
You don’t always need to gut a kitchen to give it a new look and better 
function. We recently completed a partial-kitchen remodel in which we 
removed some cabinets, modified some cabinets to upgrade their appear-
ance and purpose, and added some new cabinets to match the originals. 

We painted everything, and installed new countertops, a new backsplash, and a new 
range hood. And to give the kitchen the modern look the homeowners were after, 
we built and installed four floating shelves.

The trick to the seamless look
The shelves are made from 3⁄4-in. rift-sawn white-oak plywood. This grain-matched 
look is popular right now and it’s a particularly interesting detail to me as a carpen-
ter, because I think a lot about wood grain—in terms of how to best use it both for 

These grain-matched, 
mitered shelves slide 
onto a cleat for easy 

installation and a 
clean, modern look

simple, strong FloAting

Shelves
Just slip ‘em on. These floating 
shelves are mounted on a cleat 

made of three layers of 3⁄4-in. 
plywood, which is screwed to 

studs or blocking. Then, the 
inside of the hollow shelf gets 

a thin coat of wood glue before 
being slipped onto the cleat.
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simple, strong FloAting

the right grAin 
For tight miters
these shelves have a particularly modern look, with the grain wrapping from 
the front of the shelf to the top, bottom, and sides. the right plywood is one 
of the keys to getting this effect. the tight and straight grain of the rift-sawn 
white-oak plywood used here is a perfect choice. to ensure a good grain 
match as the veneer wraps around the shelf, the parts are laid out next to 
each other on one section of the plywood.

Let the 
breakdown 
begin. First, 
square-cut all of 
the parts to their 
final dimensions. 
For accurate 
square parts, 
make the initial 
crosscuts on the 
tablesaw with an 
auxiliary sled.

Rips on the 
tablesaw. Set 
the tablesaw 
blade to a 45° 
bevel, and cut 
the long edges 
of the shelf’s 
front, top, and 
bottom, just 
kissing the 
edges—cutting 
an angle but 
maintaining the 
full dimensions 
of each piece.

Crosscut with 
the miter 
saw. For more 
control, crosscut 
the parts with a 
miter saw, again 
maintaining each 
part’s length, but 
cutting an angle 
that starts at 
the edge of the 
veneered side of 
each piece.

Check your 
miters. For the 
shelf to assemble 
properly, the 
pieces must be 
perfectly cut 
so that every 
mitered corner 
comes together 
at 90°. Make 
sure your tools 
are accurate, 
but for cheap 
insurance, 
double-check 
the cut parts 
with a square.
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the performance of what I’m building, and 
for the best looks. Because these shelves are 
made from veneered plywood, I don’t have 
to worry about seasonal wood movement. In 
fact, the grain is purely aesthetic. Though 
the shelves appear as one big piece of white 
oak, there is no end grain. Instead, the grain 
is continuous, wrapping from the front of 
the shelf around each side. The grain also 
continues from the front of the shelf to the 
top and bottom. So the look doesn’t actually 

mimic a solid board, but the shelves have a 
superclean, seamless appearance.

This seamless effect is achieved by laying 
out the front, sides, top, and bottom of each 
shelf next to each other on the plywood and 
making as few cuts as possible, thereby losing 
as little material as possible to sawkerfs.

Cut precise parts
The first thing I do is rip the full sheet of ply-
wood down to just what I need for each shelf. 

Then I lay out the parts show-side up and 
mark them to make it easy to remember how 
they’ll go together. I also leave everything laid 
out on the table as I cut the parts. I square-cut 
all the parts first, then cut the angles on all 
of the edges. This two-step process ensures 
that I’m not losing any more grain when 
I cut the angled edges. The only material 
removed by the miter saw (for the 45° cross-
cuts) and tablesaw (for the 45° rip cuts) is  
from the core of the plywood, not the veneer.

Get a clear view. 
With all of the 
parts laid on  
the table show-
side up, angled-
side down, join 
them together 
with clear 
packing tape.

Fold it up. 
Bring the parts 
together one 
at a time, 
double-checking 
each miter for 
accuracy as  
you go.

Glue every 
edge. Flip the 
taped shelf  
parts over 
and fold them 
together for a 
dry fit before 
spreading glue 
liberally on every 
angled edge.

