Brush on a
High-Style Finish

A wiping varnish goes on easily
and creates a tough surface
ready for rubbing out
b y
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hen Fine Woodworking’s editor, Mike Pekovich, asked
me to write about the finishing process I used on a
recent cherry chest of drawers, I told him I wasn’t
a finisher and didn’t know much at all about the process. He
answered, “Yes, that’s the point. You are not a finisher, but you
got a result that looks great, is durable, and, most importantly, is
completely doable for most people.”
Like he said, it’s completely doable. I used easy-to-apply wiping varnish, specifically Waterlox, which is thinner, and therefore
more user-friendly, than traditional varnish. But just as with traditional varnish (and other film finishes), I had to build it up to a
level, uniform thickness to achieve a tougher, more sophisticatedlooking finish. This contrasts with how some woodworkers, myself
included, often apply wiping varnish: Flood the surface, then wipe
off the excess until we reach a satin sheen. This is the “open-pore”
look, with the varnish in the pores sitting lower than that on the
surface. For a more durable, high-style finish, you need to fill the
pores to the level of the surrounding finish. To do this efficiently,
I ditch the rag and instead brush on several coats, then sand on
and wipe off one or two more coats at the end. This buildup improves durability and, more importantly, lays the foundation for
the rubbing-out process, which yields a glasslike surface.
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Surface preparation
Scrape and sand
the surface
After handplaning, follow
up by scraping any tearout
or imperfections left by the
handplane. Finish with 320-grit
sandpaper wrapped around a
cork or felt block. This smooths
the roughness left from the
card scraper, and removes any
other minor surface defects.
Also, the fine dust will settle
in any remaining tearout,
revealing spots you need to readdress.

Profiles require
more care
Start with a curved scraper on
the concave curves, then sand
with 220-grit paper wrapped
around a contoured block
(right). Coarser grits are usually
unnecessary and run the risk
of damaging the profile. Use
a shoe-shine motion when
sanding a convex curve (far
right). To ensure the sandpaper
doesn’t rip, Van Dyke backs it
with packing tape. If the profile
has a fillet, as this one does,
use sandpaper adhered to a
strip of MDF as a sanding stick
to sand into the corners without
rounding the edges (below).

Surface prep is vital
A smooth finish starts with a smooth surface, so don’t slack on the
surface prep. On a high-style finish like this, even minor defects
will tarnish the results. I’ll take you quickly through my process
here, but for an in-depth look, check out my article “Foolproof
Surface Prep” (FWW #279).
Start by using a handplane to smooth the surface. Diagonal
plane strokes will show any irregularities, which can be fixed
with a sharp smoothing plane or card scraper. Next, carefully
sand with 320-grit sandpaper wrapped around a cork or felt
block. This step consolidates the surface and, more importantly,
shows any remaining surface defects. The fine dust produced
by 320-grit paper fills the divots in any tearout, making it readily visible.
Don’t sand to higher grits. The film finish negates any benefit
of finer sanding. It is also not necessary to raise the grain, as the
grain on a hand-planed surface does not lift with water.
M ay / J u n e 2 0 2 1
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Seal the surface

seal with shellac
Brush the surface clean to remove dust and grit. Then apply a washcoat
of shellac. Zinsser SealCoat cut 50/50 with denatured alcohol makes
a great washcoat, but any 1-lb.-cut dewaxed shellac will do. After
letting the shellac dry for 30 minutes, lightly scuff-sand with 320 grit
and remove the sanding dust with a heavy-duty paper towel slightly
moistened with Windex.

Move on to any profiled edges. These are especially common
on period furniture, and they’re easily ruined by overaggressive
or careless scraping or sanding. Take special care to maintain the
crisp transition between convex and concave curves, and use extreme care when addressing fillets and beads. Most molded edges
require a profiled sanding block and a curved scraper. Both are
available commercially, but they’re also easily made.
Clean off the panel thoroughly before applying finish.

Building the finish
This finishing regimen involves sealing the surface, brushing on
four to five coats, and sanding on one or two more using a
fine abrasive. Sometimes I brush on one more coat at the end.
Throughout the whole process, I let my eyes be the judge.
To seal the raw wood surface, I use a thin washcoat of shellac.
After letting it dry for 30 minutes, lightly scuff-sand the panel and
remove the sanding dust.
For the first layer of varnish, brush on a heavy coat thinned
approximately 25% with naphtha or mineral spirits. Four to five
brushed-on coats will usually suffice. Each coat needs 24 hours
to dry. Carefully scuff-sand and remove the sanding dust between
coats.
It’s crucial that you work with raking light. By shining a light
across the surface, you’ll quickly see whether you’re applying the
finish evenly or if there are holidays (spots you missed).
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Apply the finish

BEGIN WITH BRUSHING
Thin the first coat of wiping varnish 25% with naphtha. Most of this thinned coat will
soak into the surface, providing a foundation for the following three to four full-strength
coats. Use overlapping strokes brushing with the grain. After letting the varnish flow out
for a minute or two, while it’s still wet, make one more pass with long, light strokes using
just the tip of the brush. Use the same technique on the edges and ends.

