
University of Missouri Extension 
 
GH2066, Reviewed October 1, 1993 

 

Care of Valuable Possessions: 
Furniture, Tapestries, Rugs, Textiles, 
Paintings, Prints and Books 
Department of Environmental Design, University of Missouri-Columbia 

 
 

 

Furniture 
The most important and frequent function in the care of furniture, both antique and new, is 
regular dusting and polishing. Grandma with her feather duster understood the secret of 
preventing the accumulation of surface soil, often abrasive and harmful to the finish. 
Today there is a choice of excellent waxes and polishes. The kind of wood and finish should 
be considered when choosing wax or polish. If you have used a paste wax, do not switch to an 
oil polish without removing the old wax. Do not use both on the same piece of furniture since 
this can cause the finish to gum up. The same is true of the pretreated, oiled dusting cloths on 
the market. Although they will not damage waxed furniture, they can cause streaks and a dull 
look. 

Occasionally, the finish will need to be cleaned of all wax, oil and dust. Use a special cleaner 
or soap and water. 

In applying polish or wax be sure to follow the directions on the container. Too much polish 
or wax causes most problems. For example, a table top with too much wax will show every 
mark made by china or even a textured cloth. Use a small amount of wax or oil and rub, rub, 
rub. 

In case of accidents which stain or damage the finish, it is best to use first aid measures as 
promptly as possible, but even old blemishes will respond to home care. 

 

Minor scratches 
Use a matching wax stick to fill the scratch. Rub in well. Wipe with a soft, dry cloth and 
follow with polish. 
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White spots 
Method A — Clean with liquid wax, then rub in the direction of the grain with a paste made 
of fine powdered rottenstone or pumice mixed with either raw or boiled linseed oil. Since this 
has an abrasive effect, especially pumice, rub lightly. Repeat if necessary, then polish as 
usual. 

Method B — Rub blemish with cigar or cigarette ashes, using cloth dipped in wax, lubricating 
oil, vegetable shortening, lard or salad oil. Wipe off immediately and polish as usual. 

 

Alcohol spots 
Method A — Rub with finger dipped in paste wax, silver polish, linseed oil or moistened 
cigar ash. Polish. For old stains, use the rottenstone or pumice paste. 

Method B — On some finishes a quick application of ammonia will remove the spot. Use a 
few drops and rub quickly. Follow immediately with polish. 

 

Water marks 
A well-waxed surface is a safeguard against water marks since the liquid is not absorbed 
immediately. If water marks appear, try: 

Method A — Apply wax or polish with fine 3/0 steel wool, rubbing lightly. 

Method B — Place a clean, thick blotter over the ring and press with a warm (not hot) iron. 

Method C — Use a few drops of peppermint oil or camphor oil on a damp cloth or a cloth 
wrung out of warm water containing a few drops of ammonia. If these procedures fail, use 
the rottenstone or pumice paste as outlined above. 

 

Candle wax 
Crumble wax with fingers or scrape with smooth instrument. Rub briskly with clean cloth 
saturated with liquid wax, wiping dry with a clean cloth. Or, wash off the remaining wax with 
a cloth wrung out of mild, warm soap suds. 

 

Bloom 
This gray discoloration, which sometimes appears on highly polished furniture, can be 
removed by either an application of liquid wax or a wash made of one tablespoon of vinegar 
to one quart of warm water. Wipe dry with a clean, soft cloth and polish. 
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Miscellaneous problems 
Furniture of bamboo, cane, reed, wicker, and rattan should not be oiled or waxed. Because 
these materials tend to dry out, they should be given a bath with a garden hose or in the 
shower. Dry thoroughly. 

Some antique furniture, dry with age, is susceptible to insect attacks. Examine frequently for 
new holes and little dust-like heaps of powder. If woodworms are discovered, use an 
insecticide, spraying directly into the holes. 

 

Tapestries and rugs 
A tapestry that is very old and valuable should be cleaned by a professional. Ordinary ones 
can usually be washed at home. Use suds made from mild soap flakes and warm water. 
Dry carefully and use a steam iron for pressing. 

Old tapestries often have holes. The most successful mending is to replace worn warps and to 
reweave the weft threads. An easier method is to attach a patch to the back and darn the hole. 
A serious drawback to this is that the patch is likely to shrink or pull if the tapestry is washed. 

Moths and mildew are tapestries' two worst enemies. A moist atmosphere can cause 
deterioration of fibers and is responsible for fading of colors. Strong light can have a 
disastrous effect on tapestries. 

There are many types of antique rugs. Some are woven much like tapestries and should be 
treated similarly. For those woven with a cut pile, small repairs can be made at home by 
matching the yarn and filling in the holes with the aid of a carpet needle. Professional repairs 
to old rugs can be expensive, but are well-justified if the rug is valuable. Consult a carpet man 
for directions and materials for repair jobs. Often he will demonstrate the proper method. 

