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When I first started working in the rug cleaning business in 2004, I had zero work experience. Working with Robert Mann for the last 13 years I have learned multiple skills such as washing, finishing,
blocking, and stretching rugs. Robert Mann first started working in the rug industry in 1978 as a restorer. He travelled to many rug-producing countries such as Turkey, Iran, China, and Europe. He is now
operating from Denver where our facility serves clients throughout the world.
I intend to review the basics of rug stretching and blocking, why rugs don’t always lie flat and what
can be done about it. My article is not a step-by-step tutorial but the process is simple enough that
with a little creative experimentation a person should be able to begin finding their own solutions to
these problems by following some of the processes outlined below.
Why don’t rugs always lie flat or square and what can be done about it?
Rugs don’t always lie flat or square on the floor. Traffic patterns can cause wrinkles or stretching.
Structural features introduced during the weaving process can cause rugs to buckle or go ‘out of
square’. Exposure to water and humidity can make these problems worse or even cause them to
appear. In a rug washing plant it is essential that employees have the skills and tools to correct these
problems.
Whether a rug lies flat or square is generally a result of how carefully it was woven and what materials
are used. Sometimes rugs may be stretched tight with irregular tensions or they may have materials
with different shrink rates. Weavers often introduce irregularities in the weave process such as sides
not parallel, weave not evenly packed, etc. Most production rugs are blocked or stretched to correct
problems in before they are sold. Selvages are often cut off to make the sides straighter and parallel.
Wool warps and wefts are less stable and can cause more problems in weaving than cotton or silk
warp and weft.

Romanian production facility 1980, modern steel loom.
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Baktiari, Iran 2016

In countries such as Turkey, China, India, and Iran most producers have a blocking floor or stretching
frames. After a rug comes off the loom, it gets blocked to eliminate the curling sides and wrinkles are
removed. As you can see in the pictures below, each rug gets laid on the floor face down and gets
nailed or stretched on the frame to remove any wrinkles caused by the weaver.

Zollanvari finishing facility, 2016.
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Tacks used for blocking.

Stretching frame Agra,
Mahindra carpet production.
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How to build a blocking and stretching set up and what tools are needed.
Depending on the space and size of your wash plant, the blocking floor can be made from four by
eight plywood flooring or a heavier material. At our facility, our block floor is made on a heavy steel
frame mezzanine with plywood on top that is covered with waterproof plastic. The tools needed for
blocking and stretching are a hammer, zinc plated carpet laying tacks, upholstery tacks, measuring
tape, and knee pads. Traditional horse glue can be used for sizing. We use Fast Lock adhesive mixed
with water for sizing on rugs.
Each process, is explained in the pictures below, including how and why some rugs get stretched and
blocked.
Sharp pointed carpet tacks are used for stretching without causing damage to wool foundation rugs.
Holes can be steamed closed after blocking.
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Simple stretching mechanism set up on solid wood floor with two by four.

