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North East Collections Care Framework 
Bookcleaning 
 
Equipment:   Shaving brushes  

Protective clothing, gloves and mask 
Museum vac (preferably). If there is no mould 
present an ordinary vacuum cleaner can be used. 
Net and an elastic band 

 
Books can be dusted off outside or inside using a vacuum cleaner. If 
mould is present the books should for preference be taken outside 
for cleaning. If this is not possible a museum vac with a HEPA filter 
should be used. Only this type of filter is small enough to trap the 

mould spores. 
Wear protective clothing and gloves and a mask if necessary, and 

always when dealing with mould (see below) 
Always use a brush – a shaving brush is ideal – never a duster. 

 
Cleaning with two people 
If two people are available one person can dust the book and the other person can 
hold and direct the nozzle of the vacuum cleaner. This should have gauze fastened 
over it with an elastic band to prevent fragments of binding being sucked up. 
 
Cleaning with one person 

 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 Brush into a large cardboard 

box with a hole cut in the back 
of it to support the nozzle of 
the vacuum cleaner. The 
nozzle should have gauze 
over it. 
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 Hold the book firmly by the 

fore-edge, to prevent the 
dirt being pushed inside and 
brush away from the body 
into the box using a flicking 
motion. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Then turn the book and do 

the fore-edge followed by 
the tail. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 Large volumes should be 

laid flat and the head, 
fore-edge and tail 
brushed, away from the 
body. Keep the other 
hand flat on the top of the 
book to stop the dirt being 
pushed inside. 

 
 
 
 

When the edges have been dusted the covers can be done, again using a brush.



 3

 
 

 
 When the outside of 

the volume has been 
cleaned it is a good 
idea to dust quickly 
inside the front and 
back covers, and the 
first few and last few 
pages, which also 
provides a useful 
opportunity to check 
for any signs of 
mould or pests. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 Brush from the 
centre of the page 
outwards, and turn 
the book so you are 
always brushing in 
this direction. 
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Mould identification & treatment 
 

Be aware that mould can damage your health ( people with asthma or 
chest complaints should not be asked to deal with it) : always wear 

protective clothing, mask and gloves when handling anything mouldy. 
 
Mould is often associated with damp stains and can look simply like a 
black/grey or coloured dust. 
To discover if the mould is active brush it gently : if it smears it is active, if it 
dusts off and appears dry it is not active. 
However in either case it needs to be removed as even if it is not active it can 
become so should the right environmental conditions prevail ie high humidities 
and warmth. 
 
 

Procedure for dealing with Mould on 
Books 

 
 Isolate the item (s) immediately, where they cannot affect anything 

else. 
 Check to see if the item is damp (roofleaks etc) and if necessary stand 

it  or lie it somewhere cool and well ventilated until dry, before 
attempting to remove any mould. 

 If the weather is dry it is best to set up a table outside and dust off the 
mould in the same way as books are dusted. The table should be set 
up taking into account wind direction so that the mould doesn’t blow 
back onto the people dusting and also doesn’t blow onto passers-by. 

 Alternatively a box can be set up as previously described for book 
cleaning, with a museum vac containing a HEPA filter which will trap 
the mould spores. 

 The shelves or containers that have housed the mouldy items should 
be washed with dettol and left to dry before the items are returned, or 
they should be replaced. 

 After use brushes should be washed in dettol and protective clothing 
should be washed. 

 Investigate reasons why this has happened eg poor environmental 
conditions : warmth, damp, lack of air circulation, dust left to build up 
on collections which harbours mould spores, and try to remedy the 
problem or it is likely that it will recur. Mould spores are present in the 
air and just need the right conditions to grow. 

 Check the area on a regular basis for further outbreaks. 
 If in any doubt contact a conservator. 

 


