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Cabinet Basics
Determining Quality - Part 1
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When it comes time purchase kitchen or bath cabinets, resist the urge to buy cabinetry based solely on the appearance of the cabinet door. 

A cabinet, no matter how expensive or economical, is just a box ... and the quality of the cabinet lies in the construction of the box, not the door. 
[image: image2.png]



When it comes to cabinetry, you usually get what you pay for. High-end cabinets are nearly always high quality, low cost cabinets are not.
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Most cabinet manufacturers offer several different levels of cabinet prices based on quality. No matter what your budget, purchase the highest quality cabinets you can afford. 
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Remember: the terms stock, semi-custom & custom refer to production methods only, and are not indicative of quality.

Kitchen storage is usually composed of a series of individual boxes, joined together side-by-side. Boxes that sit on the floor (base cabinets) are covered with a counter top, and may have all drawers, doors, shelves, pull-outs or a combination of these. Sink bases almost always have doors, but no shelves or drawers, leaving the interior space open for the sink and plumbing.

Boxes that hang on the wall, are called wall cabinets, and offer storage above counter tops and appliances. Most contain shelves, and some may hold drawers or other specialty accessories. Full-height (floor to ceiling) cabinets provide tall storage.

Support Panels
The panels (sides) that make up the box, must have enough strength and structural integrity to keep the box from falling apart. In the base cabinet, the side panels support the full weight of the cabinet on the floor in framed cabinets. Frameless cabinets sit on a separate plinth (base) to raise them off the floor. 
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Wall cabinet side panels form the shape of the box but it is the back and nail rail that support the majority of the weight of the cabinet.
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It may surprise you to learn that solid wood is rarely used for cabinet panels. This is because solid wood tends to warp when moisture levels change frequently, as is the case in kitchens and bathrooms.

Engineered wood, particle board, furniture-grade flakeboard, medium-density fiberboard (MDF) and plywood are more stable than solid wood, and are used in the majority of cabinets produced today.

All have excellent reputations for durability and screw-holding power, particularly plywood. Medium-density fiberboard (MDF) can be formed into door and drawer heads and other decorative features. Furniture-grade flakeboard offers a stronger alternative than the less expensive particleboard. All will provide years of satisfactory service, provided they have been properly installed.

Today's particle board is manufactured to be high density, low in formaldehyde and can be used for cabinet interiors as long as all exposed parts are covered (with melamine, vinyl, veneer, etc.) Furniture-grade flakeboard offers a stronger alternative than particleboard, which you'll pay the least for. Cabinets with uncovered particle board interiors are more easily damaged before installation, and so must be handled more carefully.

The thickness of the material chosen will affect the cost and the quality of the cabinet and will vary from 3/8" to 3/4". To prevent bowing or sagging in wider cabinets, 3/4" (or thicker) shelving is used. Light colored interiors make items inside easy to see.

In many cases, the cabinet box is constructed largely of vinyl-coated particleboard. This method has the advantage of being economical, but also very rigid and not subject to warping or splitting with age, but if the resin used in the manufacturing process is not water-resistant, then prolonged exposure to humidity and moisture can cause it to fail. It's important to keep it clean and dry and to repair any plumbing leaks immediately should they occur.

Side Panels
The side panels should be at least 1/2" thick, and may be up to 3/4" thick. A panel thinner than 1/2" should raise serious questions about the quality of the cabinet.

The finished cabinet will have a covering of laminate, melamine, vinyl, thermofoil, paint, polyester, or wood veneer applied to both side panels. (see: Finish Materials for detailed information.)

Top / Bottom Panels
Not every cabinet uses both top and bottom panels. Wall cabinets use both, base cabinets do not. Base cabinets rarely have a top panel, since a counter top is generally used on top of the cabinet. Face-frame cabinets rarely have an outside top panel.

Top and bottom panels are usually constructed from the same material and thickness as the side panels. The side facing the inside of the cabinet will match that of the side panels, but the exterior can be finished using a lesser material because it won't be seen. 

Back Panels
[image: image93.jpg]Rabbet



Back panels give the entire cabinet box extra strength and stability, ensuring the squareness of the cabinet. 
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They also cover the wall in the back of cabinets, preventing small items from slipping behind the cabinet. The back panel may be set into a rabbet or a dado to ensure stability. Glue and mechanical fasteners are employed to secure the panel in place. 
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Some cabinets omit the back panel, others may have a back panel that ends several inches from the top of the cabinet. Typically, the back panels on face-framed cabinets are thinner than the side panels, usually 1/4" thick. 

