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The conservation of photographs, as a professional 
endeavor, had its beginnings in the mid 1 9 T O ’ s  at the .4rt 
Conservation Department of the University of Delaware. But 
from the beginnings of photography, photographers have had 
a keen interest in the stability and permanence of the 
photographic image. In fact, many  improvement,^ in the 
photographic process, such as qold toning and carbon 
prints, came about as a response to problems of 
deterioration in photographic images. Gernsheim’s 1969 
edition chapter 28  is useful in understanding the concerns 
that were prevalent in the 19th century arid which continue 
t.oday a s  we pursue the preservation of our photographic 
heritage. With the advent of the twentieth century the 
newly emerging industrial barons of photography realized 
the commercial value of marketing photographic materials 
with a certain degree of permanence. Kodak,in particular, 
has to a great extent attempted to address the problems of 
impermanence and deterioration found in paper supports, 
emulsion layers and processing chemistry. While it must be 
realized that industry’s ultimate goal is profit, in the 
process of making money the photographic industry has 
exhibited a considerable degree of  responsibility in 
making photographic materials more lasting:. It is in color 
materia1.s that this degree of responsibility begins to 
diminish. 

Through the 1 9 6 0 ’ s  there had been individuals 
interested in the preservation of photographic images. 
Significant among these has been Eugene Ostroff, Curator 
of Photographs at the Smithsonian, whose early writings in 
Museum News did much to elevate the general interest in 
these issues. What was needed in the 1 9 7 0 ’ s  however, was 
an approach to photographic conservation that was rooted 
in the already important field of Art Conservation and 
away from the pervading influence of the photographic 
industry as evidenced in material standards of  the period 
and in the fact that preservation came to be defined in 
the third quarter of this century as simply- copying. The 
photographic industry can provide us with useful 
information and insights, but it can never‘ define the 
parameters of the practice of conservation, for its 
scientists can seldom understand how a conservator thinks 
and what criteria he or she must apply to their work. This 
I S  not meant as a criticism, but merely to state that 
theirs is a different frame of mind when discussing the 
preservation of pho t o 4 r ap  h i c images. 

roday the conservation of photographs is defined 
w i t h i n  t h e  l a r g e r  context of art conservation, in terms of 
t r a i n i n g ,  ethics and practice. In fac t , .  we mahe i t  grave 
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m i s t a k e  when w e  as p h o t o g r a p h i c  c o n s e r v a t o r s  i s o l a t e  
o u r s e l v e s  f rom t h e  larger p r o f e s s i o n  and when w e  a r e  
i g n o r a n t  o f  i s s u e s  and  a n s w e r s  found i n  t h e  f i e l d s  of 
p a p e r ,  p a i n t i n g s ,  me ta l s ,  and t e x t i l e s  c o n s e r v a t i o n .  I f  
t h e r e  a re  a n y  r e g r e t s  i n  my s t a r t i n g  t h e  movement toward  
s p e c i a l t y  g r o u p s  i s  t h a t  i t  t e n d s  t o  p o l a r i z e  u s  and  t o  
move u s  away  f rom i m p o r t a n t  i n f o r m a t i o n  found  i n  o t h e r  
areas of  s p e c i a l i z a t i o n .  

S i n c e  t h a t  b e g i n n i n g  i n  De laware ,  o t h e r  c o n s e r v a t i o n  
p rograms  have  become i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i o n  of  
p h o t o g r a p h s .  E x t r e m e l y  u s e f u l  i n f o r m a t i o n  h a s  a l s o  come 
o u t  o f  R I T  and  O t t a w a .  A l s o ,  a f t e r  my e a r l y  y e a r s  t e a c h i n g  
i n  D e l a w a r e ,  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s  have  p r o v e n  i n  my p r a c t i c e  
t o  be a n  e x c e l l e n t  avenue  f o r  t r a i n i n g  i f  t h e  r i g h t  
s t u d e n t  c a n  be  f o u n d .  But i n  t h e  e n d ,  I b e l i e v e  t h a t  
c o n s e r v a t o r s  a re  n o t  made a t  g r a d u a t e  p r o g r a m s ,  o r  i n  
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s ,  or s i m p l y  b e c a u s e  one  w a n t s  t o  be o n e .  
E s s e n t i a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  g a i n e d  i n  g r a d u a t e  programs and 
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s ,  b u t  C o n s e r v a t o r s ,  i n  t h e  f u l l  s e n s e  t h a t  
t e r m  i m p l i e s ,  are made t h r o u g h  a n  o n g o i n g ,  u n s t i n t i n g  and 
p r a c t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  o b . j e c t s .  T h i s  i s  i n  f a c t  t h e  
p r i n c i p l e  u n d e r  wh ich  t h e  g r a d u a t e  programs w e r e  
f o u n d e d .  W e  s t i l l  have  t h e  need  f o r  more knowledge ,  f o r  
b e t t e r  t e c h n i q u e s ,  and  f o r  a more mature p r a c t i c e  of 
c o n s e r v a t i o n .  

