
4 ways to Make Panels Pop

BOOk-matcHed

Since doors dominate most cabinets, one of the easi-
est ways to make your furniture stand out is to dress 
up the door panels. If the whole piece is made with 

frame-and-panel construction, panels can have an even 
greater impact.  

Most panels are manageable—flat and finite—making 
them a good place to try new techniques and treatments. 
If you mess up, you cut a new rectangle and start again. 
That’s why I chose door panels for my first stab at veneer-
ing, enlivening a cherry entertainment center with curly 
cherry panels. we recently covered how to use a vacuum 

Hand-caRVed

ROuted

bag to veneer a simple, flat panel (FWW #208), so we’ve 
left that option out of this article.

The four panels featured here range from classic to cut-
ting edge. But all are tasteful, catching the eye without 
overpowering the piece. And all come from experienced 
furniture makers who have boiled down the how-to into 
simple steps. 

Try one or two of these, and post the results at Fine
woodworking.com/gallery. we’ll be watching.

—Asa Christiana is the editor.
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an offset match is often more subtle than a centered match and 
creates a bit of visual tension, especially in paired doors or a run 
of cabinets. With flatsawn wood, I usually orient the points of the 
arches or any other predominant grain patterns toward the top 
of the panel. Be thoughtful with figured wood, too. for example, 
the fine, black lines of spalted wood can overpower a door if posi-
tioned in the center. try moving the interesting pattern toward the 
edges to create some visual tension. let the patterns emerge by 
butting two matched pieces together and trusting your eye.

ReSaWn WOOd tendS tO mOVe
the bandsaw is the best tool for resawing. If your bandsaw 
lacks the height to resaw the board in one pass, rip it along the 

About 30 years ago, when I worked in the finishing shop of the 
late george nakashima, he told me, “Our job as woodwork-

ers is to reveal the tree’s inner beauty.” that’s literally what you 
do when you resaw a plank on the bandsaw and book-match the 
halves. Opening the two pieces like a book exposes a mirror im-
age of color, grain, and texture—a natural pattern unique to that 
tree. Book-matching works well for all types of panels, including 
tabletops and all kinds of veneered panels, but my focus here is 
solid-wood door panels. 

a gOOd matcH takeS plannIng
If you could slice a board perfectly, without removing any wood, 
you’d have the ideal book-match—a perfect mirror image. But you 
can only achieve near-perfection because the board loses some 
material when you saw it apart, flatten it, and make it smooth 
enough for furniture. So the goal is to remove as little wood as 
possible. 

Begin by looking up and down the plank. You could surface it 
first, but with practice, you can train your eye to see through the 
rough surface to find interesting grain patterns and the like. try 
using a mirror to see what the final match will be.  

don’t let the wood rule you. While the seam of the book-match 
is often centered in the door frame, that’s not an ironclad rule. 

great grain?
Book-Match It
How to find a pleasing pattern 
and glue up a perfect panel

B Y  A N D Y  R A E

Make the most of special wood

Spalted

Matt Kirby used spalted 
maple for these book-
matched door panels. 
Each panel has a 
different pattern of 
spalting, but each one 
is also balanced to 
make the best visual 
match.

fIguRed

In this credenza 
by James Probst, 
the book-matches 
highlight the color 
and figure of the 
curly maple door 
panels.
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Mirror image. Place a mirror against the board to preview the book-
match and to gauge where to glue the resawn halves for the best 
appearance.

Tips for a trouble-free glue-up. Elevate the work to make it easier to 
position the clamps, and use waxed or taped cauls to keep the panel flat.

Fine-tune the match. Slide the pieces back and forth to see how the 
grain patterns align. Trust your eye to find the most pleasing alignment.

Flatten, resaw,  
flatten. Joint one face, 
then resaw the board, 
keeping the jointed 
face steady against a 
tall fence. You’ll usually 
need to joint and plane 
the halves once more 
before gluing. 

grain, resaw the pieces, then glue them back together where 
they were ripped. Be aware that almost all resawn wood distorts 
to some degree because of the moisture variation between the 
inside and outside and the built-in tension. When sliced down the 
middle, most boards will bow slightly. If the curve is severe, say 
1⁄8 in. or more over a 12-in.-long board, joint and plane the boards 
flat. But for most boards, you can move straight to smoothing 
after resawing. Once assembled, the frame around the panel will 
remove any small amount of bow. However, any cupping (curving 
across the grain) needs to be removed with a jointer and planer 
because a typical frame can’t pull a cupped panel flat.   

keep It flat WItH a gOOd glue-up
to join the two pieces into a single book-matched panel, start 
by running the mating edges over the jointer to straighten and 
smooth them. Rest the panel on shopmade beams (such as 
lengths of jointed 2x4) to make it easier to clamp. use cauls to 
keep the assembly flat. Store the glued-up panel on a flat surface 
with some weight on top. Wait a day or two to allow moisture from 
the glue to evaporate fully before continuing.

