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Design and create a finished prototype of a cabinet that both references a historical theme 
and solves a problem. The cabinet must include two methods of concealment and meet the 
needs of an intended user and space. 

PROJECT BRIEF
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Within the wide world of case goods, finding a focused design path to pursue required a crucial 
starting point: research. My initial research can be broken into three sections: 

- a history of apothecary cabinets
- my design inspiration
- the intended consumer.

RESEARCH
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A History of Apothecary Cabinets
After perusing several furniture history books, as well as online resources, 
I came to the conclusion that I found historical inspiration from 
apothecary cabinets- historically meant to hold medicinal items.

The history of apothecary cabinets, however, is long and multi-cultural. 
In the 18th and 19th centuries, domestic apothecary cabinets in the U.S. 
and Europe were popular among the wealthy elite, as well as owned by 
apothecaries and the general population. Typically commissioned as one-
offs, these cabinets had a variety of drawers and shelves to hold necessary 
items (“Domestic Medicine Chest”). Some were able to open and 
close completely (like a chest), and were more transportable as a result 
(“Medicine Chest”). During the reign of Queen Victoria, many larger, 
stationary apothecary cabinets were built for use inside pharmacies.  
(“Antique Apothecary”). 

Chinese apothecary cabinets of the 19th century often featured bright 
colors, script that indicated the herb or medicine inside, and, in Northern 
China at the time, curved legs (“Rare 19th Century”). Round pulls were 
common, as well as lacquered wood that allowed for the wood grain to be 
shown (“Antique Chinese Apothecary”). 

 As expected, the appearance of apothecary cabinets produced by Arts 
and Crafts and Shaker designers was governed by the principles of the 
movement/communities. The prioritization of craft within the Arts and 
Crafts movement allowed for apothecary cabinets to feature meaningful 
joinery and solid wood (Raizman 80). Shaker principles that focused on 
balance, hierarchy, pattern, and simplicity characterize the apothecary 
cabinets pictured (Piña 153).

20th century apothecary cabinets varied with their design movement; 
Art Deco medicine cabinets included Deco detailing, while Mid-
Century Modern designs prioritized clean, simple aesthetics with less 
ornamentation.

Currently, apothecary cabinets are typically bought as antiques, integrated 
into a modern household. As a result, modern needs meet antiquated 
forms; style is often prioritized over intended function. Of the new 
apothecary cabinets sold, many are reproductions of past designs (such 
as, in the Wayfair listing pictured, nodding to historical Chinese forms).

19th Century, Virginia

Chinese Apothecary Cabinets, 19th Century

Art Deco Medicine Cabinet Mid-Century, German Apothecary Cabinets Today

Shaker Apothecary Cabinet Arts and Crafts Medicine Cabinet

Small Cabinet Closed Small Cabinet, Open Victorian Era Cabinet
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Design Inspiration

Initially, I was most inspired by the ideologies that were the foundation of 
Arts and Crafts and Shaker designs, including (from Arts and Crafts) the 
social effect of creating beautiful design (Piña 169) and, from the Shakers, 
a focus on balance, hierarchy, and repetition (Piña 153). I was inspired by 
the bold graphics of the Arts and Crafts movement, particularly of Morris, 
and wanted to incorporate these graphics in my design in some way.

While I was inspired by the ideologies of the Shakers and Arts and 
Crafts movements, I did not feel that I was moved by the forms of those 
movements’ apothecary cabinets. As a result, I focused my historical 
direction to be more specific: apothecary cabinets from the English 
Regency (around 1795-1837). Because ideological qualities of Arts and 
Crafts and Shaker designs were present in these cabinets (such as an 
attention to craft and a preservation of material integrity), and because I 
liked the overall concept of cabinets from this era, this seemed like an 
appropriate fit. 

The Regency period in England was influenced by Asian, French 
Empire, Egyptian, and Greco-Roman themes. Often sculptural and large, 
furniture of this time was often made of dark hardwoods with brass inlay 
of classical motifs (Piña 102). Animal forms, such as claw feet, were often 
included (Raizman 49). To bring these features into a modern context, 
and apply them to my apothecary cabinet in some way, I wanted to focus 
on the materiality (using a dark wood with brass accents), incorporating 
banding or inlay of metal, modernizing brass pulls, and focusing on a 
small, multi-drawer cabinet.

