Leather Cleaning 

It is important ....

to properly I.D. the type of leather

you’re working with. Then, we will

take a look at how to properly go about

cleaning leather.

Most leathers are aniline-dyed before

one of three things happen:

1. It stays as an Aniline (cleaning code

“A”)

2. It is sanded and becomes Nubuck
(cleaning code “N”)

3. It is painted and becomes Pigmented
(cleaning code “P”)

I like to make cleaning easy. While

leather types and subtypes can become

more complicated, these three categories

simplify things. To make it even easier, I

tell our students to think of leather this

way: it all started as aniline. If you go

through the proper leather identification

steps and still don’t feel comfortable with

your I.D., clean it in code “A” or what I

consider the default cleaning code.

“Why?” you might ask?

Both aniline and pigmented are cleaned

in the same fashion with a water-based

cleaner. Nubuck is sanded aniline, and if

you can’t find the nubuck tag or nap, you

are very safe working in code “A.”

With that in mind, let’s look at how we

commonly clean.

Cleaning codes “P” “A” and “N” may

be found on the deck of the furniture.

The deck is the area where the loose seating cushions are attached. An accurate

cleaning tag will tell you what type of

leather you are cleaning, but it is much

safer to determine the correct leather

type by repeating all the identification

methods discussed in the previous article.

Note: To prevent watermarks or dye

transfer, the deck should be dampened

uniformly during cleaning or, even better,

choose to exceed the standard by

placing a waterproof drop cloth over the

deck. Also keep in mind that body oils

and perspiration wreak havoc on nubuck

and aniline leathers.
Pigmented (Code “P”) and

Aniline (Code “A”)

Once you have correctly identified the

leather as pigmented, I suggest you do a

microscopic inspection of the surface to

check for fractures in the finish and/or

topcoat. Anilines should be examined

for oil penetrations or water-based rings.

These are very common, and should be

pointed out to the client and disclaimed

on the invoice prior to cleaning.

1. Scrape/break off foreign substances.

Dental tools are used for precision

removal of foreign substances.

These are difficult to use, and care

and practice are required.

2. Vacuuming/soil removal.

Use the soft upholstery attachment

to vacuum the loose soils from the

leather and interior of the furniture.

HEPA or high-filtration vacuums

should be used to eliminate contaminating

the air via vacuum exhaust.

3. Cleaning chemical.

Select the proper wet cleaning

chemical. There are various cleaning
Many products are one-step: they clean,

condition, and protect all in one.

I do not recommend ones which contain d'limonene, which will dry out the

leather and attack the finish and

topcoat. Others contain silicone

that cure and trap remaining soils.

1 Keep it simple; don’t let it

overwhelm you

2 Body oils and perspiration

are the enemy

3 Don’t forget, identify the

leather before you start cleaning

4. Select a bucket.

5. Select a horsehair brush, preferably one with full fill (our BR318).

6. Whip up a wet foam with the brush.

7. Place the bucket next to your drop

cloth or work stand.

8. Place the cushion on the drop cloth

or work stand.

9. Insert a sponge into the foam.

10. Apply wet foam to the leather, making

sure to evenly wet-out one panel

or section at a time.

11. Scrub the leather with a soft horsehair

brush.

12. Extract soils using soft white towels.

13. Look at the towel, and take a moment

to smile at the soils you were able to remove.

14. Apply an appropriate rejuvenation

product to replenish moisture levels.

15. Dry the leather with a hair dryer on

the low setting.

16. Apply an appropriate protector to

repel soils and moisture.

17. Dry with a heat gun or hair dryer,

again on the low setting.

18. Polish with cloth or mitt to increase

the leather’s overall appearance.

Nubuck (Code “N”)

Once you’ve identified the leather as

nubuck, perform these steps before starting

in with the steps above. If this doesn’t

clean the leather, then wet clean as aniline

leather, allow it to dry and repeat

these steps.

1. Use a tack cloth on the surface to

loosen dry soils before and after wet

cleaning.

2. Buff with a soft cloth when finished,

to help reset the nap.

Tack cloths are designed to gently remove

oils and soils that have created a

shiny surface but that have not penetrated

into the leather; rather, some soil is

attached to the fine, velvety texture created

when the leather was buffed/sanded

to create nubuck or suede.

White abrasive pads and sandpaper of

220-400 grit and higher may be used;

however, their use requires training,

practice and skill, and when performing

this task you are no longer cleaning, you

are resurfacing!

Tack cloths are wrapped around a

sponge to control the pressure being exerted, and should be used in a buffing

motion. You should use both sides of a

tack cloth. If problems persist, nubuck

may be wet cleaned under controlled drying

situations.

Cleaning leather really is simple; just

make sure you’re not practicing your

craft on the client’s furniture! Instead, go

out and pick up some leather at a thrift

or secondhand store, test and hone your

skills, and enjoy the leather cleaning 
experience.
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