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If you’re familiar with the work of English architect C.F.A. Voy-
sey (1857–1941), one of the most widely respected designers 
of the Arts and Crafts movement, you’re probably aware of his 

reputation for treating subjects drawn from nature, farm life, and 
mythology with a mix of mischievousness and affection. 

The two-heart chair, based off his 1898 design, offers a good 
example. It blends the guilelessness of the symbolic heart with 
finials so long and sharp that they seem almost menacing. 

Stretcher, rail, and back-splat mortises in the legs
While you’ll cut the mortises on all the legs early in the process, 
the front legs get shaped a little later. However, you start to shape 
the back legs before you cut the mortises. Lay the back leg side 
template onto each blank in turn and trace the shape of the side. 
Cut out the shape on a bandsaw. 

Lay out the mortises for the seat rails and stretchers. Chop the 
mortises for the seat rails first. Next, adjust the fence to chop the 
stretcher mortises, which will be centered in the thickness of the 
legs, not flush with the outside (or inside) faces. With the basic 
seat and stretcher mortises chopped, trace the rake of the back 
legs’ outer faces onto each one but don’t cut it out yet. Having 
those marks will help you locate the mortises for the back splat 
system, which you should lay out at this time.

For the back-splat mortises, start with those in the legs. Set one 
of the back legs on the mortiser bed with its outside face down-
ward. Adjust the depth of cut of the mortise, and then adjust the 
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If you’re familiar with the work of English architect C.F.A. Voy-
sey (1857–1941), one of the most widely respected designers 
of the Arts and Crafts movement, you’re probably aware of his 

reputation for treating subjects drawn from nature, farm life, and 
mythology with a mix of mischievousness and affection. 

The two-heart chair, based off his 1898 design, offers a good 
example. It blends the guilelessness of the symbolic heart with 
finials so long and sharp that they seem almost menacing. 

Stretcher, rail, and back-splat mortises in the legs
While you’ll cut the mortises on all the legs early in the process, 
the front legs get shaped a little later. However, you start to shape 
the back legs before you cut the mortises. Lay the back leg side 
template onto each blank in turn and trace the shape of the side. 
Cut out the shape on a bandsaw. 

Lay out the mortises for the seat rails and stretchers. Chop the 
mortises for the seat rails first. Next, adjust the fence to chop the 
stretcher mortises, which will be centered in the thickness of the 
legs, not flush with the outside (or inside) faces. With the basic 
seat and stretcher mortises chopped, trace the rake of the back 
legs’ outer faces onto each one but don’t cut it out yet. Having 
those marks will help you locate the mortises for the back splat 
system, which you should lay out at this time.

For the back-splat mortises, start with those in the legs. Set one 
of the back legs on the mortiser bed with its outside face down-
ward. Adjust the depth of cut of the mortise, and then adjust the 
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FRONT VIEW SIDE VIEW

CREST RAIL DETAIL

FRONT SEAT RAIL DETAILBACK SPLAT
FRONT LEG 
SIDE VIEW

BACK LEG 
SIDE VIEW

BACK LEG 
FRONT VIEW

56 in.

99⁄1616 in.

1811⁄44 in.

1377⁄88 in.

17 in.

133⁄88 in.

1099⁄1616 in.

177⁄88 in.

31111⁄1616 in.

177⁄1616 in.

16 in.

13 in.
911⁄88 in.

377⁄1616 in.

21 in.

311⁄22 in.

171111⁄1616 in.

16 in.

833⁄44 in.

255⁄88 in.

111⁄88 in.

55⁄88 in.

33⁄44 in.

101313⁄1616 in.

77⁄88 in.

21111⁄1616 in.

21313⁄1616 in.

1733⁄1616 in.

933⁄88 in.

Front stretcher, 
33⁄44 in. thick by 
177⁄1616 in. wide 
by 13 in. long, 
shoulder to 
shoulder

Front seat rail, 
111⁄88 in. thick by 
31111⁄1616 in. wide 
by 13 in. long, 
shoulder to 
shoulder

Front legs, 
111⁄22 in. square 
by 1811⁄44 in. 
long

Chamfer 
starts 511⁄22 in. 
below top of 
front legs.

Crest rail, 55⁄88 in. thick 
by 311⁄22 in. wide by 
13 in. long, shoulder 
to shoulder

Back splat, 33⁄88 in. thick by 
755⁄1616 in. wide by 2233⁄44 in. 
long, including tenons

Lower back 
splat rail, 55⁄88 in. 
thick by 177⁄88 in. 
wide by 13 in. 
long, shoulder 
to shoulder

Side stretcher, 
33⁄44 in. thick by 
133⁄88 in. wide by 
1377⁄88 in. long, 
shoulder to 
shoulder

Side seat rail, 
1 in. thick by 
31111⁄1616 in. wide 
by 1377⁄88 in. 
long, shoulder 
to shoulder

Mortise, 55⁄1616 in. 
wide by 255⁄88 in. tall 
by 11⁄22 in. deep

Mortise, 55⁄1616 in. 
wide by 111⁄88 in. tall 
by 11⁄22 in. deep

Mortise, 55⁄1616 in. wide 
by 21111⁄1616 in. tall by 
111⁄88 in. deep

Mortise, 55⁄1616 in. 
wide by 77⁄88 in. tall 
by 111⁄88 in. deep

Mortise, 55⁄1616 in. 
wide by 77⁄88 in. tall 
by 111⁄88 in. deep

99⁄1616 in.99⁄1616 in.

