
PRESERVATION 101
As we library professionals well know, our 
collections range fa r wider than the written word 
in its myriad forms. From Patrick White's specs in 
the National Library to the earliest known existing 
Australian photograph at the State Library o f 
New South Wales, or that quilt donated by the 
local Guild, our colleagues are very proud o f this 
enormously varied range o f items. But it does beg 
a question fo r  those o f us who don't already have 
such specialised collections and the expertise to 
care fo r  them -  what should we know before we take on 
the responsibility o f an unusual item?

Most of our Libraries are generally meant to attract 
as high a Level of use as we can manage. The Lighting 
and temperature levels are, for the most part, geared to 
patron and staff comfort. That means a well-meaning 
donation of a fragile artefact to the local public library can 
be problematic for both the artefact and the library, unless 
there is capacity to dedicate an area to the rather different 
requirements of the items themselves.

According to Kay SoderLund at 
Preservation Australia, we should 
start as we mean to continue, which
means breaking out the gloves 
immediately (and we mean nitrile 
or sterile medical gloves, not cotton 
or latex, because with cotton you lose too much 'touch' and 
some people are allergic to Latex).

"Careless handling is one of the most common causes of 
damage," says Kay.

"A Lot of the damage conservators see comes from poor 
handling, such as the use of inappropriate adhesives, sticky 
tape, pins and so on, or poor support for dispLay, "she says.

NaturaLLy most of us wiLL aLready be watching out for 
pests and mouLd and we do our best to controL dust in 
our coLLections, but high Light LeveLs and very high, Low or 
rapidly fluctuating humidity are factors that will also affect 
a fragiLe item, whether a book, textiLe or artwork. Recent 
design trends happiLy make the most of as much naturaL 
Light as can be mustered, but that same direct Light is an 
enemy of textiLes and artworks. RegardLess of whether 
such items are in your coLLection or part of your decor, it's 
important to make sure they are protected to ensure they 
can be enjoyed for a Long time to come.

A key consideration for a Library or coLLection that does 
not already have similar items is whether an offered item 
shouLd even be accepted. There are both practicaL and 
coLLection-management questions that need to be asked.
To avoid disasters the ruLe seems to be to approach with 
caution -  and if you aren't sure what you are Looking at, 
get an expert in at an earLy stage. This wiLL be normaL 
operationaL procedure for many speciaL coLLection managers 
but the rest of us wiLL need some heLp.

"Seek professionaL advice before you do anything that 
impacts on the object," Kay says.

Sometimes an artefact comes with tenants, in the form 
of a pest infestation. Not onLy does this have to be deaLt 
with, there can be a risk to the rest of your coLLection as 
weLL. The infestation may not be visibLe or recognisabLe 
other than by an expert so beware the oLd shoebox fuLL of 
treasures -  keep it weLL away from anything eLse untiL it can 
be thoroughLy checked.

Some donations, Kay aLso warns, come with other strings 
attached.

FEATURE:
Treasures and Secrets

"It is wise to 
ask if there is an 
expectation that 
by donating the 
item, the Library 
is agreeing to 
fuLLy conserve 
it," Kay advises. 
If it is damaged 
or rare (or both) 
this couLd mean 
a significant 
expense.

Consider too, 
how it will be

stored, where and in what. Specialist 
materiaLs incLuding acid-free paper, 

boxes and sLeeves are aLL going to add to the cost, as wiLL 
insurance for very rare and vaLuabLe pieces. Photographs 
require coLder, drier storage conditions than books, for 
exampLe, whiLe textiLes require padding to avoid sharp

creases whiLe stored. Once in the 
coLLection, Kay says we shouLd 
aLso ask ourseLves whether it is 
going to be practicaL and easy 
to access when required. Some 

donors aLso expect items to be reguLarLy exhibited and this 
must be budgeted and scheduLed as weLL.

There are definitely situations and donations that 
probabLy shouLd be avoided unLess you have the 
environment, expertise and funding to manage them. But 
sometimes we wiLL be the custodians. It's a speciaL priviLege 
to have. As Kay says, "each object is individuaL and has its 
own story to teLL".

Lee Welch
incite@aLia.org.au

"E ach  o b j e c t  is  in d iv idu al a n d  h a s  
i t s  o w n  s t o r y  t o  tell."

FIV E  H IN TS TO K EEP  YOUR  

T R EA SU R E IN  T IP  TOP CONDITION
1. Store the item in archivaL quaLity materiaLs 

and boxes to maximise protection from 
dust, pests and fluctuations in humidity.

2. Ensure the storage environment is 
stabLe. This doesn't necessariLy mean air 
conditioning is required -  it's is aLL about 
stabLe temperature and reLative humidity 
LeveLs.

3. Understand the principLes of appropriate 
handLing and dispLay for the artefact.

4. Do a Preservations Needs Assessment.
Engaging a conservator to do this can heLp 
you decide the most effective and efficient 
use of resources for your needs -  and they 
can aLso provide information to heLp you 
Lobby for funding.

5. Have a comprehensive Disaster PLan 
and make sure all your staff know what's 
in it and what to do in the event of an 
emergency.
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