
oodworkers who specialize 
in 18th-century reproductions
tend to be an obsessive bunch.

Whether they’re turners, carvers or uphol-
sterers, they find a niche and focus—I
mean really focus—on it. For me, it’s inlay
and marquetry. I could cut all day and
every day and still not get enough.

Federal-style furniture originating from
the Chesapeake Bay area is full of wonder-
ful details. Late 18th-century Baltimore card
tables are a particular favorite of mine. I
love their graceful lines, rich bandings and
intricate oval inlays. 

Oval inlays tell a lot about a piece of fur-
niture. Just as the styling of ball-and-claw
feet suggests a city of origin, inlay patterns
also provide clues to a piece’s history. The
leaf-and-thistle oval shown on the facing
page is from a card table made in Balti-
more in the early 1800s. Although I’ve seen

this oval on some pieces from Charleston,
S.C., only Baltimore cabinetmakers used
the style of lower banding around the legs
and aprons of this table. This oval appears
on numerous tables from the region. I’ve
also seen it adorning the top of a Baltimore
sofa, too.

Most cabinetmakers in the 19th century
did not make their own ovals. They were
purchased from local “stringing” shops or
imported from England. Rural shops, with-
out access to manufactured inlays, made
their own. These ovals were usually a little
more crude in their styling and execution,
but they lent their own personality to a
piece as well.

The leaf-and-thistle oval pictured here
was copied from a card table containing
four ovals in all. One of the ovals was ex-
ceptional in design and execution while
the other three were comparatively crude.

In the context of the whole table, however,
they look great. When making ovals, don’t
fret over every little gap, broken curve, ir-
regularity and chip. Ovals are accents to a
piece, not the primary focus.

Patterns may be hard to find, 
but veneers are readily available
Finding accurate patterns of classic ovals
can be difficult. One of my favorite source
books for photos is Southern Furniture:

1680 – 1830, Colonial Williamsburg Col-

lection by Ronald Hurst and Jonathan
Prown (Colonial Williamsburg Foundation,
1998, second printing; ISBN 0-8109-4175-
9). I also have a friend in the restoration
business, and I check with him regularly to
see whether something particularly stun-
ning has come through his shop.

Holly and satinwood are the traditional
veneers used in ovals, and they are readily

For efficiency and accuracy where it counts, take advantage
of two marquetry methods: stack cutting and bevel cutting

B Y  S T E V E  L A T T A

B E V E L  C U T T I N G
Only matching pairs of stacked parts can be cut at once. 

Several layers
of veneer may
be added
when cutting
multiples.

Stack cutting results in a gap
between elements the
thickness of the sawblade.

The sawblade
(or saw table)
is kept at a 13°
angle when
cutting.

There is virtually no gap
with this method.

S TA C K  C U T T I N G
Layers of veneer are piled atop one another and sandwiched
between two-ply veneer to prevent tearout. 

C U T T I N G  M E T H O D S

Federal-Style 

Oval Inlays
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Both stack cutting and bevel cutting are used to produce this leaf-and-thistle design. 

Veneer sandwich. Holly, sat-
inwood and green-dyed holly
are placed between two-ply 
veneer to prevent tearout.

S T E P S  T O  M A K I N G  A  B A LT I M O R E  O VA L

S T E P  3
The base (9) is bevel-cut into
the background, the finished
piece is cut into an oval, and
the stringing (10) is applied.

S T E P  2
The leaves, parts 6 to 8,
are bevel-cut. Each leaf is
then bevel-cut into the
background as a unit.

CONSTANTINE’S (800) 223-8087 Sells veneering and
marquetry supplies.

DOVER INLAY (301) 223-8620 Source for marquetry, stringing
and veneers. On-line catalog: www.doverinlay.com.

WOODCRAFT (800) 225-1153 Supplier of fretsaws and blades. 

SOURCES OF SUPPLY

Look alive. Leaves are ori-
ented 45° to the veins for a
more lifelike look, and sand-
shading adds depth.

1. Folded leaf
(satinwood)

6. Vein (holly)

7. Leaf (holly)

9. Base
(satinwood)

10. Stringing
(holly)

5. Top of bud
(satinwood)

4. Bud (holly)

3. Stem (holly)

2. Folded leaf
(satinwood)

8. Leaf (holly)

Background
(green-dyed holly)

S T E P  1
Parts 1 to 5 are stack-cut to
form the thistle and folded
leaves along with the

background.
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available. For the background veneer I use
dyed holly, which can be difficult to find.
Some mail-order catalogs offer dyed and
nondyed veneers (see Sources of Supply
on p. 71). Burls, crotches and other figured
woods make wonderful backgrounds as
well, and they are readily available.

