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iven our natural attraction to fire, it’s no sur-
prise that a fireplace almost always acts as
the focal point of the room it occupies. Even
when no fire is burning, mantels naturally
draw attention.

Originally used as a convenient place to
store cooking utensils and fire-tending tools,
mantels today serve mainly decorative pur-
poses, adding character to otherwise ubiqui-
tous gas fireplaces. They typically fall into
two basic categories, surrounds and shelves,
with endless design variations ranging from
rustic solid timbers to elaborate combinations
of custom moldings.

Both types of mantel can be made to suit
just about any style of room, but each offers
characteristics can benefit a specific situation.
For example, surround mantels, which tradi-
tionally feature a shelf and a pair of support
posts (though some modern designs omit
shelves in favor of simply framing the fire-
place) are especially good at adding scale and
impact to a plain wall.

A shelf mantel, on the other hand, pro-
vides an unobtrusive accent. This type of
mantel has no posts; it mounts directly to the
wall or is supported by corbels. It’s a good
choice when the wall features a distinctive
surface that you don’t want to cover, such as
brick, stone or tile. It is also easier to design
than a surround because it doesn’t have to fit
exactly around the firebox.

If you’re planning to install a new fire-
place or your existing one needs an update,
building your own mantel is a rewarding
project that can save you money. The level of
difficulty depends on the design, but creat-
ing a beautiful mantel doesn’t have to be dif-

ficult. We designed a versatile surround
mantel that is easy to build and modify (see
“Building a Mantel,” p. 22). Using a combi-
nation of dimensional lumber, stock mold-
ings and a basic set of woodworking tools,
even a beginning woodworker can achieve
great results.

Design and construction
Once you’ve determined which type of
mantel to build, you must calculate a few
dimensions before you can begin drawing
plans. The most important is the inside
opening; all other dimensions are based on
the height and width of this opening. Most
mantels also incorporate a space for a non-
combustible border, such as stone or tile,
between the firebox and the mantel to com-
ply with required clearances (see “Mantel
Clearances,” p. 22). The width of the tile
area is typically 6 in. for gas fireplaces. Add
the firebox-opening dimensions to the tile-
space width to calculate the mantel’s inside-
opening dimensions.

The other important dimension to con-
sider is the depth of the mantel. The deeper
the shelf and posts, the farther they must be
from the firebox. Most mantels built for fire-
places that are recessed in the wall are no
more than 10 in. deep. If you are building a
mantel to enclose an entire gas fireplace unit,
you’ll need to add the depth of the fireplace
to the top and side dimensions of the mantel.

Choose your material based on the fin-
ished appearance you desire. A painted man-
tel will typically be less expensive and more
forgiving because paint can hide a lot of
imperfections. Another advantage is that you
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Upgrade your
fireplace with a

custom-built mantel
B Y D A N C A R Y

Don’t let this mantel’s refined
appearance fool you. It’s not
difficult to build and it doesn’t
require a shop full of tools. You
can also easily customize the
design to better suit your décor.








