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E uropean  P aper-C overed  Books
fro m  the  F ifte en th
th ro u g h  the  E ig h teen th  C en tu r ies

MICHELE V. CLOONAN
P ap er book  coverings1 occupy a distinctively  am biguous posi­
tion  in  th e  h isto ry  of bookb ind ing . Their often  hybrid  styles 
range  from  sim ple w ra p p e rs  an d  laced-in constructions to the 
early  cased  b in d in g s  of the  e ig h teen th  cen tury . Their condi­
tions of m an u fac tu re  are no  less diffuse: they  w ere  p roduced  
n o t on ly  by  bookb inders , b u t by  p rin te rs , booksellers, librari­
ans, a n d  p rivate  collectors as well. For such  reasons they  defy 
classification as e ither fine o r trade  b ind ings.

A  b oo k 's  cover m ay  n o t reflect its con ten ts , b u t it m ay  reflect 
the  taste  of its ow ner, as w ell as the  u s e —or n o n -u se —of the 
book. For exam ple, books w ere  som etim es g iven  deluxe b in d ­
ings b u t th e n  re legated  to priva te  library shelves un read . These 
e legan t vo lum es m ay  have  e n h an ced  the  in terio r decoration of 
th e  room  ra th e r  th a n  in fo rm ed  the  m in d  of the  ow ner.

O th e r  books, p la in ly  b o u n d  or s im ply  w rap p e red , m ay have 
b een  u se d  extensively. The o w ners  of these  vo lum es m ay  have 
b een  m ore in te res ted  in  the ir con ten ts . O r p e rh a p s  they  could 
n o t afford fancy b ind ings. But there  w ere  o ther reasons paper- 
covered  books w ere  selected.

Collectors such  as M adam e de  P o m p ad o u r (1721-64)—a 
p rod ig ious read e r2—w a n te d  h e r  books "h o t off the  p re ss ."  A 
sim ple p a p e r  w ra p p e r  could  be a ttached  quickly, a n d  the book

1 The term covers is used here to designate bindings in boards as well as 
limp- and rigid-case bindings, but not wrappers; the term coverings applies 
to both bindings and wrappers.

2 Nancy Mitford, Madame de Pompadour. rev. ed. London: Hamish 
Hamilton, 1968, 181 and 183, and Ernest Quentin Bouchart, “Madame de 
Pompadour" in his Les femmes bibliophiles de France, XVI, XVII et XVIII siecles, 
2 vols.; vol. 2, 57, 64-65. Paris: Damascène Margand, 1886.
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m ore fully b o u n d  in  lea ther after it h a d  b een  read . In  practice, 
M adam e de P o m p ad o u r d id  n o t alw ays b o th e r to  have  h e r 
books b o u n d , b u t th e  ones th a t she  d id  w ere  e legan tly  covered  
in  calf or in  red-, b lue-, or lem on-colored  m orocco, gilt w ith  h e r 
coat of arm s. A close read in g  of th e  catalog of h e r lib rary  (w hich 
con ta ined  over 3,700 titles) reveals th a t m an y  of h e r  books w ere  
left in  their (probably original) w ra p p e rs .3

Sam uel Pepys (1633-1703), an  earlier collector w h o se  library  
w as of com parable size to P o m p ad o u r's , also h a d  paper- 
covered books. But P ep y s 's  up b rin g in g , m ore pu ritan ica l th an  
M adam e de P o m p ad o u r's , d ic ta ted  h is taste . H e liked o rder, 
un iform ity , an d  respectab ility .4 H e w as careful ab o u t ho w  
m uch  he  sp en t for b ind ings, a n d  th e  m ajority  of h is books w ere  
covered in  b ro w n  calf w ith  res tra in ed  gold  too ling .5 Som etim es 
he apparen tly  also so u g h t an  eye-catch ing  ye t inexpensive 
a lternative to h is "b ro w n  b o o k s ,"  a n d  abou t 75 of h is vo lum es 
are covered in  m arb led , D utch  gilt, or p aste  p ap ers . Specially 
designed  labels em bellished  the  covers of these  books, g iving 
them  the  s ta tu s  of pe rm anency  usually  rese rv ed  for leather- 
b o u n d  books a n d  im ply ing  th a t P epys recogn ized  th a t s ta tus.

