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Fig. 1.   
A stab-stiched 
prayerbook showing 
‘hybrid’ features.

THE ‘POTHI SEVA’ ENDBAND
AN ENDBAND DEVELOPED FOR USE ON ISLAMICATE  
BINDINGS OF THE SIKH TRADITION

by Jasdip Singh Dhillon

INTRODUCTION
The historical development and mechanical 
behaviour of endband structures remains a 
neglected topic, despite their usefulness in 
enabling the bookbinder to stabilize and 
strengthen a book from the outside without 
the need for re-sewing.

My interest in endbands began with my 
work as a conservator at Pothi Seva, an 
organization based at the Singh Sabha 
Gurdwara (Sikh Temple) in Southall, west 
London. Pothi Seva, which means ‘serving 
the book’, is dedicated to the repair and 
conservation of printed prayerbooks and 
manuscripts at a community level. It also 
runs regular papermaking sessions and 
produces papers for use in repairs as well 
as for artistic projects.

Historically, Sikh prayerbooks were 
bound by Muslim bookbinders in the 
Islamicate style. But, following the complete 

decline of traditional bookbinding in India 
during the colonial period, they have 
been bound in a hybrid mixture of modern 
western case binding with some traditional 
features such as fore-edge flaps and covers 
directly adhered to the spine. The large 
stab-stitched prayerbook in Fig. 1 is an 
example of this kind of binding. It has 
the western features of squares, marbled 
edges, and a western-style endband with a 
front bead. However  it also has a fore-
edge flap and the flat-spined cuboid shape 
typical of Islamicate bindings.

At Pothi Seva we found that the poor 
materials used in modern prayerbooks often 
resulted in weak, easily damaged structures. 
Lacking the time and resources to completely 
guard and re-sew prayerbooks with dam-
aged sewing structures, sewing endbands 
became our chosen way of repairing them. 
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Initially, European-style endbands with a 
back-bead were used, but they were soon 
deemed to be aesthetically inappropriate.

The traditional Islamicate endband would 
have been the most logical option historically. 
However, it was structurally problematic 
since it was prone to breaking down. If the 
book was opened too wide, the core would 
recede and cause the thread to slit the spine-
folds. Indeed, many Sikh manuscripts exhibit 
stab-stitched repairs intended to restrict the 
opening and immobilize the spine [Fig. 2]. 
However, this kind of repair causes further 
problems as text is obscured and the paper is 
forced to bend at a single point.

The need for a structurally and aestheti-
cally sensitive endband structure led to a 
year of experimentation and research at 
Pothi Seva into the development of modified 
versions of the traditional endband. We 
were very aware during this research that, 
since Sikh prayerbooks are intended for 
regular use, it is important for all repair struc-
tures to be stable enough to withstand this. A 
number of potential structures were created, 
tested, and abandoned before a method 
was finalized. This method can be described 
as a twined structure with two cores.

The research of Georgios Boudalis1 
provided us with inspiration and direction 
for the creation of an endband structure 
designed specifically to support a book 
during rigorous usage whilst retaining 
the twined chevron-like pattern of the 
traditional Islamicate endband. After 

exploring the strengths and weaknesses of 
the various twined endbands found in the 
Eastern Mediterranean and Middle-Eastern 
bookbinding traditions, we developed a 
relatively simple and durable structure. As 
is the case with many medieval endbands, 
the structure we developed is composed 
of primary and secondary sewing. The 
primary sewing is identical to the traditional 
Islamicate endband. The secondary sewing 
differs as it twines around the two cores as 
well as the tie-downs. At the end of one row, 
the twining continues in the opposite direction 
around a second core which is added at this 
point. For want of a better word it will be 
described here as the ‘Pothi Seva’ endband 
[Fig. 3]. This endband forms a flexible 
structure which relies on its inherent stability 
to regulate the movement of the spine.

What follows are step-by-step instructions 
for making an endband in this style.

MATERIALS
You will need the following:

•  A text-block with a spine lined with fabric.

•  Two cores made of strong, thin, but 
flexible material such as twisted or 
braided cord.

•  A soft, compressible thread for the pri-
mary sewing. Polyester works extremely 
well, but silk can also be used. Linen 
can be used if the text-block is made of 
tough, heavy paper.

Fig. 2.   
A Sikh manuscript 
with stab-stitched 

repairs.
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•  Two threads of contrasting colours 
for the secondary sewing. These 
may be silk, polyester, or linen – or 
even cotton or hemp.

STARTING THE PRIMARY SEWING
1.  The traditional method is to tie 
a large knot at the end of the thread 
to prevent it slipping through, and 
then insert the needle into the first 
section. An alternative method is to 
tie the endband thread to the sewing 
thread within the endpaper [Fig. 4]. 
Pierce through the spine fold at a 
point at least 1cm away from the 
head or tail. You will emerge on the 
spine ready for the first tie-down.

