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Book Repairs That You Can Do
by Ruth Walker


fter installing bookcases and book 
boxes to your satisfaction, the next 
consideration is the minor re-
pair that you can do to individual 
books, pamphlets and ephemera 
in your collection.
 Upon the acquisition of an 


item, or in reviewing your books, carefully collate the 
book, page by page, looking for foreign debris: news-
paper clippings, bobby pins, straight pins, paper clips, 
deceased critters, etc. Remove all such items, including 
plants, as they stain pages, sometimes actually “eating” 
through the paper. If you have a number of books to 
assess, sort them according to cloth, leather, pamphlet, 
and other ephemera.
 Cloth Binding care involves cleaning the boards 
and spine with a very soft brush and a dry eraser-pad 
like Faber Castell’s Magic Pad, a vinyl cleaning pad 
that is non-abrasive. Never attempt to use water and 
soap solutions to clean cloth boards as this makes the 
cloth separate from the board and leaves discolored 
areas. Vacuum the head, tail and foredge areas, as well 
as any remaining dry erasure granules.
 Frayed head and tail areas of the spine and corners 
can be consolidated with a white glue like Elmer’s, a 
polyvinyl acetate (PVA). Using a toothpick tipped in 
the glue works well. Let dry five to ten minutes (or 
until dry to the touch) before placing in bookcase.
 Older book cloth that shines (indicating a great 
deal of sizing), and leatherette may be brightened 
with a soft cloth like flannel that has the barest hint 
of anhydrous lanolin rubbed into it. Another method 
is the use of a silicon product called EndDust sprayed 
into a cloth and then used to wipe the covers. These 
two methods are similar to lightly dusting and waxing 
a small wood box. Allow the book to air for 24 hours.
 No Glue, No Matter What The Claim,  is going 
to repair or consolidate a cracked joint or inner hinge 
on a cloth or leather bound book. Books that have 
been treated in this manner later become complex 
problems for the restoration bookbinder. It is better  


to cover the book with a 3 mil. mylar jacket to pre-
vent further wear. You should also consider protecting 
all of your more fragile or valuable items with a my-
lar wrapper, especially those with paper dust-jackets. 
Mylar is simple to cut if lined up with a T-square. 
Place the mylar and book on a hard cutting surface, 
line the book up in the center with a good straight 
edge to take an accurate height measurement. After 
cutting, wrap the mylar around the book to ascertain 
the amount of turn-in needed; then trim, fold, and 
install the mylar jacket on the book.
 Leather Bindings in good condition – no powdery 
or loose joints – can be treated with a dry eraser-pad 
and then treated with a barely damp cloth if dust or 
grime is present, taking care to do only the spine and 
boards. Vacuum the head, tail and fore-edge areas.
 Elmer’s glue consolidates powdery, worn leather 
corners, as well as head and tail areas that have come 
loose. Leather labels and gouges can also be treated 
with glue. Let dry 5 to 10 minutes. Afterwards a 
leather preservative with no neats foot oil content 
could be applied according to manufacturer’s instruc-
tions, with waxed paper inserted between the boards 
and first free-endpapers to prevent the preservative 
from staining the endpapers. Allow to dry, buff, re-
move waxes papers, then return to bookcase.
 Pamphlets and Ephemeral Material can also be 
cleaned with a dry eraser-pad, using careful outward 
strokes while pressing down firmly on the item. Mylar 
folders that fit 3-ring binders are useful in catalogu-
ing and storing ephemera for easy access and display. 
For those who have a large number of pamphlets, a 
storage system using the standard 7"x10" plastic enve-
lopes with acid-free board inserts available at Comic 
Book Collectors’ Shops, is highly recommended. Lid-
ded storage boxes to fit are also sold at these shops.
 Paper Tears are easily repaired using Archival 
Document Repair Tape, a non-yellowing, neutral 
PH, reversible transparent product. Old discolored or 
missing tissue guards that protect wood and steel en-
gravings and lithographic illustrations can be replaced 
with a neutral PH tissue. 2








