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while this cabinet doesn’t have over-the-top or-
namentation such as moldings or veneers, it 
still has personality. Slightly offset surfaces and 

proud joinery create a quiet symphony of highlights and 
shadows that avoid the monotony of flush parts and make 
this cabinet come alive. It’s a simple technique that can 
add interest to any casework. I’ll show you some tricks for 
creating the offsets that don’t complicate the construction. 

The project is also loaded with other tips on doing 
more accurate work with less measuring, lessons I’ve 
been teaching my students. you’ll discover that laying 
out joinery with marking gauges and spacer blocks in-
stead of a ruler and pencil makes the work faster and 
more fun. Finally, you’ll see how basic blue painter’s tape 
ensures clean, accurate results when laying out and cutting 
mortise-and-tenon joints.

Small Cabinet  
Is Big on details

Work on the case parts first
while it’s tempting to mill all of the stock for a project at 
once, it’s better to build the case first and then make the 
door and drawer parts to fit their openings. This technique 
allows for changes along the way, reduces the risk of er-
rors, and ensures that various components fit perfectly. 

with this method, you don’t have the stress of exactly 
matching the dimensions on the plans when milling the 
case parts. just make sure that the sides are cut to the 
same length and that the top, bottom, and fixed shelf are 
of equal length. This will ensure a square, gap-free glue-
up that will make it easier to build and fit the door and 
drawer. also, while some of the case parts will eventually 
be trimmed to different widths to create the reveals, start 
by ripping all the parts to the same width for now. This 
will simplify joinery layout immensely. 

Proud joinery and playful shadows  
take center stage

B y  M i c h a e l  P e k o v i c h
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1⁄8 in.

15⁄8 in.
No half-pin at 
back of cabinet to 
accommodate rabbet

413⁄16 in.

13⁄8 in.

23⁄4 in.

Mortises, 
1⁄2 in. sq.

Tenons, 1⁄2 in. sq. 
by 13⁄16 in. long

Back boards, 
5⁄16 in. thick by 
31⁄4 in. wide by 
251⁄2 in. long

Rabbets, 
5⁄32 in. deep 
by 1⁄4 in. wide

Hinge strip, 1⁄4 in. thick by 3⁄4 in. 
wide, inset 1⁄8 in. from front of case

Rabbet for back and 
French cleat, 5⁄8 in. 
wide by 1⁄2 in. deep

Dovetails and through-tenons 
are left 1⁄16 in. proud of surface.

Shelf, 5⁄16 in. thick 
by 43⁄8 in. wide

Shelf cleat, 
3⁄16 in. thick by 
5⁄8 in. wide

*NOTE: These parts are left 
at 6 in. wide until the joinery 
is completed. Then they are 
trimmed to their final width to 
create the reveals.

French cleat, 
5⁄16 in. thick by 
11⁄4 in. wide

131⁄8 in. 

183⁄8 in.

31⁄2 in.

241⁄8 in.

Sides, 3⁄4 in. thick 
by 515⁄16 in. wide* 
by 241⁄8 in. long

Top and bottom, 
3⁄4 in. thick by 6 in. 
wide by 131⁄8 in. long

Fixed shelf, 5⁄8 in. 
thick by 51⁄4 in. wide* 
by 131⁄8 in. long

KEYS TO 
THE SHADOWS
This white oak cabinet 
stands out because of 
the shadowlines made by 
offsetting components in 
the case and door. The 
most efficient way to 
create those reveals is 
to rip all the case parts 
to the same width, then 
after all the joinery is 
complete, trim the front 
of the sides and the fixed 
shelf. For the door, plane 
the front faces of the rails 
after the joinery is done.

Screws, #8, 
3⁄4 in. long
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Begin with the shelf through-tenons
The shelf is attached with through-tenons that sit 
proud of the case sides, a feature that adds inter-
est and depth. To prevent gaps, your layout marks 
must be accurate. To ensure this (and do away with 
a lot of measuring), I lay out the mortises and the 
tenons using a spacer block and marking gauge. 
To make the spacer block, mill up a short length of 
stock to match the tenon, in this case 1⁄2 in. square. 

Before working on the mortises, though, you need 
to cut the tenons. Scribe the shoulders of the tenons 
on the shelf, setting the marking gauge 1⁄16 in. wider 
than the thickness of the case sides. with the same 
gauge setting, scribe the baselines of the dovetail 
pins. Cut the tenon cheeks, matching the tenon 
thickness to the spacer—I use a dado blade and 
miter gauge. Now you can lay out the mortises in 
the case sides and the widths of the tenons. 

when laying out through-joinery, I first lay down 
some blue painter’s tape over the area of the joint. 
I scribe through the tape and peel it off the waste 
areas to give me a clear-cut guide for sawing and 
chopping. Tape the inside and outside faces of 
each case side at the tenon locations and on the 
ends of the shelf. Trim off the tape at the edges; 
folding it over will throw off your gauge setting.

use a square and a pencil to mark the ap-
proximate location of the top and bottom of the 
 mortises on the case sides. you’ll dial it in later, 

Muntins, 1⁄8 in. 
thick by 7⁄16 in. 
wide, glued into 
1⁄16-in.-deep groove

Panel, 3⁄8 in. thick, 
with 5⁄16-in.-wide 
by 1⁄8-in.-deep 
rabbet on inside 
face

Panel groove, 
1⁄4 in. by 1⁄4 in.