While I was previously inspired by the graphic design of William Morris, 
I found that the textile and wallpaper designs of the English Regency were 
also exciting. Textile and wallpaper graphics of this time often featured 
scenic pieces that imitated painted frescoes, village life, geometric 
patterns, or nature/floral patterns (Raizman 52). I was most inspired 
by the designs of William Kilburn, who focused on botanical forms in 
imaginative ways (“William Kilburn”). I wanted to incorporate the designs 
of Kilburn in some way, possibly re-imagined. 

Shaker Sewing Table

Brass Pulls

Repeated Banding Ornate Feet

Inlay Work

Regency Period Apothecary Cabinet

William Kilburn Floral Design

Initial Inspiration

English Regency

Notable Features

William Morris Textile Design
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Intended Customer

Bringing the idea of an apothecary cabinet into a modern context 
required me to think about the modern user: who would buy a piece 
of furniture like this? Where would it exist in their home? What, 
specifically, would it hold?

I focused on the concept of “modern medicine.” Apothecary cabinets 
were initially intended to treat ailments. In today’s world, I thought about 
this “treatment of ailments” as addressing both mental and physical 
health. Therefore, I focused the purpose of my cabinet on creating 
health-promoting habits and behaviors to repeat in the morning and 
evening. Through holding items that allow for self-care, the cabinet could 
act as a reminder for the user to prioritize themself. 

In practice, I wanted my cabinet to possibly include:

- A place to keep one’s phone at night (to promote better sleep)
- A place to hold essential oils/face creams/lotions (as part of a routine)
- A journal or other meditative component
- A pill drawer
- Anything else that a specific user might find soothing.

Based on the intended purpose of the cabinet, I came to the conclusion 
that the cabinet would be marketed to:

-A relatively young individual (late 20’s to early 40’s) - this age was 
dependent on the demographic that typically values rituals of self care, as 
pictured to the right.
- A wealthy individual who is willing to pay for a high-end item focused on 
integrity of materials and attention to craft.
- A user that values “one-off” style pieces.
- A user that has space in their bedroom or private space to hold this 
cabinet. 

Inspiration for a pill drawer

Inspired by a vanity (left), and a bathroom organizer 
(right), but integrating more inner and outer self-care.

Inspiration for Type of Consumer: Hand-made Items, Focus on 
Nature, Wealthy (Kiely)

Millennials are most likely to spend money on self-care products (Silva).

Mental health of younger individuals is significantly lower than older 
individuals (Bethune).

Purpose and Setting Intended Consumer

Research: Who Prioritizes Mental Health?

Possible Specific Drawer Inclusions

5



RESEARCH SYNTHESIS

Through my research, I was able to start from a very broad point and develop a focused direction, choosing which 
historical references and details that inspired me and neglecting those that did not. By understanding the history of 
apothecary cabinets, I was able to find a period of design that was most exciting to me, and move from there. Looking 
closely into the English Regency period allowed me to find components of that period’s design that I hoped to 
modernize, aesthetic details that I would have not likely pursued had I not delved closely into that time. Finally, thinking 
about the needs and wants of my intended user encouraged me to create a more intentional cabinet: focused on a specific 
set of interactions. 
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Based on the goal of designing a cabinet based on a historical reference that solves a problem, my design opportunity 
became focused:

I would design and build a cabinet that holds personal self-care items in a way that promotes rituals of positive habits. 
Inspired by apothecary cabinets of the English Regency, the cabinet would nod to design elements of the period in a 
modern context. 

DESIGN OPPORTUNITY
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After researching my direction and intended user, I began the process of ideation and development, incrementally 
focusing to create my final design.

DEVELOPMENT
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Development: Brainstorming

With the context of my research, I wanted to broaden my thinking to 
a variety of design possibilities before beginning concept development. 
To do this, I brainstormed possible drawer layouts, details and features 
that I thought about including, overall layouts, and new takes on William 
Kilburn’s floral designs. 

In thinking through possible layouts (upper left and lower right 
images), I was inspired by the variety of drawer and door systems 
present in apothecary cabinets of the English Regency. Though most 
of these brainstormed designs were too complex to be practical for my 
final design, thinking through a variety of possibilities was helpful in 
broadening the variety of my initial concepts. During my brainstorming, I 
came to find that I was more attracted to forms with curved elements, as 
well as taller, less stocky forms.

I focused on brainstorming possible details, features, and purposes 
of my cabinet early on (bottom left images). This helped me focus 
my cabinet design to meet the needs of a specific set of activities and 
interactions. Ultimately, the specificity of the drawers that I included was 
not this extreme. However, thinking about the items that needed to be 
held in these drawers informed decisions made regarding volumes and 
proportions of my cabinet. 