Two methods are used 
to cut this style of oval
Although cutting ovals is fun, it can be a lit-
tle nerve-racking. You have to maintain a
smooth, fluid motion. To establish that
rhythm, trace some lines onto scrap stock
using a small French curve, then make
practice cuts using hand and power saws.

I use two classic marquetry techniques to
make this style of oval: stack cutting and
bevel cutting (see the drawings on p. 70).
In stack cutting, all of the veneers used in
the oval are layered one atop another. The
upper parts of the oval—flower, stem and
folded leaves—are stack-cut. For reasons of
economy, most of the original 18th-century
ovals were made this way. Layers could be
piled upon each other, allowing the cutter
to produce 10 to 15 ovals at a time. But this
method produces a gap between elements
the width of the sawblade.

Bevel cutting eliminates gaps. Parts fit to-
gether like a tapered plug going into a
cone-shaped hole. Grain orientation is

much easier to control when bevel cutting,
and that makes for a more dynamic oval. In
this oval, for example, the grain of the large
leaves is oriented 45° to the straight-
grained, skinny center stems. On the
downside, however, bevel cutting doesn’t
lend itself to mass production. Ovals are
made one at a time.

Stack cutting goes quickly 
but leaves gaps
Before beginning an inlay, select the ve-
neer stock, sandwich it between a couple
of layers of medium-density fiberboard
(MDF) and preshrink it. I place the bundle
behind the stove or radiator and let the
heat shrink the wood for a few days. Mois-
ture from the hide glue used in assembly
will swell the wood back to its original size
and reduce gaps between the cutouts. If
you don’t preshrink the veneers, they’ll still
swell from the glue but creep back later.

The stack that includes parts 1 to 5 (see
the drawing on p. 71) as well as that por-
tion of the background is made up of small
rectangles, about 3 in. by 4 in. Place the
green background on the bottom and the
satinwood, which makes up many small,
delicate pieces that are most likely to
break, in the middle. The holly goes on
top. To make multiple ovals, use a separate
piece of veneer for each, keeping like
species together. Sandwich the stack be-
tween two-ply veneer, which will prevent
chipping during cutting. To make the two-
ply, glue up pieces of veneer with the grain
oriented at 90° to each other.

Next, glue a full-sized photocopy of the
pattern to the top of the stack using a spray
adhesive such as 3M’s Spray Mount. Out-
side the borders of the oval, tack the stack
together with small brads. Predrill the
holes for the brads before nailing. Rigid
foam or rigid cardboard make a good nail-
ing backer block. Finally, snip off the
points and file or grind the stubs smooth.

To cut the stack I use an old Delta scroll
saw that I picked up at an auction for $85.
It is a beautiful machine that doesn’t vi-
brate. The cutting action is straight up and
down. Many scroll saws operate with an
orbital motion, which cuts quicker but not
as smoothly. I use an electric foot switch,
which allows me to keep both hands on
the stock while cutting. 

In stack cutting, the elements in the fore-
ground are cut first (see the top photo at
left). The opposite is true for bevel cuts.

In stack cutting, the veneers are sandwiched between two pieces of two-
ply veneer to prevent tearout.

Remove cutouts
before proceeding
to the next ele-
ment. Although 
only one oval is be-
ing cut in this photo,
you can stack
enough veneers to
cut several ovals 
at once.

Using hide glue, tack the stack-cut parts
onto white paper. The gaps left by the
blade’s kerf will be filled later with dark wax,
which creates a sharp, thin outline.

Gluing and clamping. After gluing a piece of
onion-skin or tracing paper to the face of the
partially completed oval, clamp it between
blocks of wood. Veneers come in many thick-
nesses. To even out the pressure when clamp-
ing mixed stock, use strips of newspaper.

Stack-cut the thistle and folded leaves
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good fit between parts because the angle
of the blade results in the top piece being
slightly bigger than the bottom one. When
the parts are fitted together, they fall into
place without a gap. I angle the bevel in
such a way that when the oval is assem-
bled, the inner parts are all wedged in
place. That provides a mechanical fit to re-
inforce the glue bond.

The leaves are the hardest parts to cut be-
cause they have sharp, fragile points along
the outer edge. Additionally, a vein runs 
up the middle of each leaf. Begin by cut-
ting rough stock for the leaves. Orient the
grain of the leaves 45° to their central vein
to make the leaves more lifelike. 

The veins and matching inner edges of
the leaves are cut first. Take the left half of

Bevel-cut the large leaf elements

Using clear tape, attach a vein to one half of a leaf. Tilt the scroll saw’s table to
about 13°. Cut the first half of the leaf’s vein. Bevel cutting will produce a very snug
joint between parts.

Tape the second leaf half over the vein. Veneer tape is used on the face side (not shown) to
join the first two pieces together. All cutting and temporary taping is done on the back side
(shown). The pencil lines denote grain orientation.

