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more difficult to pierce. Additionally, the edges of the book block were often painted with floral 
designs or lettering, which was not seen on the limp-parchment bindings. Fig. 51.
	 On eight volumes, the front covers of laminated bindings were laced in colorful woven 
silk ribbon. Sometimes the overbands were first tacketed with a small loop of alum-tawed skin 

at the corners, and a pattern would be fully 
executed on the band with the silk ribbon. 
Fig. 52. While the front cover was laced with 
ribbon, the back cover was always laced in 
alum-tawed skin, which is a more robust ma-
terial able to withstand regular use. The fore-
edge flap was also used as a decorative feature 
and often finished with a wavy or scalloped 
edge rather than a plain pentagonal shape; 
see Figs. 48b–c. On these bindings, the flap 
was most commonly coupled with a belt and 
buckle closure, though ties were also used. A 
few bindings in the collection have a differ-
ent fastening system comprised of two met-
al grommets affixed to the flap and two to 
the cover; see Fig. 52. Though now missing, 
a wide fabric ribbon affixed with metal ends 
would have been attached through two holes 
on the cover. The ribbon would be laced 
through the grommets on the flap and tied 
shut. The leather and alum-tawed-skin covers 
were often blind tooled and stamped prior to 

the overband attachment, because the tooling lines extend underneath. The covers were also 
tooled with the characteristic Medici owner’s mark. Fig. 53. 

Index
Each entry in a ledger was organized by an account. For convenience, each ledger contained 
an alphabetical index at the front of the book. The fore edge of the index had cut-out tabs with 
alphabetical letters inscribed in iron-gall ink. The index was typically the same height as the 
book block, but half the width. Constructed as a single gathering, the index was most often 

Fig. 49. Edge of cover delami-
nating, reveals printers’ waste. 
Medici v. 560–1, 1552–1555.

Fig. 50. Two rows of two-color edge stitching, 
seen in Fig. 48c, alternating blue and white. 
Medici v. 568 v. 2a (3), 1581–1583.

Fig. 51. Edge painting depicts the letter “A,” indicating the first ledger of a business. Note the trans-
verse endband tacket along the front edge of the endband in black oval. Medici v. 560–1, 1552–1555.

Fig. 52. Silk-ribbon lacing on front cover with small loops of alum-tawed skin at the end of the over-
bands. Medici v. 568 v. 2a (3), 1581–1583.
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tacketed through the fold with a primary loop tacket, but sometimes it was sewn through the 
fold with thread using a pamphlet stitch.52 The index was covered in a single folio of either 
parchment or paper. Some indices were just tucked loosely inside the front of the ledger, while 
others were tacketed into the binding.53 Fig. 54. The tacket would loop through the centerfold 
of the index and pass through holes pierced through the joint of the front cover, often through 

52. Twenty-four indices were tacketed through the fold, while only four examples were sewn with thread.
53. Only three indices were bound into the text with a secondary loop tacket, while the other twenty-
five were left loose inside the front cover. 

the center overband. On the outside, the tacket ends would be twisted and finished in the same 
manner as the spine tackets. In a few instances where the indices are missing, the remnants of 
the extra tacket along the spine provides the only evidence of its existence.54 

Cut-out sections
Another interesting feature of this collection is that many volumes had noticeable portions 
of the book block cut away, which appears to be a contemporary practice. These gaps 
are often found at the back of the volume where much of the book block was left blank. 
When accounts were entered in the front and back simultaneously, blank sections in the 
middle of the book block were also removed. The sections were released from the binding 
by carefully cutting the thread in the centerfold of each section, which left the remainder 
of the book block securely intact. Such careful removal suggests that the blank paper was 
removed for reuse, and potentially done close to the time the volume was being used. The 
removed sections often left the covers unsupported, causing them to slump over time, but 
they remained completely usable. Fig. 55.

54. Later examples often have the index cut directly into the fore edge of the first gathering.

Fig. 53. Characteristic Medici owner’s mark blind-tooled
on the leather-laminated cover. Medici v. 556–2, 1521–
1523.

Fig. 54. Index with colored 
letter tabs, found loose at 
the front. Medici v. 551–3, 
1509–1518. Fig. 55. Large number of gatherings were removed from the back of the volume, causing the cover to 

deform. Medici v. 567–1, 1573–1579.



Beaty : Tackets, Buckles, and Overbands   •   109108   •   Suave Mechanicals : VI

© 2020 Katherine Beaty           All rights reserved.
First published in Suave Mechanicals: Essays on the History of Bookbinding, Vol. 6. Ed. Julia Miller. 

