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Add Strength and 
Style to Any Slab

One of the many things 
we do at Siosi Design 
+ Build is work with 

large slabs, which we use for 
tables, counters, beds, and 
benches. Although we look for 
slabs that have as little check-
ing as possible and overall 
good grain flow, it is rare to 
find one that is structurally per-

fect. Often imperfections lie in 
crucial areas that we can’t or 
don’t want to cut off. 

We solve this problem using 
a technique we first tried on 
a large walnut slab that had a 
soft spot right beside a flame 
crotch. We were unwilling to 
cut out the bad and lose the 
good. Our designs lean toward 

modern 
and mini-
malist, so rather 
than using a more tradi-
tional butterfly key to shore 
up the structural and visual 
imperfections, we developed 
a method that reflects our 
overall vision without sacrific-
ing strength. This technique 

is both aesthetic and 
practical, reinforcing 

flawed areas and adding 
a sculptural quality.

Take inspiration 
from the flaws
Using the inherent flaws in 
each slab as inspiration, we 
add inlays to mend knots, 
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Enhance the outline. After tracing the outline of the inlay with a 
razor (opposite page), highlight the score line with pencil or chalk to 
make it more visible when routing.

Set the depth of cut. Use the actual inlay to set the depth of cut on 
the router. Set the bit to cut a recess that will leave the inlay about 
1⁄8 in. proud of the slab. After being glued in place, the inlay will be 
trimmed flush.

Rout the recess. Freehand-rout the recess with multiple passes of a 
plunge router, increasing the depth as you go. Rout close to the line, 
but leave about 1⁄16 in. to clean up by hand.

MARK OUT THE RECESSES AND ROUT
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Add Strength and 
Style to Any Slab

 increase thickness, and re-
inforce cracks. We consider 
which flaws to embrace, and 
which ones are unsightly or 
need to be reinforced for the 
longevity of the piece. The 
goal is to strike a balance be-
tween the raw, natural beauty 
of the wood itself and a re-
fined, sculptural finished piece. 

Inlays transform a flawed slab 
into a sturdy work of art

B Y  A U D I  C U L V E R  A N D  I V Y  S I O S I

is both aesthetic and 
practical, reinforcing 

flawed areas and adding 
a sculptural quality.

Take inspiration 
from the flaws
Using the inherent flaws in 
each slab as inspiration, we 
add inlays to mend knots, 

We consider which imperfec-
tions add to the aesthetic of the 
overall piece, and which knots 
and cracks detract—some ele-
ments are inlaid over, others 
are embraced. Cracks that are 
left open are sanded, debris is 
removed, and any rough spots 
where dust and crumbs may 
nestle are smoothed.
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Chamfer the edges. Use a chisel or a block plane to chamfer the 
bottom edges of the inlay. This will make it easier to tap the inlay into the 
recess and makes room for excess glue.

Chisel to the lines. Use a wider chisel to clean the walls of the recess, 
making sure to keep the walls straight. After, switch to a narrower chisel 
and clean out the corners. Work carefully, as the corners are where 
mistakes will show the most.

There is potential for cracks 
to continue to expand; those 
areas are mended with inlays 
to prevent further movement. 
When there is a hole or crack 
that we decide to keep, but 
there’s potential for it to be a 
crumb catcher, we fill small 
knots and holes with epoxy. 
We use this technique sparing-
ly, since wood movement and 
epoxy can sometimes be an is-
sue down the road. The goal is 
to retain the look of the flaw 
while reducing some of the in-
evitable maintenance required 
if we retain the flaw (such as 

CHISEL THE RECESS AND INLAY THE F IRST P IECE

dusting with canned air). By 
nature, each slab is unique, and 
each client is unique. We try to 
match and honor the two.

Start by selecting and 
milling inlay
The key to this process is pa-
tience, a few sharp tools, and 
a vision. We address the big-
gest issues first. We start with 
large, structural inlays and add 
smaller pieces as we go. The 
size and depth depends on the 
specific project, but we have 
used inlays as large as 12 in. 
by 16 in. by 13⁄4 in. deep and as 

Tap the inlay in place. Coat the recess with glue, and then tap the inlay 
evenly in place. If the inlay doesn’t go in straight the lines won’t be crisp 
and there could be gaps.

LEAVE INLAYS PROUD

Inlays can range 
in thickness from 
1⁄4 in. to 13⁄4 in., but 
a 3⁄8-in.-thick inlay 
is typical.

Larger inlays or those that protrude 
more than 1⁄8 in. can be routed almost 
flush before scraping and sanding. Ideally, inlays should be 

left 1⁄8 in. proud of the 
surface when inserted.
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Follow up with a sander. If the inlay is only slightly proud of the slab or 
has been routed nearly flush, you can scrape or sand the surfaces level.

Level the inlay to the slab. The technique you use depends on the size 
of the inlay and the amount it protrudes. For large, very proud inlays you 
can use a router on a sliding bridge to bring the surfaces flush.

small as 1⁄2 in. square by 1⁄4 in. 
deep. We cut small inlays with 
a bandsaw, while we tackle 
larger pieces primarily on a 
tablesaw with a crosscut sled.

Start by cutting a few piec-
es of inlay stock to size. For 
us this means going through 
scrap piles to find pieces with 
some character—ideally we 
find a piece with a bit of curl 
so it stands out against the 
grain of the slab. We tend to 
use the same species for the 
inlay as the slab we’re working 
on because we like the subtle 
look in the finished piece. Ob-
viously, you can opt for the 
contrast of a different species, 
but consider that different spe-
cies have different rates of ex-
pansion and contraction.

