
Get the most from 
your bench chisels

A mong the longest-used and most rudimentary of 
tools, chisels are just as useful in today’s woodshop. 
They are extremely versatile—capable of coarse, 
moderate, or refined work—and come in a dizzying 
array of shapes and sizes (for more on chisel styles 
and their intended uses, see FWW #181, pp. 46-53). 

To help you understand where and how to use a chisel 
effectively, I’ll demonstrate a variety of chisel techniques, from 
heavy stock removal to fine paring techniques on joinery, using 
a set of standard, bevel-edge cabinetmaker’s chisels.

Clean out a drilled mortise
One way to create a mortise is to drill out the waste and refine 
the joint with a bevel-edged chisel. 

First, bore out the bulk of the waste with a bit that is 1⁄16 in. 
smaller than the mortise width. Next, square up the ends of the 
mortise using a chisel that is slightly narrower than the mortise 
width. Holding the chisel 90° to the workpiece and aligned just 
ahead of the layout mark, use a mallet to drive the chisel blade 
perpendicular to the grain. Take light chopping cuts, sneaking 
up to the line until you have a square, perpendicular mortise 
wall. Once the ends of the mortise have been established, use 

Square up the ends 
first. Hold the chisel 
90º to the workpiece 
and align its tip with 
the layout mark, 
with the bevel fac-
ing in. While driving 
the chisel, be sure 
to keep the blade 
square to the end 
of the mortise. Now 
clean up the side 
walls. Use a wider 
chisel to sneak up on 
the layout lines. Work 
your way along the 
mortise with overlap-
ping passes, keeping 
the chisel vertical. 

Square a corner

Define the corner. Use a marking knife and a 
square to scribe well-defined layout lines in the 
corner for the chisel to follow.

Chop down. Hold the chisel 90º to the 
workpiece, bevel facing in. Make a series 
of light chops, working up to the line.

Pare in. With the bevel facedown, push the chisel 
into the corner, levering up as you near the wall. Work 
from both directions.

Clean up 
a mortise
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a wider chisel and the same technique on the sides. last, use a 
chisel slightly narrower than the mortise width, with its bevel 
down, to clean out the loosened waste and to level the mortise 
bottom.

Square a routed corner
using a router is an effective way to cut a rabbet on the back 
of a case or a frame, but it leaves rounded corners that must be 
squared. A chisel is the ideal tool for this task.

First, define the corners using a square and a marking knife. 
Next, chop out the corner, first from above, with the bevel 
facing in, then from the side, with the bevel facedown. In no 
time, you’ll have a clean, square corner. 

Cut hinge mortises
Bevel-edge chisels are great for the delicate work of cutting hinge 
mortises. First, lay the hinge in place and mark its ends with a 
knife. Then set a marking gauge to mark its width and depth. 

Next, using a chisel that’s as wide as the mortise, make a 
series of shallow chops, perpendicular to the grain, from one 
end of the mortise to the other. Clear out the waste by paring 
in across the grain from the mortise edge. Pare to the full depth 
of the mortise, being careful to keep the chisel level. The waste 
will pop out easily because it has been severed by the cross-
grain cuts. 

After cleaning out the bulk of the waste, pare vertically to the 
layout lines, then clean out any remaining debris by paring in 
from the mortise side.

Fine-tune tenons
Chisels are handy for cleaning up the shoulders and cheeks 
of a tenon. In this case, try to use as wide a chisel as you can, 
preferably one that’s as wide as the tenon is long. 

For this technique to be effective, you should have clearly 
defined scribe lines marked on the stock. To trim the shoulders, 

Chop a hinge mortise

Chop vertically. After scribing the layout, 
make a series of shallow chops nearly as deep 
as the mortise. Start and end about 1⁄16 in. shy 
of the layout lines.

Pare away the waste across the grain.  Take 
light passes, keeping the chisel level, until you 
reach the full mortise depth. Because of the chop-
ping cuts (left), the waste will pop out easily. 

Check the fit. Chop carefully to the layout 
lines and then put the hinge in place to 
check the fit, including the mortise depth.

