
Handling Older Collections

Preservation



Older collections have specific problems and needs. 
In this training session, we will briefly discuss:

 The history of book-making processes and how 
this affects the condition of books over time.

 Proper book storage, environment, and handling.
 Which materials should be referred to 

Preservation for possible treatment.

Overview



Short Title

History of the Book
Materials and techniques that affect damage



Brittle Paper
Why some paper is brittle and some is 

not

 Most paper made before 1840 was 
made from linen rags. It is very 
strong and chemically stable. 

 After 1840, wood pulp paper was 
developed. Wood pulp paper can be 
initially strong, but it contains lignin 
which is not chemically stable. Over 
time, acidic products develop and 
break down the paper fibers.

 Today’s “acid free” paper is generally 
wood pulp that has had much of the 
lignin removed and contains alkaline 
buffers.

Brittle Paper



 Cloth bindings were developed 
around 1820. The cloth was 
impregnated with substances to 
make them more sturdy. Those 
substances become acidic with 
time and break down.  

 The chemical breakdown is 
accelerated in areas that take 
more mechanical movement 
such as corners and joints. 

Cloth



Cloth

As cloth breaks down, what we see are 
•Detached boards and missing boards 
•Detached spines and missing spines



 Shortcuts in leather processing 
in the 19th Century reduced the 
longevity of the final product. 

 The fibers in this leather 
deteriorate into a condition 
known as “red rot” 
characterized by a brownish-
red powder. 

Leather



 Books sewn through the folds are the 
sturdiest, although sewing can break 
over time. 

 Oversewn books are sewn as much 
as ¼ inch into the textblock. This 
mechanical constriction combined 
with brittle paper can cause great 
damage. 

 Adhesive bindings are used on both 
folios and single sheets, but are not 
sewn. However strong or flexible the 
adhesive is, it will eventually fail. 

How a book’s pages are attached can affect the 
way it will get damaged 



Sewn through the fold



Oversewn—note damage



Adhesive binding



Short Title

Proper Environment 
and Storage



 Heat and humidity accelerate chemical 
reactions.

 Light fades objects as well as accelerating 
chemical reactions. 

 Pollution damage such as sulfur dioxide is 
evident in books that came from 19th c. 
libraries that were lit with gas lamps.

Environmental factors accelerate damage



•Some damage is done by pests that eat paper based materials: 
silverfish, cockroaches, bookworms.

•Other damage is done by pests that are attracted by food, but use 
the paper based materials for nests: rats and mice.

Food can attract pests

Bookworms Rodents



 DIY repair causes more work for the 
Conservation Staff. 

Well intentioned repairs



 Housings that are too large 
can allow an item to move 
within it, creating mechanical 
damage. 

 Housings that are too small 
make handling difficult. 

 Housings that are past their 
useful life make the items 
vulnerable. 

Improper Housings



Short Title

Proper Handling



 Always have clean hands
 Eat and drink away from collection materials
 Keep stacks of books small
 Do not pull books from the headcap
 Always fully support the book 
 Use cloth ties rather than rubber bands
 Tape, pens, paperclips and even pencils and 

post-it notes leave permanent traces
 Proper placement and adhesion of barcodes 

is essential

Good Handling Practices



Keep food and dirt away from books



Keep stacks of books small and orderly

Bad stack

Good stack



Do not pull from the headcap



Fully support the book



Use cloth ties rather than rubber bands



Good for short travels 
(within the library)

Note the 
placement 
of the tie—
on the side 
is best



Better for longer travels 
(out of the library)

Note the 
placement of 
the tie—on 
the side or at 
the top is 
best



Damage from paperclips



Damage from post-it notes



Poor barcode placement

Placed on 
both 
leather 
and paper



Good barcode placement

Placed 
completely 
on paper



Adhere barcodes well



Short Title

Preservation Referrals 



 loose, detached, 
or missing 
covers or 
bindings/boards

 detached or 
missing spine 
pieces 

If in doubt, please ask Preservation



 split text block 

 unbound loose parts/sets 
of plates/maps etc.

 severe water damage—
fused pages or excessive 
cockling and warping of 
text block

Preservation Referrals



Material projecting from textblock



 brittle text blocks that 
have crumbling or 
fracturing paper (handling 
causes damage)

 leather bindings that are 
powdery (known as "red 
rot") or dry and flaking

 volumes that create 
shelving problems such 
as odd sizes or warped 
covers

Preservation Referrals



 volumes with clasps 
or other attachments 
that could damage 
adjacent material

 volumes with 
excessive mold 
damage—especially 
active mold growth

Preservation Referrals



 volumes with live 
insect or evidence of 
other pest (rodent) 
damage

 volumes with sticky 
accretions—gum, 
food stuffs, etc.

 pamphlets that are 
past their useful life

Preservation Referrals



Sherry Byrne 2-9313
Head of Preservation
sbyr@uchicago.edu

Ann Lindsey 2-1681
Head of Conservation
annlindsey@uchicago.edu

Amy Mantrone 2-8901
Head of Binding & Shelf Preparation
mantrone@uchicago.edu
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