


 

Case 1 

 

1. Song of Songs 

12
th

 century 

 

This medieval book has never been finished; the sections of the text block have not even been 

sewn together, let alone bound. The untouched text block, therefore, allows a rare, clear view 

of how books were made and sold before becoming ready-bound. 

 

Durham Cathedral Library, A.iv.34 

 

 

2. Bonaventure, Breviloquium 

England, early 15
th

 century  

 

The covers have been stripped off this book, exposing the construction of the binding.  The 

quires can be clearly seen, stitched together and onto thongs, which are then laced into the 

front and back boards. These wooden boards are beveled and have been cut to be flush with 

the text block. 

 

Durham University Library, Add. MS 482 

 

 

3. Louis Le Roy, De l’excellence du gouvernement royal 

Paris, 1575 

 

The outer covering of this book is a very cheap, bottom-of-the-market example: pre-

fabricated, of limp vellum with plain endpapers that are folded down, rather than pasted. 

The construction, however, is quite complex with stitching around each of the supports on 

every quire. By the time this book was made, binders had started to save time and money 

by missing out some of the supports when sewing. A method in which quires were only 

sewn onto alternate supports was the norm by the 17
th

 century, other than in top-end 

bindings. 

 

Durham University Library, Cosin L.4.3 

  



 

Sewing methods 

 

Sewn all-along 

The sewing thread is taken down the inside of the centre fold of each section, 

from the kettle stitch at the head to the kettle stitch at the tail, it passes in and 

out round each of the sewing supports in turn, bypassing none of them. 

 

By-pass sewing 

The supports that are missed out alternate from quire to quire. 

 

Two-on sewing 

Two sections at a time are attached to the sewing supports by taking the thread 

from one section to its neighbour at alternate supports. 

 

 

 

4. Etrennes Spirituelles 

Paris, 1772 

 

This book contains the text for hymns, weekly prayers, and masses for major feast days. As 

such, not only would this particular copy have been regularly used by its owner, but it 

would have been a more widely popular and commonly used book. The book, therefore, is 

likely to have been amongst the first types to have been sold already bound. 

 

The cover is made from red morocco – a type of soft, pliable leather often used for book 

binding. This has been gold-tooled, the text block has gilt edges and the endpapers are 

marbled. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 0263 

 

 

5. Set of ‘Yellowbacks’ 

  

Emily Eden, The semi-detached house 

London: Ward, Lock and Company, 1882 

 

In the middle of the 19
th

 century, W. H. Smith began to open bookstalls at railway stations. 

Around the same time, these distinctive, cheap books began to appear. With their vivid 

front covers and low prices – subsidised by the advertisements on the back covers – these 



editions of popular fiction appealed to an increasingly mobile and literate public. The genre 

was dominated by the Railway Library series published by Routledge. 

 

The individual example – The semi-detached house by Emily Eden – shown here has a 

section of advertisements at the back for other Ward Lock publications, starting with ‘useful 

and entertaining books’ such as Mrs Beeton and The happy book of games for gentlemen. 

The back cover proudly advertises Fry’s cocoa extract. 

 

Durham University Library, XL 828.1 EDE 

 

 

6. Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code 

London: Corgi, reissued 2009 

 

A popular bestseller, by the time this reissue was published in 2009, The Da Vinci Code had 

sold 80 million copies worldwide. In spite of this great popularity, the book is also claimed 

to be the title most often donated to charity shops. 

 

Paperbacks are not stitched or stapled but, rather, held together by glue inside thick, 

paperboard covers. They are cheap to make, and cheap to buy, often released by publishers 

after an initial release restricted to hardback format. 

 

 

7. e-reader cover 

 

Although the first generation of e-readers went on sale in the late 1990s, it was not until 

Amazon launched its ‘Kindle’ device in 2007 that the format really caught on. The e-book 

has now been added to the paperback and hardback as a format in which publishers make 

available their wares. It has also, however, opened up greater possibilities for self-

publishing with some authors choosing to put out their own work in digital format only. 

