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Versioning Materiality: Documenting Evidence of
Past Binding Structures

Athanasios Velios and Nicholas Pickwoad

Abstract

Describing the structure and materials of bookbindings is an essential task of the
study of the history of the book. Books with repaired or replaced binding structures
are of particular interest, given that evidence of one or even two or more previous
structures often remain on the book. The results of rebinding can be considered as
separate versions of the binding structure. Evidence of the binding structures need to
be matched with the corresponding version of the binding. This helps in formulating
provenance.

In this paper we discuss problems of documenting binding evidence including a)
the reuse of earlier components in later bindings and b) the reuse of components
originally belonging to other books. After a review of different approaches to the
description of earlier bindings we focus on the CIDOC CRM as a possible way of
modelling the versions of bindings through an event-centric approach and offering
a number of examples. Finally, we discuss the advantages of using the CRM for
versioning as well as the limitations of our method.

1 Introduction

By versioning we often mean keeping track of the changes of text (e.g. different
versions of a report). In computer programming, a plethora of tools allow changes in
programming code to be tracked. Versioning allows developers to follow the history
of a file over long periods.

In other fields of research, tracking the changes of material objects during their
history is common practice. In archaeology, art history, conservation and other
relevant fields, understanding changes to material objects leads to conclusions about
their technology and use. In this paper, we propose the adoption of the idea of
versioning to the description of material objects in order to capture the changing
nature of an object over the centuries.

This is particularly important in the case of historic books. The book as a material
object is a representation of the social, economic, and cultural environment in which
it was produced or modified (McKenzie; Darnton), because it can combine a variety
of crafts (including sewing, carpentry, leatherwork, embroidery, and gilding) and a
variety of materials (from parchment to metal).
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1.1 CIDOC CRM

The Conceptual Reference Model (CRM) published by the International Committee
for Documentation (CIDOC) of the International Council of Museums (ICOM) has
been an important influence in the development of this work. The CIDOC CRM
(ISO 21127:2006) is a formal ontology. It defines concepts (entities) and relationships
(properties) within the cultural heritage sector to model relevant activities. These
entities are organised in hierarchies from the more general to the more specific.
Generic entities (parent entities) contain more specific entities (child entities). Any
child entity shares the characteristics of its more general parent entity. For example
the entity E5 Event is the parent of both E67 Birth and E69 Death. E67 Birth is an
E5 Event, but clearly not all E5 Events are E67 Births, since we also have E69 Death
among other types. The hierarchy formed with parent and child entities is often
called an IsA hierarchy. Also, any characteristics of E5 Event (e.g. the fact that people
participate in events) are also applicable to the child entities. This is also known as
property inheritance. For an introduction to the CIDOC CRM, see Doerr (“The CIDOC
Conceptual Reference Model”).

The CIDOC CRM has been tested successfully for many years, resulting in a stable
model. Because of this stability, the CIDOC CRM could be used as an abstract blueprint
structure for documentation systems. We have adopted it here to demonstrate our
use of versioning.

The paper begins with some background information about historic bookbinding
and the documentation of binding structures. It then introduces concepts from the
CIDOC CRM which are relevant to versioning bindings and it proposes a structure
that can be adopted to document them. It examines a case study demonstrating the
principles of that structure and it concludes with some points for discussion. Some
bookbinding terms used in this paper may be unfamiliar to the reader. We are using
these terms in italics followed by a citation to the term in brackets and single quotes.
These are included in the references.

2 Dating bindings

Bookbindings are frequently ignored in descriptions of books and in library catalogue
entries. However they often carry important information about where books have
been, and therefore where they may have been read. This can be done by establishing
chronological and geographical ranges for the use of particular techniques, materials
and styles of decoration. The textblocks (LoB, “Textblocks”) of books frequently
have a longer life than their bindings. Their bindings are often either repaired or
(partly) replaced. The ability, therefore to identify and date these sequences of binding,
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rebinding and repair is critical to our understanding of the histories of individual
books.

