THE ZIBBY GARNETT TRAVEL FELLOWSHIP

A conservation variation for the Ethiopic binding
Bookbinding workshop at the Seminario Barbarigo, Montefiascone, Italy

Report by Cécilia Duminuco

14th – 18th August 2017

Contents
I.

Introduction......................................................................................................... 3

II.

Study trip presentation ........................................................................................ 4

III.

Costs ................................................................................................................... 5

IV.

Report ................................................................................................................. 6

IV.1.

Montefiascone, Italy .................................................................................. 6

IV.2.

The Montefiascone Conservation Project .................................................. 8

IV.3.

A conservation variation for the Ethiopic binding workshop .................... 9

IV.3.a.

Introduction to the bookbinding craftmanship in Ethiopia .................. 10

IV.3.b.

Making of a traditional Ethiopic book-model ...................................... 11

IV.3.c.

Making of a conservation variation...................................................... 16

IV.3.d.

Making a parchment book satchel ....................................................... 18

IV.4.

Exploring Montefiascone and the area .................................................... 20

IV.5.

Exploring Rome and the Vatican ............................................................. 22

V.

Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 23

VI.

Acknowledgments ............................................................................................ 23

2

I.

Introduction

My name is Cécilia Duminuco, I am 26 and I came to the UK from Belgium in
September 2013, to undertake a two-year MA course in Conservation of Books and
Library Materials at West Dean College, in West Sussex. Prior to this I obtained an
MA in Painting Conservation at the École Supérieure des Arts Saint-Luc of Liège in
Belgium, where I trained for five years.
After completing my studies, I worked at the Chester Beatty Library as the 2015–
2016 Heritage Council Intern, which was an incredible opportunity for me to deepen
and develop my knowledge further. In January 2017, I joined the Cambridge
University Library conservation team to work on a project to digitise annotated
volumes from Charles Darwin’s personal library, which is funded by the US National
Endowment for the Humanities.
I am keen to gain more experience, and I am currently working towards becoming an
accredited member of Icon. My aim is to secure a permanent position as a book and
paper conservator, working as part of a team in an institution.
I am especially interested in painted surfaces, illuminated manuscripts, and in
bookbinding craft and history and I have been continuing to practise my skills to
increase my knowledge on the subject. I am fascinated by the development of the
book as an object, but also as a witness of human history.
I heard about the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship from a colleague, who was
awarded a grant to attend a week-long workshop in Montefiascone two years ago.
Following her advice, I decided to apply myself, with the hope of expanding my
bookbinding and conservation skills and knowledge.
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II.

Study trip presentation

During my training in book conservation, I quickly realised that Middle-Eastern and
Eastern structures were generally not part of conservation courses in Western
Europe. As an intern at the Chester Beatty Library, I had the wonderful opportunity
to be introduced to and work with a broad range of written materials and binding
structures from all civilisations, such as Hebrew scrolls, Armenian bindings and
Japanese books and prints. I found working with such books as a professional
without specific training could be challenging and time-consuming, as they often
require extensive research before starting any conservation treatment.
This led me to a strong wish to deepen my knowledge of non-Western bookbindings,
not only to widen my experience as a conservator but also to guide me towards the
most respectful and appropriate conservation treatment choices for these objects.

Figure 1: CBL Ms 952, Ethiopic binding and its
satchel © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty
Library, Dublin

Figure 2: CUL Add. 1863.4, Ethiopic binding
© Reproduced by kind permission of the
Syndics of Cambridge University Library

The Montefiascone workshop, “A Conservation Variation for the Ethiopic Binding”,
given by Marco di Bella and Nikolas Sarris from 14th to 18th August 2017, seemed to
be the perfect opportunity to study an Ethiopic book. The course offered the
discovery of this particular and lesser-known book structure and its characteristics,
the study of its background history, its possible applications to conservation
treatments, and the practice of bookbinding skills by the re-creation of two book
models – a traditional Ethiopic binding and a conservation variation of the book
structure – and the making of a traditional satchel.
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By attending the Montefiascone workshop, I also hoped to improve my hand skills,
and study how I could adapt my conservation treatments to be more sympathetic to
the specificities of the books I treat. These skills are adaptable and transferrable to
other structures than the Ethiopic book.
III. Costs
The total cost of my trip was £1329.50. I had the very fortunate to be awarded £680
by the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship, which helped me to cover my travel,
accomodation and day-to-day expenses, but also allowed me to extend my trip and
discover Rome. I am also very grateful for the generosity of the Anna Plowden Trust
and the Clothworkers Foundation, which granted me £515 to cover the cost of the
course.

