
Turning a Music Box
Eric Armstrong

A Music Box makes a great gift and al-
lows a myriad of design options for the 

woodturner. The following is a construction 
method I  evolved but is certainly not the 
only way to approach this project.  I  will 
show some detail variations wherever I  can.
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I am going to paint this box 
so I’m starting with glued-
up pieces of 3/4” maple   

(fig. 1.). Other closed grain 
hardwoods will work as well. 
For this project I cut 4” x 4” 
squares and glued a stack of 
four, two stacks of two, and 
cut one square for the ring that 
will hold the glass plate. If us-
ing solid wood cut one piece 
from 2 1/2” (min). thick mate-

rial and two pieces from 1-1/4” 
thick material.    The ring can 
be made from 3/4” material.  
I am making the body of this 
box in two pieces so that I can 
add a simple stop mechanism.    
If no stop mechanism is re-
quired, or a plunger style stop  
can be fitted, the whole body 
can be made from one piece of 
3” (min.) material. Combine 

the following two steps to make a 
one-piece body.

Bottom:  Turn one of the two-layer 
pieces round and cut a 1/4” flange at 
one end (fig. 2.).  Secure the part in the 
jaws and turn a 2-5/8” x 1/2” hole (fig. 
3.).  This will be the bottom surface 

fig .1.

fig. 2.

fig.3.
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and allow clearance for the winding key*.  Turn the walls of the hole straight 
so that the part can be secured in the chuck when detailing the opposite side. 
Turn the part over and secure it in the chuck using the hole that was just cut.  
A 3/16” thick platform  is needed to hold the movement. Measure the outside 
thickness of the disk, keep-
ing in mind that there’s a 1/2” 
hole at the other end. Turn a 2 
3/4” (min.) diameter hole deep 
enough to allow a 3/16” nomi-
nal platform thickness (fig. 4.).  
This will allow clearance for 
the movement’s winding stem 
and key.

The chuck can be used to hold 
the bottom part while the 
movement is being located 
and holes are drilled.   After removing the key, center the movement on the 
platform area.  It just needs to be visually centered. Press down on the move-
ment so that the stem leaves an impression on the platform (fig. 5.)..  Drill a 
small pilot hole through the platform.  Turn the bottom over and secure it in 
the chuck.  Drill a 7/32” hole through.  Drilling the final hole from the bottom 
will cause any tearout to be on 
the top of the platform, hidden 
under the movement when as-
sembled.  

Place the movement on the 
platform and attach the wind-
ing key through the 7/32” hole. 
Ensure that there’s clearance 
to turn the winding key - the 
3/16” platform thickness can 
be reduced.  

* Dimensions in this article are 
based on a “Music Box Attic” 18-
note movement. See end of article 
for movement source information.

fig 4.

fig 5.
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Important step:  Check to see 
that the platform on top is flat 
(fig. 6.).  If it’s slightly convex the 
movement will rock.  If con-
cave, a gap will be seen under 
the movement near the center.  
A flat surface will ensure that 
the movement has maximum 
contact with the body result-

ing in the best sound quality.  
There’s room in the 3/16” plat-
form thickness to make small 
adjustments for flatness.

Center the movement and 
mark the locations for the 
screw holes (fig. 7.).  There are 
four holes in the movement.  
Three  screws will secure the 
movement sufficiently.

Drill small pilot holes at the 
three locations from the top 
of the platform.  Turn the part 
over and (optional) counter-
bore the three holes about 1/32” 
deep with a 1/4” Forstner bit.
Drill the three holes through 
from the bottom with a 1/8” bit 
(fig. 8.).  Attach the movement 
to  the platform and tighten 

fig 6.

fig 7.

fig 8.
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the three screws.  Make sure that the winding key doesn’t rub against the 
7/32”  hole, which will prevent the movement from working properly.  Mark 
the point of interference and remove material until the key clears.  Re-attach 
the movement and check for function and sound.

Remove the movement, re-
place the chuck on the lathe 
and secure the part so that the 
top surface can be finished. Al-
low about 3/16” - 1/4” thick-
ness for a flange and turn the 
outside down so that it is at 
the same level as the platform.  
Trim the flange to 1/4” height 
(fig. 9.).  This is important only 
if a stop mechanism is to be fit-
ted.  Otherwise the flange only 
needs to be deep enough for 
alignment of the main body 
and serve as a spigot for final 
detailing.

fig 9.
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Main Body:  Start by rounding 
the four-layer piece and turn-
ing a flange at one end. Mount 
the piece in the chuck and cut 
a 1/4” deep hole (fig. 10.)  the 
same diameter as the outside 
of the flange on the bottom 
part. 

Before the final diameter is 
reached keep checking the fit 

of the bottom flange to the hole 
(fig. 11.).  A snug (but remov-
able) fit is desired.  Ensure that 
the hole is the same depth as 
the flange. 

Turn a piece of scrap to fit the 
hole in the bottom and use the 
tailstock to support the parts 
and hold them together while 
turning the body.  Shape the 
body as desired (fig 12. & 13.).

(fig. 11.) 

(fig. 12.) 

fig 10.
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Remove the part from the chuck and remove the bottom section. Secure the 
body in the chuck at the bottom and turn the final height (2” minimum).  

