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Postgraduate Certificate in Professional Vintage Book Restoration

History of Bookbinding

Bookbinding refers to the process of physically assembling a book from an ordered stack of paper sheets
that are folded together into sections or sometimes left as a stack of individual sheets. The stack is then
bound together along one edge by either sewing with thread through the folds or by a layer of flexible
adhesive. Alternative methods of binding that are cheaper but less permanent include loose-leaf rings,
individual screw posts or binding posts, twin loop spine coils, plastic spiral coils, and plastic spine combs.
For protection, the bound stack is either wrapped in a flexible cover or attached to stiff boards. Finally, an
attractive cover is adhered to the boards, including identifying information and decoration. Book artists or
specialists in book decoration can also greatly enhance a book's content by creating book-like objects with
artistic merit of exceptional quality.

Different bookbinding traditions have developed around the world according to factors like climate,
available materials, and cultural preferences. For example, Japanese bookbinding (stab-sewn or stitch-
bound) uses long stitches that pass through the spine of the book and are often tied off with decorative
knots, while Western bookbinding (edge-sewn or case-bound) typically uses shorter stitches along the folds
of the sections.

Bookbinders have long sought durable materials for the construction of their books. Animal skins
(parchment or vellum) were the most durable covering material available until the late 19th century.
Parchment is made from split sheepskin, while vellum is made from calfskin. Both are processed by soaking
the skins in a lime bath to remove hair and flesh, then scraping and drying them. They can be washed and
burnished to create a smooth, white surface suitable for writing or printing. Although expensive, parchment
and vellum are still used for important documents and high-end limited editions.

In the late 18th century, paper began to replace parchment and vellum as a covering material. Paper is
made from pulped plant fibers, usually from trees, but also from cotton, hemp, and other plant sources. The
fibers are mashed into a slurry, spread onto a screen, and allowed to drain and dry. Paper can be sized with
gelatin or other substances to make it more rigid and less absorbent, making it suitable for writing or
printing.

In the 19th century, new materials and processes revolutionized bookbinding. Mechanized paper-making
and printing allowed for mass production of books, while new adhesives and board materials replaced
traditional methods. The case binding method, which involves sewing together folded sections and
attaching them to stiff boards covered with paper or cloth, became the dominant method of bookbinding.

However, these new methods often sacrificed durability and aesthetics for speed and cost-effectiveness.
Many modern books are bound with perfect binding, which involves gluing the pages directly to the cover.
While this method is inexpensive and allows for a flat spine, it is less durable than traditional methods and
can cause the pages to fall out over time.
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Book restoration and conservation involve repairing and preserving damaged or worn-out books. This can
involve replacing missing or damaged pages, reattaching loose covers, repairing broken spines, and
cleaning and stabilizing the materials used in the book. Restoration can also involve replacing damaged or
missing elements with facsimiles or reproductions that match the original as closely as possible.

Restoration is a complex and skilled process that requires a deep understanding of bookbinding techniques
and materials. Restorers must also consider the historical and cultural significance of the books they are
working on, as well as the ethical implications of their interventions.

Challenges in book restoration include working with fragile and deteriorating materials, matching the
appearance and feel of the original materials, and balancing the need for preservation with the desire to
make the book accessible for study or display.

In conclusion, the history of bookbinding is a rich and complex field that encompasses a wide range of
techniques, materials, and cultural traditions. Understanding the key terms and concepts of bookbinding is
essential for anyone interested in the conservation and preservation of books, as well as for those who
appreciate the art and craft of bookmaking. By preserving and celebrating the history of bookbinding, we
can ensure that these valuable cultural artifacts will be available for future generations to enjoy and study.
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