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Korean Side-Stitched Binding, Seonjang, Instructions 

 

Description: 

The side-stitched binding was the most prevalent style of traditional binding in East Asia. 

Originating from China, the side-stitched binding, or Seonjang in Korean, became popular in Korea 

since the thirteenth century, due to its practicality and durability (Song 2009, 63). This structure 

was developed to accommodate one-sided printings and folded sheets, ease of handling, and 

sturdiness of the sewn binding. This was feasible because East Asian papers made with paper 

mulberry are thin and translucent that texts can only be printed on one side, but also flexible and 

strong that can stand the side-stitches without tearing or breaking. Although it looks similar to 

those of Japanese and Chinese, Korean side-stitched binding holds its local characteristics and 

tradition. For example, it is quite common to find evenly distributed five sewing holes, yellow 

covers, and red sewing threads on Seonjang, although, of course, many variations exist as well. 

I will be using western terminology for the parts of the 

book in this document, but it is good to be aware of the 

parts’ names in Korean (Song 2009). They show how 

Koreans perceived the book structure, which is quite 

different from the westerners do. As shown in fig. 1, all 

the Korean terms start with Seo, which means ‘book’. 

The head is called Seosoo, meaning the ‘head of the 

book’; the tail is Seogeun, or ‘root of the book’; the spine 

is called Seobe, or ‘back of the book’; and the fore-edge is 

called Seogoo, or ‘mouth of the book’. Lastly, the little 

margin between the spine and the outer sewing is called 

Seoneo, which means ‘brain of the book’. 

 

Materials: 

 Textblock: 22 single sheets of Hanji, including endsheets 

- Initial dimensions: 320 mm (H) x 420 mm (W) 

- Final dimensions: 300 mm (H) x 200 mm (W) 

 Covers: 2 sheets of yellow dyed Hanji + 4 sheets of Hanji 

- Initial dimensions: 400 mm (H) x 300 mm (W) 

- Trimmed dimensions: 340 mm (H) x 240 mm (W) 

- Final dimensions: 300 mm (H) x 200 mm (W) 

- For dyes: 200g dried gardenia seeds + 1L water (+ 2-3 teaspoons of alum) 

- For embossed patterns: pattern carved wood, beeswax, and smooth stone 

 Hanji strips: about 25 mm x 150 mm 

 Red cotton, linen, or silk threads 

 Wheat starch paste 

 

Seoneo

Head = Seosoo

Tail = Seogeun

Spine
= Seobe

Fore edge
= Seogoo

Fig. 1. Korean names for parts of a book 
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Tools: 

 Bonefolder 

 Awl 

 Mallet or hammer 

 Scissors 

 Ruler 

 Blades 

 Sewing needles 

 Spray 

 Small and large brushes 

 For dyeing: big container (> 1L), strainer, cheese cloth, trays, cloth lines, and clips 

 For lining: hake brushes, sheets of Mylars, and masking tape 

 

Procedures: 

 

1. Fold the longer side of each sheet of text papers in half and press under weight. 

2. Align and jog the folded text papers by the fore edge, or the folded side. 

3. Mark four holes on the spine side (open edge) at the black points shown in fig. 3. The 

distribution of the sewing holes does not have to follow the exact measurement shown in 

fig. 3, but there are few things to keep: 

a. Horizontally, the two pairs of inner sewing holes sit between 1st & 2nd and 4th & 5th 

exterior sewing holes. Vertically, the inner stitches are placed between the exterior 

sewing holes and the spine edge. The point is that the inner sewing holes do not 

interfere with the exterior sewing. 

b. The inner sewing can be done either by tying a twisted paper through two holes or 

by simply inserting twisted paper through one hole. This procedure shows the two-

hole method. 

c. The five exterior sewing holes are evenly distributed among them, where the first 

and last holes are only a few centimeters away from the head and tail edges. The 

numbers (2cm and 6.5cm) I used here are the average measurement of the three 

traditional Korean books I own. 

