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BY BRUCE MACLEISH AND GREG HARRIS

onservators and collections managers are renowned for their lively imaginations and feelings

of impending doom. Are things really as bad as we say? Have not these artifacts survived for years without our

tender ministrations? The answers are yes—and no. Sometimes things are as bad as we say, but the deterioration

does not happen overnight and so is not easy to see. And in general, the various forms of media will not survive

for long without special care; again, the proof is not rapidly apparent. Despite this gloomy outlook, most of us

engaged in preservation are vitally interested in keeping for the future as much of the record as possible.
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An old copy of Life magazine will tell you about the
past, but does not a photo of your own town or your
own family tell you more? Perhaps the comforting
thing about preserving these materials is that you can
do something, even if it is not spraying the artifacts with
goo and bathing them in glop. The educated and
restrained hand can accomplish a lot, and the nice
thing is that the images and information will be more
easily accessible, as well.

Assuming that most media artifacts will be handled
occasionally, it is of paramount impor-
tance that handling does not harm
the objects. All of the media dis-
cussed here are best handled using
clean white cotton gloves, so that
moisture, salts, and acids from your
hands are not transferred to the arti-
facts. If you object to wearing white
gloves, at least wash your hands
often, and keep in mind that gloves
are definitely a safer alternative for
safeguarding your collection. Have
plenty of gloves on hand. Ordinary
laundering will suffice for keeping
them clean.

PHOTOGRAPHS
By the end of the nineteenth centu-

ry, photographs were becoming a
means of imaging that was within the
reach of many Americans. Point-and-
shoot cameras were available, and
although they were not the sophisticated instruments
they are now, they produced good pictures. Through
the twentieth century, amateur and professional cam-
eras were developed that were easier to handle and
produced better results with less work. The original
product of photography, the black-and-white image,
was also improved, up to a point.

There was an exciting new direction with the inven-

tion of color photography
processes, and these were quick-
ly embraced by photographers as
a means to record the thrilling
vibrancy of a scene, and the sub-
tlest nuance. Color photos, being
chemically complex, and based
upon more unstable substances
than black and white, for the
most part, were found to be trou-
blesome and disappointing in the
long run. Still, baby boomers and
their families have shot countless
millions of color photographs in
the quest to document their lives.
Still some modern films, papers,
and techniques brought with
them their own problems.

Like so many kinds of objects,
photographic materials are best

preserved by a combination of passive approaches to
care. There is no “magic bullet,” miracle fluid, or spe-
cial lamination that will guarantee longer life for a
photo. In the simplest terms, photographs are affected
by their environment, so it stands to reason that the
best environment will preserve photos for the longest
time. That is the theory. For those materials that are
affected by chemical or physical instability—dramati-
cally known as “inherent vice” to curators and
archivists—all our efforts at preservation may be noth-

ing more than a gallant gesture. 

CARING FOR
PHOTOGRAPHS

Photographic materials are affect-
ed by many elements of the environ-
ment, so close attention should be
paid to everything surrounding
them, in storage or on display. The
atmosphere itself can have a great
influence on the longevity of photos,
as it does for most materials. High
temperature and high humidity tend
to accelerate chemical actions that
can destroy most kinds of photos.
Direct deterioration of paper and
other materials is also hastened by
such conditions. 

Thus, finding a suitable storage
facility can be challenging. If you try
to rule out high temperatures for
photo storage, that often eliminates

attic spaces or perhaps areas next to furnaces or chim-
neys. High humidity conditions often exist in base-
ments—another traditional, catch-all storage spot that
is usually unsuitable to this purpose.

By all means, check the conditions in your current or
proposed storage spot. A hygrothermograph or a digi-
tal data logger is the best kind of tool, since either one
will give you continuous readings of temperature and
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Most photo albums contain materials that are short-lived, including some that may con-
tribute to the deterioration of photographs. Note the black strip of adhesive in this album.

There is no “magic
bullet,” miracle
fluid, or special
lamination that will
guarantee longer
life for a photo. In
the simplest terms,
photographs are
affected by their
environment, so it
stands to reason
that the best
environment will
preserve photos for
the longest time.



humidity, so you can see what happens, and when. This
is important, because there may be brief “spikes” of
high temperature or humidity that can be cured easily.
Using an instrument such as a maximum/minimum
gauge for temperature and humidity gives you only
those extreme readings; you cannot tell when, or for
how long they occurred. Still, at least there is a clue
that indicates better or worse conditions. Less expen-
sive instruments include humidity indicator cards that
change color according to conditions. While these can
only tell you the conditions at the moment, they are
reliable and useful if you cannot afford the more expen-
sive instruments.

If heat can damage photos, do cold temperatures help
preserve them? In general, yes, though few archives
and collectors can afford refrigerated storage. Cold tem-
peratures bring with them their own set of difficulties,
including control of humidity levels and condensation
on items removed from stor-
age, yet the overall effect is
beneficial. For media that are
known for inherent vice, such
as cellulose nitrate negatives
or movie film and color
media, cold storage will do
the most good. Lacking a
large freezer or cold room,
you should seek moderate
temperatures (preferably
below 70 F.) and relative
humidity levels between 40%
and 60%.

ARCHIVAL
MATERIALS

Housing for photographs
is also very important
because there is often a large
quantity of foreign material
enclosed with the pho-
tographs. A collection of
prints that is stuck in a cardboard box or in a clutch of
low-grade paper envelopes will be affected by the acid
in the surrounding materials. Change those to archival
quality materials, and the deleterious influence is gone.
That does not guarantee eternal life to the artifacts, but
certainly a longer one.

Acidic storage materials will hasten the deterioration
of photographs, but so will alkaline conditions. Acid
usually comes on the scene in the form of poor quality
paper products—those that are not intended for
archival purposes. Alkaline materials are sometimes
present in papers and boxes that are particularly creat-
ed to be archival, but not necessarily for photographs.
In those archival materials an alkaline buffer may have
been added to counteract acids left in the paper from
processing; this approach is generally cheaper than
making materials that are inherently free of acids and
serves some purposes perfectly well. The alkaline
buffer can also help to slow down the self-destruction

of acidic materials. Paper and board that you do want to
use with photographs is thus: neutral pH, acid-free,
lignin-free (lignin being one of the acidic components
of wood), and nonbuffered. There are a host of trade
names for the stuff, but the goal is to have virtually no
influence on delicate substances, such as those that
form photographic images.