Most finishers recommend a quality badger-hair brush for varnish work. That being said, a professional finisher friend told me
years ago that he keeps the expensive badger-hair brushes hanging up on view for his customers, but the foam brushes he uses
daily are hidden away in a drawer. I’ve also used a foam brush
for years, and they work fine. Be aware though, the solvents will
break down the foam over time.
Regardless of the brush, good brushing technique yields superior results. Starting a few inches in from the far end, brush away
from you with the grain, and continue right off the end. Then,
starting in the same place, reverse direction and brush toward
yourself, overlapping strokes until you reach the end closer to
you. Complete the entire area and let the varnish flow out for a
minute or two. Finish by “tipping off” the whole surface while
it’s still wet: taking one more pass with just the tip of the brush
and long, light strokes. Don’t overwork the surface. Slight irregularities will either resolve themselves or can be dealt with
in the next coat.
After the last of these brushed-on coats has dried, I begin to
smooth the finish by sanding on one or two very thin coats, wiping off most of the excess with a clean cotton rag. I use 0000 steel
wool or a 1,500-grit Mirlon pad as the applicator.
Last, inspect the surface. If you see flaws that another coat will
fix, brush on one more thinned layer.

TIP

RAKING LIGHT REVEALS
YOUR PROGRESS

Good overall lighting is important, but working with a raking light
is critical. Without one, you cannot see how evenly the finish is
being applied or if you missed any spots when brushing.

www.finewoodworking.com
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Apply the finish continued
sand between coats
Scuff-sand and clean before the
next coat. Each layer of varnish
needs 24 hours to dry before
it’s ready for light sanding and
the next coat. Like before, use
320-grit sandpaper wrapped
around a block for the face. Your
finger works well enough for curvy
profiles. Remove dust with a paper
towel moistened with Windex.

If all looks good when the last coat is dry, walk away and let
the film harden. The last step is to rub out the surface, and that
should not even be considered without at least two weeks of
drying. Three is better. Otherwise, the soft, uncured varnish will
move and shift under the pressure of rubbing out.

Conditions matter
No matter how well you perform these steps, the results can be
disappointing if you don’t have suitable conditions in your shop.
Low humidity and 65° to 70° is the ideal, but it’s not always pos-

sible. With high humidity, ambient moisture can get trapped under
the varnish, causing blushing. This can be very hard to remove if
the varnish has cured, so choose drier days or run a dehumidifier. In the cold, varnish will take longer to dry, so extend the
time between applications and rubbing out. If your shop is cold,
at least try to keep the surface of the wood warm. To help the
varnish flow better, warm it slightly by putting a small amount in
a glass jar and then putting the jar in a pan of warm water.
Bob Van Dyke is a contributing editor.

sand on the final coats
Sand on and wipe off a very thin coat or two. To apply the varnish,
use 0000 steel wool (above) or a 1,500-grit Mirlon pad. Then wipe off
most of the excess (right) with a cotton rag. When the final sanded-on
coat is dry, determine if the surface looks good or if it has flaws that
prompt another coat. If it needs one more layer, thin the varnish about
25% with naphtha and brush it on.
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Rub out varnish to a mirror shine

R

ubbing out allows you to adjust the sheen of the finish while
removing imperfections like dust nibs, runs, sags, or bumps.
While these can be minimized by careful application, they are
inevitable. In the process of removing them, the sheen is affected,
so take advantage of the opportunity and adjust it as you like.
As long as the film of finish is thick enough and the finish is hard
enough, any luster from dead flat to ultra-high gloss is possible.

WORKING A FLAT SURFACE

A low sheen is easy enough with 0000 steel wool after the finish
cures. For a silky satin sheen or a high-style gloss, the process is
more in depth, but the results speak for themselves.

Tape off the
perimeter. Apply
blue painter’s tape
to about 1⁄4 in. of
the panel’s edges
and ends. The
varnish is likely
thin in these areas,
and the tape
prevents you from
rubbing through it.

