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A Workshop with Jeff Peachey

Reviewed by Brenna Campbell

Bookbinders and conservators traveled from far and wide to attend Jeff Peachey’s 18th century French bookbinding workshop, held April 23rd through 26th at the Gladys Brooks Book & Paper Conservation Laboratory of the New York Academy of Medicine.  For those of us who have been following Jeff’s investigations into historical binding tools and techniques on his fascinating blog (http://jeffpeachey.wordpress.com), the workshop was a singular opportunity to benefit first-hand from his experience.
The class began with an introduction to the primary source material on which our work would be based: two 18th century French binding manuals, Traité de la Relieure des Livres by Jean-Vincent Caperonier Gauffécourt (1762-63) and L’art du Relieur Doreur de Livres by René Martin Dudin (1772).   Although both texts contain technical descriptions of the many operations undertaken in the binding of a book, neither is a step-by-step guide to binding.  Dudin states that his intent in writing is to describe the varying levels of quality available, and to help the reader distinguish a well-bound book from a cheap imitation.  Close reading and comparison of these two texts was an important and interesting element of the workshop, generating much spirited discussion.

After reading through the introductions of both books, we moved on to folding the sections.  Jeff demonstrated the folding method described by Dudin, and then we tried it ourselves, using handmade wooden folding sticks.  This was our first experience with the challenge of using an unfamiliar tool to perform a familiar task, but it was not the last!  

Once the sections were folded, they were beaten mercilessly with a large hammer.  This process encourages the textblock to lock together into the characteristic undulations familiar to all of us who work with 18th century printed books.  As the sore arms of the workshop participants can attest, thorough and repeated beating is a hallmark of authentic 18th century French binding.

After pressing, the untrimmed sections were knocked up and placed in a lying press, so that the kettle stations could be sawn in, after which made endpapers were added to the textblock.  Sewing frames were prepared with five thin single or double cords, and the placement of the stations was determined by visually spacing the cords along the width of the spine, or by measuring with dividers.  While setting up our sewing frames, we experimented with a variety of different types of sewing keys, including reproductions of the type illustrated in Gauffecourt’s manual.  I tried using nails, and am definitely a convert. Sewing was carried out with a very large needle, and no pre-punched holes—hard on the fingers, but more likely to create firm, well-tensioned sewing.

The sewn textblocks were kept under weight, and the cords frayed out and pasted into points, in preparation for lacing on the boards.  In the meantime, the boards (made of laminated matboard) were cut at a 45 degree bevel to nestle nicely into the shoulder, and beaten overall to achieve a compact, smooth surface.  Holes were punched in the spine edge of each board, and the cords were laced through and trimmed.  The inside of each board was beaten again to ensure that the lacing was flat.

The textblocks were rounded and backed using a combination of fingers, bone folder, and backing hammer, and allowed to dry in the press.  Once dry, the spines were pierced and scored with a sharp tool, to improve adhesion of the lining.  Though parchment is traditional, we used handmade paper to create a comb lining, which was adhered with animal glue.

The books were now ready to be trimmed in the plough, using Jeff’s nifty portable press.  The boards were shifted to ensure an appropriate square, and each side of the textblock was ploughed in turn.  The fore edge squares were trimmed separately, after ploughing.  The ploughed edges were colored red using pigment in airbrush medium, and allowed to dry.  It was important to apply the edge coloring quickly and evenly, in a thin layer so that it would not flake off.

After sewing our endbands (either a simple front-bead two color style, or a more ambitious double core model), Jeff treated us to a brief but highly informative demonstration of knife sharpening, followed by lots of hands-on practice.  With our knives sharp and our leather thoroughly boarded, we were ready to pare our chestnut tanned calf, provided by Karl Meyer.  Jeff wowed us all with his demonstration of edge paring, successfully paring all four edges of his leather in one long strip.

Covering was a whirlwind, fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants operation, which went surprisingly smoothly, and was followed by cold blind tooling and decorative sprinkling.  As a final touch, the inside corners of the boards were beaten one last time.  There was even time to paste down our endpapers!  

Perhaps the most exciting element of the workshop was the opportunity to try traditional 18th century French bookbinding tools, many of which were reproduced by Jeff from illustrations in the manuals and Diderot’s encyclopedia.  Using these tools and comparing them with modern versions was illuminating.  Many of the older tools were substantially larger than their modern counterparts, reflecting the highly physical and repetitive nature of production binding in the 18th century.  Working closely from 18th century texts also illustrated how much of current bookbinding technique comes from 19th century binding.  Some techniques described in the manuals, such as patching leather with flaws or holes, would be unlikely to be used today, while others, such as perfuming the book, seemed downright outlandish.  All in all, it was a fascinating and deeply satisfying way to spend four days.  Thank you Jeff!
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