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Hand-making a journal 

This document contains my rough guidelines for making a beautiful book that is ready for your 

poems, drawings, and scribbles.  

I created the journal shown during a creativity class (not a book-making class!). Debra Wuliger 

(http://www.debrawuliger.com/) was my instructor for “Uncover the Artist Within.” She gave mostly 

verbal instructions during class, which I tried to capture, with varying levels of detail, so please note 

my caveats: 

 I’m not an artist so might not call everything by its proper name. 

 Don’t get caught up in these specifics—adapt them for your size, style, etc. 

 Follow these instructions at your own risk—no warranties, guaranties, or promises!  

All that being said—get creative and have fun! (You are welcome to use and share this guide!) 

Step 1: Paint the front and back covers. 
Details: 

 We used 8x10 canvas boards that are about 1/8 inch 
thick. They are available at art supply stores (e.g., 
dickblick.com) in economy packages of 24 for under 
$20. 

 We used acrylic paint. Benefits are that it is water 
soluble, doesn’t smell too bad, and dries quickly. (I 
have no recommendation on paint brands.) 

Tips: 

 Be sure to paint the inside edges where the canvas 
wraps the edge of the book. You’ll put papers on the 
inside of the cover, but will have a gap all around the 
edge. 

 Decide if you want the front and back covers of your 
book to be the same, to coordinate, or to be 
completely different.  

 Go beyond just painting and try collage on the cover. 
I used a Sharpie pen to write a poem on the front 
cover of one of my books. 

  

Figure 1. This cover was painted with 
green acrylic paint, dried, then had a layer 
of purple acrylic paint with scrunched up 
plastic wrap on it while it dried. It gave an 
interesting texture. 

http://www.debrawuliger.com/
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Step 2: Paint the end papers and glue them in.  
Details: 

 The “end papers” go on the inside of 
the cover. We used watercolor paper 
and watercolor paints to create the end 
papers. (I have no specific 
recommendations on paint or paper 
brands.) 

Tips: 

 Again, go beyond painting and try 
collage, printing, etc. And decide if you 
want the end papers to match or be 
different. 

 Recognize that the inner part of the 
end paper (closest to the spine) is going 
to be covered by bookbinding tape, so 
make sure as you create your design 
that you allow for spacing issues. 

Step 3: Put the cover together using book cloth and glue. 
Details: 

 We used book cloth to create our book 
spines. It came in sheets, which we cut in 
strips approximately 3.5” wide and 16” 
long. 

 Put some wax paper on the table (or 
whatever surface you are using) to protect 
from accidentally getting glue on anything.  

 Place the book cloth on the wax paper, 
and brush the glue on it. 

 Carefully position the two covers centered 
along the length of the tape, end paper 
side up, leaving about 1.5 inches between 
(this is the spine of the book, so enough 
space to hold your pages).  

 Wrap the tape over the edges (the inside 
of the book’s spine). You will probably 
have a gap between the ends. Use a 
second piece of book cloth, the same width but maybe 6-8”, to cover the gap. 

 Put another piece of wax paper on top, and weight the covers with heavy books; let the glue 
dry overnight. 

Tips: 

 Be careful not to get glue on the outside. My experience was that the dry glue showed 
against black book cloth; it was not fun to get off (use a damp cloth). 

Figure 2. See the endpapers in bright watercolor paint. 
Note how the acrylic paint on the outside of the cover came 
over the edge into the inside of the cover so there would be 
not gap in coverage. Also note the space the tape covers—
probably a good inch of the end paper. 

Figure 3. I don’t have a good picture of gluing the book 
together, but you can see here how the tape covers an inch 
or inch and a half of each cover, with an inch or so of space 
for the pages (where the stitches are). 
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Step 4: Prepare the inside pages. 
Details: 

 The inside pages are called “signatures.” 
We used three signatures of five pieces 
of paper folded in half to make 10 pages 
in each signature (30 pages total).  

 My pages were approximately 15.5”x9.5” 
unfolded; when folded they were 
approximately 7.5”x9.5”—nicely fitting 
inside the 8”x10” cover. 

Tips: 

 You can use a paper slicer to get straight 
edges on your signatures, or you can use 
a ruler to hold the paper on a flat surface 
and tear the edge so you get jagged 
edges. Both look nice. 

 If you tear the paper edges, recognize your measurement may need to be smaller since the 
edge is irregular. For example, with straight edges you might measure 9.5” height, but if you 
are tearing the edge, you might hold the ruler at 9.0” to account for the unevenness. 

Step 5: Prepare for sewing. 
Details: 

 You will be sewing the paper into the spine of the 
book, so it helps to have a template to mark where the 
holes should go. Create a template (use a spare piece 
of paper) and measure the size of your book (e.g., 
10”). Mark 6 places along the edge, more or less 
evenly spaced, for example at 1”, 2.5”, 4”, 5.5”, 7”, 
8.5.” 

 If you are using three signatures, mark three vertical 
guidelines on the inside of the spine, so you know 
where they should be placed. Use the template you 
just made to mark where holes should be punched for 
sewing. Use an awl, a large needle, or a clay needle 
(used in pottery) to punch holes in the spine. 

 Likewise, use the template to mark where to punch 
holes in the folds of the signatures. Punch those, too. 

Tips: 

 Use your creative judgment on the spacing of the 
holes—don’t worry about precision. 

 I found it best to make holes in each individual sheet of 
paper first, then stack the pages for that signature 
together and poke the awl through it again to make 
sure they aligned. THEN start sewing. 

Figure 4. Top: Torn paper edges. Bottom: Cut paper edges. 

Figure 5. My fancy-dancy template. Lines 
marking where the holes should go are on 
the left. Also it’s marked “bottom” on one 
end so I wouldn’t forget which way is up! 
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Step 6: Sew in the signatures, adding decorations as desired. 
Details: 

 Measure the book binding thread to be the 
length of each signature, plus some for a 
“tail”—plus a little extra just in case. 

 Start sewing with the middle signature. At the 
top hole, poke the threaded needle from the 
outside in, leaving a long tail. Lightly tape the tail 
to the cover. Sew out, in, out, in, out—down to 
the bottom of the book spine. 

 Add another signature, and sew from the 
bottom up to the top. 

 Take a stitch across over to the third signature, 
and sew down to the bottom. 

 Take a stitch to the middle hole at the bottom. 
Then take one long stitch to the top, or sew 
back up to the top, filling in the gaps, if you like. 
Go through the top middle hole, creating 
another tail. 

 Tie the two tails together and decorate with 
beads or buttons. 

Tips: 

 Be sure to pull the thread tight as you finish each 
signature. You don’t want the pages to be loose 
in the book. 

 Feel free to vary the stitching from what is described. You can pull the thread out fairly easily 
if you don’t like how it looks the first time. 

 You might try putting a bead or button at the bottom as you move from one signature to the 
other. 

Step 7: Start using your journal! 
Draw pictures, write poems, add illustrations—whatever you want! A handmade book (blank or 
filled) could be a great present for a special someone! 
 

Figure 6. Note the spacing of the stitches, the 
button/bead at the bottom, and the button and 
“tail” at top. 


