
Water & Alcohol Stains 
 

This is a common issue in furniture restoration, and the difficulty a restorer faces in 
removing water or alcohol stains depends primarily on how deeply the liquid has 
penetrated the furniture's finish and the underlying wood. 

 

Here is a breakdown of the key factors that can make a stain permanent or extremely 
difficult to remove: 

 

1. Depth of Penetration 

The most critical factor is how far the stain has travelled: 

Shallow/Surface Stains (Often Removable): 

 

Appearance: Usually appears as a white or cloudy ring (often 
called a "blush" or "watermark"). 

 

Cause: In these cases, the moisture (water or the water content in alcohol) is trapped 
within the top protective finish (like lacquer or shellac), causing it to turn opaque or hazy. 

 

Restoration: These are the easiest to fix. A restorer can often use gentle heat (like a 
controlled hairdryer or iron) or chemical techniques (like denatured alcohol on a shellac 
finish) to draw the moisture out or re-amalgamate (soften and re-harden) the finish. 

 



Deep Stains (Difficult or Permanent): 

 

Appearance: Appears as a dark brown or black spot/ring. 

 

Cause: The liquid has completely compromised and 
passed through the protective finish and is now in direct 
contact with the actual wood fibers below. 

 

Restoration: Once the stain reaches the wood, it often causes a chemical reaction, 
particularly with the tannins naturally present in the wood (especially oak and mahogany). 
This reaction can turn the affected area dark (the black spots are essentially iron tannate, 
similar to ink). Removing this requires much more intensive work: 

 

Stripping: The entire finish must be removed. 

 

Bleaching: Chemical wood bleaches, often based on oxalic acid, must be applied 
specifically to the stained area to lighten the discolored wood fibers. This is a delicate 
process, as it can lighten the wood to a degree that makes it difficult to match the 
surrounding area perfectly. 

 

Refinishing: If the bleach is successful, the wood must then be stained (if necessary) and 
an entirely new finish applied. If the stain is too deep, bleaching may not completely work 
without damaging the wood's structural integrity or grain. 

 



2. Type of Finish 

The finish dictates how easily the stain can penetrate and how the restorer can treat it: 

 

Shellac and Lacquer: These finishes are susceptible to both water and alcohol, as alcohol 
is the solvent for shellac and a very strong solvent for lacquer. A spill can quickly dissolve 
or soften the finish, allowing the liquid to reach the wood or trapping moisture that causes 
cloudiness. 

 

Varnish or Polyurethane: These plastic-like finishes are generally more resistant. However, 
if the finish is old, cracked, or scratched, the liquid can still seep through and cause deep 
damage. 

 

3. Alcohol's Solvent Effect 

Alcohol (ethanol, methanol, or isopropyl alcohol) is a powerful solvent for certain wood 
finishes, particularly shellac. 

 

When alcohol spills, it doesn't just introduce water; it actively melts and removes the 
protective finish itself. This leaves the underlying wood completely exposed and 
vulnerable, accelerating the development of a dark, deep stain. The damage is a 
combination of chemical stripping and water staining. 

 

In summary, a furniture restorer cannot always remove a stain because dark, deep stains 
indicate the original protective layer has been breached, and the actual wood fibers have 
been chemically discolored, requiring a costly, risky, and time-consuming full refinishing 
process that may not yield a perfect result if the damage is extensive. 

 