5

IV. Report
IV.1.

Montefiascone, Italy

The course was set in the Italian town of Montefiascone in the province of Viterbo,
in Lazio, about 75 miles North of Rome. My journey from Rome, driving through the
Italian landscape, was highly picturesque: fields were full of olive trees and vines,
with the Apennine mountains in the background.

Figure 3: Montefiascone location © Eric Gaba
and NordNordWest

Figure 4: Lake Bolsena and Montefiascone,
detailed view © Map data 2012 Google

Coming from Rome, Montefiascone appears far in the distance; the city was built on
the highest part of an ancient volcano, and overlooks Lake Bolsena1. From my room
at the bed and breakfast, L’Amicizia, I had a wonderful view of the city.

Figure 5: View of the 15th-century Cathedral Santa Margherita,
which is considered to be the third biggest cupola in Italy

1

The Montefiascone Conservation Project, Available at: http://monteproject.co.uk/en/ [Accessed

17/09/2017]
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Figure 6: Sunset on Lake Bolsena

Montefiascone is a city rich in history; In the Middle Ages, it marked the northern
limit of the papal territory; the fortress overlooking the city, the Rocca dei Pappi,
witnesses its importance.

Figure 7: The fortress of the Rocca dei Pappi

Figure 8: View of the surrounding landscape
from the top of the Rocca

In 1686, the Cardinal and Bishop Marcantonio Barbarigo built a seminary near the
Rocca, to educate priests to fulfil the needs of the church.
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Figure 9: Detail from the seminary entrance

Figure 10: Seminary entrance

Since its foundation, the seminary has included a library. The first inventory dates
back to 1692–3, and listed about 300 books and manuscripts. Over time, the
collection continued to grow, to reach around 5,000 books. Most of them were
donations from bishops and cardinals of the city, but also came from other libraries
and monasteries in the region.

Figure 11: Seminary library, general view

IV.2.

Figure 12: Books from the seminary library

The Montefiascone Conservation Project

The Montefiascone Conservation Project was established in 1987 to save, preserve
and conserve the seminary library. Over time, many elements such as neglect, dust,
insects, rodents, mould and water damage due to flooding had put the preservation of
the books at risk. Cheryl Porter2, assisted by conservators and volunteers from the
UK and all around the world, carried out a survey of the library conditions before
implementing a preservation and conservation plan, which continues to this day.

2

Book and Paper conservator and Director of the Montefiascone Conservation Project.
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Since 1992, a four-week program is run every summer at the Seminario Barbarigo,
focusing on the history of bookbinding and the study of medieval pigments. All
funding collected through these training courses contributes to the continuity of the
project and the preservation and conservation of the library.
IV.3.

A conservation variation for the Ethiopic binding workshop

The course consisted of a five-day workshop, and focused on the study of the
traditional Ethiopic book, including an introduction to some unique materials used in
Ethiopia for bookbinding.
The first part of the course involved an introduction and presentation of the project
“Ethio-SPaRe: Cultural Heritage of Christian Ethiopia. Salvation, Preservation and
Research” and its implications for research into and conservation of the Ethiopic
book. This part also covered the characteristics of Ethiopic manuscripts and their
production by local scribes and bookbinders.
The second practical part of the course included the creation of two book models: a
traditional Ethiopic structure, covered in leather, and a model based on a
conservation binding designed by the tutors for the conservation of a 15th-century
parchment manuscript.
Finally, all participants were able to make a traditional manuscript satchel (square or
rectangular bag) in parchment, used to keep the text block under the necessary
pressure, but also to facilitate storage and transport.
The course was taught by Marco Di Bella and Dr Nikolas Sarris. Marco Di Bella
graduated from the European Course for Conservators-Restorers of Book Materials
in Spoleto (Italy) in 2001. In 2016 he worked as senior project conservator for the
Early Irish Manuscript project at Trinity College Dublin. Dr Nikolas Sarris received
his book conservation training at Camberwell College of Arts, London and was
awarded his PhD in 2011 on “The Classification of Finishing Tools on
Byzantine/Greek Bookbinding’s from the Library of St Catherine’s Monastery in
Sinai, Egypt”. He is a book and paper conservator at the National Library of Greece.
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IV.3.a.

Introduction to the bookbinding craftmanship in Ethiopia

On Monday 14th August, we all gathered on the main piazza, piazza Vittorio
Emmanuele. Around a strong black ristretto coffee, the tutors and their twelve
students from all around the world – including Europe, the United States, and NewZealand – met and set off for the Seminario.
The tutors started the course by a morning presentation of their work in Ethiopia as
part of the Ethio-SPaRe project3. This interdisciplinary project, which took place
from 2009 to 2015, aimed at preserving Ethiopian culture by studying, recording,
cataloguing and digitising manuscripts from monasteries and churches.
After the first few years, the researchers realised the necessity of involving
professional conservators to the project. Both Nikolas and Marco started their
collaboration with Ethio-SPaRe at this time, working to preserve and conserve books
from the Tigray region in Northernmost Ethiopia.

