



[image: ]





THE UPHOLSTERER’S HANDBOOK

[image: ]




[image: ]


Nicole Fulton with Stuart Weston

THE UPHOLSTERER’S HANDBOOK

MITCHELL BEAZLEY


The Upholsterer’s Handbook

Previously published in hardback as New Upholstery

by Nicole Fulton with Stuart Weston

First published in Great Britain in 2004

by Mitchell Beazley, an imprint of Octopus Publishing Group Ltd,

Endeavour House, 189 Shaftesbury Avenue,

London, WC2H 8JY

Copyright © Octopus Publishing Group Ltd 2004, 2012

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publishers.

ISBN: 9781784723798

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

Publishing Director Stephanie Jackson

Senior Executive Editor Anna Sanderson

Executive Art Editor Auberon Hedgecoe

Art Director Vivienne Brar

Designer Colin Goody

Photographer Roger Dixon

Illustrator Carolyn Jenkins

Project Editors Karen Hemingway, Catherine Emslie, Stephanie Milner

Copy Editor Jo Weeks

Picture Researcher Jenny Faithfull, Giulia Hetherington

Proofreader Lara Maiklem

Indexer Hilary Bird

Production controller Gary Hayes, Sarah Kramer

Set in Gill Sans


introduction

This book explores individual styles and shapes of furniture, focusing on reupholstering them in innovative and non-traditional ways. Taking vintage, period, and more modern pieces of furniture, The Upholsterer’s Handbook aims to transform each piece, giving it a new lease of life. Rather than consider more traditional fabrics such as chintzes, florals, and tapestries, The Upholsterer’s Handbook indulges in the great choice of fabulous contemporary fabrics now available. A late nineteenth-century button-back chair is reupholstered in a warm, taupe wool, a balloon-back chair is reupholstered in sensuous pony skin, and an original Arts and Crafts chair is reupholstered in bold cream and chocolate brown geometric patterned silk. New pieces of furniture are also introduced, simple round footstools upholstered in two different treatments, headboards and screens are made from scratch and covered in sumptuous, vibrant fabrics, and vintage pieces such as an original G Plan chair are stripped of their old velour and recovered in soft, pebble-coloured leather.

There are now a great many fabric styles to choose from and be inspired by. The Upholsterer’s Handbook looks at a selection of the more contemporary fabrics, considering colour, texture, and patterns and suggests different ways of combining these. The overall shape and style of a piece of furniture is also discussed, looking at how best to bring out the character in a piece using different fabrics. Trimmings and finishes are considered, showing how a simple trimming can change the whole look of a piece. Choosing the right fabric, whether it is sumptuous velvet, plain linen, wool, or cowhide, can transform a piece, giving it a very different look.

Sourcing interesting and beautiful furniture is also covered, concentrating on what to look for in a piece, including the shape of leg, the quality of the show wood, and its overall character.

Upholstery is both a practical skill and an art form that has developed over the centuries. It continues to evolve as new working materials and new techniques are introduced. This book provides substantial practical information on the traditional methods but also focuses on some more modern techniques where appropriate. Typically a period piece of furniture is best upholstered using traditional methods such as hand-stitched stuffing and using a hammer and tacks, thereby maintaining the integrity and value of the piece. However, with more modern pieces of furniture it makes more sense to use up-to-date upholstery practices and materials, such as staples instead of tacks. Some of the more modern tools such as the staple gun have transformed the practice of upholstery, saving time and in some cases allowing for greater accuracy; however, the traditional methods remain a skill and art form in themselves. Different upholstery tools and materials and how to use them are also discussed.
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The appeal of this Deco-style chair, lies in the simplicity of its lines and the combination of textures. The wooden arms have a wonderful shape and their hand-polished finish contrasts well with the matt texture of the soft leather upholstery.

