Photos:

Question:

Does anyone out there know if it there is a way to safely remove photographs glued to the black pages of the old photo albums? I have had an inquiry from a visitor who has an album of family photos and wants to find out if there is any writing on the back of the photographs that have been glued to the pages since the early 1950s.

Pat, Museum of the Cariboo Chilcotin, March 23, 2006.

Responses:

1. Do not remove your photographs from the albums! The damage you might do would probably outweigh any damage done by the album pages (an exception

is the self-adhesive kind). I cannot express strongly enough that the context of the album pages is very important. If you remove the photos from the pages that context is lost. Even if there are no captions, the way the photos are arranged on the page can convey a lot of information. If you have the self-adhesive kind of albums take a photograph of each page before removing the photos. To remove the photos from self-adhesive album pages use a hair blower, being very careful not to over heat the photos. Do not curl the photos back while removing them. Use a thin metal implement gradually eased under the photo to remove it.

Kris Andersen, St. Ann's Academy Historic Site, March 23, 2006.

2. I would recommend speaking with a paper conservator. Depending on the

adhesive, it could be very simple or complex. I've worked with this company before both as a technician and client - Fraser Spafford Ricci Art and Archival Conservation. Tara Fraser is their principal paper conservator. Here's a link to their site http://fsrconservation.com/
Darrin Martens, Burnaby Art Gallery, March 23, 2006.

3. While Chris Anderson makes a very valid point about the context of the

photos, there MAY be times when disassembly should take place, especially if undocumented writing is known to be on the backs of photos. From a researcher's point of view, an album in mint condition, but with all ID hidden on the backs of glued in photos is practically useless. Ditto for 1800s albums where Cabinet Card photos are in custom holder pages, but any info, including photographer and city, is hidden. The photos, documented as to order, and then carefully removed and the wording exposed, become very valuable. There is a risk in removal, in

addition to the damage or destruction of the album, so weigh the consequences carefully.

Sometimes one can look at photos in angled light and see raised ridges and swirls from writing on the back, or partly lift an edge and see writing underneath. At Battleford National Historic Park I knew there was info on the back of Superintendent Woods' (RCMP) photos because he put it there with a typewriter - one that had such a sharp "period" that they all punched through the photos!

It you are unlucky the writing will say something like "Self at Niagara

Falls." "Self with dog Butch" etc. It is amazing how many photo albums

"Mr. "Self" created! Every curator, conservator and archivist will of course have an opinion and probably none will agree with the others. Such is life in the museum and archives world!

For what it is worth, here is an option IF one decides, for whatever reason, to dismantle and thus destroy the album. I have used a similar procedure on singles pages I have purchased at collector shows or on photos that were already removed from an old album, but had black paper residue.

1.
Document the album as found (e.g. scan or Xerox every page), so that one knows the original order or photos is known.

2.
As a precaution, it probably best to scan each photo at TIFF high resolution before starting any work - in case you damage it.

3.
Carefully cut away any excess backing paper around the photo exterior.

4.
Carefully cut away any loose paper (e.g. in gaps between glue spots. Scissors are safer for this than a knife.

5.
You may want to stop there. You will now know if there is writing and can likely read all or most of it.

6.
Before going further, it is probably a good idea to photocopy what you have uncovered so far. (Set copier to Text and a dark setting as many notations are in faint and in pencil).

If photos are glued back to back on the same page, the tricky option to separate them is with a razor sharp knife - not for the shaky handed or faint of heart.

Where some writing is hidden under a glue spot and black paper, I would use a mechanical removal. Photo laid face down on a hard clean dry surface, then a razor sharp knife (razor sharp Swiss Army knives are excellent), GENTLY scrapped sideways (at right angles to the blade) to scrape off layers of the black paper. One should not use a point for this, but rather a flat or better still, a curved blade. Old glue tends to shave off in this manner as well. DO NOT use the blade edge forward as if sharpening a pencil or the predictable disaster will likely happen - you will have a "sharpened" photo. 

You might want to try an experiment by gently wetting the black paper (only a small area e.g. with a Q tip) to soften it - if you feel the moisture would not damage the image (as would happen on colour photos of the last 40 or so years).

[Insert disclaimer of liability here.]

Colin MacGregor Stevens, New Westminster Museum and Archives, March 23, 2006.

4. If the visitor has weighed the risk of potential damage to the photos by removing them from the album and has still decided to go ahead and do so, I would recommend that they visit a scrap booking store where they have some useful tools for removing photos from the sticky albums and the black photo pages.

Rebecca Forrest, March 23, 2006.