B y  now you are wonder ing  what a l l  of  t h i s  h a s  t o  do 
w i t h  " d e v e l o p i n g  t r e a t m e n t  c r i t e r i a  i n  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i o n  of 
p h o t o g r a p h s " ,  which  i s  t h e  t i t l e  o f  my t a l k .  L e t  m e  
b l u n t l y  s t a t e  t h a t  i t  h a s  e v e r y t h i n g  t o  do  w i t h  i t .  A 
c o n s e r v a t i o n  t r e a t m e n t ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  b e g i n s  w i t h  t h e  
c o n s e r v a t o r  i n  whose h a n d s  l i e  t h e  o b . j e c t ,  and t h e  
commitment ,  knowledge and  s k i l l s  t h a t  he o r  s h e  b r i n g s  t o  
t h a t  o b . j e c t .  No d o u b t ,  t h e  c l i c h e  i s  t rue ,  i t  i s  t h e  
o b j e c t  t h a t  m a k e s  i t s  own demands on  t h e  c o n s e r v a t o r .  B u t  
t o  r e c o g n i z e  and  meet t h e s e  demands r e q u i r e s  of  t h e  
c o n s e r v a t o r  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  q u a l i t i e s .  

F i r s t ,  a c o n s e r v a t o r  m u s t  have  l o v e  and  respec t  f o r  
t h e  work of a r t .  I t  i s  much more t h a n  a " c h a l l e n g i n g  
o b j e c t "  or t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a " n e a t  t r e a t m e n t " ,  or a 
good r e s e a r c h  p r o j e c t .  A p h o t o g r a p h  i s  a f t e r  a l l  a work of 
a r t ,  an  o b . j e c t  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  i m p o r t a n c e  or of  s e n t i m e n t a l  
a t t a c h m e n t .  I n  s p i t e  o f  a l l  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  I have  
h a n d l e d ,  I s t a n d  i n  a w e  a t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  i m a g e  and t h e  
p r o c e s s  t h a t  c r e a t e d  i t .  I t  i s  s t i l l  amazing t o  m e  t h a t  
s u c h  a t h i n  layer- c o n t a i n s  s o  much i n f o r m a t i o n ,  so  many 
d i s t i n c t  areas  o f  l i g h t  and  s h a d e ,  and t h a t  i n  t h o s e  areas 
i s  s o  c l e a r l y  e x p r e s s e d  t h e  i n t e n t  o f  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r  who 
r . r .eated i t ,  and t h e  p e r i o d  o f  h i s t o r y  i n  which i t  w a s  
( r c ' a t e d .  I t  is  s t i l l  p o s s i b l e  f o r  m e  t o  .jump w i t h  p r i v a t e  
.joy a t  t h e  b e a u t y  o f  t h e  w o r k  of  a r t  which h a s  been 
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e r i t r u s  Led t o  m>' h a n d s .  