Ann Arbor, Mich.: The Legacy Press, 2020 (isbn: 9781940965161). Out of print, March 2021.

Conclusion
Though thousands of stationery bindings line the shelves in archives in their native lands, it 
can be difficult to see the patterns and trends when presented with so many varied examples. 
The advantages of the HBS Medici Family Collection is that this discrete group of books 
gives us a snapshot into stationery bindings in Florence, while demonstrating subtle changes 
over time. As a book conservator, one must have a complete understanding of all the 
components of a binding before taking any interventive conservation action. Subtle details, 
such as small holes or fragments of material, might be the only remaining evidence of how 
an item was made or used. Conservators must tread lightly to preserve this information for 
future scholarly work. In a few brief visits to Italian archives, I was overwhelmed with the 
immense variety of stationery bindings and felt a strong conviction that more should be done 
to document their unique features. Hopefully this collection description can be a framework 
for comparison with other bindings and collections to have a better understanding of the 
whole of the stationery binding tradition in Italy.
 

Appendix 

Throughout the process of examining Italian stationery bindings, I have found examining 
the lacings, inside and out, tremendously useful in understanding how the patterns were 
created. It is too easy to focus solely on the outward pattern, neglecting the full path that was 
taken to achieve it. Did binders run out of material and tie on mid-way through, or would 
they rather use extra material to continue to the next passage just to bypass making a knot? 
Features observed on the inner surface of the lacing pattern can help us better understand 
how the binder was working and possibly link bindings to a single craftsman. Using a knot 
as a potential starting point, the pattern can be reverse engineered by taking into account 
which lacing lies over or under another. 
	 The diagrams that comprise the Appendix were rendered as accurately as possible based 
on my observations. The head of the volume is always oriented to be up on the page, and the 
spine edge is marked with a solid vertical line. Dashed lines within the lacings indicate the 
assumed path of missing material. Features to note are: 1) passages with two strands, knots, 
or twists, which indicate an end of a strand, 2) loops over crossing elements, which may or 
may not be executed with a separate strand, and 3) the sequence in which multiple lacings 
enter a single hole. 

A.1b. Long double Xs with looped centers, inner surface. After finishing the long Xs, the lacing 
material extended on the inner surface to the center loops.

A.1a. Long double Xs with looped centers, outer surface. Medici v. 533, 1490–1492.

A.2b. Long double Xs with looped centers, inner surface. After finishing the long Xs, the lacing 
material was cut and finished with a twist. A separate strand was used to do the center loops, also 
finished with a twist.

A.2a. Long double Xs with looped centers, outer surface. Medici v. 552, 1518–1522. 
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A.3b. Three-legged X with looped center, inner surface.

A.3a. Three-legged X with loped center, outer surface. Medici v. 509, 1476–1486.

A.4b. Small double Xs with looped centers, inner surface. The looped centers are done with a 
continuation of the lacing material on one side, but the other set of loops is done with a separate 
span of material. Note that the center-most hole accommodates four strands of lacing.

A.4a. Small double Xs with looped centers, outer surface. Medici v. 531, 1488–1492.

A.5b. Small double Xs with looped centers, inner surface. Both sets of loops are completed with a 
continuation of the same lacing material.

A.5a. Small double Xs with looped centers, outer surface. Medici v. 531, 1488–1492.

A.6b. Small double Xs with looped centers with extra middle loop, inner surface. Here the lacing 
material does not enter center-most point, instead the strands pass over this point and are held in 
place with a loop.

A.6a. Small double Xs with looped centers with extra middle loop, outer surface. Medici v. 551–3, 
1509–1518.
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A.7b. Small double Xs with looped centers with extra middle loop, extra lacing for reinforcement 
on the flap tip and flap hinge, inner surface. Here the dashed line indicates the fore-edge fold in 
the flap. This pattern and the identical pattern of A.7 are both from the same binding, but here the 
execution on the inner surface is different. 

A.7a. Small double Xs with looped centers with extra middle loop, extra lacing for reinforcement on 
the flap tip and flap hinge, outer surface. Medici v. 533, 1490–1492.

A.8b. Small double Xs, extra lacing for buckle attachment, inner surface.

A.8a. Small double Xs, extra lacing for buckle attachment, outer surface. Medici v. 554–2, 1487–1490.

A.9b. Small double Xs, extra lacing for tie attachment, inner surface.

A.9a. Small double Xs, extra lacing for tie attachment, outer surface. Medici v. 568v.1b(2), 1556–1561.