Finally, I began to look at textile designs of the English Regency period, 
and how they could be updated to fit a modern design (upper right 
images). I used the ProCreate app to experiment with creating a bright, 
graphic version of the original William Kilburn design, attempting to 
bring the design into more of a modern context. 
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Development: Initial Concepts

After researching my design direction and brainstorming possible 
forms, layouts, and specific inclusions, I was ready to begin the process 
of conceptualization. My initial concepts were each focused around 
a “kernel” of an idea, such as, with concept #1, “using doors to imply 
curvature.” 

I kept my inspiration (apothecary cabinets of the English Regency) in 
mind throughout my ideation. Aesthetically, this translated into the use 
of dark woods, brass accents, and the inclusion of a modernized textile 
pattern from the period (specified by dark blue marker). Concepts 1,3,4, 
5, and 8 conveyed curvature in some capacity, while concepts 2, 6, and 7 
focused more on the brass accents and banding of the period. 

After presenting these concepts during critique, I received several pieces 
of feedback. The inclusion of two doors, rather than one or three, on 
the outside, seemed to be the most successful, both in user interaction 
and aesthetic. Peers were attracted to the exposed mirror in concept #3, 
and encouraged me to explore that possibility in some way. The inner 
components, including drawers and open spaces within my cabinet, were 
critiqued as being possibly too complex and specific. I was pushed to 
simplify my internal designs and think more critically about what would 
be included in each of the drawers or spaces. Finally, I was encouraged to 
further think about both wall-mounted and tabletop cabinets, as each had 
their own benefits and drawbacks. 

1

3

5

7

2

4

6

8
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Development: Concept Variations

With initial concepts behind me and a more focused direction based on 
critique, I began to create concept variations with more specificity. 

Variations 1 and 2 included two possible designs for tabletop cabinets, 
with internal components thought through. Variations 2 and 3 focused 
more closely on what could be held within the cabinets, and what types 
of drawers should be included to hold these items. Variations 5-8 
explored possible drawer and door pulls using brass detailing. Variations 
5 and 6 featured an exposed mirror, while 7 and 8 exposed the textile 
design beneath. Possible feet designs were examined in variations 9 and 
10, only applicable for a tabletop cabinet. The history of secret doors 
in apothecary cabinets of the English Regency inspired me to include 
variations 11 and 12, with possible secret compartments. Variations 13 
and 14 explored the possibility of wall-mounted cabinets with ornate brass 
detailing.

Presenting these variations allowed valuable critique to guide my next 
steps. Ultimately, my wall-mounted concepts were seen as the stronger 
designs, as they could be mounted in a variety of locations, adding to 
accessibility (especially with a mirror). I was encouraged to pursue a 
design that had an exposed mirror, rather than an exposed textile pattern 
(such as variations 1 and 13). The drawer layouts that I presented were 
seen as too complex, so I was pushed to simplify both the layout and 
number of drawers. While peers were attracted to the ornate brass in 
variation 12, they encouraged me to explore a variety of brass inlay 
possibilities. The bottom right image displays this exploration, as well as 
more simplified layouts. 
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Development: Final Concept

After exploring many variations to my concept, I moved forward to create 
a finalized design direction. This final direction features:

- a wall-mounted construction (that can be applied at varying heights 
based on the user’s needs)

- a mirror that is exposed even when doors are fully closed

- three drawers and an open shelf to hold small items, such as a phone, 
personal skincare products, and ritual items for before bed

- a textile print modified from William Kilburn’s designs

- brass accents, both as an ornamental feature on the outside of the 
cabinet and as drawer pulls within the cabinet

- two spaces to hold books and journals, on each side of the mirror

- a secret compartment on the back of the cabinet, that can be accessed 
through the whole cabinet hinging away from the wall.

Peer critique primarily centered around small changes needed within the 
cabinet related to joinery. I was encouraged to use biscuit joinery rather 
than dados. The means by which to access the secret compartment were 
also questioned, and I was pushed to continue to work through that 
component of my design. Overall, the proportions and features of my 
cabinet were seen as relatively finalized, and ready to move forward into a 
prototyping phase.
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In order to understand the proportions, user interactions, and features of my final concept, I needed to create three-
dimensional prototypes of the cabinet.

Through making both a quarter-scale and full-scale model, I was able to further refine and develop my concept. 

PROTOTYPING
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Prototype #1: Quarter-Scale

In order to gain a better understanding of the forms and proportions of 
my cabinet in a three-dimensional space, I created a quarter-scale cabinet 
of my finalized design.

