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Back to Basics: A Framework for Leather Manufacture

Richard Daniels and Walter Landmann

Pre-finishing and Finishing
Part 7: Plating/Glazing/Embossing/Polishing

Overview

The primary purpose of these operations
performed after the application of
finishing coats is to impart the desired
final appearance along with resistance to
wear in use to the leather surface.

Plating principally smoothes the surface
and produces gloss. Glazing is a more
aggressive treatment to obtain high gloss
appearance after treating the leather
surface with a seasoning solution.
Embossing leaves a permanent imprint of
selected patterns. Polishing equalises the
grain.

The degree of effect required frequently
determines the type of machine employed
for the process. The main categories of
machines used are hydraulic platen presses,
multi-roller machines (known generically as
“Finiflex” type), throughfeed rotary
machines, reciprocating roller machines
and linear glazing machines. With the
exception of the latter, they all fine-tune
results by means of varying pressure,
temperature and exposure time (dwell or
feed speed). Polishing is generally carried
out on rotating cylinder machines.

Objectives and outcome

Four different operations that apply
mechanical force to the leather are
employed:

PLATING

The objective of this operation is to
modify the product applied in the
finishing process to achieve an even gloss
effect, to harden it and increase its
resistance to wear. The plating pressure
also acts upon the leather grain making it
more uniform and, depending upon the
pressure applied, reducing depth of grain.
As an approximate indication, plating
pressures needed to produce gloss are
between 30 bar and 50 bar, rising to 50 bar
up to 80 bar to modify grain impression.
Whilst the term plating also tends to

include the ironing action it should be
born in mind that there is a clear
distinction between these two concepts.
Pressure exerted upon the leather purely in
a perpendicular direction produces
plating. Ironing, however, additionally
requires a degree of relative movement,
friction as it were, between the leather
surface and the work component.

e The parameters of plating are finely
balanced to achieve the desired visual
effect without leading to unwanted
hardening and firming of the leather,
compression of the fibre structure and
loss of handle.

* Softening and tackiness of the
finishing product applied can occur if
temperatures that are too high are
employed  during  plating  or
embossing.

e Pressure exerted by platen presses is
perpendicular whereas roller and
cylinder type machinery pressure is
both perpendicular as well as at an
angle to the leather surface. The effect
of this latter action is more akin to the
classic concept of ironing, which
leaves the leather softer and more
supple.

 Plating in between product layer
applications causes fusion of resin
coats into the leather fibre structure,
smoothes the surface and promotes
good adhesion of subsequent top
coats.

* Platen pressing may result in non-
uniform pressure across the surface of
the leather.

e Normal smooth plating uses 30 - 45
kg/cm?  pressure. (Multiply total
pressure times 1000 and divide by
leather surface in cm? to obtain
specific pressure.)

¢ Grain effect may be more pronounced
at 50 - 75 kg/cm? pressure.

* Excessive pressure (100 kg/cm? plus)
causes leather to become hard.

¢ Plating/ironing on reciprocating roller
machinery may move flesh side and
grain side slightly against each other,
particularly when the leather structure
is loose.

e The classic ironing effect is best
achieved by the reciprocating roller
machine or the multi-roller “Finiflex”
type of machine.

* Higher working temperatures—up to
200°C—may be employed when
plating/ironing with the “Finiflex”
type machine because of the short
contact time between leather and
work roller.

GLAZING

The objective of this operation is to
produce very high gloss combined with
clear impression of the grain formation.

e The friction of glazing on protein
treated leathers promotes a hardening
of the protein resulting in high gloss.

* Leather substance must be regular for
satisfactory glazing.

e When glazing, varying substance
leathers can exhibit darkened areas
where substance is heavier.

* Excessive temperature may raise oils
causing dark areas.

* Fats migrated to the leather surface
may cause smeary effect.

e Glazing may accentuate leather
defects even when they occur on the
flesh side.

* Veins may show on the surface.

e The fibre structure is compressed
depending upon severity of action.

* Natural grain is enhanced.

* Hard pressure of the glazing roll onto
the leather surface produces firm and
closed grain.

o If licde pigment is applied glazing
shows the porous fibre structure.

EMBOSSING

The objective of this operation is to
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