
Krause Leather
Genesis, Achievement, Perspectives

In 2005 I had the opportunity to work on a series of livres de peintres edited and illustrated at the 
beginning of the twentieth century by François-Louis Schmied. Painter, wood engraver, printer, 
editor, illustrator and bookbinder, this French artist, born in Switzerland in 1873, is considered a 
major figure of the Art Deco movement. For the “young” self-taught bookbinder that I was, the 
only possible way to create adequate bindings for these highly refined books was to think of myself 
as the artist’s assistant. My bindings were not meant to “surpass” the literary and aesthetic experi-
ence offered by Schmied’s works, but rather to “prolong” their richness and beauty.

François-Louis Schmied took between two and six years to complete each one of his works. Hav-
ing mastered all the book arts skills, Schmied extensively practiced the technique of camaieu (chi-
aroscuro) - characteristic of wood engraving - to obtain colour illustrations as delicate and vivid as 
monotypes. One illustration alone often required as many as 40 press impressions!

Faced with such powerful works, how could I possibly exert my own creativity as well as a certain 
freedom? Obviously, the answer was not a minimalist approach. I felt that I shouldn’t ignore my 
fascination for these illustrations. Much the same as Schmied, who lost one eye after the war, I 
decided to focus on the fight to be fought: that is to open this “eye”, as well as my good one. My  
fight would be the technique, just as his had been!

My several sessions at the Centro del bel libro in Ascona, Switzerland, at first convinced me that 
salvation would come from traditional inlay and onlay techniques that might be able to confer 
rhythm, animation and depth to the cover decorations. And yet, this didn’t happen. The textures 
and limited range of skin colours could not be compensated for by the ingenuity of the cutouts 
and the composition. I was determined to honour Schmied’s vibrant “camaieu” effect that so well 



depicts the rising dawn, the moving sea, or the golden shimmering of the air when hills, rocks and 
leaves are deeply immersed in a peaceful summer.

My approach changed when I got a Krause press, which inspired the name “Krause leather.” I ac-
quired the old hand-powered machine (utilized for hot stamping) only because of my fatherly in-
stinct to save it from destruction. Called “Vergolde-Prage-Farbdruckpressen” in Germany, “presse 
à balancier” in France, “trancia a caldo” in Italy and “arming press” in Anglo-Saxon countries, this 
machine was used for complex, rich and flamboyant decorations in the heyday of the semi-indus-
trial edition. (Just remember Hetzel’s boards covered in red percale for Jules Verne’s novels.)

As is the case for wood engraving, the various patterns and colours are born from the combination 
of different plates: one for each impression. I was encouraged to imagine a renewed usage of this 
ancient technique, and especially to think about a way of giving an original touch to a procedure 
inherently linked to reproduction. In the same way that photography changed the approach to 
painting, my technique would overcome the “mechanics” and use the arming press for creating a 
new and singular semantic field that was able to express a unique plastic vocabulary: not my own, 
but that of Schmied’s much admired style.

The plan was to use plates for printing patterns on the leathers that were already prepared for 
inlays. Arming press plates are normally made of bronze – a material that sustains very subtle en-
gravings while being resistant to heat. Its hardness combined with its durability makes it suitable 
for repeated, even intensive usage. However, due precisely to their high quality, these bronze plates 
are complicated to produce, and they are very expensive.

Luckily for me, I came across a technique of photoengraving on magnesium plates – a “softer” 
material, but so sensitive to heat that the plates could not be reused. Nevertheless, it suited my 
purpose and the cost was more reasonable. All I had to do was create the templates for the desired 
designs. Inspired by Schmied’s illustrations, and with the help of so ware (Photoshop and Free-
hand), I conceived irregular textures with organic effects. I ordered the plates from a specialized 



artist who had the equipment. The first plates were not deep enough to render the drawing’s de-
tails. But after a series of experiments (while adjusting the intensity of the acid marks), I managed 
to obtain quite subtle plates.