A.10a. Small double Xs with looped centers with extra middle loop, extra lacing for buckle 
attachment, outer surface. Medici v. 533, 1490–1492.

A.10b. Small double Xs with looped centers with extra middle loop, extra lacing for buckle attach-
ment, inner surface. While this pattern is identical to A.6a, the inner surface is executed very 
differently. Note the extra lacing passages that relate to the attachment of the buckle, but the 
attachment of the keep does not extend through to the inside of the cover. 
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A.11b. Double Xs with straight lines, inner surface. This pattern is most often executed with only 
vertical passages on the inner surface.

A.11a. Double Xs with straight lines, outer surface. Medici v. 568v.10(13), 1587–1596.

A.12b. Double Xs with straight lines, inner surface. Here the same pattern as in A.11, but the inner 
surface has irregular horizontal and diagonal passages.

A.12a. Double Xs with straight lines, outer surface. Medici v. 551–3, 1509–1518.

A.13b. Double Xs with straight lines, inner surface. Here the same pattern as in A.11 and A.12, but 
with the same irregular horizontal and diagonal passages as in A.12.

A.13a. Double Xs with straight lines, outer surface. Medici v. 552, 1518–1522.

A.14b. Double Xs with straight lines with extra Xs in middle, inner surface.

A.14a. Double Xs with straight lines with extra Xs in middle, outer surface. Medici v. 554–2, 
1567–1570.
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A.15b. Double Xs with straight lines with extra lacing at flap tip, inner surface. 

A.15a. Double Xs with straight lines with extra lacing at flap tip, outer surface. Medici v. 568v.10(13), 
1587–1596.

A.16b. Single X-I with extra loop, front cover, inner surface.

A.16a. Single X-I with extra loop, front cover, outer surface. Medici v. 500, 1447–1458.

A.17b. Single Y-T, unique pattern, back cover, inner surface. 

A.17a. Single Y-T, unique pattern, back cover, outer surface. Medici v. 500, 1447–1458.

Permissions and credits
All volumes depicted are part of the HBS Medici Family Collection, Baker Library Special 
Collections, Harvard Business School. All photographs are taken by the author and are courtesy 
of Baker Library Special Collections, Harvard Business School. All drawings by the author. 
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Frontispiece captions
Fig. 1a. Limp-parchment binding with pentagon-shaped fore-edge flap fastened with alum-

tawed ties. Three tanned-leather overbands laced with alum-tawed ties in a small double 
X pattern. Medici v. 567–1, 1573–1579. All books courtesy the HBS Medici Family 
Collection, Baker Library Special Collections, Harvard Business School.

Fig. 1b. Limp-leather binding, flap missing, fastened with a metal buckle, strap missing. 
Three leather overbands laced with alum-tawed strips in a triple X with looped center 
pattern. Medici v. 520, 1476–1491.

Fig. 1c. Laminated pink alum-tawed-skin binding with scalloped-edge flap, fastened with 
buckle and strap. Five pink alum-tawed overbands laced with white alum-tawed strips in 
a large double X with looped center pattern. Medici v. 529, 1487–1489.

Fig. 1d. Limp-parchment binding with pentagon-shaped fore-edge flap, fastened with alum-
tawed ties. Three alum-tawed overbands laced with alum-tawed strips in a double X with 
straight lines pattern. Medici v. 600–5, 1556–1558.

Fig. 1e. Limp-parchment binding with pentagon-shaped flap; metal buckle and strap have been 
removed. Five tanned-leather overbands laced with alum-tawed strips in a double X and 
straight lines pattern. Medici v. 600–3, 1525–1531.

Fig. 1f. Tanned-leather laminated binding with scallop-shape fore-edge flap, fastened with a 
metal buckle and strap. Five leather overbands laced with alum-tawed strips in a double 
X with straight lines pattern. Medici v. 551–3, 1509–1518.

Fig. 1g. Limp-parchment binding with pentagon-shaped flap, fastened with loop (missing) 
and toggle. Two pink-dyed alum-tawed overbands with alum-tawed strips in a unique 
X-I pattern. Medici v. 500, 1447–1458.

Fig. 1h. Oblong-format limp-parchment binding with pentagon-shaped fore-edge flap, fastened 
with a loop and toggle. Three tanned-leather overbands laced with alum-tawed strips in a 
double X with looped center pattern. Medici v. 536–3, 1505–1509.

Fig. 1i. Limp-parchment binding with pentagon-shaped flap fastened with metal buckle and 
strap. The binding has an overcover made from a blue-dyed linen cloth. Medici v. 568 v. 
3a (5), 1566–1569.


