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Basic Preservation Techniques for Paper 

Most paper in the last 300 years has been made from either linen or cotton rags or wood pulp. 
Rag paper has a low acid content and is much more stable than pulp paper. Wood-pulp paper, 
the kind used for newspapers, is usually very high in acid and deteriorates rapidly. 

 Store documents in a climate-controlled environment, not in an attic or basement. Paper 
is subject to mold growth. Store or display below 72 degrees F and 50% to 55% humidity. 

 Store documents flat without folds or creases. Folded paper fibers are weakened at the 
point of the fold and will deteriorate more quickly at that part of the page. 

 Paper is sensitive to attack by pests such as silverfish and roaches. Inspect old documents 
regularly to check for insect infestation. 

 Store rag paper and pulp paper separately — acid migrates from the more acidic surface 
to the less acidic surface (for example, separate the newspaper clipping about your 
wedding from the wedding invitations). 

 Display paper away from sunlight or florescent light. Light will cause the surface coatings, 
such as ink, to fade and (if the paper has a high acid content) will hasten the deterioration 
of the paper. 

 Display documents, postcards and currency using only archival quality mats, backing 
boards, etc. Specify to the frame shop that the materials are to be archival quality and 
acid free. 

 If possible, do not display paper against the outside wall of a building. Exterior walls 
experience more fluctuations in temperature and humidity than interior walls do. 

 If storing documents, store them in acid-free folders, boxes or chemically inert plastic 
sleeves. 

 If there is no alternative to using a wooden bookcase for storing paper or books, place the 
paper or books in acid-free boxes or folders and/or place an acid-free paper barrier 
between the books and wooden shelf. 

 Consult a conservator if you need to de-acidify documents. 
 Do not use rubber bands, staples, straight pins or paper clips when storing heirloom 

documents. 
 To minimize the risk of water damage, do not store boxes of documents or framed paper 

items on the floor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