THE PRIMARY SEWING
2.  Continue sewing, piercing though 
the middle of every section and 
forming loose loops around the first 
core. The core should be positioned a 
few millimetres away from the spine 
to ensure there is enough space for 
the second core, to be added later. 
The primary sewing should be loose 
enough to allow a needle to slide 
behind the core without any difficulty. 
Although the core is not held firmly 
in place, the loops of thread hold it 
sufficiently steady.

In the western tradition it is 
often considered necessary to aim 
below the ‘kettle’. This is because 
the modern western endband is 
not sewn through a spine lining 
and is at risk of damaging the 
sections when the thread is pulled. 
However, in the Islamicate tradition, 
the endband is sewn through a 
fabric or leather lining and the 
outermost link is located well away 
from the head and tail. The lining 
material prevents the thread from 
damaging the sections as it is 
tightened. Each tie-down should exit 
on the spine at completely random 
points [Fig. 5]. It is important to 

Fig. 3.
The Pothi Seva 
endband.

Fig. 4.  
Endband thread 
attached to the 
sewing thread.

Fig. 5.  
Tie-downs at 
random points  
on the spine.
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avoid exiting at the same point as 
this can result in the perforation of 
the lining.

THE FIRST ROW OF SECONDARY SEWING
3.  A minimum of two sets of 
thread, of contrasting colours, 
are required. If you are using a 
relatively thin silk thread, it will be 
necessary to use up to four strands 
so that the thread is sufficiently 
wide to cover the core. You will 
need two needles, one for each 
colour. The ends of the threads 
should be knotted together tightly 
[Fig. 6].

4.  Pick one colour thread to 
begin with and pass the needle 
underneath two tie-downs 
[Fig. 7]. You could choose to pass 
underneath only one tie-down, 
or more than two. The more tie-
downs you pass underneath, the 
more sharply angled the chevrons 
will be. Pull the thread gently 
into position at the lower edge of 
the core. Take the second colour 
thread and pass underneath the 
next two tie-downs before passing 
behind the core. Both colours must 
alternate to pass behind the core 
and behind the next two tie-downs 
in this way. To produce a neat 
pattern it is important to ensure 
the threads are not pulled too tight 
or allowed to become twisted. 
They should lie relatively flat over 
the core.

5.  At the end of the first row, both 
colours should be knotted together. 
A spiral-like pattern should be 
visible at this point [Fig. 8].

THE SECOND ROW OF SECONDARY SEWING
6.  Begin the second row with the 
colour which you passed under 
the last set of tie-downs on the first 
row. Pass the needle back under 

Fig. 6.  
Ends of the 
contrasting 

coloured theads 
knottted together.

Fig. 7.  
Needle passing 
underneath the 

tie-downs.
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Fig. 8.  
The two threads 
forming a spiral-

like pattern.



the same set of tie-downs in the 
opposite direction, taking care to 
pull the thread into position neatly 
[Fig. 9]. 

7.  Take the second core and 
pass the other colour over it, then 
underneath the next set of tie-downs 
[Fig. 10]. Once the second core is 
secured well, pass the first colour 
over it and underneath the next set 
of tie-downs.

8.  Continue the row in this manner, 
ensuring the colours on each row 
are aligned to form a chevron 
pattern [Fig. 11]. Alternative 
patterns may be formed by 
intentionally staggering the colours. 
Tie the two colours together at the 
end of the second row and also to 
the thread at the beginning of the 
first row. This will ensure that both 
rows are secured together well 
[Fig. 12]. The loose ends of thread 
may be trimmed short and either 
left as they are or or glued to the 
side of the endband or the spine. If 
you have used polyester threads it 
will be necessary to use PVA to glue 
them down.

Fig. 9.  
Beginning the 

second row.
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Fig. 11.  
Forming a  
chevron pattern.

Fig. 12.  
Both rows  
secured together.

Fig. 10.  
Securing the 
second core.
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CONCLUSION
This endband structure produces a mechanism 
which cushions the opening of the book. Visually 
the pattern produced is a row of chevrons: this 
is bolder than the pattern seen on traditional 
Islamicate endbands. Apart from the large 
numbers of Sikh prayerbooks we have repaired 
at Pothi Seva, in April 2016 this structure 
was used successfully during the conservation 
treatment of a Persian manuscript from the Royal 
Asiatic Society [Fig. 13]. Nonetheless, as with 
any bookbinding structure, the true success of this 
endband can only gauged with time.

v v v v

Fig. 13.  
Pothi Seva endband 

on a conserved 
Persian manuscript 

from the Royal  
Asiatic Society.
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NOTE
1    Georgios Boudalis has 

done a great deal of 
research into the tradi-
tion of twined endbands 
within Middle-Eastern and 
Mediterranean bookbind-
ing traditions. This has 
shed light on the diverse 
ways in which multiple 
cores were incorporated 
into a twined structure in 
Islamicate, Greek, Syriac, 
and Armenian bookbind-
ing traditions.
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