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Dovetail Layout



Anatomy of a Dovetail Joint

Align on the Scribe
Everything lines up along the Marking Gauge Scribe. The position of 
the scribe is based on the thickness of our stock. 

The Tailboard is a 
Template
The dovetails will be laid out on the 
Tailboard. The resulting angled mortise 
made by cutting the tails is called the pin 
socket. After the tails are cut the  tail board 
will be used as a template for the pinboard 
by dragging a knife along the inside of the 
pin socket with the pinboard below

The Ideal Dovetail

In a perfect world the width of the Dovetail at the end 
grain of the tailboard is twice the width of the Top of 
Pin at the marking gauge scribe. This is not a perfect 

world but if you follow the steps in the following 
pages you will get dovetails that will be evenly spaced 

and as close to the ideal as possible. Note what the 
Marking Gauge Scribe, Top of Pin and Bottom of 

Pin are; it will help you follow along.
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Step by Step

•Set your marking gauge for the thickness of the pinboard plus 1/32”.1
•Press the shoulder of  the marking gauge against the end of the 
tailboard and drag the tool against the grain to make a scribe line 
on the two faces and the two sides of the tailboard. This is the 
Marking Gauge Scribe.2

•Measure the width of the chisel intended for use. Add at least 1/16” 
to this measurement to find the width of the top of the  pin.  Use a 
pencil to mark the Top of Pin along the marking gauge scribe from 
the left side of the tailboard. 

3
Width of 

Chisel
+ 1/16” = 

Top of Pin

Width of 
Chisel

+ 1/16” = 
Top of Pin

tThickness
+ 1/32”



Download free project plans at anamericanartisan.com

Step by Step

•Draw a line at 14 degrees from the Top of Pin at the marking 
gauge scribe to the end of the board.  The line should be drawn 
toward the left side of the tailboard to find the Bottom of Pin.4

•Measure twice the width of the Top of Pin to the right of the 
Bottom of Pin. Set your dividers to span from your measurement 
to the left side of the board.5

•Place the dividers along the Marking Gauge Scribe with the left tip 

of the dividers landing on the Top of Pin measurement.6
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Step by Step

•Walk the dividers along the Marking Gauge Scribe toward the right 
edge of the tailboard. Dial the dividers in or out until the dividers 
land evenly on the right edge of the board. Dialing the dividers in 
will result in one additional pin in your layout. Dialing them out will 
result in one less pin.  When you are satisfied with the divider 
setting, walk them along the scribe and press down to make a mark 
each time they touch the Marking Gauge Scribe.

7
•Now  that we have marked with our dividers from left to right , let 
do the same process from  right to left. Mark the Top of Pin 
measurement from the right side of the tailboard, along the
Marking Gauge Scribe.8

•Walk the dividers along the Marking Gauge Scribe toward the left 
side of the tailboard. Press down to make a mark each time they 
touch the scribe.9
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Step by Step

•Start on the left side of the board and draw a line at  14 degrees 
from the Marking Gauge Scribe to the end grain of the board. Skip 
the next mark along the scribe line and proceed to the next. 
Continue along the width of the scribe, drawing a  14 degree line at 
every other mark. 
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•Proceed to the right side of the board  and follow the same process 
from right to left.

11

•Your dovetails are laid out and ready to cut.



Congratulations!

Save time and Transfer
Now that you have successfully laid out your 
dovetails, you don’t have to repeat the process 
on every corner. Simply but two boards end to 
end and transfer the marks at the end grain of 
one board to the other.  Then extend those 
marks at 14 degrees toward the Marking 
Gauge Scribe, using your dovetail saddle 
square.

Continue to Cutting
With your tailboards laid out you can cut 
them and they will then become a template 
for the pinboards.  You can download the 
next document in the dovetails series at 
anamericanartisan.com to see all of the 
steps for cutting snug fitting dovetails . You 
can watch a video for both the layout and 
cutting process at the An American Artisan 
You tube channel.


