
Shellac barrier. If you aren’t going to dye the whole piece, wipe a wash-
coat of shellac onto the areas to remain undyed. Follow with Danish oil.

the dyed and undyed parts. The safest 
way is to turn and sand the whole piece, 
then seal the section that will remain 
undyed. in this case, i wiped a 1-lb. cut 
of shellac onto the platter’s recessed 
center, and once that was dry, i applied a 
coat of Danish oil. if any dye seeps onto 
the sealed and oiled surface, it comes 
right off with steel wool. On the other 

by chestnut products. These 
are pre-mixed and can be 
used at full strength or diluted with 
denatured alcohol. These dyes have a 
5% shellac content, so each application 
progressively seals the wood. Therefore, 
the later colors soak in less and become 
more like glazes, creating a layered look 
rather than mixing into the previous ones.

Two ways to confi ne the color
Unless you plan to dye the entire piece, 
you have to create a clean break between 

the dyed and undyed parts. The safest 

by chestnut products. These 
are pre-mixed and can be 
used at full strength or diluted with 
denatured alcohol. These dyes have a 
5% shellac content, so each application 

by chestnut products. These 
are pre-mixed and can be 
used at full strength or diluted with 
denatured alcohol. These dyes have a On many turnings, adding a 

bright dye can transform a 
competent piece of work 
that might not get a second 
glance into a piece of art 
that stands out from across 

the room. Wood turning is a creative craft, 
and coloring is an even more creative 
process. Even if you’ve never applied dye 
to furniture, i hope you’ll break the bonds 
of inhibition and try dyeing a turning. 

When it comes to dyes, my first choices 
are alcohol-based, and in particular those 

Alcohol dyes are brighter 
and dry faster
Compared with water-based dyes, alcohol-

based ones are brighter and dry faster. You 
can buy them as liquids 

or as powders that 
dissolve in alcohol. 
Solar-lux liquids and 

alcohol-soluble 
dye powders 
are available at 
woodworker
.com. You can 
view Chestnut 
Products dyes at 
toolpost.co.uk. 
To order, contact 
peter.hemsley@
btinternet.com.

 1. SEAL ADJACENT AREAS

Colorize your 
turnings
UNLEASH YOUR CREATIVE SIDE
WITH BRIGHT DYES

B Y  J I M M Y  C L E W E S
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Finish the center. With the rim colored, use a 
parting tool to define the inner edge of the rim. 
Then finish turning the center. 

Finish the rim. Shape, sand, and dye the rim 
of the platter but don’t hollow the center.

Start at the inside edge. Use the chuck to turn the platter by 
hand as you dye the wood. 

A light sanding. When it’s dry, sand the dyed area. You can 
then move on to the topcoat or add more color.

Make the tiger roar. To enhance the stripes 
of the tiger maple, Clewes sands the first coat 
with 400-grit paper and then adds more color.

Bolder stripes. On the third round, instead of 
dyeing the whole rim, Clewes focuses on the 
darker sections of the curl.

hand, avoid leaving either finish on the 
section to be dyed or you’ll end up with 
a blotchy appearance.  

if you are a confident turner, a quicker 
method is to turn and sand the area to 
be dyed, but leave some waste wood on 
the adjacent section. after the dyes have 
been applied and dried, come back and 
turn the rest of the piece, removing the 
unwanted dye at the same time. 

Prep the surface and apply the dye
The surface must be flawless, because 
any blemishes will show up when you 
apply the dye. if you are using curly or 
burl wood (both give pleasing results), 
the grain may be running in different 
directions, so inspect the surface very 
closely. Use the same sanding method 
described in my article (“Faceplate 
Turning is Fun,” pp. 70-75). 

after the last sanding, raise the grain. 
i do this by spraying the surface with 
denatured alcohol because it evaporates 
quickly. Water works as well but takes 
longer to dry. Don’t resand the wood; 
you want the dye to penetrate deeply.

coloring is best done on the lathe: 
You can turn the piece slowly without 
touching it by revolving the chuck, and 
then turn on the power for sanding. 
apply the dye with a brush, cloth, 
sponge, or folded-up paper towel, but be 
sure to cover the whole surface evenly 
and quickly because alcohol-based dyes 

Another way: Dye first, turn later
A more surefire way to get a crisp break between dyed and natural wood is to apply the 
dye and then complete the turning, cutting away unwanted dyed areas.

 2. APPLY THE DYE

 3. POP THE FIGURE
hand, avoid leaving either finish on the 
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dry in under a minute. if you do get 
streaking, quickly wipe the surface with 
an alcohol-dampened cloth. 

Once the surface is dry, lightly sand it 
with caMi 600-grit wet-or-dry paper. if 
you are satisfied with the appearance, 
you can go ahead with the clear coat 
(see below), or apply another coat of the 
same color.  

Layers of color give a dramatic effect
after you’ve mastered using a single color, 
there are a couple of ways to use multiple 
hues. On curly wood, dyes penetrate the 
short grain more than the long grain. To 
exploit this effect, let the first color (in this 
case chestnut products’ royal Blue) dry 
completely, then sand the surface with 
caMi 400-grit wet-or-dry paper. This step 
removes some of the color and leaves a 
striped effect. 

Next, apply a lighter complementary 
or contrasting color, in this case a more 
turquoise blue, which will show most 
where the first blue was removed. Now 
sand the surface again, this time with 
caMi 600-grit paper. 

You can either stop here or make the 
figure pop more with a third color. You 
can apply the third color to the whole 

area or just to certain sections. On curly 
wood, this can be just the lighter parts 
of the stripes, or on non-curly wood, 
you can use a dappled pattern. continue 
coloring and sanding until you are 
pleased with the result.

A gloss fi nish brings the dye to life
While i favor a low- or medium-luster 
finish for most of my undyed pieces, 
a thin, high-gloss finish really makes 
the dyes vibrant and the wood almost 
iridescent. although you could wipe or 
brush on a finish (don’t use shellac or 
you’ll pull and blotch the alcohol-based 
dyes), the easiest and fastest finish is 
spray lacquer. Use a spray gun if you 
have one, but for small projects like these, 
an aerosol is economical and won’t leave 
you with a gun to clean. 

Spray several light coats of lacquer, 
letting each coat dry for 20 to 30 
minutes. Smooth the surface with caMi 
800-grit wet-or-dry paper followed by 
1,000-grit and finally 1,500-grit. For a 
glasslike finish, buff the piece using 
liquid car polish.  □

Jimmy Clewes is a professional turner 
in Las Vegas.

Soften the contrast. If you want the colors 
to flow slightly together, spray the piece with 
denatured alcohol (left). Don’t wipe it off.

Easy cleanup. If any dye does get onto the 
sealed section, 0000 steel wool removes it.

Frame the rim. Coloring the edge of the platter 
with a permanent marker conceals any dye 
that bled through and provides a nice break 
between the dyed and undyed parts of the rim.

Quick finish. Gloss lacquer pops the colors, 
and using an aerosol gets the job done quickly. 

 4. BLEND THE COLORS AND FINISH
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finish line continued
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