
FABRIC DECOUPAGE ON FURNITURE

Here are the supplies you will need (beyond the fabrics and the sanded and cleaned furniture piece):

1. Rotary board and rotary cutter and/or a VERY sharp pair of scissors for cutting your fabrics
2. A craft knife with advancing, renewable blade
3. Measuring tape, metal rulers of various lengths, a long straight edge for cutting fabrics.
4. PVA Glue (preferably "PARFIX", from Bunnings, but other PVA Glue should work. I admit 

to brand loyalty, here).  Dilute the glue to 7 parts glue : 1 part water.  Each person will 
need as much as 2-6 cups of glue mixture, depending on the size of the piece, how dry the 
wood is, how many different fabrics are being applied, etc. Note: some 
carpenter/construction grade PVA's are too thick and gooey to use; they often have a cream 
color or off-white appearance.  Adding water doesn't seem to dilute them properly so avoid 
them if you can.

5. Drop clothes (this can get messy and PVA dries hard and unremovable on carpets! It can 
sometimes be peeled off or washed off of hard surfaces, though).  I wipe up any PVA that is 
still wet, immediately!

6. Ample sized bowl for the glue
7. At least 3 paint brushes; for the glue; the water-based polyurethane; and the oil-based 

polyurethane.
8. Wetted hand towels at your work-station for wiping your hands, which you will do often 

because you are spreading a final layer of glue and searching, (using tactility) with the flat of 
your palm, for air bubbles or wrinkles once you've applied the fabric. Any dried glue flakes 
on your hands will stick to your piece while you are working: a no-no.  You will also be 
wiping your cutting devices should you cut the fabric when glue has been applied.

9. Cheap masking tape and a marker (this requirement is possibly optional; if you have a tricky 
area that may need a template, layer the tape over the area and overlapping the tape onto 
itself- make a tape covering of the area and then make a marker outline of the tricky area 
onto the tape.  Lift the markered tape off and lay as flatly as possible on your fabric and cut 
around the marker outline.  I only do this for really weird areas like cabriole feet or a 
difficult curvature)  or when I want a specific pattern of fabric happening in a certain way. I 
promise this isn't hard!  Just methodical. 

10.Wattyl's Speed Gloss Polyurethane.  This is a water-based polyurethane and probably the 
most important step.  You will need to apply 2 coats of this PRIOR to any oil-based 
polyurethane you select. Don't even think of skimping on this step, experience has been the 
painful but helpful teacher...  2 coats will avoid any 'seep-through' of the oil-based 
polyurethane.  If you don't do 2 coats you run the risk of a oil stain on your fabric if there are 
any areas that did not have perfect glue adhesion.

11.Wattyl's Polyurethane: This is an oil-based polyurethane and can be either Satin or High 
Gloss, whichever you prefer for the final appearance.  Gloss is amazing but sometimes the 
lack of shine really makes the fabric look painted onto the piece. 

12.Very fine, high-grit sandpaper (240-400 grit) for optional sanding when you have 6-8 layers 
of oil-based polyurethane applied.  A thorough sanding (a good clean with turps) and then a 
final coat or two of oil-based polyurethane will give that painted appearance.

LET”S BEGIN...

Once your piece is sanded, cleaned with turpentine and dry (comfortable temperature - not hot or 
cold). You have your drop clothes down, a chair to sit on while you ponder and rest during this 
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creative process, plenty of room to move and work around your piece, maybe some music 
playing...  create an environment conducive to creative forces.

Cutting the fabrics:

Decide where you want the fabrics. You have to think about this because some overlapping is 
going to happen and you need to ensure that if you have lighter fabrics with darker fabrics that the 
darker fabric overlaps the lighter (otherwise you will see through the lighter fabric and see the 
overlap which will look hokey.) This might not be a problem if the fabrics are the same weight and 
opaqueness. 

Jump in and start measuring (perfection is NOT necessary but a general closeness in shape to the 
area is).  

