
Caring For Your Family Photographs



What are the different types 
of photographs?
 



Types of photographs
 - Analogue

Types of Photographic Materials

Analogue
Early daguerreotypes & ambrotypes
Glass Plates 
Photographic Prints
Negatives
Slides

Ephemera
Newspaper
Annuals / Publications
Postcards



Types of Photographs 
- Analogue

Daguerreotypes
Announced in 1839, the 
daguerreotype was the 
first commercially successful 
photographic process.

The daguerreotype is a 
direct-positive process, 
creating a highly detailed 
image on a sheet of copper 
plated with a thin coat of silver 
without the use of a negative. 

Daguerreotype of two young girls, c. 1840s. Courtesy © Sean Sexton Collection



Types of Photographs 
- Analogue

Ambrotypes
An ambrotype is an early form 
of a photograph in which the 
photo is created by placing a 
glass negative against a dark 
background. Ambrotypes 
were introduced in the 1850s.

Unknown Labourer c. 1857. Ambrotype. Courtesy © Sean Sexton Collection



Carte de Visite

Small photographic visiting card, 
patented in Paris by
photographer André Adolphe 
Eugène Disdéri in 1854.The 
immense popularity of these card 
photographs led to the publication 
and collection of photographs of 
prominent persons.

Here is an example of two Carte de 
Visites or “CdeV”s in a McKay 
family album from County Antrim.

Album pages featuring McKay formal studio portraits. Left: Text reads 'Dick – December 24, 1895 at his late 
residence. Garry John Dick. His remains will be removed for internment in Ballymoney Old Burrying Ground 
tomorrow (Thursday) afternoon at 1. o clock'. Right: Text reads 'Megaw & ‘Elderry – August 8, 1906 at Trinity 
Presbyterian Church’. © McKay family collection/ Photo Album of the Irish



Glass Plates

There are two basic types of glass 
plate negatives: collodion wet plate and 
gelatin dry plate. Wet plate 
negatives, invented by Frederick Scott 
Archer in 1851 were in use until the 
1880s. Using glass allowed for a sharp, 
stable and detailed negative, and 
several prints could be produced from 
one negative. Available in 1873, silver 
gelatin-coated dry plate negatives 
were easily transported and required 
less exposure to light than the 
wet plates. They were the first 
economically successful durable 
photographic medium. Portrait of a member of the Coghill family, 1869-70 by Sir John Jocelyn Coghill  (1826-1905)

© Sir John Jocelyn Coghill Collection, Courtesy Queen’s University, Belfast, from the exhibition:
In Our Own Image – Photo Museum Ireland 2022



Democratisation of 
Photography

The first widely affordable camera 
was the Box Brownie introduced 
by Eastman Kodak in 1900. Their 
famous slogan was: 

“You press the button
 – we’ll do the rest”

It was a basic cardboard box 
camera – cheap and easy to use. 
Many family collections will 
feature the small B & W photos 
produced by these affordable and 
easy to use cameras.



Recent Photographic 
Materials - Analogue

Negative film



Recent Photographic 
Materials - Analogue

Colour transparencies or slides.



Recent Photographic 
Materials - Analogue

Family album colour 
transparency or slide from the 
Eugene Clerkin Collection.

© Courtesy Eugene Clerkin collection/ Photo Album of the Irish



How to care for your 
family photos

● Remove them from the photo 
album. 

● The glue and plastic rapidly 
degrade photographs.

● Store Flat. Do not use elastic 
bands.

● At a minimum, store the 
photographs in an airtight 
plastic container.

● Preferably use polyester 
pockets, not plastic sleeves. 

● These should be stored in acid 
free cardboard folders.



What are the threats?

Light

● Sunlight will fade 
photographs.

● Store precious items 
away from light.

● McCourt family 
photograph showing 
signs of fading at the 
edges.

Rowe family group, Dundalk, 1917 ©  McCourt family collection/ Photo Album of the Irish



What are the threats?

Pens and metal objects

● It’s great when people 
write names and dates on 
the back of photos.

● Writing with pens can do 
damage.

● A soft pencil is best. 

