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The language of furniture construction

BY STEVE SCOTT

n old Czech proverb says that to learn a new
language is to gain a new soul. That transformative
power also exists in woodworking, where the craft’s
dialect can seem as bewildering to the newcomer as
a foreign tongue. Grasp it, though, and you’ll begin
to see and think in new ways.

Like any craft, woodworking has specialized terms for its tools
and techniques. It is full of everyday words that live different
lives in the woodshop—from frogs and fences to stretchers and
aprons. A comprehensive glossary could fill a book, and has,
but this short one will get you started.

Il Tables

People commonly talk about tables in
terms of their function—dining table,
sofa table, end table, etc. But furniture
makers must go deeper, knowing the
name of every part.

Drawer rails are
placed above and

legs.
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KICKER VS. RUNNER

How is a dresser or table drawer like an open sleigh?

It slides on its runners. Remember that and you won’t
confuse runners and kickers, a common mistake. Together,
they control a drawer’s movement inside the case.
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below a drawer front,
connecting a table’s

Because the furniture itself is the heart of furniture making,
we decided to begin with a visual glossary of furniture parts.
When you start researching projects you’d like to tackle, or you
find yourself describing what you want to build, this guide will
help. It will also act as a reader’s guide to Fine Woodworking
magazine, representing the official terms we have settled on
over the decades.

Knowing the language of woodworking won’t make you a
woodworker, but it can help you learn the craft, share your
ideas, and express yourself. It also connects you to the history
and tradition of the craft. And there’s a lot of soul in that.

Top

Kickers prevent the
drawer’s front from tilting
down when it’s pulled out.

Spacers fill a gap
between a case side
and drawer.

Aprons connect the
upper parts of the

legs of a table. Also
referred to as a rail.

Drawer runners run
from front to back inside
the case to provide the
surface on which the
drawer slides.

Legs, shown here in
two popular styles,
tapered and turned.

Drawing: Dave Richards
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Breadboard end is joined

across the width of a tabletop
at each end to prevent the top
from cupping.

Cleat is joined to the
top of the post that

supports the table’s top.
Sometimes also called a
cross-member.

of a trestle table’s base.
Also the central support in
a pedestal table or tripod
table.

Foot, the horizontal member\/
that rests on the floor.

Extension
slides connect
the two halves of
the top and base,
allowing them to
spread apart to
accommodate
a leaf.

Leaf

Cleat
mimics
apron.

EXPANDING TABLE

Drawings: Bob La Pointe (top, bottom right); Michael Gellatly (bottom left)
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Swing arm, the hinged
portion of the gate-leg
assembly that is joined to
the leg at its opposite end.

TRESTLE TABLE

Trestle, an assembly of
two uprights, held together
by a long stretcher.

Stretcher typically connects
the legs of a table or chair. On
trestle tables, the stretcher
joins the two uprights beneath
the top. Sometimes called a
beam.

Leaf can be inserted
or pivoted into place to
make the top larger.

—

Buttons, used with
wood screws, attach a
tabletop while allowing
for wood movement.

Gate leg swings out to
support a table leaf.

DEMILUNE TABLE

21

JULY/AUGUST 2011

Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.



fundamentals ......
Il Case pieces

A conversation about a case piece can start out simply enough. After

all, it’s just a carcase—or box—uwith the standard top, bottom, back, and

sides. But once you get inside the box, things get more complicated.

WALL CABINET

French cleat consists of two parts. One

is attached to the cabinet, the other to the
wall. Their mitered edges—top and bottom—
interlock and hold the cabinet in place.

Bottom

Door stiles are the vertical
members of the door frame.
Sometimes referred to as hinge-
side stile and strike-side stile.

RAIL OR STILE?
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Door rails are the
horizontal members
of the door frame.

L

CHEST OF DRAWERS

Web frame separates
a drawer or drawers from
the ones above or below.
The frame is made of
secondary wood, except
for the front rail.

Shiplapped back
is screwed or
nailed in place.

Screw block
is glued to one
adjoining piece
and screwed

to another, to
allow cross-grain
movement.

Glue block is
used to reinforce
joinery.

Door panel can rest in
grooves or be held by different
combinations of rabbets and
moldings on the front and rear
of the frame.

Doors have their own pair of often-confused parts. It’s simple enough
to say that a door frame is made of rails and stiles, but which are
which? A simple way to remember that rails are horizontal is to think
of them like fence rails. Also, stile is an old word for post.

Drawing: John Hartman (left)
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Molding, often shaped
with a decorative profile,
is used to conceal joinery
and create eye-pleasing
transitions between
elements of a case.
Uppermost molding also
called crown molding or
cornice.

Drawer guide keeps
the drawer from moving
side to side and
prevents racking when
drawer is opened or
closed.

Drawer divider separates
one drawer or rank of
drawers from the ones
above or below. Sometimes
alone or as the front
member of a web frame.

Bracket base, a support
frame that holds the case
off the floor. A cutout in

the middle of each section
creates bracket-style feet at
the corners.

Vertical divider separates
two side-by-side drawers.
Often dovetailed into the rails
above and below it.

BOOKCASE

Face frame is
attached to the

front of a case to
conceal shelf joinery
and/or plywood
edges, enhance the
appearance, and add
structural rigidity.

Base frame rests
on bracket feet

to create a base
for a freestanding
cabinet.

Bracket foot is made of two pieces,
each resembling an L-shaped support
1 HK/ bracket, that are mitered or dovetailed
together and extend in both directions
under each corner.

Drawings: Bob La Pointe (center, bottom right); Heather Lambert (top right)

I Chairs

The language of chairs
pays special attention to
the back, the part with legs.
the most variety.

Spindles are vertical

members that join the
crest rail with the seat
rail or slat.

Slat runs horizontally
and can be flat or
curved over its length.

Rear legs are
often called posts
when they extend
above the seat.

Seat rails
connect the legs
and form the frame
for (you guessed it)
the chair’s seat.

Splat runs vertically. Sometimes
decoratively shaped or carved, it
can be flat or bent along its profile.
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Crest rail joins the
tops of the two rear

Shoe is a block Transition block is attached
attached to the top of between a cabriole leg and the
the chair’s seat rail, chair rail, to blend the curves of
into which the back the leg into the structure of the
splat is mortised. seat.
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