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Introduction  

The successful operations of a museum rely on a variety of departments and staff, whose 

objectives may vary widely. Some departments focus on the customer experience, while others 

may concentrate on the manner in which items are displayed. But it is the responsibility of the 

conservators and preservation specialists on staff to ensure that items that are put on display for 

the enjoyment of the public will survive for future generations. In reference to film props on 

display is a museum, Paul Gansky states that these props “stimulate a unique historical 

reconstruction of below-the-line creative cinematic work” (Gansky, 2013). This experience is 

mirrored in the viewing of original photographs in an exhibit setting – history is reconstructed 

for viewers in an original context, allowing for deeper connections to the images.  

The preventive conservation of photographs that are on display in a museum setting can 

be complicated, and both internal and external elements that can threaten the condition of 

photographs must be considered during the designing of exhibition spaces. Some museums opt 

instead to preserve the original images in an archive, providing excellent reproductions for 

display purposes in place of the originals. That way the museum can provide images for viewing 

without compromising the integrity of the original image. This practice is utilized at the Biltmore 

Estate, where all of the photographs are securely stored in the climate controlled archive, and 

reproductions can be found on display throughout the non-air-conditioned house. But what if an 

institution wants to display the originals for public viewing? What is the best way to share an 

image with the community while protecting its physical integrity?  

 

Preparing Photographs for Display 
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Photographs suffering from inherent instability issues that threaten their integrity can be 

saved through the implementation of proper environment controls. Instability issues can arise 

from sloppy work during the developing process – traces of fixer left behind can damage the 

photograph, and the level of damage can increase when trace amounts of fixer is present in 

conjunction with a number of environmental risk factors. The deterioration of adhesives and 

emulsions can lead to photograph deterioration – preparing photographs for display can help 

minimize damages that would otherwise be inevitable in uncontrolled and unmonitored 

conditions. 

The survival of photographs that are put on display depends largely on the materials used 

to display them – including matting, framing materials, and display case furniture. As noted in 

her article, ‘Preventive Conservation of Photographs,’ Addison notes that low quality display 

materials may release chemical pollutants that create an unstable environment for photographs, 

“such as PVC enclosures and albums, adhesives, unsealed wooden furniture, and freshly painted 

or varnished walls and furniture…woolen fabric linings, poor quality tissue paper and acidic 

cardboard mounts” (Addison, 2004).  

In ‘Preventive Conservation and the Exhibition Process: Development of Exhibit 

Guidelines and Standards for Conservation,’ Toby Raphael aptly states that “a well-designed and 

well-engineered exhibit case can provide a highly effective micro-environment” (Raphael, 2005). 

By creating this so-called micro-environment, photographs are protected from both external risks 

and the risks that activate internal ones and trigger chemical reactions that can cause extensive 

damage. This makes the exhibit case one of the most important tools for preventive conservation. 

Conservation-grade exhibit cases benefit from emerging technologies in several ways: items in 
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cases are illuminated by LED lights that do not emit UV rays, and the temperature inside the case 

can be controlled regardless of the temperature of the room within which the case sits.  

In addition to exhibit cases, frames also serve as beneficial enclosures that can protect 

photographs. Photographs that are displayed can be protected by the materials with which they 

are framed, helping to minimize potential risks such as air pollutants, light, dust, and insects. 

Used with archival quality materials, frames create a protective barrier between photographs and 

sources of potential damage.  

Within a frame, matting “creates a pocket of air between the picture and the glass” to 

prevent the photograph from sticking to the glass and growing mold or warping (‘Preserving 

Pictures on Display’). Matting should pass the American National Standards Institute’s 

Photographic Activity Test to ensure that the quality of the matboard is safe for archival use. 

Framing can also keep photographs that are prone to curling, like unmounted albumen prints, 

from doing so, which can severely compromise the image (Preserving and Protecting 

Photographs). Frames provide structural support to photographs that are prone to curling, which 

can cause cracking in the surface of the photograph.   

When considering framing as a means of preventive conservation, light exposure should 

is a considerable risk factor that must be controlled. To reduce damage inflicted by UV light 

exposure, “UV-filtering acrylic glazing is generally used instead of glass for framing 

photographs” that are put on display (Addison, 2004). However, to minimize light damage, 

framed photographs should not be mounted in direct light regardless of their framing materials. 

