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  FOREWORD

  By Nicholas A. Basbanes

  What a delightful circumstance it is that in the early years of the twenty-first century we should have newly released a trusted compendium of bibliographic knowledge that is chock full of solid advice on the care and preservation of worthwhile books. Even more fortuitous is that it should be made available to a new wave of needy readers in a smart new edition. In just two short decades, The Care of Fine Books has achieved that most coveted status of all: It has become indispensable to collectors, librarians and booksellers, both professionals and amateurs alike, not only for the sound guidance it contains, but just as much for the grace and accessibility of its style and the directness of its writing. With so much information, entertainment, and instruction coming to us these days electronically in the form of zeroes and ones, it is reassuring to hear a voice call out for what amounts to caution and calm in the face of paradigm shifts of seismic proportions. That the voice is that of Jane Greenfield—a former conservator at Yale University who has spent a lifetime devoted to the making and the care of precious books—makes this new release all the more welcome.

  The true beauty of it all is that this internationally respected authority on book conservation makes a distinction between volumes that are “rare” and volumes that are “fine,” with the explicit understanding that all works set down on paper are important and worth saving in and of themselves. Fine books, Ms. Greenfield points out, “may be rare, but rare books are not always fine.” What she is suggesting here, in essence, is that while scarcity and monetary value are certainly important factors to consider when deciding whether or not an artifact on paper merits protective measures, she also makes clear that something can be beautiful and important and well worth saving regardless of how many dollars it might fetch at auction or in the sales galleries of antiquarian booksellers.

  Everyone knows, of course, that a First Folio of Shakespeare in great condition and with an impeccable provenance can command as much as $8 million in today’s world, or that high spots in a genre we call “modern first editions”—a first issue copy of J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, let’s say, or Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird—can secure sums of $25,000 or more, triple that for a fine copy of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby with a crisp dust jacket. Needless to say, it behooves the keeper of such treasures to insure that they are treated properly and well, and the truth is that anyone who spends this kind of money on books of such stature does not need to be persuaded they require regular maintenance and close attention. It is all the other books in the bibliophilic universe—be they the “medium rare” tomes as some institutions now describe titles that occupy a kind of limbo zone between the commonplace and the scarce, or those that can be described simply as “fine”—that are the focus of her attention as well.

  By Ms. Greenfield’s definition, a “fine” book is a book that is printed on well-made paper, and bound “handsomely” in a way that the “mechanical components,” as she puts it, “work well together.” Mechanical components, of course, are quite different from the text, which is another consideration entirely, and a topic to consider elsewhere. In this instance, mechanical components are an aspect of aesthetics and involve elements of what are known as the book arts. By this measurement, the assumption is that books are important in and of themselves as expressions of human wisdom and inquiry, and like all other matters that are subjective and arbitrary, the appeal and relevance of the content is a personal matter. To her credit, Ms. Greenfield makes no distinction either between paperbacks and hardcovers; all books, in her benevolent view, are created equally, and all are deserving of long and fruitful lives.

  The steps a careful custodian of books must take are laid out with great precision and admirable economy of words. And because she makes no assumptions on whatever prior knowledge a person might have on the architecture and framework of the miracle of human ingenuity we call a “book,” she offers a concise refresher course on what constitutes its various parts and appendages, and outlines in specific detail the “factors,” as she calls them, that affect books. They include light, temperature, humidity, and the weather most assuredly, but other threats such as babies, cats, rodents, mold, insects and the like are discussed in detail, too. She categories these as “biological attacks”—along with natural disasters that endanger these fragile objects on a daily basis; not surprisingly, “human error” is probably the most egregious menace of all. To protect against each of these perils, thankfully, there are steps to take, and they are outlined herewith in easy-to-master fashion.

  And then there are the tidbits of advice that make perfect common sense, but need to be reiterated all the same. Do we need to be reminded that one must never “lean on a book” or to “use a book as a support” for writing? Or that it is not a very good idea to use a pen in close proximity to paper that is not intended to be marked permanently—ink spots are generally irreversible, after all, and pencils are so much cleaner to use— or that fingers and eyeglasses do not make for sensible bookmarks? The answer is yes indeed in each and every instance, since proper vigilance never takes a holiday.

