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Basic Preservation of Photographs 

Photographs provide us with a special form of historical documentation. They provide a graphic 
representation of the past not found in other media. Photographs are physically and chemically 
complex and require special care to preserve. Photos are especially susceptible to deterioration 
from chemicals left over from processing, careless handling and fading from light, especially 
sunlight and florescent light. Take time now to preserve your images for future generations. 
Each photograph is a unique window into the past that cannot be replaced. 

 Photographs should be stored in a cool, dry location. High temperatures and humidity are 
damaging to photos. 

 Avoid displaying photographs in bright light or direct sunlight. 
 Store and frame photographs in acid-free inert materials. 
 Never touch the surface of a photograph; hold them by the edges or use clean cotton 

gloves. 
 Do not use tape, paper clips, rubber bands or Post-it notes on your photographs; they can 

all cause damage. 
 Do not use ball-point pen or felt-tip markers to write on photos. Label them on the back 

with a soft pencil. You may wish to number them and write out longer descriptions 
separately. Another alternative is to photocopy the photograph and write your information 
on the photocopy. Never write on the front of a photograph. 

 Do not store your photos in self-adhesive albums. Use acid-free storage material or inert 
plastic sheets. Take care to preserve your negatives also. Use acid-free or inert plastic 
sleeves to store them. 

 Color photographs are not as stable as black and white. Consider having your color 
images professionally copied in black and white; you may lose the color, but you’ll 
preserve the image. 

 If you wish to display your photographs, you may want to consider having them copied 
and displaying the copies. That way your originals will be protected from fading or other 
possible damage. 

 When mounting photographs, be sure to use acid-free materials. Photographs should be 
attached to the backing board with Mylar corners rather than being glued or taped down. 
An acid-free mat should be used to keep the glass from touching the photograph. 

 If you are displaying original prints, consider rotating one photograph with another to limit 
the amount of fading. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