Figure 13: Map of Tigray, Ethiopia © BBC News

Under constrained and difficult working conditions, they surveyed and studied
multiple Ethiopian binding characteristics. The Ethiopian bookbinding tradition is
still very lively and has not changed for hundred of years; indeed, books are still
produced by scribes and bookbinders in the same way as when they were first made.
During their work, Marco and Nikolas were also able to meet several scribes, and
interview them about their craft.

3

Ethio-SPaRe, Available at: https://www.aai.uni-

hamburg.de/en/ethiostudies/research/ethiospare.html [Accessed 23/9/2017]
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Figure 14: Scribe binding a book
© Antonella Brita CSCM, Hamburg

Figure 15: St Mary monastery in Qäqäma
© Ethio-SPaRe

One of the tutors’ missions in Ethiopia was focused on the conservation of a 15thcentury manuscript containing the hagiographical Gädlä Sämaʿtat. During this
specific project, they developed some variations in the binding structure; these
modifications, while being historically respectful of the Ethiopic bindings, aimed at
improving the conservation of the book. This 2017 workshop was based on the
results of this project and research.

Figure 17: Materials brought by tutors; details

Figure 16: Looking at tutors’ materials;
traditional and conservation bindings, satchel

IV.3.b.

Making of a traditional Ethiopic book-model

Traditionally, Ethiopic bindings are produced by scribes, who take care of the whole
bookbinding process. Starting with parchment making, the craftsmen prepare the
sections, make their own ink, write the text, illuminate it, and finally bind the book.
Nowadays, these skills are unfortunately being lost, and the number of scribes still
practising the craft is decreasing. Scribes also tend to buy ready-made materials such
as parchment and inks, in order to speed up the process.
11

Made solely of parchment, the text blocks are bound over boards, usually made of
“wanza”, a locally available wood. The parchment sections are sewn using a
collagen-based thread, “gut-thread”, made from animal intestines or tendons which
are twisted on themselves. The books are sewn using a link-stitch pattern, without the
cord, tape or animal-skin supports typically found in Western bindings. The binding
process is completed by fully covering the book with leather. Our first model
followed this tradition, with some small variations due to cost restrictions and access
to materials.
Each participant was asked to prepare the text block beforehand, from a thick paper
of their choice. Each of us was then given two beech wooden boards4 of the same
dimensions as our text block. The preparation of the boards is minimal in Ethiopic
bindings, requiring none of the shaping, chiselling or complex drilling found in other
traditions. In our case, two sets of lacing holes prepared in each board by drilling
holes with a Dremel. Care must be taken in the process; at 5mm, the boards are so
thin that any mistake could lead to the splitting of the wood!

Figure 18: Measuring and marking the sewing stations on the text block

4

Locally produced by a carpenter based in Montefiascone.
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Figure 19: Drilling holes in the boards for the
sewing

Figure 20: Boards ready for sewing

Once the boards were ready, the sewing could start, using thick linen thread as gutthread is hard to source and to work with. To help us in the process, we received a
basketry needle from Ethiopia; these iron needles are used as awls by the
bookbinders, for piercing each gathering of parchment leaves before sewing.

Figure 21: Basketry needles and thick linen
thread used for the sewing

Figure 22: Sewing the sections

Pre-piercing the sections facilitates the sewing, as it serves as a guide and therefore
allows an accurate result. The basketry needle proved to be essential, as we did not
use any sewing needles for the sewing! As the tutors explained, the traditional gutthread is so stiff that needles are not necessary for the sewing. Bookbinders therefore
usually prefer to work without them.
The sewing starts by lacing the threads through the first section and the back board,
before linking each section on top of the other. The sewing is completed by joining
the text block and the front board.
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There is no adhesive used in the process, and instead of knotting the threads and
cutting them at the end of the sewing, Ethiopian binders traditionally braid the
threads together to create a bookmark.

Figure 23: Completed text block

Figure 24: Braided threads at the end of
the sewing

The sewing completed, it was time for covering. Before preparing the leather, we all
chose two pieces of brightly-coloured textile, brought straight from the market in
Ethiopia. Indeed, traditionally, bookbinders use whatever textile cuttings they have to
hand to decorate the inside of the boards. This gives a wonderful opening when the
book is bound!

