Careful handling and
good housekeeping will
ensure the survival of
collections.

HOW DO YOU DO THAT?

HOW CAN YOU HELP?

http://www.tcd.ie/Library/Preservation/
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PRESERVE OR CONSERVE?

This exhibition invites you into the world of the
Conservators at Trinity College Library, and offers an
introduction to the range of activities carried out by
staff in the department.

Our display explores the treatment and care of a range
of different materials, from Greek and Roman papyri
to parchment scrolls from Ethiopia; from manuscripts
to printed books; and from glass-plate negatives to
twentieth-century travel diaries.

The eclectic nature of the collection requires an
equally broad spectrum of approach. For many items,
preservation solutions such as good documentation,
minimal treatment, and safe housing, are the best
options. Others need a more extensive conservation
treatment in order to remedy severe damage, and to
slow aggressive degradation processes.

Detail from an Ethiopic
scroll; pigment and ink on
parchment.

WHAT’S WRONG WITH THAT BOOK?

Over a quarter of the bindings in the Old Library have
structural damage, such as detached boards or split text
blocks. As the full treatment of

all items is not possible, most are
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project, which is supported by

Trinity College alumni, has resulted in the preservation
treatment of over 90,000 bindings. The success of this
can be seen on the shelves throughout the Long Room.

The conservation treatment of prioritized printed books
can include: surface cleaning, de-acidifying, and repair
to remedy tears and losses to the pages; re-sewing,
board reattachment, re-backing, and the stabilization
of original spine elements and covers.

Most medieval manuscripts were written on parchment
which, while providing a robust support for the text
and image, is very sensitive to moisture changes in the
environment. This can be seen in the distortion of the
parchment due to shrinkage, and tears and losses due
to embrittlement.

Unfortunately the majority of our early manuscripts
have lost their original bindings. When a contemporary
or near-contemporary binding survives, it is retained,
and the treatment is focused on enabling the item
to be used without further damage. Many medieval
bookbinding techniques are also incorporated into new
conservation bindings, to produce sympathetically-
treated and functioning books.

Detail of faded iron gall ink on paper,
obscured by a blue pigment.

WHAT DO WE WANT TO KNOW?

In recent years we have increased our research output
to include in-depth investigations into the significance
of book structures, the analysis of pigments in
manuscripts, and the study of Old Library dust. The
results inform our treatment decisions, and also enable
us to understand more fully the physical properties of
collections and the impact the environment has on
their aging. Conservation science is a developing field
and much of our research is carried out in collaboration
with students and colleagues at Trinity College, and
institutions such as the Victoria & Albert Museum, the
British Library, University College London, and the
University of Perugia.