M adam e de P o m p ad o u r an d  Sam uel P epys each  recognized  
different ad van tages  of paper-covered  books: P o m p ad o u r their 
u tilitarian  uses (she could  ob tain  h e r  books quickly), a n d  P epys 
their m onetary  an d  aesthetic  advan tages  (cheap  ye t attractive).

Exam ples of b o th  deluxe a n d  p a p e r  covers are p rev a len t in  
the  h isto ry  of bookbind ing , th o u g h  scholarly  a tten tio n  has 
ten d ed  to focus on  w h a t has com e to  be k n o w n  as fine b in d in g  
(read leather). Yet p ap e r covers have  an  estab lished  trad itio n  of 
their ow n  th a t deserves exam ination  so th a t th e  functions of 
paper-covered  books can be b e tte r  u n d e rs to o d .

3 Catalogue des livres de la bibliothèque de feue Madame La Marquise de Pompa­
dour, Dame du Palais de la Reine. Paris: Jean-Th. Herissant, 1765. My figure 
includes the 3,525 titles in the main section of the catalog as well as the 235 
titles of music which are classed separately. Of these titles, 241 are described 
as broché, and one each as blanc, cart., and br. en cart. The term broché means 
paper wrappered.

4 Pepys Library, Magdalene College, Cambridge. The Pepys Library. 
Cambridge: University Printing Services, n.d., 14, and Arthur Bryant, Samuel 
Pepys: The Man in the Making. London: Granada, 1967, 5-6.

5 Conversations with Richard Luckett, Pepys Librarian, March 10-12, 1987.
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In the  past, s tu d ies  have  focused  on  specific types of p ap er 
book  covers. For exam ple, Giles Barber, W illiam  A. Jackson, 
a n d  the  e lder Pau l K risteller6 have  w ritten  abou t p rin ted  
w ra p p e rs  a n d  p u b lish e rs ' b ind ings; Sophie M alavieille and  
R uari M cLean7 o n  n in e teen th -cen tu ry  p u b lish e rs ' b ind ings. 
O th ers , such  as M irjam  M. Foot an d  H o w ard  M. N ixon ,8 have 
briefly described  som e p re -n in e te en th  cen tu ry  p ap er book 
covers. A n o th e r app ro ach  h as  been  th ro u g h  genre . F. J. H arvey 
D arton , Jacques Paul D auriac, S ydney  Roscoe, an d  Roy 
M cK een W iles9 have  w ritten  on  ch ild ren 's  books, alm anacs, 
a n d  serial p u b lica tio n s—all of w h ich  include paper-covered  
exem plars. Still m issing  is an  in teg ra ted  app roach  to the  subject 
th a t exam ines these  books in  th e  aggregate. Such an  approach  
w o u ld  iden tify  the  types  of covers p ro d u ced , their conditions 
of m anu factu re  (w h e th er by  p rin te r, b in d er, bookseller, librar­
ian , o r collector), a n d  th e ir ro le in  the  book  trade.

The h isto ry  of p a p e r  book  covers beg ins w ith  the  fifteenth  
cen tu ry , a lth o u g h  p a p e r  w as available in  W estern  E urope as 
early  as the  late  tw elfth  cen tu ry . The earliest k n o w n  specim en, 
d a te d  1482,10 is a p a p e r  w oodcu t w ra p p e r from  A ugsburg ,

6 Giles Barber, “Continental Paper Wrappers and Publishers' Bindings in 
the 18th Century." Book Collector 24 (Spring 1975): 37-49; William A. Jackson, 
“Printed Wrappers of the Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Centuries." Harvard 
Library Bulletin 6 (Autumn 1952): 313-21; Paul Kristeller, "Woodcuts as 
Bindings." Bibliographica I (1895): 249-56.

7 Sophie Malavieille, Reliures et cartonnages d'éditeur au XIX siècle, 1815-1865. 
Paris: Promodis, 1985; Ruari McLean, Victorian Publishers' Bookbindings in 
Paper. London: Gordon Fraser, 1983.

