


HISTORY

The use of fish leather is not totally new, it is just only a little uncom-
mon nowadays. Already in the sixteenth century fish leather or also cal-
led “shagreen” was used by men to cover their weapons and the blades 
of their knives. In the eighteenth century it was very popular as deco-
rative coating material. It was used to decorate cutlery, perfumebottles 
and pencil cases.
During the Art Deco period it was used for handbags, cigarette boxes 
and furniture. Fashion and footwear designers also make regular use of 
‘galuchat’, the French name for fish leather.



Nienke Hoogvliet
Nienke Hoogvliet is the person that introduced me to fish leather and the beauty of this ma-
terial. Before she made the product RE-SEA ME she made the project SEA ME.
SEA ME is a rug made of sea algae yarn, knotted by hand in an old fishing net. It is about 
Capturing the contrast between the polluting plastic waste issues and the beautiful things the 
sea has to offer.
With my designs I like to attract the attention to the pollution of the sea, but also what the 
sea can bring us” told Nienke Hoogvliet.

At first the fish sellers were suprised with the question of selling her fish skin. But they were 
totally convinced seeing the marvelous result. “ I attented a workshop of tanning fish skin, 
given by a man specialised in traditional craftmanship. I experienced the sustainable proces 
of fish skin tanning. You don’t use any chemicals and the result is beautiful and of high quali-
ty. The skin is stronger than other skinmaterial, because the connective tissue goes crosswise.
She made a stool from the fish leather and it is so strong that you can savely sit on it.

You can tan every fish skin, but the one she likes the most is the skin of the salmon, because 
of his nice gradation of colours.
Because the skin has to be firmly massaged the work became very labour-intensive, doing it 
by hand. Nowadays to make it more efficient Nienke uses machienes to do the job.
“In the future I hope to work with fashiondesigners, who will use my materials for their de-
signs and I have plans for more interiorproducts. Maybe it is possible to inspire the industry.
Fish leather is not cheap if you compare it with cowleather, but if you compare it with exotic 
leathers, like snakeskin it is inexpensive. You posses a very special product.”

She is also still working with threads of seaweed. “This proces of making viscose is not so 
sustainable as expected, so I am busy finding new technique.”



RE-SEA ME

RE-SEA ME is the continuation of SEA ME. To show the duality between plastic waste in the 
oceans and the sustainable materials the oceans have to offer, Nienke continued her search for 
materials out of the sea. She discovered that fish skins are a waste product of the fishing industry, 
while you can also make them into beautiful leather.

She went to fish shops to collect their waste and discovered a way of tanning the skins without 
any chemicals. By using an old technique, that requires a lot of manual labour, she created a 
strong, sustainable and beautiful material that can be used like regular leather. To show the abi-
lities of the leather, Nienke designed a small stool with fish leather seating. To continue the SEA 
ME collection, she also designed a conceptual rug where the fish leather is sown into a discarded 
fishing net.

For this project Nienke used salmon skins, but almost any kind of fish can be used to make le-
ather of. While the tanning process was done by hand now, she believes it also has potential to be 
produced at a lager scale.

With this project she would like to raise awareness for the waste issues we have with the oceans. 
She tries to show the beauty of materials out of the sea in the hope to inspire people to work with 
them more often.



WHAT MAKES NIENKE’S 
  PROJECT DIFFERENT

There are already a lot of companies, who work with fish leather, but a lot 
of them still use chemicals by tanning the skin. Nienke does not use che-
mical in her proces to make fish leather. She uses a resourse that replaces 
the chemicals. The tanning mixture she uses is oil-based. That can be any 
kind of oil, so for example olive oil or sunflower oil. You can even use the 
brain from the fish itself, because that also contain the necessary fats. 
But that goes her a little bit to far.

I asked her fish skin can be produced in large production.
Nienke says that her proces can be scaled up, if she wants to realise this 
there should come a machiene that smoothens the skin, because that is the 
most labour-intensive part of the process. 



The inspiration for          
Re-sea me

RE-SEA ME and SEA ME have both the connection to the sea that’s what star-
ted her projects. But how started her intrest for the sea? 
We know that the projects and products from Nienke want to draw attention 
to the Sea (problems). But why actaully? 
Nienke told us that she grew up near the beach and the sea.
My parents took me along, even when it was raining.
I am thereby attached to the coast and still like to come there.
Several years ago I noticed how incredibly much plastic was washed up on the 
beach.  If you saw how much it was on the beach it would be even worse in the 
sea itself.
My products actually serve as a contrast against the pollution. 
There is in the sea so much to find that is beautiful and usable, and that won’t 
promote the pollution



CLOTHING

Fish leather can also be used for clothing and it suprised me that it is already 
used in this way. Nike for example uses fish leather to make shoes from it.
The difference between this use en the use of fish leather in Nienkes project is 
that Nike uses chemicals to tan the fish skin.
Fish leather is as suitable the use as normal leather, the skins are only smaller, 
because fish are smaller than cows or pigs. It would be a perfect replacement 
for exotic leather (snakeskin, etc.).

