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Tisbury College, 1935 State Road, Vineyard Haven MA 02568 
Cooke Library and Archives 

 

To:   All staff members at the Cooke Library and Archives 

From:  Julia N. Rossi, Preservation Administrator 

Re:  Preservation Policy on Exhibiting Archival Materials  

Date: 31 May 2012 

 

Dear fellow staff members, 

 Please find attached a copy of our new preservation policy on Exhibiting Archival 

Materials. For reference, I have also included our mission statement and collecting policy.  

 The Policy on Exhibiting Archival Materials covers both the physical and environmental 

guidelines to be followed for archival objects on display. The physical recommendations relate 

to the construction of the exhibition cases, as well as the methods of display and security. The 

environmental guidelines of the policy relate to the careful measurement of temperature, relative 

humidity, light, and pollutants. This policy pertains to paper materials, including documents, 

photographs, newspapers, books, and other paper-based objects. In order to properly 

administer this policy, I will oversee the preservation department and the regular tasks 

associated with the exhibition of archival materials.   

 Please let me know if you have any questions or concerns! 

Warm regards, 

 Julia N. Rossi  
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Mission Statement 

 The Cooke Library and Archives at Tisbury College is dedicated to furthering an interest 

in and appreciation for the history and culture of Tisbury College and its surrounding community. 

We will accomplish this mission by: 

 preserving and adding to the library and archival collections 

 providing access and promoting the use of historical materials 

 offering collaborative educational programs and exhibits, and 

 supporting scholarly research.  

 

Collecting Policy 

 The primary objective of the Cooke Library and Archives is to preserve its existing 

materials, while carefully adding beneficial collections and items into its holdings. Within the 

special collections and archives, the main areas of significance are the history of Tisbury 

College from its establishment in 1860 onward, founders of the town of Vineyard Haven, 

Massachusetts history, and the collections of notable alumni. The Cooke Library and Archives 

will seek to acquire documents, rare books, photographs, film, and other materials relating to 

these and other relevant subjects as they pertain to Tisbury College.  

 The materials held in the Cooke Library and Archives are to be used for study, research, 

and exhibition. Providing access to and promoting the use of these historical materials is 

essential. The clientele of this institution includes students, faculty, and staff of Tisbury College, 

as well as the surrounding community on Martha’s Vineyard, and any visiting researchers. Aside 

from any restricted collections, as determined through a donor’s deed of gift, all users will have 

equal access to the materials held in the special collections and archives.  

 The Cooke Library and Archives may seek donations from faculty and staff at Tisbury 

College, as well as alumni and members of the community. We recognize that the Martha’s 

Vineyard Museum, located in Edgartown, also holds materials of interest to researchers who 

may frequent the Cooke Library and Archives, and we will seek to collaborate with the Martha’s 

Vineyard Museum accordingly.
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Policy on Exhibiting Archival Materials 

 The exhibition and display of archival materials is important for outreach and education 

of the Tisbury College community. Temporary exhibition of archival materials at the Cooke 

Library and Archives requires the following guidelines for physical and environmental conditions 

in order to minimize damage to displayed materials. This policy pertains to paper materials, 

including documents, photographs, newspapers, books, and other paper-based objects. Once 

an exhibit is designed, the preservation department will work with the archivist to create a 

detailed inventory of the archival materials presented in the display; this will help determine if 

any damage was caused during the exhibition, as well as describing the items for security and 

preservation purposes.  

Display cases 

 Cases used for the exhibition of archival materials should be built using stable 

components and coatings. According to best practices among archives, common acceptable 

materials used in the construction of archival-quality displays include glass, unbleached and 

undyed cotton or linen, acid- and lignin-free paper, and coated metals.1 Proper exhibition cases 

and display materials will help to protect archival materials from environmental hazards as well 

as damage from physical contact. New wood, sealants, dyed fabrics, and paints should not be 

used in display cases, as these can release off-gassing that may harm the exhibited archival 

materials.  

