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Caring for Books in your Museum’s Collection 

By Rosalie Hooper, Emily Pazar, and Matt Skic 

 

 

Supply List:  
 

 Clean cloth/soft brush 
 Book ends 
 Acid free boxes 
 Foam book supports (various sizes) 
 Fabric covered book weights 

 

 

 

VIDEO NARRATION  

 

Introduction 

        

 Books are found in the collections of many small museums, but may be 

overlooked. This short instructional video will give tips about how to clean, store, 

catalog, and handle books. Even small changes offer a good way to reconsider your 

museum’s book collection.  

 

Today we are filming at the Winterthur Museum Rare Books Reading Room.  
 

Cleaning 

 

        The importance of cleaning books cannot be overemphasized – besides removing 

accumulating dirt, cleaning is part of the process of monitoring the safety and condition 

of collections. Establishing a cleaning schedule (based on the storage location of the 

books and how quickly dust accumulates) can be a useful way to assure the continued 

care and maintenance of books.  

 

When dusting a book, use a clean cloth or soft brush and gently wipe dust away 

from the spine towards the outer edges of the pages. 

 

For large collections or particularly dusty books, using a vacuum can offer 

opportunities to carefully and efficiently remove dust. Since book cleaning should be 

gentle and dust particles from books are small, HEPA vacuums should be used, holding 

books closed securely while gently running the vacuum over their tops and spines.  

 

With leather books, pay particularly close attention to flaking and deteriorating 

covers, but keep in mind that oiling and dressing leather books is no longer considered 

best practice.  
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Also remember to think about the cleanliness of storage spaces; regularly cleaning 

floors near book collections (with special care to avoid splashing water on bottom-shelf 

books) can help keep books less dusty, besides wiping down or vacuuming shelving. 
 

Storage 

 

        Books should be stored at room temperature or below, in rooms with relative 

humidity around 35 percent.  

 

They should be kept in spaces with adequate air circulation, and away from 

windows, doors, and vents.  

 

When a storage space is not being used, blinds should be drawn to protect books 

from light, while books on display should be kept out of direct paths of sunlight, with 

pages flipped every couple of weeks to avoid fading on one page.  

When not on display, books are best kept in an upright position on shelves, with 

adequate bookends that have smooth surfaces and broad ends (especially avoiding wire 

bookends that can damage both large and small books). Pay careful attention to the 

weight distribution on shelving, no shelves should bow or bend. 

 

For fragile books, creating protective enclosures out of sturdy acid-free materials 

can offer necessary support and protection from surrounding books. 

 

 

Cataloging 
 

Cataloging is a critical step in caring for collections. Properly cataloging the 

books in your collection will allow you to keep track of your items, to manage their 

maintenance, and give you a better idea of the scope of your collections. 

 

Ideally, all of the books in your collection should be cataloged. If you do have a 

backlog in cataloging, as many institutions do, you can use your collections policy to 

determine which books are high priority and should be catalogued first. 

 

We recommend that you use a digital collection management system to catalog 

the books in your collection.  

 

If some of your volunteers and staff are not computer literate, you might also 

consider keeping a paper copy of your catalog. If you have a very large collection of 

books, a reading room, or a library, you might consider investing in a specialized library 

cataloging system. 

 

If books make up a smaller part of your collection, you can catalog them in the 

same system and with the same registration standards you use to catalog other objects. 

Cataloging programs like Past Perfect have library features which let you easily catalog 

books. 
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The information required to catalog a book varies with each system, but should 

include fields such as: Object type, object number, title, donor information and 

acquisition details, creator or publisher, place of origin, creation date, any marks, 

signatures, or inscriptions, materials, dimensions, current location, and cataloguer. 

 

After you have entered the relevant information about the book you are cataloging 

in your system, assign a call number or registration number according to your institution's 

policies.  

 

Be sure to write the call number or registration number in pencil in the book. 

 

One of the most important parts of the cataloging process is standardization. 

Using an accepted set of standard terms to describe and catalogue the books in your 

collection will make these objects more accessible and usable, both for your staff and for 

members of the public. Authority lists and thesauri, like the Getty Vocabularies, are 

available online and create consistency within your catalog and with the catalogs of other 

institutions. 

 

Maintenance of your catalog is just as important as the entry of new information 

in the catalog. Whenever an object's location or condition changes, you should update its 

catalog entry. A catalog must be kept up to date in order to be useful! 

 

Using and Handling Books 

 

Whenever handling any type of book, rare or common, it is essential to have clean 

hands. Hand washing removes oils and residue from your skin that can stain pages and 

cause tears.  

 

Even with clean hands, do not touch images, illustrations, and illuminations in 

books.  

 

In the museum world, gloves are depended upon to protect collections. However, 

they are not needed when handling books. Both nitrile and cotton gloves limit dexterity 

which is important when turning delicate pages. 

  

Once your hands are washed and dried, the next step is to take a book from its 

shelf. Proper removal techniques help fragile book spines stay intact.  

 

Never grab a book by its head cap (top of spine).  

