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until it is tight, then trim off excess leather on both sides of 
the board.

The cores extending on either end of sewn headbands (not 
included in this model) are laced onto the boards. Vellum 
spine linings attached to the inside of the boards support 
the spine when the book is opened and reinforce the board 
attachment. The book is then covered in leather.
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Medieval Binding

This structure dates from an era of large vellum text blocks 
and heavy wooden boards. The book is sewn on double cords. 
The sewing is packed. The thread is looped around the sewing 
cords with multiple wraps between signatures at each sewing 
station so that the cords are covered completely across the 
spine of the book.

The wooden boards are beveled at the inside spine edge to 
match the text block’s natural shoulder resulting from swell, 
an increase in bulk at the spine created by the spine folds and 
the thickness of the sewing thread running through the center 
of each signature. The action of lacing the cords tightly onto 
the boards automatically rounds the text block.

Channels to accommodate the bulk of the cords are cut into 
the boards between the spine edge and the first set of holes on 
the outside and between the pair of holes on the inside. The 
cords are laced over the board edge and into the first set of 
holes. The cords are then laced through the second set of holes 
from the inside, terminating on the outside of the boards. The 
excess cords are trimmed flush with the outer surface of the 
board. To hold the cords taut, wooden pegs anchor the cords 
into the second set of holes. A modern conservation technique 
is to pull a small triangle of leather through the lacing hole 
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Ethiopian Binding

The Ethiopian binding structure may have emerged as early 
as the fourth century and was in use for hundreds of years. 
The boards are sewn onto the vellum text block as if they were 
the first and last signatures. Headbands sewn into the boards 
supplemented this attachment.

Each signature is attached to the adjacent one with a linking 
stitch. The same thread that connects the signatures also 
attaches the boards. The thread is laced through multiple 
holes in the boards.

These books were left uncovered, or covered partially or 
completely in leather.
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Introduction

This project began in 2009 with an invitation to present a 
variety of methods of board and case attachment to a group 
of book artists who were primarily printmakers. I made small 
models of numerous structures, all left uncovered and only 
partially completed so methods of board attachment, sewing, 
spine lining, and endsheet construction remained visible. 

The bindings in this set were made for a series of workshops 
inspired by the lecture. This pamphlet outlines key features 
of each binding structure. Some common binding elements 
have been simplified or omitted from these models. If you are 
making a binding using one of these structures, remember to 
consider:

•	Headbands, which may be functional and/or decorative
•	Spine linings strong enough to provide support without 

inhibiting opening of book
•	Choice of covering material and paring requirements 
•	Board linings to counter pull of various covering materials 
•	Board thickness and shaping of boards for aesthetic 

purposes
•	Careful trimming and attaching of endsheets and 

pastedowns to the insides of the boards 
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•	 Sanding and fills so multiple layers of various material 
appear smooth to the eye and touch

•	 Trimming of the text block and edge decoration
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Tacketed Binding

Tackets are strips of vellum, leather, or thread used to 
fasten individual or multiple signatures into a wrapper. The 
signatures are not attached to each other directly. 

The tackets are laced through the signature from the inside, 
then tied or twisted together on the exterior of the wrapper. 
The tackets might first pass through stays of vellum or leather, 
placed in the center of the signature to protect the text block 
from abrasion by the tackets.

This minimalist model is evocative of the Nag Hammadi 
codices, a group of single quire (signature) papyrus codices 
found in Egypt in 1945 and believed to date from the mid 
fourth century.  

When the foredge is trimmed flush, as was done historically, 
much precious paper and space for writing is removed, 
especially in the center folios of this thick, single signature 
book. 

4



27

German Case Binding

Case refers to a cover that is built off the book, and, once 
completed, attached to the text block by adhesion to any 
combination of pastedowns, hinges, and sewing supports.

Although a sewn text block is often used, this model uses a 
double-fan adhesive text block. A group of single sheets  is 
clamped in a press with the spine edges free. Adhesive is 
applied to the spine edges while they are fanned one direction, 
then the other. Thus, the adhesive is not only applied to the 
spine edge of each leaf, but a thin bead of adhesive is also on 
the front and rear of each, adjacent to the spine edge. This 
gives a very secure bond between the individual leaves. A 
cloth spine lining extends onto the text block at front and rear. 
Single folio endsheets may be tipped to the text block.