ENCLOSURES
If you know that the environment for your photos is

going to have some large swings of temperature and
humidity, then using paper housing materials makes
the most sense, since they are not apt to trap condensa-
tion against the images. The main drawback is that you
cannot see the negative or print if it is in a paper enve-
lope. One of the handiest kinds of paper envelope is a
flat, T-shaped piece of paper. The ends of the “T” are
folded in to create the envelope; thus it has no seams

and no glue. It also can be unfolded so that you can lift
a delicate photo out, rather than sliding and potentially
scratching it. This is especially good for large-film and
glass-plate negatives. Another advantage of paper hous-
ing is that you can write on the envelope easily to iden-
tify the contents. Just be sure the photo is not inside
when you do this, no matter how careful you are, and
use a pencil or archival pigment ink pen.

Plastic enclosures of many kinds are available for
housing photos, and of course, the main attraction is
that you can see what is inside. Increasingly, the
archival items may be found in some local emporiums,
but if you or the sales person is not absolutely certain
what you have, you may be hastening the demise of
your collection, rather than slowing it. The archival
plastics are usually polyethylene, polypropylene, and
polyester (widely known by the trade name Mylar).
These have various attributes of clarity, rigidity, and so
forth, and are made up in many sizes of sleeves,
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Photographic prints housed in polyester film sleeves or envelopes may be viewed and han-
dled more safely than loose prints. Prints in sleeves have an added advantage in that they
may be handled without gloves.



envelopes, and loose-leaf pages. Often, the most conve-
nient types cost the most, but in any case, figure out
your entire strategy before you start buying anything:
will the sleeves or envelopes go into a box, a drawer or
a binder of some kind? Again, be sure that the materi-
als you buy are archival, which means they are inert
and will not harm your photos.

HOUSING THE IMAGES
Now that you have a system to hold the separate

images, what do you do next? Well, this is a good point
to pause and look at some storage materials to avoid.
Already mentioned were ordinary cardboard and paper,
including the wrappings that photo materials come in
from the factory or processor. Vinyl pages and vinyl-cov-
ered loose-leaf binders should be avoided because they
contain plasticizers that can harm many materials. Have
you ever noticed how an aging vinyl notebook sticks to
things, and how the vinyl becomes brittle after a while?
So-called magnetic album pages should also be
shunned, because the adhesive that holds everything in
place tends to discolor and stain its
surroundings and sometimes
becomes hard and tenacious. The
cheaper plastic pages generally
become quite brittle after a decade
or so, and the black paper for mount-
ing the photos is of poor quality for
long-term use.

The best housing is one that puts
no strain on the photographs, so this
tends to rule out loose-leaf binders
unless you store them so that the
pages hang straight down, in a file drawer, for example.
Being practical, though, having the binders lying flat is
all right, as long as you do not pile many of them
together. Standing them up on a shelf tends to let dust
settle in from the top and the pages sag and bend.
Storing photos in boxes seems to be the way to go: you

can pick sizes to suit your
objects, they are handy for mov-
ing around without touching the
individual items, they each hold a
relatively small number of items,
and they offer good protection
from light and dust. The best
approach is to use flat storage,
but this means buying more
boxes. At least consider it for
large items. Vertical storage
boxes must be full to support
their contents properly so that
prints and negatives do not sag
and curl up. To fill any empty
space, place a piece of acid-free
board next to the pictures and
lightly stuff a bit of acid-free tis-
sue behind it to hold things up
straight. Remember, the acid-free
materials should be nonbuffered.

There are many other storage methods available,
and most of the ones from reliable sources are fairly
safe. Albums can be purchased with archival page cov-
ers and archival paper pages and mounting corners,
and the albums or binders themselves can be found
that are made of acid-free fabrics, adhesives, and
boards. Various kinds of fancy storage cases are made
in a similar way. Slides can be stored in semi-rigid
archival pages kept in a file drawer or a polypropylene
box. Vendors are always offering new types and sizes of
storage materials to make caring for photos more con-
venient. Just keep in mind which specific materials are
safe to use next to your collection, and try to create
storage conditions that do not physically stress your
photos and offer a fairly stable environment.

MARKING PHOTOGRAPHS
A word about marking photographs might be in

order, since personal or archival collections are of little
use if identification of the images cannot be maintained.
As you might expect, the conservator’s suggestion is to

avoid touching the object at all, and
the curator’s suggestion is to impose
on it as little as possible for marking.
To avoid damaging the photo, and to
minimize the amount of marking
material, it is best to mark each photo
with one identifier, be it a name, title,
or accession number. Certainly, do
not write long lists or descriptions on
the backs of original prints. Using
sticky labels does not help, since the
adhesive may damage the photo over

time, as may removable labels or tape. To mark prints,
write the identifier on the back, in a consistent place
near the edge, using a No. 2 pencil. Try to write gently,
so that you do not damage the emulsion. On resin-coat-
ed paper prints, a normal pencil will not work, so try a
glass and plastic marking pencil— not a pen. The pen-
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There are many
other storage
methods available,
and most of the ones
from reliable sources
are fairly safe.

Cheaply produced publications may be brittle and discolored after twenty or thirty
years.Archival wrappings will help slow their deterioration and protect them in storage.
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Tcil is somewhat waxy and can be erased from a slick
surface. It should not be substituted for a regular pencil
on standard prints, because it is much harder to erase
from porous paper.

For slides, tiny labels may be the best marking
method. You should keep in mind the drawbacks of the
labels, but the fact is that slides themselves are unsta-
ble over a period of more than a couple of decades.
Film and glass negatives should not be marked direct-
ly, but their enclosures may be labeled. Another tack is
to write on a piece of archival board or paper and place
that in the sleeve with the negative. Aside from being
easy to do, this method allows you to be very wordy, if
you wish. Again, use only pencil or
pigment ink pen.

PHOTO ALBUMS 
AS ARTIFACTS

If you have to deal with photo
albums, prepare yourself for some
real challenges and some equivocal
advice. Some albums are considered
historic documents because they
hold more information than just the
pictures, or perhaps a certain
arrangement of pictures, that is sig-
nificant. If that is the case, then you
have to accept the deterioration that
may be caused by the album covers
and pages and the adhesives that are
in contact with the photographs. 

