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Slab-based furniture seems to be the rage these days, but truth be told, I made my first slab bench long
before live edge became a fad. Recently, for reasons inexplicable to me, I decided to try my luck with a
live edge picture frame for a wall mounted mirror. With any frame, you have the option for a
“continuous grain” effect – kind of like a waterfall bench but with the waterfall in the X-Y plane instead
of the X-Z plane. That’s what I set out to do. Here’s how it went.
1. I started out with an 8’ slab that I found on e-bay. I really wanted something longer but slabs
longer than that are either too hard to find or too expensive to use for an experiment. My
particular slab varied quite a bit in width along the length, but that made it more interesting.
The first step was to cut the slab in two along the length. I used a track saw and tried to be very
careful since the slab was twisted and un-flat. I put one half of the slab away for future use.

Figure 1 Original slab: narrow in some areas, wide in others. Also shown is the cut line. This turned out to be

tougher than first thought; the line could not be too close to either side while the actual slab itself was far from
straight and twisted as well,

Figure 2 Remaining piece to use for picture frame: ready to start the preparation

2. I then used a pencil to rough sketch the four pieces of the picture frame. Note:
a. Depending on how you orient the 45-degree cuts, you can have the straight side as
either the inside or outside edge. I chose out; most people would go the other way
since most of the time you would want a picture frame to handle a rectangular 8 x 10 or
16 x 20 photo on the inside. Since this was intended for a mirror and I had leeway, I
went the other way.
b. The long and the short sides of the frame must alternate in order to provide a
continuous grain effect. With my 96 inch slab I decided on a 16 ½ x 26 rectangle (close
to the golden ratio!). The last few inches of my slab were very wide and I decided not to
use that section.
c. Very important; cut the four pieces at 90 degrees unless you have an 8’ slab that has
been flattened on one side already. I suppose if you had a 10” jointer and were
comfortable handling an eight-foot long slab you could flatten first and then then divide
the board using 45-degree miter cuts. But I made square cuts and saved the miter cuts
for later (#5).
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Figure 3 Shows how I want the four pieces to fit together in the end to form a picture frame with a straight

edge outside and a live edge inside. You can see how you want to get the longest slab you can find (and
afford). In my case, the slab was wide enough to get two usable 8-foot pieces.

Figure 4 My 90 degree cut lines for the miter saw: individual pieces are then ready for further processing

3. Now that I had four pieces of reasonable size, I could work with them. Three of my pieces were
less than 6” wide so I could flatten on my jointer. Having a 90-degree end instead of a 45degree bevel made the use of push blocks easy. (One trip to the ER from a jointer accident last
summer made me wish Sawstop made jointers). Once the flat side was done, I ran the flat side
against the jointer fence to create a nice smooth edge square to the flat. For the fourth piece,
which was too wide and too twisted, I secured it to an MDF runner with shims and stops and ran
it through my planer to get a flat surface. Then I went back to the jointer to create an edge
square to the flat.
4. Next, with a flat surface on each segment, I ran all four pieces through my planer to get them to
the same thickness. I decided to go with 1-1/8th. I was torn between going thinner to save
weight or thicker to have the live edge be more spectacular.
5. Then I cut the 450 miters on my miter saw and did a dry fit to see how well the bevels came out.
The result was pretty good, but not really perfect. (surprise!) I did some online research to get
advice on how to “fix” miters that are not perfect.
After that I detoured to build a dedicated table saw sled for 450 miters and I will use that next
time I try something like this. The jig has an A side and a B side to you could wind up with 44
and 46 degree cuts if you are real sloppy, but at least you get 900 at the corners. In addition to
the angle challenge of course, you have to make sure that the opposing sides of the rectangle
are exactly the same length.
6. Next I drilled two ¼ holes for dowels in each end in order to strengthen the corner joints (endgrain glue ups but lots of surface area) and to prevent misalignment or movement when
applying clamps. I don’t own a biscuit joiner but am comfortable with dowels. I’m thinking of
moving to loose tenons sometime in the future. Comments welcome.
7. I checked the dry fit again and then did a glue up using a band clamp. If I ever do this again,
between the dry fit step and the glue up I will sand or file some of the individual piece ends to
make the joints “smoother” – i.e. round over some of the sharp edges you can see on the miters
in the close-up photo.

Figure 5 Close up of corner. Next time I would file to make the transition smoother rather than have a sharp edge.

8. The mirror dilemma. I assumed that when the frame was finally assembled, I would route out a
groove ¼ inch deep to accept a mirror. Then I realized that removing ¼ inch of depth from the
inside edge in order to accept a mirror would change the live edge effect dramatically (and also
require a lot of routing). I didn’t want to take that chance. So I decided to go with mirror wall
mounts (Amazon) and zero routing - acknowledging that the final product will stand out a bit
from the wall. I found a source for 3/16” custom-sized glass mirrors. (fabglassandmirror.com )
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Mirror
The slab cross section with mirror mounted to back of
frame without routing a groove. My choice.

Cross section after 1/4 inch groove for mirror with less
of the live edge showing, but a flat back.

Figure 6 The mirror dilemma

My mystery slab appears to be ash. The board had one bad spot that I cleaned out and then filled with
epoxy, (with some red dye) though not to the final surface; I left a small depression which I think is
consistent with the overall “country” theme of the piece. I finished with a few coats of BLO.
Note that depending on whether you hang this vertically or horizontally and depending on which edge
you place on top, you get a very different effect.

