
Milk paint has been around at least 20,000 
years. the Egyptians used it, and it has been 
found decorating ancient cave dwellings. 

Woodworkers who specialize in Colonial and Shaker 
furniture are familiar with it, as milk paint was a com-
mon finish on both types of furniture. But milk paint 
offers interesting possibilities for all woodworkers, 
from makers of period reproductions to those who 
prefer contemporary furniture and cabinetry. And it 
contains no toxic ingredients. this durable and ver-
satile finish comes in a variety of colors and can be 
used with different topcoat treatments to create unique 
effects. opaque surfaces, color washes, layering, and 
decorative painting are just the beginning.

Many woodworkers are reluctant to try milk paint, 
concerned that it may be difficult to use. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. this finish is so easy 
to mix and apply that you can’t mess it up, and slight 
imperfections will only enhance the finished look. 

What is milk paint?
Milk paint’s durability comes from its ingredients. Ca-
sein, a protein found in milk, is extremely hard when 
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dry and adheres to a variety of substrates, including 
solid woods, plywood, and medium-density fiber-
board (MDF). Manufacturers mix casein with lime. 
When combined with water, the lime and casein react 
to form a natural coating that cures over time, some-
what like concrete. If you want to apply milk paint 
over some other type of finish, be sure to follow the 
manufacturer’s instructions. You’ll usually have to scuff 
up the existing finish with sandpaper, and then clean 
the surface with water or vinegar and water. Finally, 
use a bonding agent (supplied by milk-paint manu-
facturers) mixed in with the water and powder of the 
first coat when refinishing. 

Supplied as a dry powder, milk paint has a limited 
shelf life once it is mixed with water, so you should 
make up only as much as you can use in a day. Un-
used powder, however, can be stored indefinitely in an 
airtight, sealed container. Moisture makes the powder 
unusable, so the trick is to keep out humidity. You 

Work in the first 
coat. Milk paint soaks 
into the wood as it is 
applied. Reapply paint 
to the brush often, and 
push the paint into the 
wood (above left). The 
second coat glides on 
more smoothly, like 
regular paint (above). 
After two coats, scuff-
sand lightly with P220- 
grit paper (left) and de-
cide if you need more.

Milk paint 
101
Powder first. To reduce 
clumping, add some 
water to the powder, 
and then stir to a paste 
before adding the rest. 
Alternatively, you can add 
all of the water, cover the 
mixing container tightly, 
and shake vigorously for 
several minutes.

Endless color 
palette. You can buy 
dozens of milk paint 
colors, and those 
colors can be mixed 
to achieve unlimited 
variations. Mix colors 
in small batches, 
keeping track of the 
ratios so you can 
duplicate the color  
in a larger portion. 

wax 
 TOPCOaT

danish  
Oil
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can purchase many different colors. the paint dries lighter than 
it looks when it’s wet, so test colors on scraps.

Close-grained species such as pine, poplar, and maple will give 
the smoothest finish under milk paint. While you can use it on 
open-pored species such as oak or ash, the grain structure will be 
pronounced and must be considered part of the design. 

Applying milk paint is easy but different from other paints
to prepare the surface, sand to P180-grit and remove dust using a 
vacuum or tack cloth. Milk paint is not like premixed latex and oil-
based paints that form a layer on top of the wood’s surface. It’s thin-
ner and, when used on clean, unfinished surfaces, is self-priming:  
the first coat is partially absorbed by the wood and, when cured, 
forms its own bond coat. this makes applying the first coat very 

Topcoats make a big difference
Steel wool and wax daniSh oil

different from applying the first coat of a premixed paint. the 
wood will absorb the milk paint as you apply it, so don’t expect it 
to glide on. Compensate for this by reapplying paint to the brush 
more often and dabbing the paint into the wood.

the most common approach is an opaque finish, which ob-
scures the figure of the wood and covers your piece with the 
intense, velvety color that is milk paint’s hallmark. Mix equal 
parts warm water and powder in a nonmetallic container and stir 
briskly. let the paint slake for about 10 minutes. An opaque ap-
plication is between two and four coats. Although some people 
recommend raising the grain with a light spray of water before 
applying the paint, I don’t. I find this step to be redundant. Since 
I am applying multiple coats of milk paint, I’m not worried about 
sanding through the first coat.