  



Case 2 

 

1. Hand-written titles 

 

Jean Gerson, Works 

Strasbourg, 1488 

 

This German binding, dating from the 15
th

 or 16
th

 century, has its title written, by hand, on the 

fore-edge of the text block. This suggests that the book was originally stored with the page 

edges facing forward. A later 19
th

 century title has been added by gold-tooling on the spine, 

most likely reflecting a change in the way it was stored. 

 

This is what is called a quarter-bound book, which reflects the proportion of the board that is 

covered. 

 

Durham University Library, SA 0116 

 

Bodleian Library Catalogue 

Oxford, 1605 

 

Dating from the early 17
th

 century, this binding has a hand-written title on the spine. The title 

is written horizontally, meaning that the book was probably stored lying flat but with the 

spine facing forward. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 2260 

 

 

2. Spine titles 

 

Suetonius, De vita Caesarum 

Milan, 1475 

 

Although containing a late-15
th

 century printed text, the binding on this book dates from 

the early-19
th

 century. The place and date of publication have been gold-tooled on the 

spine. 

 



The binding is quite elaborately decorated with gold-tooling. That, and the display of the 

publication date on the spine, might suggest the importance accorded to this early printed 

book – or incunable – by its 19
th

 century owner. 

 

Durham University Library, St Chad’s+ A1 

 

Aldo Manuzio, Orthographiae ratio 

Venice, 1566 

 

The binding here is contemporary with the text it contains. It is made of olive sheepskin and 

has been gold-tooled in a way known as the French ‘fanfare’ style. The spine has also been 

gold-tooled and includes an integral title. Spine titles first appeared in the 16
th

 century on 

high quality Italian and French bindings; this, therefore, is a good, early example of the 

practice. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 0410 

 

 

3. Jeremiah Rich, The whole book of Psalms in meter according to the art of 

short-writing 

London, 1660 

 

The tiny proportions of this book of the Psalms suggest that it was made to be carried in its 

owner’s pocket. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 2511 

 

 

4. Chained library borrowing register 

21 April 1677 - 10 December 1787 

 

Used to record loans from the library at Durham Cathedral over a 90-year period, this book 

still has a large chunk of the chain that was once used to secure it in position there. 

 

Durham Cathedral Library, Lib 8/1 

 

 

 

 



5. Holy Bible (Authorised Version) 

 Cambridge, 1659 

 

This Bible, and an accompanying Book of Common Prayer (1662), was made for the King's 

pew in one of the royal chapels. The two were placed there in 1666 and, when they were 

routinely replaced in 1669 by a newly-bound set, passed to the Clerk of the Closet, Nathaniel 

Crewe. 

 

The binding is from the bindery of Samuel Mearne, binder by appointment to the King from 

1660. The cover is of red goatskin, gold-tooled and decorated with black paint to a design 

known as ‘cottage roof’; the cipher of Charles II (a crowned, interlaced CC) is on both covers 

and the spine. The page edges have been gilded, with a painting of the cipher and the royal 

arms on the fore-edge. The endpapers, inside the covers, are of marbled paper. 

 

Durham University Library, SB++ 0020 



Case 3 

 

1. Book of Common Prayer (in Dutch) 

London, 1704 

 

This book was bound by the ‘Geometrical Compartment Binder’, so called from the patterns 

on some of his covers. The tools he used for this binding are a combination of some of his 

distinctive forms as well some seen more commonly in the work of others. The decoration 

is very dense. Even the spine has no undecorated space left to allow for a title – quite 

unusual by this time. 