111⁄22 in. 111⁄22 in. 111⁄22 in.

833⁄88 in.

511⁄22 in.

2177⁄88 in.
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Shape the side. 
Use a template to 
trace the shape 
onto the leg blank, 
then cut it out on 
the bandsaw. Clean 
up the sawmarks 
on the front face of 
the lower section 
of the leg with a 
handplane.

fence for the placement of the mortise on the face and parallel 
to the front rake of the leg. Because the crest rail and lower back 
splat rail are just 55⁄88 in. thick, each tenon will have a front shoulder 
only. Finally, for the lower back-splat rail, adjust the fence of your 
mortiser so that the mortise will create the 33⁄3232-in. shadowline that’s 
a distinctive detail in the original chair. 

Move on to the mortises in the crest and lower back-splat rails. 
To lay these out, mark the center of each rail’s length and use the 
splat template to lay out the mortises, which should be centered.

Cut the tenons
You can cut all the tenons on the tablesaw with a dado set and 
sliding fence set at 90°. Remember to adjust the tenon length 
settings for the different parts. You can cut the top and bottom 
shoulders on the tablesaw, though I prefer to do this by hand.

Rear legs are the crux

Mortises galore. Hiller cuts all the mortises in the chair on the hollow-
chisel mortiser. She begins with the mortises for the seat rails because 
they all use the same setting. Then she moves the fence and chops the 
stretcher mortises. Finally, she chops the mortises for the back splats.

Taper the top of the rear leg. With all the mortises in the legs cut, 
trace the shape of the taper onto the leg and cut it out on the bandsaw.

There’s nothing exceedingly difficult to do, but you must keep track of two templates 
for shaping and a lot of mortises for seat rails, stretchers, and back splats.
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Mortises and tenons. Hiller cuts the mortises with the hollow-chisel 
mortiser, and she cuts the tenons on the tablesaw with a dado blade. 
She cuts back the shoulders of the tenons with a handsaw.

Shape the back rail. Cut the curves on the top of the back rail at the 
bandsaw, and then refine them with files and sandpaper.

Heart-shaped cutouts. Start by drilling a pilot hole in the heart. That 
gives the jigsaw blade a place to start cutting. 

Curves inside and 
out. Use a jigsaw 
to cut out the 
heart shape. Use 
a bandsaw to cut 
the curves on the 
outside of the back 
splat. 

To determine the position of the shoulder for the lower back-
splat tenon, I cut the top tenon first, then laid the splat blank onto 
a leg so I could transfer the lower shoulder position directly. Note 
that there is scarcely a shoulder at all, because the material is so 
thin—just enough to hide the edge of the mortise. I start the cut 
on the tablesaw, then switch to a shoulder plane to finesse the fit.

Rabbet the seat rails
Rabbet the top inside edge of the front and side seat rails on the 
tablesaw to accept the seat insert. Note that there is no rabbet on 
the back seat rail. At this point, assemble the chair dry and adjust 
the fit of joints as necessary.

Shape the curves
This chair is a combination of straight lines, facets, and curves. 
You’ll be shaping curves on the crest rail, the back splat, and the 
front seat rail. Trace the crest rail, front seat curves, and the splat 
and then cut them out. Clean up these parts by hand. 

Lay out an octagon on the underside of each front leg, then 
square a line around each front leg 511⁄22 in. down from the top and 

Back rails and splats Mortise, tenon, shape, and move on.
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A simple cradle. 
Make a cradle on 
the tablesaw to 
hold the legs while 
shaping the tapered 
octagons. Use a 
piece of sturdy stock 
with a hollow ripped 
on the tablesaw at 
45° in opposing 
directions to form a 
90° V. Clamp a stop 
to one end (above)
and put the cradle 
in the vise while you 
handplane the facets 
on the legs, turning 
the leg in the cradle 
as you plane around 
it (right). 

Round the bottoms. Use a spokeshave or 
handplane to work around the bottom of the 
leg to taper it into a round.

Pillow the tops. Form the pillows at the tops 
of the front legs by first wasting away material 
at the bandsaw and then with hand tools (a 
rasp, file, sandpaper, sometimes a handplane).

