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May 8, 2015 

DRAFT 

Immediate Strategic Priority #21:  Handling and Shelving Special Collections and Archives 

A committee was tasked by Associate Director Diane Koen to carry out the following McGill Library 

Immediate Strategic Priority: 

21. Develop a storage best practice procedure document for McGill Library and 

Archives. Post and ensure all staff members involved with storage and shelving are 

trained. Recommendations to be implemented by the end of Winter 2015. 

The Committee consisted of the following members: 

Lori Podolsky, Acting Head, McGill University Archives 

Richard Virr,  Head, Rare Books and Special Collections 

Chris Lyons, Head Librarian, Osler Library of the History of Medicine. 

  

The committee met several times in the Fall and Winter of 2014-15 and reviewed the secondary 

literature and the best practices of other institutions.  We also consulted Ms. Terry Rutherford, an 

expert in the field of rare book and paper conservation.   Our final report is meant to be practical and is 

focused on providing tangible information for those charged with caring for special collections and 

archives.    Instructions should be modified to conform to local situations. 

1. Rationale 
 

2. Instructions on proper book shelving  
 

3. Handling material  
 

4. Handling heavy material (such as archival boxes) 
 
 

5. Instructions to readers (this will be a handout or something that can be placed in prominent 
areas 
 

6. Staff training protocol  
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1. Rationale 
 
The proper handling and storage of library materials in all formats – print, archival, digital, visual 

microform etc. – is a primary and, indeed, essential library activity.  Such care is a recognition 

that the materials are held in trust for the benefit of the community and that the Library is 

accountable not only for providing access to them but also for providing for their preservation.  

Neither of these ends is attainable if the materials are carelessly handled and stored.  Of 

particular concern are physical materials because improper handling and storage can not only 

make them inaccessible but also speed their deterioration. 

2. Storing and Handling material  
 
A detailed list of instructions for storing and handling rare material was drafted for Rare Books 
and Special Collections (see Appendix One) following a series of training sessions provided by 
Ms. Terry Rutherford to library and archives staff.  These should be adapted for each unit that is 
responsible for archives and special collections. 
 

3. Instructions on Proper Book Shelving  
 
Appropriate shelving is a key element in the proper handling and storage of library materials. 

There are three basic principles that need to be observed: (1) bookends need to be used to 

assure that the materials don't slide or tilt; (2) oversized items must have large enough shelving 

so that they may be stored flat; and (3) standard library shelving is normally not appropriate for 

most archival containers.  Finally, it should be noted that materials stored on compact shelving 

will, over time, tend to move to the fore-edge of the shelf. 

While the handling and storage requirements of open and closed access collections or 

circulating and non-circulating collections are in principle the same, for the former easy 

accessibility is a primary consideration.  This suggests that the ability to provide appropriate 

shelving may be one of the determining factors as to whether an item belongs in an open and 

closed access collection. 

Finally, regular stack inspection is a key component of appropriate shelving; that materials are 

securely on the shelf should always be the primary concern. 

 
4. Handling heavy material (such as archival boxes) 

 
 

5. Instructions to staff supervising readers  
 
It is critically important for all staff members who supervise readers to not only to know how to 

handle special collections and archives, but to ensure that material is handled appropriately by 

readers. 
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The following is a template list of instructions which should be modified as required and 

distributed to staff members and kept in the reading room for reference: 

When people want to use rare material please do the following: 

For Books: 

1. Check books quickly before handing them over to a reader – look for problems such as loose 
plates, broken spines or detached boards.  Note these. 

2. Show readers how to turn pages gently (pancake flip) – this is especially critical for brittle 
material. 

3. Tell readers to use the book cradles and show them how to use them (including adjusting 
height as required). 

4. Explain how openings should not be forced so as not to damage the binding. Demonstrate 
this. 

5. Show readers how to use the weights and snakes to hold open books. 
6. Readers do not need to wear gloves but instruct them that their hands need to be clean and 

dry.  If handling bindings with red rot they should wear glove when touching the bindings 
but remove them before handling pages. 

7. If the binding is very tight, 90 per cent opening or less, then the reader should be shown 
how to read the book without forcing open the binding. 