If your decision is to rescue the pictures from their
surroundings, you may find that the pictures are falling
out of the album; the adhesive is staining the pictures;
the pictures are stuck fast; or a combination of the
above. To minimize problems, you should consult a
paper and photograph conservator. As you may sus-
pect, neither the decision nor the removal process is
simple when dealing with photo albums.

Copying any sort of medium is often the best
approach to preserving the image, if
not the original object. Since dis-
carding original materials goes
against the grain of museums and
archives (not to mention private col-
lecting), preserving and copying
might be considered. Once you cre-
ate a copy you have removed the
image one step from the original,
and you have another image to pre-
serve for the future. Looking ahead
in this scenario, you may expect to
recopy images every couple of
decades, both for preservation and
for technological compatibility. The
implications of that will be tidily
dropped from this discussion, but
they are certainly worthy of exami-
nation from philosophical and practi-
cal points of view.

A WORD ABOUT EPHEMERA
The “high-falutin’” archival assessment for paper

objects states that such objects are temporary, refer-
ring usually to trade cards, broadsides, and so forth.
To members of the baby boom generation, many of
the icons of our younger days fall into this category:
concert posters of the Grateful Dead or Smoky
Robinson, The Whole Earth Catalog, underground pub-
lications, and school yearbooks. These icons of
“boomer” culture deserve the care that any paper arti-
fact receives, but remember that some items are prop-
erly called “ephemeral.” Cheap paper and quick bind-
ing methods may mean that a favorite book or catalog

is pretty fragile now—and growing
more so by the day. This is the place
to use buffered acid-free tissue for
wrapping or layering and acid-free
boxes for horizontal storage. Prints
and posters should always be stored
flat, if possible, so you may have to
make your own boxes. This is a
scant introduction, so by all means
read more about the care of books
and paper if you have important
items in your care.

SOUND RECORDINGS
Sound recordings may be a baby

boomer’s fondest connection to for-
mer days. Hollywood has long
known how to evoke an era with a

strategically placed Sinatra clip, a baseball broadcast
through a dashboard speaker, or a few chords from
Steppenwolf’s Born to Be Wild. 

These recordings come in a wide variety of formats
and require a number of different preservation strate-
gies. Vinyl records—33 1/3, 45, 78 rpm (LPs, 7", 10"
discs)—were the most popular commercially produced
sound recordings of the era. Like many other materi-
als, they survive fairly well in the right climate, and

A record album may compromise several parts that require archival protection: the
disc, the original paper sleeve, and the album cover.

Hollywood has long
known how to
evoke an era with a
strategically placed
Sinatra clip, a
baseball broadcast
through a
dashboard speaker,
or a few chords
from Steppenwolf’s
Born to Be Wild.
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with minimal handling. The most obvious sort of
destruction for recordings is the warping that occurs if
a disc is left in a hot place, and, once this occurs, there
is little that you can do to repair the damage short of
contacting a professional sound engineer. Vinyl discs
function through physical contact of the stylus with the
rippling marks in the groove to create an analog signal
(as opposed to digital). Anything on the surface of the
record will either be dragged along by the stylus or
ground into the groove, diminishing the sound signal
and potentially damaging the disc. Sliding a dusty
record in and out of a stiff sleeve can cause scratches
too, and of course, playing a disc on
faulty or inappropriate equipment
can damage the disc and mar the
sound quality.

Briefly, cleanliness and very care-
ful handling will help your albums
last longer. Never allow your fingers
to touch the grooves on a disc.
Instead, carefully cradle the platter
on the outside edge and, if need be,
place your fingers on the label when
inserting the disc in a sleeve.
Another method would entail wear-
ing clean white gloves. Cleaning a
particularly grimy record may be a
job for a sound professional, but you
can try a lint-free moist cloth or anti-
static brush, gently stroking in the
same direction as the grooves.
Consider placing each disc in a new acid-free non-static
dust sleeve, and save the original sleeve if it has lyrics,
graphics, or other historical information. An album cover
may be of greater historical value than the disc; remem-
ber those shocking images that were changed on David
Bowie and Moby Grape albums, for example? To keep an
album cover from becoming abraded and worn-looking,
you can place it in a transparent archival cover. When the

records go back on the shelf
(preferably in a box), store them
upright. Avoid placing pressure
on the discs by positioning a ver-
tical brace of equal size to the
record every six inches or so on
wide runs of shelving. When nec-
essary, use heavy-duty bookends.
Finally, if a disc will be played, be
sure the turntable, tone arm, and
stylus are in clean, top-notch
order, so the playback equipment
does not damage your carefully
preserved collection. 

Magnetic sound recordings
are most commonly found on
1/4" open-reel, cassettes as well
as the signature format of the
1970s—eight-track cartridges.
These tapes all incorporate a
synthetic support with a layer of

metallic particles embedded in a glue-like binder. If one
were to envision adhesive tape stretched out, glue side
up, with metallic shavings sprinkled onto the glue, you
would have a caricature of a magnetic recording tape.
The weakest link in this concoction is the binder. Over
the years the binder breaks down much like glue that
fails to hold photographs in a scrapbook. As the binder
gives way, the magnetic particles are shed from the
tape and the recorded signal is lost. 

During recording, the record head in a tape machine
magnetizes the particles in a pattern that can be read
by a play head during playback, much like the stylus

reads a groove on a record. The tape
support is extremely thin, and when it
is wound tightly over a long period of
time, the signals imprint on the areas
of tape that they contact, creating a
noticeably double signal known as
“print-through.” This can be combated
by slowly rewinding a tape at play
speed.

If the tape is unique or significant as
an original object, make provisions to
store the paper box, plastic cartridge,
or plastic reel in an environment that is
best for that type of material. The only
sure way to preserve the signal from a
magnetic tape is to re-record it onto a
new tape, duplicating it every ten to fif-
teen years. Digital technology may
hold the solution for long-term sound

storage but, for the moment, sound archivists recom-
mend periodic transfer to high-quality 1/4" open reel
tape stock. Store tapes upright so that the stress is on
the hubs, in a secure, ventilated area. Avoid wide fluctu-
ations in temperature and humidity—65°F. and about
30% relative humidity are achievable goals. Keep tapes
away from water pipes, sprinklers, floor drains, and
leaky roofs. Ideally, one should have the archival origi-

The baby boomer era marked the beginning of a great proliferation of ephemera, each
type requiring specific archival care if it is to survive more than a few decades.