Rabbet the seat rail. To accommodate the 
seat insert you have to rabbet the top inside 
edge of the front and side seat rails on the 
tablesaw. However, there is no rabbet on the 
back seat rail.

extend a line from each of the octagon’s corners to this point. Us-
ing a bird’s-mouth jig held in a vise, plane these tapers by hand. 
Next, round the bottom of each front leg by hand. 

Cut the remaining tapers on the back legs at the bandsaw. Form 
the lower sections of the back legs into octagons as you did with 
the front legs but note that these tapers stop lower down to avoid 
interfering with the seat rail and stretcher joints. Finally, round 
the back feet as you did those at the front. 

Glue-up
I break the assembly into stages and use yellow glue. Start with 
gluing the front legs to their stretcher and seat rail and clamp them 
to dry. Then move to gluing the tenons of the splat, inserting them 
into the crest and lower back rails. Hold these together with light 
clamps until dry. Once dry, fit the splat assembly into the mortises 
of one back leg, then set the other on top and clamp. Finally, 
attach the front frame to the back. Clamp and check for square.

Seat insert and finish are the final steps
The seat insert is a simple mortise-and-tenon frame with rails rab-
beted to accommodate the thickness of the rush, so adjust your 
rabbets depending on the fiber you will use. (See how David 
Johnson weaves a Dutch rush seat in an upcoming Master Class.) 

Cut the mortise-and-tenon joints, then rabbet the rails with a 
dado set on the tablesaw. Before gluing up the seat insert, assem-
ble it dry and mark out the notches to fit around the legs at the 
front. Cut the notches by hand. It’s important to round the edges 
of the rails to avoid unnecessary strain on the rush. You can do 
this with a coarse rasp before or after assembling the seat insert. 

Although Voysey’s design specifies a clear linseed oil finish, 
many of these chairs were stained dark. I finished this one with 
dye under wiping stain, followed with shellac and wax. You can 
see my full finishing process in FWW #298, p. 76. ☐

Nancy R. Hiller passed away on Aug. 29, 2022. This was the last project she 
worked on with Fine Woodworking.

Front legs Octagonal tapers, rounded bottoms, and 
pillowed tops define the front legs. 
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Connect all the parts. Attach the back leg 
assembly to the front leg assembly with the side 
seat rails and stretchers. In keeping with the Arts 
and Crafts movement’s focus on natural motifs 
and traditional skills going back to the Middle 
Ages, the chair has a wooden insert woven with 
natural rush. The seat shown here was made by 
Cathryn Peters, wickerwoman.com.

Add back legs to the mix. Once the back 
splat assembly is dry, glue it and the back seat 
rail to the back legs until dry.

Back assembly next. Glue the back rail and 
crest rail to the back splat. Lightly clamp them 
until dry. 

Front legs first. Glue the front legs to their 
seat rail and stretcher. Clamp them and set 
aside to dry.

Rabbet the seat rail. To accommodate the 
seat insert you have to rabbet the top inside 
edge of the front and side seat rails on the 
tablesaw. However, there is no rabbet on the 
back seat rail.

extend a line from each of the octagon’s corners to this point. Us-
ing a bird’s-mouth jig held in a vise, plane these tapers by hand. 
Next, round the bottom of each front leg by hand. 

Cut the remaining tapers on the back legs at the bandsaw. Form 
the lower sections of the back legs into octagons as you did with 
the front legs but note that these tapers stop lower down to avoid 
interfering with the seat rail and stretcher joints. Finally, round 
the back feet as you did those at the front. 

Glue-up
I break the assembly into stages and use yellow glue. Start with 
gluing the front legs to their stretcher and seat rail and clamp them 
to dry. Then move to gluing the tenons of the splat, inserting them 
into the crest and lower back rails. Hold these together with light 
clamps until dry. Once dry, fit the splat assembly into the mortises 
of one back leg, then set the other on top and clamp. Finally, 
attach the front frame to the back. Clamp and check for square.

Seat insert and finish are the final steps
The seat insert is a simple mortise-and-tenon frame with rails rab-
beted to accommodate the thickness of the rush, so adjust your 
rabbets depending on the fiber you will use. (See how David 
Johnson weaves a Dutch rush seat in an upcoming Master Class.) 

Cut the mortise-and-tenon joints, then rabbet the rails with a 
dado set on the tablesaw. Before gluing up the seat insert, assem-
ble it dry and mark out the notches to fit around the legs at the 
front. Cut the notches by hand. It’s important to round the edges 
of the rails to avoid unnecessary strain on the rush. You can do 
this with a coarse rasp before or after assembling the seat insert. 

Although Voysey’s design specifies a clear linseed oil finish, 
many of these chairs were stained dark. I finished this one with 
dye under wiping stain, followed with shellac and wax. You can 
see my full finishing process in FWW #298, p. 76. ☐

Nancy R. Hiller passed away on Aug. 29, 2022. This was the last project she 
worked on with Fine Woodworking.

Get it together
Breaking the assembly into four stages 
makes it a stress-free glue-up process. 
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