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Are you looking for a film finish
that offers the quick-drying

qualities of lacquer but the low
odor of water-based finishes? Or a
finish that offers more color
choices but with better clarity than
many other finishes? This finish is
subjected to poor labeling and
applied by many who don’t even
know it. In addition, it may be the
most under-used and the least
understood of finishes.

You may have guessed by now
that it’s one of the world’s oldest
finishes, too: shellac. 

As evidence of misunderstand-
ings, shellac is the primary solid
material in products sold as
woodturner’s finish, padding
lacquer, friction polish, French

Shellac
polish, and padlac. 

Even the experts are fooled at
times. In a recent article in a
prestigious woodworking
magazine, the author criticized
shellac as a finish for wood-
turnings in high-wear applications
and then recommended lacquer as
the best alternative. The problem
was, the author’s recommended
lacquer was padding lacquer—
which is essentially shellac. 

It is a sad commentary on the
finishing world that many
companies fail to list the ingredi-
ents of their products. Knowing
those ingredients DOES make a
difference when you are choosing a
finish for particular applications
and for concerns over shelf life.

By Alan Lacer

The Shell of the Lac Beetle

Shellac defined
In its raw state, “lac,” as it is
known, is a secretion of the
female lac beetle that protects
her eggs, and later the larvae
(that also produce this
substance) from predators and
the elements. Found on trees in
India and across to Thailand,
the lac beetle is a parasitic scale
insect that congregates in large
colonies on particular species of
trees. The word “lac” is derived
from a Sanskrit word for
100,000—an allusion to the
enormous clusters of these
insects as they naturally occur. 
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