
Reach for this simple tool 
when others reach their limit

B Y  E R N I E  C O N O V E R

Scrapers:
The Turner’s Best Friend

A variety of profiles, but all work the same way
Scrapers remove small 
amounts of wood at a 
time, in a very controlled 
fashion, making them 
easy to use. And they 
can be ground to almost 
any profile for a wide 
variety of tasks. Like a 
card scraper, a turning 
scraper cuts with a burr 
and needs to be angled 
correctly to cut properly. 
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Make a dome 
scraper. Swing the 
tool in an arc of about 
150º, maintaining 
contact with the wheel 
at all times. With 
the burr raised, you 
are ready to put the 
scraper to work.

Scrapers need some relief. To achieve a more favorable burr 
angle, turning scrapers have a relief angle ground to about 15º. When 
the 15º bevel reaches the tip of the tool, the burr starts to form.

Clever jig. On high-speed steel, it is hard 
to raise a large burr on the grinder. Instead, 
use a jig with a carbide cone, levering the 
scraper against a steel pin. If the scraper 
is thicker than the height of the cone, as 
shown, place the tool upside down.

While much turning instruction 
is devoted to gouge and chisel 
technique, the scraper is given 

short shrift—some turners even think there 
is shame in scraping. This is a pity, because 
the lowly scraper is a highly useful tool 
that can get jobs done when gouges and 
chisels can’t. 

In faceplate work, for example, it takes a 
lot of practice before you can fair a perfect 
curve with a bowl gouge. But even in the 
hands of a novice, a scraper can smooth 
both the interior and exterior surfaces of 
vessels. If fairing a perfect curve is hard, 
turning a tabletop perfectly flat with a 
bowl gouge is even harder. Here again, a 
simple scraper will leave a flat surface ev-
ery time. Finally, a scraper is the only tool 
that can cut to the very close tolerances 

needed when fitting jam chucks or fitting 
the lid to a turned box.

Scrapers are inherently more forgiving 
than gouges and chisels because they cut 
differently. Spindle gouges will cut a bit 
more or less aggressively in harder and 
softer parts of a blank. Bowl gouges suffer 
greatly from this phenomenon, as there 
is a large difference in the tool’s ability 
to attack end-grain and face-grain areas 
as the bowl spins. In part, this is because 
the bevel of the gouge often rides against 
the surface being turned. On a scraper, 
the only point in contact with the wood 
is the burr doing the cutting, so in effect 
a scraper will machine wood to perfect 
concentricity. Also, because they are held 
at a downward angle, scrapers are far 
less prone to catching and marring the 

HOW TO PREPARE A SCRAPER

Once the relief angle has been ground, keep 
grinding at the same angle to raise a burr or 
renew it in the future. Feel the edge to check 
when the burr is formed.

80-grit 
grinding wheel

Burr

Scraper

15ºTool rest

KEEP GRINDING TO RAISE A BURR

T IP USE A BURNISHER 
FOR HIGH-SPEED STEEL
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The scraper needs to be angled 
downhill for the burr to cut wood. 

Inside bowls, it must also be used above 
the centerline so that if it catches, it is 
knocked into a void and not into the lower 
part of the bowl.

STAY ABOVE CENTERLINE INSIDE BOWLS

Another angle. Near 
the lip of the bowl, 
instead of using the 
tip of the scraper and 
angling the tool nearly 
parallel to the tool 
rest, you can tilt the 
scraper on the tool 
rest until you find the 
optimum angle for the 
burr on the side of the 
scraper. 

wood. In this article, I’ll share the mysteries 
of scraping and bust some of the myths.

All scrapers cut with a burr
To understand how a turning scraper 
works, examine the simple card scraper. 
After raising a burr by burnishing, you tilt 
the card scraper forward until the burr be-
gins to cut. It leaves pronounced, wispy-
thin shavings but does not remove much 
material with each pass, so it is easy to 
control. The downside is that scrapers dull 
quickly, for they have to be softer than oth-
er cutting tools to facilitate burnishing. 

A turning scraper also uses a tiny burr 
to cut the wood and is angled forward 
(downward, actually, on the lathe) to cut 
successfully. However, there are notable 
differences with the card scraper: To thin 
the edge so that a burr can be more easily 
raised, a 15° relief angle is ground under 
the cutting edge. This increases its useful-
ness, particularly on the outside of bowls 
or at a shoulder in spindle turning.  

Another difference is that forming the 
burr on a turning scraper is mostly done 
with a grinder. About an 80-grit wheel 
does the task nicely; a good-sized adjust-
able tool rest on your grinder is a big help. 
The trick is to start moving the scraper as 
you touch the wheel and to keep it flat 
on the rest throughout the process. This 
gives a nicely faired curve on the edge. 
Once you’ve ground the relief angle (in the 
process also raising a burr), if you keep the 
tool rest at that angle, resharpening and 
creating a fresh burr take only seconds. 