  There are those out there today who would regard the care of something so ubiquitous as the book as a decidedly quaint exercise, a medium of intellectual transmission that technology is sure to render irrelevant with time, and who consequently ask, why bother with such an anachronism? Never mind that the prediction of a “paperless society” has already been proven fallacious—offices use more paper today than ever before—or that books show no signs of forfeiting the hold they have on our psyches, our emotions, and our very well-being. It only makes sense that we pay these beloved companions the proper respect they have earned, for let it be said that no one individual ever really “owns” a book. The true bibliophile understands that we have a responsibility to watch over our books for a period of time, and then, when the time is right, take steps to insure safe passage to the next generation. With The Care of Fine Books at hand, the transfer can be made with ease, confidence, and a clear conscience that everything that could be done properly, has been done.


  PREFACE

  Fine books, that is books well printed on high quality paper and handsomely bound so that the mechanical components of the book work well together, are different from rare books since fine books may be rare, but rare books are not always fine. Rare books might be printed on newsprint, which contains damaging chemicals and has a short life expectancy (paperbacks and comic books, for example). Such books are rare because of their fragility and therefore scarcity.

  Fine books stand a much better chance of survival than fragile, rare ones, but in both cases deterioration can be slowed (it can never be stopped completely) with proper housing and handling, and this is what this book is about. It is written for private collectors, rare book librarians, and curators, and ranges from simple handling procedures —how to pick up, or not pick up, a book—to optimum housing conditions and display techniques.

  Knowing something about the materials books are made of, how they are put together, how they are affected by their environment, and what their most vulnerable parts are, helps in knowing how to store, handle and display them properly and the things to do, and not to do, to prolong their life and maintain them in good condition. The needless damage caused by improper handling is easily avoided.

  A little over a hundred years ago William Blades wrote, in The Enemies of Books, “The surest way to preserve your books in health is to treat them as you would your own children, who are sure to sicken if confined in an atmosphere which is impure, too hot, too cold, too damp, or too dry.” He also wrote the following, “I remember purchasing many years ago at a suburban book stall, a perfect copy of Moxon’s Mechanic Exercises, now a scarce work. The volumes were uncut, and had the original marble covers. They looked so attractive in their old fashioned dress, that I at once determined to preserve it. My binder soon made for them a neat wooden box in the shape of a book, with morocco back properly lettered, where I trust the originals will be preserved from dust and injury for many a long year.

  “Old covers, whether boards or paper, should always be retained if in any state approaching decency. A case, which can be embellished to any extent looks every whit as well upon the shelf! [sic] and gives even greater protection than binding. It has also this great advantage: it does not deprive your descendants of the opportunity of seeing for themselves exactly in what dress the book buyers of four centuries ago received their volumes.” Conservation options today are ones which, according to Nicholas Pickwoad, Advisor to the National Trust for Book Conservation, “. . . require as little disturbance as possible” so it is reassuring that the opinion that judicious leaving alone is best was held so long ago by a man who gave serious thought to the well being of books.

  Enough information on the guidelines and practices recommended by conservators for an interested reader to pursue this subject has been included, but has not been treated in any detail.

  Information is listed under as many headings as possible for easy reference.

  Products and publications mentioned in the text are listed in the chapter on Materials and Suppliers.

  I would like to thank Suzanne Rutter, Technical Services Librarian at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library and, particularly, Gay Walker, Preservation Librarian and Curator of the Arts of the Book in the Sterling Memorial Library—both at Yale University; Kenneth Nesheim, appraisor; Mary Schlosser, collector; and Wayne Eley and Arthur Greenfield, who are neither librarians nor collectors.

  New Haven, CT

  August, 1988
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  The Nature of Books

  The principal materials that make up books are as follows:

  
    
      	
        Papyrus

      
      	
        Cloth

      
    

    
      	
        Parchment

      
      	
        Vegetable fibers (thread and cord)

      
    

    
      	
        Paper and paper products

      
      	
        Plastic

      
    

    
      	
        Wood

      
      	
        Metals

      
    

    
      	
        Leather

      
      	
        Adhesives

      
    

  

  Papyrus. The earliest inscribed papyri extant date from about 2500 B.C., but there is probably a long tradition of use behind them. It was the most common material used as a writing support throughout Egypt and the Greek and Roman empires and continued in use for documents in the Vatican as late as the eleventh century. High quality, newly made papyrus is white or cream color, flexible, strong, and very attractive.