Figure 26: Adhering the textile inside the boards,
detail

Figure 25: Adhering the textile inside the boards

The book could then be covered. Selecting the leather was not an easy choice! The
tutors had brought us several skins from Egypt to choose from, and all the vibrant
colours were stunning. We cut the leather to fit the book, then pasted and worked it
down with a bonefolder to ensure a good adhesion.
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Figure 27: Choosing Egyptian
leather for covering.
© Montefiascone project

Figure 28: Tutor Marco Di Bella
demonstrating leather covering.
© Montefiascone project

Figure 29: Covering the
book with red leather

While the leather was drying, we prepared the endbands. In Ethiopic bindings,
endbands are traditionally made with braided leather strips, which can be of two
different colours or plain. Another particularity of the binding is that the endbands
are made off the book: the leather strips are cut to size, then small holes are pierced
in the centre to allow the braiding. The task might seem simple, but the technique is
hard on the hands and the leather could easily break if too much force is applied
when pulling the materials through. For my binding, I used traditional red and light
brown leather.

Figure 31: Leather strips, braid completed and
basketry awl - essential tool in the process!

Figure 30: Lacing the leather strips
to create the braid

Once braided, the endbands are then sewn onto the book, using thick linen thread.
Going through the middle of each section and the braid, the endband is secured.
Endbands play both a decorative and mechanical role, by supporting the opening of
the book and therefore preventing damage.
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Figure 32: Attaching the braided
endbands to the book

Figure 33: Attaching the endbands, sewing through
the middle of each section and the braid

The final step was the leather decoration. In Ethiopia, tooling is generally carried out
without heating the tool and without any gold. The leather is slightly dampened to
help the impression on the skin, and small motifs are usually repeated to create a
pattern. The tutors displayed several pictures of books studied during their trips,
which helped us to get some inspiration for our models.

Figure 34: Tooling in progress, using traditional
Ethiopian tools

IV.3.c.

Figure 35: Tooling completed

Making of a conservation variation

Our conservation model was based on the tutors’ conservation work on a 15thcentury manuscript. Of large dimensions, the manuscript presented some challenges
from a conservation point of view; conserving it solely according to the Ethiopian
binding tradition risked further damage, as due to its large dimensions, the book
would have lacked essential support on the joints.
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Breaks in these areas might have occurred due to the weight of the wooden boards
and the parchment text block, combined with an unsupported sewing technique and a
bare spine.

The solution came with the addition of some variations in the binding structure.
Similarly sewn on wooden boards, the structure is reinforced by the addition of a
spine stiffener made of a layer of thick alum-tawed skin5 and parchment. Completely
adhesive free, this additional material is sewn following the same link-stitch pattern
as the sections. This time, curved sewing needles proved to be essential in the
process! The spine stiffener helps to protect and support the spine and sewing
structure, which are points of weakness in Ethiopic bindings, and improve the
opening characteristics of the book.

Figure 36: Sewing the spine stiffener to the boards
Figure 37: Sewing nearly completed
– final attachment of the
text block to the upper board

For the endbands, the tutors gave us the chance to try something slightly different.
Even if braided leather endbands are the traditional and most widespread technique
used in Ethiopia, the tutors had also recorded evidence of books with Coptic-style
endbands during their work.

5

Tawing is a process of preparing an animal skin with an aqueous solution of potash alum.
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These endbands are made with thick thread and are created on the book, by weaving
the thread in and out the sections and through the spine stiffener. I decided to make
one of each endband type on my model, in order to compare their differences in
supporting the book opening.

Figure 38: Attaching the braided endband
to the text block

Figure 39: Coptic endband being worked on the
book, using thick linen thread and a curved needle

These variations on the binding proved to be highly effective; the opening of the
book is much smoother, and the sections are more protected from abrasion and
damage thanks to the spine stiffener. The treatment is at once simple, time efficient
and respectful of the traditional Ethiopic structure.
IV.3.d.

Making a parchment book satchel

Finally, all participants were able to create a traditional manuscript satchel. This
square or rectangular bag in parchment is traditionally used to protect the text block
and keep it under the necessary pressure, while also facilitating storage and transport.

Figure 40: Traditional Ethiopic satchels
© Ethio-SPaRe

Figure 41: Ethiopic satchels brought by the tutors as
example. The satchel is made of two distinct parts
linked together by a long parchment strap.
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Our satchel was made of two pieces of parchment – one for the body of the satchel,
another for making the cap – cut and folded. Each part was separately assembled
with thin parchment strips used as threading material and thick needles.
Again, the structure was completely adhesive-free. I decided to make my satchel to
fit my conservation model.

