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It seems that wherever we travel we manage to find
interesting bindings on display.

In recent years the Hermitage Museum (of St Petersburg)
has established a branch display in Amsterdam. At
present it occupies abofi20Vo of the space in a building
set aside for it. The display we saw in July 2007 was of
Iranian material (Persia - Thirty Centuries of Art and
Culture), and of course it included books (and
calligraphy). The exhibition was more directed to the
calligraphy. Due to their fragility, several items were
only displayed for half of the exhibition (total 31 March

- 16 September). Some of the comments below are
extracted from the exhibition catalogue.

The key displays for me were the very elaborate covers
from the l5th century. It seems that all the bindings had
been very carefully restored (the same Russian skill we
saw in Irkutsk in 2004), but the basic pages were in
remarkable condition. All books rvere tight-backed with
page sizes of about6" x9" to 11' x 15". It surprisedme

somewhat that several were opened flat for display, and
would sit like this for the whole exhibition. Most sheets
incorporate decorations in paint and gold, marking the
subdivisions of the text.

A common binding format featured a shaped overlapped
flap with the gold tooling that covered almost the entire
cover matching between the flap and the underlying
piece.
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On the'spine of one (by the flap) is a double verse from
the Bustan ('the fruit orchard') by the poet Sa'di, which
contains the felicitation "May the Creator of the World
be your Guardian, May the world comply with your
wishes and Heaven be your friend."

Under the Timurids (1370-1506) the book manuscript
became one of the most important Persian art forms. The
various elements, including the binding, were executed to
perfection. Typically motifs like a striking lotus flower
and leaf often feature in the decorative compositions
which adorn the Timurid manuscripts under the influence
of Chinese art.

During the l6th century the decorations on bindings
became more sumptuous. A 16th century black leather
binding displayed the most characteristic ornament for its
type, the medallion. In the lower layer, the flower pattern
served as the background for the 'Chinese' clouds so
characteristic of the l6th century.

There was also on exhibition a casket (1776-7) and two
pen cases (one 1708, the other mid 18th C), all paper-
mach6 with lacquered surface. On Persian lacquerware

from the 17th to the 19th century scenes with subjects
from the New Testament were very popular.

The two separate scenes on the lid of the casket clearly
symbolise the Christian and Islamic worlds. To
emphasise the Christian character of one scene the artist
incorporated many details that would have been
considered typically Christian by Muslims, such as a
herd ofpigs, a candle, angels and a'European'building.

The Islamic character ofthe other scene is represented by
a building with high columns, a flock of sheep and an
oriental-looking shepherd. It seems as if these scenes
were intended to symbolise Islamic and Christian worlds
Iiving in harmony.

The picture on one of the pen cases is The Adoration of
the Magi. The Virgin Mary and the Chdst Child have
halos, a detail seldom found on lacquerware. The other
pen case featured a young woman with a gazelle (an
extremely popular motif for the period), depicted in a
landscape painted in European style. So these were both
clearly influenced by European art.

Michael Mathew

This binding is based on several limp bindings described
and depicted on pp 297-304 of J. A. Szirmai's The
Archaeology of Medieval Bookbinding, dating from c.
1375 to c. 1500.

Most bindings of this type had a rough parchment cover,
and a soft leather cover is described by Szirmai as

"exceptional". However, it was felt that more binders
would have a ready source of soft leather than
parchment. If you have parchment suitable for making
the cover, by all means use it. (Editor's note: Parchment,
of more correctly 'vellum', is available in Sydney front
Birdsall Leather and Crafts).

The binding uses a long stitch for sewing the gatherings
to the cover, with a simple crossover stitch at head and
tail, with the crossover itself hidden under the cover so

that all that shows on the outer spine is a chain stitch.

It takes me between lVz and 2 hours to complete one of
these books.

To make this limp binding, you will need a soft leather
hide (about 4 oz weight), hard leather (8-10 oz), paper
(16 sheets of 20 lb, \Vz" x Ll"), linen thread, beeswax,
and lace or cord.

