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I  took  a  very  basic  book  binding  class  through  the  Guelph  School  of  Art  last  fall,  and  the  
infatuation  with  the  ability  to  make  my  own  little  wee  journals  was  born.  My  skills  are  basic  and  
my  equipment  is  even  more  so  and  decided  to  turn  my  attempts  to  a  limp  bound  book  to  hold  
A&S  notes  and  comments  in  something  that  looks  a  touch  more  appropriate  than  the  battered  
notebook  that  I  haul  around  currently.    
  
Fortunately,  there  are  a  number  of  extant  examples  of  limp  bound  books  in  the  15th  and  16th  
centuries,  some  bound  in  linen  (Figure  1),  some  bound  in  leather  (Figure  2),  many  more  bound  
in  vellum  (Figure  3).  It  is  not  a  style  that  is  well  researched  as  it  was  often  the  rough  and  ready  
bindings  done  out  of  convenience,  rather  than  the  fancy  bindings  meant  for  show.  (Birch,  2015)  
  

  
Figure  1  Medieval  Limp  binding  1451-­1452  National  Library  of  Sweden  

  
I  decided  to  keep  it  fairly  simple  and  go  with  long  stitch  and  link  stitch  on  the  bindings  and  a  
simple  leather  cover,  which  is  consistent  with  extant  examples,  as  shown  in  Figure  2.  (Szirmai,  
1999)  I  spent  entirely  too  long  at  the  art  store  selecting  paper,  but  finally  decided  on  a  fairly  
heavy  paper  which  had  the  advantage  of  being  quite  inexpensive  to  allow  for  screw  ups.  The  
cover  is  a  piece  of  leather  generously  gifted  to  me  by  Henry Foster. I decided to use leather for 
the cover as there seem to be a wide variety of covers, and this gave me the opportunity to do a 
very tiny bit of experimenting with leather.  
  



  
Figure  2  Limp  bindings    (Szirmai  Fig  10.14)  

  

The  paper  came  in  very  large  sheets  which  needed  to  be  cut  down  to  my  final  size.  I  learned  
during  this  process  that  no  matter  how  many  rulers,  grids,  careful  alignment,  and  swearing  I  
employed,  I  am  apparently  incapable  of  cutting  a  straight  line.  A  fair  bit  of  trimming  later,  and  my  
leaves  were  generally  the  same  size  and  mostly  straight.    
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parallel to many other established techniques. Surprisingly 
little information about this technique has been published. 
According to J. Szirmai, this was due to the fact that the 
bindings lacked decoration and therefore were uninteresting 
to those who studied bookbinding. Limp bindings were so 
common in archives that no one paid any particular attention 
to them technically. 

Limp bindings in Tallinn

The City Archives of Tallinn have a great collection of limp 
bindings. Unfortunately, not much more is known about 
the books shown here than that they were used in Estonia. 
The books are written in German as Tallinn was under the 
influence of the Hanseatic League during the 1200’s and 
1300’s, and consequently the German language dominated 
Estonia’s trade and culture.

During the five days I was in Tallinn to study these books, I 
selected those demonstrating various techniques and designs 
ensuring that the books were fairly complete so as to be able 
to examine the type of sewing. Of these, twelve had leather 
and ten had parchment covers. Ten of them were stitched 
using direct tacketing, three using indirect tacketing, four 
with chain stitch, and four with long-stitch. One was sewn on 
parchment slips. Most of the exterior supports were made of 
wood or leather, with horn and turtle shell also represented.

Areas of application

These books were functional and used daily, with this 
simple type of binding used to temporarily keep and preserve 
records and notes until a more permanent one could be 
made. This was also a practical binding method for minutes, 
accounts and other various documents. The books were 
portable and documents could easily be added as needed. In 
certain cases the parchment covers were made by recycling 
older documents. On several occasions I discovered stitching 
holes which indicated that the books had been rebound. One 
cover could actually have been used on more than one book 
block.

In spite of its simplicity, this type of binding has proven 
durable because of the great ease with which it can be 
repaired. The books consist of separate components, all 
of which can easily be exchanged for new ones since the 
structure is non-adhesive. A book using adhesives and hard 
covers is much more difficult to repair. The limp bindings are 
not exposed to as much pressure in the spine and guard and 
are not as often in need of repair. The wear I observed was on 
tacketing, stitching thread and covers. but most often all parts 
of the books were evenly worn.

Limp binding as design

I mentioned earlier that the construction of the books could 
be seen clearly. One could see how a support was fastened 
to the cover with cross-stitch in parchment for increased 
stability, or how lovely silk threads were sealed with wax to 
protect the book block. All of these technical details give the 
book its final appearance. The function dictated the form, 

obvious in today’s design methodology, although not always 
intentional.

This book from 1539 is a register of the town’s lumber 
consumption. It shows the amount of lumber used for beams 
and fuel wood burned in tile stoves. It measures 19.2 x 11 cm 
and has a wrapper of a recycled parchment manuscript. The 
textblock is of paper and consists of 144 pages in six sections. 
It is sewn in long-stitch with linen stitching thread.

To create a binding using this style, determine the number 
of pages and sections needed. Choose hand-made paper for an 
authentic look. Cut the covers to size and fold in all the turn-
ins as in the image below. 

Figure  3  Estonian  lumber  record  book,  1539  
(Langwe  Berg  article)  



  
I  then  folded  the  paper,  and  assembled  them  into  six  signatures  of  four  leaves  each.  
Fortunately,  I  am  better  at  folding  than  cutting.  Measured  out  the  sewing  holes  and  punched  
each  signature  against  the  template  with  a  basic  awl  into  a  cork  trivet.    
  
I  decided  against  having  a  fold  over  flap  of  leather  as  part  of  my  cover,  as  the  book  I  was  
modeling  did  not  have  a  fold  over  flap.  Under  Henry’s  tutelage,  I  added  a  very  simple  bit  of  tool  
work  to  the  cover.  As  it’s  a  very  basic  book,  I  didn’t  want  the  cover  to  be  too  fancy  and  out  of  
place  with  the  rest  of  the  book.    
  
The  linen  thread  that  I  used  is  an  18/2  thread  that  I  waxed  before  using  it  to  sew  through  the  
signatures  and  the  leather  cover.  As  I  was  aiming  towards  something  akin  to  Book  931  in  Figure  
1,  I  went  for  a  long  stitch  and  chain  stitch  sewing,  which  gives  the  right  look  as  the  book  in  the  
picture.  I  decided  against  using  the  buttons,  as  I  preferred  the  clean  lines  and  I  find  ties  on  my  
books  to  be  irritating.  After  sewing  the  pages  in,  I  did  a  little  bit  of  trimming  to  offset  any  shifting  
during  sewing,  but  I  found  I  made  more  of  a  mess  than  not,  so  there  was  very  little  trimming  
done.  
  
Previous  books  that  I’ve  made  have  used  cardstock  as  a  cover,  and  I  found  leather  to  be  quite  a  
bit  more  frustrating  to  sew  through,  largely  because  I’m  not  entirely  familiar  with  working  with  it.  
It  does  make  for  a  rather  handsome  book,  however.  I  am  looking  forward  to  continuing  to  
experiment  with  limp  bound  books,  with  a  variety  of  cover  types  and  expanding  into  more  
complicated  binding  types.    
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