Finished side-stitched binding, 
or Seonjang

outer 
sewing

Single sheet, folded in half, 
text on outside

folded 
edge

open 
edge

Stack of textblock

inner 
sewing

fore 
edge

spine

Fig. 2. General process of side-stitched bookbinding 
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4. Punch holes (for inner stitches) with an awl and a mallet, while securing the papers in place. 

Make sure to put a scrap board(s) underneath the paper stack. 

5. With Hanji strips, make two twisted papers by rolling the paper diagonally into a tight twist. 

6. Thread the paper twist through each set of the inner sewing holes, bringing the ends out on 

the back. Tie the paper twist. 

7. Hammer over the knots to prevent them from loosening. Trim the edge and pound more to 

lock them. 

8. Trim the spine, head, and tail edges to size, 30cm x 20cm (no need to follow these exact 

dimensions). 

9. Cover, or Neunghwaji, making: 

- Many Korean side-stitched books have multi-layered covers. It is common to have a 

yellow-dyed exterior layer with a burnished design. The inner layers are often 

manuscript or printed waste. The number of layers is not set and depends on the 

use of the books. For this model, three layers of the text papers will be lined with 

wheat starch paste, where the outer layer is dyed yellow with gardenia seeds. 

Fig. 3. Diagram of sewing hole distribution 

Holes for inner sewing

Holes for outer sewing
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- According to Kim (2017), there is no written (historical) record of the Neunghwa 

cover making. About ten versions of the making process are currently known: 1. 

dyeing before lamination vs. after lamination; 2. dampening vs. not dampening the 

paper before burnishing; 3. waxing on the woodblock, on the paper, or both; 4. using 

heat when burnishing or not; and 5. applying soybean extract or not on the paper. In 

this document, the covers will be made by dyeing before lamination, dampening the 

paper for a short while before burnishing, waxing only on the woodblock with no 

heat. 

a. Dyeing yellow— 

i. Prepare 200g of dried Gardenia seeds by crushing or cutting with scissors. 

ii. In a pot, combine the crushed Gardenia seeds and 1L of water. 

iii. Either extract the dye by soaking the seeds overnight or by boiling them (90-

100°C) for less than an hour. 

iv. After extracting, strain out the dye from the seeds. 

v. Dye the cover paper either by brushing the dye on the paper with a soft 

brush or by immersing the paper into the dye (for about 10 mins). 

vi. Dry the paper, wash away the excess dye, and dry the paper again. 

vii. Check the saturation of the color and repeat the dyeing process until the 

desired color is made. 

b. Lining— 

i. Prepare one dyed sheet, two undyed lining sheets, and a very thin paste. The 

lining paper should be larger than the dyed paper (~3cm larger on all sides). 

ii. Spray water on the dyed paper and lay flat with no wrinkles formed. 

iii. Apply the paste on the lining sheet and attach it to the dyed sheet. Attach 

another lining sheet. 

iv. Dry the paper on a drying board (or a Plexiglas). Apply the paste on the 

perimeter of the lined sheets and attach to the board. 

c. Trim the cover paper to size, 34cm x 24cm. 

d. Carving a woodblock— 

i. Prepare a woodblock with a smooth and even surface. Space out each side of 

the block with no carving, which will be used as a handle and can protect the 

carved design. 

ii. Draw the design on paper and attach the drawing side to the woodblock 

with paste. 

iii. If the design does not show through, apply oil on the paper or thin the paper 

down by rubbing it with starchy fingers. 

iv. Carve out the design, either in relief or intaglio. 

