the grain. When one 

glues segments, grain orientation is critical. Long, 

perpendicular glue lines will eventually fail. A vessel 

should not be finished before the glue lines in the wood 

have a chance to dry. If the final finish is done too 

quickly, the glue lines will be palpable due to “glue creep.” 



 

 

 

 

 A vessel can be designed on graph paper. Rings can be 

numbered and segment lengths and widths determined. 

Segments can be cut with a miter saw (chop saw) or table saw. 

Malcolm showed the use of his Festool chop saw, a very high-

end item. Less expensive ones are satisfactory. Malcolm uses 

an MDF bed on his chop saw. There is a small bevel between 

the two pieces of MDF that acts as a dust collector and 

prevents sawdust accumulating under the wood when cutting 

segments. This adds to the accuracy of each segment. The 

MDF is clamped to the saw bed. An 80 tooth blade was 

mounted on the saw but it will soon be replaced with a 120 

tooth blade. This may or may not improve the cuts. Before 

segments are cut one needs to be sure the blade is at 90 

degrees. Malcolm does this as follows:  He cuts a piece of 

wood with the chop saw and then turns over one end of the 

cut and places the cut surfaces back together. If they are 

still evenly opposing each other, the blade is at 90 degrees. 

Boards used for segments need to be accurately milled prior 

to cutting. This will make all segments the same. Malcolm 

uses a stop on the saw bed to produce equal segment lengths. 

After each cut he flips the piece over to make the next cut. 

This produces the same angle at each side of the segment. If 

one can see saw cut marks (kerf marks) on a segment it needs to 

be sanded. Malcolm uses a 12-inch Jet disc sander with an 80 

grit disc. Sanding is done very lightly using a jig with a sliding 

motion. One needs to be sure it is at 90 degrees to the disc. This 

is done by sanding an edge, then making a pencil line, flipping the 

wood over and sanding again. If the pencil line is evenly sanded 

the desired 90 degrees has been reached. 

 Next Malcolm glued up a set of segments to create a 

ring. He used wax paper as the surface to glue on. The board used as a glue base had holes 

drilled. Malcolm placed nails in each hole and placed rubber bands around the nails. 

Segments were glued up using Titebond Original to create two half rings. He placed spacers 

between each half ring. Once the half rings held by the rubber bands were dry, Malcolm 

removed the spacers. Then he sanded the segment edges at 

the end of each half ring and glued the two halves together, 

again with the use of rubber bands. The rubber bands get rid 

of excess glue between 

the joints. Rings up to 9 

inches are held with 

rubber bands; for those 

over 9 inches Malcolm 

uses ring clamps. 

 

 

 



Afternoon Session: 

 The afternoon session began with a question/answer period followed by a slide 

presentation showing Malcolm’s sanding jig and other 

mechanical aspects of segmented work. He checked the 

seams, especially the longer, staved ones, using a light 

bulb. The spacers used between the half rings (half of 

3/8 inch dowel sections) should be placed mid segment. 

They are removed with a small chisel and then the 

surface sanded to achieve a perfect fit. When making 

the featured ring extra segments should be made. The 

featured ring should be designed and made prior to the 

rest of the vessel. The vessel should be designed around 

the featured ring. Each ring must be flat before the 

next ring is glued to it. The tailstock can be used as a 

clamp and as a centering device. One ring can be aligned 

to the next with a piece of painters’ tape extending across the joint between the rings. 

 When turning the base of a vessel a small 

groove can be turned on the edge. This groove or 

step makes the vessel appear suspended from the 

surface it is sitting on and not just flat on it. The 

clamps should be checked after clamping because 

they may loosen as the wood absorbs the glue. 

 Malcolm discussed lamination trickery and 

showed what could be created when identical 

segments are turned at different angles or on 

different axes. Then he began the turning part of his 

demo. He showed how to get a perfectly flat surface, which is necessary when stacking 

rings. First he rounded the ring. He suggested using a small section of PVC pipe on the tool 

rest post to enable returning the tool rest to the 

exact same height each time it has to be moved. 

The ring was first smoothed using a bowl gouge. 

Malcolm used a pencil to make three or four lines on 

the ring surface. He held a piece of MDF board 

with a piece of sandpaper attached to it against the 

ring while observing where the pencil lines were 

removed. Where the lines remained were the low 

areas. Then he used a round nosed scraper to 

eliminate the high spots. He made more pencil lines 

and repeated the process. When all the pencil lines 

were removed evenly with light sanding it was flat and ready 

to glue. When Malcolm wants to split rings he uses a small 

parting tool. It is important to make the kerf wider than the 

tool so that it will not bind. He achieved this by wiggling the 

tool as the cut proceeds. The parting tool is advanced until it 

just breaks through and the two halves separate. By splitting 



rings one is able to make fewer rings to start with and thus save time. 

 It is essential the screws in the faceplate do not dictate the shape of the vessel 

base. When dealing with small pieces such as segments, they should be made larger by 

attaching them to larger pieces of wood thus making sanding and cutting easier and safer. 

 Malcolm showed slides depicting many of his detailed and intricate pieces such as 

the icosahedrons. 

 This completed a very detailed, fast-paced, and 

interesting demonstration. In order to benefit from the 

information contained in the demo it would be helpful to view 

the DVD that will be available to club members in the CMW 

library in May 2009. To fully appreciate what Malcolm creates 

read his book, The Art of Segmented Turning and view his two 

DVDs, “Lessons in Segmented Woodturning, Volumes One and 

Two.”  A third DVD by Malcolm Tibbetts will be available this 

June at the AAW Symposium in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 

        

  