The basic techniques section covers the practical side of upholstery, taking you through the fundamental techniques and also some of the more complex ones. The main section of the book – upholstered furniture – deals with how to reupholster a good cross section of different styles and types of furniture, focusing on techniques that are relevant to particular pieces, such as deep buttoning a late nineteenth-century chair and how to apply double piping to a French chair. Cross references to other projects and the techniques section, as well as materials and tools, ensure that each project is easy to master.
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Although the upholstery on this chair, needs to be completely rebuilt, the wooden frame is in good condition with well proportioned and elegant arms, making it well worth the time and effort to upholster.

If you are a beginner, start with the basic techniques, working your way up to more complex skills. Provide yourself with a workspace, or better still a dedicated workshop. You will find that creating the right environment to work in, with sufficient space, and having the appropriate tools readily available will help you enjoy the art of upholstery and improve your technique more quickly.

Patience, accuracy, and an eye for detail are vital foundations of good upholstery. It is important to build a sound framework right from the beginning so that the finished piece is both sturdy and well made. Achieving the right shape and overall proportions is paramount. It should become a habit to continually stand back from your work to check the shapes you are forming are round and well balanced.

Take your time over each piece of furniture, appreciating the satisfaction of creating rolled edges and perfectly shaped mounds of padding. Imagine each chair, sofa, or stool as a work of art to which you are adding your own skill, detail, and interpretation. Each piece is an evolving landscape, enjoy!


tools, materials, and finishes

[image: ]



sourcing furniture

Whether you are looking for a specific style or piece of furniture or just waiting for something special to catch your eye, there is a great deal of choice – from curvaceous chaises longues to elegant club chairs, from original Arts and Crafts-styled chairs to exquisite wooden framed French chairs, from 1970s vintage furniture to petite footstools. Hunting out interesting pieces of furniture can be exciting and hugely rewarding. There is a variety of places to look for interesting furniture, including auction houses, local and international antique markets, junk shops, dedicated antique shops, and classified sections of specialist magazines and local newspapers and, of course, the Internet. This has a growing number of websites devoted to second hand and period furniture, specialist antique shops, and online auctions – the suppliers section at the back of the book details some helpful listings. Many auction houses now also have their forthcoming stock listed and sometimes on view on their websites, a few days before the actual auction; this gives you an idea of what will be on sale, saving both time and energy, although ultimately seeing the piece in the flesh remains the best way to ascertain its worth and character.
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These two 1920s club chairs, in orange vinyl with bun feet, have been well maintained over the years, but now both are in great need of revitalising.

When looking for a piece of furniture, consider first how you will be using it. For example, if it is a chair, will it be put to practical use as an every day item or is it intended for more decorative use and therefore not frequently used, such as the Arts and Crafts chair on page 84. Functionality versus practicality must be considered in all cases. All chairs are made for sitting on but differ in their uses and therefore in how they are constructed. If you are choosing something as a first upholstery project, it is a good idea to take this into account, perhaps starting with something simple. Dining chairs, salon chairs, and side chairs, for instance, are intended for relatively short stays only, which is reflected in their make-up – they have comparatively little in way of stuffing – whereas arm chairs, which are intended to be sat in for longer periods, are typically made with springs and a greater amount of stuffing thus making them a more complex project to work on.
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An original deco chair, although requiring restoration work, reveals much potential in its overall shape and wooden arms and legs.