An origAmi-style glue up
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Because of the way I later fold these parts 
back together to glue up the shelves, accu-
rate dimensions are crucial. Each shelf’s top, 
bottom, and front must be exactly the same 
length; the top and bottom must be exactly 
the same width; and the length of the sides 
must precisely match the width of the top 
and bottom. Any error and the joints won’t 
be tight. To have enough contact for strong 
glue joints, the miters can’t be much more 
than 45°, but you can back-cut by an extra 

degree or two to make sure the front of the 
joints come together without a visible seam.

clean cuts on the miter saw and tablesaw 
require good technique and sharp, high-
quality blades. Make sure you have both 
before you try to build shelves like these.

Go easy on the sanding 
To glue up the shelves, I lay all the parts out 
flat on a table with the angled edges facing 
down, and then connect all the joints with 

clear packing tape. Other tapes will work, 
but clear packing tape is strong enough to 
hold the parts together and I can see the 
joints and make sure everything comes 
together tightly during glue up, which is a 
matter of folding the parts together, adding 
a bit more tape, and clamping.

Sanding veneered plywood can be risky. 
A light touch before finishing is okay, but 
on shelves like these, you need to be careful 
at the miters. It’s very easy to sand through 

Clamp it. Finally, 
add some clamps 
using gentle 
pressure to keep 
the miters closed 
while the glue 
sets up.

Use more tape. 
Use blue painter’s 
tape to align 
and hold the 
miters together 
accurately as  
you assemble  
the shelf.
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the veneer. So, instead of using sandpa-
per to remove glue squeeze-out, use a card 
scraper. While I sanded these shelves very 
little, I did do some things to get them ready  
for finish. 

First, I wire-brushed the plywood. The 
effect is subtle, but it adds depth and tex-
ture to the grain when finished. I also gently 
rolled the edges with a screwdriver shaft. 
This turns the veneer down, closing any 
small gaps at the miter joints, and reduces the 
risk of sanding off the veneer and exposing 
the core below. Then, I very lightly sanded 
the edges. Where there was a small gap, I 
touched it up with a paint pen to match the 
color of the veneer. For an accurate color 
match, I wet the plywood to mimic the clear 
poly I was planning to finish the shelves with 
before choosing a color for the touch-up pen. 
After blowing the shelves clean with com-
pressed air, I finished them with wipe-on 
poly, one coat a day for three days.

Don’t overthink the install
There are lots of ways to install floating 
shelves, but I don’t think it needs to be too 
complicated. I slipped these onto cleats made 
of three pieces of 3⁄4-in. plywood, glued and 
screwed together. Because we had opened 
the wall where the shelves are installed, I was 
able to put blocking where I needed it, but it 
would be perfectly fine to screw the cleats to 
studs if the layout works. I screwed the cleats 
to the blocking with TimberLok screws.

For a clean look, I made the shelves to 
match the height of the subway tile and 
worked with the tile installer to align the 
shelves with the tile courses. The cleat 
matches the inside dimension of the hol-
low shelves, so the fit is very tight. All I did 
was add a little glue inside the shelves before 
slipping them onto the cleat. I have no doubt 
that these shelves will hold anything that the 
homeowners choose to put on them.

I recently returned to the kitchen and the 
shelves are holding up great. I’m always 
looking for ways to make my methods and 
finished work better, and sometimes the best 
way to learn is to revisit projects and build 
things a second time. I was able to revisit 
this project, and found that there’s no need 
to change a thing. This process works and 
these shelves look awesome. □

Cliff Ham is the cabinet shop manager at 
Kashas Design + Build in Camas, Wash. 
Photos by Brian Pontolilo.

Hit it with a wire 
brush. A light 
scrubbing with  
a soft-wire brush 
raises the rift-
sawn grain to  
add depth and 
texture to the 
finished shelf.

Roll the edges. 
Knocking down 
the edges with 
the shaft of a 
screwdriver  
makes them a  
bit smoother  
and closes any  
minor gaps in  
the miters.

Sand lightly. 
Smooth the edges 
of the miters 
with 220-grit 
sandpaper, 
making sure not 
to sand through 
the veneer.

Don’t skip these    Finishing touches
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Touch it up. If 
the core beneath 
the veneer 
is exposed 
anywhere, touch 
up those spots 
with a paint pen, 
like this one from 
Master’s Magic, 
that matches 
the color of the 
finished wood. 

Wipe it on.  
For a low-sheen  
finish that brings 
the grain to life, 
use a satin, wipe-
on poly.

Don’t skip these    Finishing touches
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