
Stripping
Finishes
the Right Way

Stripping furniture is not one of the more pleasant tasks in
finishing. But the lure of finding spectacular wood buried
under layers of finish remains strong, so some folks jump

right into it, only to find more work than they imagined. As a re-
sult, the project often gets postponed or taken to a pro to finish
the job. I'm not going to tell you that stripping a finish is fun or
easy, but the process can be made bearable and efficient. To strip
furniture effectively, after you determine the type of finish that
you have to take off, it helps to know which stripper will work
best for the finish you want to remove.

Evaluate the finish
A simple series of tests with solvents will help you identify a
clear finish by a process of elimination. Keep in mind that furni-
ture that was painted was also often topcoated with shellac or
varnish. Start by placing a small puddle of denatured alcohol on
a horizontal surface and wait a couple of minutes. Then dab a
piece of facial tissue into the puddle (see the top photo on p. 82).
If the tissue sticks, the finish is shellac (which can be removed



The tissue test. You
can easily identify an
unknown clear finish
by dabbing it with dif-
ferent solvents and
testing each patch
with a piece of tissue
to see if it sticks.

easily with almost any stripper). If the tis-
sue doesn't stick, repeat the same test us-
ing lacquer thinner. If the tissue sticks, the
finish is probably nitrocellulose lacquer. If
neither alcohol nor lacquer thinner softens
the finish enough for the tissue to stick to
it, chances are the finish is a varnish.

Match the stripper to the job at hand
The strippers available on the retail market
can be divided into five categories, based
on the chemicals they contain. Manufactur-
ers must list chemical components that are
hazardous, so consumers can know exact-
ly what they are buying. As a general rule,
the level of hazard to you is an indicator of
how efficient the stripper is, meaning how
quickly it will work to remove a finish. And
if you have to strip the finish from vertical
surfaces, a paste or gel will stay put longer
than a runny liquid will.

Methylene chloride—Methylene chlo-
ride (see the photo at right) has been the
main ingredient in strippers for decades. It
is the fastest and most efficient stripper at
removing all types of finishes. Two big ad-
vantages are that methylene chloride is
nonflammable and works from the bottom
up, meaning that it penetrates and swells
the finish until it breaks free at the surface
of the wood and comes off easily (see the
bottom photo on p. 85). However, there is
a downside: Methylene chloride is a sus-

pected carcinogen, and it evaporates very
quickly, causing a rapid buildup of the va-
pors that affect the body's supply of oxy-
gen. For that reason, people with heart
problems are especially sensitive to such
exposures and should not use methylene-
chloride strippers.

A typical methylene-chloride stripper
contains about 75% methylene chloride.
The rest of the solution contains methyl al-

cohol to help the methylene chloride pen-
etrate faster; detergents to wet the surface
of the finish; and paraffin wax dissolved in
toluene to prevent the other solvents from
evaporating too quickly. Other than masks
that supply air from an outside source, no
standard respirators are rated to handle
methylene-chloride fumes. So the best

place to use the stripper is outdoors or in a
well-ventilated area.

Methanol, acetone, toluene (MAT)—
These strippers are often sold as "refinish-
ers" and are effective only on lacquer and
shellac finishes. MAT strippers (see the top
photo on p. 84) work from the top down
by dissolving the finish layer by layer, and
they work best when used with steel wool.
MAT strippers will not work very well on
paint, and they have hardly any effect on
varnishes. Because they evaporate quickly,
you must keep the surface saturated, or the
stripper will evaporate, and the finish will
reharden on the wood. Sometimes MAT
strippers contain a small amount of meth-
ylene chloride to give them some added
kick. The downside of these strippers is
that they are extremely flammable, so you
must use them in a well-ventilated area and
take the appropriate precautions. A stan-
dard cartridge-style respirator will proper-
ly filter the vapors, except for strippers
containing any methylene chloride.