Having found a piece of furniture that is appealing, consider its overall character, shape, and style. Does it have good, well-balanced proportions, is it open and generous, what, if any, is the detailing like, and is it comfortable? This is especially important with chairs: coming home to a chair is like coming home to a friend, it will always be there so it is important that you make the right choice. Next, take a look at the legs as these can greatly affect the look of a piece of furniture. Do they have well balanced, fine turnings, what kind of wood are they, are the back legs straight or elegantly splayed? If the chair has castors, are they original? Take time to study a piece of furniture before buying it, making sure that it is intact and of sound structure. Where possible, check that all the parts are original – do not be afraid to turn it upside down to examine the framework. Look for woodworm holes, if they are present, check to see whether the worm is still active (active holes may have small powder marks around them or powder may come out when you turn the item on its side and tap it). Avoid active woodworm. If you decide to buy a piece that has evidence of woodworm take it to a wood restorer for treatment. Make sure the whole frame is treated and not just the wood that can be seen.
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This elegant 19th century balloon-backed dining chair, required only plain covering to bring out the fine detail in the wood and shape of the chair back and legs. the underside or back leg of a piece, thus adding to the authenticity and consequently the potential value of a piece.

The wood on a piece of furniture can contribute hugely to its character and is sometimes the main attraction. If the wood is in poor condition, for example if it has scratches or indent marks or has been painted over, consider taking the piece to a specialist restorer who can either make good any bad knocks or scratches, or strip the wood back to its natural state and repolish it by hand; the results can be very rewarding. The Deco chair on page 11 clearly needed work, especially as the join in one of the arms had become separated, however, it was still worth restoring. Once the arm was repaired with a near invisible join, all the wood was then stripped back and repolished by hand, giving an end result of a dark and rich finish. The chair back was reupholstered in a fine brown horsehair and the seat in brown suede, suede piping was used to define each of the three panels on the back and also around the front and side panels – the result was quite elegant and stunning.

The original 1930s leather chair on page 13 still had much character, the plain wooden arms complementing the leather and the row of studs accentuating the curve in the arms. During restoration the wooden arms were repolished, they developed a richer, more interesting patina and became a key feature of the chair. A soft tan leather, not dissimilar to the original was chosen to reupholster the chair, which in time would gain character. The elegant, late nineteenth-century balloon-back chair (left) showed great potential because its woodwork was so beautiful. The frame was quite fine and there were leaf carvings around the chair back and wonderfully shaped legs. A plain material was used in the upholstery – honey-coloured pony skin with a single line of antique finish studs – allowing the detail in the chair and the shape of the chair to become the main attraction.

The first impression of the club chairs (on page 10) was that they were rather crude in their plastic vinyl covering and large, outdated castors. However, their shape and proportions were appealing with simple, shaped front uprights and deep, generous seats. They were originally sold as a pair, one is in fact slightly smaller than the other as it is intended as a ladies chair while the other was made for a gentleman. The chairs were transformed by removing the old castors, polishing the bun feet, adding generous feather-filled cushions and reupholstering the chairs in a soft coffee-coloured brown leather with a suede covering in saddle stitch for the cushions.

When you obtain a piece of furniture, remember to ask for a receipt containing a brief description of the item, especially if you are a piece as an investment. Also, with items that are bought as investments, it is worth paying to have any scratches or broken parts mended professionally as this will help to retain the item’s value. The age of a piece can often be seen in the wear and tear on the wood around the frame and on the legs. Sometimes, in peeling back the different layers of upholstery, you will also reveal something of its past, either in finding earlier, authentic and original fabrics or even discovering the original maker’s mark or a serial number on

Finding an interesting piece of furniture suitable for reupholstering can take time and effort, any potential may not always be immediately obvious but with inspiration it is amazing how a chair, sofa, or chaise longue can be brought back to life with the most rewarding results. Patience, imagination, and a good eye for detail will take you far…
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With this original 1930s leather chair, simply re-upholstering the chair in soft tan leather and restoring the wood provided it with a new lease of life.



tools


Relatively few tools are needed to get started in upholstery. The main items that you will need include a magnetic hammer, a ripping chisel, a wood mallet, a web strainer, a tack lifter, and a good pair of scissors. As you refine your working methods over time, these will gradually be augumented and personalized with other items that you find useful.

The tools you use are key to how you work as they will gradually become an extension of your hands, finely tuned to your rhythm. It is worthwhile searching for good quality tools that have been made for professionals, as these will have been designed specifically to help you work with the greatest of ease.

