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INTRODUCTION

This portrait glass plate
negative was a practice
run from my supervisor’s
personal collection meant for
educational purposes.

he University of Glasgow Archive
Services holds a large collection of
gelatin dry plate negatives. Some had
suffered from deterioration and were in
need of basic conservation treatment. Common
damage included broken fragments, adhesive
residue from past conservation attempts, and
dust and debris build-up on the surface. My
work placement focused on the analysis and
treatment of these objects — specifically from
a collection by John Cochrane & Co (Barrhead)
Ltd, a company specialising in boiler making
and pump manufacture, whose goodwill was
purchased by Andrew Barclay Sons & Co Ltd,
locomotive manufacturers and engineers, in
1930. These photographs were taken circa
1910-1950, although the popularity of gelatin
dry plate negatives ranged from 1878-1925.
Gelatin dry plates were the first negative
medium to be mass produced and commercially
manufactured. The gelatin binder allowed an
exposure time of less than one second on

The pieces were
adhered back together
with an epoxy resin
adhesive.
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ready-to-use light sensitive plates. The medium
is composed of a photographic emulsion with a
long shelf life, which eliminated the need for a
portable darkroom. Photography was now much
more accessible to the general public. With a
large demand in manufactured photographic

papers, gelatin dry plates marked the beginning
of the modern photographic industry.
Gelatin dry plates have a two-layer
composition: gelatin binder on glass support.
It is on the glass layer where my conservation
treatment was executed.

A STEP-BY-STEP INSIGHT ON ITEM GD329/6/1/78

METHODOLOGY & RESULTS
1

I FIRST ASSESSED the condition,
noting the damage/properties of the
plate before deciding upon a remedy.
The state of the object was recorded
in a detailed condition report, including
a full photographic record before,
during, and after treatment.The glass
side (versus the emulsion side) was
identified on this type of negative.
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THE GLASS WAS broken into ten
pieces that were held together loosely
by pressure-sensitive tape from a
past conservation attempt. During
analysis I could see the tape had
become yellowed and brittle, with the
adhesive layer detached and stuck
to the object. I first removed all tape,
which left behind crusty remnants.
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4

WORKING ON a clean, flat surface
with nitrile gloves, I dusted all loose
particles with a soft brush. With a
Swann-Morton scalpel, I delicately
removed all adhesive/dirt residue,
and with a soft cloth removed the
leftover powder particles. The photo
above shows the original surface (left)
against the cleaned surface (right).

AFTER ALL TEN pieces were
cleaned, I used small strips of archivequality tape to join the fragments in
their original positions, placing the tape
in even increments. The object was
too delicate to be glued. The plate was
now ready to be packaged in a window
matte frame and four-flap folder.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ANALYSIS

THE CONDITION REPORTS

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION

A selection of pages
from my condition
reports. They contain
detailed descriptions
of the object, along
with photographs of
details including any
deterioration. They
also include mounting,
handling, and display
instructions for the
glass plate negative.
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Working on the glass plate
negative explored in the
section above, wearing nitrile
gloves and using a scalpel to
remove dried adhesive.

nowledge of the technique
and materials was and is a
significant part of the decisionmaking process in conservation
treatment. This is why historical and
technical understanding of glass
plate negatives was essential.
By the end of the placement, eight
plates were successfully analysed,
conserved, and properly packaged
for storage. The purpose of this
cleaning is to provide better access,
minimise further deterioration, and
preserve these historical objects.

KEY RESOURCES: *PLEASE NOTE: The Archive Services does not recommend anyone try to clean photographic materials at home without consulting a professional first. Image Permanence Institute.
“Gelatin Dry Plate.” Graphics Atlas. Accessed April 13, 2016. http://www.graphicsatlas.org/identification/?process_id=303. // University of Glasgow Archive Services. “Bringing Home the Barclay.” University of
Glasgow. Accessed April 13, 2016. http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/archives/news/dunaskinnews200207/bringinghomethebarclay/. // Valverde, Maria Fernanda. Photographic Negatives: Nature and Evolution of
Processes. New York: Advanced Residency Program in Photograph Conservation, 2003.
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Fig. 6 Detail of broken
glass pieces (upper and
bottom right corner, which
make a V-shaped crack).
They are pictured here
placed back in their original
position.

Fig. 7 Detail of the
shiny dried remnant
of glue as well as
paint loss along the
seam of the cracked
glass.

Obverse:
This glass plate negative has two pieces that have broken
completely off from the main body of the photograph: the
upper right corner and bottom right corner. The two broken
sections meet on the right edge (4.9 cm down from the
upper right corner) so the break goes in a curved V shape
(fig. 6). The upper curve is approximately 7.5 cm in length.
The bottom curve is around 13.5 cm. It appears someone
unsuccessfully attempted to glue the bottom piece back to
the main glass (or it broke again after adhesion). There are
crusts of dried glue around the seam of the broken glass
ranging from 1-4 mm in width (fig. 7). There is red paint loss
around the seam of the bottom crack. Splatters of dried
glue (around 3mm in length) can be seen near the bottom
edge of the broken corner piece. Fingerprints from the glue
residue are layered over one another near the bottom right
corner.

The matte red paint found in the middle third of the glass
negative is patchy and faded on the left and right edges of
the object. There are chips of paint loss and uneven
application throughout the middle as well (ranging from 1-3
mm), but are still effectively blackened out by the paint
applied on the verso. In these patchy areas, a great accumulation of red fingerprints can be seen as if the
object has handled haphazardly when wet. The right side’s patchy fingerprinted area is mainly contained on
the very edge, while the left side has a greater area of loss (fig. 8). The edge is patchy and uneven, while a
blotch devoid of red paint (but with a light layer of red fingerprints) begins approximately 5-6 mm from the
middle of the left edge. The size of it measures to be around 2 x 3 cm. Another smaller area of paint loss
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Fig. 8 Details of the left and right edge of the
middle red-painted section of the glass plate.
They are patchy with paint loss and covered
in red fingerprints.
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