For tools, you will need a bone folder (for creasing and
slitting paper), an awl, a bookbinding needle (or tapestry
needle), scissors, a ruler, a piece of cardstock a little
Iarger than your pages will be, and a utility knife (or
equivalent). Partway through making the model book for
this guide, I decided that I also needed a thimble...

(It is highly recommended that you use a piece of scrap
softwood for piercing against. It will save you from
painful recriminations later... )

16 sheets of paper is enough to make 8 gatherings of 8
leaves each (2 sheets per gathering).

Begin by folding each sheet of paper in half, bringing the
two nirrrow edges together (folded size: 5W' x 8Vz"),
creasing the paper using the bone folder. Use enough
pressure to break the fibres so that you will be able to slit
the paper along this crease.

Next, fold the paper at right angles to the first fold
(folded size: 5Vz" x 4%"), This time, gently crease the
paper. This fold will be against the spine of the book.

Form the gatherings by nesting one piece of folded paper
inside a second. Repeat this process until you have 8
gatherings.

Using the edge of the bone folder, slit the upper folds on
the pages of the gatherings. There should be four such
folds to be slit in each gathering.

When slitting the folds, angle the bone folder so that it is
close to parallel to the fold, rather than at right angles to
it. This will help prevent the slit from "running out" of
the fold.

At this point, you should have 8 gatherings of two pieces
of folded paper each. Take the gatherings together,
keeping the slit edges together at one end of the group.
This is your "text block".
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Squeeze the spine of the text block (the side where the
unslit folds of the gatherings are) together and measure
the width of the compressed spine. This will be the width
of your spine reinforcement - the length of the
reinforcement should be the length of this spine.

Using the awl on the flesh (rough) side of the hard
leather, mark out the dimensions of the spine
reinforcement.

Apply only enough pressure to get a clearly visible line
with the awl - if you're using an altemate tool, such as a
needle vice, be careful that you don't bend the needle
while doing this step.

Cut the spine reinforcement from the hard leather.

You can make two buttons for the fastenings using the
same leather as the spine reinforcement. Alternatively,
you can use two regular buttons.

Mark and pierce the spine reinforcement for four sewing
stations and for sewing on the two buttons.

The outermost sewing stations should be about Yz" from
either end, and the two inner sewing stations should be
abot* IV+" in from there. The positions for the buttons
should be centred between the outer and inner sewing
stations.

(You can vary the location of the sewing stations, but
make sure that you know what positions you're using for
making your piercing template, below.)

Draw a line across the spine reinforcement using the awl
at each sewing station. Pierce four evenly spaced holes
along this line 

- these holes will be the sewing stations
in the spine reinforcement, with two gatherings sewn
through each hole.

NOTE: Take the time to make sure that the holes in the
spine reinforcement will allow your needle to pass
through smoothly. This little extra effort will save you a
lot of extra effort later.

Pierce the leather where the buttons will be sewn.

Sew the buttons onto the spine reinforcement. Leave
enough play on the buttons so that the cord or lace that
you have chosen for your fastening can wrap around
them.

Measure and mark the length of the spine along the
cardstock.

Measure and mark the positions of the sewing stations on
the edge of the cardstock.

Cut a small notch for each sewing station in the edge of
the cardstock. Cut the cardstock to length for the spine.

Compare the sewing stations as marked on the spine
reinforcement with the notches cut into the end of the
cardstock. These must match up. If they don't, make
whatever corrections are necessary so that they will. The
piece of cardstock will be used as a piercing template
when piercing the gatherings (see below).
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Lay the text block down on the flesh side of the soft
leather, with the top of the text against one straight side
(if your leather doesn't have a straight side, mark a

straight line first using the ruler and the awl).

Using the awl, mark a line on the leather along the
bottom edge of the text block. NOTE: This mark may be
difficult to see.

