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Penny-pinching parliamentarians push to stop printing on calfskin; ‘a great shame’

BY JENNY GROSS

LONDON—Veteran British lawmaker James Gray strode out of the committee room in disgust. “This 
little committee, one afternoon, has overturned the will of the House of Commons,” he recalls saying 
as he left.

There’s plenty of debate in Westminster these days over legislation, what with Brexit and all. This 
particular argument was over what those laws should be printed on.

Since medieval times, Parliament has recorded its acts on sheep and goat skins made into parchment, 
and since 1849 only on vellum, a fine calfskin. Now, penny-pinching parliamentarians have pushed 
forward a plan to switch to paper.

Vellum costs Parliament roughly £35 ($45) an A4-size sheet—bought in bulk, including delivery, tax 
and printing— versus about 16 pence for archival paper, a House of
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Lords spokeswoman says. Rancor over the worth of that difference has pitted traditionalists against 
modernists.

“It’s a great shame,” says Mr. Gray, a Conservative lawmaker for 20 years. He resigned in protest 
from the Administration Committee, a panel that advises on parliamentary operations, after it voted 
3-to-2 for paper in October. “This is destroying a piece of culture, history and tradition for no 
particular reason.”

Paper does the job just as well, says Martyn Day, a Scottish National Party lawmaker on the panel 
who voted against parchment. “Vellum, to me, is just a waste of money.”

Vellum is unquestionably more durable, says Professor Timothy Barrett, a University of Iowa expert 
on European paper. But well-made paper stored somewhere cool with low humidity, he says, will 
survive for centuries, if not millennia.

Britain’s House of Lords switched to paper in 1999 with no reported untoward effects. Laws and 
resolutions of the U.S. government were printed on parchment until 1920, says Jane Fitzgerald, a 
National Archives archivist. Since then, they have gone on paper.

The antivellum movement is part of a broader modernist trend that Mr. Gray says is upsetting. He was 
irritated this year when the House of Commons clerks cast aside their wigs, ending a 300-year 
custom. That came on top of House Speaker John Bercow’s dropping the traditional court dress to 
wear a suit, tie and gown.



“All these things, one by one, are disappearing,” Mr. Gray says. “At the moment, there seems to be an 
awful rush toward modernization.”

Parliament still adheres to some archaic traditions. Members don’t use one another’s names in the 
chamber, instead referring to “the honorable member” or “right honorable.” When the speaker is 
elected, lawmakers drag him to his chair by parts of his suit and his hair.

The vellum dispute comes as Parliament prepares to transfer 19,000 pieces of European Union law 
onto Britain’s books to pave the way for an exit from the EU. This process, to avoid a legal vacuum 
once the U.K. leaves the bloc, would have been a bonanza for Paul Wright, manager of vellum 
manufacturer William Cowley, which supplies Parliament.

Mr. Wright says the Magna Carta, which in 1215 established the English-speaking world’s rule of 
law, has remained pristine because it is printed on vellum. Paper lasts for 350 years under normal 
conditions, compared with vellum’s 5,000 years, he says. The Dead Sea Scrolls, he points out, were 
parchment and remained preserved in a cave for more than 2,000 years.

“The Brexit documentation will be as important in 800 years’ time as the Magna Carta is today,” says 
Mr. Wright, whose family-owned company uses a secret process passed down over generations and 
supplies vellum for special documents around the world.

Parchment, unlike paper, is fire-resistant and difficult to tear, says Matthew Collins, a University of 
York archaeologist.

Vellum production goes back thousands of years. Craftspeople soak calfskin in lime for weeks, 
making it easier to scrape off fat and fur. They wash and stretch it onto a wooden frame, dry it and 
scrape it with a curved knife.

Documents in both materials are “readable and perfectly usable as records,” says Adrian Brown, 
director of the parliamentary archives, which occupy 12 floors of dark rooms with records dating to 
1497.

The House of Lords spokeswoman says the House of Commons’s switching to paper would save at 
least £80,000 ($103,000) a year. Mr. Wright puts it at £26,000 a year.

In April 2016, the House of Commons voted to override a House of Lords recommendation to stop 
using vellum. Six months later, the Administration Committee advised against that vote. A 
parliamentary commission ratified the paper decision in January but agreed to print the covers of 
future acts on vellum.

It’s “nonsense” that vellum won’t be used, said U.K. Defense Secretary Michael Fallon, adding that 
efforts were under way to overturn the committee vote. Mr. Fallon, who has a 1662 vellum document 
from diarist Samuel Pepys, says paper isn’t an adequate substitute. “We’re not admitting defeat.”

Calligrapher Patricia Lovett says losing a beloved tradition to save money makes no sense. “We send 
the queen in a coach drawn by horses in a crown to open Parliament,” she says. “If you put a bottom 
line on everything, as accountants would do, she’d go to Parliament in a taxi in an ordinary frock.”
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Inside a workshop at William Cowley, a vellum manufacturer.
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