 

For Archives: 

1. Wear gloves if photographs will be handled (unless encased). 
2. Tell readers that it is critical that the order of the documents in each file and the order of 

the files in each box be maintained. 
3. Tell readers that they should return each file in each box before removing another one. 
4. If copies are required, have them indicate the item/s with a paper slip. 
 

In all cases, 

 Ensure that the reader knows and follows the rules.  If you know the reader to be a regular, 
skip the instructions but indicate the written ones for reference. 

 Watch how the reader handles the material and correct them if necessary.   

 Check the material when returned. 

 No pens, bags or coats are allowed in the reading room.  Computers are permitted, as are 
pencils and notebooks. 

 If you are unsure how or if an item can be handled without damage, check with a supervisor. 
 

 

 

 



4 
 

6. Instructions to readers  
 

The instructions that readers receive from staff should be reinforced by printed instructions 

located on tables and/or other visible places.  Another possibility is to give them as handouts.  

Staff should always point these out to readers for reference.  These instructions should also be 

posted on the websites. 

 
Please follow these instructions when handling rare material: 

 
 
In all cases: 

 No pens, bags or coats a r e  p e r m i t t e d  in the reading room. 

 Computers are permissible, as are pencils and notebooks.  

 Always handle material with clean and dry h ands. 

 Ask the assistant at the desk if you require copies or have any questions.  

 When you are finished, leave materials in reading room and inform the supervisor 
that you are done. 

 

For Books: 
 
 

 Use the book cradles to support the spine, adjusting the support as required. 

 Never force a book open too far.  Use the book supports and weights to keep 
books open. 

 If the binding is very tight, 90 degree opening or less, please ask for help in opening 
the book.   

 Turn pages gently using the "pancake flip" method - this is especially critical for 
brittle material. 

 If pages are very brittle, use the small spatula to turn them. 
 
 

For Archives: 
 
 

 Wear gloves to handle photographs, unless they have been encased. 

 The order of the documents in each file and the order of the files in each box must 
be maintained. 

 Use a  r u l e r  o r  o t h e r  marker to keep the place of each file removed from the 
box. 

 Return each file to the box before removing t h e  n e x t  one. 
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7. Staff training protocol  
 

It is critical that staff understand the proper handling of material to ensure that they both act 

correctly and instruct and supervise readers. 

We recommend a three-fold approach to ensuring this: 

1. Train all new staff members in the proper handling of material.  This should be done by the unit 
director or a delegated staff member.  This should include reviewing writing instructions and 
hands-on activity and supervision. 
 

2. Provide written instructions.  Ideally this will be both given to each staff member as well as kept 
centrally.  Templates of these instructions have been provided in this report and should be 
adapted by each relevant unit.  
 

3. Organise occasional workshops in archival and special collections material handling.  Two of 
these have been held over the past few years.  Rare books, Osler, archival and digitization staff 
received detailed instructions from Ms. Terry Rutherford, who provided detailed information 
about the nature or rare material and the underlying reasons for specific handling principles.    

 

8. Implementation 
 
  
Once this report is adopted, then it should be sent to each unit that handles rare material and 

archives for local modification and implementation.  Questions and comments should be 

directed to the authors. 

  



6 
 

Appendix One: Instructions for Staff on Handling Rare Material 

 

RBSC Book Care and Handling 

This document builds on and is modified from a version developed by Greg Houston for Digitization 

Initiatives: 

https://intranet.library.mcgill.ca/display/digitization/Digitization%3A+Book+Care+and+handling  

General Use Policies 

1. Pencils only for note-taking around rare materials  

2. No food or drink near rare materials at all.      

3. Always have clean and dry hands when handling books. Also, wash hands after touching dirty 

bindings or bindings with red rot before handling interior pages. If necessary wrap bindings in mylar 

or paper to keep from transferring dirt or colour.  

4. Move books, folders, and other items using both hands. 

Books 

5. Never force a book open more than the binding comfortably gives. Most books should not be 

opened to 180° 

6. Use book supports to reduce stress on binding – moving them closer or farther apart is a good way 

to reach the best angle for the volume. 

7. When pages cannot be safely turned by touching the edge (for example because of brittleness) a 

bookmark or strip of paper can often be used to turn pages without damaging edges. 

