Goatskin Vellum Bench 2014
English goatskin vellum, patinated brass custom feet. 66” W x 15.75” D x 17.5” H. John Polak Photography.

notes on working
with parchment
from an allied craft
Sarah Pringle

Parchment and vellum are commonly thought to be difficult
materials to work with. Some even say ornery, “that the skin always
wants to go back to its shape on the animal.” I don’t really see it
that way. While I’ve had some epic failures with it, I’ve also come to
understand, from years of working with the material, that if you do
what it needs it will be a strong, versatile, exquisite surface that can
be worked into unconventional, beautiful design solutions.
I’ve been working with parchment and vellum for over 35 years:
Starting as a hand bookbinder and then pivoting to working on custom
furniture and architectural elements for the interior design trade, I now
design and produce furniture and objects that incorporate surface finishes
of parchment, water gilding, and leather work. I also teach the techniques I
work with to emerging and professional creatives.
Here’s what I’ve found to be true (so far). When moisture, such as
adhesive, is applied to the skins of parchment or vellum it is going to swell,
and as it dries will have a significant amount of pull. When not accounted
for, that tension of the skin’s pull will cause warping and adhesion issues
– of impressive effect – usually not in a good way. It is important when
working with this material to understand how to mitigate this trait. Here’s
how I look at it: swell and pull aren’t bad, they’re just facts one has to adapt
to and work with. I find that if what parchment work needs is taken into
account, and designed accordingly, I can get the outcome wanted.
Philosophically, I’m interested in sharing techniques, particularly
techniques that are hard to find information about, in any language!
Except for a few insights from kind people, I am self-taught in parchment
work. This article provides a brief introduction to the materials and offers
practical, experiential information about how I approach working with
parchment on rigid panels and furniture. While obviously not books,
I believe there are in-common handling techniques and practices with
parchment I’ve come to rely on that could be of interest to traditional
bookbinders and book artists. My hope is to provide some technical
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Materials + Tools

Parchment

Goatskin Vellum Screen 2016.
English goatskin vellum, rift white oak veneer, dyed solid
oak, patinated brass custom feet and double action hinges.
77.37” H. John Polak Photography.
Cylinder Sculpture 2020.
Fish parchment, water gilded
22K Moon gold leaf on custom
violet bole. 13.75” H x 3.75” dia.
Photograph by the author.

insight to facilitate a successful start to, or continued
enjoyment of working with parchment.
For simplifying writing, I will be conflating the
terms vellum and parchment to parchment. The
information in this article can be worked on both
parchment and vellum.
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Parchment is prepared from the skin of an
animal, typically goat, calf, and sheep - less typically
deer, ostrich, horse, pig, alligator, and fish, among
others. The mammalian skins are processed in a
lime bath and (usually) de-haired. The pelt is then
dried at room temperature being stretched and held
under tension on frame; in some cultures it’s called a
herse (old English spelling) (Fig. 4). This mechanical
process, stretching the wet pelt while it is drying, is
what distinguishes parchment from leather. During
stretching some of the fibers are broken under the
tension allowing the remaining fibers to become
aligned into layers parallel to the grain and flesh
surfaces. While the pelt dries the fibers are set into
the stretched alignment by a pelt fluid, endemic to the
skin, which acts as an adhesive. Once dry, the fibers do
not revert to their soft, relaxed state but create a highly
taut sheet which is smooth, strong and semi-elastic. [1]
Fig. 4: Skin
stretched
on hearse.
Photograph
by the author.

