Care of Photographs
Photographs can have a long life.  Their life-expectancy depends on three things: the type of photographic process (black and white, colour, slide or print), how well they were processed and the way in which the photographs are stored and handled. The following information outlines some of the differences between the most common processes and provides guidelines for preserving your photographs.

Photographic Processes

Photographic prints, negatives and slides are the most common types of photographic material. These are all multi-layered objects, made up of a support (paper or film) and a gelatin emulsion layer.  The gelatin emulsion contains the image material (grains of silver or coloured dyes).  These layers each respond differently to the surrounding environment. 

The image material in colour prints, slides and negatives are coloured dyes in multiple layers.  Typically these have a poorer resistance to deterioration from light, moisture, heat and chemical contamination than black and white (silver) image materials.  While black and white images may have inherently greater stability some new ink-jet systems employ sets of colour pigments (instead of dyes) that also have a long life expectancy.  

Care and Handling

Always have clean hands when handling photographs and touch them only by the edges.  Clean white cotton gloves are very useful.  Avoid touching the surface of a print or film with your fingers, as skin oils and salts will cause permanent damage. 

Treat your negatives with special care.  If a print is lost or damaged, the negative will enable another copy to be made.  It is important to label your negatives.  Labelling also reduces the chance of damaging fragile film by unnecessary handling.  Basic information, such as the date, subject and location, written on the negative storage sleeve will save a great deal of time when you are searching for a particular image at a future date.  For large collections, a numbering sequence is very valuable. 

Avoid writing on the back of prints with a pen or marker.  If it is necessary to write on the back of a print, use a soft 2B pencil in the border area.  Also avoid using pressure-sensitive labels, rubber bands, tapes or adhesives. 

Storage 

Unfortunately, many commonly available photo albums are unsuitable for long-term preservation.  These products may include unstable and harmful materials such as PVC (polyvinylchloride) plastic, rubber cement and glassine paper. These should be avoided. Do not use "magnetic" photograph albums.  These have clear plastic overlay sheets, which hold photographs in place by clinging to the album pages.  After a few years, the pages discolour and stain the images.  

A good album is made from high quality, acid-free paper and prints should be attached to the pages with photo corners.  Never glue or tape a photograph into place.  It is also a good idea to interleave the pages of a photo album with acid-free paper or tissue.  Plastic pages or sleeves can also be used if they are of suitable quality.  This means that they are made of polyethylene, polyester or polypropylene, which are all inert plastics.  High quality photographic storage enclosures are generally labelled as such.  

Loose photographs should be stored flat if possible, in acid-free folders, envelopes or inert plastic sleeves.  Remove all metal fasteners such as staples, paper clips and pins as they may cause staining or corrosion of the image silver.  Put your prints into acid-free cardboard boxes.  Archival boxes and enclosures are available from conservation materials suppliers. 

Photographs are particularly susceptible to damage from gaseous pollutants such as exhaust fumes, household cleaning products, paint fumes and ozone (a common source of ozone is photocopiers).  Store collections away from such sources of contamination.

Ideally, photographs should be stored in a clean, cool, dry place.  Recommendations for storage suggest a temperature of 20 degrees Celsius and a relative humidity of 50 percent or less.  Colour photographs in particular need to be stored cool and dry.  Locations with unstable or extreme environmental conditions, such as attics, sheds, garages, cellars or laundryrooms, should be avoided.  Keep collections well above the floor.

Photographic gelatin is a very attractive substance for mould.  High humidity or moisture can initiate mould activity.  Mould-damaged photographs should be allowed to dry thoroughly in an area with good air circulation.  If mould is visible it should be brushed away with a soft brush after the material has been dried.  This should be done a fine day outdoors on to prevent the re-deposition of the mould spores.  Dust and dirt attract moisture which can also lead to the development of mould.  Loose dust and dirt can be removed by gently brushing with a clean soft brush.

Display

Colour photographs are particularly susceptible to fading and should be protected from excess light.  Avoid display near windows or in direct sunlight.

Framing provides protection from dust, dirt and gases which can damage images.  Framing also protects against climate fluctuations.  Be sure to use good quality materials and appropriate methods for the matting and framing of valued photographs. 

Prints from a digital source

These prints do not use photographic (light-sensitive) materials yet they mimic the appearance of true photographs.  Essentially they consist of paper with the coloured pigments adhered to the surface.  Images are formed with tiny ink dots that correspond to the pixels from a digital image source.  The inks can be applied in a solid or liquid form – liquid inkjet prints should be allowed to properly dry before being handles, as premature handling can cause the inks to blur.  

Any new type of imaging material has its own specific permanence and ageing characteristics.  The speed with which ditigal printing products change and the interrelated effects of combinations of their different components (ink, paper, type) and method of application make it unwise to generalise about the permanence of different products.  As well as the internal factors, we need to recognise that such prints need a safe environment for their stability.  The basic methods for caring for photographs apply equally to prints from a digital source.  Their longevity will be improved if they are kept away from sources of heat, moisture and light.  

Other publications in this series are:

Care of Family Collections, Care of Books, Care and Repair of Books, Care of Artworks on Paper, Care of Sound Recordings.


These can be accessed from the National Library’s website at http://www.natlib.govt.nz/services/get-advice/preservation/preservation-help

For further information contact the National Preservation Office, Te Tari Tohu Taonga, National Library of New Zealand, PO Box 1467, Wellington 6140, tel:  (04) 474 3000.  

For information on conservators, see the website of  The New Zealand Professional Conservators’ Group: http:/www.conservators.org.nz
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