N-methyl pyrrolidone (NMP)—This rel-
ative newcomer (see the top left photo on
p. 85) provides a safer alternative to strip-
pers containing methylene chloride. NMP
is toxic, but the vapors don't build up as
much as methylene chloride because the
solution evaporates more slowly. This
makes the stripper safer and keeps the sur-

Methylene chloride



Head to head, the results varied

I put four different kinds of chemical

strippers to the test on an old, painted

piano bench. Using the tissue test, I

found the top finish to be lacquer, but the

tests for the paint underneath were in-

conclusive, so I assumed it to be an oil-

based paint.

On one half of the benchtop, I applied two of the old stand-

bys—a standard, methylene-chloride stripper (Klean-Strip KS-3

Premium Stripper) and a liquid methanol, acetone, toluene

(MAT) stripper (Minwax Furniture Refinisher). On the other

half, I applied an n-methyl pyrrolidone (NMP) stripper (Peel

Away 7) and a dibasic ester (DBE) stripper (3M's Safest Strip-

per). All of the strippers were applied according to the instruc-

tions on the cans. At four different intervals—after 30 minutes,

one hour, three hours and six hours—I checked how well each

stripper removed the finish.

• The methylene-chloride stripper was the fastest acting of

the bunch. It blistered the finish almost immediately and got

most of the finish off before any of the other solutions did, but

it was ineffective at removing all of the paint from the open

pores of the wood the first time around. I had to apply another

layer and scrub the surface aggressively with a brass-bristled

brush. Even after a good scrubbing, some paint was still visible

in the pores.

• The MAT stripper removed the top layer of lacquer soon

after application but only by scrubbing the surface vigorously

with coarse steel wool. After that, the stripper removed only

some of the paint with very hard scrubbing. After about an

hour, the finish rehardened.

• The NMP stripper worked the best, but it took six hours.

When I removed the paper covering (which is supplied with

the stripper), the paint was completely liquefied, and it came

out of the pores easily with a light scrub using a brass-

bristled brush. At $65 per gallon, this

was the most expensive of the strippers

I tested. But if your time is worth

money, the labor savings may well

justify using it.

• The DBE stripper removed the top

layer of lacquer in 30 minutes, but after

six hours it still hadn't even softened the

paint. To be fair, I should point out that

the manufacturer suggests allowing 10 to

12 hours for multilayered finishes.

Before and after. The
author tested four cate-
gories and brands of
commonly available
strippers. He checked
and compared the re-
sults after 30 minutes,
one hour, three hours
and six hours.



Methanol, acetone, toluene (MAT)

face wet—and active—longer. NMP is ex-
pensive to manufacture, so makers often
add other chemicals, such as d-limonene
(billed on the label as a "citrus scent"), bu-
tyrolactone and dibasic esters (discussed
next). NMP strippers work on oil-based
and latex paints, polyurethane, shellac and
varnishes, and they're sometimes double
or triple the cost of other strippers.

Dibasic esters (DBE)—The name may
sound intimidating, but DBE is a generic

name for some of the same chemicals of-
ten found in hand cleaners (dimethyl adi-
pate, dimethyl glutarate and dimethyl
succinate are the most common ones).
DBE strippers (see the middle photo on
the facing page) work very slowly—slower
than all of the other kinds of strippers—but
they will remove just about any finish if
given enough soaking time.

The only stripper I know of in which the
main active ingredient is DBE is 3M's Safest
Stripper. This stripper also contains water,

so the manufacturer warns not to leave it
on veneered surfaces for too long.

Lye (sodium hydroxide)—Lye (see the
right photo on the facing page) will effec-
tively remove multiple layers of oil and ca-
sein (milk) paint. It's the main ingredient
used in the large dip tanks of commercial
refinishing shops. Unfortunately, lye will
discolor any tannin-rich wood (such as
oak), and it will swell the fibers, resulting in
a stringy surface if it's left on too long. It's

Tips for better stripping results
The most common problem with strippers emerges when you buy one that doesn't work with the finish you're

DO ALL OF YOUR REPAIR

WORK BEFORE STRIPPING

This includes regluing

joints, replacing broken
pieces of wood and regluing
veneer. Methylene-chloride
strippers contain wax,
which can make regluing af-
ter stripping difficult. Also,

the slowly evaporating sol-

vents in dibasic ester (DBE)

and n-methyl pyrrolidone

(NMP) strippers may pre-

vent glue from curing.

