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Alain Mailland, an internationally known artist, came to Carolina Mountain Woodturners 

following a week teaching at Arrowmont.  Heralding from the South of France, in the 

small town of Uzes near Avignon, he spends much time traveling the world teaching and 

demonstrating woodturning. This was the second time Alain visited CMW and this event 

was just as exciting and spontaneous as before with much information and techniques 

shared freely. 

 

The morning session consisted of a slide show of Alain’s work.  He covered the history of 

how he started making furniture before finding turning as his true vocation.  The slide show 

and talk covered how he developed several of his signature pieces with a step-by-step photo 

essay of these unique pieces.  This kept the audience’s attention throughout the morning. 

 

The afternoon session was when the chips flew.  Alain first demo piece was his signature 

“Sculptural Flower.”  To form these pieces he developed a series of straight and curved scrappers (#1, #2 & #3) that 

allowed access to cut the petals of the flower.  Alain described the process an artist has to go through when developing a 

unique object.  When tools do not exist to achieve these designs, Alain suggested a 

useful skill for any wood turner to learn--that of “Blacksmithing”.  Whenever he 

can’t access an area of the turning, he will fire-up the forge and make or modify a 

tool to do the job.  

 

In the area where Alain lives there are few large trees so he tends to turn what is 

readily available.  Root stock with its interlocking grain lends itself well to these 

designs as he turns the petals very thin (about 1/16”) and regular wood might easily 

crack across the grain.  Locust and Hackberry roots and burls are some of Alain’s favorites.  To help maintain the roots’ 

flexibility during the turning he submerges the root in water until he’s ready to start turning and covers with plastic during 

breaks or overnight.  Once Alain finishes the piece, however, the natural movement of the wood during the drying process 

gives the sculptures their life. 

 

Sometimes the design calls for the piece to have a bleached finish.  Alain did not have 

access to the types of commercial wood bleach available today so he developed his 

own version using Hydrogen Peroxide and a small amount of Ammonia.  He 

cautioned everyone about trying this technique as it can be very dangerous.  Using the 

commercial brands available in the USA, while themselves are dangerous, is much 

safer. 

 

A piece of Madrone burl in the form of a bulbous mushroom 4” in diameter and 6” long was 

chucked by the stem and supported with the tailstock.  Using his special scrapers Alain 

proceeded to form the petals.  Each layer curved toward the base as the cut went deeper.  As 

Alain formed each petal layer, he progresses through the range of scrappers.  Each layer has a 

tighter and tighter radius as he moved up the flower. Alain scraped the petals from both sides 

until he achieved the desired thickness before moving onto the next layer.  Alain stopped the 

lathe frequently and tested the flexibility of each petal until he was satisfied that the petals 



 

 

were thin enough to distort without cracking during the 

drying process. He cut three layers followed by hollowing 

the center to form a small dome to simulate the flower’s seed 

pod.  Then, Alain turned a small jam chuck to fit the center 

of the flower from a piece of 1”x1” softwood. Mounting the 

flower again between the jam chuck, held in a 4 jaw chuck 

and a revolving center, he finished off the stem.  Alain then 

used a pair of strong scissors with long handles and short 

cutting blades, typically used for basket making or Bonsai tree pruning, to cut each petal free 

from its neighbor.  This finished the turning of the flower.  The flower piece would be left 

to dry and distort into a more natural flower shape. Normally, at this stage, he would 

begin to sand and then sand some more and then sand some more and then apply a final 

finish of a spray of flat lacquer. 

 

The next project was to be the “Sculptural Tree” form.  Again, he started with a piece of 

green Madrone burl pre-shaped into a bulbous mushroom shaped block approximately 6” 

long and 5” diameter.   This time the discs were flat toward the edges and only curved 

toward the stem near the center.  The discs were also further apart (about ?”) and thicker 

than the flower petals.  After forming the third disc, Alain hollowed out the center to within about ?” of the bottom.  The 

central tube from which the discs sprouted, tapered in thickness from the base to the top – just like tree branches get 

thinner the higher up the tree.  

Then Alain parted the piece 

off above the hollowed core 

to produce an open bottomed 

vessel.  This finished the 

turning part and Alain now 

prepared to carve/grind away 

the unwanted material.  First 

using a pencil he marked out the base into 6 equal segments.  This would result in each of the three discs being supported 

by vertical 2 branches.  Alain extended each line up the side of the tree trunk in a spiral manner moving over 2 segments 

per disc.  Each segment line stopped at the discs in alternating order. I.e. the 1st segment line stopped at the 1st disc.  The 2nd 

segment line stopped at the 2nd disc. The 3rd segment line stopped at the 3rd disc.  The 4th segment line stopped at the 1st disc, 

etc.  Alain used a Roto-Zip™ cutter in a handheld rotary carver to rough out the branches followed by a ball cutter to open 

up the space between each branch.  He used sandpaper to do the final smoothing.  He used whatever aid he could find to 

help with this chore.  Broken band saw bands were used with Velcro to 

hold the abrasive, a small flap sander and hand rasps were all used to 

help smooth the surface.  Alain commented that he spends much time 

sanding, sanding, sanding, and more sanding!! 

 

For his third project Alain demonstrated multi centered techniques.  

Because of the length of time these pieces take to produce, time did not 

permit Alain to finish a piece like this.  He brought an In-Process piece 

to illustrate the technique.  A block of Big Leaf Maple Burl had several 

small vessels turned around its periphery.  Each vessel was imbedded in the block with the vessel’s rim formed from the 

burl’s surface.  He mounted the block on the Escoulen chuck and with all the locking screws loosened he carefully 

positioned for the next vessel.  With the revolving center used to position the center of the vessel, he tightened the locking 

screws.  After taking a few initial cuts Alain stopped the lathe to check the positioning of the vessel within the block – 

satisfied, he continued. Alain formed the vessel by regularly alternating between hollowing the inside and the outside 

shape using the curved scrappers similar in shape to those used for the previous projects. 



 

 

 

This project illustrated the need for a substantial lathe with a lot of mass to dampen the vibrations that come from turning 

off centered pieces.  During the earlier slide show Alain covered how he produces some of his larger pieces of this style.  

Using the outboard mounting on his heavy industrial lathe, he occasionally used chains to hold a piece on the lathe and on 

the mounting discs, on which he mounts the piece, these have on occasion, almost maxed out the lathe swing. 

 

Here, the demo finished up.  We had a little of everything during the demo, lots of laughter, a few jokes told, some very 

sound basic techniques (how to hold the tools, how to stand at the lathe) as well as many of Alain’s personal approaches 

to his art.  Everyone enjoyed the visit and came away with many ideas and new techniques to try.   

 

 


