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The paper investigates the tool life of two grades of polycrystalline cubic boron nitride tools (high and low CBN content) and three grades of ceramic tools (mixed alumina, whisker reinforced alumina and silicon nitride-based ceramic) when continuous turning AISI E52100 bearing steel (62 HRC). The tests were conducted over a range of cutting parameters involving roughing and finishing conditions. A tool life criterion was established for an average flank wear of VBB=0.3 mm and the surface roughness of the machined surface was monitored throughout the test programme. The results indicated that, in general, longest tool lives were obtained when machining using the mixed alumina and low content PCBN tools, followed by the whisker reinforced alumina, high content PCBN and finally silicon nitride-based ceramic (which presented the poorest performance). Surface finish values as low as Ra=0.14(m were obtained under finishing conditions.
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