 The Northeast Document Conservation Center notes that it may not be possible to totally 

prevent moisture from entering display cases, especially in humid climates; in this instance, 

silica gels can be inserted into the cases and monitored by the Preservation Administrator.2 This 

desiccant will absorb moisture when the relative humidity is too high, and it will likewise release 

moisture if the case becomes too dry. The silica gel will first be conditioned by the Preservation 

Administrator to the proper relative humidity according to the manufacturer instructions. (See 

also the “Environmental Monitoring” section of this policy.)  

 Exhibit cases should be positioned away from heating and cooling vents to mitigate 

fluctuations in temperature. Additionally, cases should not have any heat-emitting light sources 

                                                      
1 International Council on Archives - Committee on Preservation of Archives in Temperate Climates, Guidelines on Exhibiting 
Archival Materials (Paris: ICA, 2006), 25.  
2 Mary Todd Glaser, “Protecting Paper and Book Collections During Exhibition,” Northeast Document Conservation Center, 2007. 
Accessed May 28, 2012. http://www.nedcc.org/resources/leaflets/2The_Environment/05ProtectingCollections.php. 
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within the contained display in order to reduce heat and risk of fire.3 Fiber-optic lighting is 

acceptable to use within the exhibit case, though, since this type of lighting system does not 

generate heat. Display cases must have secure locks and must be located in the normal sight 

line of staff members to minimize theft and/or vandalism. (See also the “Security” section of this 

policy.)  

Environmental monitoring 

 It is crucial to consider temperature, relative humidity, light, and pollutants affecting the 

archival materials presented in the display cases. ANSI/NISO4 Z39.79-2001 provides the 

standard to minimize the effect of environmental factors on deterioration of archival materials. 

Their guidelines, “Environmental Conditions for Exhibiting Library and Archival Materials,” list 

specific parameters for the conditions that should be considered when planning, mounting, and 

monitoring an exhibit. The Cooke Library and Archives will utilize the recommended ANSI/NISO 

standard for environmental conditions in display cases.  

 Temperature: The temperature within the display cases will be maintained at 70°F, with 

acceptable fluctuations of +/- 5°F.5 The temperature levels will be monitored by a hygro- 

thermometer and recorded weekly by the preservation department, who will keep a log 

of the temperatures within exhibit cases. In the event of an HVAC malfunction, the 

Preservation Administrator may temporarily remove archival items from display until the 

problem is remedied.  

 

 Relative Humidity: The relative humidity within the display cases will be maintained 

between 35% and 50% RH, depending on the sensitivity of the archival objects 

presented. The Preservation Administrator will determine the best level based on the 

preservation needs of the objects.6 The RH levels will also be monitored and recorded 

weekly by the preservation department. If the use of silica gel is necessary based on the 

humidity, the Preservation Administrator will utilize indicating silica gel that shows the 

when the desiccant has reached its saturation point. 

 

                                                      
3 National Preservation Office, Guidance for exhibiting archive and library materials (London: National Preservation Office, 2000), 3. 
4 “ANSI/NISO” stands for “American National Standards Institute/National Information Standards Organization.” Their website should 
be utilized by Cooke Library and Archives staff members for referencing preservation standards. See 
http://www.niso.org/standards/.  
5 National Information Standards Organization, Environmental Conditions for Exhibiting Library and Archival Materials (Bethesda, 
MD: NISO Press, 2001), 8.  
6 National Information Standards Organization, Environmental Conditions for Exhibiting Library and Archival Materials, 7.  
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 Light: The lighting levels of the display cases will be kept between 50 lux (for very 

sensitive materials) and 100 lux (for moderately sensitive materials) per ANSI/NISO 

recommendations.7 Only artificial light sources will be used; no natural light will be 

permitted to fall on exhibited archival items. There should not be any light sources 

located in the display cabinets except for fiber-optic lights, which do not emit heat and do 

not negatively affect paper. The preservation department will check and record light 

levels of the display cases weekly using a hand-held light meter. When the Cooke 

Library and Archives is closed, the lights to the display cases will be shut off to minimize 

light exposure.  