8. Use of snakes to keep books open – never slap pages back or rub the hand across the page.  

9. Supply to users supports, a book snake or bag weight and, if deemed useful for the preservation of 

the book, a bookmark for turning pages. 

Foldout plates 

10. Foldout plates in volumes should be supported for their length at the height of the plate in the 

volume.  

Large loose sheets 

11. When consulting large flat items (maps, prints, etc.) in folders or boxes, items should never be 

turned over. Left or gently pull each sheet aside so that viewed material forms a pile in reverse 

order. Repeat the process in reverse when finished. 

 

https://intranet.library.mcgill.ca/display/digitization/Digitization%3A+Book+Care+and+handling
https://intranet.library.mcgill.ca/display/digitization/Digitization%3A+Book+Care+and+handling
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Removing books from the shelves  

Books 

1. Never pull a book from the top of the spine.  

2. Pull from the side boards, making room left and right to grasp book – if little room, a book can be 

pushed gently from behind (on its fore-edge), or adjacent books can sometimes be gently pushed 

back enough to grasp a book by its sides (never by its spine).  

3. When removing ELF items out from under other items, first remove upper items one item at a time 

from the top. 

Large loose sheets 

4. When removing large flat items in folders from drawers, always remove the entire folder. 

a. Open drawer as fully as possible.   

b. Clear a space large enough to place the folders safely on a flat surface. 

c. As done for ELF items, first remove items lying on top the desired folder, and lay them aside. 

Ask for help if the folder cannot be safely removed with only two hands. 

d. Remove the folder to be consulted. NOTE: place a bookmark in the drawer to indicate folder 

placement within group. 

Storage 

Books 

1. Octavo, quarto, and most folio books should always be stored upright. Never let surrounding 

volumes remain tipped inward on the shelf when a volume is removed. Either move books gently 

(not forcing spines along shelves) to close an empty space, or fill the space with until the book is 

replaced (can be done with a styrofoam block or crumpled sheet of paper, for example). 

2. ELF volumes, stored flat, should not be stacked more than 3-4 high.  

3. Books in temporary storage on carts should be, as for transportation, either upright between book 

ends on the cart, snug but not too tight, or stacked flat in small numbers (3-4), with alternating  

4. Books with loose or broken bindings or binding parts should be wrapped in archival paper or mylar 

and tied before being shelved. Ideally, they should be tied twice around the spine, towards the top 

and bottom, and once around the middle vertically, using the widest cloth ribbon possible. NOTE: 

ensure that the book block is well aligned with the binding before wrapping and tying.  

5. Book bindings with a tendency to splay, and also books with less damaged bindings that do not 

require full wrappings, should likewise be tied. If three ties are impractical, the two horizontal ties 

around the spine are the most important, even for smaller books, to prevent “hour-glass” 

expansion. 

Large loose sheets 

6. Large flat items (maps, prints, etc.) should be interleaved and stored in folders 
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Tying Books 

1. Lay the cloth ribbon on a flat clear surface and place the book on the ties so that enough length 

remains clear to wrap around and tie.  

2. Tie the cloth ribbon at the front, knotted between the boards in the space in front of the fore-edge.  

Transportation of Rare material. 

1. Always wash and dry hands before and after handling rare books and special collections items.  

2. Take cart into stacks with you.  

3. Never carry a large group of books (> 3) 

Books 

4. Move books with two hands.  

5. If you are moving many items, either stack them upright between book ends on the cart, snug but 

not too tight, or stack then flat in small numbers (3-4) alternating spines. 

6. Always transport ELF items on carts 

Large loose sheets 

7. Maps, prints and other large sheets should be carried in folders, or tied within boards. Nothing 

hanging over edge. Use interleaving (acid free) paper between maps. 

 

Updated 9 Feb 2015 by JTomm 
Created 3 Feb 2015 by Jillian Tomm 
Elaborated and modified from notes viewed January 28 by Greg Houston at 

https://intranet.library.mcgill.ca/display/digitization/Digitization%3A+Book+Care+and+handling 

 

https://intranet.library.mcgill.ca/display/digitization/Digitization%3A+Book+Care+and+handling

