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Modern Wall Shelf 
Tablesawn joinery makes quick work of an elegant design 

B Y  C H R I S T I A N  B E C K S V O O R T

Modern Wall Shelf

W284BE.indd   30 6/23/20   2:20 PM

COPYRIGHT 2020 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted. • Fine Woodworking #284 - Sept/Oct 2020



S E P T E M B E R / O C T O B E R  2 0 2 0 31Photo, this page: Michael Pekovich

One of the reasons I like the Shaker 
style is because Shakers seldom 
followed traditional rules of de-

sign. The golden mean went out the win-
dow, while function was the overriding 
design element. They favored the tall and 
narrow and embraced asymmetrical layout. 

When contemplating a wall shelf unit, 
I decided to incorporate the long, skin-
ny, asymmetrical look into my design. I 
wanted something out of the ordinary, yet 
graceful and functional. After a series of 
brainstorm sketches, I came up with this 

version with two vertical uprights, two 
long, unaligned horizontal shelves, and 
two suspended drawers. To lighten things 
up I chamfered the ends of the shelves.

Four case parts with simple, 
smart joinery 
I placed the uprights 32 in. apart on center 
so that the shelf can be mounted to studs 
on plaster walls or drywall. If you aren’t 
hitting studs when you mount this shelf on 
the wall, you’ll have to use some type of 
wall anchor with the screws.

The intersections of the vertical and hori-
zontal elements in this shelf are merely lap 
joints, with shallow dadoes cut into both 
sides of the uprights. The dadoes help to 
align the parts and support the shelves. 
The dadoes and lap joints can be cut either 
on the tablesaw or by hand. I use a com-
bination of both. I cut the dadoes first on 
the tablesaw. Then I do a stopped cut, also 
on the tablesaw, to get the lap joints cut. 
These I clean square with a handsaw and 
chisel. I cut the laps into the front halves 
of the shelves and the back halves of the 
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Top drawer has grooves that mate with 
a tongued cleat glued to the underside 
of the top shelf. Bottom drawer has 
beveled runners that key into a cleat 
on the top of the bottom shelf.

Shelves, 3⁄4 in. thick 
by 81⁄2 in. wide by 
42 in. long

EDGE 
DETAIL

TOP DRAWER 
SIDE DETAIL

BOTTOM DRAWER 
SIDE DETAIL

Uprights, 3⁄4 in. 
thick by 81⁄2 in. 
wide by 15 in. long

Drawer front, 
3⁄4 in. thick

Drawer sides 
and back, 
7⁄16 in. thick

Drawer bottom, 
1⁄8 in. thick

Upper cleat, 1⁄2 in. 
thick by 75⁄8 in. wide 
by 101⁄8 in. long

Lower cleat, 7⁄32 in. 
thick by 75⁄8 in. wide 
by 9 in. long

Dado, 3⁄4 in. 
wide by 1⁄8 in. 
deep

Notch in upright, 
3⁄4 in. wide by 
41⁄4 in. long

Notch in shelf, 
1⁄2 in. wide by 
41⁄4 in. long

Cleat groove, 1⁄4 in. 
wide by 1⁄4 in. deep

Drawer bottom 
groove, 1⁄8 in. wide 
by 3⁄16 in. deep

Drawer bottom 
groove, 1⁄8 in. wide 
by 3⁄16 in. deep

1⁄4 in.

Runner, 1⁄4 in. 
thick by 1⁄2 in. 
wide

42 in.

6 in.

2 in.

6 in.

6 in.

15 in.

3 in.

3 in.

51⁄2 in.

101⁄2 in.

311⁄4 in.

27⁄16 in.

37⁄16 in.

1⁄4 in.

3⁄4 in.
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Simple lap joints and dadoes

The uprights get dadoes and a lap. On the tablesaw with a miter gauge, cut the 
shallow dadoes first. Then, without moving the fence, cut the lap joint in the same 
place as the dado. Use a stop on the fence to keep you from cutting too far.

The shelves get just a 
lap. Set the dado blade 
for a 1⁄2-in.-wide kerf 
and cut the notch in the 
shelf for the lap. The 
laps are not equidistant 
from the ends so you’ll 
need to adjust the rip 
fence for the second 
cut.

Clean up the lap 
joint by hand. Use a 
handsaw to extend the 
lap to the centerline. 
Then chisel it square.

Stopped 
sawcut

Chisel to the 
centerline.

TOP DRAWER 
SIDE DETAIL

BOTTOM DRAWER 
SIDE DETAIL

15 in.

centerline.
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Back it up with a screw. To add extra strength to the 
bottom joint, drill and then drive a screw into the back 
edge of the upright just above the bottom shelf, through 
the shelf, and into the 2 in. section below.

A quick and easy glue-up. Becksvoort 
applies glue in the dadoes, pieces the two 
vertical and two horizontal pieces together, 
and applies clamp pressure.

Parts slide together fast
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uprights. Since the shelves are offset in op-
posite directions, the laps are in opposite 
locations on the shelves.

Once the four parts have been dry-fitted, 
I disassemble them and use the tablesaw 
to chamfer the ends of the uprights and 
the shelves. When all four parts have been 
sanded, they can be glued. Since the up-
rights extend only 2 in. below the lower 
shelf and the joint is short grain to long 
grain, I reinforce it with a screw. I drill on 
a downward angle into the back edge of 
the upright, drilling through the shelf and 
into the 2-in. section below.