Wax is simple and 
easy. After scuff-
sanding with P220-
grit, Hiller burnishes 
the milk paint with 
0000 steel wool 
(right) and uses the 
steel wool to work in 
a fairly heavy coat of 
paste wax (below) for 
a natural look.

Oils offer more 
protection. Ap-
ply a generous 
amount of an oil 
finish and allow 
it to penetrate 
for about 30 
minutes (above). 
Wipe off the 
excess with a 
clean, lint-free 
cloth (right) to 
give the surface 
more protection 
than wax as 
well as a subtle 
sheen. 
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Polished and modern. On 
the clean lines of his contem-
porary designs, Jose Regueiro 
brings milk paint out of its tra-
ditional role. This dining table 
has four coats of milk paint 
followed by two coats of satin 
polyurethane. 

than a keepsake box, picture frame, or wall shelf. Waxes, shellac, 
and oils provide less protection than polyurethanes. 

Whether water-, alcohol-, or oil-based, topcoats will alter the 
final look, making it darker. Whichever topcoat you plan to use, 
prepare the painted surface by sanding with P220-grit paper along 
the grain, then remove the colored dust.

Wax, alcohol, and oil-based topcoats—these topcoats all tend 
to leave the paint color warmer and darker. Because visually the 
end result is almost the same, you should consider the level of 
protection when choosing between them.

Wax, like oil, will darken milk paint. While it is one of the tra-
ditional coatings used over milk paint, it won’t afford substantial 
protection from common household substances. Shellac will create 
a clear, glossy look but give only limited protection against dam-
age by water and oils. Boiled linseed oil and Danish oil are two 
traditional protective coatings. Apply as many coats as necessary 

With an inexpensive natural-bristle brush, apply a generous first 
coat with the grain. Stray bristles or small chunks of undissolved 
paint can be picked off the surface as you go. Applying a second 
coat of base color before the first has fully dried seems to help 
even out the coverage. When the first two coats have dried, scuff-
sand with P220-grit paper to a smooth surface and decide whether 
you need subsequent coats. You can tell a coat is dry by the 
characteristic papery appearance. Drying time is quick—you can 
usually recoat in one to two hours—depending on humidity.

Apply as many coats as needed to produce the opacity you 
want. there is no rule about how many coats to apply. If you 
want a very smooth finished surface, sand each time between 
coats. I don’t always do this (sometimes I want to achieve a more 
imperfect-looking surface), but I always sand before applying the 
topcoat in order to create optimal conditions for adhesion. let the 
milk paint dry completely—at least overnight—before protecting 
it with clear topcoats.

Topcoats: different 
looks and levels of 
protection
topcoats add protection 
but alter the color of the paint. the bare 
finish has a distinctive shaded look with subtle 
imperfections that can be left natural or burnished 
to a soft sheen using 0000 steel wool. Milk paint is 
compatible with almost any topcoat, but topcoat-
ing is not required; the paint itself is hard and 
stands up to normal wear on furniture. However, 
if left unfinished it will quickly pick up and show 
oils from fingers. A high-traffic area such as a 
kitchen or a bathroom will need more protection 
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looks and levels of 

topcoats add protection 
but alter the color of the paint. the bare 
finish has a distinctive shaded look with subtle 
imperfections that can be left natural or burnished 
to a soft sheen using 0000 steel wool. Milk paint is 
compatible with almost any topcoat, but topcoat-
ing is not required; the paint itself is hard and 
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oils from fingers. A high-traffic area such as a 
kitchen or a bathroom will need more protection 

PolYURethane

BlUE MilK 
PainT wiTh 
Oil-BasEd 

POlY

BlUE MilK 
PainT wiTh 

waTER-BasEd 
POlY

For a tough topcoat, go 
with poly. Oil-based poly-
urethanes darken and warm 
the color of milk paint (left), 
but they also can change 
the color, as shown above. 
Water-based finishes give a 
colder, brighter appearance, 
a plus for bright colors and 
contemporary designs.
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to build up the luster you desire. these oils 
will darken the paint’s color as well as give 
the piece a subtle sheen and moderate pro-
tection. For a more durable finish—necessary 
in the case of kitchen or bathroom cabinets, 
for example—use oil-based polyurethane. 
like oils, it will darken the paint’s tone and 
give colors a warmer look. It is important 
to take this ambering effect into account if 
you are working with blues, which will shift 
toward green under oil-based polyurethane. 
If you are concerned about yellowing, you 
can always use a water-based polyurethane 
instead. 

the availability of matte and glossy finishes 
adds yet another dimension to consider. 

