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DESCRIPTION 

This photograph is an albumen attached to a secondary support card, though this differs from its 
previous identification.  It has the characteristic color and appearance of a faded albumen, and when 
examined under a stereomicroscope it exhibits the fine network of cracking and crazing in the binder 
that is typical of an albumen.  It is also possible under magnification to see the individual paper fibers 
with a very thin coating over them that is expected when examining an albumen.  The format is similar 
to the standard “cabinet card” size, with the image measuring 5 5/16” x 4” and the mount 6 ½” x 4 ¼” 
(this differs slightly from the database).  It is rectangularly shaped and oriented vertically.   

The photograph depicts a woman standing in what is likely a photography studio.  The woman wears a 
floor length dress or two parts, a draped skirt and long-sleeved bodice with buttons running up the 
center.  It appears she is also wearing a neck scarf.  She has a long chain around her neck with what 
might be a monocle hanging from it (Mina, 2018).  There is also a short chain with a fob (likely for a 
watch) tucked into a small pocket on the bodice (Mina, 2018).  It is unclear if she is wearing earrings, 
and it is interesting to note that she does not wear gloves or a hat, which would have been typical for the 
time (Mina, 2018).  Her hair is held back from her face and it appears that it may be braided in some 
fashion, perhaps in double French braids with a part in the center, though the image is too faded to see 
clearly.   
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The unidentified woman is positioned centrally in the photo, with her proper right hand resting against 
the side of a wooden table and her proper left hand resting on a decorative bannister.  The table and 
bannister are just below hip height.  The table is similar to a design seen in other cabinet card portraits, 
with the legs and lower section of the table appearing to be made from branches left in their natural 
form.  There is a potted plant or floral arrangement sitting on top of the table.  

On the verso of the photograph has “J. H. Proctor,/PHOTOGRAPHER/No. 409 North Gay 
St.,/BALTIMORE –MD” stamped in purple ink in the center at a slight angle. 

 
HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

This photograph is part of a collection of late-nineteenth through early twentieth century photographs 
collectively known as the “Baltimore Collection.” It was donated to the University of Delaware by Neil, 
Reba, and Jessica Porter in 2001 after being found in Maryland. The collection got its name from the 
number of photographs that were produced by studios in Baltimore.  Many of the photographs have the 
specific studio in which they were created stamped or printed on them.  Through closer examination by 
the University of Delaware fall 2017 graduate-level class taught by Dr. Julie McGee, “Curating Hidden 
Collections & the Black Archive,” it was determined there were also photographs from studios in 
Philadelphia and Washington, D.C. (McGee 2017). 

The collection contains 53 photographs of many types, including, “tintypes, albumen prints, silver 
gelatin and matte collodion printed out prints (POP), silver gelatin developed-out prints (DOP), and one 
halftone” (McGee 2017).  The collection primarily seems to consist of images of Black/African 
American sitters in studio settings with a few more candid shots as well.  Most of the sitters have thus 
far been unable to be identified. The collection has been entered into the digital Artstor database where 
metadata for the photographs is available. 

 
CONDITION 

The silver image is faded overall and is in poor condition (See 
Appendix I for condition diagrams).  Due to the fading, much of the 
detail in the highlights is lost.  The photograph has also discolored 
overall to a yellow cast.  The photograph and secondary support card 
mount have a fine layer of soiling built up on all surfaces.  Along the 
left edge, midway from top to bottom, a small section of the gelatin 
binder appears to have been lifted and folded over.  

Purple and brown staining can be seen throughout, possibly indicative 
of mold and moisture damage.  Small dark spots are scattered across the 
top third of the photograph, particularly concentrated on the woman’s 
shoulders, face, and the background immediately around her upper 
body (fig. 1).  These spots can be seen along the right edge of the 
photograph, as well as the bottom right corner.  It is likely that they 
relate to inactive mold growth as well. There is minor cracking and 
abrasion to the binder layer throughout.  There are also light-colored 
spots that are particularly visible in the woman’s skirt, which probably are localized areas of fading and 

Fig. 1. Small dark spots visible 
on the surface of the photograph 
as seen through the 
stereomicroscope. 
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image degradation.  The top left corner of the photograph has a small fold, bent inward.  The top right 
corner appears to have likewise been creased, but the corner has been lost. The bottom right corner has 
been creased but currently lies flat.  The photograph has almost fully separated from the card mount, and 
has curled likely just from the moisture in the air as a consequence of no longer being adhered to the 
card. The supporting card has been abraded and is delaminating into multiple layers. 

On the verso, the purple and brown staining is also visible, as are additional bends/creases. The name of 
the photographer and the location of the studio is stamped on the central verso and the ink appears to be 
in stable condition.   

 
TREATMENT PROPOSAL 

1. Dry surface clean both sides of the photograph and its secondary support using cosmetic sponges 
to lift as much surface soiling as possible. 
 

2. Wet clean the surface of the photograph using cotton swabs and DI water and/or mild enzymatic 
solution, clearing the residue from the surface with DI water. 

 
3. Locally humidify the creased upper corner of the photograph with a slightly damp swab and 

unfold and flatten.  Cover the corner with Hollytex, a blotter, and a glass weight until dry. 
 

