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Introduction to Book Structure and Format

The Study of Books

The study of books as physical artifacts is known as descriptive bibliography.  Descriptive bibliography involves detailed comparisons of many copies of the same work, producing studies of extreme, even microscopic detail, utilizing complex formulae in a kind of shorthand code based on the work of Fredson Bowers, set forth in his Principles of Bibliographical Description (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1949).  These works are of great interest to other descriptive bibliographers, but not to many others.  However, the language of descriptive bibliography has become the grammar upon which the study of books and book history is based, so a basic understanding of the concepts and terms of descriptive bibliography is useful to the general student of book history.

     The codex book as we know it today emerged as a relatively standard physical entity during the hand-press period (roughly the 350 years between the development of printing in about 1450 and the adoption of machine-made paper and iron printing presses in the beginning of the 19th century).  The most basic description of books of the hand-press period is the determination of bibliographic format.  Format refers to the relationship between the original sheet of handmade paper on which the book is printed and the number of leaves produced by folding.  Only books printed on sheets of handmade paper can be said to have format.

Paper

     All books of the hand-press period were printed on sheets of handmade paper.  This paper was created from a mush made from unbleached linen rags and produced one sheet at a time in a rectangular paper mold consisting of a wooden frame (the deckle) around a sieve composed of criss-crossing wires.  Narrow wires laid close together, which ran parallel to the long side of the frame, were held in place by heavier rows of wire chain-stitches along the tops of ribs usually spaced about one inch apart, which ran parallel to the short side of the frame.  These wires created corresponding impressions in the surface of the paper, known respectively as wirelines and chainlines.  Paper with this characteristic surface is known as laid paper.

     Often the paper mold featured a decorative design formed by wire and sewn to the mold, which produced a corresponding impression known as a watermark, usually located toward the middle of the top half of the sheet of paper.  Some paper also features a countermark placed opposite the watermark.

     Toward the end of the hand-press period, in the last half of the 18th century, some paper molds utilizing a woven wire screen came into use.  Paper made in these molds has a smooth surface similar to modern machine-made paper, without the characteristic chainlines and wirelines of laid paper.  This paper is called wove paper, and despite its modern appearance, it is still hand-made, and may have watermarks and countermarks.

     Sheets of handmade paper have ragged or feathered edges, called deckle edges, on all sides unless the paper was trimmed.  Sheets generally ranged in size between 12x15 inches and 20x25 inches.

Printing and Format

    To print on a hand-press, the metal type would be arranged and locked into an iron frame called a chase.  This arrangement of type is called the imposition.  The type would be locked into place using wooden bars called furniture to produce a completed forme of type.  Two formes were necessary to print each sheet of paper, one forme for each side. The entire sheet of paper was placed on the press to be printed.  Before setting the type, the first decision the printer would have to make was to choose what format to use.  If the entire sheet was to be printed as a poster-sized unit, this was known as a broadside or broadsheet.  One of the most famous examples of this is the Dunlap broadside of the Declaration of Independence.

     After the Continental Congress, led by John Hancock, adopted Thomas Jefferson's text of the Declaration of Independence, the manuscript was sent down the street to the shop of Congress' official printer, John Dunlap, who typeset the document and printed about 200 broadsides of the text.  One copy was officially entered into the Congressional Journal and the additional copies were distributed throughout the colonies to be read aloud.

     Twenty-five of these broadsides are still in existence.  The 25th was discovered only recently.  It was purchased by Norman Lear, who decided that it really belonged to the American people.  This Dunlap broadside is currently touring the country on what’s called the Independence Road Trip (www.independenceroadtrip.org).

     To produce a book printed in folio format, the sheet of paper is folded once, producing 2 leaves.  Each leaf has 2 sides – the recto (front) and the verso (back).  Remember that books were printed sheet by sheet, not page by page.  To produce a folio, each forme of type contained 2 pages, and two formes (containing 4 pages), were used for each sheet.

     Folios are usually large books.  Since the paper is folded only once, a 20x25 inch sheet of paper would produce a folio that was 20 inches by 12.5 inches.

     Once printed, the sheets were stacked together to form a codex book.  Frequently, several sheets would be nested together to form a gathering, or quire.  

     To produce a book or pamphlet in quarto format, the sheet of paper is folded twice, producing four leaves (or eight pages).  Each leaf is one-fourth the size of the full sheet, and each of the two printing formes used for each sheet of paper would contain four pages.  Quartos are generally gathered in fours, but sometimes two sheets will be nested together to form a gathering of eight leaves (16 pages).  The leaves of quartos are generally square in shape, and the chainlines run horizontally.

     Another common format is the octavo.  To produce a book or pamphlet in octavo format, the sheet of paper was folded three times, producing eight leaves (or 16 pages).  Each leaf is one-eighth the size of the full sheet, and each of the two printing formes used for each sheet of paper would contain 8 pages.  Octavos are generally gathered in eights, but sometimes will be gathered in fours if printed in half-sheets.  The leaves of octavos are generally of the same proportions as folios (although much smaller), and the chainlines run vertically.

     Another common format is the duodecimo or 12mo.  In a duodecimo, each leaf is one-twelfth the size of the full sheet, and each of the two printing formes used for each sheet of paper would contain 12 pages.  Chainlines run horizontally.  English printers generally gathered duodecimos in twelves, while French printers gathered duodecimos in alternating gatherings of eights and fours.  Duodecimos printed in half-sheet imposition were gathered in sixes.

