Late-Fifteenth-Century Girdle Book
(Overcover and Cord Closure)

By Lady Gwerfyl verch Aneirin (known as Aneira)

Process and Documentation

This little girdle book waslesigned aa girdle bookrom thelate 1400susing an

overcover and a cord closuiéhere are only 23 extant girdle books, but there are many
representations of them in paintings and sculpture from 1400 to 1600, with the majority
in the fifteenth century.

Sewing Suppors

| began by choosing style ofpage support angoard attachment thaould be
characteristic of thiate 1400s but alseasily achievable with a minimum of

woodworking. Romanesque books (dating roughly from 10380) typically used alum
tawed leather thongs as the sewing support for déilgegbut thongs were also useatl

into the gothic periogwhen hemp cords became more comnfdn)sed four alum

tawed thongs, two of which were slit down the middle for use as double supports. Each
thong was a double thickness of leather, instead of one thickness of a heavier leather,
because | only had one skin to work with.

Sewing Technique

| chose to use integral endbands for this project, where endbands are sewn on at the same
time as the pages are sewn to their suppeigsire 9.8 (p. 188) from Szirntais

Archaeology of Medievdookbindingshows the sewing pattern (option [b]):

1J. A. SzirmaiThe Archaeology of Méelal BookbindingAshgate: Aldershot, U.K., 1999), pp. 236

237).
’Szirmai: fAThe sewing supports of romanes-tpwed bi ndings
|l eat her . . . split 1l ongitudi nalitiopfromthongsstescorttishe spi neo

on p. 183.



O O OB O OR

[a]

[b]

I ORI R I

[c] :

wl \

This photo shows this book, plus two othaesyn on their thongs:

Board Attachment

The boards are oak, a very common wood for book bdartle.method of board

attachment | chose was to run thengs over a slightly beveled outer edge, in shallow
channels, and secure the thongs with nails. Trenails or iron nails would have been used; |
chose tausebrass nails. fiis diagram from Szirmahows lacing paths for gothic

bindings (Fig. 9.33, p. 223):

% Szirmai, Tables 8.3 and 9.10 (pp. 151 and 217).
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Diagrams [ai|[f] are profiles of thegothic-periodboard edes (I used profile [f]) and A

G shows lacing paths on the outer board face (I used patlitiGthe nails offset from

each other In addition, | added nails through the thongs into the edfyése boards. |

did thisto avoid stress on the endpapers when the books are open. There are two ways to
avoid stressing the endpapers: line the sfmretabilize the boargsvhere additional

strips of leather wrap the outside of the spine around timtiee board edge, whidh

wanted to avoidbecause it @s more tymal in the later gothic period, and to have the

thongs enter tunnels in the board edge instead of channels (more typical during the
romanesque period), which | wanted to avoid because idwawolve drilling 45degree
tunnels into the board edges and | do not have a drill press.

The combination of oak, aluawed leather, and brass nails was problematic, however,
because the tannic acid from the oak and metal ions from the alum andrbedsd

some oalgall ink during the binding process, which resulted in some minor discoloration
of the primary leather covering. In the future when using this combination of materials, |



will need to be careful to avoid excess moisture during the birmtoaess to cut down

on chemical transfer among the materi@l$ie ink corrosion website,
http://www.knaw.nl/ecpa/ink/make_ink.htpdontains very helpful information about the
chemical processed making ink.)

This photo shows the channels chiseled into the board:

Edge Trimming

Romaneque books were typically trimmed so that their pages were flush with the boards.
In the gothic period, typically boards were slightly larger than the pa@éss relates in

part to method of edge trimming: when a drawknife was used, boards were attached first
and the edge of the knife rested on the boards. The plow was introduced in the 1500s,
which allowed edges to be trimmed before board attachtheohoseto use a plow but

to make the edges nearly flush with the boaf8se Photo 1 in Existing Girdle Book
Photos.)