Toekick Board
The toekick is a recessed area at the front of the cabinet, near the floor. This allows person to stand close to the work counter. 
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The toeboard, or toekick cover, is a piece of particleboard or plywood that is attached between the side panels along the front of the cabinet. The toeboard adds support to the cabinet floor, as well as help mouse proof the cabinet.

This area of the cabinet is meant to be covered after the cabinets are installed. The toekick board is added after the flooring in laid. It may be painted a dark color or may be a matching woodgrain. A long strip of cabinet matching material applied in this area will give the individual cabinets a seamless, unified look. 

The next area to look for quality is the construction style.



Determining Quality - Part 2
Even the highest quality materials cannot guarantee a quality cabinet if the workmanship, used to assemble the cabinet, is not up to standards.

Remember: the terms stock, semi-custom & custom refer 
to production methods only, and are not indicative of quality.
Kitchen and bath cabinets are generally assembled using two different methods: 

· Framed, which is considered the standard in North America

· Frameless (Euro Style), the most popular style in Europe

Framed and frameless cabinets are available in stock, semi-custom and custom cabinets and in all prices ranges.. 

North American Frame
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The framed cabinet is the most popular cabinet style in North America, and is often referred to as the standard cabinet.
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It gets its name from a frame that is placed around the front of the cabinet opening, and is used to secure the door to the cabinet.
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Since this frame is visible on the outside, it is called the face frame, and is usually made of the same wood species as the cabinet doors. Less expensive cabinets will have engineered wood or plywood face frames while better cabinets will have solid wood frames. 

The face frame is usually 3/4" thick and 1- 1½" wide, and gives the cabinet extra strength, to resist racking (twisting) and sagging . Each frame is composed of both vertical members (stiles) and horizontal flat members (rails) which are used to secure the door to the box.

The center stile is used when the cabinet has two doors. It is usually found only in cabinets wider than 24", but can be used with doors as narrow as 9". The face frame reduces the size of the cabinet opening, and the center stile effectively cuts the cabinet opening in half - even though the area behind is it open. 
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Framed cabinets are easier to install than frameless cabinetry because of their recessed end panels and rigid [image: image96.jpg]nnnnnn



front frame

Joinery
In framed cabinets, wood joinery holds the parts together. A traditional tenon and mortise joint (similar to tongue and groove) is the most common, and provides extreme strength to the joint. Each end of the rail has a tenon (extension), which fits into a pocket (mortise) cut into the side of the stile. Other joining methods used include doweled, screwed and biscuit joints.

Nails and staples should never be used in cabinet joinery or bracing, especially where engineered wood is used, both will loosen up over time and pull out.
Cabinet Bracing
In addition to joinery methods, bracing is used to help strengthen and stabilize the cabinet.
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Gussets are triangular corner blocks that are secured into the top corners of a cabinet (usually only base cabinets) to help maintain the squareness of a cabinet and to provide extra strength to the entire cabinet. 
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Particleboard, plywood, softwoods and hardwoods can be used for the gussets which are then glued or screwed to the cabinet.
The counter top is usually secured with screws driven up through the gussets. 
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I-Beam bracing is another method used not only to strengthen the cabinet, but to provide strong anchor points for the counter top as well. Used in place of the corner block, the I-Beam brace is a rectangular block that runs the full depth of the cabinet (or full-width depending on the manufacturer).

Frameless (Euro-Style)
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Frameless cabinets are generally less expensive than framed, not because the materials are cheaper, but because they use less material than their framed counterparts.

In contrast to the framed cabinet, the frameless cabinet does not have a face frame and the doors are hung directly on the cabinet box.

Because no rails or stiles block the way, frameless cabinets offer slightly easier access to their interiors. The lack of a face frame gives the cabinet a more contemporary style. 

The cabinet box is made from either melamine coated particle core boards with the edges taped with melamine or high pressure laminate. In high-end frameless cabinets, plywood is used with wood veneer exterior surfaces. 

Frameless cabinets usually have a solid top and back and base units sit on a separate plinth that serves as the toekick.