Drawers seem to float
To add to the airiness of the piece, I chose 
to suspend the drawers rather than enclose 
them in a drawer pocket. Both drawers 
ride on hidden cleats. The cleat for the 

Add hangers for solid support
A keyhole hanger, mortised into the upright, straddles the upper shelf, 
helping shore up construction. Becksvoort uses a 3-in. Rockler double 
keyhole fitting, item no. 28829.

Scribe around the hanger. 
Position the hanger on the 
upright. If you’re using the 
double keyhole hanger that 
Becksvoort uses, center it over 
the shelf.

Mortise at the drill press and router. Start at the drill press to establish the radius of the top 
and bottom of the hanger, then move to a trim router and rout. Blue tape serves as a bright visual 
guide for routing. Becksvoort uses it as an added precaution to knife lines because the hanger 
lands so close to the edge. He returns to the drill press to bore holes for the screw heads. Use a 
chisel to cut the remaining waste to the scribe lines, and then screw the hardware in place. 
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top drawer has tongues on either end and 
is glued to the underside of the top shelf. 
The tongues slide in grooves on the in-
side face of the drawer sides near the top. 
For clearance, the drawer back is not full 
height. The cleat can be either one solid 
piece glued with the grain parallel to the 
shelf, or two narrow pieces screwed to the 
top, their grain perpendicular to the shelf 
grain, with allowances for movement. I 
prefer one solid piece.

The lower drawer’s cleat has bevels on 
its ends instead of tongues. It gets glued 
to the top of the lower shelf. I glue mating 
45° beveled strips to the inside face of the 

Two approaches to drawers
The design of this wall shelf is light and airy, so in keeping with that, Becksvoort chose less 
conventional ways of hanging the drawers. The top drawer runs on a cleat attached to the 
underside of the top shelf. The bottom drawer engages a beveled cleat beneath it.

BEVELED RUNNERS 
FOR THE BOTTOM DRAWER

Drawer side

Drawer 
bottom

Beveled 
runner glued 
to drawer side

Beveled center 
cleat glued to shelf

Glue in the runners. Rip a 45° angle 
on two strips of hardwood. Then glue 
one strip on each side of the drawer. To 
aid in aligning the runner during glue-up, 
Becksvoort puts a spacer in the drawer 
bottom groove. A piece of waxed paper 
wrapped around the spacer prevents 
glue from sticking to it. He uses tape as a 
clamp when gluing the runners in place.

A cleat guides the drawer. The drawer straddles a solid-wood 
cleat (above) that’s glued to the bottom shelf. Dial in the position 
of the drawer by clamping the cleat in place from the back 
(right). Add tape to the upright to create clearance and slide the 
drawer in place. When the drawer is positioned correctly, mark 
the placement of the cleat, and then glue and clamp it in place.
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Drawer 
side

Cleat glued 
to underside 
of shelf

Flip the shelf upside down to mount 
the cleat. Clamp the cleat to the 
underside of the top shelf, and slide the 
drawer in place. When you’re happy with 
the alignment, mark its position and then 
glue and clamp it in place.

THE TOP DRAWER 
HANGS FROM A CLEAT

Rabbet the cleat and groove the 
drawer sides to match. Create a tongue 
on the ends of the cleat with a pair of cuts 
at the tablesaw. Then rip a groove in the 
drawer sides to fit the cleat.
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Wipe-on oil and varnish.  The first coat is 
straight Danish oil. Oil each piece and wipe it off, 
being careful to remove it all. Let it dry for 48 
hours, and then go over all surfaces with 0000 
steel wool. The second coat is a mixture of two 
parts Tried & True varnish oil to one part spar 
varnish. Wipe thoroughly. After another 48 hours, 
repeat the varnish coat, and you are finished. 
Becksvoort uses wax only on the drawer runners.

River stones serve as drawer pulls. Becksvoort attaches them with 
a 1⁄8-in.-dia. shaft made from brass welding rod or machine screws 
with the heads cut off and secured with 5-min. epoxy. To drill into 
the stone, clamp it with a plastic clamp and use a cleat to screw 
the clamp to a board. Use a small squeeze bottle of water to keep 
the 1⁄8-in. diamond drill bit cool, catching the water in a shallow pan. 
Drill slowly and use lots of water. The mortise is 1⁄4 in. to 3⁄8 in. deep.

Rock your own drawer pulls
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drawer sides just beneath the drawer bottom. The cleat is 
glued to the bottom shelf with its grain parallel to the shelf.

Hanging it up
Hanging the shelf can be tricky. I use metal keyhole shelf 
hangers and a method that is almost foolproof. Locate the 
wall studs and mark them with strips of blue tape. If you 
won’t be hitting studs, using wall anchors instead, place the 
tape where you want the uprights to go. Please don’t just 
screw into the drywall and call it a day, or the shelf and all 
your knickknacks will be on the floor at some point. Add 
a horizontal strip of tape at the height you want your shelf. 
Insert two 3⁄8-in. dowel centers into the round portion of the 
keyhole hangers. With a level on the shelf to make sure it’s 
horizontal, press the shelf against the tape. The points on 
the dowel centers will leave dimples in the wall. Drill into 
the dimples and drive the screws, leaving the heads just over 
1⁄8 in. proud of the wall. Hang the shelf on the screws. □

Contributing editor Christian Becksvoort is a professional furniture 
maker in Maine and a well-known expert on Shaker furniture design.  

Tape and dowel centers are key. 
Set blue tape on the wall where you 
want the uprights to land. Place dowel 
centers in the keyhole hanger, and 
use a level to position the shelf on 
the wall. Press the shelf into the wall. 
The dowel centers will mark the wall 
exactly where the screws should go.

Spacer for screw depth. Becksvoort uses a spacer to know exactly how 
proud to leave the screw head to work with the keyhole hanger.
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