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Abstract 
The Hemeroteca Nacional de México  (HNM) documentary collection presents several problems for its preservation 
due to its large volume of documents, accelerated growth, high demand for consultation, few specialized personnel, 
the characteristics of the constituent materials, and deterioration of its collection. In order to solve these problems, 
it was necessary to implement minimal processes to stabilize the documents for their use. In order to carry out these 
treatments, based on the specific needs of the hemerographic printed material, the pre-coated Japanese paper was 
used to avoid or minimize the use of water in direct conservation operations. Likewise, as part of the academic activities 
focused on designing and improving HNM’s conservation processes, the knowledge from the International Course on 
Paper Conservation in Latin America: Meeting East, and its recent 2020 online seminar, was applied to the development 
of non-aqueous stabilization activities for the collection. 
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Preservation in the Hemeroteca Nacional de México: the problems
The Hemeroteca Nacional de México1 (HNM) mission is to integrate, organize, guard, preserve,2 and 
make available for consultation the documentary heritage of the country’s newspaper production. 
The institution holds works dating from 1722 to the present. The collection is organized into two 
funds: the Fondo Reservado, from 1722 to 1916, and the Fondo Contemporáneo, from 1917 to 
the present. According to recent figures, the HNM has 7649079 copies in 605027 volumes and 
36304 titles; in just one decade, more than one million copies have been added (IIB, 2020). Likewise, 
the custodial entity served, in 2019, almost 34000 users. The above data gives an overview of the 
volume of documents held by the HNM, their extraordinary speed of increase, and the demand 
for their use. This is a relevant factor to consider in fulfilling the institutional mission, as it 
implies the continuous need for resources and appropriate management that adapts to the 
changing and growing nature of the collection. 

In this context, to carry out preservation actions, the institution has a Preservation and Reprography 
Department (DPR), created in 2017 as part of the institution’s preservation professionalization 
strategy, and in which conservators3 were incorporated, in addition to the specialized and trained 
staff in reprography that the newspaper library already had. For its management, the DPR has 
two sections: preservation and reprography; the former is currently made up of a specialized 
conservator, an engineer, and two assistants who are being trained for the intervention of 
documents; in addition, the department is headed by a restorer-conservator in order to have a 
transversal vision of conservation within. However, this is insufficient to care for more than seven 
million newspaper copies.

In addition to the problems related to the large volume of documents, accelerated growth of 
collections, the extensive demand for consultation, and the lack of specialized personnel, there 
are also problems generated by the characteristics of the substance that make up the printed 
material. Given that most of the hemerography is printed on short-lifespan paper, that quickly 
shows a large amount of deterioration, fragility and rigidity being some of the most prominent 
effects that are also of particular interest for its conservation in the institution, since they are 
directly related to its handling and, therefore, to its use and social exploitation.4

Stabilization as a solution strategy to specific problems for the conservation of the HNM
To solve the above-mentioned problems, the DPR head has implemented a strategic preservation 
plan focused on caring for the documents during their processing, from the time they arrive at the 
HNM until they are made available to the public in their corresponding repositories, as well as in 

1 National Newspaper and Periodicals Archive (note from the translators).
2 This is understood as all “administrative, financial and conservation actions and considerations, including stipulations on policies, 
human resources, facilities, storage, techniques and methods aimed at ensuring the physical permanence of the documentary collections 
and the information contained therein. Preservation, understood in this way, constitutes the management of the conservation of these 
collections” (Secretaría de Economía y Dirección General de Normas, 2019: 3). 
3 Specific conservation work used to be done through projects with external service providers in the past. Likewise, they were carried 
out by the Conservation and Restoration Department of the Biblioteca Nacional de México, only through specific projects and to 
address concrete problems or needs. In addition, some minor processes were carried out by trained personnel from the Microfilming 
and Photography Unit, a former area of the HNM, the predecessor of the current DPR, whose main objective was to reformat the 
collection and, only as a secondary action, they carried out conservation processes in order to prepare the documents for reprographic 
processing.
4 Since its creation, within the editing process, hemerography, almost in its entirety, was not produced to be kept for a long time –as is 
the case with books–, this is because the information contained expires shortly after its publication; this has been a determinant factor 
in making decisions about the materials and techniques used for its manufacture. 
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storage. The plan is integrated by strategies designed based on the specific needs of the collection 
through actions that can benefit the most significant amount of documents possible. Likewise, 
the strategies are carried out through programs and projects oriented to the handling and 
manipulation of printed material, conservation training for operators, storage and safekeeping 
systems, diagnosis of document units or groups, direct conservation treatments, rebinding of 
copies for the creation of volumes, and the generation of regulatory and procedural instruments. 