Gessoing the Boards

After the thongs were nailed into the channels, | used gesso to smooth the Shitace.

does not appear to be a widesprpaacticebut was used occasionalig$zirmai discusses

gesso as anfill on the inner face of the boards in some carolingian and romanesque

bindings and shows an image in Fig. 8.20 (p. 1R4jher than purchase the ingredients
separately, lused Natura Pi gment sd fiEasy Gesso, 0 which co
and hide glue in one package, preground.

* Szirmai, p. 157 and Table 9.11 (p. 2.18).
®P. J. M. MarksThe British Library Guide to Bookbindir@oronto: University of Toronto, 1998), p. 39.


http://www.knaw.nl/ecpa/ink/make_ink.html

Rounding the Spine

After the edges were trimmed, | rounded the spine, a technique introduced sometime
around the late fifteenth or early sixteenthtaen® This creates a convex curve in the
spine.

Edge Decoration

Many examples of edge painting can be found on existing medieval books and in
representations in aft. chose armcanthus leamotif. | rubbed cornstarch powder into the
edges of the boolotkeep the pages from sticking together during the painting process
then drew the design with calligraphy ink and painted it with thinned acrylic paint.

This photo shows the painted edge and gessoed boards:

Al t hough Mirji am F ¢amany snagesofthepdinted fdgdgess n ot con
she describesier descriptions are explicitlere is a small example A" Mor e el abor at e
scrollwork with and without leaves and flowers can be found on a number of

manuscripts. A late twelftobentury Peter Comestdtjstoria scholasticat Durham

Cathedral (B.1.33) . . . shows a row of circles, formed by intertwining curving lines,

which contain leafy ornaments, flowers and what may be a.hitdl'he foreedge [of BL

Arundel MS 157] displays intertwining curvingnés with leafy ornamentation in red,

green, bl d&ck and blue.d

Covering Styles

There were many ways to cover girdle bogksr the purposes of this discussion, please

note that the | ong Atail o of girdlnet books i s
the top] For example, a book could be bound as a girdle book, with the tail as an integral

portion of the book; a book could be bound traditionally with an added overcover that

® Marks claims ronding was introduced in the early sixteenth century (p. 35), but Szirmai dates this

technique to the fifteenth century (pp. 1224).

'See Mirjiam Footds thorough arStuiieslinehe Histoyed i e v a | Paint
Bookbinding(Aldershot,U.K.: Scolar Press, 1993).

8 Foot, p. 445.



had a tail; leather covering could overhang the edge of the book atith otect the

pages. fiChemiseo bindings eve-wedgasheltai ded extr
of the covering could end in a Turkos Head Kk
various photos of open girdle books in Existing Girdle Book &hpt

Forthis book, Ibound the book itself as a normal book and then created an adldition

leather chemisstyle overcoverOf the 23 existent girdle books, 9 have an overcover

added over the primary coverifgl used Szirmai 6s ddvergstaam of a
model for this onép. 165)

[b]

et A immeenas Tal Anmotmierad fram ane niece. wide enough €

The sewing on this overcoveras done with linen thread.

To better protect the foredge, | inserted the strap of the book through a slit in the
overcover, like this one fromttp://www.lammgard.se/designmuseunisiag.htm

°See Szirmaids discussion of i2#andlof chemis@bnkicgsanppd over cov
164 167.
% szirmai, p. 237.



The Cord

The vast majority of girdle book i mages show
knots. However, | have found one image the shows a cord through the tail, and | chose to

finish the tails in this way. This book is Bibliothecadpnforsiana, kat. 26@mage from
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Image:GirdlebcQkvarnforskat262.jpg:

Please note that the kumihumo cord in my book was made by Baroness Nastasiia
Rosenzweig. | did not make the cord itself.

Metal Furnishings: Peg and Latches
Thepeg and strap combination drased on Figure 8.22 (p. 166pm Szirmai:



