Care of Books

Books are made up of organic materials (paper, wood, leather and cloth) which naturally deteriorate as they age. This deterioration process is accelerated by adverse environmental conditions and careless handling. With proper care, the useable life of your books will be extended, whether they are rare books, treasured family heirlooms or modern publications. 

Care and Handling    

Ensure your hands are clean while using a book.  Unseen dirt such as grease and sweat accumulate and can cause damage and staining.  Avoid eating, drinking and smoking while handling books.

When carrying books, carry only a few at a time or place them in an appropriate container for carrying. 

Remove a book from the shelf by reaching over the top of the book to the fore-edge and then gently pulling it out. Alternatively you can push back the books on either side of the one to be removed, giving enough room to get a firm hold on either side of the spine.
New books or tightly bound books can easily have their spines cracked if they are forced to open flat. When opening a new book for the first time, turn the pages section by section from the front, pressing gently along the fold.  When you reach the middle repeat from the back.  Repeat this several times.

Rather than turning the corners of pages to mark your place, use a bookmark. The ideal would be a strip of acid-free paper which would cause no staining or discolouration if it remained there indefinitely.

Dust is potentially damaging to books. It can act as an abrasive and will attract moisture which can be a catalyst for harmful chemical activity or mould growth. It makes good sense to routinely clean dust from shelves and books. Remove all books one shelf at a time. Check for signs of mould, insects or rodents. Hold the book firmly by the fore-edge keeping it tightly closed to avoid pushing dust down into the pages. Using a soft brush such as a shaving brush, sweep along edges, always brushing away from the spine when cleaning head and tail. Do this work outside or in a well ventilated area.

Avoid at all times the use of pressure sensitive tapes such as Sellotape and masking tape or self-adhesive labels, as they will cause staining and damage. This is also true of all repair tapes. If it is necessary to inscribe or otherwise mark a book, do so on the first blank fly leaf at the front using a soft 2B pencil.

Leather dressings and polishes are potentially damaging and so should not be used. Also inappropriate repairs can result in irreparable damage.  It is better to protect and stabilise damaged bindings by wrapping them in an acid free tissue or placing them in archival boxes.
Storage

Book shelves should not be positioned against an outside wall or exposed to strong light such as sunlight, spotlights or fluorescent lighting.  Exposure to light will cause fading of leather and bookcloth, and discolouration of paper.  This is clearly demonstrated by the faded spines of many old books. Curtains and blinds can be used to keep out direct light.

Books need to be shelved upright so that they support each other.  Books of similar size are best shelved together. Do not pack the shelves so tightly that books are difficult to remove. Large heavy books such as family bibles and books that are fragile should be given flat storage. Individual books which are particularly valuable and those with loose pages or detached covers can be wrapped in acid-free tissue and tied with flat cotton tape or housed in archival purpose-made boxes.

Avoid pushing books to the back of the bookshelf.  A space needs to be left between the fore-edge of books and the back of shelves to allow for air circulation and the safe removal of books. Good ventilation is important to reduce the risk of mould growth.

Books, like all organic artefacts, require a stable temperature and relative humidity. Warm, humid conditions can promote mould growth and dry conditions will cause paper and leather to dry out and become brittle. Avoid storage in attics,basements and sheds. Also avoid potentially humid areas such as kitchens and bathrooms.  If you are storing books in boxes always make sure boxes are off the floor.  This is to avoid the possibility of flooding from such things as burst water pipes and also to ensure the books do not get damp from contact with the floor.
Other publications in this series include:


Repair of Books, Care of Family Collections, Care of Artworks on Paper, Care of Photographs, Care of Sound Recordings. 

These can be accessed from the National Library’s website at http://www.natlib.govt.nz/services/get-advice/preservation/preservation-help

For further information contact the National Preservation Office, Te Tari Tohu Taonga, National Library of New Zealand, PO Box 1467, Wellington 6001, tel:  (4) 474 3000.

For information on conservators, see the website of The Professional Conservators’ Group: http://www.conservators.org.nz 
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