Do overlap where you can- I mean this:  Let's imagine I was working on a square chair leg and 
wanted to cover the two inside faces of the leg with one fabric and the two outside faces of the leg 
with another fabric.  I decide my lighter fabric is going on the inside faces (so I purposely cut it to 
overextend the edges of the front two faces of the chair leg).  Now I cut (sharply and unfrayed) my 
darker fabric as closely to the shape of the 2 outer faces of the leg.  Think about the appearance of 
the piece, constantly.  You might decide to cover three faces of the square leg with one fabric and 
only one face with another...  See what I mean?  You must imagine what you want to SEE on the 
piece.  What will you actually be looking at when the fabric is finally applied?  Look carefully 
at my website photos... look at the details, that is what makes the piece.  Precision to the detail in 
the application of the fabric will be what makes your piece an heirloom.

That will probably take around 4-6 hours. (The devil is in the details and the delicious fun comes in 
after that is taken care of).  This is normally an 8 hour class and most people don't get to gluing their 
fabrics on to the piece until about noon - 1 o'clock.  This is supposed to be a creative journey and 
not just about how quickly a piece comes together.  Enjoy the process and the excitement of what 
you are creating, ok?

You have your pieces cut out and you know the way you want to put them on (you have planned the 
order based on fabric weight and light/dark layering).

Gluing:

Now you know what is going where, fabric-wise.  The last fabric pieces applied to the furniture 
should be the ones with  the most pristinely sharp edges.  Here is how to glue:  You are going to 
generously (but not soppingly-) paint glue onto the surface you want to apply the fabric to- if the 
wood is dry it is going to absorb and soak in a bit so compensate for that and still have enough glue 
on the surface for the fabric to grab.  Now lay the dry fabric (make sure it is right side up and 
pattern is positioned correctly to the wood) onto the wetted glue area. Using your hands, spread the 
fabric out, starting from the center and work toward the edges.  Put some glue on your paintbrush 
and working from the center outward, paint the fabric down with a small amount of glue (not so 
much glue that the fabric is sliding around!  That would be too much glue), just enough glue to 
work any air bubbles out and get a smooth surface.  I use the paintbrush and I use the flat of my 
hands.  I sometimes close my eyes and just feel for a flat surface and feel for air bubbles/wrinkles. 
At best; the fabric is positioned, free of wrinkles and air bubbles.  At worst:  lift the fabric off (try 
not to stretch it) and reapply the glue, if need be, and put the fabric on again.  You have the time, so 
don't hurry.  

Remember, it is water-based glue and you are a creative force.  You are in control: not the fabric, 
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not the glue, You.  You need to focus but you don't need to hurry.

Gluing the fabric is sometimes the full 8 hour experience (or more!).  Your investment in the 
creative process is whatever it needs to be and shouldn't be about "time:".  I look at every piece I 
have ever created as a potential heirloom because I am investing a piece of "me".  Your piece could 
still be here in 100 years: therefore a part of you will be there to!  What will that say about your 
creative force?

Polyurethaning:

Once the gluing is finished and the piece is dry (summer-time that can be a few hours; winter-time 
it would be more like a day) and you have used your craft knife to cut any hanging threads or fabric 
that is extemporaneous (like near feet edges) you can begin the polyurethane process.  

Apply a generous (but not globby or sopping coat) of water-based polyurethane (this prevents the 
oil-based polyurethane from affecting the dyes/pattern of your fabrics and also 'seep-through' which 
will appear as an oil stain if you omit the water-based polyurethane).  Trust me on this. I have learn 
this the hard way.  Invested enormous creative effort and then tried to short cut! 
AAARRRGGGHHH...

You will be applying 2 coats of water-based polyurethane.  Ensure your piece is TOTALLY 
dry between coats (2-6 hours minimum drying time).

Here are a few hints for this step.  Make sure you are focused and not distracted during this step.  
Don't apply this on a day that is really hot and NEVER in direct sunlight.  This stuff dries very 
quickly when the temperatures are warm and I take the most care during warm summer days 
because sometimes, the polyurethane will make gummy little areas on my piece due to it starting to  
congeal in the bristles of my paintbrush - even though my paintbrush appears 'wet' to me.  If that 
happens STOP, immediately and quickly, wash your brush out with water and leave the brush damp 
(not wet), go back and reapply more polyurethane.  If you see globby bits on your piece, try to 
smooth them out as best as possible (swearing helps you feel better in this instance) and hope that it 
dries clear- most times it will. MOST of the TIME.

