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Descr iption 
 
This is a hand-bound SCA scroll booklet comprised of a single pamphlet-sewn signature bound between 
cloth-covered Davey board with an exposed spine and using the central binding tape as a tie closure. 
 
Bound Codices – A Br ief History 
 
In the Roman era, records were written on papyrus scrolls, a method that is well suited to the recitation of a 
continuous text, but impractical for the quick retrieval of a specific section. (Think of the difficulty of 
finding a particular movie scene on a VCR tape compared with using the scene selection function on a 
DVD.) With the rise in importance of Christian scripture, and the need to access specific isolated readings, 
the scroll gave way, in the closing century of the Roman Empire, to the codex, a stack of individual pages 
bound along one side. The turning of the pages of codices made papyrus a poor choice of material, as it 
tends to break after repeated flexing. Parchment, made from prepared animal skins, proved very suitable 
and became the material of choice for bookmaking.1 
 
The structure a medieval codex is nearly identical to that of fine books of today.  Through most of the 
Middle Ages, sets of folded papers, nested inside each other, were sewn through the folds to form 
gatherings, also called signatures. The gatherings were stacked and sewn to each other. The stack of 
gatherings was secured between two protective boards. The most common method of sewing was to sew 
the gatherings in order with one length of thread onto tapes or cords2. These cords form the horizontal 
ridges that one sees on the spines of fine leather bound books today. 3 
 
The boards of medieval books were 
generally wood, oak being common 
to England and France, while 
Italian books feature lighter boards 
of beech or pine. Pasteboard 
covered were rare before 1400, but 
in the 15th century grew more 
common in southern Europe. The 
tapes or cords to which the 
gathering had been sewn were 
attached to the boards with pegs or 
nails. Today, tapes are generally 
glued into place. The boards were 
then covered with leather or textile. 
A clasp to hold the book closed, 
and perhaps metal bosses or 
cornerpieces were added.4 
 

                                                 
1 De Hamel, p. 7 
2 Medieval Manuscript Manual, Ch. II, Sect. 9 
3 Doggett, p. 50 
4 Medieval Manuscript Manual, Ch. II, Sect. 9 
 

 
Inside back cover of a medieval book.  

(Medieval Manuscript Manual) 
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Construction of my scroll booklet 
 
This particular scroll project was conceived from the beginning as a bound booklet. Its text is based on 
British Library MS Harley 2320, a household manual or type of domestic compendium containing articles 
on a variety of matters necessary for the running of an estate or manor. I envisioned the scroll as a 
miniaturization of MS Harley 2320. The finished scroll text and illumination covers 16 pages (8 folios or 
four individual pieces) of pergamenata paper, an Italian cellulose paper design to mimic parchment.  
 
My original intent had been to bind it between leather-covered oak boards. However, the interior pages 
took longer to finish than I had anticipated, and I was left with only 15 hours to complete the binding, if the 
scroll was to be ready for the elevation ceremony. I had explored bookbinding a few years before, so I was 
already familiar with the general principles. I had made several books, including a previous SCA scroll, 
using exposed spines and with the central binding tapes extended as a tie closure. With so little time to 
finish the project, I thought it best to do a good job using materials and techniques with which I was 
familiar, rather than risk doing a poor job by entering a last-minute learning curve, and I knew that the 
result would be attractive, even if not typical of a medieval book. 
 
 
Sewing the signature to the tapes 
 
The first step in bookbinding is the sewing. With only four sheets of pergamenata to bind, one gathering 
would suffice for the whole volume. I decided to sew my gathering onto grosgrain ribbon and leave the 
sewing exposed. The added benefit of sewing onto ribbon was that the ribbon at the midpoint of the spine 
could be extended at the fore edge of the covers to create ties. These would secure the book closed, and 
help prevent any warping of the pergamenata pages. Medieval books routinely had clasps on their bindings 
to serve the same purpose, as parchment is notoriously reactive to ambient humidity and buckles readily. 
 

 
When sewing multiple signatures, a single pass 

of the thread secures each signature. 

 
At the end of each pass, the thread is interlocked with 

that of the signature below using a kettle stitch. 
 

 

 
Left: Normal pamphlet bindings use an 
odd number of holes, and the thread 
end are tied at mid-spine. 
 
 
Right: For my binding, I used ten holes 

in order to leave an opening at mid-
spine for the center tape. The thread 
ends were tied on the outside of the 

center tape. 

 
(Illustrations adapted from Doggett) 

 
The signature is sewn with a modified pamphlet stitch. In a book with multiple signatures, whether a period 
book or a modern book, a single pass of the sewing thread runs along the spine of each signature. At the 
end of each pass, the thread is interlocked with that of the signature below using a kettle stitch. In a 
pamphlet-sewn single signature, the spine is sewn with two passes of thread through an odd number of 
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holes, forming a figure-8 pattern. The two ends of the thread are brought to the outside of the spine and 
knotted. 
 