Turn a 2-3/4” x 3/4” hole, keep-
ing the sidewall straight so it 
can be used to secure the part 
in the chuck when detailing 
the opposite side.  Finish any 
desired top detail (fig. 14.). 

(fig. 13.) 

(fig. 14.) 
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Turn a 2-1/2” dia. (nominal) 
hole the same depth as the 
glass* thickness, which is a 
little less than 1/8”.  The hole 
diameter should allow the 
glass to fit  loosely.  Then turn 
a 2-1/4” dia. hole about 3/8” 
deep (fig. 15).

Turn the part around and 
chuck it in the lathe.  Turn a 
hole the same diameter as the 
inside diameter of the flange 
on the bottom part.  Hollow the 
part, leaving about 1/8” thick-
ness for the shelf that supports 
the glass (fig. 16).

Assemble the housing parts, glass, and 
adjust any dimensions for fit and clear-
ance (fig. 17).  

*2-1/2” diameter glass used. See end of article 
for glass source information.

(fig. 15.) 

(fig. 16.) 

(fig. 17.) 
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Stop Mechanism:  Bend a 
small wire to determine the di-
mensions of the stop lever.   fig. 
18). The lever will pivot near the 
flange center at the level of the 
movement platform and pivot 
into the “governor” blades. 
stopping the movement.

Cut a piece of .030 brass sheet or strip 
about 3/8” wide. Bend to the dimen-
sions shown on the drawing (next 
page).  Mark the location for an attach-
ment screw.

Locate the pivot center and cut 
away the flange in that area 
flush with the platform.  Drill 
a 3/8” x 1/32” deep hole with 
a Forstner bit and, then drill 
a 9/32” hole for a #4-40 Blind 
Nut (fig. 20 & 21).  Be careful not 
to drill through the bottom.

(fig. 18.) 

(fig. 19.) 

(fig. 20.) 
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Assemble the movement, attach the 
lever with a #4-40 screw and optional 
washer, and check for function. I added 
a notch on the lever and a pin (nail) on 
the platform to prevent the lever from 
hitting the movement (fig. 22). 

During final assembly add a little Lock-
tite® to the Blind Nut threads to pre-

vent the screw from loosening.

Turn the remaining two-layer piece 
round and cut a 1/4” flange at one 
end .  Turn the lid (fig. 23.) with a 1/4” 
flange, allowing a loose fit into the 
body. Hollow the inside as desired.

Turn the one-layer piece round and 
cut a 1/4” spigot at one end. Turn the 
ring (fig. 24.) about 1/4” thick with a 
2-1/4” opening. Shape the inside as 
desired. The ring should be a snug 
fit into the body, and conceal the 
edge of the glass plate.

(fig. 21.) 

(fig. 22.) 

(fig. 23.) 

(fig. 24.) 
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Finish the parts as desired (fig. 
25.).  I chose to paint this box, 
which is why I made it from 
glued up pieces of hardwood.

The final step before assembly 
is to cut a notch in the body to 
clear the stop lever (fig. 26.).

I finished the box by spatter-
ing some dark brown acrylic 

paint to add a stoneware look, 
and then spraying the parts 
with semi-gloss Krylon.  I then 
painted the birds and flowers 
and wiped the parts with ma-
hogany stain to add some pati-
na.  Final finish was matte Kry-
lon and paste wax (fig. 27&28.).

(fig. 25.) 

(fig. 26.) 

(fig. 27.) 

(fig. 28.) 

w
w
w
.tu

rn
er

sa
no

ny
m

ou
s.

or
g



Variations:  Many material, shape 
and color options can be pursued us-
ing a two-piece construction.  After 
assembly, the two body parts of this 
painted “stoneware” version were 
glued together and the joint cleaned 
before finishing. This version uses a 
separate lid.

This two-piece version is, actually, 
four parts turned from walnut.  The  
top is made from two pieces that 
hold the glass and are glued to the 
body.  The body assembly is then 
glued to the base.
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Another idea for two-piece construc-
tion would be a mixture of materi-
als.  This box is made from cherry 
and horn.  

The horn is pinned to the base at the 
bottom, and the lid, which contains 
the glass, is removable.

Source Information:

Movements:  Music Box Attic (www.musicboxattic.com) sells movements. 
They have a large selection of quality 18-note movements and have a “listen-
ing station” where each tune can be played.  Their movements come with 
screws and a spring stop mechanism.  They have fast and reasonably priced 
shipping.  They also offer movements with 30 and more notes that are larger,  
and considerably more expensive (but have beautiful sound). Watch for 15-
20% sales

Glass: Warner Glass Supplies, Inc. (www.warner-criv.com) sells round glass 
disks in various diameters. The glass and shipping are reasonably priced.

Paint: I use “Old Village” paint (old-village.com). It dries slowly but is avail-
able in really interesting colors. Local antique shops may be a better source 
than online due to shipping cost.

Horn:  Powderhorns and More (www.powderhornsandmore.com) is a good 
source for horns and will try to accomodate special requests.

©2017 Eric Armstrong, Brookville, PA 
earmst@windstream.net
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