From events of
national significance:
Dallas 1963, the
Beatles on “The Ed
Sullivan Show” to
local rituals:
suburban back-yard
barbecues, small-
town parades—film
or video cameras
captured the events
that define the baby
boom era.
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tection copy stored off-site. Be sure to service all of
your audio equipment regularly, and do not discard
machines that are needed to play unusual types of
tapes. A final rule of thumb is to test all playback equip-
ment with a tape that you can afford to lose. The sound
of a faulty tape deck eating a master recording is not
music to anyone’s ear.

MOVING IMAGES
From events of national significance: Dallas 1963, the

Beatles on “The Ed Sullivan Show” to local rituals: sub-
urban back-yard barbecues, small-town parades—film
or video cameras captured the events that define the
baby boom era. Film and video require two very differ-
ent approaches to preservation because of their physi-
cal and chemical differences.

The most commonly found film sizes in collections
are 35 millimeter (mm), 16 mm, 8 mm (see chart), and
Super 8. The widest, 35 mm, was primarily used for
large-budget productions and newsreels. Cellulose
nitrate, a flammable film support that, if stored proper-
ly, produces a beautiful image, was generally phased
out of use before the baby boom era. Collection man-
agers should nevertheless be on the lookout for stray
cans of this film and call a qualified film archivist to
explore off-site storage or disposal options. Nitrate is
primarily 35 mm wide, but in rare instances it was split
into two pieces and shot with a 16 mm camera. It usual-
ly has “NITRATE” printed on the edge of the film next
to the sprocket holes, and, to an experienced film per-
son, has a distinct look, feel, and smell. Cellulose
acetate safety film is by far the most common type of

film for all applications, color as well as black and
white. All commercially produced films are made from
master negatives that are processed repeatedly to cre-
ate prints, while home movies are usually reversal (pos-
itive) films and are, perhaps, one of a kind. Film sound
tracks are either optical, and printed on the film along
with the images, or magnetic, involving a magnetic
strip affixed to the film support. Optical tracks are most
common and more stable, whereas magnetic sound
tracks often develop “drop-outs” from binder deteriora-
tion and loss of magnetic medium.

The chemicals used to create film and the residue
from film processing continually interact, which, over
the years, will degrade the film. This conflict is intensi-
fied with inadequate storage and handling. Ideally, film
should be stored off of the original reel, wound onto a
core, and placed in a flame-retardant, chemically inert
archival film can—polypropylene is the most common.
Cans should be properly labeled and, unlike magnetic
tapes, stored on cores horizontally. Storage environ-
ments should be cooler and dryer than those for paper-
based materials, with recommendations ranging from
60°F. and 30% relative humidity, all the way down to
below-freezing temperatures. Unique films should be
inspected on a film bench or viewer and not exposed to
the stress of a projector. Video reference copies made
by experienced labs are the best viewing option, but
keep your film originals, as they are truly an archival
medium. With proper storage and handling, film is the
most stable format for preserving images.

Video tape is made of the same material as magnetic
audio tape and, as such, has the same storage require-
ments. For the past three decades video tape has been

A good archival environment may be difficult to achieve, but protecting film reels in correctly sized canisters is an essential
first step in preservation. Playback units, rare artifacts themselves, must be in excellent condition to avoid harming tapes,
films, and discs.
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made in a wide variety of sizes and formats: 2", 1", 1/2"
open reel, Beta, VHS, 3/4", SVHS, 8 mm, BETA SP, and
a host of also-rans. These sizes all require specialized
playback machines in order to access the tape signal;
therefore, technical obsolescence is of paramount con-
cern. Keep old playback equipment until you can trans-
fer your entire collection to a single, current format. On
a local level, universities and television stations some-
times have equipment that can be used to make tape
transfers. Once again, be certain that the machines are
in good working order before inserting your master
tapes. Keep archival and “use” copies in separate loca-

tions, and service your equipment regularly. When in
doubt, call on a video conservation specialist who has
the tools and experience to solve your problems.

Bruce MacLeish is director of collections at the New York

State Historical Association. He can be contacted at PO Box

800, Cooperstown, NY 13326; (607) 547-1449 or fax: 607-547-

1406. Greg Harris is collection manager for film, video and

recorded sound at the National Baseball Hall of Fame and

Museum, Inc. He can be contacted at 25 Main Street,

Cooperstown, NY 13326; (607) 547-7200 or fax: 607-547-4094.

ASSOCIATIONS
Association of Moving Image Archivists
c/o The American Film Institute
PO Box 2799
2021 N.Western Avenue
Los Angeles, CA 90027
Foremost North American professional organization
dedicated to film and video preservation and access.

Association of Recorded Sound Collections
PO Box 543
Annapolis, MD 21404-0543

International Center for 8mm Film
PO Box 335
Rowley, MA 01969-0735

REFERENCES
Clapp,Anne F. Curatorial Care of Works of Art on Paper.
New York: Lyons & Burford Publishers, 1987.

Keefe, Lawrence E., Jr. and Dennis Inch.The Life of a
Photograph.Woburn, Mass.: Butterworth Publishers, 1984.

McWilliams, Jerry, The Preservation and Restoration of
Sound Recordings. Nashville:American Association for
State and Local History, 1979 (out of print).

Pershey, Edward Jay. Management of Photograph Collections
in Historical Agencies and Museums;Technical Report 5.
Nashville:American Association for State and Local
History, 1986.

Reilly, James M.Care and Identification of 19th-Century
Photographic Prints.Rochester,NY: Eastman Kodak Co., 1986.

Rempel, Siegfried. The Care of Photographs. New York:
Nick Lyons Books, 1987.

Ward,Alan. A Manual of Sound Archives Administration.
Hants, England: Grower Press, 1990.

Wilhelm, Henry and Carol Brower. The Permanence and
Care of Color Photographs. Grinnell, Iowa: Preservation
Publishing Company, 1993.