 

 Air pollutants/pests: The display cases should be situated away from heating and 

cooling vents in order to minimize the introduction of particulates and pollutants into the 

exhibits.8 The preservation department will check and record the visibility of pollutants or 

pests on a weekly basis. In the event of dust or damage, the Preservation Administrator 

will make decisions accordingly.  

Display methods 

 It is recommended that the Cooke Library and Archives use reproductions or 

photocopies of paper documents for inclusion in permanent or long-term exhibitions (i.e., longer 

than twelve months). For shorter-term exhibits, it is necessary to monitor the environmental 

conditions in the display cases to ensure that the original documents are not negatively 

affected.9 Exhibit labels should not be placed on top of, or overlap, archival materials.  

 All items within the display cases should be adequately propped up through the use of 

book cradles, mounts, or supports, all of which should be made of inert materials. Documents 

should be matted or mounted using archival quality supplies (including acid-free conservation 

mat board, museum board, or mylar). Photographs can be similarly matted, making sure that 

the window mount is connected to the back mount using linen or Japanese-paper hinges and 

wheat starch paste.10 

                                                      
7 National Information Standards Organization, Environmental Conditions for Exhibiting Library and Archival Materials, 5-7.  
8 National Information Standards Organization, Environmental Conditions for Exhibiting Library and Archival Materials, 8-9. 
9 Beth Patkus, Assessing Preservation Needs:  A Self-Survey Guide, (Andover, Massachusetts: Northeast Document Conservation 
Center, 2003), 60.  
10 International Council on Archives - Committee on Preservation of Archives in Temperate Climates, Guidelines on Exhibiting 
Archival Materials, 26-27. 
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 Books should be displayed in a cradle, at an angle not greater than 30°, to ensure that 

the binding is not strained. If pages of the book need to be held down, only inert materials, such 

as wide strips of transparent polyester, should be utilized.11 Since books can be structurally 

damaged by being held open for long periods of time, these should not be displayed in long-

term or permanent exhibitions. Additionally, to avoid light damage to the open pages, the 

opening should be changed regularly to reduce light exposure and diminish the strain of the 

book’s binding. 

Security 

 The display cases should be positioned in a location near staff members’ desks or 

offices, to minimize risks of theft or vandalism. It is strongly recommended that exhibit cases 

have at least two secure locks and that the glass is glazed with a material preventing the glass 

from shattering into shards over the exhibited materials.12 If the display cases are fitted with an 

alarm system, the wiring should be adhered to the exterior of the case, and not near the archival 

items on display. The Preservation Administrator will coordinate with campus security if 

additional patrols or safety measures are needed for a special exhibition. Staff members should 

be trained about the plan of action if a theft or vandalism is discovered. 

 No food or beverages should be permitted near the display cases, especially if they are 

free-standing (e.g., not inset wall displays).  

Applying the Policy  

 In order to satisfactorily administer the Preservation Policy on Exhibiting Archival 

Materials, the Preservation Administrator will work with the Preservation Assistant and assigned 

student employees to oversee daily tasks within the preservation department. After selecting 

and mounting the objects for display, the preservation department will observe and record 

weekly the environmental conditions of the exhibit cases, as detailed above. Regular monitoring 

and recording of these conditions will form a baseline for standard numbers; in the event of an 

abnormality, the Preservation Administrator will investigate and provide solutions to ensure the 

return of the display cases’ environment to proper levels.  

 Archival items which are considered brittle or in poor condition, as determined by the 

Preservation Administrator, will never be placed on display. If the materials are able to be 

                                                      
11 National Preservation Office, Guidance for exhibiting archive and library materials 3-4. 
12 National Preservation Office, Guidance for exhibiting archive and library materials, 4. 
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photocopied or photographed, these copies may be used in place of the original item. Museum-

type artifacts proposed for inclusion in the exhibition will be deliberated on a case-by-case basis 

to ascertain whether these artifacts are stable enough to be included with sensitive paper 

objects.  

 For any questions regarding this policy, please contact the Preservation Administrator. 
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