2.1 Rebinding books

Books would typically be rebound or repaired in response to damage or changes of
fashion. For example, covers (LoB, “Covers”) would be replaced when a library or a
collector decided to update the appearance of their books. This would be done by
completely replacing existing bindings, in which case only the sewing stations (LoB,
“Sewing Stations”) of the original structure will survive, or by replacing or covering
the original covers with a new, perhaps more fashionable material, in which case the
binding may well retain a first structure under a later covering. This has happened
in many libraries, such as the collection of very early manuscripts in the Biblioteca
Capitolare in Vercelli (Lombardia), where the original full covers were mostly replaced
by quarter covers (LoB, “Quarter Covers”) of tanned (LoB, “Tanned Skin”) sheepskin
(LoB, “Sheepskin”) in the late seventeenth century, or the library of the Franciscan
monastery of Sibenik in Croatia, where both the boards (LoB, “Boards”) and covers of
the bindings of their collection of incunabula were replaced in the eighteenth century
by laced-case (LoB, “Laced Cases”) covers of thick cartonnage (LoB, “Cartonnage”)

paper.

2.2 Reuse of components

During rebinding or repair, binders often used recycled material, mostly from earlier
books. For example, printed or written leaves from earlier books recycled as endleaves
(LoB, “Endleaves”), covers, spine linings (LoB, “Spine Linings”), board laminates (LoB,
“Board Laminates”), etc., or boards and covers from discarded or earlier bindings
which were recycled for different books. Any description of bindings that attempts
to date them based on these materials may therefore be misleading, as there may be
a discrepancy of several centuries between the materials used. As the result of this
phenomenon, a Romanesque manuscript in the library of Lincoln Cathedral now has
two wooden boards of the same age as the manuscript, neither of which matches
either the manuscript or each other, but both of which were used in the repair of the
book in the nineteenth century.

2.3 Case study

A copy of Jacobus Philippus, De claris mulieribus, Ferrara, 1497 (figure 1), once in the
Otto Schéfer collection in Germany, was described in an exhibition catalogue (Arnim)
as having been bound in a contemporary binding with a cartonnage cover attached
by lacing the slips (LoB, “Slips”) of the leather sewing supports through its joints
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(LoB, “Joints (Features)”). This type of Italian laced-case cover is frequently found
on bindings from the second half of the sixteenth century through the nineteenth
century and if this binding were of the date of the text then it would be the earliest
example known by almost half a century. A response from the author of the catalogue
confirmed that the slips were part of the sewing supports and were original to the
binding. An examination of the book in person a few years later in New York led to
these observations:

a) the existence of leather stains at the head (LoB, “Head”) and tail (LoB, “Tail”) of
the spine edges of the outermost endleaf at each end of the book,

b) the cut ends of substantial white alum-tawed (LoB, “Alum-Tawed Skin”) split-strap
sewing supports (LoB, “Split-Strap Sewing Supports”) showing in the joints and

c) the existence of a multiplicity of worm holes in the first and last few leaves.

These observations indicate that the book was first bound in a contemporary inboard
binding (LoB, “Inboard Bindings”) with beech-wood boards (hence the wormholes—
woodworms love beech wood) and a quarter cover of a dark reddish-brown tanned
goatskin (hence the leather stains at the spine edge of the endleaves) of a typically
Italian type (e.g. figure 2). The slips of tanned skin laced though the paper cover were
in fact laced under the original alum-tawed sewing supports circa 1600 to attach the
new cover, possibly to replace the earlier worm-damaged boards. A drawing with
this evidence is shown in figure 3. Because this sequence of events was not first
identified and recorded, the binding was inaccurately described and its description
was misleading. In section 3.3 we explain how a data structure based on the idea of
versioning can be used to capture the multiple components from different periods
on this book. We first introduce non-structured documentation records to show how
traditional methods of record keeping are inadequate.

3 Records of bindings

3.1 Free-text records

As mentioned in the example of the Arnim catalogue, bookbinding descriptions are
often produced using free text (i.e. in prose). This is because free text has been
well-rooted as a documentation tool in relevant fields such as palaeography and
conservation (approaches such as this by Campagnolo or Stokes et al. who employ
structured records are still exceptions in the respective fields). Free text offers an
immediate narrative which can be easily followed by a reader. It inherits the flexibility
of spoken language and therefore it can be tailored to different audiences. A condition
report of a binding, written by a conservator for other conservators, will be very
different to an auction catalogue description written by an auctioneer for possible
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Figure 1: Photo of Jacobus Philippus, De claris mulieribus, Ferrara, 1497.




























































