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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
According to the homepage WordPress site named for the collection it catalogs and researches, what is 
now known as “The Baltimore Collection” is an assortment of unknown photographs that was found in 
Maryland and donated the University of Delaware in 2001 by Neil, Reba and Jessica Porter because it 
was in dire need of conservation. The late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century photographs seem to be 
portraits of Black or African American individuals, taken in the Baltimore, Philadelphia, Atlantic City, 
and Washington, D.C. areas. Included in the 53 objects are tintypes, albumen prints, matte collodion 
prints, silver gelatin printing-out prints (POP), silver gelatin developing-out prints (DOP) and one 
halftone (2017). 
 
In the Fall of 2017, a graduate-level course “Curating Hidden Collections & the Black Archive” was led 
by Julie McGee to “study . . . the photographs as objects of material and visual culture; consideration of 
the sitters, photography studios, photographic portraiture, clothing, and self-fashioning trends in Black 
Baltimore and the Mid-Atlantic region; early African American portrait photography; and an introduction 
to archival and theoretical challenges in making this collection and others like it available to the public”  
(McGee, 2017). The course resulted in a WordPress website and digital ArtStor archive for “The 
Baltimore Collection.” 
	
DESCRIPTION 
This photograph is a studio portrait depicts a middle-aged man standing with his left hand resting on 
wooden frame of a fence. The background is a painted backdrop with foliage. Such settings reflect an 
outdoor scene, which was rare in the studio portraits at that time, while it appears in several photos of this 



	

	

collection.  This is a full-length portrait. In his right hand he holds, and slightly tips on angle, a bowler 
hat. He delicately crosses his left calf over his right. He wears a light-colored overcoat over his suit: a 
medium length jacket, vest, and trousers.  
This photograph is an unmounted albumen print on woven paper. Taking the processing technique, the 
costume and other characteristics of the figure into consideration, it was probably printed in 1880-1890. 

 
The portrait of a middle-aged man, before treatment, normal light, recto and verso 

 
The portrait of a middle-aged man, before treatment, raking light, recto and verso 



	

	

MEASUREMENTS 
Length and width: 17.2 x 10.1 centimeters; 6.75 x 4 inches 
Thickness: 0.004 inches 
 
CONDITION 
This photograph is in fair condition overall. 
 
Structure:  
Since the photo is unmounted, for an albumen print, it has potential risk of structural damage. The thin 
paper is flat overall, with slight curl. There are two tears on the left and right edges, and a crease across 
the upper right corner. Mending and mounting were suggested for future conservation.  
 
Discoloration and fading:  
The photograph yellowed overall during these years. There is a clear boundary of color change lies in the 
lower quarter of the image. The upper part degraded much more than the lower quarter of the image, 
which indicates the upper part was exposed to the light more than the other part.  
 
Mold damage:  
There are many inactive mold specks mainly located on the left lower part of the image. These black 
specks were embedded into the paper through examination under the microscope. They appears to be 
black accretions on the surface. 
 
Staining:  
The mold damage also causes purplish staining on the left edge. There are red staining near the man’s 
face, and staining of water tide lines on the upper left corner. On the verso, there are water tide lines on 
the upper right corner, pencil marks in the center and upper right edge. Greasy staining of fingerprint is on 
the upper left corner caused by handling. 
 
Dirt and grime deposit:  
There is a thin layer of grime on both surfaces of recto and verso, and dirt deposits on the tears’ edge, 
abraded areas, and around the mold specks. 
 
Abrasion and loss of materials:  
Abrasions mainly happened on the recto, leading to surface damage. The degraded binder material causes 
crackles, which can be seen through 50X magnification. There is a large scratch across the man’s breast 
and shoulders, where the binder material lost and dirt deposits.  



	

	

  
The portrait of a middle-aged man, conditions summary diagram, recto and verso 

 
SURFACE CLEANING 
Dry surface cleaning: 
Cosmetic sponge was used for dry surface cleaning on both recto and verso. With pressing the sponge to 
absorb the pollutant on the surface, the staining and dirt were slightly reduced. Under 50X magnification, 
after cleaning, there was noticeable reduction of the staining and dirt, however, the inactive mold specks 
are still there. The used sponge turned grey and absorbed amounts of pollutants.  
Since the thin paper structure is vulnerable to mechanical damage, it is necessary to use Mylar film with 
glass weight to cover the rest of photo to secure the paper support during the cleaning. 
 
Wet surface cleaning testing: 
In order to clean the surface more effectively, wet surface cleaning was recommended. Before that, 
aqueous cleaning testing was conducted with deionized water and natural enzyme solution. 
Testing was conducted on the lower right corner. A small swab with little amount of deionized water was 
used. Through the observation under the microscope, grime and dirt were picked up by the swab 
noticeably, and paper fiber were swelling immediately. Localized curl appeared in the testing area, since 
the thin paper was unmounted. Then a blotter with Pellon was used to desiccate and flatten the area. 
Pellon was in between the blotter and photograph to prevent the albumen binder from falling off. The 
testing area was effectively cleaned with water, while the mold speck was not removed. 



	

	

Then the same testing process was repeated with natural enzyme solution. The testing area was effectively 
cleaned and some of the inactive mold specks were removed by the swab.  
The testing result indicated that natural enzyme solution works more effectively than deionized water. 
Instant desiccation after cleaning will prevent the curl. Therefore, natural enzyme solution was chosen for 
wet surface cleaning, in small areas with desiccation right after cleaning.  
 
Wet surface cleaning: 
Cleaning was conducted only on the recto with natural enzyme solution, using small swab to quickly 
clean a small area one time. Then desiccate the cleaned area with blotter and Pellon. When it’s dry, move 
to the next area. Since the thin paper structure is vulnerable to mechanical damage, it is necessary to use 
Mylar film with glass weight to cover the rest of photo to secure the paper support during cleaning.  
In case of curling, the cleaning process should move on fast and some embedded mold specks were not 
removed. However, the aqueous cleaning was effective and reached the goal. 
It took one hour to clean the recto surface. (Norris, D. H. 1999.) 
  



	

	

 

 
The portrait of a middle-aged man, before treatment, normal light, recto and verso 

 
The portrait of a middle-aged man, after surface cleaning, normal light, recto and verso 
 



	

	

FUTURE TREATMENT PROPOSAL 
Mending the tears: 
It is suggested to use methylcellulose as adhesive for mending. There is sufficient area on the edge of tear 
for self-mending. Fiber mending or strip mending is not necessary in this case. 
 
Mounting and housing: 
Paper window mat is recommended for future exhibition. The T hinge of the window mat can be made 
with the Japanese mulberry tissues. 100% rag matting board, wheat starch and linen tape are appropriate 
materials for the window mat, while the aqueous adhesive application should be avoided directly on the 
object, since the thin paper can be curled by the moisture. Ultraviolet filtered glazing should be used to 
cover the window, and it should pass the Photographic Activity Test. The photo can be placed into a 
polyester L-sleeve protector, then mounted in the window mat.  
For long-term storage, the window mat can be laid in the Solander box. Polyester L-sleeve protector and 
acid-free paper folder are also appropriate to protect the photograph from the moisture and oxidant. The 
condition of storage should be controlled at 40%-50% relative humidity and 20-25°C. (Adelstein, P. Z. 
2004; Lavédrine, B. 2003.) 
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