USE A LARGE 
DOME SCRAPER 

FOR BOWLS

USE A LARGE 
DOME SCRAPER 

FOR BOWLS

Scraper

Workpiece

Raise tool rest.

Smooth cuts in changing 
grain. It is very difficult to get 
a smooth surface using a bowl 
gouge. But a scraper, taking 
light cuts, can leave the surface 
of a bowl so smooth that it 
needs very little sanding.

T IP

Centerline
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Check your work. Use a straight-
edge to check if the surface is flat. If 
the rim interferes with using a rule, 
improvise with a piece of wood.

Grinding forms a burr at both the top 
and the bottom edges of the scraper, but 
only the top edge is used. 

Like the card scraper, turning scrapers 
also can be burnished. First, you grind the 
scraper to the desired shape and then use a 
sharpening stone to smooth the top edge—
what will be the burred edge—and the relief 
bevel. The idea is to make the top and bevel 
form a smooth, uniform corner. Because 
most scrapers are made from high-speed 
steel, using a regular burnisher will require 
a lot of force and quite a few passes. A faster 
method is to use the shaft of a solid carbide 
router bit, wrapping the cutting surfaces of 
the bit with duct tape for safety. 

You also can buy a dedicated carbide 
burnisher from Lee Valley, which has a 
steel-pin fulcrum point used to lever the 
edge of the scraper against a carbide cone 
with sufficient force to roll a burr (see 
photo, p. 73). The tool is designed to be 
used with the burr facing up, but if your 
scraper is thicker than the height of the 
cone, you can use it with the burr face-
down. Make sure to keep the tip of the 
scraper off the base of the fixture. The size 
of the burr depends on the pressure ap-
plied, but in general it is larger and steeper 
than that made on a grinder, so the tool 
must be used at a steeper downhill angle. I 
burnish my large high-speed-steel scrapers 
for bowl work, and grind all of my small 
scrapers for more delicate work. 

Hold it gently and take a light cut 
Your first scraper should be a large dome 
scraper, at least 1 in. wide, the thicker 
and heavier the better. They are great for 
faceplate work, especially bowls. I like a 
dome shape that is a perfect radius, and I 
increase and decrease this radius to meet 
the needs of the bowl I am turning. 

Because the scraper is pointed downhill 
so that the burr drags, the tool rest needs 
to be raised slightly from the height used 
for most gouge work. All scrapers have a 
sweet downhill angle at which the burr 
cuts best, and finding this angle is the key 
to success. How much you raise the tool 
rest depends on the diameter of the piece 
and how the burr was formed. The trick 
is to have the scraper contact the work on 
the centerline at the sweet angle, where it 
will always be kicked away from the work 
by problematic spots such as knots. 

On inside bowl work, the rest has to be 
raised so that you can slope and cant the 

Tool rest is your guide. Make sure the rest is an even 
distance from the workpiece, and run your knuckle against 
it to produce a flat surface.

HOW TO USE IT

The scraper is designed to cut from right to left, taking 
light cuts until the surface of the workpiece is flat. With 
care, it can also be used from left to right. 

Move scraper 
slowly from 
right to left 
over surface.

Tool 
rest

Workpiece

Start at 
center.

CREATE PERFECTLY  FLAT  SURFACES

HOW TO MAKE 
A BOAT-TAIL 
SCRAPER

Start with a square 
profile, round one 
corner, and relieve the 
other.

TOP VIEW

Approximately 1⁄3 
of the width

Taper,
1⁄32 in. 
at trailing 
edge

1⁄32-in. radius at 
leading edge

Use a light touch. 
The scraper re-
moves very little 
wood at a time, so 
hold it lightly. 
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Precise groove for a 
chuck. Hold the scraper 
against the chuck’s jaw 
to check the angle re-
quired for the V-scraper. 
Then push the scraper 
into the workpiece until 
the recess fits the jaws 
on the chuck.

Undercut shoulder. By grinding the V-scraper to less than 90º, you can 
slightly undercut the shoulder of a pull for a better fit on the workpiece.

entire edge is engaged. A dome shape is 
very useful for bowl work, but the radius 
of the scraper should be less than the ra-
dius of the bowl or the entire edge will 
engage, with startling results. 

One way to avoid catching the whole 
edge is to cant the scraper at an angle so 
that only a small part of it is cutting. Take 
care not to engage the elevated tip of the 
scraper against the bottom of the vessel 
or the scraper will be slammed flat on the 
rest, resulting in a nasty catch.

sary for the interiors of bowls, I often hold 
the handle in my right hand like a pencil 
with my left hand on the top of the shaft. 
This gives me a comfortable grip with a 
great feel for what is happening and con-
trol over the cutting action. 