“Fish leather is incredibly soft, and you can get it in many small pieces and 
range of colours.” Because most fish are smaller than, say, a calf, fish skins are 
ideally suited to smaller items of clothing.

While Nike and other brands combine small pieces of fish leather with regular 
leather, other makers opt to combine several fish skins to make larger pieces. 
Also other brands use fish leather like Prada, Doir,  Ferragamo and Puma



Fish leather can also be used to make a wide variety of items such as jewel-
lery, accessories including phone or iPad cases, belts and wallets as well as 
artwork and even for binding books. Fish leather is suitable for home crafts 
as well as professional use. 

The different types of fish leather we sell can suit a variety of different 
purposes. Salmon, which is relatively thin is ideal for glueing onto items 
such as cuffs. As opposed to sea bass which is better when used on its own 
seeing that it is very strong and thick. An advantage of fish leather over 
traditional fabrics is that it does not ravel, meaning that edges do not re-
quire stitching after being cut. A great tool for cutting the leather is a rotary 
cutter, but the thinner leathers such as salmon can also be cut by scissors or 
a precision knife or a stanley knife.

BUT NOT ONLY CLOTHING



The proces of    
fish leather

At first Nienke goes to the fish auction 
and fish shops to collect the fish skins.

 When she collected the skin it is impor-
tant that the skin gets clean. 
The inside of the skin should be scraped 

clean with a knife or other object. The outside 
of the skin has to get ride of the scale. Do this 
by scraping against the growth direction of the 
scales in, they will then quickly let go.

Than it is important that you 
rinse the skin with cold or 
medium warm water and 

wring it out very well

After that step the skin should be soa-
ked. The skin is placed in a bowl with the 
egg-mixture (eggs and vegetable oil). The 
whole skin should be rubbed.

B soaking it in this oil the fish skin gets softer and 
more resistant to the elements. The moisture in the 
skin must be replaced with the oils. The skin must 
be covered on all sides with the mixture for about 
24 hours.

You will notice that the skin 
is still very strong. You may 
occasionally let the skin rest. 
However, it is important to 

keep the skin continuously moving 
when the skin is almost dry. If you 
do not move the skin you will get 
shrunken and hard  fish skin.

This last step is needed to make 
the skin waterproof.  You need to 
smoke the skin to protect is from 
bacteria grow. Somethines the 

smoke also change the color of the skin. 

Than the skin is ready to make a 
product out of it. Nienke cutted 
the skin on patterns and sewed 

them to a old fishing net.

After soaking, the skin is again rin-
sed and wrung out. Remove as much 
moisture as possible by wringing the 
fish skin. The skin is the most beautiful 

when it is kept well in motion until the skin 
is completely dry. You can already stretch the 
skin.

After you smoked the 
skin, it can feel a little bit 

stiff. By moving the skin it will get 
smoother
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The proces 
of leather to 
compare

Remove as much as possible meat, the 
fresher the skin the easier this design.

Let the skin below three days stan-
ding in a bath with 300 
grams 150 grams of salt 
and vinegar on 5 liters of 
water. Stir well every day.

After that you can peel 
the skin like some sort of 
a ‘sticker’. Pull of the meat 

scraps and remove the muscus 
skin, but be carefull

Than the actual tanning starts: 
let the skin soak in a baby bath 
with 200 gr salt and 150 gr of 
alum per 5 litres.

Let the skin soak for 5 days and stir 
every day.
After this, rinse well and rub the side of 
the flesh with straight fabric softener

Then slowly let it dry while 
drying stretch regularly and 
move the skin over a sharp edge. 

If all is well you will have after a nice 
smooth skin with the fur still attached. 
(thanks to w. Bax, for this contributi-
on)
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     financed

The project of Nienke is a beautiful project to finance and I think the bank also would be 
intrested to finance this project.
Because the project is sustainable, but not only that it is also cheaper to tan fish skin than 
cow skin. I think that the bank will be very intrested if Nienke came with a business plan.

Also the Ministry of Economic Affairs company already intrested in Nienkes project be-
cause she was invited to show her project in Berlin, she is going to present it for al kinds of 
European ministers.

And at last I want to say that it is beautiful she uses every thing the sea brings us.
Because only 1 procent of the fish skin is used, the fish is for most people only important 
for the inside, the meat the skin they throw away. Nienke is part of this 1% that uses also 
the skin from the fish, and she turns this waist in a beautiful product.




