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ABSTRACT: Several factors influence bookbinding: how much the
publisher wishes to spend on binding; the publisher's judgment on the
type of binding likely to appeal to a book's readership; the state of
binding technology; and, the contemporary climate of design. Using
examples from books on the ocean, this presentation will discuss
developments in bookbinding in the 1800s including the Victorian
influence on design.
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Several factors influence book binding: how much the publisher wishes to spend on
binding; the publisher's judgment on the type of binding likely to appeal to a book's
readership; the state of binding technology; and, the contemporary climate of design.
The Victorian influence on design dramatically shaped bookbinding in the 1800s, going
so far that quantity of ornament was intended to imply beauty, sometimes verging into
aesthetic excess, with decorations irrelevant to book content. Developments in cloth
bookbinding are discussed by decade, keyed to the bibliography, and corresponding to
books held in the Scripps Institution of Oceanography Library. Color illustrations of
those bookbindings are available on the University of California eScholarship Repository
at http://repositories.cdlib.org/sio/lib/6/
Before the 1820s, books were published in paper wrappers or within paper boards
(Agardh,1817). Books were then bound singly or in small batches, usually in leather, to
specification of customer or bookseller.
In the 1820s, books were first bound in cloth, offering a presentable, inexpensive binding
of permanence (Donovan, 1834). Titles were printed on paper and glued to the spine,
which was common into the 1840s.
In the 1830s, gold was first used on the spine, usually for a title surrounded by a
decoration (Jardine, 1837). Style was influenced by Regency tastes. Gold stamping
called blocking was accomplished using gold leaf applied with heated presses, with
albumen, called flair, applied to the cloth to adhere the gold leaf. Cloth patterning, called
graining, was introduced in the 1830s. Graining was frequently leather-like in
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appearance, and accomplished with embossing rollers (Jardine, 1837; Smith, 1833). Blind
blocking, which is uncolored pattern stamping, was introduced in the 1830s (Gifford,
1850; Gosse, 1860). Paste-on paper labels continued in use through the 1830s and later
(Woodward, 1851).
In the 1840s, covers almost universally had blind lines called rules and had blind
cornerpieces, frequently with gilt titles and vignettes. (Gifford, 1850; Harvey, 1849;
Howard, 1846). Ink blocking or stamping, nearly always with black, was introduced in
the 1840s. Black was used instead of gold for economy. Black and gold were used
together in the 1860s and after (Gosse, 1855).
In the 1850s, spines were commonly gilt, with one spine design sometimes used for a
series (Landsborough, 1852; Sowerby, 1854; Landsborough, 1857). Blocking or
stamping appeared in gilt and colors (Gosse, 1860). Bookbinding style was influenced by
High Victorian tastes in the 1850s (Schmucker, 1858; Maury, 1859). After Perry’s visit to
Japan in1853, trade in Japanese decorative objects influenced Western art and design.
Some bookbinding designers reflected that Japanese influence in their designs (Wood,
1857). Cover designs were sometimes signed, oftentimes on the back cover (Wood,
1857). In the 1850s through 1860s, cloth was in short supply or more expensive at times,
leading the development of what’s called the yellowback, which has printed paper
covering cheap boards (Wood, 1857). Paper onlays on covers were introduced in the
1850s, and used thereafter (Marshall, 1913).
In the 1860s, the climax of the Victorian influence on book design was reached (Lord,
1867; Mangin, 1868). Pictorial blocks were widely used in the 1860s, particularly for
natural history books (Harper, 1860). Decorated lettering and asymmetrical designs were
introduced (Houghton, 1870). A copper-zinc alloy called Dutch gold was used as a
substitute for gold leaf for economy (Gray, 1867). There was an increasing use of black
and colored ink blocking since it cost less in materials and labor than gold blocking
(Emerton, 1880).
In the 1870s, increasingly ornate designs appeared in addition to the now-seemingly
understated designs (Hibberd, 1872; Simmonds, 1879: Thomson, 1874). Covers became
increasingly pictorial in the 1870s (Buckland, 1876; Landrin, 1875; Wild, 1877). Book
design could sometimes be decoration for the sake of decoration, known as Victorian
excess (Kirby, 1875). Gold, black, and other colors as well as blind uncolored blocking
were used as masses in design in the 1870s, instead of being used as counterpoints in
design (Ballantyne, 1874).
In the 1880s, silver blocking using aluminum was introduced (Newcomb, 1882;
Whymper, 1884). Excessive designs continued, and re-use of stamps for other books
could result in an irrelevant spine pictorial for a book on the ocean, like bee hives.
(Anonymous, 1880; Wood, 1889). There was an increasing use of multiple colors in
blocking in the 1880s (Bennett, 1889; Hartwig, 1887). Book covers could be painted
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pictorials in the 1880s and later (Marshall, 1895). Art Nouveau design style appeared on
book covers (Duncan & Duncan, 1912, Shaler, 1894; Step, 1901).
By the 1920s, book jackets became the vehicle to make a visual impression on the
prospective buyer (Chrisp, 1958). Since bookbindings were now hiding under book
jackets, cloth bookbindings were usually simplified for economy. However, interesting
bookbindings continued to be produced (Johnson & Snook, 1927).
REFERENCES
Bookbinding Examples Cited:
Agardh, Caroli A. 1817. Caroli A. Agardh Synopsis algarum Scandinaviae : adjecta
dispositione universali algarum. Lundae: Ex officina Berlingiana.
Anonymous, 1880. Half hours in the deep: the nature and wealth of the sea. London: W.
Isbister.
Ballantyne, R.M. 1874. The ocean and its wonders. London: T. Nelson.
Bennett, Reginald A.R. 1889. Marine aquaria: their construction, arrangement and
management: with full information as to the best animals and seaweeds to be
kept, how and where to obtain them and how to keep them in health. London:
L.U. Gill.
Buckland, Frank. 1876. Log-book of a fisherman and zoologist. London: Chapman &
Hall.
Chrisp, John. 1958. South of Cape Horn; a story of Antarctic whaling. London, R. Hale.
Donovan, E. 1834. The naturalist's repository; or, Miscellany of exotic natural history,
exhibiting rare and beautiful specimens of foreign birds, insects, shells,
quadrupeds, fishes, and marine productions: more especially such new subjects
as have not hitherto been figured, or correctly described; forming a
compendium of the most interesting modern discoveries in zoology. London:
Simpkin & Marshall.
Duncan, F. Martin & Duncan, L.T. 1912. Wonders of the shore. London: H. Frowde:
Hodder & Stoughton.
Emerton, James H. 1880. Life on the seashore, or, Animals of our coasts and bays.
Salem, Mass.: G.A. Bates.