Now, both coats of water-based poly are on the piece and it is dry.  You can cover with a drop cloth 
and wait until spring (warm, windless weather) to apply the oil-based polyurethane.  If you have a 
place that is ventilated, warm (18C or higher) and dry, by all means apply your polyurethane!   I 
apply 3 coats in 24 hours if the temperature is warm enough.  1 coat every 8 hours, 3 times and then 
I wait at least 3 days (oil-based polyurethane needs to 'harden', it out-gasses fumes even though to 
you it may seem dry. If you rush this step you could get air bubbles in your polyurethane- 
experience is such a powerful teacher so don't rush this, either)  before applying another 3 coats in 
the same time fashion.  If you want a super-smooth appearance (gloss or satin) here, after 6-8 coats 
of oil-based polyurethane, is where you will sand your piece with around 240-400 grit sandpaper, 
clean well with turps and apply 1-2 final coats of polyurethane. Whew.  It looks fantastic!

Just a few more side notes:Take the time to fill gaps, glue rickety joints, remove hardware, fill 
cracks or holes with builder's bog, pound in nails and fill those nail head indents with bog and do 
that final sand and clean, before you begin the fabric steps. It is so worth these details.

I didn't know where to put this but it is an application hint.  When I do the faces of dresser drawers 
(I never allow fabric on the sides of a drawer or the inner sides of the dresser; the drawers won't 
shut and the polyurethane will make the drawer too "tight").  I will apply the fabric to the face and 
if there is any overhang (which can be good) I allow it (the overhang)to dry, not stuck down to the 
dresser and cut it off, in long straight lines, with a craft knife, once it's dry.  This gives a nice 
straight edge and no issues for polyurethane or drawer closure.  Sometimes I do this on chairs or 
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other pieces.  Just know that if you have the desire for clean lines in a particular place you can do 
this.  Let the overhang dry and cut it off with a flexible craft knife edge.  My craft knife is my ally 
when I want straight lines and I can't be bothered with perfect measurements.

What about round edges and curves? Let's say there is a rounded edge to my piece and when I lay 
the fabric on it, it won't lay flat and it leaves a wrinkle or fold of fabric. Just make a perpendicular,  
clean, unfrayed cut (you can use your craft knife here and do this when the fabric is already wet 
with glue and applied to the furniture) into the fabric where the wrinkle was and overlap the cut 
edges (neatly and carefully).  Wrinkles are never acceptable and shouldn't be allowed.  Imagine the 
globby, hokey mess if we just left folds in the fabric and then polyurethaned (I'd be horrified)! 
Sometimes a cut won't be good enough and you may have to carefully remove (with your sharp 
scissors) a small triangle of fabric to get the correct lay of the fabric onto the furniture.

Here is my advice about table or dresser top corners.  Picture a table top with square corners.  How 
do we get a neat appearance at those corners?  I apply the top fabric piece, glue it down and then 
work at the corners like this: I work out all the air bubbles and wrinkles, smooth everything down 
(keep the glue damp at the corners so you can work them when you get there). Once the top fabric 
is in place and glued, I work toward each corner.  At each corner I make a mitered cut by pinching 
the excess fabric right at the corner into the corner and using really sharp scissors make a cut (the 
craft knife is not the correct choice here, trust me). The cut should be a diagonal and removes a 
triangle shaped piece of fabric.  Now it should lay flat nicely, coming together right at the corner.

Last helpful hint:  sometimes old pieces of furniture have stains or tannin in the wood, even after 
sanding and cleaning.  When applying the PVA glue, that remaining stain or tannin can leach 
through the glue and into your gorgeous fabric (again, swearing is so appropriate in this case). 
Sometimes you won't notice it until after the fabric has dried.  If you suspect your wood might do 
this you can paint a generous amount of glue onto the wood and test it (does the glue turn yellow or 
discolor in any way before it dries?) If it does, wipe the glue off and let the wood dry (it's PVA so 
don't worry if you don't get it completely off).  To counter this staining thing (Yes! There is a way to 
beat this nasty discoloration) find 100% white cotton old sheets and decoupage that down before 
applying your beloved fabric.  It works and it is unnoticeable!  All the technique of fabric 
decoupage still applies even to the boring sheeting so be a stickler about it as if it was your top 
fabric.  I only ever do this if my fabrics have a lot of white or off-white background that would 
show the staining.
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