The materials used to convey the design include:

- basswood (as alder)

- vinyl (as brass)

- mirror paper (as the mirror)

- paper (as the textile print)

The process of creating this model made me more confident in the 
proportions of my cabinet, including wall thicknesses and relationships 
between parts. For example, I was unsure about the width of the mirror 
before making this model, but the ratio of width to height seemed 
appropriate. 

After finishing the model and presenting it to peers, my own observations 
and peer critique pushed me to alter a couple of components:

- I would decrease the amount of textile print visible, as it appeared too 
busy and was not very visible in the back of the cabinet. I would only 
include the print in the base of my drawers moving forward.

- I would nix the hinging mechanism on the back of the cabinet that 
allows for access to the secret compartment, and, instead, make it only 
accessible through removing the cabinet. 

With these changes in mind, I was ready to begin my full-scale model.

Vinyl cutouts convey brass inlay 
pattern

Back view, secret 
compartment exposed (whole 
cabinet hinges off of wall)

Doors open, drawers exposed

Initial Carcass Mirror Components Hand-cut Vinyl Carcass with Dividers
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Prototype #2: Full-Scale

With the adaptations in mind from my previous quarter-scale model, 
I moved on to create a full-scale prototype. Materials for this model 
include:

- MDF (as alder)

- vinyl (as brass)

- mirror paper (as the mirror)

- paper (as the textile print)

- brass hinges

Creating a model at full-scale using semi-realistic materials did three 
main things: it confirmed my design direction, allowed me to test user 
interaction, and gave me clarity on construction methods. Through this 
model, I came to find that I was happy with the general proportions and 
ratios of my cabinet, as well as the sizes of drawers and shelves in relation 
to the components that need to fit inside of them. However, there were 
a few components that needed to be altered before moving to my final, 
finished prototype. These include:

- the size of the drawer pulls needed to be increased in order to allow for 
most fingers to fit in the hole

- the milled slot behind the drawers looked too linear for the design 
language of the rest of the cabinet, so it needed to be re-configured

- the mirror appeared clunky, so a more integrated, subtle aesthetic 
needed to be prioritized. 

Carcass after Glue-Up Curved Top and Bottom Components Finished, with Quarter-Scale Mounted on Wall

Testing user interaction

Fully open
Fully closed, mounted 
to wall
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FINAL CONCEPT

Research, conceptualization, and two prototypes prepared me to create a final physical prototype. 
By using realistic, product-quality materials to finalize my concept, design problems had to be 
solved through sensible and functional means.
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Final Concept: Samples

After finalizing the majority of my cabinet’s forms, it became necessary 
to sample patterns and wood dyes to see which options would best fit my 
design goals. 

As I planned on incorporating the floral pattern that I created on the base 
of my drawers, I needed to decide which color combinations were most 
effective. I printed several options and asked for feedback from my peers 
(image 1). The concensus generally leaned towards the pattern with the 
black background. I then extended my pattern to the dimensions that I 
would need for my cabinet (image 2).

Because furniture of the English Regency typically featured dark woods, 
such as mahogany, I initially intended to dye the alder using powdered 
dye. I sampled the dyes on unfinished alder using brown, brown+red, 
red, and brown+black powder combinations (image 3). I finished 
these samples with lacquer (image 4). However, I found that I actually 
preferred the natural alder (without dye) in conjunction with the brass, so 
I chose not to dye the wood on my finished cabinet. 

1

3

4 2
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Final Concept: Process

As this project was my first experience in case goods, the processes that 
I completed combined both familiar and entirely new methods. Some of 
these include:

1. Creating a mitered carcass with a thicker top and bottom to allow for 
shaping,
2. Machining custom joinery such as right-angle finger joints,
3. Using dominos as internal carcass joinery,
4. Completing a first dry fit,
5. Lacquering internal components and,
6. Rubbing out the lacquer to achieve a satin finish,
7. Finishing my carcass glue-up,
8. Shaping the top and bottom of my cabinet with a custom jig and plunge 
router,
9. Using the CNC to cut the inlay into my door fronts,
10. Using the CNC to cut my brass inlay,
11. Checking for tolerances for my brass inlay,
12. Hand-cutting splines to reinforce my mitered drawers. 

1

5

9

2

6

10

3

7

11

4

8

12
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Final Concept: Engineering

Through using SolidWorks to model my cabinet, I was able to make 
small changes throughout my process in response to peer feedback. This 
was helpful in allowing me to explore ideas without finalizing my design, 
while also working through potential problems before construction. 