Today parchment is manufactured on six of seven
continents with Antarctica being the exception.
For those of us here in the Americas, parchment is
typically sourced domestically or from Europe. It
is available from both tannery manufacturers and
wholesale/retail businesses (see Resource and Vendor
List).
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It is my preference to buy from and support
tannery manufacturers. Because they are the source,
they have knowledge and experiential understanding
about animal skins; they can be specific about
sourcing, process, what their inventory is, and credibly
assist with custom orders. It’s a huge benefit to develop
good relationships with the businesses that produce
the parchment not only to be more involved with
selecting for quality and project specifications but
also for insight into the business and craft of
parchment making.
Culling through inventory and selecting in person
is the best way to obtain skins and can be done (by
appointment) at some tannery manufacturers and
retail businesses. This is also a great way to pick up
anomaly skins, one-of-a-kind skins that can be of
particular interest for a single use project such as a
design binding or small object. If you are not able to
select skins in person and have to order a shipment,
I would suggest ordering a percentage of extra skins
to assure that you will end up with the selection
that ideally suits your project. When I bid for jobs I
include 10% - 25% for extra skins, the range reflecting
the type of skin specified (some skin types have more
consistency than others) and how discerning the
client is.

Adhesive

Talas Wheat Paste No. 301, a precooked powder
which dissolves easily in cold water, is my go-to
adhesive for adhering parchment to a substrate. The
attributes I like about this paste include: if prepared
and applied properly, the paste has the strength to
adhere parchment to a substrate; it is compatible with
substrates that are porous; compatibility with the
protein structure of traditionally processed parchment
skins; it stays open (workable), which allows for a
thorough and relaxed (well, most of the time) glue
up session; it dries transparently; it doesn’t introduce
heat; it’s easy to make in small or large quantities;
and it is nontoxic, inexpensive, and easily sourced.
Ultimately, I love the way paste handles and how the
parchment looks and feels when it is dry.

Archival Paste Brushes

Use good quality brushes designed for working
with paste: hog hair bristles, string bound, with no
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metal parts. My preferred paste brush company is
Shepherds, but Talas also sells good archival paste
brushes. Typically, I use #6 and #18 and, when needed,
a #28 for large scale work. Brushes need to be big
enough to easily hold and distribute the paste for the
scale that you typically work at. New brushes should
be soaked overnight and rinsed and cleaned with a
high-quality brush soap before first using them. It is
common for new brushes to shed. Brush hairs are the
bane of vellum work; look at your surfaces for stray
brush hairs before laying down the skin! If used and
cared for properly, a Shepherds brush will last for
decades.

Small Tools, Materials, Equipment

My cache of hand tools includes Teflon folders
small and large and a large Teflon bar folder 3” x 7” x
.25” with one of the long sides rounded. I made this
bar folder years ago but Bonefolder.com makes an
interesting large folder – ‘Extra Large Ergo Square
Non-Stick Bone Folder’ which I think would work
similarly. Additional important small tools include
bone folders, scalpel and blades, tweezer, Casselli
spatulas, HB pencil, and a clean pink pearl eraser (do
not use kneaded erasers).
Other supplies include Mylar, Hollitex, barrier
paper (I use barrier paper instead of blotter paper
because the texture of blotter embosses the parchment
leaving an undesirable uneven surface), and good
quality sandpaper. You’ll also need two, two-liter
capacity Pyrex bowls, two clean sponges – one a
combo (gentle) scrubby sponge, the other just a
sponge – both designated for this purpose only,
filtered or spring water, and paper towel or scrap
paper.

Bench and Work Area Setup
Important features for a prepared work area
are good overall lighting, including good backlighting,
a smooth waterproof work surface, and ample area for
work surface – clear the decks!
Good light sources are imperative for seeing the
nuances of the materials during the covering process.
Position yourself so the light supports your ability to
work precisely.
My work benches are over 30 years old and no
longer waterproof (too many scratches in the finish of
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the MDF). I’ve covered the entire top of my benches
with Dura-Lar which is a frosted matte Mylar. I like
this solution for a number of reasons: it’s a light
background, waterproof, easy to clean and replace
when needed, impervious to the few solvents I use,
and non-reflective so when I take process photographs
the frosted Mylar provides a great matte background.
At .005 thick it provides a smooth even surface on my
old bench top.
The need for a water-resistant surface becomes
self-evident when pasting up and cleaning paste
residue. Dampening the parchment makes it tacky, so
it is easier to pull it up and handle from a waterproof
surface. Pasting up parchment requires saturating the
entire piece of skin which gets messy. A waterproof
work surface can quickly and easily be scrubbed,
wiped clean, and dried.