Oriental rugs can be washed. They should not be sent out for washing too frequently, since 
each time this is done, some of the pile is lost. The amount of traffic on the rug will determine 
how often professional cleaning should be done. Usually, once in five years is sufficient. 
Cleaning at home, whether by a professional or not, is less drastic than the deep washing done 
by experts in their workrooms. This home washing done once or twice a year, oftener if 
necessary, should keep a rug in good condition. This cleaning should be done with a good oil-
based soap. There are a number of these soaps on the market. Consult a rug expert about the 
one best suited to a particular rug. Work up a good lather with a synthetic sponge and rub with 
the foam. Usually, no rinsing is necessary because the oil in the soap is good for the wool. 

To minimize wear, rugs should lie absolutely flat on the floor. Rugs should never be beaten 
or shaken. Do not place small rugs over carpeting or larger rugs since wool rubbed against 
wool generates heat and will cause wear. Broadloom should not be placed over broadloom 
(for example, small pieces placed over a larger rug in areas of heavy wear), because the 
underside of broadloom is rough.  
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Textiles 
Heirloom coverlets, quilts, afghans, blankets and linens need special care. Don't lock them 
away in attic trunks — use them. Extreme heat can harm the fibers, so storage should be 
selected carefully. Don't fold these treasures any more than necessary, and at intervals change 
the position of the folds. Linen has a low resistance to abrasion from creasing. 
Hang these items on wide padded hangers or roll around tubes. 

Keep textile articles away from strong sunlight since it weakens and fades the materials. 
Antique samplers and wallhangings should be kept under glass, sealed against dust and air. 

To protect textiles and clothes from insects, wrap well or use an insecticide. Avoid mold or 
mildew by airing textiles periodically. Use an electric closet dryer or an electric light bulb to 
reduce humidity and eliminate mold and musty odors. 

Lace articles need special handling. Old lace is often fragile. Wash small articles by shaking 
them in a jar partly filled with warm, soapy water. Rinse them in the same way and dry them 
flat on a terry towel. If necessary, use rust-proof pins to hold them in shape. If laces or 
embroidered pieces are to be ironed, put them upside down on a folded terry towel and press 
on the wrong side using the temperature recommended for the particular fiber of the lace. 

Wash or clean all textile articles before storing. Use fresh tissue paper for wrapping. 
 

Paintings and prints 
The only cleaning an amateur should give an oil painting is a careful dusting using clean 
absorbent cotton or a soft brush. Many suggested cleaning methods may give a temporarily 
improved appearance but can be detrimental in the long run. 

Damaged oil paintings can be relined, tears and holes can be repaired, and in extreme cases, 
the paints can be transferred from the old canvas to a new one. These procedures require a 
great deal of skill. 

Avoid dampness in any form when paintings are involved. Oil paintings should not be hung 
on a damp wall, above a hot-air register or near an air-conditioning vent. These precautions 
should be observed for most pictures. Water colors and delicate prints should be further 
protected from strong sunlight. 

The rust-colored marks on old prints, water colors and pastels should be removed by an expert 
if they seriously detract from the work of art. Repair small tears along the margin of prints 
with a backing of paper. use a thin, strong tissue and as small a patch as possible. Do not use 
library paste because it will wrinkle the paper. Glues or synthetic adhesives, such as rubber 
cement, may produce stains and, in time, will cause the paper to disintegrate. The best paste is 
made from rice starch, but water-soluble flour paste can be used. 
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Frame prints for protection. Completely sealing the frame will keep out dust and air. Do not 
cut off any of the margin of a valuable print because this will diminish its worth. Mats should 
be made of all-rag board since other materials may cause staining. Scotch tape and masking 
tape should not be used in framing. Use the paste described above. 

The print should not be flat against the glass so use a mat. The mat need not show if it 
detracts from the print. If the print touches the glass, changes in temperature could cause 
moisture to form on the print resulting in foxing and mildew. The board that seals the back of 
the frame should be of all-rag content. Substances in wooden boards can stain and age the 
paper of the print. The final step in the correct framing of a print is to seal the back with 
gummed linen tape. 

Sometimes a print will buckle inside a frame. This is usually caused by atmospheric 
conditions and nothing should be done about it since it usually corrects itself. Do not iron or 
press. To glue or stretch a print is much worse than a bit of buckling. 

Books 
Books on shelves should be arranged upright and loosely enough to allow them to be removed 
easily without damaging the bindings. Oversized books may be stacked flat. 

Room conditions are important. Too much dry heat will damage leather-backed books and 
make the bindings of clothbound books brittle. Dampness may cause small brown spots 
(foxing), mildew and other molds. 
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