Roll the text block over the spine (to allow for the width
of the spine) and mark the bottom line again. Roll the
text block over the fore-edge (edge opposite the spine)
and mark the bottom line a third time, and then mark a

line to close the rectangle.

Cut the rectangle from the soft leather. This will become
the cover of the finished book.

Lay the text block down on the inside of the leather
cover.

Lay the spine reinforcement beside the text block.

This positions the spine reinforcement so that it can be
used as a piercing template for the cover.

Using the spine reinforcement as a piercing template,
pierce the leather cover in the same places as the holes
pierced for the sewing stations (see above).

NOTE: As with the spine reinforcement, take the time to
make sure that the holes are large enough for the needle
to pass through smoothly. With the soft leather, this has
the added benefit of making sure that you can see these
holes while you're sewing.

Lay the cardstock piercing template inside the innermost
fold of each gathering and pierce the folder for each of
the four sewing stations.

NOTE: You might want to put that piece of scrap wood
under the gatherings so that you don't mark up your
table...

Measure out your thread. You want a minimum of one
spine length for each gathering in your binding, plus at
least one extra spine length for working length at the
Beginning and end of your sewing.

Wax your thread using the beeswax.

This helps your thread pass smoothly through the sewing
stations, as well as helping strengthen the thread by
consolidating the fibres.

Lay your leather out so that the flesh side is up, with the
holes for the sewing towards the left. The left side will be
the front of the book, and the right side will be the back
of the book, with a flap that will overlap to the front.

Begin sewing by inserting the needle in the rightmost
hole of the lowest sewing station row. Leave one or two
inches of thread. Insert the needle into the flesh side of
the spine reinforcement, through the matching sewing
station hole. Draw the needle all the rvay through the
spine reinforcement and snug the reinforcement against
the cover.
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Insert the needle back into the same hole in the spine
reinforcement and cover, and draw the thread through
until you have a small loop sticking out of the hole.

Insert the needle through the bottommost spine edge of
one of the gatherings and pull it all the way through to
the inside of the gathering (not shown). Snug the spine
up against the cover.

Insert the needle into the next hole in the innermost fold
(the "gutter") ofthe gathering, and through the rightmost
hole of the cover and spine reinforcement.

NOTE: I usually pick the slit fold of the gatherings as the
"top" of the gatherings, for consistency.

Pull the needle and thread all of the way through the
gathering, cover, and spine reinforcement, snugging all
three together.

NOTE: It is not necessary to have this snugging be tight
at this point - the fust three gatherings will need to be
adjusted anyway. The main purpose of drawing
everything snug at this point is for better control as you
work.

Insert the needle at the next sewing station in the spine
reinforcement, through the cover and fold of the
gathering. Draw snug.

Insert the needle into the gutter of the gathering at the
last sewing station, through the cover and spine
reinforcement. Draw snug.

Insert the needle back into the spine reinforcement at the
same hole, through the cover but not through the first
gathering. Instead, you will take a second gathering and
lay it on top of the first, inserting the needle into the
spine fold at the matching sewing station. Leave a small
loop sticking out of the hole in the spine reinforcement as

you did at the first sewing station.

Insert the needle into the gutter of the second gathering
and through the same hole in the cover and spine
reinforcement as the sewing for the first gathering.

Insert the needle back through the spine reinforcement
and cover at the next serving station, using the same hole
as the first gathering but sewing into the second
gathering. There should now be two threads lying side by
side between the inner sewing stations.

Insert the needle back into the gutter at the bottornmost
sewing station (at the same edge where you started), this
time going through the next hole in the cover and spine
reinforcement. Run the needle through the loop sticking
out of the first hole; this will form a chain stitch on the

spine.

Insert the needle back into the same hole in the spine
reinforcement and cover, but not through the second
gathering. Instead, add the third gathering at this point,
sewing through the spine fold at the bottommost sewing
station.