Selecting a Cut (piece) from a
Skin
A day or two before you’ll be looking over the
parchment, unroll the skin(s), place the curl face
down, and weight the edges or put a board on top
to encourage the skin to relax and flatten. Don’t be
aggressive with the weight, just enough to encourage
flattening.
Determine the size of the cut the parchment needs
to be, and whether you are counter-warping with
parchment or paper. You’ll want to account for the
overall size of the object, including edges or turn-ins,
plus some extra to work with. For example, when I’m
covering the front of a panel, I add at least .75” all
around, beyond the overall size I want, so that I can
pull the parchment with my thumb and index finger
across and onto the edge of the panel. An additional
benefit to having this extra material is if the skin swells
unevenly – unpredictable things happen when you
add moisture to parchment; if there is extra material it
is easier to adjust the placement of the skin.
Working with good overall indirect light and a
bright direct light source, I rely on two procedures for
assessing a skin. First, run your hands over the entire
skin surface, both grain side and flesh side, to feel how
beautiful it is but more importantly at this stage, to feel
for defects in the skin. Touch is another way of seeing.
Hold the skin up so it’s back lit, (Fig. 5) and look, on
both sides of the skin, for natural anomalies such as
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tick and inoculation scars, holes, scraping marks,
pigment variations, gunk, problematically thin areas
or unusual spine alignment. With an HB pencil (don’t
use a soft pencil lead because it smudges and is hard
to remove) on the GRAIN side, lightly circle/mark
anything you want to avoid.

Fig. 5: Viewing the backlit skin. Photograph by Geoff
McKonly.

Second, with the skin on a low table, alternating
between a light and dark background, white and dark
paper can be slid underneath the skin. Assess the
surfaces for any other areas you want to avoid. Note
those in pencil on the grain side of the skin. Looking
at the skin on both a dark and light background
provides good insight into how the character of the
skin will likely look on your object.
There are a couple of techniques I can share
to remedy simple anomalies in a skin. I highly
recommend testing these techniques on a scrap piece
of parchment to practice and understand the finesse
for using a scalpel blade and/or sandpaper.
If there is a rough area or a piece of dried flesh on
the flesh side of the skin, you can use P220 or P320
sandpaper to sand the area smooth. If you come across
an embedded hair or speck of something – on the flesh
side – use a scalpel blade (Fig. 6) and try to scrape the
suede and gently remove what’s embedded. Gently
sand the area to smooth. These attempts don’t always
result in success but often they’re worth a try.
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the mat down to hold it in place, and using a pencil,
mark the outermost dimensions. Next, draw lines
representing the corners for lining up the cut piece
on the panel, and add lines at top and bottom for the
spine. Note the lower right corner to easily reference
the orientation of the cut piece (Fig.7).

Covering

Fig. 6: Removing embedded defects with scalpel.
Photograph by Geoff McKonly.

It is important to take the time to know what’s
happening in the skin before cutting the piece you
need. When I do these steps, I’m literally reading skin
to predict how it will behave and ultimately look once
it has gone through the covering process.

Making the Selection

When working on panels, I cover and
counter-warp them in the same day in a continuous
start-to-finish process to facilitate keeping the panel flat
and true. If I’m covering a panel such as a case piece
door that will be seen both front and back, I cover the
entire panel in parchment - back, front, and edges, in
that order. The pieces meet at the edges with adhesion
integrity (see below for definition) and the beauty of
a seamless edge. Skin easily sticks to itself and bonds.
One parchment surface will readily bond and seal to
another parchment surface provided surfaces are clean,
that the paste is fresh and applied properly, and that
pressure is applied to set the skin in place.

Using the overall dimensions of the object to be
covered I make 4-ply window mats for front and
back parchment selection. The mats are marked with
reference lines for the front, edges, and flange as well
as the center point for aligning the spine if needed.
The mats provide a way to easily see the whole of the
cut needed.

Fig. 8: The pull of the drying skin can delaminate the
substrate. Photograph by the author.

Fig. 7: The window mat used to select areas of the skin.
Photograph by Geoff McKonly.

