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1. Introduction  

My name is David Plummer, I am thirty-three years old and I was born in Wales and 

raised in the Welsh Marches. With the support of the Anna Plowden Trust and the Dr 

Robin Barnard Scholarship, I am currently studying for a Postgraduate Diploma in 

the Conservation of Books and Library Materials at West Dean College, UK.  

 

Fig. 1 West Dean College, U.K 

Prior to this I completed the Chemistry for Conservators - a four month 

correspondence course run by International Academic Projects, 2016. In August 

2016 I took part in the Montefiascone Conservation Project in Italy. The course 

focused on the late Carolingian binding structure of a manuscript held at Canterbury 

Cathedral library archive, written and bound in Canterbury in the late eleventh 
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century. Studying their work first hand in the intimate setting of the priest’s seminary 

was inspiring. In 2017 I obtained a Graduate Diploma in the Conservation of Books 

and Library Materials from West Dean College. Shortly after, I worked on the Upper 

Library Rare Books Cleaning Project at Queen’s College, Oxford, in 2017. 

I heard about the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship from a colleague, who was 

awarded a grant to attend a week-long workshop on Ethiopic bindings in 

Montefiascone in 2017. Following her advice, I decided to apply myself, with the 

hope of expanding my interest in the conservation of Islamic manuscripts.  

My interest in Islamic cultures began at an early age. I grew up listening to stories of 

my grandparent’s life in India and their travels that had taken them across Turkey, 

Iran, Afghanistan and beyond. After I obtained the Reginald Salisbury Travel award, 

I made a number of journeys as a photographer to the Middle East. It was in Istanbul, 

with its unique manuscript collection that my interest in Islamic book structures was 

raised. 

2. Study Trip 

My ambition is to work on Middle Eastern manuscript collections within a museum 

environment. Unfortunately, book conservation students who are interested in 

Islamic manuscripts currently face significant obstacles in order to get proper 

training because educational opportunities in Europe are largely directed towards the 

conservation of western manuscripts.  

Fortunately, the Leiden University conservation department organises placements to 

offer much needed training to persons working with Islamic manuscripts. Under the 

tutelage of the conservator Dr Karin Scheper, I was tasked with adapting treatments 
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and recommendations to best suit the needs of the object and its journey. I also learnt 

about the strengths and functionality of this non-western bookbinding method. In 

doing so, I was able to appreciate the workings and potential problem areas of 

Islamic books in my care. The Leiden workshop is a small one. So I expected high 

tutor: student ratio. Working in the conservation department at university library 

provided me with an opportunity to train in Islamic book conservation, in an English 

speaking environment. Conservation student’s benefit from the University library’s 

strong connections to the heritage community, joint learning and collaboration across 

the disciplines, giving me the chance to expand on previous experience and training 

in the setting of dedicated conservators and interns alike.  

3. Costs  

The total cost of my trip was £ 1,769. I was very fortunate to be awarded £1,500 by 

the Zibby Garnett Travel Fellowship, which helped me to cover my travel, 

accommodation and day-to-day expenses, but also allowed me to extend my trip and 

visit a spectacular chained library in the small town of Zutphen (located in the 

eastern part of the Netherlands). 

4. Report: Zibby Garnett Fellowship 2018 

4.1. University of Leiden Library 

The Oriental collections of the Leiden University contain 6,000 Middle Eastern 

manuscripts. The Middle Eastern collection houses the largest acquisition of the 

entire Oriental collections. This is the collection of 1,000 manuscripts inherited from 

Levinus Warner (d. 1665), after whom the collection is sometimes referred to as 

Legatum Warnerianum, ‘Warner’s Bequest’. Levinus Warner started out as a student 

of oriental languages at Leiden. He then moved to Istanbul and lived there from 1645 
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until the end of his life, first as secretary and translator to a trading Dutch resident, 

Nicolas Ghisbrechti, and his life as a diplomat afterwards. Throughout his consular 

work, he never lost his bookish interest and formed a large personal collection 

including works on poetry, history, theology, medicine, and folk literature. The 

acquisitions of the library continued throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, mostly through the library’s purchases of individual collections or the 

bequests of individual benefactors As a result, the university library provides a rare 

resource for conservators and book historians.  

