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   Design 
Inspiration

I’m often asked how I come 
up with design ideas for the 
surface enhancements I give 

my woodturnings. I’ve been a keen 
observer of nature for most of my 
life, but I have honed those skills 
as part of my career as a plant 
systematist. To understand the 
diversity of plant species, genera and 
families, I have studied morphology 
(the form and structure of an 
organism or any of its parts) and 
anatomy at levels ranging from the 
macroscopic to microscopic. 

Photography has always been an 
important tool for me to study plants 
in their entirety or with regard to 
particular microscopic characters, 
which has helped me to develop 
an eye for seeing nature through 
the lens of a camera or the eyepiece 
of a microscope. Some of my most 
enjoyable projects have involved my 
attempt to recreate the microscopic 
textures and architecture of pollen 
and seed as observed using a 
scanning electron microscope. 

Doodling with a camera
I use digital photography as a 
supplement to my sketchbook for 
recording design ideas. I find myself 
doodling with a camera more often 
than I sit down with pen and paper. 
I usually have a digital camera with 
me when I’m likely to be outdoors  
or in an interesting  
environment. 

I’m not all that 
interested in 
taking tourist 
snapshots, but I 
will often try to 
capture images 
that might  
give me some 
ideas for design motifs. Most of 
these images will not end up being 
useful in the  
short term, but I browse through 
them periodically and I’m sure  
some of them will spark an idea  
for navigating a new direction  
in my work when the time 
is right. 

Although their approaches 
are different, Andi Wolfe and 
Keith Tompkins have made 
habit of recording design 
ideas. Their efforts have paid 
off in spades.

Have camera, will record
By Andi Wolfe

“Inspiration for botanical motifs such as 
this Calla Lily design come from photogra-
phy of the calla lily in South Africa as well as 
photographic studies of other plants with 
similar leaf morphologies.”

“The first plant I studied using scanning 
electron microcsopy was Penstemon okla-
homensis. The pollen grain of this plant has 
a lovely texture and I tried to capture it in 
the surface of my small bowl.”
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I’m particularly attracted to in-
teresting color combinations and 
textures, and the way light plays off 
of foliage and flowers. I photograph 
everything that catches my eye, in-
cluding plants, animals, fractured 
stones, fossils, shadows under trees, 
light reflecting off of water, build-
ings and architectural details, carpet 
and fabric patterns, and the miscel-
laneous chaos that can be found 
around a college campus as I take a 
noontime walk. All of these images 
are carefully examined, and the 
ones I find interesting are filed away 
into computer folders by date and 
general description such as “campus 
walk,” “wetlands walk,” and “green-
house tour.” 

Best saved for the iPod
My favorite images are placed in 
a separate folder that I load onto 
my iPod, and these are the ones 
that I draw upon for inspiration for 
pending projects.

Digital imaging is pretty straight-
forward these days with the so-
phisticated cameras that allow for 
macro photography. Everything is 
automated in today’s digital cameras 

so you don’t have know a lot about 
photography to get decent pictures. 
I use a digital SLR camera that is 
pretty similar to my 35mm film 
camera. I like adjusting all the dials 
and having control over the shutter 
speed and aperture settings. 

Digital image processing is the 
icing on the cake. When I used 
35mm transparency film, develop-
ing costs and the initial expense for 

“This scanning electron micrograph shows the architecture of a 
fractured pollen grain. I’m fascinated by the ultrastructure of pollen 
and seeds, and some of the motifs present in the micrograph make 
their way into my Imagine the Hidden World series.”

“Autumn foliage has always been an inspiration to me. I really 
enjoy the play of colors as the leaves are changing from green 
to brilliant hues of red, orange and yellow.”

purchasing film made me some-
what conservative with regards to 
the number of photos taken. The 
primary cost of digital photography, 
(after the equipment and software 
are in place) is time. I find that I take 
many more digital photos than I 
would have done with film, and this 
gives me many more images to use 
for design inspiration. 

Andi Wolfe (AndiWolfe@yahoo.com)
is an associate professor in the 
Department of Evolution, Ecology, and 
Organismal Biology at The Ohio State 
University. She is a member of the 
Central Ohio Woodturners and lives in 
Columbus, OH.
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Ray--This is a little hard to jump over to 
get to the continuation below. Any ideas?
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Keith is convinced that anyone—yes, 
even thee of little art talent—can sketch. 
In an upcoming article, Keith will offer 
pointers on how to record your ideas. 
But first, Keith explains why keeping a 
journal is important. 

The texture of a folded dinner 
napkin. An impromptu 
trip to a department store. 