Doors are often a particle board covered with high pressure laminate. Furniture-grade flakeboard offers a stronger alternative than particleboard, which you'll pay the least for. These doors are very rigid and not subject to warping or splitting with age.

For most frameless cabinets, holes are drilled at 32 millimeter (1¼") increments vertically along side panels. All shelf pegs, hinges, drawer slides, and other fittings are secured to these holes. This versatile "32mm" system is easy to modify as needs change.

Joinery
The frameless cabinet utilizes European-style connectors and hinges to create the contemporary look with flush doors and hidden hinges. Traditional door styles can be used where a softer, warmer appearance is wanted. Doors are hinged directly to the cabinet side using a fully concealed hinge.

	Typically, frameless cabinetry utilizes pin and dowel construction. Some manufacturers' add hidden metal fittings to help strengthen the cabinet. 
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Because the doors cover the entire door opening and sides, there is no room for finger pulls or notches, so a handle or knob is necessary hardware for the doors and drawers.

This close tolerance for doors and drawers make frameless cabinets more difficult to install. 

The remainder of the cabinet components are the same as used in framed construction.

Nail Rail A nail rail is a strip (usually wood) that is anchored to the wall behind the cabinet to secure the cabinet to the wall. Screws are driven through the nail rail into studs or other solid members secured into the wall.

In the case of a wall cabinet, the nail rail must support much of the weight of the cabinet. The more solid the material used for the nail rail, the better. Particleboard, plywood, softwoods and hardwoods can be used for the nail rail. 

Shelving
Vinyl or laminate covered particleboard and plywood are the materials of choice for shelving due to their more rigid structure and resistance to bowing under pressure. The thicker the shelf material, the more resistant to sagging they will be.

Generally, wider shelves(over 36") should be supported along their length to prevent sagging when loaded. Some inexpensive cabinets will have fixed shelves, making it difficult to store items of different heights, or to change positions as the need arises. Adjustable shelves allow for the repositioning of shelves by simply inserting the removable shelf clips into a new location.

Drawers
Cabinet drawers will likely be made of solid wood or MDF; have framed or flat fronts; and be joined using either dovetail, mortise-and-tenon, or butt (lap) joints. 

Drawer Joinery
A lap joint is where the front of the drawer is butted against the sides, then stapled and/or glued in place. Eventually, such joints will pull apart.
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Dovetailed drawer boxes are considered very desirable and are a very strong, attractive method of construction. However, with the quality and easy movement of today's drawer guides, other methods of construction can be just as durable.

(See above for mortise-and-tenon joints)

Drawer Slides
The mechanism that actually allows the drawer to slide in and out, is called the slide. There are several options available: 

· Full-extension
These slides attach to the bottom or the sides of the drawer and allow full access to the drawer interior. Their ball-bearing system adds stability and strength to the drawer. Stronger versions are used in deeper drawers where heavier items such as pots and pans will be stored.

· Ball-bearing
These slides attach to the bottom of the drawer sides. Normally standard on high-end cabinets, they offer smooth, quiet operation. The runners are mounted to the underside of the drawer, which permits a wider drawer box with more usable space than those slide systems that have side mounted runners.

· Track-and-roller
Mounted to the sides of the drawer, their epoxy-coated steel tracks and nylon rollers offer quiet operation but are less stable than ball-bearing ones.

· >Wood
Slots in the drawer sides or bottoms allow the drawer to along a wood runner mounted to the inside of the cabinet. This type of drawer slide is seldom used today because the drawers tend to stick as the wood expands and contracts.

Choose a cabinet box that appeals to you, and don't worry about framed vs. frameless construction. Today's manufacturing techniques and modern materials offer quality construction in either style. 


Cabinet Door Types
The type of cabinet door is determined, not by how it looks, but by how the door fits the front of cabinet box.
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Frameless
Frameless cabinets have only one option available - a Full Overlay (see below). 
[image: image17.png]



The doors and drawers are mounted directly to the side panel of the cabinet on one side, and overlap the opposite side panel when closed. .
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Some sort of door pull/knob is necessary to open the door. Hinges are concealed.

Framed
Framed cabinets on the other hand, allow four different types of door mounting options:
Inset, Lipped, Overlay and Full Overlay
Specialty
Tambour doors have their own frame and can be used on both framed and frameless cabinets.



