
Barcoding at the Folger Shakespeare Library

A BS T RAC T

In 1997 the Folger Shakespeare Library had the com-
puter technology in place and it was time to begin placing
barcodes on the books. Several options were considered
for rare books in our modern collection. Those options
included placing barcodes on flags, adhering the barcodes
inside the back cover, and adhering the barcodes directly to
the back cover of the binding. We immediately dismissed
the idea of adhering the barcodes directly to the back cover
of any rare book with an original binding. Our curators
were also very concerned with having the barcode on the
e n d p a p e r. They felt that holding the covers open under
the barcode reader would be awkward and would most
likely jeopardize the integrity of the cover’s hinges. We also
discussed the idea of placing flags in the book but decided
that they would easily be lost or placed in the wrong book.
Then we considered adhering the bottom of the flag on
the endpaper so that the top portion with the barcode
stuck out beyond the cover. Since the flag would be
adhered to the endpaper, the flag could not be separated
from the book. We decided that the top of the cover would
form a pivot point where the top of the flag would repeat-
edly fold until it finally broke off, separating the barcode
from the book. Then I came up with an idea to use
polyethylene strapping. The strapping is formed into a ring
and slid onto the back cover. The barcode is adhered to
that strap. The system has been successfully in use for the
past four years. Not a single strap has been lost or broken
and not a single barcode has needed to be replaced. Details
about this system and about the discussions are included in
the full-length paper.

B AC K G R O U N D

In 1997 the Folger Shakespeare Library was ready to
begin barcoding its modern book collection. Before the
process began, discussions were held to determine which
method we would use. After several meetings we had a
plan, and the barcoding began. At this time we remain sat-
isfied with the results.

Our modern book collection consists of books printed
after 1800. As one can imagine the collection includes
many styles of bindings in various conditions. We had
already decided to allow readers to swipe their own bar-
codes when signing out books. Since many different
people were going to be handling the books, we wanted
to minimize damage due to handling. We worried about
putting barcodes on the inside of the covers on the paste-
downs. We felt that opening the covers to swipe the
barcode would cause weak cover joints to give way, quick-
ly. We also briefly discussed putting the barcodes on flags.
It was pointed out that loose flags are often separated from
their books, and it would not be easy to match them back
up or to replace missing barcode flags. We had also dis-
cussed adhering the flag to the inside of the cover using
wheat starch paste. This presented another problem: the
flag would eventually begin to fold and then tear along the
edge of the textblock or the cover. In the end we were cer-
tain putting the barcodes on the outside was the only way
to go. The barcodes would be placed on the lower back
cover.

Once that decision was made we needed to consider
how the barcodes themselves might mar special bindings
and how they could affect the future conservation of
l e a t h e r-bound and other specially bound items in our
modern book collection. We also wanted to consider the
aging aspects of the barcodes. I did a short heat-aging
experiment to determine how barcodes survived with and
without a barcode protector. As it turned out the barcode
protector quickly darkened, shrank, and generally deterio-
rated. The barcode itself survived quite well, with little
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distortion or discoloring. We decided to leave the barcode
protectors off. The librarians, curators, and other reading
room staff were concerned about having barcodes adhered
directly to special bindings, such as publisher’s bindings. I
was also concerned that the placement of the barcodes on
the books’ covers would affect future conservation treat-
ments such as rebacking. The barcode itself is very stiff and
hard, so it would be nearly impossible to neatly lift an old
covering material to a insert a new rebacking material. We
discussed putting chosen books in a Mylar cover with the
barcode adhered to the Mylar. Since the books are all dif-
ferent sizes and the Mylar would have to be shaped to each
book individually, this idea proved to be too time consum-
ing. Fi n a l l y, I thought of the polyethylene strapping we use
to hold books onto cradles during exhibitions. I proposed
we form a loop of polyethylene around the back cover of
these chosen books and adhere the barcode to the
polyethylene strap. While not flawless, this method has
served us well for the past three years. All of the original
polyethylene straps are still in place.

C O N S I D E RAT I O N S

The polyethylene straps are quick and easy to make.
There are some things to remember when making the
loops. It is important to make the loop snug since loose
loops tend to catch on things and stretch. It is also harder to
slide books with the polyethylene straps into and out of
tight bookshelves, so it is best to have some spare room on
the shelf. Care should also be taken to adhere the barcode
fully to the polyethylene strap without overlapping onto
the cover of the book.

S U P P L I E S N E E D E D

1. Thermo Impulse Sealer (fig. 1)
Consolidated Plastics Company, Inc.
8181 Darrow Road
Twinsburg, Ohio 44987
Phone: 800-362-1000
Fax: 330-425-3333

2. 2-inch polyethylene strap 
Benchmark
Rosemont, New Jersy 08556
Phone: 609-397-1131

3. Paper clips
4. Scissors

T E C H N I Q U E

The technique is described in figures 2 to 7.
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Fig. 1. Thermo Impulse Sealer Fig. 2. Place the polyethylene strapping snugly around the back
cover board of the book. Use a paper clip to hold the polyethy-
lene strapping together.
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Fig. 4. Press down on the lever and briefly hold down. When the
red light goes out, release the lever.

Fig. 6. Carefully cut the strapping to include a half-inch overlap.

Fig. 5. Once the loop has been formed the ends of the polyethy-
lene can be cut.

Fig. 7. Slide the newly formed loop onto the rear board of the
book’s cover. Attach the barcode.

Fig. 3. Slide the strapping off of the cover. Set the dial on the
Thermo Impulse Sealer to 3. Place the strapping between the
seal bars of the Thermo Impulse Sealer.