 

Durham University Library, Bamburgh Select L.7.62 

 

 

2. Valerius Maximus, Factorum dictorumque memorabilium libri IX 

Leiden, 1726 

 

Armorial bindings are those which have coats of arms, crests or other heraldic devices 

stamped on the covers, as a mark of ownership or patronage. This example has the arms of 

the Dutch city of Alkmaar, stamped in gold, and was given as a prize: a certificate inside, 

marking this, is dated 1790. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 0266 

 

 

3. Bible of Hugh of Le Puiset, volume 3 and clasps from volume 1 

England, second half 12
th

 century 

 

Hugh of Le Puiset was Bishop of Durham from 1153 until his death in 1195. The book shown 

here is the third of four volumes comprising a rare complete and giant bible from the 12
th

 

century. Although it was rebound in the mid-19
th

 century, parts of the original, binding were 

retained and mounted onto the new cover; they are decorated with blind-stamped panels. 

 

The surviving original clasps come from the first volume and are decorated in silver niello – a 

mixture of sulphides, black in colour, used to inlay etched or engraved metal. These clasps are 

all that remain of the gifts in metal from Le Puiset during his time as bishop. 

 

Durham Cathedral Library, A.ii.1 



 

4. Roderick Cave, Typographia naturalis 

Wymondham: Brewhouse Press, 1967 

 

Brewhouse was a private press founded in 1963 in Wymondham, Leicestershire. Private 

presses are primarily craft workshops, the most famous of which was probably William 

Morris’s ‘Kelmscott Press’ which ran from 1890 until his death in 1896. Books from private 

presses are often characterized by the quality of their materials and the sense that the book 

has been designed and, to an extent, hand-made through from paper, typography and 

illustration to the finish of the binding. 

 

This binding has paper-covered boards with a stained and gold patterned leaf pasted onto the 

front. The colophon reads: 

Typography by Roy Underwood. Printed by James Pick. Binding by Trevor Hickman. Set 

in 10 & 12pt Monotype Plantin. Limited to three hundred and thirty three numbered 

copies. 

 

Durham University Library, Hall+ 0112 

  



Case 4 

 

1. Gospel of John 

Wearmouth-Jarrow, Northumbria, England, early-8
th

 century 

 

This copy of St John’s Gospel is the oldest European book still in its original binding. 

According to a late twelfth-century note, the volume was found at St Cuthbert’s head when 

his coffin was opened in 1104. 

The binding is finished with a deep red leather (of either goat or sheep skin), moulded over 

a raised design whilst it was still damp. This has then been embellished further by tooling 

and the application of colour to some of the lines. The interlace pattern at the top and 

bottom of the front cover frames a central panel showing a chalice form, ending in a leaf or 

bud and four fruits. 

The wooden boards are cut to the same size as the leaves of the text block. Shallow slots 

have been cut into both sides of the boards. These take the ends of the thread that lace the 

quires to each other: the quires are held together and then attached to the boards by this 

alone. 

British Library, Add. MS 89000 

 

 

2. Replica Pauline Epistles and the Gospel of St John 

Original, c. 600; replica, late 1930s 

 

This is a replica of one from a group of Coptic bindings found at the Monastery of Apa 

Jeremias at Saqqara, south of Cairo, in Egypt. The bindings, such as they survived, were 

taken apart and described in the 1930s by Charles T. Lamacraft, who also made this replica. 

 

Typical of Coptic work, the quires are held together by link or chain stitching – joining one 

directly to the next. The original book was described by Lamacraft as having some ink 

decoration on the fore-edge, where were attached leather tabs to mark the start of each 

new section in the text. The boards are of plain wood with leather wrapping bands fixed to 

the two edges of the front board, secured by bone pegs to keep the book closed. A blind-

tooled strip of leather on the spine is glued to 34 or 35 thongs attached to the back edges 

of the front and back boards. These, and the fact that the first leaf of the first quire and last 

leaf of the last quire are pasted to the inside of the boards, act as hinges. 

 

Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin, replica of manuscript Cpt 813 



 

 

3. Cantica Canticorum; Epistolae Pauli (with Lanfranc’s gloss); Apocalypsis 

Iohannis 

St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, late eleventh century (after c. 1076) 

 

The contrast between this volume and no. 1 shows how binding practices had evolved by 

the end of the Anglo-Saxon period.  Whereas the quires in no. 1 are ‘link-stitched’ to each 

other, those in this book were sewn, one by one, on to separate cords (sewing supports). 

