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Stacking Bookcases

Make boxes to fit your books 

– and your space.

The typical bookcase is a good exam-
ple of poor design. We make them 

that way because that’s the way we’ve 
always made them; almost every plan 
you see is 12" deep, yet few books require 
that much space. Most bookcases are 
heavy and a pain to move. These stack-
ing bookcases solve those problems, 
and won’t take long to build.

Before you begin, assess your library. 
The three sizes shown here are based 
on common lumber sizes, and typical 
sizes of books and video cases. If you 
stay with standard 1x lumber, you won’t 
be able to change the depth, but you can 
change the height and width.

An inch or two higher than your tall-
est book is a good inside height, but don’t 
go too wide; beyond 36" and the shelves 
may begin to sag. Also consider how the 
parts of the sizes you are planning will 
fit the available lengths of material; an 
inch or so of adjustment may save you 
from buying another board. 

Get Ready to Rabbet
The individual boxes could be just glued 
and nailed together, but the rabbet joints 
shown here will be stronger, and the 
boxes will be easier to assemble. I used 
a 3⁄8"-wide rabbeting bit that uses a ball 
bearing below the cutter as a guide. 

You may find a cheaper version of 
this bit with a solid piece of steel instead 
of the bearing. Don’t give into the temp-
tation to save a few dollars. The solid 
guide spins at the same speed as the 
cutter, fast enough to burn the edges 
of your wood.

Plan on making at least 
two passes with the router 
to reach the final depth. In 
theory that should be 3⁄8", but 
your wood might be a bit thin-
ner or thicker. In reality, the 
depth is half the thickness of 
your material, and the article 
on adjustable squares (page 
52) shows a quick way to find 
and set your router to the 
exact center of the wood.

If you’re new to routing 
rabbets, make a few practice 
cuts in scrap to get the feel 
of it. The router will behave 
differently when you move it 
in different directions. When 
you move from left to right, 
the cutting edge of the bit is 
moving into the work. This is 
more efficient and gives you 
greater control – but when you 
reach the edge of a board, it 
tends to break a chip out of the edge.  

Moving from right to left is consid-
ered backward, and is called “climb-cut-
ting.” If you move the router backward 
into what would normally be the end 
of a cut before you make the cut, you 
can prevent blowing out the wood. You 
should only climb-cut for a short dis-
tance after the cutter enters the wood.

Keep the base of the router flat on 
your work while you press the guide 
bearing against the edge. Be careful at 
the start and end of a cut that the bear-
ing doesn’t go around the corner and 
on to the adjacent edge.

In This Corner
Before you put the boxes together, sand 
the inside surfaces with a random-orbit 
sander or by hand. It is difficult to sand 
into the corners after the boxes are 
assembled. The vertical pieces go out-
side the horizontal pieces, hiding the 
end grain when viewed from the side.

Put a bead of glue on the end-grain 
surfaces of the sides and spread it across 
the entire surface. Let it soak in for about 
five minutes before applying glue to the 
other joint surfaces. This allows the glue 
to soak into the end grain and makes for 
stronger joints – it’s called “sizing.”

Made to order.  
Fit the cases to your books  
to avoid wasting space, lower your  
material costs and make moving easy.
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51∕2",
71⁄4" or 
91⁄4"

231⁄4"

101⁄4",
12" or 
14"

231⁄4"

91∕2",
111⁄4" or 
131⁄4"

3⁄8" x 3⁄8" rabbet
on two ends and 
one edge of top, 
bottom and sides

95⁄8"

243⁄4"

31∕2"

Put the corners together and use 
clamps to pull them tight. Clamp a 
Speed Square (or a square block of 
wood) in each corner as you nail to keep 
the entire assembly square. I used 3d 
finish nails, and set them slightly below 
the surface of the wood. When the nails 
are in, the clamps can be removed  and 
you can move on to the next box.

Let the glue dry overnight, and 
remove any excess wood at the joints 
with a block plane or a random-orbit 
sander. When all the corners are flush, 
sand the outside surfaces and break the 
sharp corners with sandpaper.

Cut the backs to fit the openings, but 
finish the bookcases before attaching 
them permanently. You can hold the 

backs in place with either 3d finish nails 
(quick, but be careful with your aim) or 
#6 x 5⁄8" wood screws. 

Off the Floor
Cut a rabbet along one long edge of the 
piece for the base before mitering the 
corners. Size the mitered ends with glue, 
as was done with the end-grain of the 
rabbets. Assemble the three parts of the 
base with more glue and nails. Clear 
packing tape at each corner will hold the 
pieces in position while you nail.

I used clear shellac as the finish, 
brushing on two coats. Before finish-
ing, I mixed some dust from the collec-
tion bag of the sander with a dollop of 
shellac to make a filler for the nail holes, 
and any gaps on the edges of the joints. 
This takes a while to dry, but the price 
is right, and the color will match the 
surrounding wood.

After finishing, the boxes are stacked 
on top of one another and on the base. 

Stacking Bookcases
	 No.	 item	 dimensions (inches)	 material
	 T	 W	 L

❏	 2	 Narrow sides	 3⁄4	 51⁄2	 101⁄4	 1x6 pine

❏	 2	 Medium sides	 3⁄4	 71⁄4	 12	 1x8 pine

❏	 2	 Wide sides	 3⁄4	 91⁄4 	 14	 1x10 pine

❏	 2	 Narrow tops  
		  & bottoms	 3⁄4	 51⁄2	 231⁄4	 1x6 pine

❏	 2	 Medium tops  
		  & bottoms	 3⁄4	 71⁄4	 231⁄4	 1x8 pine

❏	 2	 Wide tops  
		  & bottoms	 3⁄4	 91⁄4 	 231⁄4	 1x10 pine

❏	 1	 Narrow back	 1⁄4	 51⁄2	 231⁄4	P lywood

❏	 1	 Medium back	 1⁄4	 71⁄4 	 231⁄4	P lywood

❏	 1	 Wide back	 1⁄4	 91⁄4 	 231⁄4	P lywood

❏	 2	 Base ends	 3⁄4	 31⁄2	 95⁄8	 1x4 pine

❏	 1	 Base front	 3⁄4	 31⁄2	 243⁄4	 1x4 pine

About This Column
Our “I Can Do That” column features 
projects that can be completed by any 
woodworker with a modest (but decent) 
kit of tools in less than two days of shop 
time, and using raw materials that are avail-
able at any home center. We offer a free 
online manual in PDF format that explains 
all the tools and shows you how to perform 

the basic operations in 
a step-by-step format. 
Visit ICanDoThatExtras. 
com to download the 
free manual.

 Go Online for more …

For links to all these online extras, go to:
u  popularwoodworking.com/jun11

video: Watch our free video of using a 
router to cut rabbets.

plan: Download the free SketchUp plan 
for the stacking bookcases.

articles: All the “I Can Do That” articles 
are free online.

Download the complete “I Can Do 
That” manual:
u  �popularwoodworking.com/ 

icandothat

Our products are available online at:
u  ShopWoodworking.com

u

Drive a couple 11⁄4" drywall screws from 
the top of one box into the bottom of the 
next to keep the assembled bookcase 
stable. PWM

Bob is executive editor of this magazine.

Router rules. Clamp the work securely before 
routing the rabbets and keep the base firmly 
on the surface.

Nice and square. Clamp a square in the cor-
ner to hold the boards in position while you 
drive and set the nails.
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