 

Fig. 2 Leiden University Library in 1610. 

Conservation at the University of Leiden is part of special collections, and the 

workshop is housed in the main University Library in Leiden. My mentor, Dr Karin 

Scheper was trained as a Book and Paper conservator in Amsterdam. After 

graduation in 1995 she worked at the Municipal Archives in Amsterdam and in a 
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private workshop, before she set up the conservation workshop at the University 

Library of Leiden in 2000. Working with the University's internationally well-known 

Oriental collections, she focused on the materiality of manuscripts from the Islamic 

world. She completed her PhD (The Islamic Bookbinding Tradition. A Book 

Archaeological Study) in 2014. For this research into the developments of Islamic 

book structures she received a scholarly award: the De la Courtprijs (2017). 

 

Fig. 3 Dr Karin Scheper at the University of Leiden conservation department 

4.2. Conservation of Islamic Manuscripts  

During my time in Leiden I worked on the Yemeni manuscript Or. 2696. The 

manuscript dates from c. 959/1543. It contains a number of poems in praise, or in 

mourning, of many prophets, saints and others in Arabic (naskh) script. It also 

contains poetry in praise of books. This manuscript, measuring 209 x 164 x 20mm, is 

one of the texts that Leiden University are digitising to preserve the Zaydi 

manuscript culture, a joint project, initiated by the Institute for Advanced Study in 
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partnership with the Hill Museum & Manuscript Library (HMML) in Minnesota 

(Schmidke et al, 2017, pp. 103-105).  

Manuscript Or. 2696 is one of sixty manuscripts which were collected by Cornelis 

Adriaanse (1896–1964), Dutch consul in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. In the 1930’s he 

travelled several times to Yemen to negotiate a treaty of friendship and cooperation 

with the ruling Imam al-Mutawakkil Yahya. From these travels three photo albums 

have been preserved, which provide an attractive image of a country that was – and 

still is – largely unknown (UBL Or. 26.373–26.375). 

Manuscript Or. 2696 (Witkam, 1987) draws on a tradition of partial leather bindings, 

in which thin strips of black leather were used in places where strength and 

flexibility was crucial, such as the spine cover, all joints, the fore-edge flap and the 

edges of the boards (Scheper, 2015, pp. 316-318). However, in Or. 2696 (Witkam, 

1987), the binding is more austere, as no leather strips were attached to the edges of 

the boards at the head and tail or to the envelop flap. In places where the materials 

were less vulnerable to wear and tear, such as the central panels on the boards, 

coloured paper sufficed.  
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Fig. 4 Manuscript Or. 2696, Leiden. Before treatment.  

Covering the inner surface of the book boards are doublures in cream paper, with 

annotations in black carbon ink (Deroche, 2015, p. 113) and orangeish red lead ink 

(Deroche, 2015, p. 128). The manuscript was sewn on two stations, using an 

unsupported sewing technique, with dark brown khaki thread. The thread is coarse in 

structure and is probably made of linen. There is evidence from now empty holes 

along the inner-margin, that the bifolia within each gathering were originally held 

together by stitching. The threads of the secondary endband sewing have not 

survived, and the tie downs have deteriorated. The beige tightly-woven textile spine 

lining is coarse in structure and thick. The spine-lining was as long as the textblock 

spine was high but wider on both sides, so that the protruding edges could be used to 

attach the boards still more securely to the bookblock. When received, the leather at 

the head and tail of the spine had been lost altogether, the textile spine lining had 

become partly detached and some sewing thread had broken. Due to the deterioration 

of the sewing thread and tiedowns, some of the gatherings had become loose. 
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Fig. 5 Detail from manuscript Or. 2696, Leiden. When received, the leather at the head and tail of the 

spine had been lost altogether. 

Building on from the idea that the bookblock was unstable, this section illustrates 

that, in conservation practice, the endbands function as a stabilising component can 

be utilised in interventive treatments. Since the primary endband is crucial for a 

manuscript's structural stability, it is one of the most important parts of its 

composition (Adam, 2003, p. 26). For that reason, a whole set of new tiedowns can 

serve to secure the loose gatherings and restore the coherence of the badly damaged 

bookblock (Deroche, 2005, p. 276). Using the primary endband structure as a means 

to improve the condition of the manuscript also offers an important additional 

advantage. The intervention is often far less extreme than many other treatment 

options, since it does not require disbanding, the removal of old adhesives, or the 
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repair of the spine folds of the gatherings, which result in exactly what Nicholas 

Pickwoad warns us about: the disturbance or even total loss of historic evidence in 

the materiality. (Pickwoad, 1999, pp. 97-106). 

