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Fig. 1. ivor robinson in his bindery. 

First published in Crafts, No. 77, 

1985 and reproduced here with 

permission. the gold-tooled black 

binding standing on the bench 

is The Oresteia, Aeschylus; first 

version, bound 1985.

Ivor’s work spoke to me from the first moment I saw it. 
I both recognized and connected with the visual language 
he used; it was akin to my explorations with mark-
making through the medium of painting, printmaking, 
and drawing. As a consequence, I was immediately taken 
into the deep, intense, and undiluted conversation he was 
having with the drawn line.

Ivor Robinson was an artist who made books, and as 
a result his work opened my eyes to the realization that 
bookbinding could be a creative medium in its own right. 
Although I understood his vocabulary, I looked in wonder 
at the fact that drawing could be explored using gold 

tooling on leather. Ivor’s images somehow bit into the 
book	form,	they	possessed	the	object,	held	it	in	a	strange	
and other-worldly state of suspense; they, I felt, gave the 
object	its	meaning	and	therefore	its	reason	for	existing.

Drawing was for Ivor a daily habit. An initial drawing 
may have taken him ten minutes, but the development 
of the drawing into an image for a tooling template for 
a particular book could take anything up to ten days to 
finalize.	This	he	did	through	a	process	of	tracing	and	
re-tracing,	moving,	changing,	and	adjusting	the	position,	
length, movement or thickness of the lines and therefore 
their relationship to one another. What results from 
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this meticulous working process is that each gold-tooled 
binding	he	made	has	a	disquieting	rightness	about	it	–	
each image creates a particular tension; the composition 
does this, and the exquisite binding and tooling allows 
Ivor’s creative voice to hum and reverberate.

Although Ivor’s images are abstract, they contain 
references that gesture toward the content of the book 
and also to the continuing conversation he was having 
with	image-making.	This	conversation	was	carried	and	
developed from binding to binding: each new work formed 
part of a continuum. His work has authority, it commands 
attention, and this he managed through a highly skilled and 
process-driven medium. Ivor was both artist and craftsman, 
each element was equal and in balance, and it was very 
evident that he employed both disciplines with rigour.

When I look at one of Ivor’s bindings, what I’m looking 
at is a work of art; this is not commonplace within the 
medium, nor is it to be taken for granted that this is easily 
attainable. Ivor had decided that fine bookbinding was 
his vehicle of choice, and because of this he employed all 
that he knew and pushed himself ever further to get to 
the essence of the medium so that his creative voice could 
melt into the materials and so that the two would be 
indistinguishable. Each book was bound in his head from 
start to finish, so that when Ivor bound the book it looked 
‘right’	and	just	as	importantly	felt	‘right’	in	your	hands.

Ivor’s work stands outside the vacuum in which I feel 
bookbinding has often found itself within the applied 
arts. He grasped the medium and said something with 
it	–	Edgar	Mansfield	did	the	same	before	him;	Edgar,	if	
you like, took the first stride and Ivor the next. It was as 
if Edgar handed the baton to Ivor in a relay race and Ivor 
quite simply never looked back!

If I hadn’t had Ivor’s work as a reference, I don’t know 
how long it would have taken me to realize that this way 

of	working	was	even	possible	in	bookbinding.	The	fact	
that Ivor’s work existed meant that I could continue my 
exploration with mark-making using bookbinding as 
my	new	medium.	The	importance	of	Ivor’s	work	and	its	
impact on myself and so many others is probably evident 
in all those who have appreciated his work, been taught 
by him, read his book Introducing Bookbinding (Batsford, 
London, 1968), or any of his articles. Also, anyone who 
has been taught gold tooling by me has Ivor to thank.

I was initially taught gold tooling by John Mitchell, 
using albumen glaire and laying gold leaf on the book. 
John was a good teacher and the method was good for 
certain types of tooling, but due to the complexity of the 
images I wanted to tool, this method didn’t work for me. 
So, Ivor taught me his technique and how I gold tool now 
(with	a	few	small	tweaks)	is	the	method	Ivor	used	–	which	
is to use BS Glaire and pick up the gold leaf on the tool.

Ivor described this method as follows:

 “I tool the way I was taught by Sam Bray and his father, 
Jack Bray, in their Bournemouth bindery where I trained. I 
like to get the gold leaf around the tool so that I can see the 
shape of the tool and then work it straight down into the 
blind impression. I couldn’t see to get into the impression any 
other way. For thin lines I heat the tool, check the tempera-
ture on the cooling pad, lightly grease the face, and then pick 
up three thicknesses of standard gold leaf and tool-in. For 
the thick lines on King Lear I used 4.5mm width pallets and 
took up three thicknesses of gold at each of three impressions 

– building up the richness and quality of the tooling and 
making a minimum of nine layers of gold leaf. Glaire was 
applied prior to making the second and third impressions. As 
with all my bindings I began tooling the rear board of King 
Lear, then the spine with the exception of the title, then the 
front board, and finally the title on the spine.” 1

Fig. 2.  Samuel Palmer’s Sketch Book: Beige goatskin, tooled in gold and blind; 123 x 167mm; bound 1969. Private collection.
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Fig. 3.  The Poetry of  

hagiwara Sakutoró 

translated by Graeme Wilson, reprint from 

Japan Quarterly (Vol. Xiii no. 4, 1966).  