307

Gifford, Isabella. 1850. The marine botanist: an introduction to the study of algology,
containing descriptions of the commonest British sea-weeds, and the best
method of preserving them, with figures of the most remarkable species.
London: Darton; Bath: Binns and Goodwin.
Gosse, Philip Henry. 1855-1856. A manual of marine zoology for the British Isles.
London: J. Van Voorst
Gosse, Philip Henry. 1860. Actinologia britannica: a history of the British sea-anemones
and corals. London: Van Voorst.
Gray, Samuel Octavus. 1867. British sea-weeds: an introduction to the study of the
marine algae of Great Britain, Ireland and the Channel Islands. London: L.
Reeve.
Harper, John. 1860. Glimpses of ocean life, or, Rock-pools and the lessons they teach.
London; New York: T. Nelson and Sons.
Hartwig, G. 1887. Denizens of the deep; an account of fishes, molluscs, crustacea, &c.,
from "The sea and its living wonders." London: Longmans, Green.
Harvey, W.H. 1849. The sea-side book: being an introduction to the natural history of
the British coasts. London: J. Van Voorst.
Hibberd, Shirley. 1872. The seaweed collector: a handy guide to the marine botanist
suggesting what to look for and where to go, in the study of the British alga, and
the British sponges. London: Groombridge.
Houghton, W. 1870. Sea-side walks of a naturalist with his children. London:
Groombridge and Sons.
Howard, Mary Matilda. 1846. Ocean flowers and their teachings. Bath: Binns &
Goodwin.
Jardine, William. 1837. The natural history of the ordinary Cetacea or whales. The
naturalist's library. Mammalia. Vol. VI. Edinburgh: W.H. Lizars.
Johnson, Myrtle Elizabeth & Snook, Harry James. 1927. Seashore animals of the Pacific
coast. New York: Macmillan.
Kirby, Mary. 1875. The sea and its wonders. London: T. Nelson.
Landrin, Armand. 1875. The monsters of the deep, and curiosities of ocean life: a book of
anecdotes, traditions, and legends. London: T. Nelson.
308