SOURCES OF SUPPLY
Conservation Resources, International
8000-H Forbes Place, Springfield,VA 22151
703-321-7730; fax 703-321-0629
lignin-free, acid-free boxes, boards, papers and 
conservation tools and equipment

Gaylord Bros., Inc.
Box 4901, Syracuse, NY 13221
800-634-6307; fax 800-272-3412
general conservation supplies, acid-free storage 
containers for film and sound recordings

Light Impressions
P.O. Box 940, Rochester, NY 14603-0940
800-828-9859; fax 800-828-5539
photo storage supplies, acid-free materials,
general conservation supplies

Plastic Reel Corporation
Brisbin Avenue, Lyndhurst, NJ 07071
201-933-5100; fax 201-933-9468
archival film cans and cores

TALAS
130, Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10011
212-736-7744; fax 212-465-8722
book preservation and general conservation supplies

University Products
P.O. Box 101, Holyoke, MA 01041-0101
413-532-9431; fax 800-532-9281
general archival and conservation supplies; acid free
storage containers for film and sound recordings



INTRODUCTION
General conservation assessments of museums have been conducted for over twenty years, but

confusion about their nature and purpose persists. This technical leaflet intends to clarify many of
the issues associated with conservation surveys, with the goal of enabling those museums that wish
to undergo the process to extract as much benefit from them as possible.

WHAT EXACTLY IS A GENERAL CONSERVATION ASSESSMENT?
general conservation assessment is a study of a museum or cultur-

al institution conducted by one or more conservation profession-

als, often in tandem with a preservation architect, which results in

the production of a detailed report recommending actions the

museum should take to improve the preservation of its collections

and buildings. As the building is the first line of defense for the

collections it houses, and often the museum’s “primary artifact,”

an architect is often a critical member of the assessment team. 

In most cases the architectural assessor will generate a separate report concentrating on

preservation issues specific to the buildings included in the survey. This technical leaflet,

however, will concentrate on collections assessments, although some aspects of architec-

tural assessments will be discussed tangentially. 

Maximizing the Benefits of a
Conservation Assessment: 
Some Tips for the Small Museum
By Laurie Booth
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opics that are typically addressed in
a general assessment include vari-
ous collections management issues,
including housekeeping and custo-
dial services; general artifact han-
dling; transport and shipping;
collections processing and marking;
museum staffing and administrative

issues; and all pertinent museum policies and proce-
dures, written or unwritten. The museum environ-
ment is also addressed, including light monitoring and
control, temperature and humidity monitoring and
control, internal and external air pollution sources and
their filtration, and pest control. Exhibit and storage
conditions are also critically important components of
a general survey, and basic security issues and emer-
gency preparedness issues should be addressed as well.
A number of other topics may also be discussed if the
assessor feels they are pertinent to the care of collec-
tions, such as funding and fundraising activities; spe-
cial events and leasing activities; and educational
programs. In most instances, a general conservation
survey is not designed to address the condition or
conservation needs of individual artifacts. Rather, the
focus of a general survey is to illustrate ways the
museum can better maintain its collections and the
buildings that house them. 

What do we do if we want a 
conservation assessment of our museum? 

Fortunately, there are a number of granting agen-
cies that will help fund general conservation assess-
ments and some are relatively easy to secure. Most
federal agencies have prerequisites for eligibility for
funding, but generally these standards are fairly mini-
mal. As the majority of museums fund general surveys
using federal grants, these sources will be reviewed
here. Institutions are, of course, free to use their own
funds to hire conservation assessors, or approach state
funding agencies or private foundations for assistance.
If your museum is contemplating applying for federal
grant funding for any project, all the federal agencies
recommend that you contact a program officer to dis-
cuss your plans, before beginning the application process. 

Conservation Assessment Program
The Conservation Assessment Program (CAP)

administered by Heritage Preservation and funded by
the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS),
funds more general conservation surveys than any
other source in the United States. In fact, Heritage
Preservation was largely responsible for standardizing
the general survey by recommending what CAP asses-
sors should address in them. These grants are award-
ed on a first-come-first-served basis, so it is important
to send your application in as early as possible, but as

they are not competitive grants, an applicant that
meets the IMLS statutory definition of a museum will
eventually succeed in obtaining a grant. The grantee
is required to provide some funding, which is deter-
mined by a sliding scale based on the size of the
museum’s budget. The grant money awarded by the
IMLS for CAP assessments is limited (the maximum
award is $6,540 for two assessors), and as the fees
charged by assessors vary, your museum may find that
the grant award is inadequate to cover all the expenses
incurred. Generally speaking, CAP grant awards are
usually enough to fund a survey for a small to medi-
um-sized institution with only a few buildings housing
collections. Larger institutions with multiple build-
ings, extensive collections and/or a large number of
employees may prefer to seek alternate funding from
the IMLS Conservation Project Support program or
another granting source. In addition, libraries,
archives, and similar institutions may not be eligible
for CAP grants. As with most federal grants, museums
must meet certain requirements to be eligible for
funding. For instance, the IMLS requires that the
institution have a fulltime staff person, either paid or
unpaid, and be open to the public for a minimum of
120 days per year. 

Heritage Preservation has established a fairly elabo-
rate set of forms and procedures that help ensure that
the grant awardees get a thorough and useful assess-
ment. They recommend that assessors working for
the CAP program address specific issues as outlined in
their publication: The Conservation Assessment Program,
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A careful inspection of storage is a critical aspect of a
general conservation survey.
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Handbook for Assessors. Heritage Preservation requires
that assessors and museum grantees sign a contract
outlining the services to be provided, the costs
involved, and the timeline for the site visit and com-
pletion of the assessment report. In addition, Heritage
Preservation maintains a list of approved assessors;
generally conservators and preservation architects
working for the program are required to have per-
formed a minimum of two general conservation sur-
veys previously and have a minimum of five years of
experience in their respective fields before joining the
program. If your institution cares for one or more his-
toric buildings (defined as buildings over fifty years
old), you will likely be eligible to have a preservation
architect survey the building(s) in addition to a collec-
tions assessor. Heritage Preservation will automatical-
ly send each successful grant recipient curriculum
vitae for at least three prospective assessors. Assessors
are typically matched to the institution based on geo-
graphic location and the type of collections the muse-
um cares for. In addition, Heritage Preservation
includes a longer list of approved CAP assessors sort-
ed by geographic location. Keep in mind that you are
not obligated to choose an assessor from the curricu-
lum vitae provided to you. You may choose any asses-
sor active in the CAP program. Heritage Preservation
will forward to you additional information on other
candidates if you request it. While you may be tempt-
ed to hire an assessor working close by, it is quite pos-
sible that an assessor further away may, in fact, be a
better choice. The Institute of Museum and Library
Services currently allows only one CAP or IMLS-CP
general assessment per institution, so it is particularly
important to choose your assessors carefully.