S e c o n d ,  a r e s p o n s i b l e  o n s e r v a t o r  must h a t e  i n  d e p t h  
knowlectge of  a l l  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  i+yiorlc o f  a r t .  Recog 'n i z inq  
t h a t  wha t  i s  b e f o r e  j-oii is H I I  albiLmcn p r i n t ,  as i m p o r t a n t  
a s  t h a t  i s ,  i s  but  a : ; m a l l  p a r t  of' h h a t  yo11 u l t i m a t e l y  
need  t o  know. E o i i  n e e d  t o  know t h e  a r t i s t i c  t e m p e r a m e n t  
anti h i s t o r i c  e n v  i 1 onmerit i n  w h i c h  t h i s  p h o t o g r a p h  was 
c r e a t e d .  1-011 need  t o  know t h e  t e c h n i c a l  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  
b r o i i g h t  i t ,  a b o u t ,  ~t s chein L s t  ry, arid the  mater ia l s  t h a t  
were i i sed i n  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  s y s t e m .  \ o u  n e e d  t o  know t h e  
manner a r i d  s t )  i e  i n  1zlhic.h p h o t o g r a p h s  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d  w e r e  
p r e s e n t e d .  And you h i l l  c o n s t a n t l y  n e e d  t o  be  i n f o r m e d  o f  
how t h e s e  p h o t o g r a p h s  d e t e r i o r a t e .  T h a n k s  t o  J i m  R e i l l s  
a n d  K l a u s  H e n d r i c k s ,  w e  are b e g i n n i n g  t,o d o  t h a t .  

T h i r d ,  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  all a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  work o f  a r t  
you n e e d  t o  do more t h a n  r e a d ,  you n e e d  t o  see .  S t u d y i n g  
o n e  a l b u m e n  p r i n t ,  o r  e v e n  t e n ,  d o e s  n o t  t e l l  you 
e v e r y t h i n g  y o u  n e e d  t o  know. I c o n s i d e r  m y s e l f  l u c k y  t o  
h a v e  worhed  w i t h  two ma.jor c o l l e c t i o n s  i n  my e a r l y  y e a r s ,  
The L ib ra ry  o f  C o n g r e s s  a n d  t h e  G e o r g e  Eas tman  House .  
l ' h e s e  e x t r e m e l y  v a r i e d  a n d  r i c h  c o l l e c t i o n s  w e r e  t h e  s t a g e  
se t  on  w h i c h  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  I h a v e  d o n e  i n  p h o t o g r a p h y  
had  i t s  b e g i n n i n g s .  N e w  York's many f i n e  and c o m p r e h e n s i v e  
c o l l e c t i o n s  a d d e d  wha t  I l a c k e d  i n  d e p t h .  A t  e v e r y  
o p p o r t u n i t y  my i n t e n t i o n  w a s ,  a n d  s t i l l  i s ,  t o  o b s e r v e  and 
t o  d i scern  by the s i m p l e  a c t  o f  s e e i n g .  When s t u d y i n g  a 
p h o t o g r a p h  Y O U  n e e d  t o  k e e p  i n  mind wha t  a r e  t h e  s u c c i n c t  
q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  d e s e r v e  c l o s e  e x a m i n a t i o n :  p r o c e s s ,  
t o n a l i t y ,  s u r f a c e  c h a r a c t e r ,  p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d  t h e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  o n e  p h o t o g r a p h  t o  t h e  m a g n i t u d e  o f  a 
p h o t o g r a p h e r s ' s  work or t o  t h e  b r e a d t h  of  t h e  
a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s  o f  a p e r i o d  o f  h i s t o r y .  A l l  o f  t h e s e  
q u a l i t i e s  w i l l  g i v e  you i m p o r t a n t  c l u e s  as you 
d e c i d e  o n  wha t  t r e a t m e n t ,  i f  a n y ,  t h e  o b j e c t  r e q u i r e s .  

The s l i m  t o t a l  o f  what  I h a v e  s a i d  a d d s  up t o  t h a t  
hod?; o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  you 
as a c o n s e r v a t o r  t o  h a v e  b e f o r e  you  i n t e r v e n e  i n  a 
p h o t o g r a p h ,  o r  f o r  t h a t  mat te r  i n  a n y  o t h e r  
a r t i s t i c  o r  h i s t o r i c  work - CONNOISSEURSHIP. 

how t h a t  w e  h a v e  f i n a l l y  a r r i v e d  a TREATMENT p l e a s e  
; 1 1 1 0 ~  m e  t o  maka some p o i n t s  t h a t  w i l l  h e l p  c l a r i f y  what  
1 n e e d  t o  sav l a t e r .  