Sunlight streaming though the 
leaves in a forest. The unexpected 
generosity of an elderly neighbor. 
The haunting words of a favorite 
song. Each of these appears to be 
a random, insignificant occurrence 
or observation, yet each event 
provided the inspiration for one of 
my turned pieces.

I’ve discovered that my favorite 
turned pieces all possess something 
in common: They were influenced 
in some way by my life experiences. 
As I became more and more aware 
of the importance of these experi-
ences as they related to my turned 
work, I began keeping a journal 
filled with sketches and design 
ideas based on them. I never know 
when inspiration may hit, so I try to 
keep my journal nearby; I want to 
capture ideas while they are fresh in 
my mind.

 
Dinner designs
I had just sat down for dinner with 
my wife, Lisa, in a restaurant after 
a long weekend spent touring the 
sights of Philadelphia. We had taken 
in the Philadelphia Furniture Show 

and then visited the Wharton 
Escherick Museum. 

My head was still spinning 
with ideas when I picked 
up my napkin, and just as I began 
to place it on my lap, I exclaimed 
“Honey, Quick! Hand me a pen and 
paper!” Something about the folds 
in the napkin appealed to me, and 
I began to make a rough sketch. 
Here is the image I sketched into my 
journal upon my arrival home, as 
shown above. 

 
The precious sketch book
My sketch book has become one of 
my most valuable turning tools. It 
allows me to visualize a piece, then 

work out technical and design prob-
lems before I approach the lathe. 

Sketches helped me refine the ser-
pentine form of “Tango” the appear-
ance of the rim and foot, and helped 
me work out construction details.

The creation of this piece involved 
turning two identical conical forms, 
then cutting and assembling the two 
forms precisely. The assembly was 
then mounted between centers to 
form a tenon for the foot. An ebony 
ring was installed before the foot 
was glued into place. 

As the title implies, this piece 
is suggestive of dancers, moving 

across the floor as one. Ironical-
ly, I cannot dance at all. I’ve 
attempted to take dance les-
sons to no avail; one instruc-

tor even politely asked me 
not to return for my following 

week’s lesson.

Inspiration at the mall
Inspiration can hit at the least 

likely of times. The next piece was 
the result of a quick trip to the mall 
with Lisa. Tempted by the store 

window displays, she decided to 
try on a few articles of clothing. 
After waiting patiently as long 

as I could, I decided to take a walk 
through the mall to kill some time.

When I returned, I realized this 
was going to be a much longer wait 
than I had anticipated. The sales 
clerk, realizing my plight, offered 
me a chair to make things a little 
more bearable. While sitting im-
patiently for what seemed hours, I 
happened to glance up at a manikin 
that had been right in front of me 
the whole while. The manikin was 
draped in a provocative dress fea-
turing a prominent linen-fold design 

‘Quick! 
 Hand me 
 a pen and 
 paper’

Inspired ideas are always unannounced

by Keith Tompkins
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which emanated at the collar, and 
flowed to the hemline. 

Inspiration! I frantically searched 
for a scrap of paper; the sketch I 
drew is shown at left. I have since 
turned several pieces featuring the 
linenfold effect, based on the origi-
nal sketches I drew in my journal.

Many of my pieces present techni-
cal problems that must be solved: 
The linenfold pieces required a side-

wall heavy enough to carve, while 
retaining the illusion of 

delicate fabric. Again, the 
journal proved invaluable 
in finding a suitable solu-
tion, as shown below left.

Be prepared
Your journal may be as 

simple as a 31⁄2×51⁄2" notebook 
that slides easily into your hip 

pocket or purse. The key is to 
have paper and pen at hand when 

inspiration hits you between the 
eyes. And, it will.

As turners, we are often encour-
aged to “find our own voice” as 
a way of personalizing our work. 
Each of us is a on-off individual, 
with thoughts, feelings, and ex-
periences that are unique as well. 
There’s no better way to express 
yourself through your work than 
by drawing (in every sense of the 
word) upon these life experiences. 

There is a place known as Poet’s 
Walk that Lisa and I visit frequently, 
a nature preserve that overlooks the 
majestic Hudson River and the his-
toric Catskill Mountains. We have 
enjoyed the solitude that this special 
place provides, and have shared 
many spectacular sunsets together. 
Memories of “Poet’s Walk” on a 
dreary winter’s day inspired the 
entry at right into my journal.

Studio artist Keith Tompkins 
(daddyo@webjogger.net)lives 
in Tivoli, NY. He is a member of 
Catskill Mountain Woodturners.


