
We’ve all had a flawless film-forming finish
become marred by a few dimples or craters.
Known as fisheyes, these blemishes persist
no matter how many coats of finish you
spray or brush on. Fisheyes aren’t a reflec-
tion of the way you applied the finish, but
rather the result of uneven surface tension
caused by impurities or open grain on the
wood’s surface. Fortunately, there are sev-
eral ways to deal with fisheyes, either by
preventing contamination of the wood or
by repairing the damage without stripping
and refinishing the surface completely.

Avoid fisheyes in the first place
The first line of defense against fisheyes lies
in correctly prepping surfaces. When using
a tack cloth, unfold it, lightly crumple it,
and wipe it gently over the dusty surface. If
you apply too much pressure on the cloth,
wax or resin is left on the surface, con-
tributing to fisheyes. Don’t use a tack cloth

impurities and the finish without adding
color. After this coat thoroughly dries, ap-
ply a very thin first coat of finish or sanding
sealer, which helps to even surface tension
further before additional coats are applied.

In the case of open-grain woods, filling
the grain prior to applying finish can even
up surface tension and reduce the possi-
bility of fisheyes. Apply a thin washcoat of
shellac and then use any commercially
available grain filler. It should be noted
that the use of grain filler will alter the

before applying a water-based finish be-
cause the slightest trace of wax will repel it.

Another precaution is to wear latex
gloves so as not to contaminate the work-
piece with oils from your hands, which
may interfere with finish adhesion. Sur-
faces that already have a coat of finish on
them are prone to fisheyes, especially if
you are applying a gloss finish. Flattening
or matting agents in satin and matte finishes
make them less susceptible to fisheyes.

You also can prevent fisheyes by apply-
ing a coat of super-blond shel-
lac (2-lb. cut), which acts as a
barrier between any surface
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What are they?
Fisheyes are craters
in the finish caused
by impurities on the
wood’s surface,
which create uneven
surface tension in 
the finish.

B Y  S E A N  C L A R K E

Tack lightly. Wax or resin from a tack
cloth may cause adhesion problems
with a finish, so when removing dust,
move the cloth gently over the surface.

Take great care in handling the workpiece. Wear gloves
to prevent oils in your skin from contaminating the work-
piece. Surfaces that already have been finished are particu-
larly prone to oil-induced fisheyes.

Seal with shellac. Brush or wipe on a
seal coat of super-blond shellac to create
a barrier between surface contaminants,
such as oil or wax, and the finish.

How to prevent fisheyes
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overall color of the piece slightly, as well
as emphasize the grain.

Getting rid of fisheyes
If, despite all of your efforts, fisheyes still
appear, there are several remedies to
choose from. 

Add fisheye reducer—Although not fool-
proof, one treatment is to use fisheye re-
ducer, a silicone liquid that slightly relaxes
the finish, allowing it to flow into prob-
lem areas and level them. Fisheye reducer
is sold at auto-parts stores, but make sure
the type of reducer is compatible with the
finish you are using. 

First sand the problem area lightly to
lessen the appearance of the craters. Then
add fisheye reducer to the next coat of fin-
ish. Reducer can be brushed or sprayed
on, but some people are leery of adding
fisheye reducer to their spray equipment
for fear of permanent silicone contamina-
tion. I’ve never found this to be a problem. 

Fill fisheyes and sand—Another method
of dealing with fisheyes is to use an artist’s
brush to drop unthinned sanding sealer in-
to the craters. When the sealer has cured,
sand the entire surface with 320-grit paper
before applying a second coat of finish.
This method is time-consuming, though,
and is best for small areas of fisheye.

Rub out fisheyes—By far the most reli-
able method for removing fisheyes is to
use a rubber identical to the one used in
French polishing. It consists of wadded
cotton cloth wrapped in a piece of cotton
bedsheet. Thin some of the finish you are
using by two-thirds with a compatible sol-
vent (i.e., paint thinner for varnish or
polyurethane, alcohol for shellac, or lac-
quer thinner for lacquer). You will not be
able to thin a water-based finish by this
amount. Soak the wadding in the finish,
squeeze out the excess, and then wrap it in
the cotton sheet. Glide the rubber over the
surface in straight strokes with the grain.
After several passes, the fisheyes begin to
fill, and the surface evens out. 

When you’re satisfied with the appear-
ance, let the surface cure and then lightly
sand it with 320-grit paper. You can apply
as many additional coats of finish as neces-
sary. I have never had fisheyes reappear on
subsequent coats with this method.           �
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Rub out the
fisheyes. Soak a

wad of cotton cloth in
thinned finish and wrap
it in a cotton bedsheet,
leaving the bottom 
wrinkle-free (inset).
Glide this rubber over
the surface to fill any
fisheyes with finish.
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Use a fisheye 
reducer. Adding a

few drops of fisheye re-
ducer to your finish will
let the finish flow into
and fill areas marred by
fisheyes.

1

Fill with sealer and sand flat. Use an
artist’s brush to fill the fisheyes with a

sanding sealer compatible with your finish. Sand
the filled areas until they are level with the sur-
rounding surfaces. 
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