8 For example: Mirjam M. Foot, "An English Paper Binding c. 1698." Book 
Collector 30 (Spring 1981): 74-75; Howard M. Nixon, Catalogue of the Pepys 
Library at Magdalene College Cambridge, vol. 6. Bindings. Woodbridge, 
England: D. S. Brewer, 1984.

9 F. J. Harvey Darton, Children's Books in England. 2nd ed. Cambridge: 
University Press, 1958; Jacques Paul Dauriac, "The Great Century of the Little 
Almanach: French Book Covers." Novum Gebrauchsgraphik 44 (August 1973): 
44-51; Sydney Roscoe, John Newbery and His Successors, 1740-1814: A Bibliog­
raphy. Wormley, England, Five Owls Press, 1973; Roy McKeen Wiles, Serial 
Publication in England Before 1750. Cambridge: University Press, 1957.

10 See Jackson; Adolf Rhein, "Die frühen Verlagseinbände eine technische 
Entwicklung, 1735-1850." Gutenberg Jahrbuch (1962): 519; and Paul Needham, 
Twelve Centuries of Bookbinding: 400-1600. New York: Pierpont Morgan Li­
brary, 117-19.
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w here  a t least five w ere  p ro d u c e d .11 O th er p a p e r  w oodcu t 
w rap p ers  of th is period  w ere  p ro d u ced  at Ferrara slightly  later; 
so far the  earliest to  com e to  ligh t has b een  d a ted  1490.12

The six teen th -cen tu ry  Italian  an d  G erm an  book  trad e  con tin ­
u e d  to  use  p a p e r w oodcu t w ra p p e rs  (w hich w ere  also p ro ­
duced  in  France d u rin g  th is p e rio d 13) u n til abou t m id-cen tury . 
So far no  w oodcu t w rap p e rs  have  been  d a ted  b e tw een  th e  
m iddle an d  the  e n d  of the  six teen th  cen tury . H ow ever, so few

11 Needham, 117-19.
12 Kristeller, 249-51; Needham, 155; Ernest Philip Goldschmidt, Gothic and 

Renaissance Bookbindings. 2 vols. London: E. Benn, 1928, vol. 1, 163.
13 An example appears in Dorothy Miner, The History of Bookbinding, 

525-1950 A.D. Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery, 1957, #193d. Barber cites 
another example, 37.

Book covered with vellum manuscript; paper 
manuscripts as well as early printed leaves 
were also used for covers.
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specim ens from  an y  period  have  su rv ived  th a t it is probably  
p rem a tu re  to  d raw  an y  conclusions abou t th e ir d isappearance.

In  1579 the  po ten tia l of p a p e r  as a b in d in g  m aterial w as 
p ro m o ted  in  a n o th e r  sector. In  a treatise  on  paperm aking , 
Sam uel Z im m erm an n  recom m ended  th a t p a p e r  replace "P ir­
m en ts  [sic] o d e r L eders"  for the  b in d in g  of boo k s.14 A lthough 
th ere  is no  ev idence th a t Z im m erm an n 's  w ork  w as influential, 
p la in  p a p e r  covers a n d  w ra p p e rs  w ere  a lready  being  m anufac­
tu re d , th o u g h  few  have surv ived . D id the  in troduc tion  of p lain  
p a p e r  as a covering  m ateria l coincide w ith  any  n ew  practices in 
the  E u ro p ean  book  trade? W h en  d id  p a p e r  covers cease to be 
" th e  resu lt of in d iv id u al in itia tive" an d  becom e "regu lar trade 
p rac tice"?15 It is n o t ye t possib le to  estab lish  w h en  p ap er 
em erged  as a recognized  an d  acceptable substitu te  for certain  
types of lea ther a n d  vellum  b ind ings. M ore ev iden t, how ever, 
is th a t once estab lished  the  use  of p a p e r  as a covering m aterial 
n ev er ceased. In  fact, th e  Italian  lim p-paper covers—w hich 
w ere  p robab ly  m odeled  on  lim p vellum  p ro to ty p e s—coexisted 
w ith  them . It is possib le  th a t th e  p a p e r  a n d  vellum  b ind ings 
w ere  p ro d u ce d  in  th e  sam e shops, p e rh a p s  even  for the  sam e 
books. Since the  sew ing  s tru c tu res  w ere  the  sam e, a given 
ed ition  could  have  consisted  of vellum  as w ell as p a p e r covers.