 

Fig. 6 Detail from manuscript Or. 2696, Leiden. Sewing the secondary endbands. 

In this context, the original bookblock sewing can be left untouched and in place, 

even when much of the thread is slack or broken – those threads maybe secured in 

place with small pieces of Japanese paper and wheat starch paste. The strength of 

such an approach is that interventive treatments, such as resewing the bookblock, 

would have erased valuable information about its history. This supports the notion 

that the value of  Ms Or. 2696 (Witkam, 1987) is in its historic purpose and therefore 
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in its materiality, it is clear: it is not the functionality it has now, even apart from the 

sometimes fragile condition, but the material characteristics. Moreover, these 

provide clues as to its historic purpose, witness to usage, aesthetics and level of 

craftsmanship, which is what researchers need, what improves our understanding of 

manuscripts and that is why our decision-making should reflect the need to preserve 

it (Pickwoad, 2011, p. 97-105). 

 

Fig. 7 Detail from manuscript Or. 2696, Leiden. Repairs made to the tail of the manuscript with 

leather shavings laminated with toned Japanese paper.  

One aspect which illustrates that manuscripts should ideally be preserved in as 

authentic a state as possible, can be identified in board attachment problems and 

solutions. For this reason, Scheper encouraged me to work on Manuscript Or. 1166 

(Witkam, 1987), which illustrates such preservation issues. When received, the 

manuscript was composed of two gatherings collected inside a pinkish-red alum-

tawed skin cover, over pasteboard; with blind tooling on boards. The alum-tawed 

skin has been folded around the head, tail and fore-edges of the pasteboards to create 
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turn-ins. Almond shaped medallion at the centre of the boards. The bookblock is 

composed of Western watermarked paper.  

 

Fig. 8 Manuscript Or. 1166, Leiden. Before treatment.  

The paper has not been burnished. Due to the deterioration of the adhesive the textile 

spine-lining had become detached and some sewing thread had broken. In 

conservation practice, the spine-lining's function as a stabilising component can be 

used in interventive treatments. The conservation treatment began with a thin layer 

of Japanese paper that was applied to the spine of the bookblock with wheat starch 

paste. Next, the boards were re-attached to the bookblock by attaching the original 

textile spine lining with a dry wheat starch paste. From an historical point of view, a 

new spine-lining would not add anything: it is clear that based on surviving 

examples and contemporary written accounts one can learn where the textile was 

made, when and for whom (Vogelsang-Eastwood, 2010, pp. 23-35). For conservators 

of these objects it is crucial to recognise such material characteristics when 
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examining decision-making processes for repairing Islamic manuscripts. Finally, 

Islamic binders were aware that in combination, the spine-lining and the primary 

endband formed a stable and durable construction (Scheper, 2015, p. 372). However, 

due to the absence of endbands, tackets were added to hold the spine to the 

bookblock and to reinforce the damaged sewing. On reflection, there is clearly the 

consciousness of keeping the intervention compatible with or close to the original 

structure, and still the inclination to change things. However, in hindsight one would 

question the decision-making process for the necessity to aim for an increase in 

strength for manuscripts now kept under museum conditions, or those used 

periodically in libraries. 

 

Fig. 9 Manuscript Or. 1166, Leiden. After treatment.  

To further understand the importance of the physicality of the book as an artefact 

rather than a vessel of text (Szirmia, 1999) this section explores the idea that when 

the object has meaning in more than one society, it becomes important to understand 
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the philosophical nature of the artefact in those cultures before carrying out a 

conservation treatment (Rivers, 2005, p. 1084). For instance, one of the distinctive 

features of quite a lot of these manuscripts is old repairs, often clearly not carried out 

by professionals. Or. 127 (Witkam, 1987), is an example with old repairs, which 

'attest to the value accorded this handwritten material, which was not easily replaced, 

partly because printing came into use only very recently compared to our western 

printing history' (Scheper, 2011, p. 161). As a result, objects are increasingly seen by 

conservators and curators at the University of Leiden to reflect symbolic aspects of a 

culture that made and used them (Munoz Vinas, 2005, p. 30).  