Examples of Cabinet Door Types
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Inset Door/ Drawer
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An Inset door sits within the face frame and is flush with the front edges of the cabinet box.
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Inset doors are most often used to achieve a formal colonial look or a rustic farmhouse style kitchen. Door pulls/knobs are needed to open the doors and drawers. Hinges are exposed.
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This type of door is only available with a framed construction, but the same look can be achieved on frameless cabinets using vertical pilasters. 
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Lipped Door 
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The lipped door has a rabbet (groove) cut all the way around the door on the back edge. 
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This cut allows part of the door to go back into the cabinet and leaves the remaining part resting on the cabinet or face frame. Because the door sits tight in the frame, some form of door pull/knob is needed to open the door/drawer.
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When viewed from the front, this door appears to be an Overlay door (see below). Only when the door, or drawer, is opened will you see that it is actually a Lipped door.
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Traditional Overlay Door/Drawer
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The traditional overlay door is the most common type of cabinet door. 
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The doors and drawer fronts are mounted so they rest against the face frame
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The term 'Overlay' refers to the amount of front frame covered by the door and drawer.
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The overlay is usually a ½", with 1" of the face frame exposed. The part of the front frame that is exposed is called the "reveal."  The reveal on Traditional Overlay cabinets is typically 1" 
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Full Overlay Door/Drawer
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A full overlay is where the door and drawer are mounted to completely cover the face frame. 
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Full overlay doors have less than 1/8" between them. Some sort of door pull/knob is necessary to open the door. Hinges are concealed.
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This type of door is also used on frameless cabinets (see above). To tell whether a cabinet is framed or frameless, open the door and check for rails and stiles.
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Tambour Door
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A tambour door is made of many separate pieces that are attached to a flexible backing sheet , and installed in a track which allows it to slide around a corner or roll up much like a shade. 
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Ideal for appliance garages or in any cabinet where you want the door to remain open without getting in the way. Roll up models can be installed under straight or corner cabinets.
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For a truly custom door, the tambour can be made to look like a raised panel door, or even stainless steel.


Cabinet Door Styles add even more options to the final look of your cabinets

Door Styles
Cabinet doors can be, framed or frameless - neither of which have anything to do with whether the cabinet itself is framed or frameless. Either door can be used on either cabinet type.

The term door style actually refers to the type of panel that is used on the door. There are four major types of door styles: Slab/Flat Panel, Recessed Flat Panel, Raised Panel (Solid), Raised Panel (Veneer). There are countless variations of these basic styles.
(Mullioned, glass, concave, convex, and other specialty doors are discussed in Cabinet Door Styles - Part 2)

Frameless Door (Slab / Flat Panel )
[image: image31.png]



[image: image109.jpg]


The term slab is most often used to describe wood doors that have the appearance of a solid piece of wood, with no raised or recessed profile. 
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Due to the nature of wood, these doors are actually made of several pieces of solid stock lumber joined with adhesive, then cut to size. The wood strips used to construct the panel may not all match in graining and color. 
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Typically, the door's strength comes from the manner in which the pieces of solid wood are reversed as they are glued, providing cupping and warping resistance
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Some manufacturers do not use the reverse gluing method. 
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Instead, wood strips are group together (vertically or horizontally) and reinforced with battens (strips of wood) across the back side, going in the opposite direction of the boards on the front side. Some are made of a single panel with grooves cut to resemble separate boards. A batten door gives a kitchen a rustic country look. 
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Laminated slab styles are made of a substrate material such as particleboard or flakeboard, then covered with the manufacturer's choice of laminate. Slab door styles may have detailed or plain edge profiles. 

Framed Door
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The cabinet door frame is like a picture frame. Separate pieces of wood, engineered wood, medium density fiberboard (MDF), or solid hardwood surround a panel in the middle.
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The vertical sections of the frame are called stiles, and the horizontal sections are rails. The fame can range anywhere from 1/2" to 3/4" thick.
[image: image41.png]



The rails and stiles are joined together using one of three methods:
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Mitered Joint
Mitred doors and drawers have a frame that is joined by a mitre joint at the corners. A mitre joint is a 45° cut on both the stile and the rail. This joint runs diagonally from the inside corner of the frame to the outside corner. 
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Mitre cut doors are used on doors that have a fancy detail on the stile and rail that would be difficult to form with a Cope & Pattern joint (see below). 
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Miter joints are also used on inexpensive doors because this type of joint is easy to make.
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Tenon & Mortise Joint
A traditional tenon and mortise joint (similar to tongue and groove) is the most common, and provides strength to the joint. Each end of the rail has a tenon (extension), which fits into a pocket (mortise) cut into the side of the stile.

