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• What is spalting 
• What causes it 
• Types of spalting  
• Is it dangerous 
• What is needed for spalting to occur 
• Letting nature control spalting 
• Helping nature control spalting 
• Controlling spalting yourself 

 

              



Credit must be given to Dr. Sara 
Robinson, Assistant Professor of Wood 
Anatomy at Oregon State University. 
She has collected wood fungi from all 
over the world and has advanced the 
science of spalting for wood workers 
and turners. 
More information can be found at her 
website at www.northernspalting.com. 
She also has a short video at 
http://oregonstate.edu/terra/2013/07/d
a-vinci-days-2013-stories-from-the-
edge-of-science/  
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• Spalting is generally defined as any penetrating 
color found in wood, and it is caused by very 
specific fungi groups. 

• Black surface mold that only occurs on the 
surface and is NOT spalting. 

• Spalting is nature’s way of breaking down 
wood for recycling of nutrients. 

• Colors may be black or dark brown lines (zone 
lines), bleaching, which is a precursor to rot or 
punkiness, and regions of red, pink and blue 
coloration. 

• Spalting only occurs on dead wood. 

              



              



• Wood-inhabiting fungi rely on wood for their 
survival - the wood provides for the nutritional 
needs of the fungus. 

• Wood-decay fungi (basidiomycetes) and mold 
fungi (ascomycetes) are primarily responsible 
for spalting 

• Fungi exist in three forms – mycelia, fruiting 
bodies (mushrooms) and spores – rough 
comparison is an apple tree where the tree is 
the mycelia, the apple is the mushroom  and 
the apple seed is the spore 
 

              



• Spalting starts when the wood dies 
• Wood fungi spores are everywhere in the air (we 

breathe them everyday) and they land on the wood 
exterior 

• The spores start to grow and produce mycelia in the 
interior of the wood 

• The mycelia grow to establish their territory (zone 
lines) and eat the wood sugars 

• When the wood sugars are gone, they excrete enzymes 
that digest the wood to produce more food 

• When the food starts to run out, they form mushrooms 
which produce spores 

 
              



              



              



Turkey Tail (trametes versacolor) 

 
Dead Man’s Finger (Xylaria polymorpha) 

 

              



Brown Rot 
 

              



• What is the largest documented fungus? 
• “…2,400-acre (9.7 km2) site in eastern Oregon 

had a contiguous growth of mycelium before 
logging roads cut through it. Estimated at 
1,665 football fields in size and 2,200 years 
old, this one fungus has killed the forest above 
it several times over…” - Wikipedia 

              



• There are three kinds of spalting – zone lines, 
bleaching (white rot) and coloring 

• Zone lines are a result of competition between two 
different fungi for the available food and are barriers 
each puts up to protect their territory, which neither 
can cross 

• Bleaching is the beginning of white rot and will NOT 
initially be punky – as it continues, it destroys the lignin 
and the wood eventually becomes punky 

• Mold fungi primarily causes the colors on spalted wood 
and like rot will not initially destroy the wood, but will 
progress to become punky 

              



Zone Lines/Bleaching 
 

Color 
 

              



              

Note that the color follows the zone lines. Because coloring fungi are 
generally weaker than zone line fungi, they may not co-exist well and 
may have to be done in two steps – zone line formation followed by 
coloring. (picture courtesy of Northern Spalting website) 



              



• “…fungi are an integral part of our existence. 
Some are helpful, some are harmful and most 
don’t affect us one way or another.” 

  
• “Fungus spores are in the air no matter where 

you go…” 
 
Quotes from Dr. Sara Robinson’s paper “Spalted Wood Health and Safety” 
American Woodturner, August 2011: p24. 
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• “Spores from spalted wood are dangerous to breathe” – No, 
we breathe them all the time. 

• “The internet says spalted wood is a health hazard” – Fungi 
that spalt wood are not pathogenic to humans. 

• “Turning spalted wood releases spores” – Fungi only 
produce spores from fruiting bodies and not in the bulk 
wood. There are lots of spalting spores in the bark of every 
piece of wood we turn whether it is spalted or not. 

• “Turning spalted wood will cause an allergic reaction” – It 
may, but most likely from the wood dust, not from the 
spalting fungi. A lot of people are allergic to certain wood 
species. 

• Bottom line, use a NIOSH 95 dust mask whenever you turn 
or sand, whether it is spalted or not. 

              



• Dead wood, moisture, fungus, air, darkness and correct 
ambient temperature 

• Dead wood – All dead woods will spalt, but some much 
better than others. Local woods such as elm, 
sycamore, hackberry and pecan spalt pretty well. 

• Moisture – Spalting requires wood moisture >30%. 
Anything <15% will kill the fungus (not the spores). 

• Fungus – Spores are everywhere, so no problem. 
• Air – Fungi need very little oxygen, but cannot grow 

under water. 
• Light – spalting fungi do better in the dark. 
• Temperature – Ideal temperature is above 60°F, 

although at lower temperatures it just grows more 
slowly. 

              



• Bury logs in leaves to preserve moisture, but 
DON’T use pine needles or pine bark mulch as 
it may introduce brown rot. 

• Water as needed to keep wet. 
• Don’t bother with internet “spalting recipes” – 

they do not help. 
• After 8 – 10 weeks, cut the end off and inspect 

for punkiness. If present, remove and start 
drying to stop the rot. 

              



• Place wood (with bark for source of fungal 
spores) in a 20 gallon plastic tote. Orientation 
does not matter. You may want to add a couple 
of small pieces of wood for test samples to 
determine progress. 

• Add water (preferably rain water or water that 
has been boiled to remove the chlorine) to 
almost cover the bottom of the tote and close 
tote. Store in a dark, warm location. 

• Wood will become covered with a black, smelly 
mold. This is normal. 
 

              



              



              



• After 10 weeks, remove and cut a test sample 
to see progress. Stop spalting if punkiness is 
present. 

• Remove wood, hose off black mold, remove 
bark and spray with 95% denatured alcohol to 
kill remaining surface mold and fungus. Lowes 
Crown DNA is good and costs about 
$16/gallon. 

• Dry or rough wet turn. 
• Note – you can probably add purchased, wet 

turning blanks without sealed endgrain to tote, 
but need the log as a source of fungus. 
 

              



• Requires more effort, but opens up additional 
options. 

• Must have source of two spalting fungi (buy a 
specific strain, collect a strain from mushroom 
or wood or attend Dr. Robinson’s class), except 
for Dead Man’s Finger. 

• Propagate the strain under sterile conditions to 
have enough to inoculate wood. 

• Continue spalting like prior method. 
• Possible to spalt wet, unsealed turning blanks 

or kiln dried lumber that has been hydrated. 
               



• Hands, work surface and tools all must be 
sterilized with 95% DNA. 

• Work surface must have minimum air flow. 
• Techniques must be used to prevent 

contamination from airborne fungi. 
• A separate tote should be used for each 

species of inoculated wood to prevent cross 
contamination. This is especially important 
when using the weaker coloring fungi. 

• Propagated fungi can be stored for a year and 
also can be used for additional propagation. 

              



• Commercial agar plates are shown in Fig. 1, 
inoculated commercial plate in Fig. 2 and home 
made propagation container in Fig. 3. 

              

Commercial Agar Plates Inoculated Commercial 
Agar Plate 

Homemade Propagation 
Container 
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