
...let us take down one of those old notebooks which we have all, at one time or another, had a 
passion for beginning. Most of the pages are blank, it is true; but at the beginning we shall find 
a certain number very beautifully covered with a strikingly legible hand-writing. Here we have 
written down the names of great writers in their order of merit; here we have copied out fine 
passages from the classics; here are lists of books to be read; and here, most interesting of all, 
lists of books that have actually been read, as the reader testifies with some youthful vanity by a 
dash of red ink. —Virginia Woolf

Commonplacing is the practice of  entering literary excerpts and personal comments into a private journal, ...or, to use 
a 17th century synonym, a silva rerum (“a forest of  things”). Typically the excerpts were regarded as exceptionally 
insightful or beautiful or as applicable to a variety of  situations . . . . The practice of  commonplacing can be traced 
back in the European tradition to the 5th century B.C.E. and the Sophist, Protagoras.

--Norman Elliott Anderson

Throughout fall quarter, you’ll maintain a commonplace book in the blank book that you create by hand during the first 
week. This means that everything in your commonplace book must be written out by hand, which is part of the pleasure and 
distinctiveness of the process. 

We are going to expect a little more from your commonplace book than what the loose definitions above allow. We expect full passages 
from texts copied into your book, and, for each one, we expect commentary. Each week, we’ll give you some specific things to think about 
and do in your book.

�e BASIC entry will go like this: Date + index/title of entry; full passage + source; commentary: how the passage appeals to 
you, what makes it a good/beautiful/interesting sentence? What makes it interesting in relation to its context?

Making the book.
We’ll be making these books on Wednesday and Friday mornings this week.

We’ll have everything that you NEED (though there will be some sharing). 

But, you may choose to bring some hand tools, like scissors, small but thick brushes (for glue), exacto knives, needles.

Bring some paperboard (not corrugated)—something like cereal box board or thicker. These are to construct semi-rigid covers for your 
book. The books will be 6x9 inches, so you would need enough board to cover both sides and line the spine (2 sheets measuring 6X9 
each and another smaller strip). Do not cut these boards to size until you are in class. If  you have extra, please bring it.
You may also wish to bring some sheets of  pretty paper (but sturdy) to cover the ugliness of  the cereal box board.
We will have some default pretty paper, but probably not enough for everyone.



Making the book.

Part 1. 

	 Preparing Signatures

A signature is a gathering of  folios.

A folio is a single folded sheet of  paper.

Each of  you will receive 40 sheet for folios; gather them into 6 groups of  6.

Fold each group of  6 together, creating a set of  six 6” x 9” signatures.

You’ll have four folios left over.

Make 2 2-folio signatures from these. 

In the middle of  each, set another folio of  your pretty paper or kraft paper (brown 

kraft paper provided)

These two smaller folios are called your “endpaper sections.”

Now you will have 8 total signatures = six made of  six folios each + two made of  

two folios & an extra sheet of  something different.

	 Stabbing Holes:

We are going to sew each signature of  folios together (think of  how a magazine 

or comic book is held by a staple), and continue sewing all of  the signatures with 

the same thread so that they will all be joined.

To do this properly, we need sewing holes precisely through the spine of  each 

signature, and they must all line up.

First: Make a jig.

	 Your jig is a slip of  paper that is 9” tall. On that paper create an even 

number of  marks along one edge in a pattern resembling the one depicted below.

jig

9”

the holes on either end of  the jig we’ll call 

“anchor holes.” The anchor holes should 

be about 1/4” from the edge. The other 

holes should be roughly evenly spaced 

across the spine. You don’t need to mea-

sure any of  this: eyeball it



Set the jig into the middle of  your first signature and make 

sure the edges of  the jig are aligned with the edges of  your 

innermost folio.

Use the stabbing tool that comes in your hand tool kit.

Line the needle up with your first mark (an anchor hole) 

and place the tip of  the needle in the center of  the fold, 

Before pushing through, close the signature gently over 

the needle so that as you stab through, you are stabbing 

directly through all folios in the signature and straight out 

the center of  the spine fold. good job.

Do this for all signatures, using the same jig in each one.

As you set each completed signature aside, be methodical 

so that the holes will all line up vertically when looking at 

the spines of  the finished signatures. 

When finished, use your bone folder to re-crease each 

singature sharply.

Prepare to Sew

Get some thread. You want enough thread to travel along 

the spine of  each signature. In our case, that’s 9” of  hieght 

multiplied by 8 signatures = 72 inches of  string, plus a 

little to grow on.

It’s best to wax your thread with beeswax. Pass the thread 

through the beeswax (essentially, cut a groove into the 

beeswax with your thread), then scrape off  excess by 

running youtr thumbnail down the thread.

Thread your needle; pull about 20-30 inches of  thread 

through the eye of  the needle. You’ll actually be stitching 

with the very end of  the thread; pulling extra through just 

makes it easier to manage.

Sew.

