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age of the book and, crucially, he does so by attending to a specific set of the book’s 
features—those he is sensitized to through his skill, the tools he has available and the 
agreed-on standards of bookbinding. The qualities of age, in this way, are not arbitrary, 
but entangled with the materials and embedded in the attendant practices.

In the next example, there are two further aspects of this crafting of age that appear 
equally consequential. First, as above, we see the influence of standardization on the 
selection of material, and, second, we find ad hoc devices that also participate in the 
binder’s engagements with age.

A small metal ring of cloth samples sits by Peter’s in-tray. Each sample has a number on the 
back that corresponds to a large roll of cloth stacked nearby. Peter picks up the ring and spreads 
out the samples on the bench. He asks which color ‘matches’ the cover of the second of two 
volumes. I point to a brown cloth, which Peter flips past, choosing instead a bright red. The first 
volume has already been repaired with bright red cloth. The original cloth on the second cover 
is relatively faded: a reddish-brown tone, light and fleshy around the edges. He raises the red 
sample up to the book spine such that the new cloth sits on top of the original. Peter pauses for 
a moment and, without lifting his eyes from the sample, turns to find the matching role from 
nearby shelves.

Here, Peter uses a ring of different sample fabrics (Figure 6a) to find a suitable match 
for the aged leather cover of a book. This ‘matching’ entails removing the swatch 
samples from the ring and then the use of the eye to contrast the book’s old cover 
with the supplier’s color palette (Figure 6c). Thus, the samples and the ring not only 
enable a handy way of making comparisons that is far less cumbersome than using 
the large rolls of cloth (Figure 6b) but also provide a standardized referent for fac-
tory-specific colors, one that shapes how the binder sees the original book cover’s 
color. In effect, the binder enlists particular devices in making judgments and then 
reproducing age.

So far we have seen that Peter and Sean bring their hands, tools, materials and skilled 
know-how to bear in the restoration of their books, and in doing so appear to apply a 
rather consistent notion of age. Although they may choose to emphasize one feature over 
another in any one binding job, they employ a broadly unified notion of the qualities of 
a book that can be worked to reproduce age. Indeed, it would be fair to argue that this is 

Figure 6.  (a) ring of cloth samples; (b) Sean and Peter next to cloth rack; (c) binders compare 
old and new cover cloths. © Photographs Daniela K Rosner and Alex S Taylor.
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one of the skills of their trade and what distinguishes their work from other bookbinders. 
However, attending to the work’s final product―the book―we are reminded that there 
can be significant variability in how the restoration of age is understood and, perhaps 
more importantly, how restoration can amount to fundamentally different ideas of age.

Exemplifying this are the reflections of one of Sean’s former customers. The cus-
tomer had taken two books to Sean and asked that each be repaired, but one with more 
care than the other:

Varnaz shows me the first of two books he had Sean and Peter repair. He tells me the cover 
boards are noticeably warped and shakes his head in disapproval. These are the original boards. 
I can also see the spine has been re-sewn but most other materials (covers, end pages, fly 
leaves) have been left intact. He pulls out the second book. ‘This book had already been with 
me for about 20 years’, he says and opens the book to his favorite piece. He observes that the 
page is naturally bookmarked by the creases along the spine and the mottling on the page 
reveals its heavy use. ‘I don’t know how he fixed the corner here’, he says with awe, pointing 
to a new piece of board and cover clothes. This second book is repaired similarly to the first: 
re-sewn and only partially re-covered. He then asks that I smell the books, describing the first 
as ‘stale’ and the second as ‘sweet’.

As Varnaz’s experience illustrates, not all customers are satisfied with the binders’ 
work—at least in part because not all books are the same. Varnaz’s first book, which 
documented the life of a distant ancestor, was a relatively rare 18th-century text that 
Varnaz bought from an online retailer. He had never read the book (though he hoped to 
read it someday) and had little attachment to its physical form. The second book was a 
common machine-bound book that contained musical scores from which Varnaz learned 
to play the piano. The book’s distinctive scent, which he called ‘sweet’ as he took in the 
smell, reminded him of the many years he used the book to play piano. The library label 
on the inside of the front cover disclosed the book’s origins: a school library book that 
Varnaz stole when he was 13. Not only had the book endured everyday use (Varnaz con-
tinued to play from the book daily), but it represented and embodied meaningful facets 
of his past. While this book was theoretically easy to find (copies can be bought online), 
in actuality it was difficult—indeed, impossible—to find again.