Cope & Pattern Joint
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This type of joint is often seen on furniture grade cabinetry.
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Cutting tools are used to cut the rails (horizontal) and stiles (vertical) which result in two pieces, each a mirror image of the other. 
[image: image45.png]



In addition, a slot is cut into the rail and stile for the center door panel. The shape of the cut allows for a greater glue area, resulting in a stronger joint. 



Framed Door Style Options


Recessed Flat Panel 
A recessed flat panel door, starts as a flat piece of wood, then the frame is made to go around it. 
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The visible difference between the recessed panel and the raised panel is very noticeable, and can give a slightly more contemporary feel to a kitchen or bath. 
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This style also allows for a center stile down the middle of the door, creating a look that is hard to duplicate with raised panel doors. The panels can be smooth, grooved, or decorated.
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A recessed center panel to a door or drawer design conveys Transitional, Shaker, or Arts & Crafts styling.



Raised Panel - Solid
Even though the panel is called solid, it is not usually made of a single piece of wood. Wood expands and contracts with changes in humidity, and this can cause the door to split and crack.
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To counteract the problems of natural movement in a solid wood center panel, the panel is usually constructed using several pieces of solid stock lumber glued together. The wood strips used to construct the panel may not all match in graining and color. As in the case of the slab door, the door's strength comes from the manner in which the pieces of solid wood are reversed as they are glued.

The panel is then cut on all four sides, so the center is higher than the edges. The face of the panel is usually flush with the front surface of the stiles and rails, with the edges forming a tongue which fits a corresponding groove cut into the door frame. 
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The groove is slightly larger than the panel's edge to allow the panel to float in the frame. This simply means that the panel has room to expand and contract during humidity changes, reducing the risk of the panel cracking or splitting.

Raised Panel - Veneer
Veneer is simply a thin slice of wood taken from a log, rather than a heavy board.
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Instead of solid wood strips, the core (substrate) of the veneered panel is particleboard , or in some cases plywood, which gives the door much more stability than wood. The veneer slices (leaves) are edge-glued into a face. This face is made to fit the size of the panel. The method of matching the veneer edges determines the final appearance of the door panel.
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A veneered center panel has a continuous graining, which some people prefer to the variety of the solid wood panel. While the final assembly into the frame is the same as for solid panel doors, veneered panel doors are less expensive than solid wood.

The Square, Cathedral, and Arched doors are usually available in stock, semi-custom and custom cabinets. Combinations (shown in bottom row) are available in some stock and semi-custom cabinets. Custom cabinets can be made using any combination. The actual cut of the door will vary by manufacturer.

	Square 
	Cathedral 
	Arched 
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	Raised Solid Panel with Laminate Surface 

	In this door, a single slab of MDF (medium density fiberboard) is routed to give [image: image116.png]


the appearance of a center panel, and frame. 
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Flexible vinyl is laminated to this substrate, using industrial adhesives applied with heat and pressure. The stability of MDF makes this door type especially resistant to cupping and warping.
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These doors are an inexpensive option to the raised panel wood door, and offer wide variety of color options .
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Specialty Doors
Door Styles
Cabinet doors do not have to have a solid center panel. Options inlcude radius (curved doors), mullioned and and glass doors. 

Radius Doors
A radius door is a curved door, and can be concave (curved inward) or convex (curved outward). Radius doors are much more costly that standard doors, but present a fluid line elegance unmatched by any other door style. 

Mullion Doors
A mullion is a thin strip of wood that is used to separate the panes of glass in a door or window. 

Mullion doors have glass inserts in place of the typical solid center panel and look similar to windowpanes.

The glass can be individual pieces sandwiched between two mullions (front and back). Or, a full sheet of glass can be used, which is mounted behind the mullions. Usually this type of installation of the glass allows for it to be removed for easy and complete cleaning - although it increases the risk of breaking the glass.