National Endowment for the Humanities,
Preservation Assistance Grants

The National Endowment for the Humanities
(NEH) will fund general conservation surveys in the
form of Preservation Assistance Grants. This is a
competitive grant that will award up to five thousand
dollars for the survey. These grants do not require a
monetary contribution from the institution. As this is
a federal grant program, museums must meet stan-
dard requirements similar to those for the IMLS to be
eligible for funding. Unlike the CAP program, the
institution is entirely responsible for choosing its own
assessor(s) and determining every other aspect of the
project, including the amount of time the assessors
will spend on-site, what topics will be discussed, and
what will be included in the report. In general, if your
institution wishes to concentrate on a collections
assessment and is not interested in hiring a preserva-
tion architect, the major advantage of using NEH
funding is that the total amount available for funding
a single assessor is larger than the CAP program pro-
vides. In addition, the NEH will provide funding to

libraries and archives that may not be eligible for a
CAP assessment. It is also possible to use NEH funds
to update an out-of-date or inadequate general assess-
ment conducted earlier, although the institution must
present a compelling argument why a new assessment
is necessary in order to convince the panel reviewers
that the project is worth funding.

Institute of Museum and Library Services,
Conservation Project Support Grants

For those institutions with extensive collections,
numerous buildings or sites, or large numbers of
employees, the best choice for funding a general
conservation survey is often an IMLS-CP grant.
These grants are competitive and require matching
funds from the institution, but will award up to
twenty-five thousand dollars per project. The insti-
tution is responsible for choosing its own assessor(s),
and, as with the NEH grants, all other aspects of the
project must be determined by the museum in con-
junction with their chosen consultants. Many muse-
ums choose to apply for IMLS-CP funds so that a
team of assessors can be brought on-site. Such an
approach is the most efficient way to survey a large
historical society, for instance, with multiple historic
sites. In addition, many museums prefer to use a
team of specialized consultants to concentrate on
specific issues or collection areas. 

National Endowment for the Arts
In theory, the National Endowment for the Arts

(NEA) can be used to fund general conservation sur-
veys, although they have rarely been used for this
function in the past. Institutions interested in applying
for conservation or preservation-related grants typi-
cally apply to the Museums Division of the NEA (this
is a departure from previous years). These grants are
competitive and require matching funds from the
institution, but will award up to $150,000 per project.
For this reason, these grants could (in theory) be used
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to fund surveys of exceptionally large institutions
requiring a team of conservators for longer periods of
time, for instance. While libraries and archives may
not be eligible for funding from the NEA, organiza-
tions caring for a large range of decorative arts, crafts,
folk arts, fine arts, and similar collections are eligible.
These are competitive grants requiring matching
funds from the institution. 

How do we choose assessors 
for our museum?

Hiring an experienced assessor is probably the single
most important factor in extracting the maximum ben-
efit from a general assessment. Whether you are
selecting conservators and preservation architects from
Heritage Preservation’s list, or must choose consultants
on your own, it is definitely worth the effort to check
into the backgrounds of those you are considering.
Evaluate the following in making your decision:

Is the assessor appropriately trained? Does the asses-
sor have a strong background in preventive con-
servation if he or she is intended for a collections

survey, or in historic preservation if he or she will be
your architectural assessor? Does the assessor have
formal training in conservation, architectural preser-
vation, or in other relevant areas? 

Does the assessor have sufficient experience performing
general assessments? Heritage Preservation has this
information on file for their list of assessors and

can provide it on request for museums undergoing
CAP assessments. Has the assessor performed assess-
ments for institutions similar to yours? Ask that the
assessors you are considering provide a list of at least
four to five institutions that they have surveyed with
contact names and numbers. Keep in mind that the
best collections assessors are usually those with strong
backgrounds in preventive conservation. You will
probably want to choose an assessor who has surveyed
more than just a handful of museums. In addition,
keep in mind that just because your museum has a
large collection of textiles does not mean that you
should necessarily choose a textile conservator as your
assessor. It can be very useful to hire someone familiar
with the types of collections you have, but it is also
important to hire someone who is comfortable deal-
ing with more general issues like climate control,
emergency preparedness, collections management,
and the myriad other issues that should be addressed
in the assessment. 

Does the conservator have good references? Contact
other institutions that have used the assessor for
general surveys. When discussing assessors with

other institutions, and when interviewing the assessor
yourself, you may wish to inquire about the following:

• How long are the assessor’s reports? Beware of
reports that are too brief. While this may be hard to

gauge, a small, one-building historical society should
expect a report at least thirty pages in length, and
many will average over seventy. Some reports will
include appendices with additional useful information,
but appendices are not typically counted as part of the
assessment report.

• Was the assessor successful in addressing the institu-
tion’s primary concerns?

• Did the assessor address all the required issues in a
complete manner?

• Did the assessor understand the issues specific to that
institution? Try and determine if the assessors’ atti-
tudes, philosophy, and working methods will be com-
patible with yours.

• Was the assessor on-site for enough time to meet staff
and physically visit all pertinent buildings or areas to be
included in the survey? CAP surveys usually require a
minimum of two days for this.

• Did the assessor complete the report in the time allot-
ted? Ask prospective assessors to indicate how much
time they will need to complete the assessment report.

• Also, keep in mind that conservators are typically
the best judges of their fellow professionals, so you
may want to ask that a prospective assessor include
other conservators in their list of references.

Can the assessor send you a sample report or a sample
executive summary? This can be particularly
insightful when comparing more than one asses-

sor’s work. While assessors are typically not allowed
to share assessment reports with others, assessors can
usually edit out titles and place names to generate a
sample report if necessary.

How should we prepare for an 
on-site visit?

One of the first things that needs to be determined
is the amount of time the assessors will spend touring
your site. Conservation Assessment Program guide-
lines currently require assessors to spend two days on-
site. However, the time needed to complete an
accurate evaluation of an institution may take longer,
particularly for those institutions with multiple build-
ings or a large number of employees. CAP assessors
are therefore allowed to determine how much time
will be required for each institution. Prospective
assessors should be given as much information about
the size and complexities of your institution as possi-
ble, so they can accurately estimate how much time
will be needed for both the on-site visit and for the
preparation of the report.