µ
Figure 42: Cutting and folding the parchment
piece for the body of the satchel

Figure 43: Pre-piercing holes for the sewing with thin parchment strips
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IV.4.

Exploring Montefiascone and the area

The workshop was designed by the tutors so we would finish every day early enough
to explore the magnificent Italian surroundings. Renting a car allowed me to visit
more remote places, not easily accessible by public transport. However, time was too
short to allow the discovery of all the wonderful historic sites in the area; I had to
carefully choose what sparkled most my interest.
As part of the course, we visited the Tipografia Sivio Pellico, which was established
in 1697 and was once the printing press for the Seminari. Now open to visitors as a
museum, it displays different types of presses, from early to modern times.

Figure 44 : Visit to the printing museum, Tipografia Sivio
Pellico © The Montefiascone Project

Figure 45: Visit to the printing
museum, Tipografia Sivio Pellico

A short drive to the north of Montefiascone, Orvieto is located in Umbria, and is
famous for its wonderful and colourful cathedral, the Duomo. The construction of
this impressive Gothic cathedral started in 1290, and was erected in the honour of the
Assumption of the Virgin Mary. Orvieto is also famous for its Palace, the dwelling of
Saint Patrick, and its underground hidden city. I will certainly have to come back to
explore all the marvels Orvieto has to offer!
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Figure 46: Orvieto
Cathedral

Figure 47: Civita di Bagnoregio,the “dying city”

North of Montefiascone is the Civita di Bagnoregio, known as the “dying city”; built
on a promontory of volcanic tuff, the city foundations are slowly eroding and
crumbling. Founded by the Etruscans, Civita di Bagnoregio is now a protected
architectural Heritage site. The city is one of the most beautiful and dramatic sites I
had the chance to visit.

Figure 48: Visit to the Villa Lante and its
wonderful fountains

Figure 49: Home-made ice-cream in Montefiascone...
too many choices!

Heading south, the Villa Lante in Bagnaia is renowned for its gardens, cascades and
fountains, built in the Mannerist style. Erected for and by the Cardinal Gianfrancesco
Gambara, the villa and its gardens are divided in terraces. Starting at the top with the
“Deluge” fountain, where nature dominates, the water cascades down to the
“Fontana dei Mori” fountain, displaying order and manner, the victory of man over
Nature.
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As mentioned before, Montefiascone is itself rich of history, and one could easily
spend days wondering throughout the city, with a home-made ice-cream cone in
hand!
IV.5.

Exploring Rome and the Vatican

During my first two days in Italy, I tried to see as much as I could of Rome, the
Eternal city. Under a vibrant sun, I walked by the most famous sites, immersing
myself in thousands of years of history. Starting with Vatican city, Saint Peter’s
Basilica and the Castel Sant’Angelo, I carried on my visit stopping by the Roman
Forum and the Trajan column.

Figure 50: Saint Peter's Basilica, Vatican

Figure 51: Roman Forum

Figure 52: Rare bookshop near the Pantheon

Figure 53: Piazza Navona

My tour included the Trevi fountain, and the Pantheon, where it even rained for a few
minutes! I was also able to admire the Piazze del Popolo, di Spagna and Navonna,
and stop by rare bookshops on my way. Food has always been a staple in Italian
culture; fresh pasta and pizza were prepared under dozens of fascinated eyes
(including mine!). Really tasted like heaven!

Figure 54: Fresh pasta making!

Figure 55: Enjoying a traditional Italian dinner
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V.

Conclusion

Attending the Montefiascone Project has undoubtedly been a fantastic experience.
While practising my bookbinding skills in a beautiful historic environment, the
course allowed me to study the Ethiopic book structure and to understand the
possible conservation applications for these bindings.
Creating a book model plays an important
role in the conservator's work, as it allows
a better understanding of the mechanics of
the book, an essential point when returning
Figure 56: CUL Or 1876.4, Ethiopic binding
© Reproduced by kind permission of the
Syndics of Cambridge University Library

it to mechanical functionality.

Consequently I hope this will inform my preservation and conservation treatment
decisions when confronted to similar objects. These skills are also adaptable and
transferrable to structures other than the Ethiopic book, and I am looking forward to
putting my new knowledge into practice during my career.
I am planning to share my experience and newly acquired knowledge futher with
colleagues and the conservation community using various media, such as publishing
a blogpost, giving powerpoint presentations and re-creating another conservation
binding with some of my colleagues at Cambridge.
The course was also a wonderful opportunity to create new contacts and meet other
professionals from the conservation field and beyond, such as bookbinders,
librarians, students, and scientists. Sharing experiences throughout discussions
during and outside of the course was extremely enriching and widened my
experience.
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