From  the  sev en teen th  to the  early  n in e te en th  cen tury , paper 
covers w ere  p ro d u ce d  in  increasing  quan tities. T hree p rim ary  
s tru c tu res  w ere  used : w rap p e rs , cases (som e of w hich  w ere 
laced-in  constructions), a n d  boards. The sim plest w rap p ers  
w ere  th o se  u se d  on  pam ph le ts: a single sheet of p a p e r w rap p ed  
a ro u n d  the  text block a n d  th e n  sew n  th ro u g h  the  fold w ith  a 
figure-e igh t stitch  o r else stab  stitched . M ore elaborate w rap ­
p e rs  consisted  of m ore th an  a single sheet of paper.

T here  w ere  tw o  types of cases: the  lim p-paper Italian struc­
tu res  m en tio n ed  above a n d  rig id  cases. The lim p-paper struc­
tu res  w ere  sew n  o n  cords or th o n g s, w h ich  w ere laced th ro u g h  
the  covers. The covers w ere  m ade  from  heavy  p ap er ra ther 
th a n  pasteboard ; hence  th e  term  limp. T hey are also called laced- 
paper cases, because th e  covers w ere  m ade  separa te ly  from  the

14 Samuel Zimmermann, New Titularbuech . . . , Ingolstat, 1579, 123-24.
15 Barber, 37.
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book, ready  for a ttachm en t. T hey vary  so m ew h at from  th e  
rigid case struc tu res, how ever, because  th ey  are  n o t reinforced  
w ith  boards, an d  th ey  do  n o t d e p e n d  on  the  u se  of adhesives. 
A fter lacing, th e  covers w ere  o ften  covered  w ith  p la in  or 
decorated  papers.

M any exam ples of p a p e r  case b in d in g s can  be fo u n d  in  
18th-century G erm any , w h ere  th ey  w ere  com m only  u se d  on  
periodicals. These cases w ere  o ften  covered  w ith  decora ted  
papers , an d  their s tru c tu res  w ere  closer to  n in e te en th - an d  
tw en tie th -cen tu ry  cases th a n  w ere  the  lim p-paper Italian  cov­
ers. The G erm an  b ind ings w ere  o ften  g iven  edge trea tm en ts  
a n d  p rin ted  labels, an d  w ere , for the  m ost p art, p u b lish e rs ' 
b indings.

Block-printed paper over a vellum cover.
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The te rm  boards generally  refers to  the  b in d in g  of books in 
boards. It w as u sed  by  John  C arte r16 an d  o thers  to  refer to 
books in  paper-covered  b o ard s  o ften  d istribu ted  by  pub lishers 
in  the  e ig h teen th  a n d  n in e te en th  centuries. A rela ted  term , 
board cover, is u se d  by  G laister to d en o te  books sew n  on  cords 
th a t w ere  laced th ro u g h  th e  boards  an d  th en  covered w ith  
th ree  p ieces of paper: one  color for the  sp ine , an d  an o th er for 
the  fron t a n d  back covers .17

In  the  sev en teen th  cen tu ry , A ugsbu rg  again  becam e a center 
of activity, b u t th ro u g h  p ap e rs  decora ted  w ith  p rin ted  metallic 
v a rn ish  ra th e r  th an  p lain  w oodcu ts . Foot describes an  exam ple 
of th is p a p e r  u se d  on  an  English  m an u sc rip t d a ted  169718 in  the 
P epys L ibrary, w h ere  there  are a t least n ine  o th er sim ilar 
exam ples.

By th is tim e b o th  p la in  a n d  decora ted  p ap ers  w ere  regularly  
u se d  in  E ngland , France, Italy, G erm any , an d  H olland . W hy 
d id  the  p ro d u c tio n  of p a p e r  covers proliferate? H ow  w as the 
com m erce in  deco ra ted  p ap e rs  th ro u g h o u t E urope re la ted  to 
the  book  trade?  Such questions  canno t ye t be answ ered , 
a lth o u g h  m y ow n  research  in  p rog ress  sh o u ld  even tually  shed  
m ore  ligh t on  these  issues.

