
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Article: Tip: Rubber Cement Reduction on The Surface of Gelatin Silver Silver 
Photographs (DOP) 
Author(s): Elena Bulat 
Topics in Photographic Preservation, Volume 14.  
Pages: 1−2 
Compilers: Camille Moore and Jessica Keister 
© 2011, The American Institute for Conservation of Historic & Artistic Works. 1156 15th 
St. NW, Suite 320, Washington, DC 20005. (202) 452-9545, www.conservation-us.org. 
Under a licensing agreement, individual authors retain copyright to their work and extend 
publication rights to the American Institute for Conservation. 
 
Topics in Photographic Preservation is published biannually by the Photographic 
Materials Group (PMG) of the American Institute for Conservation of Historic & Artistic 
Works (AIC). A membership benefit of the Photographic Materials Group, Topics in 
Photographic Preservation is primarily comprised of papers presented at PMG meetings 
and is intended to inform and educate conservation-related disciplines. 
 
Papers presented in Topics in Photographic Preservation, Vol. 14, have not undergone a 
formal process of peer review. Responsibility for the methods and materials described 
herein rests solely with the authors, whose articles should not be considered official 
statements of the PMG or the AIC. The PMG is an approved division of the AIC but does 
not necessarily represent the AIC policy or opinions. 
 

 
 

 



Topics in Photographic Preservation, Volume Fourteen  (2011) 
1 

 

Figure 2 BT 

 

 

Figure 1 AT 

 

TIP: RUBBER CEMENT REDUCTION ON THE SURFACE OF GELATIN SILVER 
PHOTOGRAPHS (DOP)  

 

ELENA BULAT 
 

Presented at the 2011 PMG Winter Meeting in Ottawa, Canada 
 

The problem: 31 photographs from 1934 Art and Industry Exhibition Photograph Collection 
(Baker Library Historical Collections, Harvard Business School) came to the WPC for the 
exhibit preparation. Many of them were mounted on a paperboard with rubber cement adhesive 
(Figure 1). Some photographs had window mat adhered to the mat with rubber cement applied 
right  on  the  top  of  the  photograph’s  edges.  There was also random rubber cement staining on the 
image area.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A decision was made to leave rubber cement adhesive on the mount, but reduce as possible the 
adhesive on the edges of photographs (Figures 2-3).  

For some photographs it was more challenging because they have also severe silver-mirroring on 
the edges. Any treatment to reduce the adhesive could alter the silver mirroring as well. 
Therefore the silver mirroring reduction treatment possibility was discussed with curator- Laura 
Linard and collection conservator- Priscilla Anderson as well.  

The treatment process: Different organic solvents were tested in order to choose one that works 
best. Aceton worked fine. To give more working time and also to make it less toxic, a mixture of 
acetone with ethanol was tested and it worked very well as well.  Then pure ethanol was tested 
and worked perfectly to reduce the rubber cement adhesive on gelatin emulsion. Ethanol was 
used with cotton pad on the edges.  The movement of cotton pads was controlled in order to 
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Figure 3 BT 
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avoid spreading the adhesive around. Silver mirroring was reduced during the same treatment as 
well (Figures 4-5).   

 

 

 

  

   

 

 

 

It was not just a cosmetic treatment, rubber cement adhesive is well known by high acidity that 
causes even more problems for photographs, such as fading and yellowing. 

The adhesive is soluble in ethanol and it was very tempting to think about removal of the 
adhesive from the backs of the photographs. But this is very invasive treatment. 

Since the collection stores in a cool storage with very good climate control (60° F, 40% R/H), a 
decision was made to leave the adhesive on the back of the photographs.   

Results and conclusion:  

We all know that rubber cement adhesive is one of the nightmares for conservators, especially 
when it is on a paper surface. The reduction (in some cases removal) of the adhesive from the 
emulsion surface was unexpectedly easy. It does make sense because the difference in surface of 
paper and gelatin emulsion.  

Of course in our case we had to reduce the silver mirroring as well. This decision could be 
controversial and always should be discussed with a caretaker of the photograph.  
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