Handling and Care
 As you remove a book from the shelf, always ex-
tend the index finger over the top of the spine about 
an inch, so that pressure is not applied directly to the 
head cap. Many books are damaged in this way, espe-
cially leather bindings.
 When a book is being opened, the right or left 
hand forms a 90º angle for cradling the book. Never 
open a leather bound book to a full 180º as this dam-
ages the spine and joints.
 It goes without saying that food and drink near 
books and bookcases are hazardous, with spills lead-
ing to stains. Cloth bindings cannot be cleaned suc-
cessfully except with a soft brush or dry eraser.  Leath-
er bindings can be treated with a preservative that 
cleans,  moisturizes,  and polishes.  These supplies can 
be ordered through University Products, specialists in 
archival quality materials, at universityproducts.com.
 The care of books requires a frequent vacuum-
ing and dusting of the area in which they are housed. 
Also, take time to look for insect infestations, such as 
silverfish, brown clothes moths, etc. The books need 
an annual dusting, with the tops vacuumed not wiped, 
as a wiping of settled dust from the top of a book can 
drive dust and dirt into the text of the book.
 Last but not least, what about the books and 
ephemeral material that there are no shelves for, or 
that must go into storage? I recommend that you 
spend money on sturdy, uniform (easier to store), ar-
chival, acid free cartons that can be labeled to give 
some sense of order and sanity. Find an appropriate 
environment as discussed without resorting to the 
garage floor. Use good quality wrapping paper, never 
newspaper. Annually, on a warm day, take the books 
out of their boxes and stand them up, fanned out, for a 
24-hour period. Use dehumidifying silicate in bags to 
keep moisture from collecting in the cartons.


here comes a point in every collector’s ex-
perience when the housing and care of 
books and ephemera becomes as important 
as new acquisitions and cataloging. I have 


found that my enjoyment and dedication to my “trea-
sures” knows no bounds; however, I am often over-
whelmed by the care and space considerations. How 
about you?
 To make this simple, let’s begin with optimum 
environmental requirements for maintaining a col-
lection for many generations:


 y Subdued sunlight is necessary as prolonged 
ultraviolet light causes paper to become brittle, fades 
cloth spines, dries leather bindings so that the leather 
eventually crumbles and powders, and causes vellum 
bindings to warp. Incandescent lighting is preferred; 
however the damaging rays can be filtered out of fluo-
rescent lighting. Book cases should be placed in rooms 
that do not receive direct sunlight, or placed at right 
angles to windows.
 y Constant room temperature eliminates po-
tential dampness that encourages the growth of mold 
(mildew). By keeping the temperature at least between 
62º and 70º and the relative humidity at 50% to 60%, 
the mold spores already present in older books and the 
environment are less likely to become active.
 y Air circulation.  Since dampness is the most 
critical and often least considered problem in con-
servation, it is important that bookcases should be 
backed and never placed directly against the wall. 
Always leave a small space for air to circulate. Never 
keep books on the floor, carpeted or not. Bookcases 
and boxes of books should be installed along interior 
walls. In the case of closely fitting glass-fronted book-
cases, the doors should be left open from time to time 
on warm days for better air circulation. Books should 
be placed on the bookshelf so that there is room for 
air to circulate behind them. The number of books per 
shelf should allow for ease of removal so that a book 
does not need to be pulled or forced off the shelf.


Taking Care of a Collection
by Ruth Walker
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Restoration Bookbinders
by Ruth Walker


he task of conservation and restoration 
bookbinding is to use as much of a worn 
original binding as to accurately and sym-


pathetically return a book to its original condition, 
balancing structural strength with period fidelity.


 Replacing a spine that has separated at the outer 
joints by laying down an unobtrusive spine that is in-
stalled under the board materials, with the original 
spine glued back on this new spine, is probably the 
most common restoration, either in cloth or leather.


 Design bookbinders concern themselves with 
decoration, exotic materials, and innovative designs 
compatible to text content. By contrast, restoration 
binders let the original binding dictate what style will 
be used to repair a book. For instance, a book from the 
1700s will not be restored in the style and manner of a 
late Victorian binding. This emphasis requires an abil-
ity to know and execute diverse techniques expertly.


 Careful study of earlier bookbinding techniques 
and materials, and printing history, are the main con-
cerns. Constant search for new leather and paper 
sources lead to many adventures, and telephone calls, 
among restoration binders. Matching existing endpa-
pers in older books can be a delicate matter. 


 Restoration bookbinders pride themselves on be-
ing able to make a crumbled leather or cloth book as 
structurally sound as possible without confusing col-
lectors, bibliographers and historians. When little, or 
none, of an original binding exists, restorers create a 
new one that is historically accurate to what the origi-
nal might have been like. 


 Restoration work can be full of surprises and re-
quires steady nerves. A book’s sewing can disintegrate 
when the old glue is removed, meaning potential 
complication in either materials or time management. 
When restorers visit among themselves, they talk 
about their latest dilemmas, and even the most experi-
enced are reduced to blank stares and panic, especially 
when working on rare and valuable books.


 Since the emphasis in restoration is on utility and 
permanence, rather than decoration, considerable ex-
pense goes into acid free materials, vegetable tanned 
and dyed leathers, unbleached linen thread and cloth, 
and reversible adhesives. Restoration is labor intensive 
so this kind of work is reserved for books that have 
significant historial value, such as a family Bible, or for 
books that have an established market value in con-
sideration of their historical importance.
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