This section includes those tools that are suitable for more traditional upholstery techniques, such as a magnetic hammer and tacks, as well as the more modern implements of the trade, such as a staple gun. The age and design of a piece of furniture, and how much time you have available, will influence the tools you prefer to use. For example, when working on a delicate part of a chair or around an area that is difficult to access, it makes more sense to use a staple gun than a hammer and tacks.
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	1 hide strainer

	This is used to manipulate leather but can it can also be used as a web strainer, holding the webbing and pulling it into place.




	2 web strainer – conventional wooden strainer

	Used to achieve tension when securing a strip of webbing, this is an important tool and key in creating a good base of webbing on which to build the subsequent layers of material.




	3 magnetic hammer

	Very handy when applying tacks, a magnetic hammer enables you to pick up and position a tack with one hand, leaving your other hand free to hold the fabric. Using this tool takes a little practice but is worth the effort.




	4 cabriole hammer

	This hammer has a smaller tip than a magnetic hammer, and is used for more delicate areas and around show wood (the wood that will be visible).




	5 mallet

	A wooden mallet is used in conjuction with the ripping chisel (9) to remove old tacks. Different sizes are available so choose one that you find easy to use.




	6 scissors

	A small pair of scissors is useful for reaching inaccessible places and shaping fabric, while a large pair is good for cutting large pieces of fabric such as top fabric, hessian, and calico.




	7 pincers

	Pincers are good for encouraging stubborn tacks and staples to come out.




	8 pliers with wire cutters

	Helpful when trying to take out old staples, wire cutters cut into the staple which can then be pulled out with pliers.




	9 ripping chisel

	Very handy for removing tacks, this is used in conjuction with the mallet. The v-shape at the end fits under the tack. Angled or straight blades are available.




	10 tack lifter

	This has a small v-shape at the end which helps to extract tacks.




	11 staple puller

	The shaped end of the staple puller is used specifically for extracting staples but at times it is also helpful for extracting tacks.




	12 craft knife

	Useful for trimming away fabric. Make sure the blade is always sharp.




	13 bradawl

	This has a pointed end that is good for making holes or marks.




	14 staple gun

	Used more often now than the traditional hammer and tacks as it is quicker and more precise. Staple guns that work from an air compressor (a) are more powerful, however electric and non-powered varieties (b) are also effective.







A sewing machine is a very useful tool for upholstery. Most modern machines intended for domestic sewing can be used. However, with some materials, such as leather or hide, it is advisable to take marked-up panels to someone who has an industrial machine that can cope with them, such as a commercial upholsterer or local seamstress.

Aim to have all your tools readily accessible and somewhere they can easily be located. A well-organized area dedicated to your upholstery will be invaluable and will help you to work efficiently. Give yourself as much space as possible and find a good size workbench – a large surface will be needed to lay out and cut the lengths of fabric. If you do not have a workbench or table that you can leave in place, use a pair of trestles with a piece of plywood, or similar, over the top. Make sure you have sufficient light to work in as you will need to be precise and accurate. If the overhead light is not strong enough then find a desk light that can be angled to focus on whatever area you are working on. Providing yourself with the right environment will help you enjoy your upholstery.
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	1 sewing machine feet

	a Double grooved foot for making double piping.




	

	b Flat foot for zips and plain seams.




	

	c Single, slim grooved piping foot for making fine single piping.




	

	d Single grooved piping foot for making single piping.




	2 bobbin

	Holds the backing thread on a sewing machine.




	3 sewing machine needles

	These range in size and type, and can be more sharply pointed than other needles.




	4 glue sticks

	Used in conjunction with a hot-glue gun.




	5 glue gun

	Used mainly for attaching trimmings around a frame. The sticks melt and hot glue is released as the trigger is pulled in.




	6 double-ended needle

	A needle with a point at each end, used for roll stitch, wall stitch, and through stitching.