The case is constructed with a spine stiffener, two boards, 
and a connecting strip of text-weight paper. As with the 
Split Board Binding, the board is set away from the spine, to 
provide space for the board pivot to open at the inside joint. 
The case is then covered in full or partial cloth or paper.

When both the case and text block are assembled and dry, the 
text block is set into the case, the spine lining and the outer 
leaves of the text block front and back are glued up, the book is 
nipped (pressed briefly and tightly), then allowed to dry. 
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Leather Fine Binding

By the sixteenth century, paper text blocks had replaced 
vellum, and boards made of some form of paper had replaced 
wooden boards. The basic structure of the leather fine binding 
as executed by hand bookbinders today still has much in 
common with bindings from three centuries ago.

This text block is sewn on single cords. It is then rounded to 
distribute the swell, with a combination of shaping with the 
fingers and blows from a hammer. 

The text block is put into a press, and the swell is manipulated 
again, backing with hammer blows to form shoulders at 90º to 
support the boards. The boards are laced on to the text block, 
but no longer pegged, and usually terminate on the inside of 
the boards, no longer laced back out through a second set of 
holes.

Spine linings of cloth, paper or leather support the text block 
when the book is opened. Spine linings are sometimes sanded 
to give a smooth appearance on the spine with no vestiges of 
the spine folds visible through the covering leather.

Endsheets may be constructed with a variety of layers, 
some decorative, and some reinforcing the inside of the 
joint when the boards open. Sewn headbands are now 
primarily decorative, and the cores are cut flush at both 
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ends after sewing; they are no longer laced into the boards. 
The book would be covered in full leather, half leather (spine 
and corners only), or quarter leather (spine only) with the 
remainder covered in paper.

cloth hinge tipped to the text block side of the endsheet 

Endsheet with decorative paper 
and reinforced with cloth hinge

Japanese tissue hinge tipped to the text block side of the endsheet

single folio of decorative 
paper, folded decorative 
side in, and tipped to 
text paper folio

single or double folio endsheet 
of text-weight paper 
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Simplified Binding

The Simplified Binding was developed in the early 1990s by 
Sün Evrard. It has an elegant, streamlined look, though it uses 
a form of board attachment similar to the robust Split Board 
Binding. 

Double folio endsheets of plain paper are reinforced with a 
hinge of strong Japanese tissue. The text block is sewn with 
thread thicker than usual to produce a generous natural 
shoulder, on supports that will produce minimal bulk on the 
spine. The ends of the sewing supports are frayed and adhered 
to the reinforced area of the endsheets.

Like the Medieval Binding, the text block is rounded, but not 
backed. The boards are shaped on the inside spine edge to fit 
the contours of the spine’s natural shoulder. Paper linings are 
adhered to the spine, first between the sewing supports, then 
across the entire spine. These linings are sanded until the 
spine is smooth.

A decorative spine wrapper with a card stiffener is glued to 
the reinforced areas of the endsheets, but not to the spine. The 
boards are covered individually, off the book, then adhered to 
the spine wrapper.
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Boarded Binding

This model is based on bindings made about 1810, midpoint 
of the Industrial Revolution. This paper binding represents 
bookbinders’ efforts to keep up with increased production 
from mechanized printing presses by simplifying structure 
and process. 

Sewing stations are sawn in, and double folios of plain paper 
endsheets are added to the front and rear of the text block. 
The text block is sewn on cords, then rounded, backed and 
thin boards laced on, all very quickly. The cords are anchored 
to the insides of the boards with a flap cut from the outer 
leaf/waste sheet, the waste sheet is slit through the fold to 
accommodate the turn-ins, two layers of paper are pasted 
to the spine, the boards are covered in paper, then the 
pastedowns are applied, all in a furious burst of activity. 
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Book and Paper Arts, June, 2010.
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Johnson, Arthur W. The Thames and Hudson Manual of 
Bookbinding, London: Thames and Hudson, 1978. Section on 
“The Library Style.”
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Split Board Binding

The sturdy Split Board Binding is another technique to speed 
production. Rather than lacing on the boards, they are glued 
to a flange. This flange is created from a reinforced endsheet 
sewn to the text block and incorporating the sewing supports.

