
Tomorrow’s PasT
Modern Bindings on Antiquarian Books

“Surely it is better to create tomorrow’s past 
than to repeat today’s.” – Edgar Mansfield 

(1907-1996), bookbinder and sculptor.

What is an appropriate way to deal with an 

early book that needs to be rebound? There 

are three usual responses.  

   One is to make a faithful facsimile of 

what is presumed was the book’s original, 

historical state. The antiquarian book trade 

often demands that books are bound “to 

style,” that is, in the perceived bookbinding 

“style” of a particular period.  

   Another response is adherence to narrow 

book conservation protocols to produce 

a purely protective, aesthetically neutral 

cover for the book, rendering its age and 

character indiscernible and indeterminable. 

This is often practiced in large institutions, 

and whilst admirably well-intentioned and 

certainly preferable to some other treat-

ments, it is nevertheless dishonest: it is an 

unnatural interruption of history. The insti-

tutions of the world will be filled with boxes 

of these bland books and, in the words of 

William Morris, “…our descendants will 

find them useless for study and chilling to 

enthusiasm.” 

   The third response is the stylized bind-

ings promulgated mainly by the antiquari-

an book trade. These are the familiar books 

with five raised bands on the gold-tooled 

spine and smooth gilt edges, and, usually, 

are quarter-bound in leather with marbled 

sides and endpapers. These bindings,  

devised by the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century British bookbinding 

trade, are a strange hybrid of some sort of 

vaguely perceived historical styles. Modern bookbinders who make 

these types of books are imitating a pastiche. Even when superbly 

executed this kind of work is unjustifiable; modern knowledge and 

understanding has progressed beyond all that. 

   In reaction to these unthinking imitations, in 2003 Kathy Abbott, 

Tracey Rowledge, and I organized Tomorrow’s Past, an exhibition of 

modern conservation bindings on antiquarian books. We proposed 

an alternative response: that we should use modern technical, struc-

tural, and aesthetic language in the treatment of antiquarian books.  

   Just as the seventeenth-century bookbinder didn’t hesitate to bind 

his books in the decorative manner of his own era, why shouldn’t 
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we do the same? It seemed to us perfectly possible to have modern, 

decorative, even beautiful conservation bindings: they don’t have to 

be neutral and they don’t have to imitate. They can reflect modern 

aesthetic values while being thoughtful and skilful responses to the 

specific needs of each book. We are more concerned with seeking to 

do the best for the book, speaking to the truth of its condition, than 

adhering to the habits of artifice and convention.  

   The exhibition has since been held every year, and the number of 

bookbinders involved has remained fairly constant – between ten 

and twelve binders from U.K., Italy, France, The Netherlands, and 

others as invited. All of them work professionally as bookbinders, 
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