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French polishing, a time-honored finishing technique,
yields a deep, lustrous sheen unmatched by other
methods. This detailed guide provides a five-step
process for achieving this exquisite finish, perfect for
luthiers, woodworkers, and any craftsman seeking a
truly professional result. We'll cover everything from
preparing the wood surface to achieving that final,
mirror-like polish, making this technique accessible
even to beginners. This tutorial covers crucial
aspects like shellac application, rubbing
techniques, and surface preparation, essential
for success.
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Introduction: The Art of French
Polishing
French polishing, unlike spraying or brushing
lacquer, involves building up thin layers of shellac
using a unique rubbing technique. This meticulous
process creates a remarkably smooth, durable, and
beautiful finish that enhances the natural grain and
color of the wood. Many consider it the ultimate
finish for fine furniture, musical instruments
(especially valuable to luthiers), and other
handcrafted items. While it demands patience and
precision, the rewarding results make the effort
worthwhile. This five-step tutorial demystifies the
process, making it accessible to all skill levels.

Benefits of French Polishing:
Why Choose This Method?
Why go to the trouble of French polishing when other
finishes exist? Several key advantages make it a
preferred choice for discerning craftsmen:

Deep, lustrous sheen: The unique build-up
technique creates a depth and richness
unparalleled by other finishes.
Durability: A properly applied French polish is
incredibly resistant to scratches and wear,
providing long-lasting protection.
Repairability: Unlike many modern finishes,
minor scratches and imperfections can be
easily repaired without sanding the entire
piece.
Highlighting the wood grain: The thin
layers of shellac enhance the natural beauty of
the wood, allowing its grain and color to shine
through.
Traditional craftsmanship: Mastering
French polishing connects you to a centuries-
old tradition of woodworking excellence. This is
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particularly relevant for woodworkers and
craftsmen who value traditional techniques.

Five Easy Steps to French
Polishing Success
Let's dive into the five key steps required to achieve
a perfect French polish:

Step 1: Surface Preparation – The Foundation
for Excellence

Before you even think about shellac, meticulous
preparation is key. This includes:

Sanding: Start with progressively finer grits of
sandpaper (e.g., 120, 180, 220, 320 grit),
ensuring a perfectly smooth surface free from
scratches and imperfections. The smoother
your base, the better your final polish will look.
Cleaning: Remove all sanding dust using a
tack cloth or a clean, lint-free cloth. Any
remaining dust will show up in the final finish.
Wood filler (if needed): Fill any gaps or
imperfections with a suitable wood filler,
ensuring a flawless surface before sanding.

Step 2: Preparing the Polishing Mixture – The
Heart of the Process

The polishing mixture consists of dewaxed shellac
dissolved in denatured alcohol. You can purchase
pre-mixed shellac or create your own, adjusting the
concentration (pounds of shellac per gallon of
alcohol) to your desired consistency. A good starting
point is 2 lbs. of shellac per gallon.

Step 3: Applying the Shellac – The First Coats

This stage involves applying thin coats of shellac
using a rubber, often referred to as a 'rubber'
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(although it's actually a pad made of cotton or linen).
The technique involves:

Charging the rubber: Dab the rubber into
the shellac mixture, ensuring it's evenly
saturated.
Applying the shellac: Gently rub the rubber
in a figure-eight motion, building up thin
layers. Avoid excessive pressure. Let each coat
dry completely before applying the next.
Minimizing runs: Apply multiple thin coats
rather than fewer thick coats to avoid runs and
imperfections.

Step 4: Building the Polish – Achieving Depth
and Shine

As you apply more coats, you’ll gradually increase
the gloss and depth of the finish. This stage requires
patience and a light touch. The key is to keep your
movements consistent and your pressure light. With
each coat, you’ll notice the sheen becoming richer.
After several coats, you might consider adding a
small amount of polishing oil to the rubber for
increased shine.

Step 5: Final Rubbing and Refinement –
Perfecting the Finish

Once you achieve your desired depth, the final step
involves fine rubbing with a clean, soft cloth to
remove any imperfections and maximize the shine.
This is the most time-consuming part of French
polishing, but it yields spectacular results. Polishing
oils can be used in this stage as well, to enhance the
luster. This is crucial for the craftsmen seeking a
truly professional finish.

Conclusion: Mastering the Art
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of French Polishing
French polishing is a rewarding but demanding
technique. However, this five-step process, coupled
with practice and patience, allows even beginners to
achieve impressive results. Remember, surface
preparation is paramount. Thin coats are key to
preventing runs and achieving a smooth, even finish.
Finally, consistent rubbing technique and mindful
application are essential to unlock the beauty
inherent in French polishing and benefit all luthiers
and woodworkers.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQ)
Q1: What type of shellac should I use for
French polishing?

A1: Use dewaxed shellac flakes dissolved in
denatured alcohol. Dewaxed shellac ensures a
smooth, even finish without any interference from
wax.

Q2: How do I know when each coat is dry?

A2: Allow sufficient drying time between coats. A
slightly tacky surface is ideal before applying the
next coat, but it shouldn't be excessively wet.
Typically, allowing each coat 30 minutes to dry
before reapplication is a good guideline.