Looking at the grain side of the skin and noting
with pencil marks anything you want to avoid, use
the window mats to select the cuts you want. Weight
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If the panel is for a case piece where the back
doesn’t show, I’ll counter warp the back with strong
handmade paper to save money and material while
still achieving the desired counter warping properties.
I find that Twinrocker Handmade Abaca Paper is a
great paper that has similar strength to parchment and
can be applied using the same techniques.
About adhesion integrity – if a panel is covered on
one face and trimmed flush, the tension at the edge,
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around the perimeter, is highly susceptible to adhesion
failure which results in the parchment delaminating
from the substrate or sometimes delaminating and
taking the substrate with it. It’s alarming how strong
the pull of parchment can be! (Fig. 8)
By covering the back, then front, then edges,
essentially encasing the substrate, the tension is
diminished by the parchment wrapping onto the edge
and butting to itself. The paste, in conjunction with the
natural adhesive properties of damp parchment and
the application of pressure, bonds the skin where the
edges of parchment meet and in doing that it relieves
the tension at the edges. Put simply, it’s risky trimming
a surface flush to the edge. Always wrap onto the edges
to ensure adhesion integrity.

Mylar cut-to-size (about 1” all around larger than
the panel).
• Keep Hollitex and barrier paper (both pre-cut
about 1” all around larger than the panel for the
project) close by

Setting up to Cover
Using the recipe included at the end of this article,
I prepare the wheat paste a day or two before covering,
and then strain the entire batch and store it in the
refrigerator until I’m ready to use it.
I prefer to work with materials at room temperature
so the paste and the skin are the same temperature
when I start to cover. About an hour before covering,
decant some prepared paste. Prime the hog hair paste
brush by soaking it in clean water for about 5 minutes,
then flick out the excess water. Test the viscosity of the
paste using the paste brush. Gently pounce the brush
into the paste and stir. It’s likely to be a bit too thick, so
I add small amounts of water to thin the paste to about
the thickness of stirred yogurt. You want body in the
paste, and a consistency that will lay down a smooth
even layer on the parchment. The paste recipe I use
is about 90% water; don’t over-thin the paste or there
will likely be adhesion issues. Keep the brush in the
paste when not in use.

The workbench setup consists of:
• Two bowls of clean water, one with a clean sponge
(this is the “clean” water) and the other with a clean
combo sponge scrubby (this is the “dirty” water.
• Clean towels, one right in front of the water bowls.
A couple other towels within arm’s reach for drying
the work surface
• Clean hand tools within reach, as well as a piece of
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Fig. 9: Tools and other supplies set out on the bench.
Photograph by Geoff McKonly.

Covering a Panel
Dampen the grain side of the skin before applying
the paste. The purpose of dampening the grain side
is to introduce moisture to balance the moisture of
the paste that is applied to the flesh side of the skin.
Dampening the grain side initiates swelling of the
skin and helps the paste absorb into the flesh side.
This increases the pliability and working properties
of the skin but also thoroughly infuses the skin with
paste. The more paste absorbed into the fibers of the
flesh side, the better the adhesion of the skin to the
substrate.
The flesh side of the skin is pasted up in the
standard technique, working from the center outwards
off the perimeter of the skin. You want to apply
enough paste to the parchment that it will soak into
the flesh side for several minutes but also have some
paste on the skin for the glue up. If it fully absorbs
into the skin, evenly apply a thin coat of additional
paste. This allows for time to prepare the substrate,
too. Large pieces of parchment may require putting
weight on the corners (I use clean stones) to keep the
skin from curling onto itself. It’s important to examine
the pasted panel and the skin, to thoroughly inspect
for brush hairs or gunk which can be removed using
tweezers (Fig. 10). Anything that is dimensional, left
guild of book workers
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between the skin and the substrate, will telegraph
through and be apparent when the parchment is dry,
so be vigilant! Also check for even coverage of the
paste, that there are no dry areas that would cause an
air bubble. Evenly apply more paste if needed.

Fig. 10: Removing stray brush hairs from the paste with
tweezers. Photograph by Geoff McKonly.

