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History 

 Jointing techniques in wood have developed 

over millennia 

 Originally the preserve of skilled craftsmen, 

trained through apprenticeships by master 

craftsmen 

 Today, many of these techniques can be 

done by machines and jigs 

 However, it is the combination of machine 

and hand work that offers most opportunity 



Joint design must satisfy key functions 

 Depends on the material type chosen 

 To provide the structural strength required 

 It should be in keeping with the style of the 
project 

 It can be concealed and simply hold parts 
together 

 It can be designed to add a decorative 
dimension 

 

 

 



Four criteria for choosing a joint 

1. The joint should contribute to the strength and 

integrity of the piece 

2. The joint should allow the wood to move as ambient 

conditions change 

3. The Joint must allow for additional operations, such 

as grooving, rabbeting, mouldings, or screws 

4. The joint should contribute to and not interfere with 

the appearance of the piece 

 
Mario Rodriguez  FWW 166 (2003), 36-38 (Reference 7) 



One gets started with the planning 

 The first aspect is design of the item 
– If you are using a purchased plan, one must still 

review the detail of how it is constructed 

– If it your own design or modified from someone 
else's, you usually make drawings. Some people 
use hand drawn plans, others CAD or SketchUp 
 Experts often make these full size, especially for 

complex pieces, and show all the joints 

 Too few people include detail of the joinery 

 Make up a Cutting List once you understand the design 



Does one size fit all 

 Any project will have different components 
– Carcase 

– Legs 

– Doors 

– Drawers 

– Top / Base 

– Moulding, grooves and additions 

– Etc. 

 Each of these must be consider separately 
and integrally 



In joint selection, remember how items 
are used and abused 
Reference 5 



But first 
Getting wood the correct width 

 Unless you are making small boxes, it is likely that 

the wood you purchase will need to be joined to 

obtain the required width. 

 This is a butt joint but as it lies along the grain, the 

joint is strong 

– The key, however, is to have carefully prepared straight and 

true edges to glue 

– Developing a slight ‘gap’ in the middle can be beneficial 

– Gap at the edges are to be avoided at all cost 



Reference 8 



Other options with edge joining 

 The board surface alignment is very important 
– When clamping, the boards can tend to slide and 

misalign 

– Biscuit joinery can be used, not for strength but for 
alignment 

– A number of different edge profiles can be used, as 
with commercial pine planks, but these are not 
necessary, e.g. tongue and groove, splines, etc. 
 These also can show up badly if a routed profile is later 

used on a tabletop, etc. 



Before you start, take your design apart 
 
References 10 and 11 



A chest of drawers built to last 
Reference 6 



Reference 3   



Joints need to be customised 
Reference 14 



Every project needs understanding 
Reference 16 



A traditional drawer 
Reference 15 



What’s available to you? 

 Butt joints 

 Mitre joints ( also splined, loose-tongued) 

 Lap joints 

 Half joints 

 Housing joints (Through, Dovetailed, Stopped) 

 Mortise and Tenon (Through, Haunched, Stopped, Wedged, 
Pinned, Double, Stub, Angled, etc.) 

 Bridle joints (Corner, t-joints) 

 Dovetail joints (Through, Mitred, Rebated, Lapped, Double-lapped, 
Bevelled, Sliding, etc.) 

 Dowel joints 

 Biscuit and Domino joining 

 

 And many others 

 

 
 



How do a few of these look? 
Reference 4 



How strong? 

References  5 and 12 



Opinions differ, even of ‘experts’ 
Reference  13 

Some people also prefer dowels for simplicity 



Using 
Dowels 

•One needs to provide 

enough strength with 

multiple dowels 

•Must use a jig to get 

alignment 

 
Reference 2 



No dovetails 

Reference 9 



Where do you start? 

 Understand your design and how you intend to make it 

– A sketch without detail may get you into trouble 

– Understand the structural issues and choose jointing to meet the 
requirements 

 Stick with what has worked historically, but beware in old pieces 
wood movement may not always be accommodated. 

  In general keep the jointing simple and within your experience 
(unless you want to try something new) 

 Make sure your joints fit properly and don’t rely on glue to solve 
problems (Practice makes perfect) 

 Always try to make every piece the best you can do 

 Remember joints are still often shown to emphasise workmanship 



Ways to improve your knowledge of joints 

 Start by using plans drawn up by reputable experts, 
e.g. Fine Woodworking, etc 

– You can adapt design to your needs but follow the 
principles shown 

– Many books exist which provide basic information and tips 

 If it is an original design, take the time to look at all 
aspects of jointing before you prepare the timber. 

– Ask people who have made something similar  

– No matter how experienced you feel, there are always 
lessons from every piece you make 

– Keep notes 



Remember 

 Don’t feel constrained by the machines and jigs you 
have.   

 Most jointing requires you to use both power tools 
and hand tools at some stage 

– Be prepared for this and don’t avoid the best solution 
because you can’t do it with a machine 

– Remember, ‘one offs’ are often quicker by hand, as you 
avoid the set-up!! 

 Have fun with the challenges as jointing is really 
what woodwork is about 



Just when you think you know enough!  
Try Chinese jointing 

Reference  1 
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Thank you 