NOTE: The chain stitch and loop that it goes through
should be left a little loose at this point. We wilt be
adjusting them when we reach the other end of the third
gathering.

Sew in the third gathering, using the second set of holes
all the way along, including at the topmost sewing
station.

Pass the needle through the loop at this end of the spine,
as you did at the other end. This will form a chain stitch
at this end.

At this point, draw the standing loop down tight against
the spine reinforcement, and take up the resulting slack
all along the first gathering to the loop that is sticking out
of the other end of the spine reinforcement, drawing that
one up tight as well. Take extra care to make sure that the
flust and second gatherings are snugged up against the
inside ofthe cover.

Next, draw the first chain stitch tight at the bottommost
edge (where the third gathering was added) and take up
the slack all along the third gathering, snugging that
gathering up against the inside ofthe cover.

NOTE: In my opinion, this is the most awkward part of
doing this binding, and you really need to take the time to
make sure there isn't any slack between the gatherings
and the cover or between the cover and the spine
reinforcement.

Insert the needle back into the second hole (completing
the chain stitch) in the spine reinforcement and cover,
adding the fourth gathering at the same time.

Sew along the gutter of the gathering and out through the
second hole of the next sewing station, through the cover
and spine reinforcement. As with the first two gatherings.
the threads for the third and fourth gatherings will lie side
by side on the outside of the spine between the inner
sewing stations.

Continue sewing in the remaining gatherings. At the

bottom of each row, move to the next hole and form a

chain stitch around the previous chain stitch back into the
same hole, starting the 5th gathering. At the top of this
gathering, take the chain stitch around the previous one

and back into the same hole, starting the 6th gathering.

NOTE: After the first, the odd number gatherings (3, 5

and 7) use new holes, while the even number gatherings
(2, 4, 6, and 8) use the same holes as the previous
gathering except at the bottommost sewing station, rvhere

you move to the next hole.

At the bottom of the last gathering, only sew through the
gathering itself, not through the cover and spine
reinforcement.

NOTE: This is your last chance to check to make sure

there aren't any slack segments between the gatherings
and the cover, and between the cover and the spine
reinforcement.

Vol28 No 3 Morocco Bound Spring (August) 2007

4



Draw the working end of the thread around the top of the

text block, under the cover.

Tie the working end and the starting free end together,

nice and snug. Trim the threads to about half an inch.

Close the cover on the text block, and fold back the

leading edge of the flap so that the flap covers about two-
thirds of the face of the book.

Trim the leather cover along the fold line described

above.

Using the rule as a straight-edge, mark a line from the

corner ofthe fore-edge ofthe book towards the button on
the same side.

Trim the flap along the line described above.

Repeat the process of trimming the flap along the bottom
edge.

Take the cord or lace that you will be using as the
fastening and cut a piece to the width of the book plus

about two or three inches.

Take the piece of the cord/lace and lay it from one of the

buttons to the fore-edge of the book, using it as a

guideline.

Using the scrap wood to protect the book, pierce the
cover at two points, the first about W' from the edge of
the flap closest to the spine and the other about W' past
that.

Using the utility knife, cut a small slit parallel to the
Ieading edge of the flap at both holes made above.

Insert one end of the cordflace into the slit that is farther
from the edge of the flap, and then back up through the

slit that is nearer to the edge.

NOTE: If you are using parchment for the cover instead
of soft leather, use a small rectangle of parchment on the

outside of the flap to reinforce the attachment for the

cord/lace (seen on at least one of the limp bindings in
Szirmai's Archaeology).

Wrap the working end of the cord/lace around the

standing end at least twice and draw tight. trave the

short end about /2" long.

Repeat the process with the other side of the flap, Iining
up with the second button.

Wrap the free ends of the cords/laces around the buttons,
tucking the end under the standing part to lock it in place.
You're finished.