The actions applied directly on the documentary materials are carried out through stabilization 
programs and projects, through the minimum treatments required (Ogden, 2000: 358), which 
aim to reduce and delay the present deterioration and maintain favorable conditions for the 
permanence of the collections that make up the archive (Secretaría de Economía y Dirección 
General de Normas, 2019: 3). The intervention execution from the perspective of stabilization 
responds to the needs arising from the particular problems of the collection described above, 
and is established as a comprehensive strategy that accommodates the attention of the most 
significant number of deteriorated documents in the shortest possible time and based on the 
resources available to the institution. To this end, it promotes the establishment, review, evaluation, 
and improvement of processes to reduce execution times and materials used. It is also necessary 
to implement techniques that allow the design of procedures that promote the efficient use of 
material and human resources. 

The use of pre-coated Japanese paper and the incorporation of the techniques and 
materials taught in the International Course on Paper Conservation in Latin America: 
Meeting East, as a strategy to improve the stabilization process.
Given the incredible complexity involved in the collection conservation, the technique of pre-
coated paper has been integrated into the stabilization activities since it is suitable both for the 
characteristics of the constituent materials and for the minimum treatments required. The design 
of the procedure for the stabilization treatments of the HNM documents was carried out based 
on training given by the specialist Alejandra Odor Chávez, in 2019, to the HNM conservators 
and through the consultation of her bachelor’s thesis in which she developed the topic of pre-
coated Japanese paper for the stabilization of documents.5 In addition, in order to improve and 
complement the process, the knowledge taught in the International Course on Paper Conservation 
in Latin America: Meeting East, was incorporated through revising the notes from the 2014 edition.

The technique of pre-coated Japanese paper has been addressed in several editions of the 
international course. The teachings are given by specialists from Japan, Spain, and Latin America, 
within the Coordinación Nacional de Conservación de Patrimonio Cultural6 (CNCPC) of the Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología e Historia7 (INAH) of Mexico, organized along with ICCROM and the 
Tokyo National Research Institute for Cultural Properties (TNRICP). Western specialists developed 
the specific theme of pre-coated Japanese paper or remoistable Japanese tissue to adapt 
Japanese techniques to European and Latin American cultural heritage. This knowledge was 
used to complement the techniques for stabilization treatments of HNM documents. Likewise, 

5 In Las tintas ferrogálicas: su historia, deterioro y estabilización, Alejandra Odor Chávez (2013), analyzes and proposes the use of 
pre-coated papers for the non-aqueous mechanical stabilization of documents with problems caused by iron gall inks. She analyzes 
the advantages and disadvantages of their use, as well as the description of the treatments and the instruction for the preparation of 
the materials used. 
6 National Agency for Cultural Heritage Conservation (note from the translators).
7 National Institute of Anthropology and History (note from the translators).
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to improve the processes, other topics of the course were considered, such as the relevance of 
finding out the specifications of preparation and use of products, such as papers and adhesives, 
in order to achieve the best results; the correct elaboration and application of cellulose ether 
adhesives; the proper use of eastern tools; as well as the elaboration, adaptation or substitution 
of the same for local options. 

Non-aqueous stabilization with the use of pre-coated Japanese paper in HNM documents
Pre-coated Japanese papers are recommended for conservation treatments of documents that 
cannot be subjected to procedures with humidity since this poses a risk to their conservation 
(Odor, 2013: 79). Non-aqueous stabilization treatments are an effective solution for any case in 
which the application of an aqueous treatment entails great risks for the stability of the work. 
In hemerographic documents are recommended above all for papers manufactured with wood 
pulp, glossy or coated papers, and soluble inks. However, the need for non-aqueous treatments is 
more frequent due to the characteristics and deterioration of the papers used in newspapers and 
soluble inks to a lesser extent.