It is in Varnaz’s comment about the quality of Sean’s repair that we see multiple 
notions of age. Unaware of Varnaz’s relationship to these texts, Sean treated both books 
the same: he preserved as much of the deteriorating material as possible and, in doing so, 
retained likeness and contagion (Taussig, 1993) with the original book. Varnaz, by con-
trast, expected Sean to prolong the readability of the first book and extend the emotional 
appeal of the second—preserving the materially embedded nature of his memory and 
personal history. Varnaz’s relationship to the books challenged the appropriateness of 
Sean’s binding choices. Preserving the original covers meant something different for 
Sean than for Varnaz, just as aging materialized differently for both books.

The entanglements of age

The binding practices in Sean and Peter’s workshop raise several key issues for our 
understanding of book restoration and age. First, we see that ideas of age are crafted with 

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA BERKELEY LIB on November 29, 2012mcu.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://mcu.sagepub.com/


Rosner and Taylor	 417

the book. Age is not solely connected to the passage of time; rather, it also emerges 
through use and intervention. Further, we find this crafting of age a key element in restor-
ing a book; skill is applied to the process of aging, balancing time-honored technique 
with visual and tactile sensitivity. Next, we see the skill involved in producing age even 
with the application of standardized tools and materials. Industrially produced metal 
types and colored book cloths do not dictate material outcomes alone. Rather, these 
material resources are skillfully selected, employed and further manipulated through 
arrangement, agitation and staining. We also see that these forms of aging are not just a 
matter of reproducing the visual and tactile sensation of wear. There is also an anticipa-
tion of how the book will continue to perform as a readable text, as an evocative object 
and as an embodiment of past and future object practices. Lastly, we find that only cer-
tain notions of age are being attended to in these processes—that in the making of age, 
material choices entail certain commitments to authenticity while resisting others.

While notions of age have long been of interest to scholars of material culture, the 
perspective we present invites what seem to us to be some unaddressed yet important 
questions. One broad question is in what ways should age, and its crafting, be seen as 
an empirical concern vis-à-vis material and, for that matter, social practice? Also, what 
matters should be investigated to better understand the material making of age? And 
how, exactly, might an examination of age in these terms offer a more thorough under-
standing of underdeveloped concepts like the authenticity of antiquarian books? In 
closing, we want to elaborate on how the work described here offers a starting point for 
accommodating such questions. Moving beyond a view of cultural production as either 
a social endeavour on the one hand or a material one on the other, we want to suggest 
our work presents aging as something relationally enacted (Law, 2008). That is, it 
offers a way to examine the ongoing and mutually constitutive roles of both the mate-
rial and social in the production of age. Not unlike Ingold’s (2006) description of saw-
ing a plank of wood, such an understanding of age is seen as something that comes into 
being through the unfolding use of materials and tools, and the ways these uses are 
interwoven with know-how and the specific situational demands faced. Thus, in the 
remainder of this article, our aim is to draw out the ways that our work offers a frame 
that resists ideas of aging as separate from human enterprise and materially bound 
practices, and instead treats it as actively produced and surfacing contingencies 
between skills, tools, materials, preferences and competencies—echoing Ingold’s pro-
cessional quality of tooling.3

To further ground what we see as our contribution, let us return one last time to the 
bindery. In this final example, we find Peter attempting to match a book’s new blue 
leather cover with the original (Figure 7).

Peter dabs the new cover for a book with brown stain. He moves the cotton across each side of 
the book in a quick horizontal motion. He waits for it to seal and then rubs another cotton ball 
full of an ammonia-based cream to clean off the stain. The result is an uneven blue. The stain 
darkens rather than coats the cover. The layers of stain create a similar effect to the layers of age 
on the original.

Here, deciding on a color is a process of careful layering rather than blithe judgment. 
Looking between old and new covers, Peter inspects traces of the ‘original’ and 
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familiarizes himself with their color, texture and tone and then works on the new leather. 
The characteristics of age are not the only material of relevance, however. Again, at issue 
is how these characteristics will age in years to come. Through iterative assessment, 
Peter attempts to work the leather in such a way that will both simulate the current age of 
the book as well as its future aging.