To work the parchment down, I toggle between
dampening the parchment with a wrung-out sponge to
keep the surface workable and working the parchment
down through Mylar using a Teflon bar folder. After
placing the pasted skin on the substrate, I dampen
then lay a piece of Mylar on the parchment and from
the center out, work the parchment down moving the
Teflon bar at an angle (Fig. 11) sweeping it towards,
away, and side to side. Work lightly at first and if the
parchment needs more moisture, lightly dampen the
skin - but always work with the Mylar in place before
working it down with the Teflon folder.

Fig. 11: Working down the parchment with a sturdy Teflon
bar. Photograph by Geoff McKonly.
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The Mylar is dense and displaces the edges of the
Teflon folder. Because it is transparent, it is easy to
see air bubbles or wrinkles (this usually only happens
with large panels) that need coaxing to flatten. The
protective Mylar facilitates multiple passes of the
folder without leaving behind tracks and Teflon particulates in the parchment.
Now, a bit more detail on how hard to push the
folder across the surface. You don’t want to ‘starve
the glue up’; meaning you don’t want to push out too
much paste and compromise the adhesion. Look and
feel to know that the parchment is completely down no air bubbles or wrinkles - and that the paste is even
and smooth under the surface of the skin. With the
Mylar off, move your hand over the surface. Hold the
panel up to raking light and assess the flatness of the
parchment. Re-work through the Mylar if need be
but don’t overdo it. In this process of taking the Mylar
on and off, the Mylar may stick to the parchment
or appear to be drying too fast. In that case, lightly
dampen the grain side as needed to resolve.

Pressing a Panel
If the panel is small (10” x 10” or smaller), I
don’t tend to press it; working the parchment down
through Mylar is usually enough to ensure good
adhesion. If I’m working on a series of panels or if
they are large, I’ll press the panel in my vacuum table.
It’s important to distinguish pressing versus weight.
Weight isn’t effective with a freshly covered panel.
Pressure, though, will ensure adhesion and leveling
the paste under the parchment. If pressing, sandwich
the panel between Hollitex and barrier paper on both
sides (the Hollitex against the parchment) and put it in
the press, parchment side down, for about 20 minutes.
The skin is somewhat fragile at this point from all the
moisture. I do not strong arm the pressure or press for
an extended period. Pressing parchment panels for
long periods of time is unnecessary and can contribute
to warping. Excessive pressure can bruise the skin and
push out the paste, compromising the glue up.
After pressing, slit the flange (Fig. 12): this is the
excess parchment that will eventually get trimmed
away. Slitting the parchment keeps the parchment
from lifting off the panel by relieving tension on the
edge as the parchment dries.
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Clean Up and Final Check
Carefully trim away any excess parchment
with a scalpel, being meticulous not to undercut and
trim too much (Fig. 14). Better to leave a bit of excess
parchment and sand it back once it’s completely dry
than inadvertently over cut.

Fig. 12: Slitting excess material at the flange. Photograph by
Geoff McKonly.

Before continuing with the covering, let the panel
dry propped on top of a sturdy object for about 30
minutes to let the parchment set a bit. It’s important
to have air circulation around the whole panel to
minimize warping.
To cover the edges, re-paste the parchment flange
and the board edge. Work with the panel vertical with
the pasted flange towards you. Using your fingers and
thumbs, pull the parchment onto the edge, (Fig. 13)
making sure the parchment is taut across the corner
and panel edge. Then, work the parchment down with
a Mylar strip and Teflon folder, working from the
center to the ends, and being careful to not push the
paste onto the front of the panel. Clean up excess paste
and let it dry for at least 30 minutes before trimming
back.

Fig. 14: Trimming the excess parchment away.

Corners and the apex of edges can be sanded with
P320 or P400 sandpaper on a sanding block. Gently
sand edges to slightly round them. Don’t overdo it or
you could sand through the parchment, especially on
corners. DO NOT sand the grain of sheep or goatskin.
It will remove the upper dermal layer and change
the surface characteristic – usually not in a good
way. Calfskin, on the other hand, can be sanded and
polished with the clean outside cheek of the palm of
your hand.