I experimented on a wide range of leathers so that my inlays became more complex, and this re-
search was fruitful. I constructed models using two (sometimes three) boards laminated together, 
which allowed me to level the surface more easily. Finding the right level to cut, inlay, fill, adjust, 
warp, or raise was now (almost) a child’s game. It is interesting to think that this process of “tex-
turing” the leather in preparation for a figurative decor was taking me closer, at the detail level, to 
abstract painting.

The plates are literally “elementary”: they illustrate the sky (the clouds’ variety, the wind’s move-
ments, the light’s horisons), the sea (apparently peaceful, floating), the earth (coarse-grained or 
smooth as sand) and the fire (dancing, devouring). They are mounted in a very simple way, with a 
thin layer of white glue that adheres perfectly to the heated plate and that can be removed with a 
kitchen knife while still warm.

The colour – Oeser foil commonly used in bookbinding for titling – is laid down on the leather 
through the combined action of heat and pressure. (A temperature between 100 and 140 degrees 
is required for the colour to adhere perfectly),  The leather – natural or chrome tanned – is thinly 
pared (0.3 to 0.5 mm), then backed with Japanese paper. It takes a couple of hours for it to dry 
under weights, between boards and blotters. Its surface then appears as if subtly engraved with a 
gouge. The impressions of the plate and the delicate layering of colours and tones bring me closer 
and closer to the much-sought pictorial vibration.



The desire to “paint” with my Krause requires me to prepare the colours myself. Therefore, as well 
as the available Oeser colours, various blends of aniline dye and alcohol, delicately mixed or com-
pletely merged, are painted on the surface of the white Oeser stamping foil.

I am thus able to obtain unique leathers, impossible to reproduce by normal serial procedures.



The nights I spent “Krausing” are now part of my creative rhythm. About 100 leathers prepared in 
this way are sorted by colour and stored in the arming press room. Keeping in mind the patterns 
engraved on the plates, I embark on my creation: the tinted leather constitutes the background on 
which the plate’s pattern engraves thin grooves and gauzy dreams. Just as in linocut, intaglio, or 
lithograph printing processes the pressure, the inking, and in this case, the heat, and the number 
of impressions are key factors. However, the setup before the impressions, the “kairos”, is also es-
sential. In my case, the “kairos” often takes the shape of contemporary music!

It is interesting to see that all the way along this four-movement process (where the first three 
movements lead to the creation of the inlay, while the fourth transforms the inlay itself into a re-
newed plastic vocabulary), I am actually creating surfaces on which to express my ideas.

1) The decorative composition (justified by the book’s strong personality) awakens visions and 
moods. As a result, I create the design and have the plates engraved.

2) Following an idea that tries to find its way towards the surface of the material, I select the leath-
ers (grains, colours) in relation to the colours of the Oeser foil.

3) The heat and pressure developed in the Krause arming press make the miracle happen. The 
leathers’ texture is the result of both a technique and an artistic alchemy born from true moments 
of grace.

4) The inlay will be realized with the most expressive leathers, following a very precise design.



In the case of smaller volumes, the Krause can be used for full leather binding or for endpapers.  
The maximum dimensions allowed by the arming press are 45 x 30 cm. My current research tries 
to answer the question: is this technique able to reproduce the poetic fingerprints of a dream on a 
large cover? I am fully aware of the fact that this approach – “mimetic” at first sight – opens itself 
to criticism. Where is my own artistic vision or, in other words, am I capable of creating “original” 
bindings? Nevertheless, the ten years that I have spent perfecting this technique have brought me 
to see in it a key to the future.

My belief that one should perfect one’s craft skills before priding oneself on a style had made me 
delay the pleasures of making contemporary bindings. Now, with new collectors entrusting me 
with bindings of twentieth century artists’ books (particularly poetry), my desire to personalize 
my art is growing stronger.

Luigi Castiglioni, Rimini, mai 2016
luigicastiglioni.it
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