HOW tO SIze tHe panel and SmOOtH tHe faceS
do final dimensioning on the tablesaw. I initially rip the panel to the 
width of the frame opening plus the two grooves in the stiles. for 
flatsawn panels up to 1 ft. wide, I then remove 1⁄8 in. from each side 
so the wood can expand without stressing the frame joints. for rift- 
or quartersawn wood, you can halve that measurement, removing 
1⁄16 in. from each edge. adjust these dimensions for the season. 

Because of the way the board is unfolded, reversing grain is al-
ways part of a book-matched panel. to smooth it without tearout, 
try taking light shavings with a bench plane, changing directions 
at the seam between the two pieces. Where the plane won’t work, 
use a card scraper or sandpaper. then apply a finish and bring out 
the tree’s inner beauty. 

Andy Rae is a woodworker and teacher in Asheville, N.C.

Book-Match continued
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On occasion, I like to step out of my perceived role as “the 
Shaker guy” and explore my more creative side. Recently, I 

made a single-door wall cabinet with eight different door panels. 
the two that have received the most attention are a curved lat-
tice panel created with a router and a textured panel carved by 
hand. Both are easy to execute, and they can be integrated into 
any number of designs. I’ll start with the hand-carved panel.

this treatment requires only two or three carving gouges. It 
is fast to do, doesn’t require a lot of talent, and has a subtle yet 
interesting texture. 

Having carved a multitude of these panels, I’ve learned a les-
son or two along the way. first, take time to choose the wood 
carefully. to avoid tearout, the straighter the grain, the better. 
also, use a low, raking light source in addition to your overheads 
so you can see the hills and valleys better as you carve. 

Shine a light. Use a 
strong, low, raking light 
to accentuate the 
texture as you carve.  

Taming tearout. 
Much like planing in 
the wrong direction, 
carving downhill will 
produce tearout. When 
that happens, gently 
remove it by carving 
in from the opposite 
direction. 

Already in the frame? No problem. If you choose to assemble the frame 
and panel prior to carving, or want to carve a panel already in a frame, 
just clamp sacrificial boards over the door rails to protect them.

the carving is straightforward. I start with a panel that has the 
tongue already cut around its perimeter. I prefer gouges with a 
relatively shallow sweep, a #5 or #7. I stick to shallower carving 
because it is much easier to oil and wipe, and has lower, stronger 
ridges between the troughs. I start at one end and work my way 
up the panel, changing gouges frequently to add variety to the 
texture. around pin knots and when the grain changes, I reverse 
the panel 180° and work from the opposite side to eliminate or 
minimize tearout. 

Christian Becksvoort is a contributing editor.

Carve a Panel for 
a Natural Look

A couple of gouges 
create subtle texture

B Y  C H R I S T I A N  B E C K S V O O R T
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and depth of the router bit used. In a pierced panel, a half-round 
bit will produce oval holes, a square bit will make rectangular 
holes, and a “V” bit diamond-shaped holes. the depth of the bit 
determines the size of the holes, while the size of the bit and the 
spacing of the nail holes determines the overall size of the lattice. 
Smaller bits can have arcs closer together.

I start by making a new base for my router. I remove the exist-
ing plastic base and replace it with a 3⁄8-in.-thick piece of plywood, 
6 in. wide and about 30 in. long. at one end, I drill a 2-in. hole for 
the router bit, then locate and drill the four screws for attachment 
to the router. then I draw a line down the long center of the base 
and drill a series of 1⁄8-in. holes exactly 1 in. apart. 