The most successful rubouts are done on extremely hard
finishes like shellac or lacquer, but many varnishes eventually dry

600-grit sandpaper wrapped around a paint roller cover levels
the surface. Use moderate pressure and straight strokes with
the grain that just barely overlap. The roller cover helps distribute
pressure evenly. Do not apply pressure over the blue tape.

Wrap a blue shop towel around a felt block and clean off the surface.
You want to remove all of the sanding dust after each step, since any dust left
on the surface can create additional, unwanted scratches with the next step.

Mirlon abrasive pads
further polish the
finish. To refine the
scratch pattern, use a
red, 360-grit Mirlon pad
followed by a 1,500-grit
pad. Back both with a
paint roller cover, and
rub with even, straight
strokes along the grain.
www.finewoodworking.com
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Rub out varnish continued
address the edges
Remove the tape
before using a
2,500-grit Mirlon
wrapped around
a block. This step
consolidates the
gloss of the area
under the tape.
Starting about 5 in.
from an edge, land
the pad lightly, and
work back toward
that edge, finishing
with even, firm
strokes.

hard enough that they respond well to the
process. Drying time is the key. Don’t even
think of rubbing out a varnish without at
least a week and a half of drying time. Two
to three weeks is better.
Unlike traditional methods, this process
does not involve lubricants, like paraffin
oil. I find liquids add uncertainty because
you cannot see if you have rubbed too
much until it is too late.
Start leveling the finish by sanding with
400- or 600-grit sandpaper. This important
step removes the dust nibs and, done
with care, levels out runs in the finish. For
more targeted removal, use a card scraper.
Protect the perimeter of the workpiece
with blue tape, since the varnish will likely
be thin there.

Creative solutions
for profiles. A
folded-over, almostfinished paper towel
roll works well as a
backer for sanding
curves and dusting
them off with a blue
shop towel afterward.
Its soft surface
conforms well to
profiles. To work into
fillets’ small 90°
corners, Van Dyke
uses a hotel key card
or a credit card.

Check your progress with raking light.
When level, the whole surface will have an
evenly dull sheen. Low spots in the finish
will be shinier. Carefully resolve these for
the best results.
After leveling, remove all traces of
sanding dust using a blue shop towel
wrapped around a felt block. Keep
rewrapping the block, exposing fresh
towel, until you no longer see white dust
residue on the towel.
Next, I move to Mirlon, a superior
synthetic pad, in increasingly finer grits,
360; 1,500; and 2,500. Take firm, even

52

F I N E w o o d w o r k in g
COPYRIGHT 2021 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted. • Fine Woodworking #289 - MAY/JUN 2021

W289VD.indd 52

3/12/21 12:03 PM

strokes as you cover the whole surface.
Again, clean the surface completely
between grits with a shop towel. You’ll
notice the inherent abrasiveness of the
towel will bring up the shine slightly when
all the surface dust is gone.

add paste wax if desired
Dust off the
surface.
Especially at
this high level of
polish, stray dust
particles could
cause noticeable
scratches in the
panel.

Before using the finest-grit Mirlon,
remove the blue tape that protects the
edges. I then use firm, even strokes with
the Mirlon wrapped around a felt block.
It is especially important to rub out the
surface completely and firmly using the
blue towel and felt block afterward.
When you are happy with the flat surface
turn to molded edges. Use the same
Mirlon pads, this time wrapped around
a shaped sanding block. I use a foldedover paper towel tube here, but builder’s
insulation foam or a dowel wrapped
in paper towel work too. To work into
corners, back the Mirlon with a stiff card.
At this point you can stand back and
admire your work, or you can decide to
add a coat of paste wax. The wax does not
add much protection other than making
the surface slippery and scratch resistant,
but it will sometimes even out an uneven
sheen or even raise the sheen slightly.
You can always remove the wax with a
naphtha-soaked rag if you do not like it.
You can also rub back the sheen with
1,500-grit Mirlon.
—B.V.D.

Apply the wax. Add wax to the center of cheesecloth. By wrapping cheesecloth around a ball of
wax, you can apply it evenly. The wax heats up and seeps out with the friction of rubbing it onto the
panel. Apply the wax with a small, circular motion that travels along the grain.
Buff and polish.
Use a clean cloth
to buff the surface
out by beginning
with the same
circular motion,
and finishing with
long, straight
strokes. A lamb’s
wool buffing pad
brings the panel
to its final polish.
Again, travel with
the grain. Use
moderate, even
pressure.
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