Chamfer the tenon end to make assembly easier. Push the 
chisel with one hand and guide the blade with the other, taking a 
series of light, controlled passes. Skewing the chisel produces a 
smooth finish and makes cutting easier. 

Trim tenons

Shoulders and cheeks. When fitting shoulders, it helps to work up to a scribe 
line. Take light, overlapping chops until the chisel is registered in the scribe line for 
the final pass. When paring cheeks, push with your dominant hand and use the  
fingertips of your other hand to guide the blade. Take light passes across the grain.
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first steady the workpiece with clamps or against a stop. 
register the chisel blade in the scribe lines, with the bevel 
facing out. Holding the chisel perpendicular to the workpiece, 
drive it with a mallet or by using your hands and body, taking 
overlapping cuts from one side of the tenon to the other. 

To trim the cheeks, grasp the chisel in the palm of your hand 
and use the fingertips of your other hand to guide the blade 
and help keep it engaged in the cut. Make a series of light and 
controlled paring cuts, working across the grain until you reach 
the layout lines. A final pass along the base of the shoulder will 
clean up any remaining debris and make a nice, clean corner.

Finally, when you have the tenon trimmed and fitted, 
chamfering the end with a chisel helps to ease assembly and to 
give excess glue a place to run to. 

Clear waste between dovetails and pins
Effective chisel work is essential to successful dovetail joinery. 
with practice, you’ll be cutting dovetails with machine-like 
precision and the look of handcrafted workmanship.

Once you’ve defined the joint with a backsaw, use a coping 
saw to remove the bulk of the waste, leaving about 1⁄32 in. to 
1⁄16 in. of material in front of the baseline. For the chisel work, 
you can either pare away the waste by hand or use a mallet to 
assist. depending on the width of the waste, I use a 1⁄4-in. to 
1⁄2-in. chisel. 

with the inside of the board facing up, place the bevel of the 
chisel into the baseline. using the weight of your body to assist, 
drive the chisel with your dominant hand and guide it with 
your other hand. Make a series of light, overlapping cuts along 
the baseline from one side of the board to the other. The key 
here is to make the first series of cuts from the inside, with the 
chisel angled slightly toward the board end so that you do not 
cut through the baseline on the other side. 

After your work on the inside baseline is done, repeat the 
process from the outside while holding the chisel at 90°. The 
areas you pare now will have a different sheen than the ones 
pared from the opposite side. The color difference will help 
you avoid overshooting the baseline on the other side.

Paring pins—when trimming dovetail pins to fit their sockets, 
it is best to pare across the grain. secure the work in a vise with 
its business end up and its face out. select a chisel that is slightly 
wider than the pins are long. Align the chisel so that it splits the 
layout lines, which should still be visible. Hold the handle with 
the palm of your hand and guide the blade with the fingertips 
of your other hand. Take a full-width shaving across the grain, 
following the layout line on the board end. Before finishing the 
cut (with roughly 1⁄8 in. remaining), raise the chisel handle up-
ward. This causes the blade to cut in a more vertical direction, 
preventing chipped corners. with the upper edge of the pin 
cleanly severed, you can drop the chisel to the horizontal posi-
tion and complete the cut. 

Once the dovetail joint is fitted, chamfer the inside of the pin 
sockets with a chisel to ease the assembly.   •

Clean up 
dovetails

Pare to the baseline 
one side at a time. On 
the first side, angle the 
chisel slightly toward 
the end of the board 
(above). With your 
dominant hand on the 
handle, drive the chisel 
using your upper body. 
Repeat on the opposite 
side, but hold the chisel 
at 90º. A scrap piece un-
der the workpiece will 
protect the benchtop.

Getting clean edges 
on pins. When paring 
pins, hold the chisel 
handle with the palm 
of your dominant hand 
and guide the blade 
with your other hand. 
As you near the end of 
the cut, lever the chisel 
up to make a clean cut 
at the corner. 

Chamfered pin sock-
ets ease assembly. 
Choke up on the chisel 
and use the edge as you 
would a knife. Chamfer 
the inside edges and 
start the cuts 1⁄8 in. 
from the tail end so 
they will not be visible. 
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