Fig. 13: Pulling the parchment onto the edge.
Fig. 15: Smoothing the parchment edges.
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To finish the edges and corners put some spit (one’s
saliva needs to be clean – no coffee, nicotine, or pesto
mouth) on a finger or thumb and moisten the sanded
edges, moving your finger/thumb back and forth to
smooth the parchment (Fig. 15). It might become
sticky as the skin dries. Buff the surface with the clean
outside cheek of the palm of your hand - skin to skin
contact. The hand polishes the animal skin beautifully.
This spit technique can be used elsewhere on the
panel to smooth rough spots.

Wheat Paste Recipe

Protective Finish

Calcium Carbonate - Kremer Pigments # 58000,
kremerpigments.com

Parchment can be left unfinished but is susceptible
to the influence of moisture and sunlight, changing
over time to reflect the conditions and care it has
experienced. High quality wax can be applied, but this
‘finish’ does little to protect parchment. The parchment
work that is made in my workshop is finished with
a coat of M.L. Campbell Vinyl Sealer and one to two
coats M.L. Campbell HP WW Conversion Varnish
Clear - Flat Sheen.
In conclusion, a technical recap to encourage
your creative success.
Teach yourself how to look at skins. There’s a story
there of an animal’s life. Species, gender, age, nutrition,
health, geography – it can be pretty interesting.
Don’t be afraid of water, be it on a sponge or in the
paste. Parchment becoming and staying malleable is of
great help to having the time to work with it as well as
ensuring adhesion integrity.
Counter warp as soon as the skin is dry enough
to handle for the counter warping process. Treating
all sides similarly and in timely sequence hinders the
panel from warping and drying in that warped state.
It’s much harder (and honestly sometimes not entirely
successful) to pull a warped panel back from a dry
state than to counter warp before the panel has dried
completely.
Be careful handling and pressing damp parchment.
It is skin, and in a dampened state is susceptible to
bruising or becoming transparent. This of course
could be used to an interesting advantage, so, if you
wish, disregard the previous sentence and experiment!

Materials & Tools:

Wheat Paste powder, calcium carbonate*, cold spring
or filtered water, scale, milliliter measuring containers,
Pyrex container, spatula, glass or ceramic storage
container.

Material Source:

Wheat Starch 301 - Talas item # TAD002010,
talasonline.com

Liquid:

Volume :

15 ml. = 1 T .

6 g. wheat paste powder = 1 T .

30 ml. = 1 oz .

10 g. calcium carbonate = 1 T .

Measures Conversion Chart
Yield

Wheat
Paste

Calcium
Carbonate

Cold
Water

125 ml.

13 grams

3 g.

125 ml.

250 ml.

25 grams

5 g.

250 ml.

500 ml.

50 grams

10 g.

500 ml.

750 ml.

75 grams

15 g.

750 ml.

1000 ml.

100 grams

20 g.

1000 ml.

Preparation Instructions

Weigh wheat paste powder and calcium carbonate
powder. Measure cold water.
Gently sprinkle wheat paste and calcium carbonate*
onto cold water. Do not stir. Cover and refrigerate
overnight.
The next day, stir well but gently. “Chop” the clumps
with a spatula to break them up.
Let the paste sit at room temperature for 30-60
minutes. Stir again.
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Strain well so the paste is completely smooth in
texture. This is a stock solution of paste.
Label and date. Keep refrigerated when not in use.
Lasts about 4-6 days. Discard if it starts to smell
rotten.
At the time of use, decant desired amount and adjust
the consistency by adding water.
* 20% Calcium Carbonate is added to buffer the PH of
the acidic wheat paste (pH 6-6.5).

Parchment Vendor List

Parchment Manufacturers & Vendors – USA:
Pergamena; www.pergamena.net
Stern Tanning; www.sterntanning.com
Parchment Vendors – USA:
Dualoy; www.dualoy.com
Keleen Leathers; www.keleenleathers.com
MacPherson Leather Company; macphersonleather.
com/index.html
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