Double folio endsheets of plain paper are reinforced with a 
cloth hinge, then sewn on tapes along with the text block. The 
text block is rounded and backed to 45 degrees. 

The ends of the tapes are glued down to the reinforced portion 
of the endsheet. The outer leaf of the endsheet construction is 
folded back on itself and glued down over the tapes, creating 
a stiff flange. This flange is inserted into a sandwich of thick 
and thin board, leaving a groove between the shoulder and 
the spine edge of the board. This groove creates the space 
necessary for the board to pivot open. The book is then ready 
to be covered.

20
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In the English Case Binding, the boards and spine stiffener are 
adhered directly to the covering material with no connecting 
strip.
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Notes 

These binding models are constructed with text blocks 
from the French Paper Company, paper-backed book cloths, 
archival-quality boards, and sewing supports of a variety of 
natural fibers. The wooden boards are oak or cedar and birch, 
the leathers and vellums are goat or calf. 

Thanks to Dorothy Simpson Krause and Monday Editions for 
their 2009 invitation to present a variety of options for cover 
attachment. That lecture was the genesis of the Biblio Tech 
binding models and workshops. Thanks also to Mark Arend, 
Robert Hanmer, Kathy Lechuga, Jana Pullman and Peter 
Verheyen for reviewing this document, to Amy Rabas for page 
design, and to Ann Poe for editing.

I am forever grateful to my ongoing technical support team: 
Eric Alstrom, Head of Conservation and Preservation at 
Michigan State University Library; Scott Kellar, Scott K. 
Kellar Bookbinding and Conservation, Chicago; and Peter 
Verheyen, Head of Conservation and Preservation at Syracuse 
University Library. 

©2013 Karen Hanmer
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Nonadhesive Paper Case

This paper case is easily made and just as easily removed from 
the text block. Conservators use such nonintrusive solutions 
as bindings for rare materials. 

Double folio endsheets of new paper are hinged with cloth to 
reinforce the fold. The text block is sewn, but not glued up. A 
paper case is folded around the endsheet signatures, which 
are slit head and tail through the reinforced fold, locking the 
case onto the text block without adhesive. 
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Scaleboard Binding

The Scaleboard Binding is a Colonial American binding style. 
As a substitute for scarce pasteboard, boards were made of 
thin sheets of wood, with the grain running horizontally. 
Signatures were often not sewn, but laced onto alum-tawed 
or leather thongs through slots in the signatures, cut adjacent 
to the spine. These thongs were then glued to the top of the 
boards. 

The book was then covered in full leather, or a leather spine 
with the boards covered in paper. This minimalist binding had 
no spine linings and the text block was not glued up before 
covering. 
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Crossed Structure Binding

The Crossed Structure Binding, developed by Carmencho 
Arregui in the early 1990s, is a modern adaptation of the 
historic long stitch, limp vellum, and limp paper bindings. 

A two-piece wrapper is used. Signatures are sewn onto 
fingerlike extensions of the first wrapper. Then the portions 
of the spine that remain accessible are glued up, rounded, and 
lined as desired. Finally, the second wrapper is interlaced and 
glued into place.
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Sewn Boards Binding

The lean, efficient Sewn Boards Binding was developed by 
Gary Frost in 1987. It shares significant structural features 
with the Ethiopian Binding. The boards are single folios of 
cover stock sewn along with the text block, functioning as the 
first and last signatures. The sewing is unsupported, the spine 
lining is minimal, and the text block opens very flat.

After sewing, inserts of thin board are tipped into the 
cover stock folios. The binding now is essentially complete. 
Subsequent steps are primarily decorative and conducted 
with minimal use of adhesive, a technique that minimizes or 
eliminates cockling or warping.

A spine wrapper identical to that of the Simplified Binding is 
tipped to the boards by the edges only. A fill, tipped adjacent 
to the spine wrapper, ensures a smooth surface across the 
boards once they are covered. The boards’ wrappers and 
endsheets are drummed, joined with adhesive applied only at 
the perimeter of the material, not over the entire surface. 
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