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Overview: 

 Keith Tompkins lives and works in upstate New York. His love of 

wood began when he took a woodshop class in high school. After high school 

he went to work for a large cabinetmaking shop. There he was initially 

assigned all the menial tasks. He observed everything that went on in the 

shop, asked many questions, and learned everything he could. He read every 

book he could find on woodworking and design. He also brought scrap wood 

home and practiced woodworking every chance he could. 

 Eventually Keith became assistant to the company 

president and had the responsibility for designing and building prototype 

furniture pieces. He also built the jigs and fixtures required to put the 

furniture into production. During that time he received several design 

and utility patents for his work. He was also 

responsible for training new employees and 

overseeing shop production. Later on he began his own 

custom furniture business. Slowly his interests 

evolved from creating functional furniture pieces to creating artistic 

woodturnings. Keith always strives to create bold and dynamic pieces 

that reveal a small part of himself. 

  

Morning Session: 

 Keith began his demo with a slide presentation showing the 

evolution of his work including his newer items depicting folded fabric designs. Many of his 

pieces combine turning with carving and texturing. Each piece incorporates some aspect of 

his personal life or experience. He tries to instill a sense of motion into his work. Keith feels 

that one needs to use things that are unique to oneself and find a place for them somewhere 

in a piece. 

 After the slide presentation Keith turned a practice goblet. 

The techniques Keith used in turning a goblet are the same ones he 

used when turning his signature pieces. Keith began truing up an ash 

cylinder using a roughing gouge and a skew. The end of the cylinder 

was trued with a spindle gouge, which produced a clean cut and a 

smooth surface. He achieved the initial goblet shape with a bowl 

gouge. Then Keith removed the tailstock and 

hollowed the goblet’s cup portion (end-grain). 

Due to vibration Keith exchanged the Nova 

Titan chuck for a Stronghold chuck. This 

lessened but did not eliminate the vibration problem. He continued 

hollowing after the piece was trued up. Once hollowed, Keith refined 

the exterior goblet shape using a spindle gouge. Then he turned the 

stem using a bowl gouge. He defined small details using a skew. Next 



Keith brought up the tailstock and placed a metal workers bull-nosed cone into the goblet 

for support. He further shaped the stem and also elongated it. Keith used the bowl gouge 

and then the skew to give the stem a smooth surface. He formed the base of the goblet 

with a parting tool and a bowl gouge. Then Keith removed the tailstock and parted off the 

base. During parting off Keith supported the goblet with his left hand. This completed the 

practice goblet. 

 Keith discussed the concept of the Golden Rectangle (Refer to the handout provided 

by Keith – also to the more detailed description that will be included in the club web site 

http://www.carolinamountainwoodturners.org/members/newsletters/2008/December/120

8newsletter.htm). This permitted him to form a perfect square. By extending the square 

one can form the Golden Rectangle shape (1:1.618). This gives the basic foundation for 

designing many objects (windows, doors, table, etc.)  It also provides basic design 

dimensions for Keith’s art forms. One can turn the rectangle on its side and use the 

catenary to achieve the correct or pleasing shape of a bowl (see web site). 

 Keith placed another ash cylinder on the Nova Titan 

chuck after the tenon was cleaned up. He turned a cone shape 

with as straight a wall as possible. A straight edge was used to 

help true up the cone wall. Then he hollowed the cone. 

Vibration was again a problem especially in the deeper portions 

of the cone. The use of a thicker hollowing tool helped to 

alleviate this problem. The tool consisted of a cutter at the 

end of a heavy boring bar. Once hollowed the cone was sawn 

lengthwise in half along the straight grain portion. Later Keith 

would glue it back together along this straight grain line. This 

would create an “S” shaped piece from the previous cone shape. 

At this point Keith used a full-size piece he previously glued up. 

He placed this piece between centers with the base end at the 

headstock. A small block of wood had been glued to the piece on the tailstock end so that 

the live center could be brought up. Unfortunately when the lathe was turned on and the 

gouge touched the piece it flew off the lathe and partially split. (Keith’s only comment was, 

“That’s COOL.”) Then Keith replaced the piece between centers and 

taped it for stability. He then carefully turned the base. A tenon was 

formed on the base. This tenon would be inserted into a separate base 

that the piece would be displayed on. 