Some photographic methods are more vulnerable to different exposures. Most 19th and 

20th century photographs’ imaging material is silver, which “reacts dramatically to atmospheric 

contaminants such as hydrogen sulphide and peroxides” - contact with these contaminants can 
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result in tarnishing and tonal distortion, as well as fading (Addison, 2004). This damage can be 

prevented by using neutral pH and unbuffered archival quality mounting and storage materials. 

Any plastic sleeves used as protective coverings should be limited to polyester, polyethylene or 

polypropylene.  

 

Preparing the Environment for Photographs 

When exhibiting photographs in a museum setting, the environment plays a pivotal role 

in the preservation of said photographs. External threats to the integrity of a photograph must be 

planned for when preparing photograph exhibits; these external threats can include light 

exposure, dust accumulation, fluctuations in temperature and humidity, and insect damage. Each 

of these potential exposures must be addressed to ensure that photographs are displayed in a safe 

environment that promotes preventive conservation.  

It is critical that the photograph archivist or conservator creating the exhibit be fully 

aware of all potential exposures that can damage photographs being put on display. Working 

closely with exhibit designers to control exposures is an important element of preparing the 

environment for photograph display, as “exhibit designers usually have different goals” from 

museum staff seeking to share their collections in a safely controlled setting (O’Connor, 1984). 

Since the “primary concern of the designer is the aesthetic appearance of the exhibit” rather than 

the preservation of the materials on display, it is the responsibility of the museum staff to ensure 

that these displays will serve the dual purpose of aesthetic appeal and preservation (O’Connor, 

1984).  

An example of an internal exhibit design team can be found at the Harry Ransom Center 

at the University of Texas at Austen, which maintains an Exhibition Services Department, 
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comprised of four exhibit preparators and an Exhibition Conservator. The staff of the Exhibition 

Services Department is responsible for the construction and design of exhibits for photographs, 

manuscripts, books, and artwork. They work closely with the curatorial department and 

conservators to ensure that exhibits are constructed to both display and preserve the items in the 

exhibit. Primary concerns taken into consideration during the creation of exhibits at the Harry 

Ransom Center include “light intensity, relative humidity, temperature, handling and security 

practices at sites, including its own, where its materials will be on exhibit” (Exhibition Services).  

The following are aspects that must be considered during the design of exhibits that will 

affect the preservation of photographs placed on display. Preparing the environment for 

displaying photographs helps to ensure that they will be preserved for viewers well into the 

future. 

Lighting  

Light is a prominent enemy of photographs, with the potential to cause fading and 

accelerate any damage that has already been inflicted by chemical processes. Both artificial and 

natural light pose risks for significant permanent damage to all types of photographs, but some 

photographs are more vulnerable to light than others. Color photographs are at a higher risk for 

light-induced damage when the environment contains moisture.  Salted paper prints, albumen 

prints, and color prints are the most vulnerable to light and most likely to incur damage during 

prolonged light exposure – reducing the risk of light damage requires that “long-term display 

should be avoided” for these prints (Clark, 1990). Not only can light fade photographs, but it can 

also accelerate any other forms of damage already present.  

Controlling levels of light exposure and the type of light is critical for controlling this 

risk. Maintaining low light levels, employing sunlight-blocking curtains at windows, and not 
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displaying photographs in direct light can help reduce light damage inflicted on exhibited 

photographs. Some institutions choose to rotate photographs through cycles of display and 

storage in order to minimize light exposures as well.  

When dealing with light related damage, “the most damaging component of visible 

light…[is] Ultraviolet” (Addison, 2004). To combat the damaging effects of UV light, 

incandescent light bulbs are used in place of the higher UV producing fluorescent bulbs. It is 

advisable that “UV filters and UV Perspex…be used to protect photographs from damaging 

ultra-violet rays” (Clark, 1990). 

Dust and Insect Damage 

Maintaining a clean environment can minimize several potentially damaging exposures to 

which photographs are susceptible. Risks associated with poor housekeeping practices within 

exhibit spaces are most notably dust and insect exposures, but cleaning products themselves 

should be considered when used around photographs. Cleaning products should not contain 

ammonia or chlorine and “photographs should be kept out of freshly painted rooms for at least 

two weeks and preferably four” (Clark, 1990). Cleaning products should never be sprayed 

around photographs. Spraying could result in chemicals coming in contact with the surface of 

photographs; as “many cleaners are corrosive…[they can] cause immediate fading and staining if 

they, or their vapors, come in contact with the photograph” (‘How Should I Frame and Display 

My Photographs?’). Diligent housekeeping practices require keen observation of exhibit spaces 

for signs of potential exposures.  