Tenons are 
haunched to fill 
panel groove.

Tenons, 
1⁄4 in. thick

Stile, 3⁄4 in. thick 
by 11⁄2 in. wide by 
183⁄8 in. longPin, 

3⁄16 in. dia.

Bottom rail, 11⁄16 in. thick 
by 2 in. wide by 10 in. 
long, including tenons

Drawer front, 
5⁄8 in. thick

Drawer bottom, 
5⁄16 in. thick, beveled to 
fit 1⁄4-in.-wide groove

Drawer sides 
and back, 1⁄2 in. 
thick

13⁄8 in.

3⁄8 in.

7⁄8 in.

1⁄4 in.

1⁄4 in.

7⁄8 in.

7⁄8 in.

3⁄8 in.

Add depth to 
the door panel. 
Pekovich grooves 
the face of the 
panel with a 
dado blade prior 
to assembly. 
Afterward, he cuts 
the muntins to fit 
inside the frame 
and glues them into 
the grooves.

TENON DETAIL

TENON DETAIL

To purchase 
expanded plans 
and a complete 
cutlist for this 

cabinet and other 
projects, go to 
FineWoodworking
.com/PlanStore.
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but this will provide a starting and stopping point for scribing the 
sides of the mortises.

Set the gauge to the inside wall of an outer mortise and scribe 
each face of both case sides. use the same gauge setting to scribe 
the ends of the shelf tenon. Now, without changing the gauge 
setting, place the spacer block against the edge of the case side, 
register the gauge against it, and scribe the outside wall of each 
outer mortise. Then register the spacer along the edge of the shelf 
and scribe the outside wall of each tenon as well.

Now adjust the gauge to scribe one wall of the center mortise. 
Scribe it and rotate the workpiece, registering off the opposite edge 
to scribe the second wall. repeat for the center tenons on the shelf. 
all that’s left of the layout is to scribe the tops and bottoms of the 
mortises. register the gauge off the bottom of the case and scribe 
the top of the mortise, then insert the block to scribe the bottom. 
Now peel away the tape from the waste areas. The tough part is 
over. It’s time to cut some joinery.

Spacer is key to gap-free tenons
A simple 1⁄2-in. spacer is the basis for all the mortise-and-

tenon joinery in this piece, giving you incredibly accurate 
joints with no measuring.

Cut the tenon 
cheeks to match 
the spacer. 
Pekovich uses a 
dado blade to cut 
the fixed shelf 
tenons. He raises 
the blade using the 
spacer as a guide to 
dial in the width.

Lay out the mortises. Lay out the joinery over strategically placed blue 
tape. Set a marking gauge for the inner wall of the outside mortises 
on the case sides. Scribe both the inside and outside faces of the case 
sides (above). Then add the spacer block between the case side and the 
marking gauge to scribe the outer mortise walls (right).

Lay out the 
tenons with the 
same gauge 
setting. Without 
moving the fence, 
scribe the ends of 
the tenons as well. 
This will ensure 
perfect alignment 
between the 
mortise and tenon 
locations.

Define the mortise height. Register the marking gauge against the 
bottom of the case side to scribe the top edge of the mortise. Add the 
spacer to mark the bottom edge.
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For the mortises, start by drilling out most of the waste at the 
drill press. Then chisel to the scribe lines, working halfway in from 
each face. use a backsaw to cut the tenons and cope away most of 
the waste between them, and finally chisel to the baseline. as long 
as you didn’t cut into the tape or leave any waste inside of it, the 
fit should be pretty nice. If the joint is hanging up, make sure the 
tenon sides are square and there isn’t any waste inside the mor-
tises. with the shelf joinery complete, get ready for dovetailing.

Dovetails with a twist
The case dovetails are rabbeted at the rear edge to accommodate 
the back. Start by laying out the tails on the case sides, skipping 
the half-pin at the back edge. Cut the tails and then rabbet the case 
sides, top, and bottom for the back before moving on to the pins. 
once that’s done, scribe the pins on the case top and bottom. For this 
I use an alignment jig, which is just a piece of 1⁄4-in.-thick MdF with 
a fence glued to one edge. Position the jig along the baseline with 
the fence flush to one end of the case side and hold it with a spring 
clamp. after cutting the pins, a tab at the back corner will prevent 
the joint from seating fully. Scribe and cut the tab to length, sneaking 
up on the fit until the joint fully seats with no gaps.

with the case joinery complete, create the insets between the 
parts by ripping 1⁄16 in. off the front edge of the sides and 1⁄8 in. 
off the front of the shelf. In addition, rip 5⁄8 in. off the back of the 
shelf to allow clearance for the back boards.