Lyle H. Gray @ 2005

Despite my thinking that bookbinding looked too
difficult, I've been giving it a go. This blank notebook is
my second attempt at bookbinding. I've attempted to
make the book in a l4th Century style, including:

o The text block sewn to cords.

o The cords threaded into wooden boards.

o Closed (rather than hollow) spine.

a Leather cover.

a Bosses/mounts on the outside.

I Endpapers are re-used pages from another book.

o Two fastenings to keep the book closed and stop

warping.

Some things I think are correct for the l4thC style:

i The text block sewn up using white silk thread.

o The boards are bevelled on the fore-edge, top and

bottom.

The cover is flush with the text block, unlike modern

hardcover books.

The mounts are nailed into the boards, and, despite

being upholstery tacks, are somewhat close in design

to actual l4thc mounts.

The endpapers have l4thC fables on them, in a

gothic font.

I staggered the distance to the second set of holes in

the covers. The first row of holes is all in line.

The straps are fixed to the front cover, as was the

English style.
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Fig 1 sirows the boards sitting on the folded text block.
The cuts for sewing the sections to the cords are visible.
The boards are cut to the same height as the pages, but 2-
3mm narrower and about 6-7mm thick.

To make the holes for sewing, I stacked the sections, put
them in a bench vice and used a hacksaw to cut down to
where I thought the inner-most pages would be. This
lines up the holes nicely and is very quick.

The sections are made of two A4-sheets, each folded in
half twice (ie A6) and one inserted inside the other. This
makes 16 pages per section. I made 7 sections because
that was how much paper I had. Fig 2 shows the text
block after sewing and with the cords threaded onto the
boards.

Fig 3 shows inside the front cover,
covers using dowel plugs.

after securing the

Fig 4 shows an outside view of the plugs securing the
cords. The dowel plugs are cut 4mm long for the first set
of holes and 6-7mm long for the second set of holes. I
hammered the dowel plugs into place, and then cut off as

much of the cord as possible before sanding it back.

Fig 5 shows the channels inside the cover. I applied some
glue here after finding that the dowel plugs were not
quite thick enough to hold the cord tightly. (5mm plugs,
6mm holes).

Fig 6 shows the assembled book, before covering it with
leather. Yes, I know the edges of the covers are not
straight - I fixed this with my power sander before
covering it.

The beginning and end of the silk thread I used to sew
the sections can be seen sticking out ofthe spine.
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I then glued a strip of linen over the spine and left it to
dry.

The black leather cover was cut to overlap the edges of
the book by about 2cm the whole way around. I cut tabs

above and below where the spine would go and folded
them down before coating on glue and pressing the spine
down onto it. I then glued on the front and back covers,
making sure to keep the book closed. I then opened the
front and back covers in turn and glued in the
overlapping leather edges.

Some things that could be improved to make this book
more realistic:

The cords are cotton, because that was cheap and ready
to hand. Vellum for preference. Even better would be slit
vellum cords.

I used radiata pine. Better would be hardwood. Even
better would be oak, though oak is rare in Australia.

A brown leather cover may have been more correct than
black. Most of the l4thC books I've seen appear to be
brown leather.

The fastening should have been clasps, rather than strap
and pin.

I didn't properly distress (round) the spine. Normally this
would be done using a hammer. I think there were not
enough sections to do a decent job of this, so instead I
positioned the sections and boards by hand.

I used PVA woodworking glue. The glues should have

been made from hide.

Possibly the boards should be slightly wedge-shaped,
rather than flat planks.

I used some modem tools in construction, including
sandpaper and a drill-press.

Copyright Jaysen Ollerenshaw 200 5.

Free use for non-profit.

In a book (Bookcrafts and Bookbinding, John Mason,
Edgar Backus, 1947) I have recently read "a sharp

pointed knife is best for cutting board, but a rounded

point is better when cutting paper". I found that very
interesting. I know that ploughs normally have a curved
blade, but my esteemed major teacher (who will remain
anonymous) was proud ofthe fact that he did every bit of

cutting and paring with the one old cobbler's knife, and it
surely had a point to it. All my knives have sharp points.