I work on a plywood surface so I can nail down strips that 
lock the panel in place. the strips are the same thickness as the 
panel, so they also help to support the router. don’t use too many 
nails, or you may have to reset them as you go to keep them out 
of the router path. the pivot point is a nail, too (12d finishing), 
with the head clipped off. experiment with pivot locations to 
create the pattern you want. for a ½  -in.-thick panel, I set the bit 
depth to 5⁄16 in. I make my first cut, then shift the jig to the next 
pivot hole for each pass, making a series of concentric arcs, 1 in. 
apart. then I either repeat the process on the same side from a 
different pivot point, or I flip the panel over and repeat the process 
on the back from the same pivot point.

cHOOSe SOlId 
OR pIeRced

Cutting into just 
one side of the 
panel creates a very 
different look than 
cutting into both 
sides. Changing the 
router-bit and pivot 
points will produce 
hundreds of other 
varieties. In both 
of these examples, 
Becksvoort used a 
round-nose bit and 
symmetrical pivot 
points. 

Using a router trammel like a compass, I discovered that I 
could create interesting moiré effects. like the hand-carved 

texturing, this process is straightforward. But the effect is starker 
and more dramatic. this routing process can yield very different 
results, depending on how it is used. You can rout on the same 
side of the panel, from two different points, to get a solid pattern. 
You also can rout from one point, flip the panel, and rout from the 
same point on the other side to get a pierced, lattice look. and ei-
ther one can be done with a symmetrical or asymmetrical pattern.

the pattern and appearance depend on several factors: first, 
the location of the center point; and second, the size, shape, 

rout Your way 
to a Custom Panel

Pivoting jig yields striking effects

B Y  C H R I S T I A N  B E C K S V O O R T
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Now change the pivot point or flip the panel. If only routing on 
one side, leave the panel in place, move the router to a nail positioned 
opposite the first, and complete the process. If routing both sides for the 
pierced look, flip the panel and rout again from the first pivot point.

Cover the panel with cuts. After each pass, reposition the router base 
by placing the next pivot hole on the nail. Between passes, make sure 
there is no dust under the jig preventing the bit from cutting to full depth, 
and that none of the nails holding the frame are in the router’s path.

ROut cOncentRIc aRcS WItH a lOng plYWOOd ROuteR BaSe

Final preparation. 
The pivot nail fits 
the 1⁄8-in.-dia. holes 
in the jig. Set the 
depth of the bit. 
Make sure the nail 
is in the correct 
pivot hole before 
making the first 
pass. 

Make the jig and locate the pivot point. After making the simple router-trammel jig and 
attaching it to the router (left), Becksvoort lays down a piece of ¾  -in. plywood as a work surface. 
He secures the ½  -in.-thick panel by nailing a ½  -in.-thick sacrificial pine frame to the plywood. 
To locate the pivot point, he draws a 45º line and uses a compass (above left) to see where the 
first router pass will hit the panel. The pivot is a 12d finishing nail (above right) with its head 
clipped off.
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Woven panels are one of my 
favorite ways to dress up a 

woodworking project. although you 
can purchase weaving strips from 
craft stores, I make my own from 
paper-backed veneer. most paper-
backed veneer is between 0.02 in. 
and 0.04 in. thick, providing a good 
balance of workability and strength.

I used 1-in.-wide maple strips on 
the hope chest. this size looks best on 
larger projects, but I’ve used strips as 
narrow as ¼   in. for small boxes. You 
can vary the width, weave pattern, and 
wood species for added interest. 

Before cutting the veneer into 
strips, I apply oil-based polyure-
thane to both sides. this minimiz-

es finishing time and eliminates drips and bubbles where the strips inter-
sect. I avoid water-based products because they cause the strips to curl.

a tablesaw equipped with a thin-kerf blade is the best way to rip 
veneer into weaving strips; I use a 7¼  -in. blade because it’s even thinner 
than 10-in. versions. Supporting the thin stock close to the blade is a 
must. although a zero-clearance insert works fine, I simply clamp a piece 
of birch plywood to the top and raise the blade through it. In addition to 
supporting the stock close to the blade, the plywood provides a clean, 
flat surface for the veneer to ride on. I clamp an aftermarket Incra fence 
(model no. IJ32) to the table. I hold down the veneer using a push block 
cut to the same length as the veneer. Once I have a sufficient supply of 
strips, I sand their edges by arranging them in a bundle.

a ¼  -in. space between the vertical strips makes for a good-looking 
weave, though very narrow strips require a tighter spacing. Once all the 
strips are positioned and double-checked for size, I glue the ends with 
titebond III and an artist’s brush. even though the strips are finished, 
I’ve never had any problems with adhesion because the glue is really 
just a way to make slipping the panel into a frame easier. Once the glue 
has set, I mark the panel’s dimensions. then I trim it and apply a veneer 
backer for extra rigidity, using 3m no. 77 spray adhesive.