You also don’t want the tool rest too 
close to the work, because the scraper 
needs room to move down in the event 
of a mishap. Third, while small scrapers 
often use the entire edge by design, large 
scrapers can overwhelm the turner if the 

scraper to the sweet angle slightly above 
the centerline, where it will be kicked safe-
ly into air if it hits a hard spot. If you are 
below the centerline, the scraper will plow 
deeper into the wood, with nasty results. 

Because the scraper removes so little 
wood, there is no need to grasp it as firmly 
as other turning tools. A scraper should be 
held like a captive bird—firmly enough 
that it can’t fly away, but gently enough 
that you never ruffle a feather. Because of 
the pronounced downward angle neces-

V-SCRAPER IS  VERSATILE

The V-scraper can 
be ground to match 
the jaws of a four-
jaw chuck and then 
used to scrape a 
recess in the base 
of the workpiece.

The V-scraper can 
also be used to put 
a slight undercut 
on the shoulder 
of a turned pull, 
ensuring a gap-free 
fit with the drawer 
or door when it is 
installed. 

MAKE A 
RECESS FOR 
A CHUCK

UNDERCUT 
A SHOULDER

Drawer pull

Workpiece

5º undercut

Tool rest

Tool rest

Scraper

Scraper

Recess for chuck 
jaws to grab

V-SCRAPER IS  VERSATILE

MAKE A 

75˚

85˚
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One plunge and done. The improvised scraper can 
create small beads far more quickly and easily than a 
spindle gouge.

New use for an old file. After grinding 
away the teeth (top), temper the file in 
your oven. Now you can use another file to 
fine-tune the shape (bottom).

Screwdriver scraper. Grind a round-
nose profile on the tip of a screwdriver 
(above), and use it to scrape a small 
cove on spindle turnings such as these 
drawer pulls (right).

Add these scrapers next
While you don’t need to start with an arse-
nal of scrapers, after mastering the dome 
scraper, aim for the following collection, 
gradually adding custom-ground models. 

A boat-tail scraper for flat surfaces—If 
you are tired of clouds of dust when trying 
to sand the surface of a platter flat, you need 
what I call a boat-tail scraper. It can also 
be used for fairing long, straight sections in 
spindle turning, such as tapered legs. 

Starting with a 1-in.- to 11⁄2-in.-wide 
square-end scraper, grind a 1⁄32-in. radius 
at the left corner and taper the right-hand 
third of the tip by about 1⁄32 in. The tool is 
designed to cut from right to left, but can 
also make very light cuts from left to right. 
The rounded corner allows the scraper to 
remove a good amount of material when 
cutting to the left, while the curved boat 
tail gets the trailing edge out of the way so 
it won’t leave a line in the work. 

As with the dome scraper, the heavier the 
boat-tail scraper, the better: If you are go-
ing to be in a head-on collision it is better 
to be in a very heavy vehicle. Likewise, a 
hard knot will affect a heavy scraper much 
less than a light one. 

A V-scraper makes chucks, shoulders, 
and grooves—Take any 1⁄2-in.-wide scrap-
er and grind a roughly 90º V-tip on it. Like 
all scrapers, the profile of the tip is ever-
changing, based on the needs of the project 
or even the latest stage of the project. 

Make custom scrapers for beads and 
coves—You also can use a variety of old 
tools as shopmade scrapers. These include 
old files, screwdrivers, and chisels. Gener-
ally used to cut beads or coves and known 
as form scrapers, these small scrapers are 
the epitome of perishable tooling: They are 
ground to a shape and reground to another 
to meet the needs of the job. Simply grind 
them to the desired shape, making sure 
that you don’t overheat them if they are 
not made from high-speed steel. 

If you use an old file, you can reduce 
the slight risk of it breaking by temper-
ing the steel. Grind the area near the tip 
bright, and then place it in a household 
oven at 475ºF. Watch carefully, and when 
the ground area turns bright blue (in about 
an hour), turn off the oven and allow the 
file to cool slowly. You can now grind and 
file a custom profile on the end.  •

Ernie Conover runs Conover Workshops 
in Parkman, Ohio.

EASIEST WAY TO FORM 
BEADS AND COVES
You can purchase scrapers designed to cut beads 
and coves, or you can custom-make your own from old 
screwdrivers and files.

QUICK COVES

CLEAN BEADS

EASIEST WAY TO FORM 

You can purchase scrapers designed to cut beads 
and coves, or you can custom-make your own from old 
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