	Standard mullions (figures 1, 4) can be used on most styles of cabinet doors.
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Specialty mullions, like the ones shown here from Merillat Cabinets (figures 2, 3), are available from many cabinet manufacturers. 
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Since the mullions create a pattern of their own, the glass choices for mullioned doors are usually limited to clear Annealed (not a safety glass), or Tempered, or Laminated glass.

Glass Insert Doors
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Frames only (doors without panels) are generally available in all styles. Most doors (12" or wider and up to 42" high) can be routed out on the back of the frame to hold the glass panel. Generally molding is not furnished for the back of the frame. 


Standard Glass Options
Annealed Glass 
Glass that has been cooled with precise control to relieve stress introduced by the manufacturing process. This annealing process makes the glass workable, i.e. easier to cut, machine, etc. Common household glass is annealed glass. It is NOT a safety glass.

Tempered Glass
Tempering uses either a thermal or chemical process to quickly harden the glass, which compresses its surface. Compressing the surface increases the amount of tensile stress that can be endured before breakage occurs. 
[image: image76.png]



It is important to note that the treatment must be applied only after all cutting and processing has been completed, as once 'toughened', any attempt to cut the glass will cause it to shatter. 
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The process of making tempered glass increases the surface tension of the glass which can cause it to 'explode' if broken; this is more a dramatic effect than hazardous.
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When it does break, tempered glass generally breaks in very small pieces. Fully-tempered glass may show more visual distortion of reflected images, but it is about four times stronger than annealed glass of the same thickness.

Laminated Safety Glass
Laminated safety glass is made by bonding two or more layers of glass with one or more layers of other material (such as resin, or PVB or other suitable materials). The most important characteristic is the ability of the interlayer(s) to support and hold the glass when broken.
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Laminated glass is 50 percent to 90 percent as strong as annealed glass of the same thickness depending on exposed temperatures, aspect ratio, plate size, stiffness and load duration. However, the edges of laminated glass are less resistant than annealed glass to handling and installation damage. [image: image80.png]



When broken, laminated safety glass is held together by the adhesives that are used in the manufacturing process. This generally helps keep large pieces of glass from falling from the opening. Nevertheless, small pieces and or chips may still fall, and the precise size of pieces of glass that will break is difficult to identify and describe. 
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Laminated glass, however, can be made with both heat-strengthened and fully-tempered glass for additional safety benefits.

Other Glass Options
Beveled Glass
Glass that has been angled edge ground and polished, creating a prismatic effect. When sunlight passes through the beveled edge, it is split into rainbow spectrums.

Camed Glass
'Cames' are strips of lead, copper, or brass placed between pieces of cut glass to form a pattern.

Sand Carved Glass
Sand is sprayed at high velocities over the surface of the glass, giving the glass a rough, translucent surface. During sandblasting, only the areas that are to remain transparent are masked for protection. The depth and degree of the translucency of the sand-blasted finishing vary with the force and type of sand used. 

Pattern Glass 
Patterned glass has a textured surface with a patterns impressed on it. Patterned glass is made with a rolled glass process. The semi-molten glass is squeezed between two metal rollers. The bottom roller is engraved with the negative of the image. The resulting glass usually transmits only slightly less light than clear glass. 

Wood Finishes
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The Look of Wood
When you look at wood cabinet doors, what you see is not always the actual color of the wood. In fact, what you see is usually wood that has been stained or dyed before being finished.

Your choice of wood will have the most impact on the cabinet's ultimate look, because the wood grain and natural characteristics will show through. 

When purchasing stock or semi-custom cabinets, the manufacturer will have a pre-selected range of woods and colors for you to choose from. You should know that not all color stains or finish treatments will be available for all woods.

Custom Cabinets
When purchasing custom cabinets you will be shown samples of different woods and finishes to choose from, but you can order anything you want as long as it is available and doable.

When choosing a wood for your cabinets, start with a wood that is a little lighter than what the final color will be. Color stains will render the actual color of the cabinet and bring out the natural beauty of the wood. You can always darken the color of lighter woods, but it's very difficult to make dark woods lighter. 

Light Color Woods
Light woods are ideal for making a small kitchen seem larger, a dark kitchen brighter, or creating a more contemporary look.
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Light woods are predominately yellow in color - ranging from pale yellow to pale tan. Choices include, but are not limited to, maple, oak, ash, poplar, birch and pine. 
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Choose a clear or light colored stain to highlight the wood itself. Semi-opaque stains, and glazes can be used to further enhance the look of the cabinet.