Thus, the most significant percentage of HNM papers, especially those manufactured since the 
19th century corresponds to the so-called press or newspaper, which come from wood or recycled 
products derived from wood. They are characterized by short and weak fibers, besides having 
components that oxidize easily, reducing their permanence; in addition to the above, it is common 
for these papers to show deterioration effects such as yellowing, fragility, and stiffness. This is 
why it is necessary to be more careful when it comes to aqueous processes, especially in yellowing 
papers. Even when with the use of water it is possible to eliminate the degradation products 
(soluble acids and chromophore groups causing the yellow color); when treatmens involve the 
local application of moisture, such as in inserts and tear repairs, the oxidized paper is susceptible 
to staining, since the water can drag the degradation products through the sheet, forming water 
stains, which are observed as a brown, yellow or ocher halos.

Figure 1. Detail of water stain on oxidized wood paper. 
Image: ©Angélica Ángeles Rodríguez, 2021.
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Other papers in the hemerographic collection that present problems with the application of 
humidity are satin or coated papers, which have been widely used to publish magazines, 
especially since the twentieth century. They are characterized by a compact surface finish, either 
satin or opaque, suitable for printing illustrations. This type of support presents great complexity 
in aqueous processing because excess humidity activates the additives, causing them to act as 
an adhesive so that, when the sheets of a print get wet, they can adhere to each other, which 
implies high risks of loss of surface and graphics. Consequently, during conservation treatments, 
the application of moisture should be minimized and, if possible, avoided.

Given the need for treatments with minimal humidity or none, the use of paper previously prepared 
with an adhesive to reactivate makes possible the reduction or suppression of the water used and 
facilitates the execution of the treatment with extreme precision and control. Since the amount 
of solvent necessary for the adhesive reactivation is minimal, it mitigates the risks of causing the 
migration of any component and the generation of stains or deformations in the paper. Therefore, 
the use of pre-coated paper has been chosen as a solution for the non-aqueous stabilization of the 
vast majority of hemerographic documents, especially those whose constituent materials show 
problems due to the application of humidity. 

The process of stabilizing HNM documents with pre-coated Japanese paper 
Pre-coating consists of preparing Japanese paper with a layer of adhesive that can be reactivated 
with a solvent. The stabilization procedure for HNM documents consists of applying several layers 
of Klucel® G adhesive on one side of the paper, which is then reactivated with some polar solvent 
(mainly ethanol or mixtures of ethanol with acetone or a minimum amount of water) in order to 
reduce or prevent the contribution of humidity to the documentary work while it is being restored. 
It is mainly, but not exclusively, used for tear repairs and partial linings. 

The application of tear repairs with remoistable paper aims at recovering mechanical stability 
in weak, torn, or fractured areas with minimal or no use of moisture. Thus, the stabilization of 
torn and fractured paper consists of cohesively restoring the affected parts of the document. 
For this purpose, strips of pre-coated Japanese paper 3 to 4 mm wide are used, cut with a sharp 
instrument and with the direction of the fiber of the paper in the opposite direction to the tear, to 
promote a system of forces that provides consistency to the treated area. Depending on the case, 
the strip is placed on one or both sides of the document. On some occasions, it is necessary to 
place wider strips, up to 12 mm, which intend to treat several tears simultaneously, especially at 
the edges of the sheets. When it is necessary to reinforce weakened areas of greater extension, 
auxiliary supports or local or partial laminates are placed to provide the necessary consistency for 
the best handling and conservation of the document.  

The papers used are of Japanese origin, made of Kozo fiber. However, depending on the 
supplier each season, different grammages and dimensions have been used, both manually and 
mechanically manufactured. Klucel® G is prepared with a mixture of water and alcohol to reduce 
drying times and avoid the dust deposit on the adhesive layers while drying. The number of coats 
depends on the intended use and the thickness of the Japanese paper. The solvent selection for 
reactivation is established based on the media on the works of art to be treated.  
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Figure 2. Tear mending application with reactivated paper. Image: ©Angélica Ángeles Rodríguez, 2021.