With this future in mind, Peter grabs a small rounded brush and a container of Kucel G with 
20% industrial methylated spirits. ‘It holds [the book] in suspension and doesn't stain leather’, 
he says. Peter dips the brush into the liquid and applies it to the inside corners of the front cover. 
With two strokes the corners are dampened, darkening in color.

This example shows age coming into being through the progressive stages of stain-
ing and sealing. Notably, neither Peter nor the brushes or stains ascribe a pre-determined 
age to the book’s cover. Despite being used hundreds if not thousands of times for the 
same purpose, the tools are reapplied for the job at hand, in each and every case. The 
age does not precede the process; it is embedded in it, bound up with each element 
being brought to bear in aging the blue cover. Age is enacted, if you will, through the 
shifting relations—the ‘intra-action’ (Barad, 2007)—between Peter’s hands, the 
brushes, the stain, the methylated spirits and, of course, the book itself. Moreover, 
there are the broader conditions in which this vignette is situated: the social and mate-
rial organization of the workshop, the collection this individual book is part of, the 
client, and so on.

Also apparent, again, are the necessary engagements with wear. Peter identifies the 
wear, or traces of use, placed on the book due to the exposure of light. While re-working 
the cover, however, his energies are not directed towards reproducing the color of the 
book as it is. The restoration, instead, is designed to match an aging color corresponding 
to its original shade of blue (found on the inside cover). Peter removes the look of wear 
(traces of use) and reproduces the look of decay (traces of time). In doing so, he erases 
particular practices and preserves others. Moreover, Peter applies his trained eye to the 
future, imagining how the new cover will conform to the wear one would expect of an 
old book. We thus find the traces of time and use—decay and wear—to be qualities that 
are repeatedly present in the making of age. They are, as a matter of course, worked with 
and on in the material production of the book’s age.

Figure 7.  (a) Peter rubs stain on a book cover; (b) old and newly stained books; (c) Peter rubs 
methylated spirits to remove stains; (d) newly ‘aged’ book. © Photographs Daniela K Rosner and 
Alex S Taylor.
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Age, then, in Peter’s skilled work is not a prefigured quality of a material, something 
specifiable to be reproduced through restoration. Rather, aging, played out partly in the 
tensions between decay and wear, emerges through ‘sociomaterial entanglements’ 
(Orlikowski, 2007), entanglements between binder and tools, customer and materials 
and, eventually, book and customer. Through this understanding, the features of age 
might be best characterized not by their substance or form, but by the ‘outcome of their 
interconnections’ (Whitehead, 1933, in Brown and Duguid, 1994: 7). In short, age and 
the processes of aging a book reside at the ever-shifting interface of human, tool and 
practice.

The broad point we wish to make in closing is that, by attending to the entanglements, 
the enacted relations of ‘human and material agency’, we find a means of interrogating the 
making of age. To further unpack this, we believe two aspects of such a perspective offer 
help. First, age is found not to be something objectively determined by the enduring fea-
tures of a material or using a standardized system of measurement; nor for that matter is it 
a product achieved and settled on by human work and skill. Rather, age is understood to 
be a quality-in-action, entangled in particular trajectories of handwork, tool use, know-
how, skill, standards and, more generally, practice; integral to these ongoing processes are 
social and material relations that shift qualities such as decay and use either into or out of 
focus. Second, the perspective avoids the simple bifurcation of the social and the material 
(Suchman, 2007). A material’s age, and specifically an antiquarian book’s age, is seen as 
subject to unfolding tensions and contingencies. This suggests that no special emphasis be 
given to the material, on the one hand, or the social, on the other, and instead an empirical 
engagement promoted that recognizes the importance of the ever-shifting relations.

Conclusion

We have aimed in this article to demonstrate how hand and tool work in book restoration 
are entwined with ideas of age. Our perspective has foregrounded the lively entangle-
ments between binder and book, material and tool, binding and text, and revealed them 
to be basic constituents of book restoration. As we have said, this avoids enforcing a 
separation between the social and material features of restoration, and also the privileg-
ing of one over the other. Instead, the qualities of the bound book—qualities such as 
age—are treated as emergent or enacted through ongoing relations; the unit of analysis 
is the sociomaterial, the intermingling between human, material and practice. Orlikowski 
(2007: 1438) expresses this, cogently:

We have tended to speak of humans and technology as mutually shaping each other, recognizing 
that each is changed by its interaction with the other, but maintaining, nevertheless, their 
ontological separation. In contrast, the notion of constitutive entanglement presumes that there 
are no independently existing entities with inherent characteristics (Barad, 2003: 816). Humans 
are constituted through relations of materiality—bodies, clothes, food, devices, tools, which, in 
turn, are produced through human practices. The distinction of humans and artifacts, on this 
view, is analytical only; these entities relationally entail or enact each other in practice.