 

Fig. 10 Manuscript Or. 127, Leiden. Old repairs.  

As an example, the following quotation could be cited as representative of this 

viewpoint. The Nara Document on Authenticity declares 

Conservation of cultural heritage in all its forms and historical periods is rooted in the values 

attributed to then heritage. Our ability to understand these values depends, in part, on the 
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degree to which information sources about these values may be understood as credible or 

useful (ICOMOS).  

In this context, every object that comes before the conservator necessitates careful 

consideration; taking the above into consideration one can acknowledge the part that 

such repairs may play in establishing the history of individual manuscripts 

(Pickwoad, 2011, p. 119). A closer examination revealed there had been virtually no 

interference with the original material of the binding, all of which remain in place 

under the repair leather. Furthermore, the evidence suggests that these repairs did not 

damage the manuscript at all; however, some part of the treatment consisted of 

preserving this element. For that reason, the leather was strengthened and pasted 

back onto the binding. 

4.3. Surveying Islamic Slipcases  

During my time at the University of Leiden Library it was agreed that I would carry 

out a pilot study to provide precise descriptions on Islamic slipcases at the University 

of Leiden Library. Islamic slipcases are an ‘enclosure with an opening at one end 

into which a manuscript was slipped for protection and to facilitate safe transport. 

The opening is then closed by a flap on the box’ (Scheper and Hepworth). Islamic 

slipcases as historical artefacts have been ignored so far in (art) historical studies and 

conservation programmes. The earliest illustration of an Islamic slipcases is a 

magnificent western engraving of Islamic slipcases with books laying around and a 

Ottoman library interior which can be found in the late-eighteenth-century ‘Tableau 

general de l’Empire Othoman’, Paris, 1788-1820, by Ignatius Mouradgea d’Ohsson, 

an Armenian dragoman in the services of Sweden, 1740-1807.  
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Fig. 11 d’Ohsson, 1788-1820, Vol 1, pl. 39 

Given the non-professional interest of d’Ohsson (1788-1820) in bookbinding, it is 

not surprising that actual Islamic slipcases are not discussed within the text. 

However, the engraving illustrates the flaps that roughly correspond in shape to the 

fore-edge flap and envelope flap on the manuscript binding; the ribbon for removing 

the manuscripts; and the folds in the edges of the slipcase (d’Ohsson, 1788-1820). 

Although the challenge of coming up with a way of estimating their date of 

manufacture will be great, it certainly seems possible that (as a structural type) they 

may be older than the 18th/19th century (Arnold & Grohmann, 1929, p. 32). 

Furthermore, the number of slipcases in this engraving is certainly above average in 

current collections (Merlet, 2013, pp. 24-25). Indeed, one wonders whether they 

were more common, earlier on, and whether slipcases got disposed of much more 

often than damaged bindings. 
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 For example, An early description of a satchel-type case, is found in the account of 

al-Ishbili, Kitab al-taysir fi sina'at al- tasfir (The Book of Facilitation in the Craft of 

Bookbinding). He called it a قراب qirrāb (pl. ‘aqrāb) in Arabic, a word that also 

means a “scabbard” or “sheath”, but also means “casing” and “housing” or “box”. 

Have you considered discussing book satchels? Today, the word now frequently 

used for a slipcase is a محفظة miḥfaẓa (pl. miḥfaẓāt), which literally means 

“something protective/offering protection). Today, this same word is commonly used 

today for a modern wallet. An example of this would possibly be an Andalusian style 

satchel, held in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, thought to date to the latter 15th 

century.  

 

Fig. 12 04.3.458, Metropolitan Museum of Art 

There are also depictions of books with slip cases or satchels in a number of Persian 

miniatures by Bihzad. For example, an illustration of a school scene from the Gulistan 

https://www.almaany.com/en/dict/ar-en/%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A8/
https://www.almaany.com/en/dict/ar-en/%D9%85%D8%AD%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A9/
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of Sa’di in the Art & History Trust collection (fol. 55r) completed in 1486. The 

illustration clearly depicts a three-dimensional book resting atop of what is possibly a 

collapsed slip-case, a type in which only the walls, but not the corners, of the box are 

covered, so it can collapse flat. 