Figure 3. Stabilization of documents in the HNM laboratory. Image: ©Angélica Ángeles Rodríguez, 2019.
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Incorporation of information from the webinar: Experiences and reflections 
of the International Course on Paper Conservation in Latin America: Meeting East 
2012-2019, to the process of stabilization of the HNM documents
In December 2020, the online seminar Experiences and Reflections from the International Course on Paper 
Conservation in Latin America: Meeting East 2012-2019 took place, organized by the CNCPC of INAH, with 
the support of ICCROM and TNRICP. The seminar’s main objective was the collaboration of the 
participants of the course’s different editions by sharing their experiences with the use of Eastern 
techniques, materials, and tools and their adaptation to Iberoamerican works. The meeting also 
included a space for updating topics and the resolution of issues dealt with during the course; 
teachers from Spain, Japan, Mexico, and Argentina imparted the lectures. 

One of the topics covered in the brief but substantial training, given in the seminar’s update 
sessions, was the use of pre-coated or remoistable Japanese papers, presented by Luis Crespo 
Arcá, conservator of the Biblioteca Nacional of Spain, a specialist in Japanese techniques applied 
to Western works. Of what was learned from this lecture, the HNM will seek to implement the 
use of pre-coated Japanese paper with shinnori (wheat starch) reactivated with water. This has a 
fourfold purpose: firstly, by replacing Klucel® G as an adhesive and ethanol as an activating solvent 
with wheat starch and water, the aim will be to economize on the cost of the materials. Secondly, 
avoiding the addition of alcohol will prevent counterproductive reactions in the substance of the 
documents, such as the drying out of the paper. As a third purpose, the change to water will avoid 
adding ethanol vapors to the environment, thus reducing the emission of contamination derived 
from conservation processes. Finally, as a fourth intention, no less important than the previous 
ones, it will reduce the prolonged exposure to alcohol vapors of the stabilization operators, 
reducing adverse symptoms caused by them, such as dry skin, headache, red eyes, fatigue, 
irritation of the nasal cavities and esophagus. 

In order to implement pre-coated Japanese paper with shinnori for reactivation in the stabilization 
of HNM documents, tests will be carried out to analyze its suitability, corresponding to the 
particular characteristics of the different printed materials in the collection, according to their 
materials and their deterioration. Different preparations and applications will be experimented 
with to find effective ways of using the technique concerning the hemerographic works. 

Based on the seminar, it was possible to reflect on the revision, rethinking, and expansion of 
the process of non-aqueous stabilization of the HNM’s printed materials, in order to find new 
applications in the different documentary supports of the collection, as well as the search for 
improvements in the treatments already implemented. 

Final thoughts. Academic experiences for the improvement of HNM 
conservation processes 
The search for academic spaces where topics related to the preservation, conservation, 
stabilization, and restoration of documents and collections has been an excellent strategy to 
generate the review, restructuring, and design of processes focused on favoring the physical 
permanence of documents. Through the exchange of experiences and learning about other acting 
and different techniques, procedures, methods, materials, theoretical perspectives, and so forth, 
it has been possible to broaden the vision of the conservators responsible for the HNM collection. 
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Furthermore, with the participation of the professionals in academic activities, the 
institution seeks to update and specialize them to incorporate their knowledge 
to improve the processes of the hemerographic library and contribute to the 
fulfillment of the institutional mission of preserving the documentary memory of 
Mexico.  

Finally, it should be emphasized that the International Course on Paper Conservation 
in Latin America: Meeting East, as well as its seminar, have been beneficial for the 
development of the stabilization processes of the HNM due to the relevance of 
the topics, masterfully developed by highly specialized teachers. In addition to the 
above, these academic activities contribute to the professional development of 
the institution’s conservators, since the course has become the most specialized 
in conservation of paper, given in Spanish language in Latin America, about the 
perspective of Eastern conservation of paper applied and oriented to the Western 
cultural heritage.

*
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