Prepare a contract with the assessors to be
involved in the survey and make sure that all perti-
nent aspects of the project are agreed to beforehand.
Important components of the contract should
include all fees, including estimates for supplies, per
diem, travel expenses, and similar expenditures. If
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large firms are being used as consultants, the muse-
um may wish to specify which individual(s) will be
involved in the project. The schedule for the project
should be outlined, including dates for the on-site
visit and a due date for the draft and final report.
The museum may wish to indicate if there are copy-
right restrictions involved with any photographs or
videos of the building or collections. 

One of the more important issues addressed in a
general survey is the topic of environmental control.
For this reason, assessors will want to see any records
that are kept of your institution’s temperature, humid-
ity and/or light levels. Preferably, appropriate equip-
ment should be purchased or borrowed well in
advance of the site visit in order to generate environ-
mental data that can be reviewed by the assessors and
included in the report. These issues should be thor-
oughly discussed with your assessor before-hand,
including the type of equipment recommended and
the method to be used when monitoring. 

Many museum personnel feel the almost irre-
sistible compulsion to clean up and improve as much
as possible before the assessor(s) arrive on-site. Not
only is this not necessary, it can be counter-produc-
tive. For instance, one small museum decided to
reline all their exhibit cases with a very attractive
new fabric only to be told by their assessor later that
the fabric was inappropriate for use with the artifacts
on exhibit. Museum personnel should keep in mind
that “skeletons in the closet” are not likely to shock
their assessors (these folks have probably seen much

worse), and on the contrary, these “eyesores” can
usually be turned into compelling grant proposals.
However, museum personnel should make sure that
the assessors are able to access all pertinent rooms
and spaces, such as overcrowded storage areas where
artifacts stored on the floor may block access to
other artifacts, for instance. 

If you receive a CAP grant, Heritage Preservation
will forward a Site Questionnaire to the institution
prior to the assessors arriving on-site. This docu-
ment is designed to formally record pertinent infor-
mation likely to be useful to the assessors while they
are on site, and usually improves the quality of the
assessment report. This form also indicates to muse-
um personnel the topics that should be addressed in
the survey. Many assessors working outside the CAP
program will provide similar forms for the institu-
tion to fill out. 

All assessors will probably need at least thumb-nail
sketches of the buildings to be surveyed, preferably
with rooms either numbered or titled for consistent
referencing. The architectural assessor will also want
to examine any available blueprints for the building(s)
if they exist. The collections assessor should be
offered copies of pertinent collections management
documents, such as the collections policy, collections
manual, long or short range institutional plan, build-
ing use plan, conservation plan, emergency prepared-
ness plan, environmental monitoring data, etc. The
architectural assessor should be provided with any
pertinent building preservation documents, including
historic structures reports, previous building surveys,
building maintenance schedules, etc. 

In most cases, it is preferable to have both the col-
lections assessor(s) and architectural assessor present
together on-site for at least part of the survey. This is
particularly useful if the assessors have never worked
together before. In addition, you should make every
attempt to schedule your on-site assessment for a
period when most of your staff or appropriate volun-
teers are also available. In addition, board members
should be strongly urged to meet with the assessor(s)
if at all possible, for instance at the exit interview or
during a working lunch or dinner.

What will the assessors do 
while they are on-site?

In most instances, it is usually advantageous to give
the assessor(s) a brief tour of the facilities, pointing out
specific issues that you wish addressed in the report.
The assessors will typically need to interview a number
of staff persons and volunteers. This should be dis-
cussed before-hand so that the appropriate personnel
know when they will be needed. If necessary, create an
agenda with meeting times for specific individuals. It is
important for the appropriate staff to indicate to the
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light levels throughout exhibit and storage areas.
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assessors all problems and issues that they want
addressed both on-site and in the report. The assessors
should be made aware of events or issues not immedi-
ately apparent at the time of the visit, such as seasonal
flooding or pest problems, special holiday events or
festivals, or procedures for closing the museum during
the winter months, for instance. The assessors should
be allowed easy access to all pertinent areas of the
institution, including attics, basements, mechanical
rooms, off-site storage buildings, etc. Any security or
logistics issues should, of course, be resolved before
the assessors arrive on-site. Most assessors will need
some time to inspect the facility on their own and will
take time to record temperature, humidity and light
levels in various areas of the museum, particularly if
such data is otherwise unavailable. It is also typical,
and, in fact, desirable, for assessors to take pictures (or
videos) and notes while working. 

Request that the assessors participate in an exit
interview with pertinent staff before they leave the site.
The assessor should provide an overview of their initial
findings, usually stressing what they view as their top
priority recommendations. As assessors may take sev-
eral months to generate the assessment report, the exit
interview should be used to discuss recommendations
that may require immediate attention. This is also a
good time for museum staff to reiterate what they wish
to see addressed in the assessment report.

What should we expect from 
our assessment report?

The assessment report is very important to your
institution, as it represents the most tangible result of
the conservation assessment process. Your institution’s
ability to properly care for its collections and buildings
may be compromised if the report is incomplete or in
error. As a general assessment is a pre-requisite for the
award of many other conservation-related grants, all or
part of it will typically need to be included in these
grant applications. An incomplete or inadequate
assessment report can contribute to the denial of a
grant award. It is obviously more difficult, for instance,
to obtain grant funds for a project that is not men-
tioned or given a low priority in the assessment report.

Most general assessments generally follow the
guidelines established by Heritage Preservation for
use in the Conservation Assessment Program. These
are well outlined in several Heritage Preservation
publications, including The Conservation Assessment, A
Tool for Planning, Implementing and Fundraising, and
The Conservation Assessment Program Handbook for
Assessors. In general, those topics that should be
addressed in the report include the following: 

General information about the museum;
Staffing and administrative issues, particularly as

they impact collections care;

The facilities (this will be the heart of the
preservation architect’s report, while the conservator
may only deal with this section tangentially or when
facilities issues directly affect collections, i.e. when 
the roof is leaking or when an electrical hazard might
increase the risk of fire);

Climate control and environment, including an
evaluation of temperature, humidity, and light levels; 

Pollutants and particulates, including methods
for controlling both particulate and gaseous pollutants
in the museum;

Pest control;
Collections policies and procedures, and general

comments on the condition of the collections;
Exhibitions;
Collections storage;
Emergency preparedness;
Conclusions or summary;
Executive summary, which should include a 

prioritized list of recommendations.
The better assessment reports will clearly describe

conditions that existed at the time of the assessment,
including descriptions of rooms, exhibits, and build-
ings, and delineate deficiencies noted at the time of
the visit. Usually, each section will include numerous
recommendations that are detailed, and as specific as
possible. Unfortunately, most of the problems
encountered with assessment reports involve “sins of
omission” that usually result in recommendations that
are incomplete or simply left out of the report. In
other cases, reports include recommendations that are
too vague or leave doubt as to how the situation can
be remedied. For example such a recommendation
might state: “Humidity levels were noted to be too
high in many areas. The museum should therefore
take steps to lower humidity levels to fifty to fifty-five
percent RH”. A better recommendation would state:
“Humidity levels were noted to be too high in Gallery
A, B, and C, particularly during the months of June,
July, and August of 2003. The museum should hire a
HVAC engineer experienced with museum systems to
inspect the air handlers servicing these areas and rec-
ommend repairs, upgrades, or replacement equipment
as appropriate.”