Black ‘oasis’ goatskin, inlaid in orange 

goatskin, tooled in gold. 

259 x 185mm; bound 1968.  

Private collection.

Fig. 4.  These Women All:  

a Medieval Ballad 

Printed and illustrated with linocuts  

by John craig at the Piccolo Press, 1965. 

Black ‘oasis’ goatskin, tooled  

in gold and blind.  

177 x 94 x 10mm; bound 1972.  

Private collection.
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Ivor was a rare ambassador for bookbinding, as he could 
communicate	on	many	levels.	This	was	due	to	his	honed	
talent, his academic experience and his generosity and 
passion for the discipline which he had spent his life 
focused on. He had a very particular way of thinking, 
combined with a meticulous way of articulating the process 
of	making.	These	qualities,	I	think,	help	us	to	understand	
the rigorous thinking that went on alongside his making.

I VO R  A S  M E N TO R  A N D  F R I E N D

My friendship with Ivor began in 1994, when I was a 
student studying for a Diploma in Fine Bookbinding & 
Conservation at Guildford College of Further & Higher 
Education, and had decided to write my dissertation in 
the form of an interview about the relationship between 

artist and craftsman using Ivor’s bindings as a focal point. 
Ivor’s generosity was evident from the beginning: he was 
by then retired from teaching, he didn’t need or have to 
say yes to my proposal for my dissertation, but he did. I 
was a stranger and I had no fee to offer him, and yet he 
still said yes. He took a leap of faith with me and this, I 
felt, showed great kindness and generosity of spirit. Our 
first meeting was extraordinary: he collected me from 
the bus station and drove me to his home; I sat down 
for a delicious lunch with him and his wife Olive and 
we talked at length in his small and very neat and well 
organized bindery, which was upstairs in his home. I 
couldn’t	believe	it	–	there	I	was	in	the	presence	of	great-
ness; Ivor’s work was above and beyond anything I’d ever 
seen and there I was sitting talking to the person that 
made it and in the bindery where each of these works 
had been made!

Fig. 5.  Lamentations of Jeremiah 

illustrated by Blair hughes stanton, the Gregynog Press, 1934. 

Black goatskin, onlaid black calf and white calf, tooled in gold. 

385 x 250mm; bound 1982.  

collection: the Keatley trust.
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Once I’d typed up the interview, there were aspects 
of it that Ivor felt worth tidying up and expanding on, 
such was his thoroughness and attention to detail in 
each and every thing he did. I greatly appreciated his 
meticulousness as I had limited knowledge, insight, and 
understanding of making books at the time, and he saw 
gaps in the conversation that I wasn’t able to see. Ivor and 
I further edited my dissertation, the finished version, well 
illustrated with examples of Ivor’s work, being published 
under the title ‘I Walk the Line’. 2

Ivor was an incredibly important figure in my 
bookbinding	landscape,	not	just	because	of	the	impact	
his work had on my beginnings, but also because of the 
friendship we formed.

I am indebted to Ivor for his complete belief in my 
work during my formative years. He helped and guided 
me through dark times when I was very unsure if book-
binding was for me. He was also an invaluable mentor, 
giving me sound technical advice and actually teaching 

me	his	method	of	gold	tooling	over	the	phone	–	which	
can only testify to his patience! Also, I’d always ring 
without prior warning, which never seemed to faze him 
–	regardless	of	the	dilemma	or	crisis	that	I	was	phoning	
about! Due to his calm and reasoned way of explaining 
things, he always had the ability to see me back on to the 
right path. He must have been utterly exhausted after our 
early conversations, when bookbinding was such a steep 
and uphill struggle for me.

Looking back, Ivor was mentoring me before I’d 
applied and been accepted as a Licentiate of Designer 
Bookbinders. He was thrilled when I was accepted as a 
Licentiate and seemed only too happy, along with Romilly 
Saumarez Smith, at being my mentor. In 1999, Ivor wrote 
to me, saying that he was “so pleased that bookbinding had 
found me”. I knew that Ivor believed in the work I was 
making, as he told me so throughout our correspond-
ence, but he further confirmed this when he retired from 
binding by writing to those who had commissioned him, 
recommending me as a person to commission in his 
stead.	This	was	the	highest	praise	I	could	have	imagined	

Fig. 6.  King Lear by William shakespeare 

illustrated by oscar Kokoshka, printed in hand-set Fell type by oxford university Press,  

and published by canymed original editions, London, 1963. copy no. 80 of an edition of 275.  

dark brown goatskin, gold-tooled with double ribbon endbands and rough-edge gilding by James Brockman.  