As we leave the binding workshop, we hope to offer a useful orientation for reconsid-
ering qualities such as authenticity and the book. For instance, what counts as authentic 
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is thrown into doubt when we consider that age is worked into an antiquarian book. If 
particular aspects of a book’s age can be purposefully ignored, actively preserved, 
repaired with the future in mind and so on, then what, exactly, should be identified as 
valued or authentic? Is it the book itself, the material, the workmanship, or some com-
bined configuration of each? The likelihood is that, as with age, authenticity is a crafted 
quality assembled and continually shifting through a network of relations, much as Jones 
(2010) suggests. The insights into age developed here, however, serve to expand this still 
further. We begin to see in concrete terms how ideas like authenticity can unravel.

We find an equally important set of questions being raised about the development of 
craft skills. Encountering the book through its material history—handling the traces of 
time and wear on and in the book—the binders find themselves curating what has been 
left behind. Yet this curation can entail several forms of generative work. They can 
choose to restore the book as if it was first bound (e.g. with 18th-century techniques and 
materials), as if it was fist bound and left to age (e.g., an 18th-century book left on a shelf 
for 200 years), or as if it was bound and worn through use (e.g. an 18th-century book 
used for 200 years). Approaching the book as an opportunity (and responsibility) for 
modern intervention, the binder’s work involves the continual readjustment, arrange-
ment and displacement of old and anticipated material elements (see e.g. Figure 8). If the 
quality of workmanship is based on fluid histories and ‘prophesies’, how is (social) value 
assigned? How can it be attributed to one type of material or skill? More centrally, how 
can the tacit knowledge of restoration be separated from the social conditions in which it 
unfolds? It seems the antiquarian status of the book develops as part of balancing ideas 
of age, as understood through the book’s symbolic form, and aging, as understood 
through the assembly of social and material conditions over time.

Figure 8.  Re-sewn 18th-century book prepared for ‘re-backing’. © Photograph Daniela K 
Rosner and Alex S Taylor.
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Finally, we cannot avoid turning to the contents of books. Just as designers tend to dis-
cuss a product’s intended meaning or function separately from its aesthetics or form, so do 
book scholars treat the text as content separate from its container, the printed page (Price  
et al., 1996). Such distinctions between form and function, content and container, immate-
rial and material, echo longstanding debates about mind versus matter (Lyotard, 1988) and 
the ‘dualistic assumptions’ they entail for the book, in particular (Duguid, 1996: 78). 
Returning to the sociomaterial entanglements with restoration, yet more evidence arises for 
the problems of such separations and binaries. Value is assigned to original sources, for they 
are where the content originated but, as we have seen, original or authentic here are in a state 
of flux; value and authenticity are entangled in bookbinding practice, in the handwork and 
material skill of the craftsman, and bound to the crafting of age. It is through these assem-
blies and reassemblies that we find a diversity of binding practices that trouble and extend 
the codex. Though much has been made—theoretically and practically—of the interaction 
between books and the text they hold, this study of aging suggests that we revisit these prac-
tices, and their evolving entanglements, as they extend into the modern world.
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Notes

1.	 Also see Adorno’s (2003: 6) views on the ‘jargon’ of authenticity, which he uses to critique 
Heidegger.

2.	 Foucault (1977) similarly problematizes the status of the author and the author’s individuality 
to identify the ‘author function’—how authorship is produced as a ‘mode of existence, circu-
lation, and functioning of discourses within a society’ (p. 228). By suggesting that different 
kinds of discourse entail different commitments and relations to the author, he acknowledges 
the recent invention of authorship as coupled with claims to originality and legal authority. 
While physical evidence of originality has remained of interest to a range of scholars, from 
archeologists to historians, considerations of authorship have been a pervasive but under-the-
orized topic among studies of material culture. Here the book is taken as original in relation 
to the binder’s interactions with it, heeding Foucault’s warning against an assumed ‘orginator’ 
and the role of the ‘author function’ (p. 299).

3.	 This has close ties with the discussion of Shove et al. (2005: 1) about value.
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