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Folio Society

The Folio Society is a privately held book publisher founded by 
Charles Ede in 1947 to serve the UK market and now owned by 
Bob Gavron (who also founded the St. Ives Printing Group). The 
Folio Society’s mandate is to provide members with 'editions of 
the world's great literature in a format worthy of the contents, at a 
price within the reach of everyman’. 

Today the company’s reach extends far beyond Britain’s shores to serve 
readers in North America, New Zealand, Australia and all points in be-
tween. It is a global book club, combining traditional craft with the ef-
fi ciencies of digital production and business management.

Folio Society members sign up for a minimum of four books per year, se-
lected from a comprehensive list of titles including childrens books and 
numbered limited editions of the classics. They are frequently tempted 
throughout the membership year to purchase many more. All of the 
books are produced to the utmost quality levels, and all are selected on 
the basis of their enduring appeal and historical relevance. 

The company strives to make each publication a work of art in its own 
right, using digital technologies and manual crafts to meet this goal with 
all of its titles. Enough people share the Folio Society’s love of books and 
appreciate its artistry to have helped the company build up a substantial 
business. Over the last 60 years the Folio Society has grown its turnover 
to around £23m annually and the customer base to 140,000 worldwide.  
It employs 110 people, of whom 15 are involved in production. 

Production Set-up
The in-house typesetting and production team produce pages with 
XPress 7.2. Most bindings are designed in-house, illustrations for fi ction 
titles are commissioned from a wide range of freelance illustrators, and 
there is a picture research team for the non-fi ction titles. All editorial ma-
terial is supplied either as Word fi les or as photocopies of the original 
work. DataConnection in India re-keys the text of photocopied pages be-
cause OCR has been found to be too unreliable, due to the generally poor 
quality of the photocopies, some of which are of very old originals. Da-
taConnection supplies tagged Word fi les ready for laying out in XPress, 
both for the re-keyed and digitally supplied texts. 

The Folio Society uses digital hard copy proofs and machine proofs of 
illustrations for artists. Scanning and digital proofi ng are done at ex-
ternal repro houses as well as the Folio Society’s printers’ repro depart-
ments. The Folio Society has a PDF-based workfl ow running production 
checks with Acrobat. This basic prefl ighting is deemed satisfactory for 
its needs.
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Artists increasingly supply digital illustrations, which sometimes require 
extra work to correct problems such as formatting or resolution. Art-
ists’ hard copy originals are, for the most part, scanned at the Folio Soci-
ety’s printers although sometimes this might be done at an outside repro 
house in order to retain fl exibility for as long as possible before deciding 
on the printer. One particular diffi  culty which complicates repro for the 
Folio Society is its use of a range of diff erent and often exclusive stocks, 
such as the specially made cream paper from the Favini paper mill near 
Venice used for its drop dead gorgeous fi fteen volume Charles Dickens 
series.

From Letterpress to Offset and Back Again
Technology has helped the Folio Society expand its business scope. Pro-
duction director Joe Whitlock-Blundell says: “20 years ago we were at 
two million and I had one half-time helper in production. Our depart-
ment has grown exponentially more than the business has, due to the 
increase in publishing activity and the introduction of in-house typeset-
ting.” From a handful of titles in the early days, the company now pro-
duces over 100 titles per year, including multi-volume sets. 

Most titles are produced digitally and printed off set by a range of printers 
in the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain. For the Folio Society, the attractions 
of printing further afi eld currently outweigh those of printing closer to 
home, at least for the time being. Europe is preferred for reasons of lead 
times and quality control. Whitlock-Blundell explains: “one of the rea-
sons the Far East doesn’t work for us as well as it does for other publish-
ers, is because of the high unit cost of materials, which are often manu-
factured in Europe”. 

A handful of the Folio Society’s special books are printed letterpress. The 
company reintroduced letterpress production for its series of limited edi-
tions of Shakespeare’s plays. The objective was to produce the ultimate 
Shakespeare edition, as Whitlock-Blundell says: “I thought it would be 
nice to do a really good looking edition, with a separate volume contain-
ing the notes.” The result is a stunningly beautiful set, with a copy of the 
play and commentary together costing £245. Each edition is hand bound 
with hand marbled sides. These books really are works of art produced 
with enormous care. According to Whitlock-Blundell: “Hand binding 
involves about 12 people and it’s slow, slow, slow”. Production of the 
Shakespeare series is going up to 3750 copies of eight titles in 2008, and 
the company may consider more letterpress for other titles in future. The 
problem is one of capacity now that letterpress is far from a mainstream 
printing activity. It demands approaches to workfl ow and deadlines that 
are no longer the norm but which perhaps remind us of how far digital 
technology has brought print production. As Whitlock-Blundell says: 
“Printing letterpress is a very salutary experience”.

The Digital Way?
The Folio Society’s business depends on its ability to use customer data 
to hang on to members and to encourage them to buy more than the 

Joe Whitlock-Blundell, production director of 
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requisite four titles per year. Its highly sophisticated database helps the 
company keep track of who buys what, which off ers people take up, and 
of course their membership status and orders. Proactive marketing and 
member retention is central to the success of any membership organisa-
tion, and the Folio Society encourages very close interaction between its 
marketing and production people. As Whitlock-Blundell explains: “Mar-
keting is a huge, huge science and we do get involved in planning because 
we’re becoming a marketing-led company”. 

The publishers look carefully at diff erent market sectors to create prod-
ucts at diff erent price points and for diff erent age groups and interests, 
reacting to changing market needs. Whitlock-Blundell notes: “Our plan-
ning process is in a state of fl ux”. This might suggest that the Folio Soci-

ety should consider a digital printing option for on-demand production 
and very short runs. But the company has no plans at all for digital print-
ing, not least because, as Whitlock-Blundell explains: “Even if there was 
a demand for smaller quantities, the binding would be a nightmare - the 
binding costs would be astronomical”.

Finishing limitations may look a little less daunting after drupa, particu-
larly as the web-to-print production model becomes more widespread. 
For the Folio Society the idea of using the website to drive production 
is pretty much off  the map at the moment, although the website is be-
coming more important for the business. Whitlock-Blundell says: “The 
website is more than a window and accounts for about 10 percent of our 
business, but what we haven’t developed much yet is new member acqui-
sition via the Web”. 

At the moment many Folio Society members order their books via the 
Web. The goal is to more actively use the website to get new members. 
Familiarity with the Web for both the Folio Society and its customers 
will eventually lead to changing service expectations on both sides. In 
the meantime the Folio Society’s business can exploit the effi  ciencies of 
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digital production and off set printing with elegant handcrafted fi nishing, 
using a mixture of traditional and leading edge technologies to produce 
truly beautiful books.

– Laurel Brunner