     The preceding formats were the most common, but many other formats were used:  Books could be printed as 16mos, 18mos, 24mos, and 32mos, and the smaller formats were popular for pocket devotionals and chapbooks.  In a 32mo, for instance, each leaf would be 1/32nd of the full sheet of paper, and each of the two printing formes used for each sheet of paper would contain 32 pages.

Collation

     Obviously, putting the books together in the proper order was important and often complicated.  Printers used two common techniques to indicate proper collation.  One was simply to print the first word of the next page at the bottom of the preceding page.  These were called catchwords, and the practice carried over from manuscript production.

     Another practice, also carried over from manuscript production, was the signing of gatherings with sequences of letters:  Gathering A would be followed by gathering B, and so on through the 23 letters of the alphabet (excluding j,u and w).  If more than 23 gatherings (A-Z) were used, the sequence continues with AA-ZZ then AAA-ZZZ and so on.  Preliminaries like the title page and table of contents were generally printed last, so preliminary gatherings are often signed differently, or left unsigned.

     Descriptive bibliographers describe books using a collational formula representing the entire text block in the state it left the printer. (Binders blanks, plates, etc. are excluded.)  In deciphering these shorthand formulas, keep the following points in mind:

· Signature statements are based on a 23-character alphabet 

· Letters represent signed gatherings of leaves

· Superscript Arabic numerals represent the number of leaves in a gathering

· Baseline Arabic numerals represent a specific leaf

· “pi” is used to represent an unsigned preliminary gathering

· “chi” is used to represent internal unsigned gatherings

· A uniform sequence i.e. A4 B4 C4 D4 is rendered A-D4.

Therefore, in this example:  12mo: pi8 A-T12 V2
an unsigned preliminary gathering of 8 leaves is followed by gatherings A through T with 12 leaves each.  Gathering V consists of only 2 leaves.  The last leaf of the text block can be expressed as V2.  To further complicate things, some gatherings are signed with symbols (*) &/or numbers, and some used duplicate sequences of the same signature.  And 19th-century printers may have used 26 letters, which must be rendered like so:  A-I4 J4 K-U4 V4 W4 X-Z4.

     Once printed and collated, the gatherings would then be stacked, pounded flat, and stitched together.  The codex book would be sewn together with needle and thread by hand using thongs or cords of a strong material (leather, hemp, linen) to join the gatherings together.  In early bindings, the leather cords caused raised bands on the spines of the book.  In later bindings with a hollow spine, the raised bands were no longer necessary, but were sometimes artificially produced for aesthetic reasons, like modern laid paper and watermarks.  Readers and book lovers are not only conservative; we’re absolutely nostalgic.  The textblock was often trimmed on a guillotine, or plough, opening the folds and removing the deckle edges.  The even paper edges were sometimes decorated or gilded for fine bindings.  Book bindings varied from paper wrappers to wooden boards (covered with leather, paper or fine fabric) to tooled leather encrusted with jewels, but that’s another very long story.    

Annotated Bibliography

The Anatomy of a Book: I: Format in the Hand-Press Period. Videocassette.  Dir. Peter Herdrich.  

Written by Terry Belanger.  Book Arts Press, 1991.  30 min.

This videorecording, available from Rare Book School at the University of Virginia, explains bibliographic format.  While a bit dry, the half-hour presentation clearly explains the principles of format with visual aids and examples.  It’s a useful tool for demystifying bibliographic terms.

Belanger, Terry. "Descriptive bibliography," in Book collecting: a modern guide, Ed. by 

Jean Peters. NY: R. R. Bowker Company, 1977, pp 97-115.

A basic guide to descriptive bibliography for non-descriptive bibliographers -- This article is essential reading material for the beginning student of the book.  It covers the basics quite well, and is not nearly as painful to process as Bowers.  The book is out of print, but available at UAB’s Sterne Library, and through the public library system.

Bowers, Fredson. Principles of bibliographical description. Princeton: Princeton University Press,  

1949; [reprinted 1994 by Oak Knoll Books].

This is the bible of descriptive bibliography.  Given that proclamation, it’s as dense, arcane, and generally unreadable as one would expect, but absolutely the seminal work in the field.  Descriptive bibliographers read and re-read Bowers on a regular basis.  Those of us who are glad not to be descriptive bibliographers can make do by plowing through chapters 5, 7, and 12.

Gaskell, Philip. A new introduction to bibliography. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972; 

[corr edn 1974; paperback edn published in 1995].

Gaskell’s work is a useful supplement to Bowers, and includes a solid, concise explanation of the principles of format and collation (pp 321-335.)  While often intimidatingly technical, it’s worth reading to gain a better understanding of the processes used in book production.  The diagrams of format printing patterns are helpful.  Reading Gaskell also makes reading Bowers somewhat less incomprehensible. 

Carter, John. ABC for book collectors.  7th edition rev. Nicolas Barker. New Castle, DE : 

Oak Knoll Books, 1995.

This is the essential vocabulary list for bibliographic terminology.  It’s useful for librarians and students as well as book collectors and booksellers.  It’s also quite pleasantly readable.  I find it to be an invaluable reference source for the occasional cryptic term, too.  

Stoddard, Roger E. Marks in books, illustrated and explained. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

College Library, 1985.

Many terms used in descriptive bibliography are difficult to communicate without visual aids.  Published at Harvard’s Houghton Library, this large format paperback is filled with useful facsimile illustrations, and the captions are concise and informative.   The only major shortcoming is the lack of color, but still a useful resource. 