Landsborough, D. 1852. A popular history of British zoophytes, or corallines. London:
Reeve.
Landsborough, D. 1857. A popular history of British seaweeds : comprising their
structure, fructification, specific characters, arrangement, and general
distribution, with notices of some of the fresh-water algae. London: L. Reeve.
Lord, W.B. 1867. Crab, shrimp, and lobster lore: gathered amongst the rocks at the seashore, by the riverside, and in the forest. London: G. Routledge.
Mangin, Arthur & Adams, W.H.D., translator. 1868. The mysteries of the ocean.
London; New York: T. Nelson and Sons.
Marshall, Logan. 1913. The story of polar conquest, the complete history of Arctic and
Antarctic exploration, including the discovery of the South Pole by Amundsen
and Scott, the tragic fate of the Scott expedition, and the discovery of the North
Pole by Admiral Peary. Philadelphia: John C. Winston.
Marshall, William. 1895. Die deutschen meere und ihre bewohner. Leipzig: Verlag von
A. Tweitmeyer.
Maury, M. F. 1859. The physical geography of the sea. London: Sampson Low.
Newcomb, Raymond Lee. 1882. Our lost explorers: the narrative of the Jeannette Arctic
expedition as related by the survivors, and in the records and last journals of
Lieutenant De Long. Hartford, Conn.: American Publishing; San Francisco: A.
L. Bancroft.
Schmucker, Samuel M. 1858. The life of Dr. Elisha Kent Kane, and of other
distinguished American explorers: containing narratives of their researches and
adventures in remote and interesting portions of the globe. Philadelphia: J.E.
Potter.
Shaler, N.S. 1894. Sea and land: features of coasts and oceans with special reference to
the life of man. New York: C. Scribner's Sons.
Simmonds, P.L. 1879. The commercial products of the sea or, Marine contributions to
food, industry, and art. London: Griffith and Farran.
Smith, Jerome V. C. 1833. Natural history of the fishes of Massachusetts: embracing a
practical essay on angling. Boston: Allen & Ticknor.
Sowerby, George Brettingham. 1854. Popular British conchology: a familiar history of
the molluscs inhabiting the British Isles. London: Lovell Reeve.
309

Step, Edward. 1901. Shell life, an introduction to the British mollusca. London, New
York, F. Warne & Co.
Thomson, C. Wyville. 1874. The depths of the sea; an account of the general results of
the dredging cruises of H.M. SS. 'Porcupine' and 'Lightning' during the summers
of 1868, 1869 and 1870, under the scientific direction of Dr. Carpenter, J. Gwyn
Jeffreys, and Dr. Wyville Thomson. London: Macmillan.
Whymper, F. 1884. The fisheries of the world. An illustrated and descriptive record of
the International Fisheries Exhibition, 1883. London, New York: Cassell &
Company.
Wild, John James. 1877. Thalassa; an essay on the depth, temperature, and currents of
the ocean. London: M. Ward.
Wood, J.G. 1857. The common objects of the sea shore: including hints for an aquarium.
London, New York: George Routledge. Cloth bound and paper bound editions.
Wood, J.G. 1889. Half hours with a naturalist: rambles near the shore. London: C.
Burnet.
Woodward, S.P. 1851. A manual of the Mollusca, or, A rudimentary treatise of recent
and fossil shells. London: J. Weale.
Bookbinding History:
Ball, Douglas. 1985. Victorian publishers' bindings. Williamsburg, Va.: Book Press.
Brueggeman, Peter. 2005. Books on the ocean and cloth bookbinding.
http://repositories.cdlib.org/sio/lib/6/ October 2005.
McLean, Ruari. 1973. Victorian publishers' book-bindings in cloth and leather.
Berkeley, University of California Press.

310

