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Guitar finishing is an essential process that can significantly affect the aesthetics and durability of an
instrument. Whether you're crafting a guitar from scratch or refurbishing an old one, understanding the
finishing techniques is crucial for achieving a professional look and sound. This article will guide you
through the step-by-step process of guitar finishing, covering everything from preparation to the final

touches.

Understanding Guitar Finishing

Guitar finishing serves multiple purposes:

- Protection: It protects the wood from moisture, dirt, and wear.
- Aesthetics: A good finish enhances the visual appeal of the instrument.

- Tone: The finish can influence the guitar's tone and resonance.

There are various types of finishes, including lacquer, polyurethane, and oil. Each has its unique

characteristics, benefits, and drawbacks. Choosing the right finish can depend on personal preference,



desired aesthetics, and the type of wood used.

Tools and Materials Needed

Before diving into the finishing process, gather the necessary tools and materials:

Tools

- Sandpaper (various grits: 180, 320, 400, 600)

- Paint sprayer or spray cans (for lacquer or polyurethane)
- Brushes (for oil finishes)

- Buffing wheel (for polishing)

- Tack cloth or lint-free cloth

- Respirator mask and safety goggles

- Workbench and clamps

Materials

- Wood sealer (optional)
- Lacquer, polyurethane, or oil finish
- Thinner or solvent (for cleaning)

- Wood filler (if needed)

Step-by-Step Guitar Finishing Process

Step 1: Prepare the Guitar Body

The first step in the finishing process is to prepare the guitar body. Proper preparation is crucial for

achieving a smooth and even finish.

1. Sanding: Start with coarser sandpaper (around 180 grit) to smooth out any rough spots. Gradually move to
finer grits (320, 400, and finally 600) to achieve a polished surface. Sand in the direction of the wood grain

to avoid scratches.



2. Cleaning: After sanding, clean the surface thoroughly. Use a tack cloth or a lint-free cloth to remove dust

and debris. This prevents imperfections in the finish.

3. Inspecting: Check for any imperfections such as dents, scratches, or blemishes. If needed, apply wood

filler to repair these areas and sand again once it dries.

Step 2: Applying Sealer (Optional)

Applying a wood sealer can be beneficial, especially for porous woods. It helps to create a barrier that

prevents the finish from soaking into the wood too deeply.

1. Choose the Right Sealer: Select a compatible sealer for your chosen finish. Water-based sealers work well

with lacquer, while oil-based ones pair nicely with oil finishes.

2. Application: Use either a brush or a spray method to apply the sealer. Ensure even coverage and avoid

drips. Allow it to dry according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

3. Sanding Again: Once the sealer is dry, lightly sand the surface with fine sandpaper (600 grit) to ensure a

smooth base for the finish.

Step 3: Choosing the Right Finish

The choice of finish can dramatically affect the final look and feel of the guitar. Here are some common

options:

- Lacquer: Popular for its quick drying time and high gloss. It can be repaired easily and offers a hard
protective layer.

- Polyurethane: Known for its durability and resistance to scratches and moisture. It can be more
challenging to repair than lacquer.

- Oil Finish: Provides a natural look and feel, enhancing the wood grain. However, it requires more

frequent reapplication.

Step 4: Applying the Finish

1. Preparation: Ensure your workspace is clean and well-ventilated. Set up your paint sprayer or prepare

your spray cans according to the manufacturer's instructions.

2. First Coat: Apply the first coat of your chosen finish. For lacquer or polyurethane, hold the sprayer or



can about 6-8 inches away from the surface and apply in thin, even layers. For oil finishes, use a brush to

apply a liberal amount and spread it evenly.

3. Drying Time: Allow the first coat to dry completely. This may take anywhere from 30 minutes to

several hours, depending on the type of finish and environmental conditions.

4. Sanding Between Coats: Once the first coat is dry, lightly sand the surface with fine sandpaper (600 grit).

This helps to create a smooth surface for the next layer.

5. Repeat: Apply additional coats of the finish (usually 2-5 coats depending on the desired depth and gloss).

Remember to sand lightly between each coat.

Step 5: Final Sanding and Buffing

Once you have achieved the desired number of coats and the finish is fully dry, it's time for the final

sanding and buffing.

1. Final Sanding: Use very fine sandpaper (800-1000 grit) to sand the final coat lightly. This step is crucial

for removing any imperfections and preparing the surface for polishing.
2. Cleaning: Wipe down the surface with a tack cloth to remove any dust created during sanding.

3. Buffing: Use a buffing wheel or a soft cloth to polish the surface gently. This step enhances the shine and
brings out the depth of the finish.

Step 6: Letting It Cure

After buffing, it's essential to allow the finish to cure fully. Curing times can vary based on the type of

finish used:

- Lacquer: Typically cures in 2-4 weeks.
- Polyurethane: Can take 30 days or more.

- Oil Finish: May require several days to a week.

During this time, avoid exposing the guitar to extreme temperatures or humidity, which can affect the
finish.



Tips for a Successful Finish

- Work in a Dust-Free Environment: Dust can settle on wet finish, causing imperfections. Consider
working in a controlled environment.

- Practice on Scrap Wood: If you're new to finishing, practice on scrap pieces of wood to familiarize yourself
with the application technique.

- Patience is Key: Rushing the process can lead to mistakes. Spend the time needed for each step to ensure a

beautiful finish.

Conclusion

Guitar finishing is a detailed process that requires patience, skill, and the right materials. By following these
steps, you can achieve a professional-looking finish that enhances the beauty and longevity of your
instrument. Whether you choose lacquer, polyurethane, or oil, the right approach will protect your guitar
and make it a joy to play. Remember that each guitar is unique, and the finishing process is an opportunity

to express your personal style and craftsmanship.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the first step in guitar finishing?

The first step in guitar finishing is to prepare the wood surface by sanding it to a smooth finish using

progressively finer grits of sandpaper.

Why is grain filling important in guitar finishing?

Grain filling is important because it helps to create a smooth surface by filling the pores of the wood,

preventing the finish from sinking into the grain and ensuring a more even application.

What types of finishes can be used on a guitar?

Common types of finishes for guitars include nitrocellulose lacquer, polyurethane, shellac, and oil finishes,

each offering different aesthetic and protective qualities.

How do I apply lacquer to my guitar?

To apply lacquer, use a spray gun to apply thin, even coats, allowing each coat to dry completely before

lightly sanding and applying the next layer, typically needing several coats for depth.



What is the purpose of sanding between finish coats?

Sanding between finish coats is to create a mechanical bond between layers, ensuring that the next coat

adheres properly and helps to eliminate imperfections and dust.

How do I know when to stop sanding during the finishing process?

You should stop sanding when the surface feels smooth to the touch and visually shows no scratches or

roughness, usually when the wood grain is filled and the surface is consistent.

What are the safety precautions I should take during guitar finishing?

Safety precautions include working in a well-ventilated area, wearing a respirator mask, gloves, and

goggles, and avoiding open flames as many finishes are flammable.

How long should I wait between applying finish coats?

You should typically wait between 24 to 48 hours between applying finish coats, but this can vary based on

the type of finish and environmental conditions.

What is polishing and when should it be done?

Polishing is the final step in the finishing process, done after the last coat has cured fully, to enhance the

gloss and smoothness of the finish using polishing compounds.

Can I apply a finish over an existing finish?

Yes, you can apply a new finish over an existing one, but it is essential to sand the existing finish

thoroughly to ensure proper adhesion and to test compatibility.
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