
L O O K I N G  S H A R P
How Caran d’Ache’s elegant Pencil-Sharpening Machine  
has been getting to the point for generations

THE ICON

A button in the center of the 
crank lets the user choose 
point length.

A removable metal drawer collects 
shavings and keeps the table clean.

The long descenders of the logo’s 
letters are a reference to the 
work of the French cartoonist 
from whom Caran d’Ache took its 
name. Find out why when you turn 
the page.

The Pencil-Sharpening Machine’s 
holding mechanism keeps the pencil 
steady during sharpening.

Text by Annick Weber and photography by Maurizio Di Iorio
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1 0 0  Y E A R S  O F  C A R A N  D ’A C H E

Entrepreneur Arnold 
Schweitzer buys the 

factory and renames it 
Caran d’Ache

Switzerland’s only pencil 
factory opens in Geneva

The Swiss Pencil-
Sharpening Machine hits 

the market

The latest addition to the 
range: the ballpoint pen

Caran d’Ache re veals its 
first fountain pen

In celebration of a major 
milestone, the centennial 

collection launches
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In 1915 a small factory opened 
on the outskirts of Geneva, 
Switzerland, and churned out 
the first Swiss-made pencil. Pro-
duction in the area made sense. 
Western Switzerland was rich in 
skilled craftspeople trained in 
the region’s century-old watch-
making industry. And with the 
French Alps to the south and 
the leafy banks of Lake Geneva 
to the northeast, the immediate 
surroundings of the factory were 
abundant with the key natural 
resources – mountain graphite 
and wood – necessary to manu-
facture the product to which it 
had dedicated itself. When the 
Swiss-German entrepreneur Ar-
nold Schweitzer purchased the 
factory in 1924, he came up with 
a new name for the company: 
Caran d’Ache, a reference to the 
moniker of a popular Russian-
born French illustrator, who had 
named himself after the Russian 
word for his favorite tool, karan-
dash, meaning “pencil.”

Every pencil, however, also 
needs a sharpener. For Caran 
d’Ache, the self-proclaimed 
Maison de Haute Écriture (House of Fine Writing), and to this 
day Switzerland’s only pencil maker, it was only a matter of time 
until it would branch out into making the tool on which the 
precision and efficiency of the finest pencil depends. In 1933 it 
launched its first attempt at a sharpener – the Swiss Pencil-Sharp-
ening Machine, which weighed in at 1.1 kilograms. Composed of 
25 hand-assembled metal parts, its design combined industrial 
methods and Swiss craftsmanship. At the time, dull pencils were 
commonly pointed with small, hand-cranked prism sharpeners 
or, more primitively, knives, but Caran d’Ache honed the technol-
ogy. Unlike the brittle and crooked tips that manual sharpeners 
created (human hands inevitably rotated the pencil unevenly), 
the Swiss-made utensil produced a perfectly pointed tip.

Equipped with a screw 
clamp, it was designed to be 
mounted to a desk and stay 
there, stable enough for its ro-
bust mechanism to perform at 
its best. Two strong butterfly 
clips pinch and hold the pencil 
steadily, allowing it to rotate 
evenly when the user turns 
the crank at the back of the 
machine. This operates a set of 
cylindrical cutters placed at a 
diverging angle to each other, 
which – a few pencil rotations 
later – shave off the excessive 
wood casing in equal propor-
tions and sharpen the graphite 
to a fine but sturdy tip. A built-
in drawer holds the shavings, 
keeping the desktop neat.

With its table-mounted posi-
tion, the device was always with-
in easy reach of its deskbound 
users. “In the 1930s, Caran 
d’Ache’s main client base was 
institutional – offices, public 
administrations, and schools,” 
explains Julien Meynent, head 
of writing instrument produc-
tion at Caran d’Ache. “The ball-
point pen was yet to be invented 

at the time, so people used a lot of graphite pencils. Caran d’Ache 
invented the Swiss Pencil-Sharpening Machine to offer institu-
tional clients a mechanical, solid, and lasting tool to keep their 
pencils pointy.”

Eighty-two years down the line, the time-tested tool still 
looks the same and functions similarly. In an age of ballpoint 
pens, computers, and even battery-operated sharpeners, the ma-
chine is no longer the utilitarian necessity it used to be; in fact, 
with its hand crank and butterfly clips, it might appear like a 
relic from the past. Caran d’Ache, however, counts it among its 
best sellers for this very reason: it has become a collector’s piece, 
a beloved memory of a time when objects were meticulously 
engineered to last for generations.

Now 82 years old, the Caran d’Ache pencil sharpener is 
a feat of Swiss engineering
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