 Keith uses Tite Bond glue to glue up his split vessels except 

when using holly. In those instances guitar makers’ glue is used 

because it does not produce as noticeable a glue line. 

 This completed the morning session. 

 

Afternoon Session: 

 Keith discussed the Golden Triangle concept. He drew a circle and divided it into 

five sections. He explained that by connecting any 3 of the sections or dots on the circle a 

triangle is formed – a Golden Triangle with a ratio of 1:1.61. If one uses this triangle as a 

guide to bowl shape or design it produces a very pleasing form. One can use a catenary in 

the triangle to produce very acceptable forms. However, one does not need to be tied to 



this Golden Triangle theory. Keith drew three different triangular shapes. In each a 

pleasing shape could be produced. In each the catenary produced an 

acceptable form. 

 Next Keith placed a maple cylinder (about 9 inches long and 5 

inches thick) between centers. An emphasis point was chosen and the 

piece turned away from that point. The top of the piece was at the 

tailstock end and the base at the headstock. Keith turned a collar on 

the top to eventually accept a finial and a tenon on the base to fit 

into the chuck. He then took the piece off the lathe and stood it on 

its base in order to better evaluate the shape and form. If one were 

to move the location of the emphasis point the 

form’s shape would be dramatically changed. 

 Keith then placed another cylinder with 

a pre-turned tenon in the chuck. It would become the finial for the 

previously turned piece. He turned a basic cone shape and then added 

details beginning at the top of the finial using a spindle gouge and a 

skew (for tight spots). Once the top was formed, Keith removed 

excess wood from the lower portions of the finial. Further shape was 

defined and a small homemade tool was used for detailing (ENCO.com – 

one-eighth by one eighth bar stock). He 

ground this tool to a taper and sharpened it 

on each side as is a gouge. Again Keith 

removed wood with a bowl gouge and developed details with the 

spindle gouge. He used a skew to break up the various elements 

of the finial into distinct areas giving the piece crispness. The 

base of the finial was then formed completing the practice finial. 

 Keith mounted another cylinder of ash between centers 

and trued it up. He then placed the cylinder in the chuck jaws 

and shaped it into an open vase form. He hollowed it using a spindle gouge and then a heavier 

tool with a one-quarter inch cutter. Keith finalized the outside surface and turned the base. 

Wall thickness was about one-quarter inch. He scribed a 

line on the outside on opposite sides and cut the piece in 

half using a Japanese handsaw.  

 Keith then turned a similar but smaller version of 

the above and cut it in half. The shape of this piece needs 

to be a duplicate of the larger shape but small enough to 

fit inside it. Wall thickness of each must be the same. The 

sawn edges can be sanded using fine sandpaper on a glass 

surface. Keith emphasized that the wood is sanded in only 

one direction to avoid bowing the wood surface. After sanding he uses Tite Bond glue to glue 

up opposing surfaces. 

 Keith then showed how to turn a piece with varying 

wall thickness. He put the previously turned piece (9x5 

inches) back in the jaws and further turned it into an open 

vase form (6 inches high – 4 inches at the top and 2 inches 

at the base). He hollowed it with a spindle gouge and 



formed a thick wall. Keith then moved the piece in the chuck to 

create a second axis. He turned the outside again creating a varying 

wall thickness – one side thicker than the other. He sawed the piece 

in two at points where the wall thickness 

was the same. These two halves could then 

be glued up to create the “S” or wavy 

pattern. 

 In the final portion of his demo 

Keith placed a cylinder between centers. 

It was trued up to where the length and 

diameter were the same. Centers were determined in all four 

quadrants. The piece was turned on three axes – and a cube was turned on the lathe. 

 This completed a very enjoyable, interesting and 

educational demo. It will be available on DVD in January 2009 

in the CMW library. The demo 

information will also be available on 

the CMW web site.  

    

    

  

  

  