Beginning with one of  your endpaper sections, sew them all 

together. See diagram on right and get instructions in class 

for the sewing procedure. 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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a square knot joins the first two anchor holes 
on this end, the knot is sewn after stitching 
down the first signature then back down the 
second.
All the other anchor holes are connected 
using a kettle stitch.

except for the connection between the first two 
signatures, each of  these anchor holes are connect 
with kettle stitches.

After first simply weaving through 
the holes of  the first signature, 
every other sewing hole has a 
“coptic” or chain stitch.



Part the Next: Covering

cover board cover board

spine board

Prepare the Spine
When you’ve completed the sewing procedure, lay the book at the edge of  a table, make sure the spine is flat and 
straight, and place a weight on top of  the book. The weight should be something like a dictionary and should be set 
back about a half  inch from the spine. Apply a thorough coat of  gue to the spine only; the glue should fill the cracks 
and holes and cover the stitching. 

Once the spine is dry, you’ll tear the two pages at the beginning and end (not the pretty ones), leaving about 1 - 1 
1/2 inches hanging. Set the book aside and be content.

Prepare the Case
The term “case” is used to refer to a cover that consists of  the front and back covers, sometimes a spine board, all 
built together separate from the book itself.

You are using cereal box board for your cover boards and spine.
You may choose from the two book cloth options: “henna” or “nile”, or perhaps you won’t have a choice.

Here is a sketch that will help us talk about what you’ll be 
doing to build your case.

The gray area is the “wrong” side 
(the paper backing) of  the book 
cloth.
To construct the case, you’ll be 
marking some measurements on the 
paper backing that will allow you to 
properly place the cover boards and 
spine boards.
First, unless I have already made it 
for you, you’ll need to cut your book 
cloth. If  I have already cut it for you, 
you need to “clean it up,” make sure 
the corners are square and the cuts 
are true. ALSO: What I give you will 
measure approximately 11 inches 
tall by 16.5 inches. You’ll be trimming 
it down (at least the width), but not 
yet.

Boards & Placement
I noted before that your cover boards 

would be 6” x 9”. Not exactly. Your book is 6x9. Take a look at a hard cover children’s book—in your mind if  you don’t have one at hand. 
Notice that the board juts out slightly at the open edge (called the fore edge). Notice also that there is a solid board running along the 
spine. Between this spine board and the cover board is a hinge, which can be quite generously proportioned. This hinge tends to position 
the cover board out of  flush with the actual book just a bit more than we actually want it to in order to overhang at the fore edge. For 
this reason, one can cut the cover board to be just under six inches, say 5 7/8 inches. At the top and bottom, we could cut the boards to 
overhang slightly as well, or cut them to fit flush. Cut your boards with the scalpel in your kit; always cut on a cutting mat.  Next, measure 
the spine of  your book. Some nuance is possible here: place the boards on the top and bottom of  the book, where they would sit if  the 
book had a hinge. Now measure from the bottom of  the bottom board to the top of  the top board. This measurement gives you the width 
of  the spine board, The height of  the spine board should be the same as the covers. Arrange the boards on your cloth as you see above, 
allowing about 1/4” - 3/8”  gap for the hinge on either side of  the spine board (the thicker your cover boards, the wider the hinge). 



Once you have all 3 boards placed, mark their outlines with a pencil.

Glue.
It’s time to glue. Using a glue brush a little glue in a bowl or on a 
piece of  waxed paper, apply a even coat of  glue to a cover board and 
attach. Take your time with each one, being extra careful to position 
them properly and to get the piece stuck on thoroughly without bubbles 
and before spots of  glue dry. If  as you are working, the glue dries a 
bit, just add a bit of  glue to get it tacky again. You may want to flip the 
cover over and rub the cloth down onto the board as you go, checking 
for bubbles, etc. Be wary of  transferring glue to the pretty cloth with 
your evil hands.

At this point, it would be nice to put these under weights and let them 
dry overnight. We probably won’t have this luxury, but a little time under 
weights is helpful.

Trim Cloth, Turn in.
Use your scalpel to trim the book cloth, leaving 3/4” - 1” on all four 
sides. Whatever distance you choose for that extra cloth around the 
edge, it MUST be the same on all sides.
Cut the corners off, as shown by the dotted lines in the diagram. Your 
cut should be at a 45˚ and be a board’s width away from the actual 
corner of  the board. Do this to all four corners. 
Make tabs by slitting the cloth from the corner—>out; all slits should 
be parallel. Ask for help with this.

Now, turn in these edges: Glue up one of  the edges that has the tabs 
on it, fold it over onto the inside cover and shape the tabs around 
the corner of  the board. Do the same on the opposite side. Then do 
the remaining two sides. If  you cut the cloth properly, you should see 
something like the image below. 
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Hang the book in.
Connect the book to the case by gluing the remaining inch or so 
of  the pages you tore to the hinge area and cover boards.

Do one side at a time, protecting the rest of  your book with 
waxed paper. Use your bone folder to shape the cloth, working 
especially carefully to shape the hinge.

This is tricky. Don’t do it without some more instruction.

Finally, glue down the first and last “pertty” sheet of  paper so 
that it conceals inside cover boards.