	7 circular needle

	A semi-circular needle used for slip stitching.




	8 upholstery pins

	Strong steel pins used for holding fabric in place, available in different sizes.




	9 regulator

	A very useful tool, used mainly to manipulate stuffing into place. Also comes in handy in a number of different ways, including holding fabric in place and accessing difficult to reach areas. Available with or without a wooden handle.




	10 retractable measure

	Steel measure, good for measuring large pieces of fabric.




	11 tape measure

	A loose measuring tape is helpful for measuring round shapes.




	12 wood rule

	Useful when cutting fabric on a flat surface and for drawing straight lines on fabric.




	13 skewers

	Used for pinning and holding fabric and pleats in place, offering a stronger hold than normal pins; available in different sizes.




	14 spring needle

	A gently curved needle used for attaching springs to webbing and hessian.




	15 tailor’s chalk

	Used to mark up fabric. Where possible always use on the reverse side of fabric.




	set square (not shown)

	Good for achieving 90 degree angles.




	spray adhesive (not shown)

	Contact adhesive in aerosol form useful for attaching foam to board.










upholstery materials

There are several standard materials used throughout upholstery, each with their own specific role to play. The majority of them come in a variety of widths and thicknesses, depending upon the use for which they are intended. As with tools, acquiring good quality materials is paramount; they will ensure that a piece of furniture is well constructed, and capable of being used for its intended purpose, without falling apart. Often the materials are only sold in bulk so it may be worthwhile buying quantities with fellow students or friends. Be sure to order on the generous side, rather than risk running out. Some specialist upholstery shops cater for people who want smaller quantities, other suppliers have mail order catalogues and will dispatch the materials in the post or by courier. If you are having difficulty locating a supplier, try asking a local upholsterer who may be happy to place an order for you alongside his own.

Even though each type of material has a specific use, over time, you will work out which materials you prefer for different jobs. For example, for some jobs you may prefer to use a thick material, while for others, thinner layers are more versatile as they can be built up gradually to create the desired thickness. Tacks come in a wide range of sizes. Not only are they available in different lengths but each length also has two sizes of tack head: one fine, the other “improved”. The fine head is intended for more delicate jobs, and improved is used where greater strength is required, such as webbing. Again, you will soon learn which you prefer to use for what job; this will also be influenced by the age and condition of a chair and the style of top fabric you have chosen.
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	1 polyester wadding

	Manmade fibre that looks like white candyfloss or cotton candy. This is used between calico and the top fabric in modern upholstery, and is also sometimes used for wrapping foam. 55g (2oz), 110g (4oz), and 250g (9oz) are the most common weights used.




	2 hessian

	Looking somewhat similar to sack cloth, this is made of jute and is used to hold stuffing in place. Different weights and widths are available; the most commonly used weight is 285g (10oz).




	3 barrier cloth

	Similar in texture to calico, this has built-in fire-retardant properties and, in some cases, can be used in place of calico to meet fire regulations.




	4 black fibre

	A modern, fire-retardant substitute for horsehair.




	5 calico

	A strong cotton fabric used to cover the padding on a chair beneath the final fabric.




	6 lining cloth

	Used to cover a seat when a padded cushion is part of the chair. Choose a colour that complements the top fabric you are using, otherwise an offcut of top fabric can be used instead.




	7 skin wadding

	Two layers of “skin” holding in a fluffy cotton centre. This acts as a barrier under top fabric helping to stop it slipping. It comes in different weights, the most commonly used is 1700g (48oz).




	8 dust cloth

	Used to cover the underside of a chair, creating a neat finish. Hessian is sometimes used in place of a dust cloth.




	9 cotton felt

	This looks like rough cottonwool and is used where minimal padding is needed. It also helps create the final shape and provides padding before the top fabric is applied. It can be used in place of wadding, typically under calico. Used more frequently in traditional upholstery.
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