McCourt family group, Dundalk, 1917 ©  McCourt family collection/ Photo Album of the Irish



What are the threats?

Cellotape

Over time cellotape will 
corrode and damage 
photographs.

Gilroy-Barry family album © Gilroy-Barry family collection/ Photo Album of the Irish



What are the threats?

Moisture

● Mould and damp eat away 
at photographs over time.

Survivors of the Cork Hunger Strike, 1920 © O’Donovan collection/ Photo Album of the Irish



Scanning your photographs  
– a quick guide

Handling your photos

• Wipe the surfaces gently using 
a lint free cloth to remove dust 
and debris.

• Handle the photographs by 
the edges only.

• Place photographs in the 
centre of the scanner.

• Don’t place too many 
photographs on the glass

• Don’t overlap the edges of the 
photographs

Basic scanning guide



Scanning your photographs  
– a quick guide

To learn how to scan your 
photographs you can check 
out numerous online video 
tutorials on YouTube etc. 

They can be a great help!



Scanning your photographs  
– a quick guide

Preview the photograph 
before you commit to 
scanning

Make a selection ensuring 
you keep the photograph 
edges too (cropping can be 
done later if necessary).



Scanning your 
photographs  
- a quick guide

File types – what type is best:

• Scan larger format Tiff files

• You can save a copy later in a lower 
resolution (smaller) e.g. Jpeg, which 
is suitable for websites etc.



Scanning your photographs  
– a quick guide

Recommended file size settings

Dots per inch or DPI

• Negatives in neg holders: 2400 dpi

• Slides in slide holders: 2400 dpi

• Prints on flatbed scanner: 600dpi



Digital camera

You can take photographs 
of larger images with a digital 
camera. 

Camera files image formats:
– RAW
– Tiff
– Jpeg 



Smartphone Apps

Applications for scanning photos:
Examples are: 
● Microsoft Lens 
● Google PhotoScan 
● Photomyne 

Do bear in mind that Smartphone 
applications compress image sizes 
significantly.



Smartphone Apps

● Free and no fuss, no extra 
equipment required

● A great way to quickly share 
photos online

BUT:

● Requires a steady hand!

● Not recommended as a way 
to digitize photos for 
long-term archival purposes

● Quality will only be as good 
as your smartphone camera



Digital restoration

Editing & Restoration

What Changes?
• Colour Correction 
• Removing Creases 
• Removing Dirt
• Adjusting the Contrast
• Fixing any other damages (rips, 

chemical spots, fading etc.

Why?
• To make your photographs look 

better
• To return them to their original 

condition
• To prepare them for printing
• To preserve them for future 

generations

Image and subsequent extracts :Women of 1916, courtesy the National Museum of Ireland from the 
exhibition Reflecting 1916 at Photo Museum Ireland / Gallery of Photography March 2016.



Examples of 
image repair

Removing creases, scratches & 
marks using Photoshop



Enhancing the contrast

Enhancing contracts 
using Photoshop



Solutions - Storage

Storage

Where is best to keep your own 
collection?

● Keep precious photographs away 
from light in acid free storage, in dry, 
secure locations.

● Once packaged or boxed, store in a 
cool, dry, temperature stable 
location.

● NEVER store photographs in your 
Attic.

● Never store single photographs 
between the pages of a book.

Useful resources:
● www.conservation-by-design.com
● http://www.loc.gov/preservation/car

e/photo.html
 

http://www.conservation-by-design.com/
http://www.loc.gov/preservation/care/photo.html
http://www.loc.gov/preservation/care/photo.html


Photo Album of the Irish

The Photo Album of the Irish is a 
digital archive project celebrating 
the histories of the Irish across 
generations as reflected in their 
family photographs. The evolving 
archive is available to view at: 
www.photoalbumoftheirish.com

We would like to thank the families for 
their generosity in contributing to the 
Photo Album of the Irish project.





The Photo Album of the Irish project is a Photo Museum Ireland project.

The latest edition, working with the Irish Diaspora in England, is underway in 2024. 

This project is supported by the Government of Ireland Emigrant Support Programme.

Photo Museum Ireland is supported by The Arts Council of Ireland and the Dublin City Council.