In my signature, I sewed the papers with a pamphlet stitch, but used an even number of holes (ten) so that 
an opening would be left in the center of the spine for the central tape. The thread ends were tie over the 
outside of the center tape, and glass beads were threaded onto the ends for decoration. 
 
 
Prepar ing the boards 
 
With the gathering sewn, I prepared the boards. In the Middle Ages, the boards used to cover books were 
generally wood. Pasteboard covers were increasingly used in Southern Europe through the 15th century, but 
an English book, like that on which my scroll is based, would most likely be bound with oak covers.  
 
Modern books replace wooden boards with a material known as Davey board, a high-grade acid-free 
cardboard.  The Davey board can be covered with book binding leather, as in the Middle Ages, or with 
cloth. Modern bookbinding cloth is pre-backed with paper to prevent any glue from weeping through the 
fabric. In the interest of having my booklet finished on time, I opted for Davey board covered with red 
commercial binding cloth, as both were available at a local art supply store. 
 
To prepare the boards, a channel must be carved into the inside of the boards to accept a length of each end 
of each binding tape. The channels, with the cords glued in place, are later concealed by the endpapers. In 
order to extend the center ribbon as a closure at the fore-edge, its channels needed to be extended almost 
the full width of the cover boards. Close to the fore-edge, the ribbon passes through the cover boards to the 
outside.   
 

 

Left: The outside of the front cover board showing the 
position of the carved tape recess. The spine is to the left. 
The tapes wrap around to the front, are glued into the 
recesses, and the ends are passed through slots to the inside 
of the cover board. The center tape eventually passes back 
through to the outside through the slot near the fore-edge. 
 

Right: The inside of the front cover board. The spine is to 
the right. The tapes are glued into the recesses. The upper 
and lower tapes are cut to fit the length of the recess. The 

center tape passes through to the outside of the board. 
 

 

(Illustrations adapted from Doggett) 
 
Gluing and endpapers 
 
Once the channels were carved, it was time to cover the boards. (The ribbons are glued in place after the 
boards are covered.) Two pieces of binders cloth were cut with a generous margin and glued to the outside 
of the binding boards. The cloth was trimmed and the corners cut at an angle in order to miter the edges on 
the inside. Once the boards were covered and the glue had set, the ribbons were glued in place.  
 
The last task was to glue in the endpapers. Medieval bookbinders would likely have used scrap parchment 
as endpapers. Indeed, many endpapers in post-reformation English volumes preserve pages ripped from 
earlier monastic books. Isolated leaves from as early as the first decades of the eighth century, once part of 
the so-called Ceolfrith Bibles, have been discovered as flyleaves.5 
 
For purely aesthetic purposes, I chose a sample of French-made hand-marbled paper, even though marbled 
endpapers date only from the 17th century.6 Once the endpapers were glued, the entire booklet was placed 

                                                 
5 DeHamel, A History of Illuminated Manuscripts, 1st ed. p. 18 
6 Wikipedia, “Paper Marbling”  
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flat overnight under heavy weight to allow the glued portioned to dry flat. Plastic sheets protected the 
interior pages from any seeping dampness.  
 
 
Problems 
 
The most obvious problem I encountered was not obtaining the oak boards and binding leather ahead of 
time. When the interior pages were completed and it came time to do the binding, I had to use modern 
materials that were available locally. 
 
Another difficulty was deciding how to sew a single signature onto tapes. Normally, codices are comprised 
of multiple signatures, and the usual kettle stitch binding would be appropriate. Modifying the pamphlet 
stitch proved to be a workable solution, but I would like to know if single signature period books survive 
and if so, how they are sewn. 
 
The only problem I encountered with my materials was that the Lineco bookbinding adhesive was 
inappropriate for gluing the ribbon. It was too thin, and it seeped through the ribbon rather than adhering it. 
I eventually used tacky glue, which did the job, but the Lineco adhesive that had already soaked through 
the ribbon left an unpleasant stain on the ribbon. If I had had more time, I would have re-sewn the signature 
with new ribbon. 
 
 
Mater ials Summary: 

Paper : Pergamenata paper, a 100% cellulose paper made in Italy. It has the appearance of parchment, but 
is much less costly. 

Sewing thread: Because the spine was to be left exposed, I chose white rayon DMC embroidery floss as 
the sewing thread. 

Binding tape: White grosgrain ribbon 

Cover  Boards: .067 Davey Board (Lineco brand) 

Adhesives: Lineco Neutral Ph Adhesive (PVA) and Tacky Glue 

Board cover ing: Lineco Superior bookcloth 

Endpapers: French hand-marbled art paper 
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