Tim Pastore is a woodworker in Wakefield, Mass. 

Special tablesaw setup. Use a 
thin-kerf blade, a zero-clearance 
insert, and a fence clamped tight-
ly to the table. Size a push stick 
to hold down the veneer along its 
full length. Stick sandpaper on the 
bottom to help control the veneer.

balance of workability and strength.
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larger projects, but I’ve used strips as 
narrow as 
can vary the width, weave pattern, and 
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Before cutting the veneer into 
strips, I apply oil-based polyure-
thane to both sides. this minimiz-

es finishing time and eliminates drips and bubbles where the strips inter-
sect. I avoid water-based products because they cause the strips to curl.

a tablesaw equipped with a thin-kerf blade is the best way to rip 
veneer into weaving strips; I use a 7
than 10-in. versions. Supporting the thin stock close to the blade is a 
must. although a zero-clearance insert works fine, I simply clamp a piece 
of birch plywood to the top and raise the blade through it. In addition to 
supporting the stock close to the blade, the plywood provides a clean, 
flat surface for the veneer to ride on. I clamp an aftermarket Incra fence 
(model no. IJ32) to the table. I hold down the veneer using a push block 
cut to the same length as the veneer. Once I have a sufficient supply of 
strips, I sand their edges by arranging them in a bundle.

a ¼  -in. space between the vertical strips makes for a good-looking 
weave, though very narrow strips require a tighter spacing. Once all the 
strips are positioned and double-checked for size, I glue the ends with 
titebond III and an artist’s brush. even though the strips are finished, 
I’ve never had any problems with adhesion because the glue is really 
just a way to make slipping the panel into a frame easier. Once the glue 
has set, I mark the panel’s dimensions. then I trim it and apply a veneer 
backer for extra rigidity, using 3m no. 77 spray adhesive.

Tim Pastore is a woodworker in Wakefield, Mass. Tim Pastore is a woodworker in Wakefield, Mass. Tim Pastore is a woodworker in Wakefield, Mass. 

VaRY tHe WeaVe tO RefIne tHe lOOk 

Woven panels have a simple elegance that’s 
perfect for boxes, doors, and chests. Patterns 
can be simple, like the one Pastore used on a 
hope chest (left), or more varied, like the one he 
used in the lid of a small box. Almost any basket-
weave pattern will work, including herringbone.

woven Panels 
Made Easy

Use paper-backed veneer 
and a simple jig

B Y  T I M  P A S T O R E
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Clever clamps. The vertical strips are 
held in position with a rabbeted stick 
on one end (above) and an elastic 
band on the other. The elastic allows 
the strips to be lifted so the horizontal 
strips can be woven through.

Verticals first. Slide the vertical strips under 
the rabbeted clamp bar and between the dow-
els. The dowels keep the strips perfectly aligned 
so no measuring is required while weaving.

Over under, over under. Lift the vertical strips one at a time while inserting each horizontal strip 
(left). Once a new horizontal strip is in place, the preceding strip can be pushed tight against the 
others with a small block (right). The block allows you to push the strips without splitting them, and 
it is easier on your fingers.

Glue the edges. With all of the weaving done, 
Pastore glues the perimeter using an artist’s 
brush and clamps it down with hardwood cauls. 
Do it one side at a time and remove layout pins 
as necessary to make room for the cauls.

Trim it to size. Kitchen shears make quick work 
of trimming these thin veneer strips. Don’t worry 
about rough edges and a bit of splintering. The 
panel will reside in a grooved frame, which will 
hide the edges. 

Add a backer for strength. Cut a veneer back-
er to size using the shears, and then apply spray 
adhesive on both surfaces. Apply the backer 
immediately, touching down the center first, and 
rubbing it from the center outward.
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mdf pegBOaRd ORganIzeS tHe JOB

To allow the horizontal strips to butt against 
each other, the vertical strips need ¼  -in. gaps 
between them. Glue a copy of the layout 
to the jig and drill holes for 
¼  -in.-dia. dowels.

Knob

Clamping bar

Medium-density 
fiberboard 

Elastic band Carriage bolt

Basket-
weave layout

¼  -in.-dia.  
dowels
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