Dust can threaten the image quality of the photograph – abrasion can result from the 

accumulation of dust on the surface of a photograph “and may also contain chemical pollutants 

that react adversely with materials in the photograph” (Addison, 2004).  
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The accumulation of dust as a risk to the integrity of a photograph is closely tied to the 

potential for damage caused by insects, which feed on dust and can easily turn their attentions to 

photographic materials as sources of food as well. Drawn by attractive food sources in dust 

accumulation, insects are also drawn to photographic emulsions and paper. Staining can result 

from insects such as “silverfish, cockroaches and paper lice…'grazing' [on] the surface” of 

photographs (Addison, 2004).  

Photographs can be protected from dust and insect damage through careful storage 

methods including utilizing “well-sealed archival boxes…[and] by displaying them in frames 

that have a good seal” (Addison, 2004). Implementing a pest management program to monitor 

the presence of insects and any insect activity would also be a wise measure to take in 

combatting insect damage. Any perceived insect activity should be redressed immediately to 

mitigate and repair any damage inflicted. 

Air Quality 

Another potential threat to displayed photographs is not as obvious, as only the effects – 

and not the cause – are visible to the eye. Air pollutants “can cause silver mirroring or tarnish, 

which will eventually destroy the image totally” (Clark, 1990). Nitrogen oxides, acids, 

compounds containing sulfur, and peroxides are among the elements that make air pollution so 

detrimental to photographs. Maintaining adequate air conditioning systems can combat the 

damage that air pollution has the potential to inflict.  

Temperature and Humidity 

Temperature and relative humidity are possibly the most detrimental exposures that 

threaten the integrity of photographs. Exhibits that display photographs should maintain stable 

temperature and relative humidity levels and eliminate the possibility of extreme fluctuations.  
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Fluctuating temperatures and relative humidity levels can lead to the “distortion of the 

photographic support and cracking or flaking of the emulsion layer” (Addison, 2004). The risks 

of high temperatures in exhibition spaces include the acceleration of “chemical deterioration 

processes” (Addison, 2004). Exhibit spaces should keep temperatures cool to avoid temperature-

induced damage. 

The effects of unsatisfactory relative humidity levels vary based on if the levels are too 

high or too low. High humidity breeds mold, can turn the photographic material’s gelatin sticky, 

and can induce glass rot, while low humidity can make photographic papers brittle. Humidity 

levels should be carefully controlled in order to protect photographs from potential damage; 

fluctuation should be not exceed five percent in either direction, and “for a mixed photograph 

collection the RH should be 35 – 40%,” never rising up 65% or below 60% (Clark, 1990). 

Although air conditioning is preferable, if a facility is unable to install a system then a de-

humidifier can help control humidity.  

Conclusion 

Most aptly put by James Reilly in his article, ‘Measuring Environmental Quality in 

Preservation,’ “The purpose of preservation is to safeguard cultural resources for the future 

without loss of value or usefulness in the present” (Reilly, 2003). The preventive conservation of 

photographs that are displayed for public viewing hinges on the careful control of the 

environment in which photographs are displayed. Conservators and other members of museum 

staff – such as housekeeping, who will have daily contact with exhibit spaces and have the 

potential to catch risks before they inflict irreparable damage – have a responsibility to the 

photographs they choose to put on display. Careful attention must be paid to enclosures of all 

sizes – frames and exhibit cases – and to the design of the exhibit space itself to ensure that all 
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potential risks have been minimized, where possible. While photographs can best be protected 

and preserved in archival storage, there are measures that can be taken to allow these 

photographs to be enjoyed by the public without risking their structural safety. As sharing a 

photograph is usually the purpose for taking it in the first place, developing optimal ways to 

safely display photographs in a museum setting allows photographs to fulfil their intended 

purpose: to inspire awe, to rekindle memories, to tell a story, to record history, or simply to share 

a moment between photographer and viewer.  
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