Book Edge Decoration in the Middle Ages and Renaissance
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Books were decorated in a number of ways during the middle ages and the Renaissance. We are all familiar with embroidered covers, fine leather bindings with gold tooling, and books encrusted with jewels. However, another kind of book decoration was common during our time period: edge decoration
Two types


Edge decoration – refers to ornament on all edges of the text block.
Fore-edge painting – refers to “vanishing” paintings done on the fore-edge of the text block.

Purposes: Simple decoration, protection of page edge, to give title, author, or subject, 
provenance.
Chronology:


4th century: flat color 

10th century: simple images

mid 15th century: gilding

mid 15th to 16th century: gauffering

16th century: sprinkling

mid 17th century: vanishing paintings and marbling
Flat Color


a. Meant to protect the page edge, disguise dirt and grease, and be pretty!

b. Yellow and red most common colors until first half of the 17th century.

c. Less common colors were ochre, green, and violet.

d. In the early 16th century, yellow with red sprinkling was common.

e. Blue appeared later, on late 18th century Irish and English bindings.

f. Flat color disappeared in the 17th century, supplanted by sprinkling.

Method: After applying talc to the pages, the text block is placed in a vice or press and 
the edges lightly coated with size. The edges are then planed until smooth. One further burnishes the edge with medium sandpaper, then fine sandpaper. Once the text block in prepared, thin the paint with a starch size and brush or sponge lightly onto the edge.

Painted Images


a. Earliest were simple geometric or floral designs – zig-zags, flowers, fleurs-de-lys, etc.

b. Less common, but more common than simple lettering, were heraldic displays.

c. Often the images depicted author or subject.

Method: same as above.

Gilding


a. Very common method of finishing a fine binding.
b. Besides being pretty, gilding protects the edges by sealing the pages behind a layer of metal.
Method: Procedure basically unchanged since 1667. Choose a harder gold leaf, 18-23.5K. Talc the paper, place in a vice or book press, then plane and sand smooth. Apply red bole and burnish, then apply several coats of glair. Cut the gold. Apply another coat of glair, 
apply the gold, then burnish.
Gauffering

a. Gauffering is an extra special gilding process, very common from the 16th century onward.
b. Gauffered (and gilded) edges can be quite elaborate, incorporating lettering and painted images.

Method: Gild in the normal manner. When the gilding is finished, apply another coat of 
glair on top. This will dull the gold. Apply a thin coat of olive or almond oil, then lay down more gold. Using a heated pointille tool (also called a gauffering iron). The heat will reactivate the second layer of glair, and pressure will cause the new gold to adhere. When finished, the leftover gold and oil are wiped away. 
Sprinkling


Like flat color, red and yellow were the most common.

Method: As always, talc pages first. Clamp the text block tightly in a vice or clamp. 

There are three methods. The oldest is to simply rub your finger over a bristle brush loaded with paint. The second, also period, method is to affix a rod or dowel over the edge, and whack a brush over it. The third, out of period, method is to rub a bristle brush over a screen. 
Out of Period Decorations….
Vanishing Paintings
a. Earliest painting believed to be a 1653 century image by brothers Stephen and Thomas Lewis of the Mearne bindery in London. 
b. The earliest fore-edge paintings were plain designs and were usually not gilded.
c. The art gained momentum in the late eighteenth century due in large part to William Edwards of Halifax and his son James. The Edwards family advanced the art form by painting landscapes and portraits, often to the theme of the book itself
d. In the late 18th century, artists usually painted landscapes or the subject of the book. Classics, such as the Odyssey, and works of the Romantic poets, were extremely popular with fore-edge painters. 
Marbling

a. Generally understood to originate in Persia in the 16th century.
b. Brought to Western Europe via Spain and Italy; German bookbinders first to popularize the art.


c. Two patterns: stone and combed.
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