The e ig h teen th  cen tu ry  is p e rh a p s  the  richest period  for the 
p ro d u c tio n  of p a p e r  book  covers, b o th  in  term s of the  quan tity  
of p a p e r  coverings p ro d u ced  an d  in  th e  varie ty  of their styles 
a n d  s truc tu res . By m id -cen tu ry , p a p e r  covers w ere in  use  
th ro u g h o u t E urope a n d  A m erica, reflecting changes in  the 
book trad e  an d  im p ro v ed  p ro d u ctio n  b in d in g  techn iques. The 
p ro d u c tio n  of th ese  in  so m an y  coun tries  certain ly  accounts for 
th e  varie ty  of styles. T here w ere  several types  of lim p-paper 
s tru c tu res  in  Italy, paper-covered  b o ard s  in  E ngland , a n d  case 
b ind ings in  G erm any .

By the  n in e te en th  cen tu ry , p a p e r  book covers, particularly  of 
th e  case s truc tu re , w ere  com ing to  find  a com fortable niche.

16 John Carter, ABC for Book Collectors. 6th ed., with corrections and 
additions by Nicolas Barker. London: Granada, 1982.

17 Geoffrey Ashall Glaister, Glaister's Glossary of the Book. 2nd ed., com­
pletely revised. Berkeley: University of California, 1979, 51.

18 Foot, 74. Other examples in the Pepys Library are numbers 370, 1047, 
1293, 2019, 2174, 2184, 2185, 2490, and 2588.
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Technical innovations an d  changes in  the  o rgan ization  of the  
book trade , how ever, u ltim ately  led  to  the  decline of th e ir  u se  
after the  1820s. Tw o m ajor technical inn o v atio n s  th a t in flu ­
enced  bookb ind ing  w ere  th e  in tro d u c tio n  of book  clo th  a ro u n d  
1825 a n d  shortly  thereafter the  d ev e lo p m en t of a s tam p in g  
m achine to  facilitate h igh-quality  p rin tin g  on  cloth. T hese led  to 
the  rap id  pro liferation  of clo th  b ind ings a n d  to  the  fu rth e r 
deve lopm en t of m ach ine  m e th o d s  for th e ir m anufactu re .

C hanges in  the  o rgan ization  of th e  book  trad e  fo ste red  the  
centralization  a n d  m echan iza tion  of bookb ind ing  activities. 
P rior to  the  n in e te en th  cen tu ry , p rin te rs  a n d  booksellers w ere  
also pub lishers , b u t by  abou t 1800 a separa te  pub lish in g  
in d u stry  w as securely  estab lished . This led  to the  m ass p ro ­
duction  of bookbind ings. A lth o u g h  p a p e r  book  covers con tin ­

Dutch marbled wrappers, English seventeenth- 
century.
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u e d  to  be p ro d u ced , th ey  w ere  m an u fac tu red  by  m achine 
ra th e r th an  by  h an d .

For the  p a s t 20 years, bookb inders, conservato rs, an d  p ap e r­
m akers have  b een  exam in ing  p re-n in e teen th -cen tu ry  paper- 
covered  book  designs. A  n u m b er of Italian  laced-paper covers 
cam e to  ligh t after the  N ovem ber 1966 floods in  Florence, Italy. 
C onservato rs  have  b een  particu larly  d raw n  to the  nonadhesive  
designs since these  have p ro v ed  b o th  du rab le  an d  n o n d am ag ­
ing  to  text blocks, w hile  p ap erm ak ers  have  been  study ing  the 
cover p a p e r  u s e d .19 It is ironic th a t p a p e r  book coverings—long 
d ism issed  as tem p o rary  s tru c tu re s—are no w  being  exam ined 
for th e ir durability .

19 Betty Lou Chaika, "Visible Structure in Light Weight Binding." Amper­
sand 6 (Summer 1986): 4-6; Gary L. Frost. "Historical Paper Case Binding and 
Conservation Rebinding." New Bookbinder 2 (1982): 64-67; Michael Gullick, 
"Some Notes & Reflections on Unsupported Sewing." Ampersand 6 (Summer 
1986): 1-3; T[imothy] Barrett, "Paper Case Papers: Hands-on Session, Oxbow 
PBI 1986," Xeroxed handout.
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