CARVINGS AND TURNINGS

HAVE TIGHT SPOTS

Gather together a bucket of

planer shavings. Smear
these shavings onto a wet
coat of stripper to help re-
move a finish from the re-
cessed nooks and crannies
in irregularly shaped sur-
faces (see the photo at

right). Use a dental pick or a

sharpened piece of wood to

get into tight spaces (see

the photo at far right). A

piece of twine will work on
turned details.



N-methyl pyrrolidone (NMP) Dibasic ester (DBE) Lye (sodium hydroxide)

cheap, and it's a good stripper to use on ar-
chitectural millwork that will be repainted.
Sodium and ammonium hydroxide (lye
and ammonia) are sometimes added to
methylene-chloride strippers to make
them more effective on paint. The discol-
oration caused by the reaction with tannins
can be difficult to remove, so I would nev-
er recommend these strippers—except as a
last resort—on wood that will get a clear
finish. And with lye in particular, you en-
counter a number of safety concerns.

Treat these chemicals with respect
All strippers should be treated as haz-
ardous, but some are more dangerous than
others. Regarding the buildup of fumes,
you can safely use NMP, DBE and lye-

based strippers indoors, but methylene-
chloride and MAT strippers should be ap-
plied only outdoors or in a well-ventilated
room. Goggles and gloves are a must with
any stripper. Any chemical-resistant glove
is suitable for use with strippers except
methylene chloride. There are only a few
kinds of gloves that will provide protection
against a methylene-chloride stripper for
more than 30 minutes, so it's best to avoid
direct contact with it, and use a putty knife
to scrape off the finish. Also, a good vapor
respirator will work with any stripper ex-
cept methylene chloride. As I mentioned
before, MAT strippers are extremely flam-
mable, so take care to avoid using these
near sparks or open flames.

Of all the chemical ingredients in all of

the strippers listed here, sodium hydrox-
ide, or lye, is by far the most dangerous. It
looks benign as a clear, watery fluid with
no discernible smell. But the 30% to 40%
concentration needed to strip paint is
enough to blind you or eat the skin off
your hand. When working with lye, you
need to wear heavy-duty rubber gloves, an
apron and a full-face shield.

And remember, any paint in the waste
sludge that you remove may contain lead.
You need to check your local hazardous-
waste codes to find out how to dispose of
any stripping waste properly.

Jeff Jewitt is a frequent contributor to Fine
Woodworking and the author of two books on
finishing published by the Taunton Press.

trying to remove. With that hurdle overcome, here are some tips that will help you achieve good results.

SOME WOODS DISCOLOR

Some woods may darken
slightly when used with

alkali-fortified, or lye-based

strippers. If this happens, a
wash with the "B" compo-
nent of a two-part wood
bleach—a strong hydrogen-
peroxide solution—should
remove the discoloration. If

it does not, wash the wood

with clean water and then
apply a solution of oxalic
acid dissolved in water.

PAINT CAN FOOL YOU

Except for that which has been applied
over a lacquer or shellac finish, paint is

the most difficult of all finishes to remove.

Scrape away a bit of the paint to see if

there's any shiny, clear finish underneath.
If there is, both methylene-chloride and
NMP strippers will work fine, and the
wood will strip cleanly. If there's not clear
finish under the paint, you'll have a prob-
lem with paint stuck in the pores. If

there's paint still left in the pores after
stripping the bulk of it, reapply the strip-

per and let it sit. Then use a brass-bristled
brush on the wood, scrubbing with the
grain to remove the last bits of paint.

LEARN TO WAIT

However long it takes, let the
stripper do the work. Patience is a
virtue with the slower strippers
like DBE and NMP, and you can

cover these with wax paper or
plastic sheets to make them work
more efficiently. Methylene-
chloride strippers will blister the
finish when they've broken it, so
wait until you see the telltale

bubbles (see the photo at left) be-
fore you start to scrape off the
gunk. Methanol, acetone, toluene

(MAT) strippers need to be kept
wet to be effective.
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