Recommendations in the report should be priori-
tized into at least three categories indicating their rel-
ative urgency. Heritage Preservation suggests that
recommendations include a suggested time frame for
implementation as well. 

As mentioned previously, reports often come with
attached appendices that are used to expound on top-
ics addressed elsewhere in the report. Heritage
Preservation recommends that appendices be includ-
ed, but they are not required, and can take many
forms. Because of copyright restrictions, many asses-
sors will append their own material or use articles that
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have no copyright restrictions.
By nature, assessment reports tend to be critical.

While a good assessor will take time to praise the
institution for their progress and accomplishments,
the purpose of the assessment is to delineate every-
thing the museum can do to improve existing condi-
tions. It is useful to approach the assessment process
as the first step in improving conditions at the muse-
um and as a valuable tool for seeking assistance from
outside agencies. Keep in mind that the report is
essentially as private a document as you wish to make
it. Only the assessor, specific grant agency personnel,
and others you choose, have access to the reports. 

In addition, the wise assessor will generate a report
that is designed for a fairly generic audience. As many
institutions have high turnover rates, assessors do well
to assume that future readers may be totally unaware
or poorly versed in the issues discussed during the on-
site visit. For this reason, the assessment report may
initially seem too “basic” for more informed viewers.

What happens after we 
receive our report?

In most cases, the assessors will forward an initial
draft to you that should be carefully reviewed for fac-
tual errors. Do not be reluctant to discuss the report
with the assessors and make sure that issues that are
unclear or not thoroughly reviewed are revised to
your satisfaction. 

In most cases, museum personnel can use assess-
ment reports to develop an institutional conservation
plan. While this may sound like a daunting task, it
usually only involves reviewing the recommendations
made in the report and assigning them an institutional
priority. This may or may not coincide with the prior-

ity assigned by the assessor. It is also useful to be able
to indicate in the conservation plan whether the insti-
tution is acting on, or has completed, the task suggest-
ed in the plan. This is a wonderfully graphic method
of showing interested parties the progress you have
made in implementing your conservation plan. This
type of document can be a powerful appendix to a
federal grant application and can often be used in lieu
of the general survey report. 

Most institutions find assessment reports a powerful
fundraising tool. As the reports represent an objective
and professional analysis of the preservation needs of
the institution, they can be most effective in convinc-
ing staff, board members, local governments, support
groups, private foundations, state entities, and federal
granting agencies of your particular needs.

While the assessors are, of course, under no obliga-
tion to stay in touch with you after the assessment
process is complete, most assessors will encourage you
to contact them with questions or concerns, particu-
larly if you are interested in pursuing projects outlined
in the report. Many assessors have considerable expe-
rience with grant applications and will welcome the
chance to assist you. 

SUMMARY
A general conservation assessment is a powerful

tool that will help your museum integrate conserva-
tion practices and principles into the everyday activi-
ties of the institution. Implementing the
recommendations generated from the assessment
report will not only extend the life of your collections,
it often helps prevent staff from pursuing inefficient
or even damaging collections management practices.
In addition, a general assessment is usually considered
a prerequisite should the institution wish to apply for
federal grant funds for conservation or collections
management projects. At this level, the federal grants
are highly competitive, however, and institutions will
need a good assessment report or conservation plan in
order to effectively compete. It is therefore critical
that staff choose their assessors carefully. Informed
staff will also be able to ensure that the entire assess-
ment process is a productive and positive one. Ideally,
the museum and their conservation assessors will
develop a close relationship over time, allowing staff
to keep abreast of future developments in preventive
conservation, and thus further strengthening the insti-
tution’s ability to properly care for its collections.

RESOURCES
Heritage Preservation is a national non-profit orga-

nization organized to promote the conservation of our
nation’s cultural heritage. 1625 K St., N.W., Suite
700, Washington D.C. 20006, 202-634-1422,
www.heritagepreservation.org.
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Most conservation assessors will rely heavily on notes
and photographs taken on site when preparing the
assessment report.
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www.heritagepreservation.org.

Guidelines for Selecting a Conservator. American
Institute for Conservation, 1717 K Street, N.W., 
Suite 200, Washington D.C. 20006, 202-542-9545, 
aic.stanford.edu.

Guide to Conservation Services. American Institute for
Conservation, 1717 K Street, N.W., Suite 200,
Washington D.C. 20006 (202) 542-9545, 
aic.stanford.edu.

Hutchins, Jane, Conservation Surveys. Virginia
Association of Museums, 301-A North Sheppard St.,
Richmond, VA 23221.

The Conservation Assessment: A Proposed Model for
Evaluating Museum Environmental Management Needs.
Getty Conservation Institute, 1200 Getty Center
Drive, Suite 700, Los Angeles, CA 90049,
www.getty.edu/conservation/resources/
assessmodeleng.pdf.

The Conservation Assessment: A Tool for Planning,
Implementing & Fundraising. Heritage Preservation,
1625 K St., N.W., Suite 700, Washington D.C.
20006, www.heritagepreservation.org.

Laurie Booth is an objects conservator and president of
Midwest Conservation Services, Inc. She received a MS
degree from the Winterthur Program in art conservation
in 1983. She was a field reviewer for the Conservation
Assessment Program and was invited to present a paper
at the Best Practices for General Conservation
Assessments conference organized by Heritage
Preservation in 2002. She has performed over fifty 
general assessments for various museums and historical
societies during her twenty-five years as a conservator.
She can be reached at: Midwest Conservation Services,
Inc., 10160 Queens Way, Unit 4, Chagrin Falls, OH 44023
440-543-2202, mwestcons@aol.com.
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