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1820);31 and the first book on Sumatra – Adolph 
Eschelskroon’s Beschreibung der Insel Suma-
tra (Hamburg, 1781),32 in both the German and 
Dutch editions.

This remarkable collection of books, which 
also includes most of the English books on Borneo 

– including presentation copies by the first 
Rajah of Sarawak, Sir James Brooke – con-
stitutes one of the finest private libraries on 
the Malay Archipelago ever assembled. All 
this today forms part of the Rare Materials 
Collection at the National Library.  

Spinal
GuideThe Anatomy of a Book

The book spine is probably one of the most 
important yet ignored parts of a book, often 
playing second fiddle to the cover. It might be 
hard to believe but early books did not have titles 
on their spines, and books were arranged with 
their spines facing inwards. While the humble 
spine holds all the information a potential 
reader might need before pulling the book out 
from the shelf, after that point, it holds little 
significance. 

Interestingly, books did not always have 
spines. During the 15th and 16th centuries, 
books were unbound and produced in the form 
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of “rough, unfolded sheets”. Buyers would 
then have the books bound according to their 
aesthetic preferences and financial abilities. 

As books became increasingly cheaper to 
produce and bind over time, the form of the book 
began to change too.  As blank spines made it 
hard for people to find their desired books, the 
book title, and later, the author’s name began 
appearing on spines to facilitate identification. 
In today’s saturated book market, book spines 
have to go beyond basic functionality; spines 
have to be as attractive and alluring as book 
covers in order to entice new readers.
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