- It is common to find historical patterns with Buddhism themes on 

the covers, such as swastika and lotus patterns, especially in earlier 

examples. Later the design included various patterns of animals, 

plants, geometric shapes, and more. The Buddhist pattern does not 

necessarily relate to the content of the book. 

e. Burnishing— 
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i. Apply beeswax on the carved woodblock. 

ii. Ever so slightly dampen the cover paper, just to cool to touch.  If the paper is 

too wet, the paper will be easily disturbed. 

iii. Lay the cover paper on the woodblock, dyed paper on top. 

iv. Burnish the paper with a smooth stone. In one of the reference videos, the 

binder used a ceramic bowl to burnish. Burnish using your body weight until 

a clear, even pattern is observed. 

v. Be careful when lifting off the paper from the woodblock, as it can tear the 

paper when stuck. 

10. With a bone folder, score an outline of the text on the inner side of the cover, giving 

approximately 2cm turn-ins. Fold the edges of the covers along those lines. Cut the bulk on 

the corners with scissors. 

11. Apply the paste on the fore edge of the cover interior, and attach it to the endsheet’s fore 

edge (Fig. 4). 

12. Punch the five exterior sewing holes with an awl and a mallet, either by: 

a. Scoring a line with a nailhead gauge on the front cover, vertically on the spine edge. 

Mark the locations of the five holes with an awl. 

b. Or, making a template with the location of the five exterior sewing holes. Place the 

template on the book and punch the holes. 

13. Wax the threads. 

14. According to Munn, sewing of Korean books often started in the hole at the tail end. See the 

following Sewing Diagram for step-by-step instruction. 

a. Beginning in the middle of the textblock at the tail hole, the needle comes out on the 

front side, wraps around the spine, goes through the same hole, wraps around the 

tail edge, goes back into the same hole, and comes out on the front side. 

b. Then, the thread goes to the next hole, comes out on the backside, wraps around the 

spine, goes back into the same hole, and comes out on the backside. 

c. This repeats until the thread wraps around the spine (and the head edge) at all holes 

and links between the holes, all front and back. 

Fig. 4. Attaching the cover to the endsheets 
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d. Once done, the needle is back at the starting point, the tail hole. Go back into the 

middle of the textblock, where the beginning end of the thread is left. Tie a knot with 

the two ends and trim the ends. Tuck-in the ends inside the gutter. 

 

Sewing Diagram: 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 
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Resources: 

 Hong, Soon Cheon. 2020. “한국 전통 배쳡에 관한 연구 = A Study on the Korean Traditional 

Baecheop.” PhD dissertation, Cheongju University. 

- This is a doctoral thesis on the topic of the Korean traditional mounting technique, 

baecheop. It appears that in Korea, book repairs and treatments are done by a 

mounting artisan or a baecheopjang. Baecheop more precisely refers to “the art of 

making a frame, scroll, folding screen, or bookbinding for pictures or calligraphic 

works in a traditional way, using paper or fabrics to preserve them longer and to 

enhance their aesthetic quality.” This is a very extensive resource and a quite recent 

study—Hong is the first PhD of this subject matter in Korea. It includes details that I 

referenced in this document, such as the distance of the sewing holes and the 

making process of the covers. This paper is in Korean, so may not be helpful for 

English-speakers, but I wanted to mention the concept of baechop in Korea. 

 Ikegami, Kokiro. 1986. Japanese Bookbinding: Instructions from a Master Craftsman. New 

York: John Weatherhill, Inc. 

- I used this book to guide myself in writing a step-by-step procedure. I was not able 

to find any instructions for Korean bookbinding, so this book helped me in coming 

up with the proper wording in describing the side-stitched binding process. My 

sewing diagrams were inspired by the diagrams in this book. 

 Kim, Soon Gwan and Soon Chon Hong. 2011. “능화지(菱花紙) 제작기법 및 그 특성에 관한 연구 = 

Study on the Neunghwaji fabrication techniques and characteristics.” 보존과학연구 

Conservation Studies 32: 5-24. 

- In Korean, but abstract and photo captions are in English. This paper focuses on the 

patterned covers of the traditional Korean bindings. The authors first describe the 

making process of those covers, then investigate the physical property of the papers, 

such as tensile strength, folding endurance, water resistance, and virus resistance. 