1 .  T r e a t m e n t  i s  at t h e  c o r ~  o f  our p r o f e s s i o n .  T h e r e  
a r e  o t h e r  f i e l d s :  a r c h i v i s t s ,  c o n s e r v a t i o n  s c i e n t i s t s ,  
c . 0 1  1 e c t  i o n s  management ,  researc h e r s ,  a n d  c u r a t o r s .  l 'hey 
eac.h 111 il" t h e i r .  i m p o r t a n t  a n d  un iq i t e  r o l e  i n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  
,-irt t ~ r i ( i  ~ i i s t  o r y .  B u t  i t  i s  e n t r u s t e d  t o  t h e  P r o f e s s i o n a l  
C o r i s c r x  a t  o r  t tic.  1 ) r i v i  !eqe aiid respotis1L)i11t>7 t o  
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intervene, o r  not to intervene, in the physical well being 
of the object. 

2 .  In the conservation of artistic and historic 
works, not every treatment that is wanted is possible, 
not every treatment that is possible is necessary, and not 
every treatment that is necessary is advisable. 

3 .  The term "mass conservation" is, to say the least, 
a difficult term. It conjures up images of survival rates, 
o r  casualties from "friendly fire". Truly, different 
collections have different requirements. Archival 
collections, due to their nature and size, require 
different approaches. But the treatment criteria for 
objects that come in such quantities should be no less 
informed, no less respectful, and no less ethical than the 
criteria we apply to a single object of value. When we 
place conservation concerns on the same level as quantity 
and money then we prostitute our profession and we place 
at risk the objects entrusted to our care. 

4. I take my work very seriously, but I do not take 
myself very seriously. Individuals that place such 
importance on what they can do for the object seldom 
consider the appropriateness of a treatment. The decisions 
that I make for an object are an infinitesimal part of its 
total history. What I want to assure is that at another 
point in history another conservator may be able to 
intervene without being hindered by what I have done. 

A s  a conservator, many tasks are asked of you. They 
come in different forms, written orders, verbal commands, 
and actual threats. These requests can provide you with an 
excellent opportunity to educate your curator o r  client. 
You can share with them your knowledge of the object, the 
intrinsic characteristics that are important to preserve. 
and you can elicit from them useful information. You can 
also discuss with your client your knowledge of the type 
of treatment being requested. It is important that you 
also consult with other conservators in the field. But 
when it comes to a decision as to what treatment, if any, 
should be carried out, then the responsibility is strictly 
in your hands. It is you who must be true to your sense of  
ethics. Just because an object is brought to a conservator 
for treatment is not in itself sufficient reason to do the 
treatment. The Nuremberg excuse that you were following 
orders is not sufficient to the responsible conservator. 
He or s h e  has the responsibility to inform, to discuss, to 
p u r s u e  possible avenues, but also he o r  she h a s  t h e  
responsibility to say no when their treatment criteria 
might be violated. This is not to say that I personally 
experience a lily white practice. I have sometimes 
succumbed to the lure of' an exciting treatment o r  to the 
pressure o f  an overzealous client, and in retrospect I 
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And n o w ,  t o  reinforce some of  the  c.rvicia1 issues I’ve 
raised, jwrtraps i td i q  best i f  I present you w i t h  some of  
the o b . j e c t s  t h a t  krnve come i n t o  r n r ’  s t u d l o ,  s t a t e  what 
c o r i d i t  I on  t ) r o i i g i i t  t t i e n l  t o  me, e\;pLnin t o  you  w h a t  1 c o u l d  
d e c i p h e r  o: already bnew about  t,he o b . j e c t ,  arid wha t  was my 
d e c i s i o . ,  as t o  t reatmtznt . I d o  n o t  hoi je  t h a t  :’ou w i l l  
agree w i t h  e a c h  o f  m y  c h o i c e s ,  r ior d m  1 f ’ o o l i s h  enouqh t-o 
t h i n k  you will. h h a t  1 hope I S  t o  s t t i1 . t  j - c i i i  down the r o a d  
of‘ a n a l y t i c a l  t r i i n k i t i g  t h a t  w i l  1 i c t t i i  you t o  d e v e l o p  y o u r  
own t reat ,ment  c - r i  t,eric.i 7 n the c o n s e r \ * a t i o n  o f  p h o t o g r a p h s .  
A f t e r  a l l ,  i t  i s  r i o t  A S  import-arlt wha t  I say a s  what you 
do. 

J o s e  Orraca 
P? lG ?lee t i n g  
O t t a w a  , Canada 
Fci) 2 2 ,  1991  
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