4. Store within a polyester sleeve for the protection of the photograph and secondary and to 
temporarily reduce the curling. 

Future Treatment Options: 

5. Separate the photograph from the secondary support card if possible. 
 

6. Re-adhere the delaminated layers of the support card using methyl cellulose or precipitated 
wheat starch paste to increase its stability. 
 

7. Mist a water and ethanol 50/50 mix across the back of the photograph and paste out using methyl 
cellulose or precipitated wheat starch paste.  Adhere the photograph back to the support card in 
its original orientation.  Dry under Hollytex, blotter, and weight. 
 

8. Re-adhere the photograph to the surface of the secondary support mount using methyl cellulose 
or precipitated wheat starch paste to allow the photograph to remain flat. 
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TREATMENT REPORT 

The photograph was surface cleaned using a cosmetic sponge on all available surfaces.  The surface of 
the photograph was wet-cleaned with cotton swabs and a mild enzymatic solution, cleared with swabs 
and deionized water (fig. 2).  In both scenarios, the cotton swabs were only slightly dampened and rolled 
on an extra blotter before applying to the surface.  The top proper right corner of the photograph was 
locally humidified, unfolded, and flattened, held under Hollytex, blotter, and glass weight until dry.  The 
surface was cleaned incrementally and each section that was cleaned was immediately covered with first 
a piece of Hollytex, followed by a blotter and a glass weight to attempt to prevent curling.  

 

 

Even with these precautions, the albumen photograph did curl in areas where it was no longer attached 
to the secondary support.  To attempt to mitigate this issue, a larger piece of Hollytex and blotter were 
placed over the entire photograph with a sheet of glass and granite weights and left overnight, but the 
curling of the photograph remains. 

The swabs were successful at removing much of the surface soiling, making the overall image more 
visually readable.  Although the cleaning did not remove the black spots, which appear to be embedded 
within the paper fibers, they were reduced in size (fig. 3).  This reduction also allows the subject’s face 
to be more revealed and aided in the visual appearance overall. Before and after treatment images can be 
seen in Appendix II. 

  

Fig. 2. Left: dirty swabs and cosmetic sponges from cleaning the photograph. 
Right: variation between the cleaned and uncleaned surfaces. 

Cleaned 
Surface  
 

Uncleaned  
Surface 

Fig. 3. Details of the dark spots that are likely related to mold before and 
after surface cleaning, left to right. 
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PREVENTIVE CARE RECOMMENDATIONS 

In order to ensure the longevity of the photograph, it is important to maintain proper storage and 
environmental conditions. If the collection is stored together, one might consider the proper storage for 
their entirety, which contains silver gelatin (POP and DOP), matte collodion, tintype, half-tone and 
albumen prints.  

Too high of a relative humidity can be the cause for image fading, mold growth, and sulfiding (the loss 
of mid-tones in the photograph) if any remaining fixer was left behind (Lavédrine 2003). The 
hygroscopic quality of gelatin, and the protein based emulsions of albumen and gelatin, makes 
photographic collections particularly prone to microorganisms. If possible, the temperature should be 
below 68°F with a relative humidity between 30-55% (Image Permanence Institute 2015).  

Oxidizing agents can be the cause of many deterioration problems in photographs most notably silver 
image degradation. Oxidizing agents such as peroxides can be found in certain cardboard boxes and 
recently painted walls (alkyd-based paint) (Lavédrine 2003).  

Light levels should be minimized and should not exceed 50 lux if possible, with a maximum annual light 
exposure of 50,000 lux hours per year.  Yearly exposure to ultraviolet light is to be as close to 0 
milliwatts per square meter as possible (Wagner and McCabe and Lemmen 2010).  

If displayed, the images should be properly framed with archival materials and ultraviolet filtered 
glazing, and should pass the Photographic Activity Test. If in storage, the collection should be housed in 
polyester L-sleeves stacked in drop side acid-free boxes. If digital images are not adequate for research, 
scholars should be alerted about the fragility of the collections and keep the photographs within the 
sleeves if possible. They should also have clean hands or gloves when possible, and use a rigid support 
to prevent breakage. 

The University of Delaware should ensure that a disaster plan is devised and well-communicated to 
various staff members involved in caring for the collection. Water events are of particular concern as 
these collections are very sensitive to the damage associated with moisture.  
 
Albumen photographs such as the one described in this report should not be exposed to light if possible, 
because it can cause the egg-white binder to yellow (Norris 2018).  Exposure to fluctuating humidity can 
cause issues particularly for albumens, causing further cracking and crazing in the binder (Norris 2018). 
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APPENDIX I: CONDITION DIAGRAMS 

  

Recto  Verso  
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APPENDIX II: BEFORE AND AFTER TREATMENT IMAGES 

 

  

Above: before and after treatment of the recto, left to right. The image on the 
right is under a piece of plexiglass to control the curling for photography.  

Below: Detail of the sitter’s face before and after treatment, left to right. 
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APPENDIX II: BEFORE AND AFTER TREATMENT IMAGES CONT. 

	

 

Above: before and after treatment of the verso left to right.  