 

Fig. 13 Detail from Gulistan of Sa’di in the Art & History Trust collection (fol. 55r) 

Another 19th century engraving, in ‘Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians’, 

1833-1835, Edward William Lane, also includes an illustration of writing materials 

with Islamic slipcases laying around (Lane, 1836, p. 211). Lanes (1836, p. 211) 

engraving shows a strip of leather fixed onto the envelop flap of the slipcase. This is 
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in contrast to d’Ohsson’s (1788-1820) engraving of the slipcases that features a ribbon 

inside, to pull the manuscript out.  

                         

Fig. 14 Detail from Lane, 1836, p. 212 

The evidence highlights that in some areas such as Cairo and Istanbul, slipcases were 

made using different techniques. However another angle on this debate suggests that 

slipcases that feature a ribbon inside were reserved for more valuable volumes 

(Rogers, 1860, p. 115). Although the evidence is tentative, the knowledge that the 

system of strips used for the slipcases may vary in structural type as a result of 

differences in regional practices leads to the understanding that they form one of the 

features that can provide clues to better ascertain where the slipcase was originally 

made. For conservators of Islamic bindings it is crucial to understand how the specific 

system of strips was made when they need to stabilise or reconstruct it. Lane’s (1836, 

p. 211) brief introduction to materials may leave the intended reader confused as it 

fails to go beyond the observation that slipcases are made of leather and pasteboard. 
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Similarly, Duncan Haldane (1983, p. 173) writing in ‘Islamic Bindings’ only refers to 

materials which play a part in the development and decoration of Islamic slipcases.  

As stated previously, the pilot study was designed to contain concrete and visible facts 

about the structure and material of each slipcase, in order to generate objective and 

consistent descriptions and allow for cross searches and comparison. The description 

of the physical make-up of the slipcase has been combined with the condition of the 

slipcase.  

Given the abuse that many still extant slipcases have clearly endured, it is certainly 

probable that they may have been disposed of and replaced with some frequency, 

which makes the history of their development so uncertain (Arnold & Grohmann, 

1929, p. 32). The main point is that no one, to my knowledge, has done a thorough 

search of major museums or libraries to assess their physical characteristics and 

condition and their relation to the manuscript they protect.  

 

Fig. 15 Islamic slipcase Or. 14. 204 a-b, Leiden 
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Although the evidence is tentative, from my small study, it would appear that most 

slipcases appear to be made of pasteboard covered with leather and/or paper on the 

two surfaces that correspond to the front and back boards of the manuscript, and on 

the flaps that roughly correspond in shape to the fore-edge flap and envelope flap on 

the manuscript binding. The other edges of the slipcase, corresponding to the spine 

and fore-edge of the manuscript, as well as the bottom of the slipcase are only leather 

and hence collapsible (Gacek, 2009, pp. 49-50).  

The most common form of damage is the incorrect use of this ribbon, since the strain 

of pulling it out without using the strip (because it is broken) has resulted in tears and 

damages to the slipcase. Furthermore, these structures can cause quite a bit of 

damage (abrasion, notably) to the manuscript binding itself getting it into and out of 

the slipcase (Russo, 2015, pp. 59-61).    

After completing the survey, Scheper reminded me of the importance of active 

observation, and the dangers associated with conservation treatments. Even minor 

interventions have the potential to obscure or destroy evidence of how a manuscript 

or in this case a slipcase was made. As such, no treatment decision is simple, and 

restraint has immense value. 
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Fig. 16 Islamic slipcase Or. 865 c24, Leiden. The strain of pulling it out without using the strip 

(because it is broken) has resulted in tears and damages to the slipcase. 