Drafting my design in such a way was especially helpful when ideating a 
solution to create access to the space behind the mirror. Early models of 
my cabinet included the entire cabinet hinging off the wall to reveal an 
opening behind the mirror, as well as only exposing the space when the 
cabinet was fully removed. Through modeling these options, I came to 
the conclusion that having the mirror be attached with magnets (accessible 
from the front) would be the most straightforward solution. 

Modeling my design in SolidWorks, combined with my knowledge of 
AutoDesk Fusion 360, allowed me to take existing components of my 
design (such as the brass inlay) from SolidWorks and process them in 
Fusion 360 to be cut with CNC. This opened possibilities related to 
the complexity of my design, as I was able to cut shapes that would be 
difficult and time-consuming to cut by other means.

Pictured are the cabinet’s technical orthographics. Georgie measures 24 
inches in height, 11 inches in width, and 8.875 inches in depth. Being 
able to reference these, printed in full-scale, throughout construction, was 
extremely valuable. 
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Final Concept: Renderings

Being able to render the 3D models of my cabinet in Keyshot helped me 
visualize material interactions in useful ways.

Georgie features:

- doors with brass inlay (inset, 1/8 inch brass) and a coordinated opening 
to reveal a mirror

- a mirror that can be removed to access hidden space behind

- drawers that feature a floral pattern inspired by the designs of William 
Kilburn

- space to hold skincare items, essential oils, books or journals, and 
other items that may be necessary for an individual’s morning or nightly 
routine.

Doors open to reveal mirror 
(mirror can be removed)

Wall-mounted design, 
attached with french cleat

Holds personal 
morning and nightly 
routine items

Exposed mirror

Floral pattern

Brass inlay on doors
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Final Concept: 
Finished Prototype

Using finalized materials and processes, I created a finished prototype.

Materials include:

- alder finished with a pre-catalyzed satin lacquer (for the carcass, drawers, 
and major drawer components)

- brass, finished with a lacquer (for the inlay on doors and drawer pulls)

- aluminum with a floral pattern printed directly on the surface (for the 
drawer bottoms)

- brass hinges and fasteners 

- magnets (to hold the upper mirror and doors in place)
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OVERVIEW
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TOOK 509 TOTAL HOURS
257 HOURS OF DEVELOPMENT, 
252 HOURS OF CONSTRUCTION

VALUE OF MATERIALS:
$2083.89

FROM START TO FINISH, 
MAKING GEORGIE: 



CONCLUSION
Beginning with research and conceptualization, then moving to prototyping and manufacture, Georgie emerged from a simple 
prompt: to create a modern-day case goods piece inspired by a historical reference. 

I believe that I achieved the goal of creating a piece that would fit well within the home of a relatively young individual who prioritizes 
self-care and has a healthy budget. The general form of the cabinet is soft and curved without being unrestrained or fully organic. 
The process of opening the cabinet continually surprises the user through small details; initially, brass accents on the doors mimic 
an opening that reveals an inner mirror, inviting the user inside. A repetition of the brass detail defines the drawer pulls, and, 
upon opening the drawers, the user is met with a graphic floral pattern. Finally, the mirror pivots outwards to reveal a “secret” 
compartment for important personal items. The size of the drawers and open spaces were thoughtfully designed to hold the items 
associated with a morning or nightly routine. The design language is consistent throughout the piece, and references apothecary 
cabinets of the English Regency through its brass accents, floral patterns, and function while still maintaining a modern aesthetic. 

Components of the cabinet, however, should be considered for future refinement and improvement. While I increased the size of 
the drawer pulls after the first full-scale prototype to fit the hand sizes of a greater variety of people, they are still on the small side 
for those with larger fingers, and should be larger in future iterations. In terms of craft, some operations would be completed in a 
different order if I were to re-make the cabinet. For example, I would have lacquered both the wood and brass on the outside of the 
cabinet at the same time to mitigate future problems when adding finishing touches. Finally, I would consider creating a component 
similar to a cradle (with the same design language as the cabinet) to allow Georgie to have a tabletop option in settings where that 
would be optimal. 

While I do not think that my cabinet would be marketed to the general population, I do believe that it would be appropriate within a 
small-scale, high-end production line. It fulfills the needs of users that have both an aesthetic and functional desires: for both a useful 
piece of furniture for personal morning and nightly rituals and as a conversational piece when stagnant on the wall. While Georgie is 
inspired by a 19th century style, it exists to meet the needs of a modern individual. 
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