
KNOW YOUR LEATHER TYPE 
What does it matter and how do you know the difference?! 
By Renée Carpenter, Jennings Furniture & Design 
 
It looks like leather, feels like leather, must be leather.  Well, not necessarily! 
The term ‘leather’ tends to be used loosely, and what you think you are buying 
is not always the case.  Full-grain, top-grain, Nubuck, pull-up aniline, semi-
aniline leather, leather-match, vinyl, split and bonded leather – not to mention 
the various qualities and grades of leather  - are just a few of the terms the 
discriminating buyer should be aware of.  It can make a difference in the life 
and quality of your purchase. 
 
Different types of leather are used to cover furniture. Natural leather, which is 
also known as full aniline leather, is one of the most luxurious. Natural full-
grain leathers are expensive and can easily stain or damage as they are left 
uncoated. Nubuck leather is natural leather that has been brushed for a soft, 
suede-like feel. It is the most difficult to maintain because the treatment 
process leaves it very absorbent. Pull-up aniline leather is natural leather that 
has been treated with a special wax and oil coating to alter the look of the 
sofa as it ages. It can also be more expensive and the addition of the coating 
allows the leather to wear unevenly, resulting in light and dark contrasts over 
time. But, it is probably the most ‘real leather’ feel and smell of any other 
protective leather type. Semi-aniline leather is also specially coated, but for 
protection, not appearance. It has a coating to protect it from stains and is 
much more durable than natural leather.  
 
Split, bi-cast, bonded, or pigmented leather is polished and dyed for color 
consistency. It can be very durable and easy to maintain. The pigmenting 
process allows for uniform color throughout the life of the sofa. Cleaning a 
spill on a pigmented leather sofa typically requires only water and a soft 
cloth. 
 
Knowing which type of leather may be as simple as looking at the price. 
Natural and Nubuck could sell for several thousands of dollars, whereas 
pigmented leather prices begin in the $500 to $600 range.  Natural, Nubuck, 
pull-up aniline and semi-anilines are all made from top grain, while split, 
bonded / pigmented leathers are made from the bottom grain, or split hide. 
Furniture made from top grain leather should last a lifetime, while split hide 
leather sofas have a life expectancy of about five years.  
 
As top grain leather ages, it gets softer and more beautiful. Fine leather sofas 
warm to your body temperature in the cold and remain cool to the touch in 
heat. They also allow for stretching while maintaining their shape.  
 
The luxury of fine leather furniture is something you will enjoy for years. To 
get the best bang for your leather buck, seek out a reputable furniture store 
knowledgeable in the pros and cons of the cowhide market. 


