




STEP 4 TOPCOAT Apply three to four coats of clear finish 
to protect the wood and to enhance its tones. Fill the nail holes after the first 
coat. If you fill them before the wood is sealed, the filler will penetrate the pores 
around the holes, creating a smudged look. Sand between each coat with fine 
sandpaper, and rub down the surface with a tack cloth between coats.

Pore-O-Pac (www.behlen.co.uk) once we’re 
done staining. Grain filler produces a smooth 
surface and is often used on fine furniture 
and musical instruments. Whether we end 
the coloring process with stain or grain 
filler, we wait at least 18 to 24 hours before  
applying the finish coats.

Topcoats serve many purposes

Topcoats protect. They also affect the over-
all feel and final look of the wood. Products 
like teak oil, furniture oil, or Danish oil cre-
ate a natural look. They highlight the grain, 
but because they soak into the wood, natural 
finishes don’t leave a durable film that pro-
tects the surface. Use them for projects that 
won’t be exposed to much sunlight or wear 
and tear. Oil finishes are typically brushed 
on, then wiped off with a rag, so they’re easy 
to work with. 

Film-forming finishes create a hard,  
durable surface and a lens that allows light to 
accent color and grain. The most commonly 
used film-forming finishes include varnish, 
shellac, polyurethane, and lacquer, which 
I’m applying here. Two-part conversion 
finishes are available, but they’re difficult to 
apply and typically are used on production 
cabinetry and furniture. 

Each of the film finishes I mentioned is 
available in waterborne and solvent-based 
formulations. To protect wood from alcohol, 
water, and ultraviolet (UV) light, we typi-
cally use varnish or a conversion finish with 
UV-blockers. For a durable finish that comes 
close to an antiqued look, choose lacquer or 
shellac. And, as you guessed, the most com-
monly used hand-applied finish is polyure-
thane. It doesn’t spray well, so we don’t use it 
often. We like to use lacquer because it is easy 
to spray and dries quickly.

We prefer to spray clear coats because spray-
ing produces the smoothest finish. Spraying 
also allows us to apply thin layers so that it’s 
easy to fix problems that present themselves 
after the first coat. We can sand down the 
initial thin layer to fix a stain blemish that 
we missed, and we can blend the clear finish 
around that area when we’re done. Despite 
the great working conditions and projects, 
there always seems to be something that 
needs a little extra attention. �

Tim Leahy is a finish foreman for restora-
tion contractor and builder Kirby Perkins 
Construction in Newport, R.I. Photos by 
Chris Ermides.

A properly applied spray finish gives a 
furniturelike quality to this library. The 
first coat of precatalyzed lacquer makes  
the wood come to life. When spraying 
lacquer or any other finish, maintain a wet 
edge at all times. Safe working conditions 
require good ventilation, a respirator, and a 
Tyvek suit. 

Brushed-on polyurethane is a great choice, 
too. Always use a high-quality brush. Also, 
thin the first coat with mineral spirits or 
naphtha for a base layer void of brush 
marks. Then follow with two coats straight 
from the can. Make sure the area and the air 
are clean so that dust doesn’t settle on the 
surface as the polyurethane dries.

Last-minute touch-up. I like to fill 
imperfections and nail holes after 
the first topcoat so that the putty 
matches the wood tone exactly. 
Force the material into the hole; 
then wipe it clean. You might 
need to mix two or three colors to 
match various tones in the piece. 

Scuff each coat for the smoothest result.  
Use 400- or 600-grit sandpaper, 0000 steel 
wool, or fine Scotch-Brite pads to remove 
dust nibs and to prepare the surface for 
subsequent topcoats. Be careful not to 
sand through the clear coat and remove 
stain around profile edges.
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