Bevel cutting is more time-consuming because only matching pairs of
parts are cut simultaneously.

Drill a small hole in the middle of the
leafy section of the oval and thread a
No. 2/0 Eberle or Olson blade through it.
This hole will be cut away later when the
large leaves are cut in. Cut out pieces 1 to 5
(see the drawing on p. 71). The hairiest
parts to cut out are the little ones, such 
as the stem. If the blade binds and drib-
bles the stack like a basketball, there
will be lots of broken pieces that aren’t
easily repaired. It’s easy to get frustrated,
so take your time, and don’t worry if you
stray a bit from the lines. 

After pieces 1 to 5 have been cut, push
the nails out of the stack with an awl and
free up the background. Dry-fit the parts to
the background. Then sand-shade the ap-
propriate parts (for more on sand shading,
see the story on p. 75). Place a drop of glue
(I use hide glue for marquetry) on the back
side of each piece and tack the assembly
down to a sheet of white paper (see the
middle photo on the facing page). Glue a
layer of thinner paper, such as onion-skin
or tracing paper, over the top or face side
of the parts. Place several layers of news-
paper over the onion-skin or tracing paper
to even out the pressure, and clamp every-
thing between two blocks of wood (see
the bottom photo on the facing page). A
sheet of waxed paper placed between the
oval and the newspaper will keep things
from sticking. At this point, the oval has a
flower, a stem and a pair of folded leaves
set into the green background.

The more difficult sections 
are bevel-cut
For the next phase, work from the back of
the oval and cut all of the parts at a 13° an-
gle (see the photos at right). When using a
scroll saw, simply tilt the table at the prop-
er angle. When using a fretsaw, support the
work with a piece of scrap plywood with a
bird’s mouth (a slot and a hole) cutout.
Bevel back both sides of the slot so that
you can hold the saw at about 13°.

To mark the parts from the back side,
copy the original drawing using tracing pa-
per. Then flip this tracing over and transfer
it to the stock using a piece of carbon pa-
per and a sharpened dowel as a stylus. I
use carbon paper with a white backing,
which makes it easier to see the pattern.

Veneer is also stacked in bevel cutting,
but the stack consists only of mating pairs
of individual components and a piece of
backer material. Bevel cutting produces a
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a leaf and place it atop a straight-grained
piece for the center vein. Be sure to leave
enough overlap (about 1⁄2 in.) on the other
side for the other half of the vein. Tape the
two pieces using ordinary clear tape. Flip
the tracing of the pattern to reveal the back
side, then lay it on top of the veneer into
proper position so that the vein pattern is
centered over the matching piece of ve-

neer. Slip a piece of carbon paper between
the tracing and veneer and transfer the line
marking the left half of the vein. Cut one
side of the vein. Remember to place a
piece of scrap veneer between the stock
and saw table to reduce tearout.

When done, remove the waste that’s
taped to one half of the leaf. The leaf and
vein should mate snugly. Sand-shade the

inner portion of the leaf, then attach it to
the vein using veneer tape. Repeat the
process for the other leaf half and vein. All
veined leaves are done in this manner. 

Next, cut out the leaves (see the photos at
left). First, peel and scrape the paper
backer tacked onto the back of the oval.
Align the tracing, being sure to work from
the back side, over the partially completed
oval. Then insert a leaf section and align 
it. Remember, in bevel cutting, the back-
ground elements are cut first. Hold the leaf
in place with clear tape. Using carbon pa-
per, trace the outline of the leaf. If neces-
sary, touch up the lines with a pencil.

Now comes the hard part. The thistle
leaves have lots of little points, which tend
to break off when power sawing. At this
point I switch to a fretsaw with a 12-in.
throat and a No. 2/0 blade. Because sharp
turns are needed when cutting points, I
grind the teeth off the bottom inch of the
blade using a Dremel tool. I grind the blade
nearly round so that I can easily pivot the
stock about the axis of the blade without
catching a tooth.

Drill a small hole at the leaf’s base, thread
the blade and, using the wooden support
with the bird’s mouth, cut in the leaf. Keep
the blade tilted at about 13°. Align the saw
so that the top is at 1 o’clock and the bulk
of the leaf is to the left, and cut counter-
clockwise. Swivel the leaf—not the saw—to
maintain a continuous bevel around the
perimeter. The direction of feed is critical.
Go the other direction, and you end up
with big gaps between parts.

When cutting the first leaf, cut a big arc
around the region where the two leaves
overlap, and leave material behind. Never
cut a section twice; the result will be un-
sightly gaps. After the first leaf has been
completed, tape it into place on the oval
with veneer tape. Go back to the pattern,
align the second leaf and repeat the previ-
ous steps. Lastly, cut out the base (part 9).

