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Spray-Painted 
Raindrop Effect
Dave Buchholz 

E arlier this year, I was intrigued by 
an example of a raindrop pattern 
on a platter by Howard Lewis. 

Searching the web for ways to create 
this raindrop effect, I found several 
how-to videos on YouTube. The process 
is quite easy. After spraying a basecoat 
of paint onto a prepared surface such 
as a platter blank, spray or drop water 
onto the surface. Then spray a light-
color paint at a shallow angle from 
one side and a dark-colored paint at a 
shallow angle from the opposite side. 
The water is then allowed to evaporate, 
leaving behind a painted 3D effect.

Raindrop platter
Here is the method I use to apply this 
effect to the wide rim of a turned 
platter. Attach a 1"- (25mm-) thick 
blank to a faceplate with short 
machine screws; the screw holes will 
be turned away later, when you hollow 
the center of the platter top. With 
the piece mounted on the faceplate, I 
formed a recess and shaped the bottom 
of the platter. After sanding the 
bottom, I finished it with about ten 

coats of a 50/50 mix of paint thinner 
and spar urethane varnish.

I then removed the work from the 
faceplate and mounted it on the chuck, 
expanding the jaws into the recess. 
Flatten the top, but don’t hollow the 
platter’s center area just yet. By waiting 
to turn away the center until after the 
raindrop pattern is applied to the rim, 
you won’t have to mask the center and 
will get a clean edge between paint and 
wood (rim and center). I sanded the top, 
applied masking tape around the outer 
edge of the rim, and put paper on the 
bottom—just to keep paint off every-
thing except the top.

Spray the top with a fast-drying oil- 
or lacquer-based paint. I chose a glossy 
finish because I intended to finish the 
platter with a high-gloss varnish. The 
basecoat should be opaque so that the 
wood grain does not distract from the 
raindrop pattern. If you want to use 
an acrylic paint here, you should coat 
it with an oil or lacquer sealant, since 
you will be spraying water on it. Apply 
several coats and allow the basecoat to 
dry thoroughly.

Just add water
I used two techniques to create water-
droplet patterns. One is to spray water 
from a spritz bottle to create a random 
pattern of “raindrops” on the top surface 
(Photo 1). If you apply too much water, 
the droplets start to merge and create 
amorphous blobs that do not form nice 
3D drop patterns. The second method 
involves creating individual drops from 
a water-filled eyedropper (Photo 2). This 
allowed me to create larger individual 
drops, but the pattern is only random if 
you can apply the water non-uniformly 
and not in identical-sized drops. If you 
aren’t pleased with the pattern, just dry 
it off and apply water again until you get 
the pattern you want.

While the water is on the top, use a light-
colored spray paint (do not use a water-
based paint) at a shallow angle to spray one 
side of the water droplets. Carefully and 
immediately turn the platter 180 degrees 
and spray a dark-colored paint at a shallow 
angle to coat the opposite side of the water 
drops. For the platter shown in Photo 3, I 
used white and black as the light and dark 
colors over a base of blue.

For an easy way to experiment to see 
what type of pattern you will achieve, use 
a small piece of foam board covered with a 
uniform color. You can then try different 
water patterns and color schemes quickly 
before committing your results to a wood 
platter. I have used many different colors 

Using a water bottle to spritz a raindrop 
pattern onto the platter.

Using an eyedropper to place water drops 
on the platter.

Two ways to apply water
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from spray paint cans. I have also found 
specialty spray paints from craft stores, 
including metallic glitter, which creates 
an interesting effect.

As the water drops evaporate, the paint 
falls and sticks to the platter’s basecoat 
surface, creating a 3D-like effect. The 
dark side appears like a shadow, while the 
light side appears as the source of light. 
Depending on the size of the water drops, 
it may take several hours for the water 
and paint to dry. This can be hastened by 
putting a heat lamp above the platter.

Complete the turning
Mount the platter again on the four-
jaw chuck and turn out the center area, 
leaving a crisp edge between rim and 
center. Sand the center and apply a 
finish over the entire top. As with the 
bottom, I used a thinned spar varnish, 
applied with a paper towel while the 
platter was turning slowly on the lathe.

I found that the paint thinner in my 
mix would smear the raindrop effect, 
so the first two or three coats of varnish 
are sprayed from a rattle can. This won’t 
smear the pattern and allowed me to 
follow the sprayed varnish with several 
coats of wiped-on varnish to produce a 
glossy surface (Photo 4).

Examples
Two examples are shown that were 
created with the water drops sprayed 
from a spritz bottle—Photo 5 with a 
blue background and the opening image 
with a white background. The light-
color paint used for this last platter was 
metallic silver shimmer paint.

The platter in Photo 6 was created using 
larger water drops from an eyedropper. 
The background color was white.

The same technique can be used to 
apply the raindrop effect to the outside of 
a bowl (Photo 7). Since the outside of the 
bowl was not too steep, I was able to spray 
water on it while it was upside down. 
White and black were then sprayed from 
the right and left, respectively, while 
turning the bowl on a Lazy Susan. The 

top edge was isolated by a wire-burned 
groove about ½" (13mm) from the top, 
then masked to preserve the natural 
wood in that area. Although it is not 
visible, the bottom was treated similarly.

Experimenting with different 
droplet patterns and shadow colors is 

fun and easy. Enjoy using this simple 
but interesting technique. 

Dave Buchholz, a retired physicist, has been 
turning wood as a hobbyist for eighteen 
years. He enjoys trying new embellishing 
techniques. For examples of his work, visit 
adirondackinspiredturnings.com.

Spray a light-colored paint at a shallow angle on 
one side of the water droplets. Rotate the platter 
180 degrees and spray a dark-colored paint on 
the opposite side.

After the spray paints have dried 
and the water has evaporated, finish 
turning the platter by turning away 
the center area.

Spray paint water droplets

(5) Maple platter 
with blue basecoat, 
water spritzed on 
from a spray bottle, 
and white-and-black 
3D droplet effect.

(6) Ash platter with 
white basecoat, water 
placed on with an 
eyedropper, and 
metallic silver shimmer 
and blue 3D effect.

Examples

Safety 
Note

Spraying paints, varnish, and other finishes should be done with adequate 
ventilation and/or appropriate personal protection equipment such as a  
facemask with organic filter. Breathing spray finishes and their fumes is a 
known safety hazard; protect your lungs, skin, and eyes.

A beech bowl 
with raindrop 
effect on its 
exterior: blue 
basecoat and 
white-and-black 
3D effect.

Raindrop bowl
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