Medium Color Woods
Colors in the mid-range add warmth to a room without overpowering it. Medium colors work well with contemporary and traditional styles.
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Medium colored woods have a pinkish cast, with a light brown or tan color to them. Choices include, but are not limited to, beech, cherry, 
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For colors in the mid-range, consider using cherry with a natural finish, or stain maple a little darker than it's natural color. 

Dark Color Woods
Dark colored cabinets can make a large room seem smaller, or can be used create a dramatic effect. Dark colors work especially well with traditional or Mission Style.
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As the label implies, these woods range from a medium brown to almost black in appearance. Examples of dark woods are butternut, mahogany, rosewood, teak and walnut.

Stains / Dyes
Traditionally, the difference between a dye and a stain is the size of the color particle which determines how the color integrates with the wood. Both are applied directly to natural wood that has been sanded.

Stains
Stains have very large, insoluble particles that do not penetrate the wood, but sit in the open spaces on the surface of the wood. Which is why some woods like hard maple, which has a very dense and tight cellular structure, do not take dark stains well. Others, such as soft maple, which is less dense and more open, can be stained as dark as desired.

Stains may be sprayed, brushed or wiped onto the surface. The depth and final color are determined by the length of time the stain is allowed to remain on the surface, and how hard the stain is wiped off.
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See: Wood Stain Comparison Chart
The doors pictured above are made of cherry, but each has a different stain or colorant that gives the door a different look and feel.

Using a color stain on the wood may produce different color variances. Softer areas of the wood and end grain surfaces will accept more stain and often appear darker than other areas. This is a natural reaction when finishing wood products, and potential variances in color cannot be controlled.

Dyes
Dyes on the other hand, have soluble, molecular sized particles that actually penetrate the wood. Since the dye is actually in the wood, it is more transparent and does not mask the wood grain and texture like pigments that remain on the surface. Any wood can be dyed any color. 

Sealers/Finishes
A stain is not a finish. The finish can be self-sealing, or the sealer can be different from the top coat. The sealer locks in the colorants, seals the grain, starts the filling process, and provides a sandable coating. 

Typically, a stain will be coated with a catalytic-conversion varnish to give it durability and the desired sheen. When it's baked on, the varnish catalyzes into a hard, protective finish. 

Clear finishes allow the markings and grain variations of the wood to show through. Tinted or opaque finishes change the color of the wood and can make two different woods appear to be the same. Glazes can be used as a top coat over the finish, to create decorative effects, such as an antique look. 

A Word About Varnishes
Alkyd varnishes are the traditional varnishes made from a polyester resin. They are durable, flexible, resistant to abrasion, have good adhesion qualities, and are resistant to discoloration from light.

Polyurethane resins have pretty much replaced the alkyds for only one reason - they dry and cure faster. And while they are more water resistant than traditional varnishes, Polyurethane varnishes are not light and UV resistant, and therefore will turn "yellow" rather quickly. The addition of Light Stabilizers to the varnish has helped minimize the effect.

Glazes
Glazes are transparent or semi-transparent stains which are applied after the sealer coat. Glazes are often used to even out a light and dark area after the staining and sealing process, and actually enhance and improve the beauty of the wood and the base finish color. 

Colorants
Colored stains, paint and glazes will look different on different types of wood. Be sure you see the color on your choice of wood before you order.
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Notes 

Bleached wood
Some woods, such as pine, are sometimes chemically bleached to give a much lighter and uniform color. However, over time the chemicals used to bleach out the natural wood color begin to lose their effect, causing a change in color. 

Exposure to Light
All wood is photosensitive, and any light source (including artificial light) will eventually change the color. Exposure to direct sunlight, as in the case of a bright sunny kitchen, will accelerate the natural mellowing process.

Exposing light colored woods to direct sunlight can cause unattractive yellow spots to develop in only a few days. The spots are permanent and nothing can be done to remove them. 

Choosing a more opaque stain over a clear or light stain, will help make the color change less noticeable, because less of the wood is visible.

Newer finishing methods can slow down the effect of light, but so far, no product has been developed to stop it completely.

