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Laying out 
Octagons
Whether framing an octagonal window 
or laying out a bay, here are two 
fast ways to get the angles right

BY JOHN CARROLL

few years ago, I helped a friend to frame a house that had an oc-
tagonal window. When it was time to frame the octagonal rough
opening, he wanted to play it safe by first framing a square rough

opening and later filling in the angled pieces after the window had arrived.
His last effort at octagonal framing had to be ripped out because the angled
sides were a little off. When I asked if he had used the octagonal scale on his
rafter square, he didn’t know what I was talking about.

Like my friend, a lot of professional carpenters have no idea what the octago-
nal scale is or how it works. To them, it’s just more meaningless chicken scratch
etched into the face of their framing squares. In addition, using the octagonal scale
commonly is misrepresented as an archaic technique with no useful purpose, save for
laying out octagonal posts.

Octagonal openings can be laid out other ways, but this one is fast and accurate.
It also works on any octagon (not just posts) from 1 in. to 67 in. wide. And once the
window’s in place, it works for drywall, too. �

John Carroll is a builder, a frequent contributor to
Fine Homebuilding and the author of Measuring,
Marking and Layout (The Taunton Press, 1998).
Photos by Scott Phillips.
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Length of side = 204 in.

Line AB = 0.2071 x length of side of square

Line AB = 0.2071 x 204

Line AB = 42.248

Line AB = 42.248

Octagon side = 2x length of AB

Because the sides of an octa-
gon have a consistent geo-
metric relationship to each
other, a ratio can be used to
lay out an octagon within any
size square. Multiplying the
length of a side of any square
by 0.2071 equals the dis-
tance found by using the di-
viders on the octagonal scale
or one-half the length of one
of the sides of an octagon.

FOR LARGER 
OCTAGONS,
USE A RATIO 
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To lay out, say, a 38-in.
wide octagon, make a
38-in. square and mark a
centerpoint (A) on each
side of the square.

Locate the octagonal
scale on the tongue (the
smaller of the two sides)
of the framing square
(photo right). Place one
point of a pair of dividers
on the 0 mark of the oc-
tagonal scale and the oth-
er point on 38, which cor-
responds to the width of
the square in inches. 

After carefully removing the dividers from the framing square, place
one point on the centerpoint of any side of the square. With the
other point, make two additional marks (B), one toward each corner
along the same side. Repeat on each of the other sides.

Connect the two points (B) closest to each corner with a line.
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FOUR STEPS
TO AN OCTAGON 
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