The ends of these cord supports (visible as ridges running across the spine of the book) 

were then laced into channels tunnelled into the thick wooden boards.  The head and tail of 

the book-block were reinforced with tabs known as endbands; only that at the head now 

survives. The whole structure was covered with a treated but undecorated animal skin (a 

type known as whittawed). The volume was originally fastened by a single strap, fixed by a 

metal plate, that ran from the upper cover to the lower one. The result is visually simple but 

both efficient and robust. 

 

Dean and Chapter of Canterbury Cathedral, Add. MS 172 



Case 5 

 

Antiphoner 

Italy, 14
th

 century 

 

This book was used in the Benedictine abbey of San Prospero at Reggio d’Emilia, in the centre 

of Northern Italy, after it became a member of the congregation of St Justina, in 1481. Its size, 

and the extent of the furniture and fittings on the binding, is explained by what it was for and 

how it was used. 

 

Antiphons are sung settings of liturgical text, a ‘call and response’ led by the choir before and 

after a psalm or canticle during a church service. The words and music for all of these were 

written into antiphoners such as this. At a time when books were made entirely by hand, 

producing multiple copies of the same thing was labour intensive. Single, large volumes like 

this would, therefore, be made and placed on a lectern, with the members of the choir 

gathering round. 

 

Durham Cathedral on behalf of Hartlepool Borough Council 

  



Case 6 

 

1. Recycled material 

 

On own: Thomas Cranmer, A defence of the true and catholick doctrine… 

Emden, 1557 

 

Although the binding dates from the 1550s, its cover includes a leaf from a 14
th

 or 15
th

 

century hymnal. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 0366/1 

 

Left to Right: 

Heinrich Meibom, In historiam Anglicanam programma publicis lectionbus 

praemissum 

Helmstedt, 1689 

 

The recycled material here is two fragments from a 15
th

 century, south German, missal. The 

front cover is part of the "Exorcismus aquae" whilst the back includes some of the mass of 

St. John the Evangelist. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 0454 

 

Jean Gerson, De remedijs contra pusillanimitatem scrupulositatem 

Cologne, 1472 

 

Durham University Library, SA 0040 

 

Barthomej Georgijevic, De afflictione tam captiuorum quam etiam sub Turcae 

tributo viuentium Christianorum…  

Antwerp, 1544 

 

Durham University Library, SB 0043 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Georges Ohnet, Le Maître de Forges and facsimile of note inside 

Paris, 1885 

 

A note inside this book, written by the Marchioness of Tweddle, of which a copy can also be 

seen, says that it was bound in Edinburgh, by a group of women. These may have been 

people who went on to be members of the Guild of Women Bookbinders, which was 

founded in 1898. 

 

The decoration is in relief, having been fashioned using the blind method. 

 

Durham University Library, SC 10116 

 

 

3. William Wordsworth, The Prelude 

Hammersmith: Doves Press, 1915 

 

The Doves Bindery was set up in 1893 by T. J. Cobden-Sanderson. He shared the ideals of the 

Arts and Crafts movement spearheaded by his friend, William Morris, and his bindery began 

by finishing many of the books that came out of Morris’s Kelmscott Press. The Doves Press 

was founded in 1901 bringing the whole process under one roof. 

 

Cobden-Sanderson was a bookbinder and this particular volume bears his initials in a gold 

stamp on the back turn-in: 

"The Doves Bindery. 19 C-S 16" 

 

Durham University Library, SB 2506 

 

 

4. Charlotte Bronte, Shirley 

London: Smith, Elder and Company, 1857 

 

By the mid-19
th

 century, cheap and durable bindings were being produced by printing text 

on cloth. This enabled the mass production of uniform bindings that could keep pace with 

the increased speed of printing and the growing demand for books. Unlike printed paper 

wrappers, these cloth covers provided a permanent binding that would survive multiple 

readings. 