  Cyperus papyrus is a sedge plant which at one time grew abundantly in marshes along the Nile. Strips were cut or torn from the pith of its triangular stems and laid side by side on a hard, smooth surface so as neither to overlap nor leave a gap from shrinkage when drying. A second layer of strips was laid on the first, at a right angle to it. The two layers were then beaten and dried under pressure. The natural juices of the plant (polyesters) held them together. Although the plant grows to a height of seven to ten feet or more, the sheets made from it were not large, usually no more than eighteen inches high. They were pasted together to form rolls, which were later cut up to form codices. Although this seems an unusually roundabout means to an end, it allowed the scribe to choose his own page width. Papyrus was pasted together to stiffen covers or form book boards and for the manufacture of rope and candle wicks. We can only hope that it was uninscribed papyrus and not the tragedies of Euripides that burned quietly away of an evening in Gaul. It is said to have a very pleasant smell when burning. Papyrus has proved remarkably durable but is now brown and so fragile it is usually kept between sheets of glass or acrylic plastic. It becomes limp and molds if humidified so it is due to the dry climate of Egypt that the thousands of fragments and the books extant today have been preserved.

  [image: image]

  Stretched parchment

  [image: image]

  Papyrus structure

  Parchment or vellum. These terms are generally used interchangeably—but precisely, parchment is split sheep, goat or other skin, and vellum is unsplit calfskin. In many cases it is difficult to tell them apart.

  Vellum and parchment are made by liming a skin to remove the hair, repeatedly dampening and drying it under tension, splitting if required, scraping it smooth, and polishing. Fine vellum is extremely beautiful—white and almost translucent—a perfect surface for writing or painting. Parchment has been manufactured since at least 2000 B.C. in Egypt and since Roman times in Europe, but was almost entirely superseded by paper by the sixteenth century. It is only occasionally used today by calligraphers, conservators, or for fine binding.

  Vellum is very durable but hygroscopic (that is, readily absorbs and retains moisture) and is subject to cockling, which is caused by changes in relative humidity. In the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, books were bound in wooden boards with fastenings which held the vellum flat. Most of these fastenings have broken over time so protective containers are needed to hold the vellum flat today.

  Paper. Although it is possible to make paper from almost any kind of fiber, it is largely produced from cellulose fibers. It is thought that, while competition with vellum lasted, a superior paper product was produced. Clean linen rags were bleached by the sun, pounded in stamping mills and formed into sheets with long interlocking fibers. Finally they were sized with gelatin, glue, or starch to prevent ink from spreading. The direction in which the fibers lie is called the grain, and paper folds more easily parallel to it. This is an important factor in making protective wrappers, etc. See Grain, page 108.
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  Paper mold

  The process of paper making was invented in China in about 104 A.D. Knowledge of its manufacture travelled slowly from China by way of Samarkand, Baghdad, Damascus, Egypt and Fez, arriving at Jativa in Spain about 1150, Italy and further north shortly thereafter, and in America by 1690, when William Rittenhouse established a paper mill near Philadelphia.

  Over the centuries, the history of paper has been one of decreasing quality to meet increasing demands, the nadir being around 1880 when mechanical wood pulp came into common use. This pulp has extremely short fibers and contains lignin and hemi-cellulose (amorphous polymeric substances related to cellulose), materials which break down into damaging compounds, producing a very fragile paper which usually discolors on exposure to light or air and becomes brittle. Although few fine books have been printed on wood pulp paper, many rare books (tracts, comic books, etc.) are printed on this kind of paper. Millions of books, published in the last half of the last century and the early years of this, are not expected to be usable by the year 2000.

  Matters have improved in recent years. Research into the causes of the deterioration of paper, notably by William J. Barrow, has produced alkaline and permanent/durable papers and an awareness of the factors contributing to the degradation of cellulose. It has been determined that the pH (measurement of the hydrogen-ion concentration) should be 7 (neutral), or alkaline (7.1 to 8.5), that is, buffered against concentrations of acids. Many books now give the name and manufacturer of the paper used, with the statement “Acid free” or “This paper meets the requirements of the American National Standards Institute’s Standard on the Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials ANSI Z39.48–1984,” which does not tell the average person very much. However, paper which conforms to this standard’s requirements for pH, alkaline reserve, folding endurance, tear resistance, and freedom from groundwood (mechanical wood pulp) is anticipated to last several hundred years. The mathematical symbol for infinity, ∞, may be added. This information is usually on the copyright page or in the colophon.
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