So does anyone have any experience of having a rounded
point knife for cutting paper, eg along side a steel rule ?

(The Editor will be pleased to accept any contributions
and comntents).

Michael Mathew

If the bookcloth you are using is stiff and
difficult to work with, you can add some paste
to the PVA that is normally used for attaching
bookcloth to board. The moisture in the paste
will assist in softening the cloth. It will also
improve the working time.

Bound books (i.e. not cased) are usually sewn
on cords, although they can be sewn on tapes.

When punching holes in the boards to take the
cords, use a blunt awl. This allows some of the
board to be pushed out through the hole, which

can then be hammered flat after lacing, making
a more secure attachment.

* On cloth cased or bound books, the depth ofthe
joint) i.e. the distance from the endpaper to the
top of the shoulder) should be 1.5 times the
thickness of the board.

The reason for this is that cloth does not fold
back on itself very easily. The extra cloth at the
joint will therefore allorv the board to open more
easily, thus reducing strain on the endpapers and
first section.
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I recently acquired a copy of the 4th edition (3'd, if we
don't count the 1893 facsimile edition) of Gregory
Blaxland's 'Journal of a Tour across the Blue Mountains
in 1813'. This edition was printed by Thomas Dimmock
in Maitland in 1904. My copy has a presentation
inscription in the title page from the editor, Charles
Blaxland, the explorer's grandson. Inserted inside the
book was an old newspaper clipping, discussing the
controversy surrounding the well-known'Explorers
Tree' in Katoomba.

When I acquired it, the little book was still in its dark
green paper wrappers, as issued. The single section of
text was attached to the cover via fwo iron staples, by
now rusted. The spine fold of the wrapper was split, and
almost coming away from the text. There were also a few
other small splits and tears to the cover and text. In
addition, on both the front wrapper and the title page,
there were remains of adhesive tape from a previous
repair attempt.

I applied eucalyptus oil to the areas where the adhesive
tape remained. This removed the tape, but I was unable
to get rid of the deep stains remaining from the dried tape
adhesive.

To preserve the book in as close to original state as

possible, I applied almost colourless heat set archival
repair tape to the inside of the spine and the other tears
on the cover. This tape is expensive and is not as strong
as standard repair tissue, but it can create an almost
invisible repair. Prior to applying this material to the
cover, I brushed on a thin wash of dark green
watercolour paint to the outside of the tape. This assisted
in keeping the repairs unobtrusive, but kept -the tape
translucent. For the text tears, uncoloured heat set tape
was used.

Although the iron staples were part of the original book, I
was happy to dispose of them. They were replaced with
two loops of black cotton button thread, tied on the
inside. From both the inside, and especially the outside,
they would pass as the original staples.

Even with the above repairs, the book is still rather
fragile, and is not one I would care to place on the shelf
without some form of outside protection. So, I decided to
make a case. Its construction is similar to a normal case,
but it is not permanently joined to the book.

I though of creating a ridge round the insides of the lower
case, making a box like structure when the front board is
closed, but this looked like too much hard work. Instead,
the flaps of acid free card serve to keep the book inside
once the covers of the case are closed and it is standing
upright. To keep the book neatly closed, I applied pieces
of Velcro to inside of the front board and the uppermost

folded flap. This may appear a little inelegant, but it is
not noticeable when the case is closed.

The spine width is enough to allow for the thickness of
the book plus the folded flaps. To keep the spine rigid, I
lined it with bookboard almost as thick as that for the
boards. A piece of cloth was then attached to the inside
of the spine (and the outside of this strip) wide enough to
cover the inside edges of the board to the same amount as

the turn-ins.

The inside of the front board was lined with a piece of
matching acid free laid paper.

Prior to pasting down the central area of the flap
structure, I lettered the front cover via a blocking press.

!.-

- "* -" ."-'' ,

John Tttrner
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