Water-based topcoats—Unlike oil-based topcoats, water-
based topcoats can make a finish look colder and give it an 
artificial appearance. this can be a problem over warm colors 
such as reds and browns. However, this effect can be a positive 
if the design of the piece calls for a starker look.

once dry, milk paint forms a coating that is nonsoluble, so it 
won’t dissolve when water-based topcoats are applied. In days 
past, water-based finishes were not resistant to damage from oil, 
so you couldn’t rely on them to protect a milk-painted surface 
from such common hazards as a pastry baker’s buttery fingers 
opening cabinet latches in the kitchen. But these days, many 

Simulate centuries. 
Hiller applies a coat 
of black as a second 
color over two coats of 
red and finishes with 
a coat of green. When 
the final coat dries, 
she sands through 
the layers to simulate 
years of wear and tear 
(far right). When figur-
ing out where to sand 
through the layers, try 
to find a similar piece 
of old furniture and imi-
tate wear in the same 
areas.

Layer for an aged effect

Weathered from the 
start. Milk paint is the 
logical finish for this 
traditional cupboard. To 
achieve the distressed 
look, D. Andrew Kates 
layered different colors 
of milk paint (scraping 
through layers) over 

dark brown aniline dye 
and completed 
the finish with a 
dark brown glaze 
and wax.
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water-based finishes are as good as, if not better than, their oil-
based counterparts and offer full protection from oils, water, and 
alcohol (see “Waterborne Finishes Come of Age,” FWW #187). 
Some even mimic the warm yellow cast of the oils. 

Breaking the mold: special effects
In addition to the opaque finish, you can get a variety of looks 
with milk paint, depending on how the film is applied.

Layering—layering different colors and then sanding through 
in spots so that the base hues appear is a good way to age a piece 
instantly. When you layer different colors, you should use two 
coats of the base to ensure that the buildup will be adequate. And 
whenever you switch colors in layering, be sure to let the paint 
dry well to prevent the wet colors from mixing together.

Washcoat—A wash made from a dilute solution of paint adds 
color while allowing the figure to show. Because the finish be-
comes more opaque with each coat, I use one washcoat only.

My wood of choice for washcoating is cypress because it’s close-
grained yet has pronounced figure that shows through under the 
color. It isn’t always accessible at local lumberyards, but I have 

found a great mail-order source, www.paxtonwood.com. other 
woods that could work well with a washcoat are yellow pine, 
furniture-grade Douglas fir, and maple.

Decorative painting—to paint intricate pictures and 
graphics, mix milk paint as you would any other artist’s paint. 
to cover a large surface, mix larger quantities of dry powder, 
adding more of particular colors to obtain the look you want. 
For small designs, you can blend small batches of color on a 
ceramic plate just as you would on a painter’s palette, adjusting 
hues as you go.

Because the first coat of milk paint soaks into the wood, it’s 
best to decorate on a background that has already been coated 
at least twice. the consistency should be thicker when you are 
decorating than when you are covering an entire surface with one 
color. test it on a sample piece that matches the piece you’ll be 
painting. Experiment and have fun.  •

Nancy Hiller owns and operates NR Hiller 
Design Inc. (nrhillerdesign.com) in 
Bloomington, Ind.

Decorative painting

Go halfway with a washcoat
Keep grain but 
add color. Thinning 
the paint mixture 
at a ratio of about 
1:4 allows you to 
see the wood’s 
figure through 
the milk paint.

Release your inner artist. Milk paint is 
simple to use as a decorative paint. Mix 
colors to a thicker consistency and apply 
them with small artists’ brushes.

Deep textures. Using 
his furniture as a can-
vas, Michael deForest 
paints in layers, sanding 
through to reveal the 
colors underneath when 
necessary. The topcoat 
is sprayed lacquer.

SOURCES 
OF  SUPPLY

the old FaShioned 
MilK Paint Co. inC.

www.milkpaint.com

the Real MilK 
Paint Co.

www.realmilkpaint.com
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