 

On loan from Dr Richard Higgins 

 



 

5. Bernard de Fontenelle, A plurality of worlds (in translation) 

London: The Nonesuch Press, 1929 

 

The colophon in this volume reads: 

This edition of Fontenelle's La pluralité des mondes in John Glanvill's translation of 

1688 consists of 1,200 copies for sale by the Nonesuch Press, and 400 copies for sale in 

the United States by Random House. It has been designed by Francis Meynell, 

composed by T.W. Hay at the Nonesuch Press, and printed on Van Gelder paper at the 

Curwen Press. The colour-stencilled decorations are by T.L. Poulton; the remainder are 

composed of astronomical signs. 

 

Durham University Library, Hall 0192 

 

 

6. Charles Dickens, The Mystery of Edwin Drood 

London: Chapman and Hall, 1870 

 

Dickens published The Mystery of Edwin Drood as a serial, scheduled to be released in twelve, 

monthly instalments starting in April 1870. When Dickens died in June 1870, he had not 

completed the book and installments were only produced until September. What the author 

had intended has attracted much speculation since; some interpretations have been based on 

the pictures printed on the front cover seen here.  

 

Publishing a novel in serial form allowed an author to make adjustments to characters and 

plots as they received comments and reactions from readers. Although some serials attracted 

plagiarists, who would attempt to profit from successful works by finishing them off before 

the author, Dickens greatly enhanced his earnings by selling his work in multiple formats. At 

first, it was sold in installments or magazine serialization and then published as a single, whole 

volume. Originally the serial installments, complete with advertisements, would have been a 

cheap way to obtain the novel, passed around or even read to disintegration. Sometimes, 

however, they were saved and bound together as an alternative to the cloth bound editions. 

 

On loan from Dr Richard Higgins 

 

 

 

 



7. E. B. Brown, The night-jaw 

London: Curwen Press, 1929 

 

Originally founded to publish sheet music, the Curwen Press went on to be a leading light in 

the development of British design during the first half of the 20
th

 century. The paper covering 

this book was designed by Paul Nash – perhaps best known for his work as a war artist during 

the First World War – and is no. 24 from the Curwen Press pattern book of 1928. 

 

Durham University Library, Hall 0189 

 

 

8. Charles Lovat Fraser, Sixty-three unpublished designs 

London: First Edition Club, 1924 

 

Charles Lovat Fraser was an artist and designer, active from around 1911 until his death in 

1921. He not only created the designs that form the content of this book but also that of the 

paper with which the binding is covered, the pattern of which is no. 5 from the Curwen Press 

pattern book of 1928. 

 

Durham University Library, Hall 0216 

 

9. H.E. Bates, Through the Woods 

Designed and bound by Edgar Mansfield 
 

J.P. Harthan, Books of Hours and their Owners 

Designed and bound by Sally Lou Smith 

 

Following on from the Arts and Crafts movement spearheaded by William Morris, his 

Kelmscott Press, and the work of T. J. Cobden-Sanderson at the Doves Press and Bindery, 

there was an increased interest in and practice of hand bookbinding in the twentieth century. 

Work was encouraged not only to be of the finest craftsmanship, with the underlying 

structure of the book being well-constructed, but also of quality design and artistry. Many 

examples were collected by national museums and libraries. 

 

Edgar Mansfield was a key figure in establishing the Guild of Contemporary Bookbinders – 

which went on to become Designer Bookbinders – in the wake of the 1951 Festival of Britain. 

Sally Lou Smith joined the group in 1965 and was President from 1979 to 1981. 

 

On loan from the Victoria and Albert Museum 



Case 7 

 

1. Gold-tooling 

 

William Cave, Apostolici  

London: Printed by J.R. for Richard Chiswel at the Rose and Crown in S. Paul's Church-yard, 

1682 

 

The tooling is on black goatskin and was undertaken by a binder known as the Queen’s 

Binder A, who may have been William Nott – a binder who did work for Samuel Pepys and 

Bishop John Cosin, amongst other patrons. 