Prep and pre-finish parts for glue-up
I find it easier to chamfer the tenons and dovetails prior to glue-
up. To dial in the chamfer width, I use a block plane to make a 

Tape guides the handwork
With the joinery laid out, the rest is easy. Pekovich uses the blue 
tape as a guide when sawing and chopping out the waste.

Mortises first. Drill away the majority of the waste. Use a chisel to 
chop away the waste and then pare to the tape line, working down to 
the center of the mortise from one side before flipping it to cut the other 
side.

Two saws clear 
all the waste. 
Use a dovetail 
saw to cut down 
to the baseline, 
and a coping 
saw or fretsaw to 
clear most of the 
material between 
tenons.

Pare to the 
baseline. Register 
the back of the 
chisel against the 
tablesawn shoulder 
to ensure a flat 
surface. With the 
paring done, the 
joint should come 
together without 
gaps (below).
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light chamfer on a shelf tenon, dry-fit the shelf, and check 
my progress. I like the chamfer to extend almost to the 
case side, but never into the joint, which would create a 
gap. I use the first tenon as a visual guide for chamfering 
the rest of the shelf tenons, pins, and tails. 

once the surface prep is complete, I pre-finish the parts 
with a washcoat of shellac (11⁄2-lb. cut). The shellac pre-
vents any glue squeeze-out from adhering to the surface 
and protects the end grain from blotching. I sand the 
parts after the shellac is dry. The shellac washcoat has the 
added benefit of raising and sealing the grain, so once it’s 
sanded smooth, the final finish will flow on nicely and 
build quickly.

when assembling the case, apply glue just to the tenons 
and the pins. This will keep squeeze-out from being forced 

Dovetails with a built-in rabbet
This twist on the traditional dovetail is a great joint for casework and 
eliminates the need to rout a rabbet on the back edge after glue-up.

Cut the tails, then 
run the rabbets. 
Lay out the sides 
with a half-tail at the 
back wide enough 
to conceal the 
rabbet. Then rabbet 
all the case parts 
with a dado blade.

T IP
Simple layout tool ensures a square case. A 
fence glued to a scrap of MDF acts as an alignment 
jig. Pekovich clamps it along the baseline to make it 
easier to align parts for scribing.

Scribe the pins from the tails. Position the case side so the alignment 
jig is snug against the pins board and scribe the pins. Don’t forget to 
scribe under the rabbet as well.

Trim the tab. For the joint to fully seat, the tab at 
the back must be cut back (above). This will create 
a seamless fit and a perfect rabbet around the 
entire back (right).
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to the outside of the joint. use just enough clamp pressure 
to close the joints and check for square.

An inset door with its own reveals
after cutting and fitting the joinery for the traditional 
frame-and-panel door, skim 1⁄16 in. off the faces of the 
rails to create the offset from the stiles. Mill the panel to 
3⁄8 in. thick and rabbet the edges to fit the panel groove. I 
added vertical muntins to the panel. Before gluing up the 
door, rip shallow grooves on the face of the panel. after 
assembling the door, glue thin strips into the grooves. 
Finally, pin each frame joint, leaving them 1⁄16 in. proud.

The door is inset from the cabinet front. rather than 
mortise the case for the hinges, I mortise a thin strip and 
attach it to the inside face of the case side. It’s easier than 
mortising the case and I can determine the inset of the door 

via the strip. Before installing 
the hinge strip, scrape off the 
shellac where the strip will sit. 
To keep the strip from shifting 
during clamping, tack it with 
a 23-gauge pin at each hinge 

location. after the door is fitted to the case, shim it so that 
it’s centered vertically and transfer the hinge mortise loca-
tion from the strip to the door. The drawer is traditional 
construction as well, inset to the same level as the door. 

Before hanging the door, wipe on a few more light coats 
of shellac and rub out the surface with fine steel wool and 
paste wax. I used a brass bullet catch to keep the door 
closed. I finished off the case with iron hardware, which 
complements the design. □

Michael Pekovich is a furniture maker, instructor, 
and FWW’s executive art director.

Door hanging made easy
A hinge strip attached to the case side allows the door to 
be inset from the front of the case.

Mortise the hinge strip. Trim the strip to fit snugly between the 
case top and shelf. Mark the door rail locations on the strip to 
determine the hinge locations. Then scribe and chop or rout the 
hinge mortises.

Mount the hinge strip. Use a combination square to align the strip and glue 
it in place. Pekovich uses a 23-gauge pin nailer to tack the strip in place at the 
mortise locations and keep it from shifting while clamping.

Mark the door for mortising. Trim the door to size and then use shims to center 
it vertically in the opening. Knife the ends of each mortise in the hinge strip and 
use the marks to locate the hinge mortises in the door.

For a simple way to 
install a bullet catch, 
go to FineWoodworking
.com/extras.

Online Extra
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