Building on from the idea that slipcases as historical artefacts have been ignored so far 

in (art) historical studies and conservation programmes, I have been invited back to 

Leiden in January, 2019 to complete a larger survey of the slipcases for my MA thesis 

at West Dean College. The aim of this study is to, first, gain further understanding of 

the physical characteristics and making of these objects, second, their relationship (or 

lack thereof) to the manuscript they protect and, third, possible existing conservation 

strategies. This research will be conducted as follows: First: physical assessment of 

slipcases in the Leiden collection, and second: sending questionnaires to diverse 

institutions with Islamic manuscript holdings to enquire after physical characteristics 

of the slipcases, the possible relationship with the manuscripts and regarded value as 

an artefact, and condition issues and preservation strategy. The strength of such an 

approach is that when the object has meaning in more than one society, it becomes 

important to understand the philosophical nature of that object in those cultures before 
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carrying out conservation treatments (Rivers, 2005, p. 1084). Finally it focuses on 

examining decision-making processes for repairing Islamic slipcases and how this 

affects the disturbance or even total loss of historic evidence in the materiality 

((Pickwoad, 1999, pp. 97-106). Even though complicated, a decision making model 

forces one to think of/include all relevant treatment options, which identify with the 

objects values.   

4.4.Exhibition Preparation and Installation  

Some of the first work I did at the University of Leiden workshop was in preparation 

for an exhibition at the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague. The exhibition ‘Splendour 

and Bliss: Arts from the Islamic world’, explored the different kinds of ornamentation, 

from calligraphy to arabesque, and meticulous craftsmanship that characterise the arts 

of the Islamic world.  

 

Fig. 16 Installation of Islamic manuscripts at the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague 
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The show examines a range of ancient craft techniques, including glass blowing and 

rug making, and explores the histories of patronage and trade to which these objects 

relate. Numerous manuscripts from the collection at Leiden were loaned to the 

museum for the exhibition. I assisted Dr Karin Scheper in preparing these for display. 

This included making supports, and wrapping and crating the manuscripts for 

transport. I also travelled to the Hague with Dr Karin Scheper, where we installed the 

manuscripts together.  

 

Fig. 17 Dr Karin Scheper installing Islamic manuscripts at the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague 

 

4.5.External visits 

During my stay in Leiden, sometime was reserved for visits to libraries and 

conservation departments. These visits were enormously enriching, and gave me a 

broader picture of the kinds of work currently happening in conservation and related 



Zibby Garnett Scholars Report 2018 by David Plummer 

26 
 

fields within the Netherlands. They included a visit to the Bibliotheca Thysiana, a 17th 

century library of the Dutch jurist Johannes Thysius (1622-1653).  

 

Fig. 18 Bibliotheca Thysiana, Leiden 

Visiting the Thysiana was a rare opportunity to see an intact 17th century Dutch library, 

organised and housed more or less as it was originally conceived. The visit inspired a 

debate about the unique problems associated with the care of parchment collections in 

historic house setting.  I also had the chance to visit the conservation department at the 

Rijksmuseum. We toured areas used for treatment and looked at Indian drawings from 

the Rijksmuseum collection with the paper conservator Amelie Couvrat Desvergnes. 

For me, this was a great insight into their production, their purpose and their 

significance. In 2016 I had the pleasure of volunteering at the chained Library of 

Hereford cathedral.  
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Fig. 19 Chained library, Church of St Walburga, Zutphen 

So it was of great interest when we visited a spectacular chained library in the small 

town of Zutphen (located in the eastern part of the Netherlands). Built in 1564 as part 

of the church of St Walburga, it is one of only five chained libraries in the world that 

survive ‘intact’—that is, complete with the original books, chains, rods, and furniture. 

The chaining of books was the most widespread and effective security system in 

European libraries from the middle ages to the 18th century.  

5. Conclusion  

My placement at the University of Leiden conservation department was deeply 

rewarding. During my time in Leiden I examined conservation ethics and decision-

making processes for repairing Islamic manuscripts at the University library. I was 

fortunate to have had the opportunity to work and study under the tutelage of such a 
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distinguished leader in the field of Islamic manuscripts and book structures. Finally, it 

has taught me the need for the preservation of original structures and materials, 

professional guidelines, ethical ones, and the need for conservators to be more flexible 

in their approach to treatments if conservators are to ensure the long term survival of 

the tangible and intangible elements of manuscripts.  

6. Special thanks to:  

Karin Scheper, Arnoud Vrolijk, Femke Prinsen, Jake Benson, the entire University of 

Leiden Library staff and the Zibby Garnett trustees.  
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