 

Durham University Library, SB+ 0528 

 

Jean Calvin, Psychopannychia 

Strasbourg, 1545 

 

Gold tooling and painted colour have been applied to the light brown calf skin of this 

binding. The spine is modern but has been tooled to match the original covers. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 0377/1 

 

 

2. Blind-tooling 

 

Sermones 

England, mid-13
th

 century 

 

Although rebound in the mid-19
th

 century, the earlier, leather covers have been preserved as 

part of this. Three different, large tools have been used to make the impressions on the 

leather. 

 

Durham University Library, Cosin V.2.8 

 

 

 

 



3. Blind-tooling 

 

These two books show how the same design was used multiple times, on different bindings 

and in different ways. The panel design shows Spes, the Roman goddess of hope, and 

includes the trade-mark IP, the initials of the Louvain binder Jacob Pandelaert. 

 

Johann Stoeffler, Tabulae astronomicae 

Tubingen, 1514 

Durham University Library, SB+ 0149 

 

Scriptores rei militares 

Paris, 1535 

Durham University Library, SB 0356/1 

 

 

 

4. Fabric cover 

New Testament 

London: Bonham Norton and John Bill, 1623 

 

This small, beautiful volume contains the text of the New Testament. Its size and finish 

suggest that it was used for personal devotions. The cream velvet cover is decorated with 

embroidery in gold and satin thread, embellished with sequins, and with some features 

picked out in ink. The page edges are gilt and have been gauffered, a technique that uses 

heated tools to produce a pleat or frill. 

 

Durham University Library, SB 1185/1 

 

 

5. Furniture and fittings 

Eusebius, Ecclesiastica Historia 

Strasbourg, 1500 

 

The boards of this book are wooden and have been covered with brown leather. Each cover 

has five metal bosses plus protectors on the corners; there are clasps pulling the boards 

together and catching on the front. The book was probably stored on a lectern and so, 

although the fittings add to the decorative finish of the binding, these additions also helped to 

protect it from damage. 



 

The edges of the pages have been stained and small, decorative bosses – known as knops – 

can be seen at points, marking the beginning of sections of the text. There is a paper title label 

on the spine, which was added later, quite possibly when the book began to be stored upright 

on a shelf, rather than flat on a lectern. 

 

Durham University Library, SA 0140 

 

 

6. George Friedrich Handel, Alexander’s Feast (part-book) 

England, mid-18
th

 century 

 

This part-book – one of many making up the full set of parts for Handel’s musical setting of 

the ode by John Dryden – is covered with Dutch gilt paper. This was made by transferring a gilt 

and coloured pattern, often echoing damask and brocade fabric, onto paper either by 

stamping with a block stencil or embossing with a roller. It was used from around 1700 and 

remained popular into the 19
th

 century. Although known as Dutch gilt, this type of paper was 

most commonly produced in Germany and Italy. 

 

Durham Cathedral on behalf of Lord Crewe’s Charity, Bamburgh MS M172 

  



Case 8 

 

Trier book covers 

Trier, Germany; ivories, 10
th

 century; metal, 13
th

 century 

 

These book covers were made for a Benedictine monastery in Trier, Germany. Although put 

together as a cover for a book, the various components were not only made separately but 

also centuries apart. 

 

Treasure, or jewelled, bindings were a feature of the production of sacred texts by monastic 

scriptoria and binderies in the medieval period. Such books were often intended to sit on the 

high altar and be carried as part of the liturgical procession during services. Few now survive 

as part of a binding, having been separated from the text either to be broken up for their 

jewels and precious metals, or admired as an objet d’art in their own right. 

 

Courtesy of the University of Manchester, John Rylands Library, Jewelled binding no.17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Booklet stitched by single-section pamphlet sewing by our book conservators here at Palace 

Green Library. 

 

Single-section pamphlet sewing uses an odd number of holes – 3 for small, thin books; 5, 7, 

9 or 11 for larger ones – to sew pages together. The thread is pulled tightly and a knot used 

to hold the middle thread down. 
 

 