A slightly different way 
of mounting the oval
At this point the oval is still a rectangle. Tra-
ditionally, the next step would be to border
the design with an oval made from string-
ing, then inlay the finished piece and, final-
ly, remove the paper to see the result. I
prefer to see the face side of an oval before
committing it to a piece of furniture. So I
glue my assembly to a piece of scrap ve-
neer first, then scrape off the paper face

Make a tracing and flip it over.
Slip a leaf assembly into position.
Using carbon paper, transfer the pat-
tern of the leaves onto the veneer.

Cut carefully. Keep the fretsaw
blade angled at about 13° and cut
slowly and steadily, turning the stock
as needed. Note the plywood support
with a bird’s-mouth cutout.

Leaves fall into place. Once the first leaf has been completed, place it in the background and
secure it with veneer tape. Return to the pattern, align the second leaf and repeat the steps. 

Bevel-cut the leaves into the background



and examine it. Barring complications, the
oval is ready to size and border.

Trace an outline onto the assembly. For
this I made a Plexiglas oval template (see
the left photo above). I cut it out using a
scroll saw, then filed the edges fair. 

Slice a piece of stringing from a sheet of
holly veneer. To help prevent the holly
from breaking while bending it into shape,
use a thin feeler gauge and a soldering iron
with a heat regulator. Place the stringing on
the tip of the iron (don’t use too much heat
or it will scorch) and wrap the feeler gauge
around the wood to hold the bend (see the
middle photo above). When the tight
curves are set, wrap the oval and join the

ends in a miter, made with a chisel (see the
right photo above). Apply glue to the edge
of the oval, wrap the stringing around it
and clamp it with clear tape. 

If you’ve made it this far, setting the oval
into solid stock will seem like child’s play.
Place the oval in the correct position and
mark its location with a sharp knife. Use a
router to remove the bulk of the waste,
then finish up using gouges and chisels. 

Finishing involves some detail work
Finishing inlaid pieces can be a bit tricky. I
have had some nice work ruined by finish-
ers who improperly prepared the work. It
tears my heart out when that happens. Al-

though different pieces may require slight-
ly different procedures, here’s one that
works well. Give the entire piece a wash-
coat with a 1-lb. cut of shellac. Then, using
a 21⁄2-lb. cut, paint the ovals and the lower
stringings. With a small brush, lightly stain
the leg, avoiding the ovals, banding and
stringing. Once a rhythm is established, it
goes fairly quickly. Follow up with a cou-
ple of coats of orange shellac topped off
with a dark wax. The dark wax fills gaps in
the oval and, like a fine-point pen, high-
lights the borders between elements. �

Steve Latta is an instructor at the Thaddeus
Stevens College of Technology in Lancaster, Pa.

I discovered the world-renowned, fine, white-sand beaches of Sies-

ta Key, Fla., when I visited my parents there several years ago. The

sand is very different from what you find on most beaches. Siesta

Key sand is as fine as granulated sugar, the best kind for sand-

shading veneer. Before leaving the Keys I filled two plastic bags

with the fine white powder, loaded them in my suitcase and prayed

I wouldn’t have to explain my-

self to airport security. 

The sand passed through

without questions, and I have

enough to last many years. If

you can’t justify a trip to Florida

for this mission, check out feed

and grain stores, flower shops

or pet shops for fine sand. Avoid

large, coarse sand, which will

make it difficult to sand-shade

small parts without burning.

Sand shading takes a little practice. I use an electric hot plate

and a cast-iron skillet, which provide controlled, even heat. Spread

the sand in uneven piles across the skillet, as shown in the left

photo below. The shallow piles will scorch veneer quicker than the

taller ones. Mold the sand into the shape of the part to be shaded

(see the right photo below). Shade smaller pieces by dipping them

in a spoonful of hot sand. If a

small part falls into the spoon,

you will be able to retrieve it

without burning yourself and the

part. I’ve burned many a piece in-

to oblivion after losing it in a

deep pile of sand.

After scorching, sand the area

lightly with 220-grit paper. This

will provide a more accurate pic-

ture of what the burn will look

like after finishing.

Very fine sand makes the best shading medium
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Mound, then dip. Mold the sand
into the shape of the piece. Dip
the part for a few seconds at a
time, checking it frequently.

Controlled heat. Heat the sand
in an iron skillet atop a hot plate.
Spread the sand in uneven piles
across the skillet.

Wrap the oval with the holly. Cut the miter
joint using a chisel held vertically. After apply-
ing glue, hold the stringing in place with tape.

Mark the oval using a Plexiglas template.
After cutting the oval, file the edges fair.

Bend the stringing using a soldering iron
set on low. A feeler gauge helps nudge the
stringing into shape. The author modified 
his soldering iron’s tip by adding different-
diameter brass tubes slid inside each other. 

Size and band the oval
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