Mark out the recesses
Once we have several inlays 
cut to the size of the flawed 
areas, we organize our tools. 
After the chisels are sharp, the 
razor blade is fresh, a router 
with straight bit is close by, the 
mallet is ready, and a pencil or 
chalk are handy, we lay out the 
pattern and label the tops of 
the pieces with pencil or chalk. 

As tightly as possible, trace 

CLEAN UP THE SURFACE

around the inlay with the razor 
blade. This is the most crucial 
of first steps. Keep the razor 
perpendicular to the slab and 
score carefully. Keep in mind 
that if the router bit touches 
the score line, the inlay will be 
imperfect. But don’t worry. The 
beauty of this method is that if 
you make small mistakes you 
can add more inlays to cover 
them up; this adds more time 
to the piece, but the more in-
lays, the more wild and inter-
esting the outcome. This isn’t 
an invitation to work in a de-
liberately sloppy manner, but 
a perk of the technique if a 
mistake happens. 

Rout and chisel the recess
The inlay can be as thick or 
thin as you need it to be, but 
1⁄4 in. deep is a good place 
to start for areas that do not 
need significant reinforcement. 
Set the depth of your plunge 
router at about 1⁄8 in. shy of 
the thickness of your inlay. As 
you follow your lines with the 
router, we recommend leaving 
about 1⁄16 in. of material inside 
of the score line; this leaves 
the perfect amount of material 
to get a good crisp grip with 

ROUTER BRIDGE FOR PROUD INLAY

Router bridge
Inlay

Rails for router bridge 
are clamped to slab.Slab

When working with thicker inlay, aim for 1⁄32 in. proud after routing.  

Larger inlays or those that protrude 
more than 1⁄8 in. can be routed almost 
flush before scraping and sanding. 
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your chisel without denting the 
sides of the cutout.

Now that most of the material 
has been removed, grab your 
favorite chisel and mallet (Audi 
prefers a 1-in. butt chisel, Ivy 
the 3⁄4-in. version.) Beginning 
about 1⁄8 in. from the corners, 
keeping the chisel exactly per-
pendicular to the surface with 
the flat side facing away from 
the inlay, carefully insert your 
chisel into the score line and 
gently tap out all four sides.

The corners are very impor-
tant. once all four sides are 
chiseled out, we use a 1⁄4-in. 
Pfeil butt chisel at a low angle 
to carefully follow the score 
line into each corner. This is 
the most important part of the 
process, so take it slow; a clean 
corner makes for a perfect in-
lay. It’s important to use a small 
chisel in the corners because it 
will give you plenty of control 
to get that 90° just right. A large 
chisel flares the corner and 
makes for an ill-fitting inlay.

Cleaning up the walls of the 
recess is important for a good 
fit. Make sure all walls are 
square—if a small square fits 
in your routed-out rectangle, 
use it to double check that ev-
erything is at 90° and will fit 

Adding layers. Once the first inlay is glued in and trimmed flush, you can 
begin adding more. You can work on more than one inlay at a time if they 
don’t overlap each other. 

add more inlays for a p ix ilated effect 

Sand, scrape, or plane as you go. Use whatever makes sense to you to 
flush inlays between layers. Keep in mind, though, that oversanding can 
cause a dip in the tabletop and using a tool that’s too aggressive for the 
job, like a wide-mouthed plane, can cause chipout, especially on highly 
figured inlay.

the inlay nicely. Coat the recess 
with glue, and gently pound 
the inlay in with a mallet until 
it fully seats. Make sure it goes 
down evenly—one side going 
in first can ruin your line and 
make an imperfect inlay. You 
hope for a bit of squeeze-out 
and an inlay that sits about 
1⁄8 in. proud of the slab surface.

Clean up the surface
To make the inlay flush, we use 
the combination of a sander 
and scraper. If the inlay is large 
and sits more than 1⁄8 in. proud, 
you can even use a router. The 
patchwork style of inlays can 
be used sparingly or extensive-
ly; the more inlays, the more 
pixilated the effect. The basic 
order of operations is to work 
in layers, flushing the inlays to 
the slab before you inlay an 
overlapping one and then re-
peating the same process. we 
spend a lot of time with each 
slab, thinking about each table-
top as a sculpture and making 
sure that the inlays add, rather 
than take away from, the natu-
ral flow of the figure. □

Audi Culver and Ivy Siosi are 
designers and furniture makers  
in Bloomington, Ind.
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MODERN SLABS AT  WORK 

Contrast

Kitchen island

In a wood like this ambrosia maple slab, not only are same-species 
inlays used to reinforce the crotch on the top and underneath, but 
the color difference inherent in the species allows for contrast 
without using a different species of wood.

The authors used inlays 
to attract attention to an 
otherwise simple miter 
joint. It was a purely 
aesthetic decision to draw 
viewers in and get them 
thinking about the puzzle 
in front of them.

Slab bench
Culver and Siosi wanted 
to get the most from this 
slab without trimming 
any length, so they used 
a lot of inlays to mend 
checking and knots, 
overlapping them to add 
strength, complexity, and 
character to an ordinary 
butt joint.

Floating desk
This design has only 
one inlay on the end 
grain—a small square to 
cover a small flaw. The 
understated inlay works 
with the colorful grain as 
well as the overall feel of 
the piece. It either goes 
unnoticed or creates a 
nice design quirk.

Photography plays 
an integral role at 
Siosi Design + Build. 
Watch the video at 
FineWoodworking
.com/274.

Online Extra
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