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 IDEC  Legacy Innovative Teaching Ideas 

 
  JOINERY DESIGN 
  
 Author Edward Dorsa 
  Virginia Commonwealth University 
  Richmond, Virginia 23284-2519 
 
 Key Words Material Characteristics, Detailing 
  
 Category Systems and Construction 
 Type Studio Project 
 Level Junior or Senior 
 Duration 2 weeks 
  Note: Four 3-hour studios, in addition to two weekends. Projects are scheduled so 

that students have the weekend after the last studio class to prepare their 
presentation boards. 

 
 Abstract This project is to design a furniture joint that acts as its own decoration. It is to be a 

“point” where one, two or three materials come together and the construction of 
this joint should “celebrate” the union of those materials.  

 
 Objectives To focus the student’s attention on the inherent beauty and value of natural 

materials, and 
   
  To increase awareness that proper proportion, form and the juxtaposition of 

appropriate materials is most often a sufficient “decoration” on a piece of furniture. 
 
  Criteria Constraints 
   Fasteners or hardware may be used but the “focus” of the finished design should 

be the junction and the appropriate use of the materials. 
  
   Background 
   Students were allowed to base the design of the joint on a piece of furniture which 

they had previously designed. This provided a context for the joint. They were not 
required to invent an entirely new joint, but could apply the concept of 
“celebrating” or exposing the materials of an existing joint (i.e., a common through-
mortise and tenon joint on a table, using a maple leg with a walnut tenon secured 
with maple wedges or dowels, focusing attention on the contrasting colors and 
grains of the two woods, not on a new joint design.) 

 
 Process Students began by selecting a juncture on a previously designed piece of furniture 

and exploring how that joint could act as a decorative element within the context of 
the entire piece. The project is short enough that no intermediate checkpoints are 
assigned.  
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 Presentation The format for presentation was a construction document showing dimensions and 
materials. In addition, at the student’s option, one of the following is required: 

   
  Drawing (rendered perspective and/or exploded isometric recommended) 
 
  A model of the design joint (simulating actual materials) 

 
The actual joint constructed in the chosen materials. 

 
 Evaluation The joint is evaluated according to the appropriate use of materials and 

proportions, innovation of the solution, and structural integrity. 
 
 Resources Resources included books and slides on furniture constructions and examples of 

the work of various craftsmen as part of the semester. In class there were 
discussions of the various joinery techniques and what is “good” design. 
 
 