Common bottle jacks are used to elevate tension in the rug. Bottle jacks are placed at the center of
the beam to prevent the beam from bending which would cause wrinkles at the side of the rug. In the
pictures above, an Afghan rug is stretched to remove wrinkles.
Step One: Rugs should be cleaned before the stretching process begins. Depending on the stretching
process, some rugs will be sprayed with sizing after stretching to hold their shape.
Step Two: Rugs should lie face down on the floor so that you can see the back of the rug to make sure
there are no tears or damage caused in the stretching process.
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Step Three: Each end gets nailed to the floor with zinc-plated tacks; tacks should be nailed close to
each other and staggered to hold the rug in the stretching stress.
Step Four: After the rug is nailed to the floor, place a heavy beam in the middle of the rug. The back
of the rug can be sprayed with water to relax warps and wefts. Using bottle jacks or two by four
blocks, the rug gets stretched slowly and carefully until the back of the rug is flat and all the wrinkles
are gone. Large rugs will need a bottle jack in the middle of the rug to remove the bow from the stress
in the rug. Depending on how much stretching is needed, some rugs can be removed from the floor
in a couple of hours while some should remain pinned until the next day.
Step Five: After the rug is fully dry, remove the tacks from the rug. Most of the rugs will have small
tack holes at each end and the middle of the rug will have a line from the beam. For the best appearance, tack holes and the beam line should be steamed out in the finishing process.
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In the picture above, the rug is being stretched to remove wrinkles. The process is the same but some
rugs are more fragile than others and careful stretching is needed to prevent further damage to the rug.
Step One: Rugs should be cleaned before the stretching process begins. Depending on the stretching
process, some rugs are sprayed with sizing after stretching to hold their shape.
Step Two: Rugs should lie face down on the floor so that you can see the back of the rug to make sure
there are no tears or damage caused in the stretching process.
Step Three: Each end gets pinned to the floor with pushpins. Pushpins are used instead of tacks on
delicate rugs. The pins should be set close to each other and staggered to hold the rug from the
stretching stress.
Step Four: After the rug is pinned to the floor, a two by four is placed in the middle of the rug. The
back of the rug can be sprayed with water to relax the warps and wefts. Using bottle jacks or two
by four blocks, the rug gets stretched slowly and carefully until the back of the rug is flat and all the
wrinkles are gone. Depending on how much stretching is needed some rugs can be removed from the
floor in a couple of hours while some should remain pinned until the next day.
Step Five: After the rug is fully dry, the pins are removed from the rug. Most of the rugs will have small
pin holes at each end and the middle of the rug will have a line from the two by four. For the best
appearance, pin holes and the beam line should be steamed out in the finishing process.
In the following picture, a Tibetan rug was cut and made into three runners. New side cords were
made for the best finish. In some cases, side cords can be sewn too tightly on the rug, which will
cause the sides and corners to buckle. Each corner is pinned or nailed to the block floor. Rugs can
be knee-kicked until all the wrinkles lay flat. After the stretching process is completed, each side gets
steamed with a Jiffy Steamer and hammered with a rubber hammer to loosen the side cords.
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Curling sides or edges are a common problem for oriental rugs as most rugs spend their life rolled up
in one form or another. There are several things that can be done to remedy this problem. First, you
can try steaming the sides with a Jiffy Steamer. The steam should loosen side cords and enable them
to lie flat. If the side cords curl back, up you have to nail them face down to the block floor and use
glue to keep them lying flat.
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Edges are nailed out in preparation for sizing to prevent them from curling under.
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Differential shrinkage causes Stark Carpet to buckle after washing.
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In the picture above, a Stark Carpet was blocked to remove wrinkles and make the rug lie flat. After
blocking, we noticed the sides were much more stretched than the middle of the rug. In this case, we
cut the original stitching and cut the corners to remove the wrinkles. Sewing and gluing was required
to put the corners back to their original state.
Over time, many carpets begin to lose their original shape; this is especially true of flat weave, tapestries, and needlepoint rugs. In many cases after completing a hand wash, rugs can lose their symmetrical shape. When blocking and stretching, we remove any wrinkles and restore the shape.
Needlepoint is a form of counted thread embroidery in which yarn is stitched through a stiff open
weave canvas. Most needlepoint designs completely cover the canvas. Although needlepoint may
be worked in a variety of stitches, many needlepoint designs use only a simple tent stitch and rely
upon color changes in the yarn to construct the pattern. In time, most needlepoint rugs lose their
shape and get out of square. After time on the floor, needlepoint, like pile rugs, lose their shape from
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traffic patterns, water exposure, and humidity. Blocking and sizing corrects the shape and keep the
needlepoint flat and square.
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In the preceeding pictures you can see a Chinese needlepoint being blocked. This needlepoint will be
blocked square and pinned to the floor with zinc-plated tacks. Before you start, you will need to make
a square frame consisting of twine and tacks and have the needlepoint measured from the middle and
at each end of the rug. Measuring will give you a good idea of how much you will be able to stretch
the needlepoint.
After the square frame is made, start at one corner of the needlepoint and stretch the rug all the way
around to the edges of the frame, pinning it with tacks to the floor. After the needlepoint is pinned to
the floor, cover the edges with scrap pad to protect the floor from sizing. The sizing is sprayed evenly
on the back of the rug with a power spray gun. After sizing, put a couple of drying fans on the back
for fast drying and leave it pinned to the floor until the next day. After the needlepoint is dry and tacks
are removed, edges get steamed to remove nail holes. Needlepoints should be rolled on a tube, which
will keep the rug square and free of wrinkles.
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Some needlepoints have fabric sewn to the back. Fabric makes the blocking process more complicated. In worst cases, the fabric needs to be removed from the back before the blocking and then sewn
back afterwards. Most needlepoints can be blocked square with the fabric attached to the back. Pins
are used instead of the tacks to prevent damage to the face of the rug. After the needlepoint is blocked
to the floor, it is steamed and starched to keep the needlepoint square. Sizing on the back of the rug
heats up and holds the shape of the rug. After blocking, the needlepoint should be rolled on a tube
face out to prevent wrinkles on the face from the fabric.
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Kilims are flat woven-tapestry carpets or rugs produced from the Balkans to Pakistan. Kilims can be
decorative or functional such as prayer rugs. Modern kilims are popular floor coverings in Western
households. After some time on the floor, kilims, like pile rugs, lose their shape from traffic patterns,
exposure to water, and humidity. Blocking and stretching will remove most wrinkles in kilims.

