


Above  Because Manders by 
Elwyn Barron (L. C. Page & 
Company, 1899) is set among 
artists in fin-de-siècle Paris, Amy 
Sacker’s design is doubly ap-
propriate: the iris (when stylized 

as a fleur-de-lys) is the heraldic symbol of France, and the 
Nouveau-inspired treatment reflects the artistic currents 
of the time and place. 

Right  Sacker chose roses, traditional symbol of Eng-
land, for the cover of Historical Memoirs of John Heneage 
Jesse: Historical and Literary Memorials of the City of 
London, volume 1 (L. C. Page & Company, 1901). Her 
interpretation recalls the page borders executed a few 
years before by William Morris for his famed Kelmscott 
Press edition of Chaucer.

Amy M. Sacker
As a prize-winning design student at the Museum of 
Fine Arts School in Boston and then as a worker on 
committees of the Society of Arts and Crafts, Amy M. 
Sacker (1872-1965) probably knew Sarah Whitman 
personally and could hardly fail to have been influ-
enced by her example, if not directly by her style. 
Sacker herself made a specialty of the poster cover 
(example, page 48), though her vast output (“in the 
thousands,” according to one educated guess) runs 
the gamut of stylistic sources. Beyond covers, Sacker 
applied her skills to illustration, bookplate design, por-
traiture, greeting cards, and other media. Last, though 
far from least, she was also a well-loved and influential 
teacher, running her own school of design and interior 
decoration for some fifty years. Though not all of her 
bindings are signed, her favored mark was a superim-
posed “AMS.” She sometimes used a separated “A” and 
“S” instead.
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Alice C. Morse
Alice C. Morse (1863-1961) trained at the Woman’s Art School at 
Cooper Union in New York City, studied with stained-glass pioneer 
John La Farge, and worked in Louis Comfort Tiffany’s stained-glass 
studio before resigning to concentrate on book cover design. She 
also worked to plan the displays of bindings, wood-engraving, and 
illustration in the Woman’s Building at the 1893 World’s Columbian 
Exposition in Chicago, and wrote the chapter on illustration for the 
official Woman’s Building guidebook. (Her own covers won a medal 
at the Exposition.) Though she moved in 1897 to Scranton, PA to 
serve as an arts administrator in the public schools, she continued to 
design bindings into the 20th century. 

Until recently, collecting Morse has been a challenge. She didn’t 
start signing covers until 1894, some eight years after she began 
designing them, and her work spans a huge stylistic range, from 
classic 16th-century binding motifs to Nouveau-inspired florals. 
Mindell Dubansky’s recent exhibition and catalogue, however, lists 
the 80-plus known Morse covers, and may lead to the identification 
of more. Morse’s mark, when it appears, may be in the form of a 
plain capital “A” and “M,” or of the two initials joined, as shown.  

Above and below  Morse’s design for My Study Fire by 
Hamilton Wright Mabie (Dodd, Mead & Company, 
1899) incorporates an appropriately flamelike floral. 
The design, in both bright and matte gold, is not merely 
stamped but also embossed (“sculpted” in relief by being 
pressed with heated, engraved plates). By contrast, she 
used stamping alone for Beside the Bonnie Briar Bush by 
Ian Maclaren (Dodd, Mead & Company, 1896).

Above  Morse produced only three known 
pictorial covers, among them Henry G. 
Catlin’s Yellow Pine Basin: The Story of a 
Prospector (George H. Richmond & Co., 
1897). Note how the cover scene contin-
ues across the spine.
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The Decorative Designers
This active New York firm consisted primarily of the 
husband and wife team of Henry and Lee Thayer, 
though they also employed other respected design-
ers, particularly Jay Chambers from 1902-1916. 
Originally an architect with the celebrated office 
of McKim, Mead, and White, Henry (born 1867) 
founded the cover-design workshop in 1895. His 
first hire was Emma Redington Lee (1874-1973), 
who had trained with Candace Wheeler as well as at 
Cooper Union and at the Pratt Institute. “Lee” and 
Henry married in 1909. According to the University 
of Alabama’s Publishers’ Bindings Online site, by the 
time this unusually long-lived concern was dissolved 
in 1931, “the Decorative Designers monogram 
appeared on over 25,000 book covers, dust jackets, 
and text decorations.” 

While some Decorative Designers covers are the 
work of one individual, most are joint efforts, with 
Lee specializing in borders and designs, Henry in let-
tering, and Chambers in human figures. Regardless of 
designer, look for the linked “DD” mark.    

Above  On Newfound River by 
Thomas Nelson Page (Scribner, 
1906) shows Decorative Designer 
Lee Thayer’s inventive use of line. 
Photograph by Mark Schumacher. 

Courtesy of Special Collections Department, Jackson  
Library, University of North Carolina at Greensboro.

Left  Lee Thayer of the Decorative Designers created 
a simple but striking cover for The Warriors by Anna 
Robertson Brown Lindsay (Crowell, 1903). Photograph 
by Mark Schumacher. Courtesy of Special Collections  
Department, Jackson Library, University of North  
Carolina at Greensboro.



Margaret Armstrong
Margaret Armstrong (1867-1944) studied at the Art Students’ 
League in New York, then completed approximately 270 
covers between 1890 and 1920 (in her later life, she wrote 
bestsellers and produced over 500 studies for her Field Book 
of Western Wild Flowers). Certainly her binding work showed 
an affinity for floral designs; among the most sought-after are 
complex, multicolored intertwining plant forms that fill a rect-
angle covering most of the front of a book. She also designed 
differing but related covers for series by particular authors, 
such as the lavender-colored bindings (shown) for works by 
Myrtle Reed. Her signed work bears an overlapping “MA.”