 

If there is room above the book, reach your hand over the top of the book and 

push it out.  

 

If there is not enough space above the book, push the two flanking books back on 

the shelf and remove the book you need by holding its book boards. The key to book 

removal is pushing, not pulling.  
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Don’t forget to readjust the bookends to prevent the books from leaning on their 

book boards. Leaning puts stress on the binding.  

 

Remember, only carry a manageable amount of books, holding them flat in your 

hands or with their spine down.  

 

Be mindful of doors that need opening on the way to the reading room or area. 

When transporting books, be aware of stress on the binding. 

 

Supporting the spine is the most important thing to consider when reading a book 

on a table. Foam book supports or wedges are great tools to have in any reading room.  

 

No book should be opened more than 120 degrees, tighter bound books no more 

than 90 degrees.  

Adjust the foam supports as you go through the book, supporting the book boards 

and spine as needed.  

 

It is also important to be careful with pages. Turn pages slowly and don’t turn too 

many pages at once. Pick up pages at their corner with your fingertips. Slide your hand to 

the middle of the page and then turn.  

 

To hold pages open, especially when photographing, use fabric covered weights. 

Do not use other objects that may damage pages or slide off. 

 

Proper reading room practices ensure the protection of your museums book 

collection. These rules should apply to both visitors and employees.  

 

For note taking, soft graphite pencils should be used instead of pens. Pencil marks 

can easily be removed if they are accidentally made in a book.  

 

Products that could cause damage, such as white-out, sticky notes, adhesives, and 

highlighters, should not be allowed in reading rooms. The same goes for food and drink. 

Even water can stain and cause damage to books.  

 

If you need a bookmark, use a small piece of paper and never “dog-ear” pages. 

Sticky notes should not be used because they leave damaging residue on pages. 

 

Care also needs to be taken when photocopying or photographing books. Copier 

lids can break book spines and fragile books should not be photocopied at all. Shut off 

the flash on your camera before taking photos. 
 

Conclusion 

 

Books are an important part of any museum’s collection. If properly stored, 

catalogued, and handled, even a small collection of books can be a useful research tool 

for visitors and employees. For further information about caring for your books, see the 
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accompanying resources list.  Even small changes to your book collection can help your 

museum take better advantage of its resources.  
 

 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 

Cleaning and Storage: 

 

American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works, Caring for Your 

Treasures: Books 

 

http://www.conservation-us.org/about-conservation/caring-for-your-

treasures/books#.VIXpBMn0hco 

 

North Carolina Museum of History, How to care for your Documents, Books, and Images 

 

http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/Collections/HowtoCareforYourArtifacts/HowtoCar

eforYourTextiles/HowtoCareforyourDocuments.aspx 

 

Northeast Document Conservation Center, Cleaning Books, and Shelves 

 

https://www.nedcc.org/free-resources/preservation-leaflets/4.-storage-and-

handling/4.3-cleaning-books-and-shelves 

 

Northeast Document Conservation Center, Storage Methods and Handling Practices 

 

https://www.nedcc.org/free-resources/preservation-leaflets/4.-storage-and-

handling/4.1-storage-methods-and-handling-practices 

 

Victoria and Albert Museum, Caring for Your Books and Papers 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/c/caring-for-your-books-and-papers/ 

 
 

Cataloging:  

Benedetti, Joan M., ed. Art Museum Libraries and Librarianship. Lanham, MD: 

Scarecrow Press, 2007. 

 

The Library of Congress, Bibliographic Access Divisions. Cataloging Resources. 2006. 

http://www.loc.gov/catdir/catdir.html. 

 

.Pennell, Charley. Cataloguer's Toolbox. Memorial University of Newfoundland 

Libraries August 16, 2012. http://staff.library.mun.ca/staff/toolbox/. 

 

Museums Australia: Victoria. The Small Museums Cataloguing Manual: A guide to 

cataloguing object and image collections. 4th ed. 2009. 

http://www.mavic.asn.au/assets/Small_Museums_Cataloguing_Manual_4th.pdf. 
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Vocabulary Lists and Thesauri: 

 

The Getty Research Institute. Getty Vocabularies. 

http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html. 

Library of Congress. Thesauri & Controlled Vocabularies. 

http://www.loc.gov/library/libarch-thesauri.html 

 

 

Care and Handling: 

 

University of Southern California, University of Books: Care & Handling Guidelines 

 

http://www.usc.edu/libraries/archives/arc/libraries/rarebooks/carebooks.html 
 

Library of Congress Care, Handling, and Storage of Books 

 

http://www.loc.gov/preservation/care/books.html 
 

Caring for Book and Documents by A.D. Baynes-Cope 

 

IFLA Principles for the Care and Handling of Library Material edited by Edward P. 

Adcock 

 

Preservation Guide 5: Books by Pamela D. Arceneaux and Jessica Travis 

 

To find a conservator near you:  

 

American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works, Find a Conservator 

 

http://www.conservation-us.org/membership/find-a-conservator#.VIXpV8n0hco 

 

 