 Kim, Yoon Gyeong. 2007. “조선시대 菱花紋 표지 복원 제작 연구= A research on cover restoration 

of Neunghwa pattern used in the Joseon dynasty.” Master’s thesis, Yongin University. 

- In Korean. This paper goes deeply into the historical background and the making 

process of the patterned cover, Neunghwaji. The most interesting part is the 

description of ten different methods of making Neunghwaji, coming from different 

sources and bookbinders. The author concludes with a recommendation of which 

steps to include in making this cover, in consideration of the effectiveness of the 

pattern and the stability of the materials. The steps I used in this document are after 

her recommendations. 

 Munn, Jesse. 2009. “Side-stitched books of China, Korea and Japan in western collections.” 

Journal of the Institute of Conservation 32 (1): 103-127. 

- Munn describes the similarities and differences on side-stitched bindings of three 

East Asian countries (China, Korea, and Japan) along with handling and storage 

recommendations in western repositories. 
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 Rue, Steph. 2016?. “Field Notes From Korea.” https://stephruejournal.wordpress.com/. 

- Steph Rue was a Fulbright Junior Researcher studying the history and techniques of 

Korean traditional bookbinding in 2015-2016. This website contains all her work in 

Seoul, Korea (and in California) and has many visual and detailed information on the 

Korean traditional bookbinding process, from paper making to printing to 

bookbinding. She has extensive experience during this time, so it is interesting to 

follow her journey, where you can also find technical information of Korean 

tradition in bookbinding and its conservation. 

 Song, Minah. 2009. “The history and characteristics of traditional Korean books and 

bookbinding.” Journal of the Institute of Conservation 32 (1): 53-78. 

- Song covers the overall history of Korean bindings and details on each element of 

side-stitched binding. She focuses mostly on the side-stitched binding, but also 

provides some detailed descriptions of other traditional bindings. 

 포아트 TV. 2017. 한국의 전통 ‘종이, 색, 문양’ 배첩장 정찬정 2017 = Korean Tradition ‘paper, color, 

pattern’ mounting artisan (baecheopjang) Jeong Chan-Jeong 2017. Published on YouTube 

August 9, 2017. Video, 7:15. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckkkjN54k20&ab_channel=%EC%B6%A9%EC%B2%

AD%EB%B6%81%EB%8F%84. 

- This video shows a making process of side-stitched binding by a mounting artisan 

Jeong Chan-Jeong, [5:27 – 7:15]. Although the interview is in Korean, this video will 

help visualize some of the binding steps. 

 평창직업한옥학교. 2015. 배첩장 = Mounting Artisan (Baecheopjang). 국립문화재연구소 National 

Research Institute of Cultural Heritage. Published on YouTube March 31, 2015. Video, 

58:14. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vzWjuPhslxw&ab_channel=%ED%8F%89%EC%B0%

BD%EC%A7%81%EC%97%85%ED%95%9C%EC%98%A5%ED%95%99%EA%B5%90. 

- This video introduces a variety of the works of baecheopjang, or a mounting artisan. 

This segment [31:50-41:37] shows the full rebinding of a side-stitched binding, 

starting from examining to disbinding, washing, lining, and rebinding. This is 

another good visual resource for the side-stitched binding, despite the Korean 

narration. 

https://stephruejournal.wordpress.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckkkjN54k20&ab_channel=%EC%B6%A9%EC%B2%AD%EB%B6%81%EB%8F%84
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckkkjN54k20&ab_channel=%EC%B6%A9%EC%B2%AD%EB%B6%81%EB%8F%84
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vzWjuPhslxw&ab_channel=%ED%8F%89%EC%B0%BD%EC%A7%81%EC%97%85%ED%95%9C%EC%98%A5%ED%95%99%EA%B5%90
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vzWjuPhslxw&ab_channel=%ED%8F%89%EC%B0%BD%EC%A7%81%EC%97%85%ED%95%9C%EC%98%A5%ED%95%99%EA%B5%90