Above and left  Margaret Armstrong designed coordinating 
covers for authors such as Myrtle Reed, whose early title, Lav-
ender and Old Lace, set a certain look for the series. Pictured 
here: Reed’s The White Shield (1912), and The Shadow of Vic-
tory (1911), both published by G. P. Putnam’s Sons.

Above  Margaret Armstrong often covered nearly 
the whole face of a book with striking, multicol-
ored designs, as with Out-of-Doors in the Holy 
Land by Henry Van Dyke (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1908). Photograph by Mark Schumacher. Courtesy 
of Special Collections Department, Jackson Library, 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro.
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For generously providing images and an expert’s perspective on specific designers, the author would like to thank Barbara Adams Hebard of the 
Boston Atheneum (Bertha Stuart), Mindell Dubansky of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Alice C. Morse), and Stuart Walker of the Boston 

Public Library (Sarah Wyman Whitman). Thanks also go to Mark Schumacher of the Jackson Library, UNC Greensboro, for providing photo-
graphs. His infectious enthusiasm for all things Amy Sacker, embodied in his ever-expanding Sacker website, is a continuing inspiration.



To Read
The following sources were consulted for this article.  
Many are hard to find; your local librarian can help  
you locate copies. 

“American Trade Bindings and Their Designers, 
1880–1915,” by Charles Gullans and John Espey, in 
Collectible Books: Some New Paths, edited by Jean Peter,  
pp 32–67 (R. R. Bowker Co., 1979).

“Amy M. Sacker: Designer & Teacher—A Link in an Arts 
and Crafts Chain,” by Anne Stewart O’Donnell. The Tabby, 
vol. 2 no. 1 (Spring 2005), pp 20-53.

Artists of the Book in Boston, 1890-1910 by Nancy Finlay 
(Houghton Library, Harvard College Library, 1985).

“Bertha Stuart,” by Barbara Adams Hebard. Athenaeum Items, a 
Library Letter from the Boston Athenaeum, no. 119, March 1999. 

Decorated Cloth in America: Publishers’ Bindings, 1840-1910 by 
Sue Allen and Charles B. Gullans (Oak Knoll Press, 1994).

“The Life and Work of Bertha Stuart,” by Barbara Adams 
Hebard. Pittock Papers, Quarterly Publication of the Pittock 
Mansion Society, vol. 33, no. 1 (Spring 2000). 

The Proper Decoration of Book Covers: The Life and Work of 
Alice C. Morse by Mindell Dubansky (The Grolier Club of 
New York, 2008) is “the” source for Morse information, 
as well as a good introduction to the topic of circa-1900 
stamped bindings. Hot off the press, the book can be 
ordered through the Grolier Club (212-838-6690 or  
www.GrolierClub.org/publications.htm#New). Signed 
copies are available from the author (mindell.dubansky@
metmuseum.org or 212-650-2890).

Publishers’ Bindings Online, 1815-1930: The Art of Books 
(http://Bindings.Lib.UA.edu). This terrific website from the 
University of Alabama brings together images of thousands 
of decorated covers, biographies of known designers, and 
other helpful materials. 

To Collect 
Antiquarian bookshops and internet sites such as eBay and 
www.BookFinder.com can be good sources of decorated covers; 
however, it is still unusual for a seller to mention (or even to 
know) a book’s designer, so be sure to examine covers for your-
self. Ideally, a book should have a bright, clean, undamaged 
binding, sharp corners, and a firm spine—but make exceptions 
if the price is low or if the book is a rare or even unknown title.

To See More
The Rare Book School at the University of Virginia, 
Charlottesville, VA (www.RareBookSchool.org or 
434-924-8851) offers five-day, non-credit courses; Sue Allen, 
expert emerita on the topic, will teach the next session of 
“Publishers’ Bookbindings, 1830-1910” from July 28 – August 1. 

The Amy Sacker Site (Library.UNCG.edu/depts/ref/staff/
mark/SackerHomePage.htm) includes checklists of known 
Sacker covers, illustrations, and bookplates, with images.

Online, modern-day book artist Richard Minsky shows 
off two extensive collections of turn-of-the-century bind-
ings; catalogues can be purchased on CD, or in limited-
edition, Minsky-designed bindings (see www.Minsky.com/
orderform-subscription1.htm).   

Beauty for Commerce: Publishers’ Bindings 1830-1910 
is an image-rich online exhibition from the University of 
Rochester (www.library.rochester.edu/index.cfm?PAGE=3352).

The Boston Athenaeum, one of the nation’s oldest indepen-
dent libraries, boasts a stained-glass window by Sarah Wyman 
Whitman and much more. By appointment, conserva-
tor Barbara Adams Hebard would be pleased to show you 
bindings and other objects by Whitman, Bertha Stuart, and 
others. (The Boston Athenaeum, 10½ Beacon Street, Boston, 
MA 02108; 617-227-0270 or www.BostonAthenaeum.org).

The historic Central Branch of the Boston Public Library 
houses a superb Rare Books and Manuscript department, 
with thousands of covers by artists mentioned here and oth-
ers. Contact conservator Stuart Walker for an appointment 
(Boston Public Library, 700 Boylston Street, Boston MA 
02116; 617-536-5400 x2225; swalker@bpl.org; www.BPL.org). 

To see the Metropolitan Museum of Art collection of 58 
Alice C. Morse covers (given to the Met by Morse her-
self in 1923), make an appointment at the Print Study 
Room, Department of Drawings and Prints, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1000 Fifth Ave., New York, NY 10028; 
212-570-3920 or www.MetMuseum.org.    

To Learn More

Below   An embossed floral design graces Alice C. 
Morse’s cover for Lyrics of Love and Laughter by Paul  
Laurence Dunbar (Dodd, Mead and Company, 1903).
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