Q3: What happens if I apply the shellac too
thickly?

A3: Thick coats will likely result in runs, uneven
surfaces, and an unprofessional finish. Aim for thin,
even coats, building up the sheen gradually.

Q4: How can I repair minor imperfections in
the French polish?
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A4: Minor scratches can often be buffed out with
polishing oil and a soft cloth. For deeper scratches,
carefully apply a new thin coat of shellac to the
affected area, allowing it to dry, then rub it out.

Q5: What are the best tools for French
polishing?

A5: You’ll need dewaxed shellac flakes, denatured
alcohol, a clean rubber, lint-free cloths, sandpaper
(various grits), and a tack cloth.

Q6: How long does the entire process typically
take?

A6: This varies greatly depending on the size and
complexity of the project. It can take anywhere from
a few hours to several days, with multiple coats and
drying times involved.

Q7: Can I French polish different types of
wood?

A7: Yes, French polishing works on various wood
types, enhancing their natural grain and color.

Q8: Are there any safety precautions I should
take?

A8: Work in a well-ventilated area, as denatured
alcohol is flammable and has fumes. Wear
appropriate safety glasses to protect your eyes from
flying debris during sanding and rubbing.

How to French Polish in Five Easy Steps: A Quick
Tutorial for Luthiers, Woodworkers, and Craftsmen

Achieving a lustrous finish on beautiful wood is the
pinnacle for many craftspeople . French polishing, a
time-honored technique, delivers precisely that – a
deep, warm luster that showcases the natural
beauty of the wood grain. Unlike mass-produced
finishes, French polishing is a labor-intensive process
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that rewards the diligent craftsman with a truly
remarkable result. This guide will direct you through
five easy steps to mastering this traditional art.

Step 1: Preparation – The Foundation of
Success

Before you even consider picking up a cloth , proper
preparation is essential . This involves selecting the
right wood, ensuring it's level , and gathering your
materials . Begin by carefully sanding your
workpiece, progressing through successively finer
levels of sandpaper. Aim for a flawlessly smooth
surface, free of blemishes . The last sanding should
be with a exceptionally fine grit, like 400 or 600 grit
sandpaper. This flawless surface is the base for your
French polish.

Next, gather your equipment: You’ll need shellac
flakes , denatured alcohol , a delicate cotton cloth
(often referred to as a 'rubber'), a shallow bowl for
mixing your polish, and plenty of fresh rags for
removing excess polish.

Step 2: Mixing Your Polish – The Art of
Proportion

The secret to a thriving French polish lies in the
perfect blend of shellac and alcohol. You'll want a
thin solution; too viscous and it'll be difficult to
apply, too diluted and it won't build the desired
sheen . A common ratio is 1 part shellac to 2 parts
alcohol, but you can experiment to find what works
best for you and the type of wood you are working
with. Combine the shellac flakes in the alcohol
thoroughly , allowing it to stand for a while to ensure
it dissolves totally . Strain the mixture through a fine
strainer to remove any insoluble flakes.

Step 3: Applying the Polish – The Gentle Touch

With your prepared polish ready, begin spreading it
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using the cushioned applicator (your rubber). Apply
the polish in thin layers , preventing substantial
layers. Work in small circular actions, applying
gentle exertion. Build the sheen incrementally with
multiple thin coats, allowing each coat to dry before
applying the next. Patience is key here; rushing the
process will lead in an inconsistent finish .

Step 4: Leveling the Polish – The Pursuit of
Perfection

As you apply more coats, the exterior may become
uneven . To even the surface and eliminate any
imperfections , use a fresh rag wetted with alcohol to
rub the surface . Use gentle pressure and circular
motions, thoroughly eliminating any unevenness or
debris . This technique requires a careful touch and
patience .

Step 5: Final Buffing – The Radiant Reveal

Once the concluding coat is cured , shine the
exterior with a clean soft cloth to bring the final
gloss. The concluding finish should be even, deep ,
and brilliant . Proper French polishing requires
patience , but the reward – a amazing sheen that
enhances the elegance of the wood – is well
deserving the effort .

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

Q1: What type of shellac is best for French
polishing?

A1: Dewaxed shellac flakes are crucial for achieving
a flawless sheen . Waxed shellac can leave a cloudy
finish .

Q2: How long does it take for each coat of
polish to dry?

A2: Drying time relies on the humidity and
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temperature of the surroundings . It usually takes 30
minutes to several hours for each coat to harden
adequately before layering the next.

Q3: Can I French polish any type of wood?

A3: French polishing operates well on most types of
wood. However, some woods may require a different
ratio of shellac and alcohol to achieve the best
results.

Q4: What if I make a mistake during the
polishing process?

A4: Don't worry! Minor flaws can often be eliminated
by lightly sanding the area with exceptionally fine
grit sandpaper and then re-polishing.

Q5: What are the benefits of French polishing
over other finishing methods?

A5: French polishing produces a deep, rich sheen
that accentuates the natural beauty of the wood. It's
also more lasting than some other finishes and
allows for simple repairs.
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