470 x 355mm; bound 1994.  

collection: the Keatley trust.
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receiving from Ivor; it showed his faith in me and was an 
overwhelmingly generous gesture on his part. As a result 
and to my surprise, I was later contacted by Nicholas 
Fisher, who had commissioned four works from Ivor on 
17th century broadsides over a period of about twenty 
years.	I	accepted	the	commission	–	I’d	have	been	a	fool	
not	to!	–	but	I	had	to	take	a	very	deep	breath	in	order	to	
step up to the opportunity. Interestingly, the first binding 
I made to commission for Nicholas Fisher was the same 
as	Ivor’s	first	binding	for	him	–	A Satyr Against Mankind by 
the Earl of Rochester. I’m so pleased to learn this only now.

I am grateful to the editors of The New Bookbinder 
for asking me to write about Ivor, as it has allowed me 
to acknowledge Ivor’s contribution to bookbinding, as 

well	as	to	pay	tribute	to	Ivor	as	a	man	and	a	mentor.	This	
article is in part the thank you letter that I never got to 
write. He helped to instil in me how to think, how to 
process thought, how to grow as a maker, and as a person 
–	whilst	I	also	learned	to	appreciate	the	benefits	of	being	
supported and believed in by an elder statesman of the 
same discipline.

It seems only right to end with Ivor’s own words, 
which	he	wrote	to	me	on	a	postcard	dated	5th October 
2001	about	his	binding	of	Vergil’s 3 Eclogues, and which, as 
it turned out, was to be his penultimate bookbinding:

“If one believes in an artistic line of development, then 
perhaps the best is always yet to come! The problem with 
our medium is that the execution of the visual statement can 
become difficult and at the mercy of one’s physical condition 

Fig. 7.  Agamemnon by Aeschylus.  

rampant Lions Press, 1969. 

Black goatskin, tooled in gold. 

250 x 144mm; bound 1995.  

Private collection.
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Fig. 9.  A Letter from Artemiza  

in Towne to Chloë in the Country  

by John Wilmot, earl of rochester.  

An early four-page folio of the poem printed c.1679. 

Black goatskin tooled in gold.  

320 x 216 x 10mm; bound 2001.  

collection: nicholas Fisher esq.

Fig. 8.  The Eclogues of Vergil 

illustrated by Aristide maillol.  

the cranach Press, Weimer, 1927.  

copy no. 33 of 270 in the english edition, this 

being the translator’s copy.  

Black goatskin onlaid in white calf, inlaid in 

black calf and gold-surfaced kid, tooled in gold. 

333 x 250 x 35mm; bound 2001.  

collection: the Keatley trust.
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as one gets older – with sight and arthritic conditions and 
the resultant lack of confidence all up front! Concept may 
be alright – but execution can/does become intimidating at 
times – even after 60 years – or perhaps because of those 60 
years, I guess! But looking back over the years and the works 

– each seemed right for its time and seemed to fit in to its own 
slot. Remember the best is always yet to come! It has to be!”

N O T E S

1. As	described	in	‘I	Walk	the	Line’	by	Tracey	Rowledge:	an	

interview	with	Ivor	Robinson,	TNB	16,	pp.	30–40.

2. ibid.

3. Vergil	is	the	alternative	spelling	of	Virgil	that	Ivor	used.

E D I T O R S ’  N O T E 

Articles and books by and about Ivor Robinson, along with 

exhibitions, commissions, and collections listings can be 

found on the Crafts Council Photostore ® web site.

P H O T O g R A P H Y

1:  Ben Rice, London

2:  Ian Ross

3–4:		Jen	Lindsay

5:		Ian	Ross		

6–9:		Ivor	Robinson

I VO R  RO B I N S O N
born October 28th 1924, died February 19th 2014

Ivor Robinson was born in Bournemouth in 1924. 
Books and reading were ever present in his childhood 
home. Having been unable to pursue a career with 
the Navy due to short-sightedness, he became an 
apprentice with the local bookbinding firm S. E. Bray 
in 1938. The following year he enrolled part-time at 
Bournemouth School of Art, and when his tutor Eric 
Burdett was called up, Robinson became a part-time 
bookbinding tutor at the age of seventeen. During the 
war, Robinson was able to join the Navy as a wireless 
operator, and when the war ended, he completed 
his apprenticeship and went into partnership with 
Salisbury bookbinder Harry Bailey, along with 
teaching part-time at Salisbury College of Art.

Robinson took up full-time teaching of bookbinding, 
first at the London College of Printing in 1953, followed 
by Oxford Polytechnic (now Oxford Brookes University) 
in 1959, where he lectured on bookbinding and design 
for thirty years. His Introducing Bookbinding was 
recognized by the National Book League as one of the 
fifty best-produced books of 1968. 

He received a number of awards and honours 
including, Honorary Fellowship of Oxford Brookes 
University (1989), MBE (1992), and was a Fellow of 
the Royal Society of Arts. A founder Fellow member of 
Designer Bookbinders, he was the organization’s first 
President from 1968 to 1973.

(With acknowledgement to Dorothy Harrop, 
author of the Obituary for Ivor Robinson, 
published in The Daily Telegraph, 7th April 2014.)
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