Most kilims can’t be blocked square, but can be blocked flat. One end is pinned to the floor as
straight as possible while the other end gets pulled as tight as possible to remove wrinkles. Once both
ends are pinned to the floor, the kilim is steamed and sometimes starch is applied to keep the shape of
the kilim.
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Navajo rugs and blankets are textiles produced by the Navajo people of the Four Corners region of the
United States. Navajo textiles were originally utilitarian blankets for use as cloaks, dresses, saddle blankets and similar purposes. Towards the end of the 19th century, weavers began to make rugs for tourism and trade. Typical Navajo textiles have strong geometric patterns. They are a flat tapestry-woven
textile produced in a fashion similar to the kilims of Eastern Europe and Western Asia but with some
notable differences. In Navajo weaving, the slit weave technique common in kilims is not used and
the warp is one continuous length of yarn, not extending beyond the weaving as fringe. Traders from
the late 19th and early 20th century encouraged adoption of some kilim motifs into Navajo designs.

Navajo rugs often need blocking to make them look their best after wet cleaning.
Most Navajo rugs have wool warps, as well as wool side and end selvage cords, which can shrink
when they get wet. The amount of shrinkage can vary dramatically.
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Most Navajo rugs will benefit from a slight blocking to remove wrinkles and rectify their shape after
cleaning; think about how a dress shirt needs to be ironed after laundering.
In worst case situations Navajo rugs can shrink so much that they would be considered damaged or
‘ruined’ if shown to a client in that condition. In these circumstances blocking is essential to customer
satisfaction.
Predicting if a rug will shrink is not simple or certain. There are some tips. Irregular shape, contracted
selvage cords, and corners ‘curling up’ are all signs of the possibility that a rug will shrink further in
cleaning. It’s often prudent to use a steamer to test for further shrinkage by carefully steaming a few
small areas to see if any materials begin to contract.
Certain types of Navajo rugs seem to shrink more frequently. Among the most likely are Two Grey
Hills and Burntwater weavings of the 1960’s-1970’s. Learning to recognize these weavings can help
you avoid problems.
Careful intake is important with all rugs, but especially so with Navajo rugs. A short discussion with a
rugs owner about existing conditions, the risk of shrinkage, and what can be done is essential before
any work begins. Such conversations are not always simple. Retail clients are often concerned about
the potential for color run, shrinkage, or other ‘damage’ they feel might be caused by cleaning or improper handling.
These concerns are often valid. Careless cleaning and handling – either by home cleaning attempts or
professional cleaners – often result in damage or changes in appearance that can be difficult to correct. Professional cleaners, even those with significant skills and training, need to proceed with great
caution if they are not specifically experienced in treating Navajo rugs.
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Navajo rugs are generally blocked by pinning to a wooden ‘block floor’ ideally one with a waterproof
surface (sealed, or covered with plastic). Steam and a light misting of water is safest. Fully wetting out
under tension is generally not necessary, or safe. Reversible sizing (starch, gelatin) are preferred to
‘permanent’ sizing such as white glue or seam cement.
In worst case situations Navajo rugs can be sewn to adjustable frames that replicate conditions on
a rug weavers loom. Slow and labor intensive, this procedure is sometimes the only solution when
warps or weft has shrunk significantly.
Side and end cord shrinkage to severe to be corrected by blocking can be remedied by ‘easing in’
excess cord from corner tassels, or by complete replacement of original cords with new cords colored
and spun to match the original ones being removed. Procedures like these are best left to persons with
Navajo restoration skills.
Charges for blocking and stretching:
1. We have a set price for blocking rugs of $1.50 per square foot;
2. Our minimum block charge is $45;
3. Most Navajo textiles get priced based on how much work is needed with a minimum
charge of $45.
When a customer walks into your shop with rugs that need blocking or stretching, it is good to have
someone on your staff with the knowledge and the skills to explain the process and manage a customer’s expectations. Trust is earned with expanded expertise, while additional income can be realized
correcting flaws inherant in a rug or issues that arise in cleaning.
For more information about blocking or stretching you can reach me by phone at 303-292-2522 or by
email at either office@mannrugs.com or andrija@mannrugs.com.
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