Art Preservation Boards: Testing for Acid and Lignin

Protecting artwork, photographs, and prints requires more than aesthetic judgment—it requires materials that
won't quietly degrade your collection over time. Whether you're preparing a gallery show, framing a family
heirloom, or building a professional portfolio, understanding how to identify genuinely archival materials is
essential. This guide explains the science behind Art preservation boards, why acid and lignin testing matters,
how to evaluate products like archival quality mounting board and acid-free foam board, and what professionals

in Beacon Falls CT and beyond should look foam board adhesive 3M for when sourcing art exhibition supplies.
Why Acid and Lignin Matter

Paper- and wood-based boards naturally contain lignin, a complex polymer found in plant cell walls. When lignin
breaks down—especially in the presence of heat, light, and humidity—it releases acids that accelerate yellowing,
embrittlement, and staining. Even if a board is labeled "acid-free” when manufactured, residual lignin can

introduce acids over time. That's why both acid and lignin control are crucial for Art preservation boards.

Archival quality mounting board and museum-grade boards address this by using purified cellulose (often cotton
rag or alpha cellulose) that is low in lignin and buffered to neutralize acids. Meanwhile, foam-based products like
acid-free foam board and foam core for photography incorporate inert cores and pH-neutral facings to minimize

chemical migration into the artwork.
Key Definitions You Should Know
* Acid-free: The material has a neutral pH (around 7) at the time of manufacture. This does not guarantee the

absence of lignin or long-term stability without buffering.

e Buffered: Contains an alkaline reserve (often calcium carbonate) to counteract acids absorbed from the

environment or formed over time.

¢ Lignin-free or low-lignin: Indicates pulps have been refined to remove lignin; common in museum boards

made from cotton rag or alpha cellulose.
® (Conservation vs. Museum: “Conservation” often implies purified wood pulp with buffering; “museum”
typically means cotton rag, lignin-free, and buffered—ideal for the longest-term storage.
How to Test for Acid in Art Preservation Boards

1) pH Testing Pens

* What they are: Fiber-tipped pens with indicators that change color based on acidity.

* How to use: Mark a discreet area on the back or a scrap of the board. A purple or blue shift suggests neutral-

to-alkaline; yellow indicates acidity.

® Pros: Quick, inexpensive, non-technical.

® (Cons: Surface-only reading; sizing, coatings, or brighteners can skew results. Not suitable for glossy or heavily
coated Gallery display boards without sanding a tiny area first.

2) Cold Extraction pH Test

e What it is: A laboratory-style method where board fibers are soaked in deionized water and the solution’s pH

is measured with a meter.

* Pros: More reliable than pens; reflects the bulk material rather than just the surface.
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® Cons: Destructive, time-consuming, and requires equipment. Usually done by conservators or in quality

control for Professional framing materials.
3) Microchemical Spot Tests

e What they are: Using indicator solutions applied to fibers to assess acidity and buffering.
® Pros: Sensitive and accurate.

® (Cons: Requires training; best left to conservation professionals.
How to Assess Lignin Content
1) Phloroglucinol (Wiesner) Test
* Method: A drop of phloroglucinol reagent applied to a fiber sample turns red/magenta in the presence of
lignin.
® Use case: Quickly screens whether a mounting board is likely to generate acids over time.

® (Caveat: Some modern sizing agents and coatings may interfere; run on clean, unprinted fibers.
2) Claims and Certifications

® ook for terms like “100% cotton rag,” “alpha cellulose,” “lignin-free,” and “meets ISO 9706 or ISO 18902."
These standards are commonly referenced in Professional framing materials and Art preservation boards

aimed at museums and archives.
3) Aging Tests

* Some manufacturers publish results from accelerated aging (e.g., ISO 5630/ASTM methods). If you source
Photo presentation boards or Artist mounting supplies from reputable vendors, ask for technical data sheets

with lignin and pH specifications.
Selecting the Right Board for Your Application

® Original works on paper and high-value prints: Choose museum-grade archival quality mounting board
made from 100% cotton rag, lignin-free, buffered to pH 7.5-8.5. For hinging, pair with Japanese tissue and

reversible adhesives.

® Photographic prints: Many conservators recommend unbuffered boards for certain traditional photos to
avoid interactions with the image layer. Acid-free foam board with unbuffered facings or foam core for
photography specifically labeled for photo use can be appropriate.

* Exhibition and signage: Gallery display boards that are pH-neutral and low-lignin provide stability for short to
medium-term shows. For long-term display, upgrade to conservation or museum boards even for backings.

* Portfolios and presentations: Photo presentation boards with smooth, neutral pH facings keep colors
accurate and resist cockling. Look for boards marketed as Art preservation boards with clear technical
specifications.

® Framing packages: Build a system—window mat, mount, spacers, and backing—using Professional framing
materials that are acid-free and, when feasible, lignin-free. Avoid mixing a museum mat with a cheap, acidic

backing, which can off-gas and harm the artwork.
Practical Buying Tips and Red Flags

e Verify technical data: Reputable brands publish pH, buffering, and lignin details. If a product simply says

"acid-free” with no pH range or lignin info, proceed cautiously.



® Check core and facings: For acid-free foam board, ensure both facings are neutral pH and specify lignin-free

or alpha cellulose paper. Some economy boards have neutral facings over acidic cores or vice versa.
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® Look for consistent labeling: “Conservation,” “museum,” “archival,” and “premium” are not legally
standardized terms. Compare across lines: archival quality mounting board versus general-purpose display
stock.

* Buy from specialist suppliers: Art exhibition supplies Beacon Falls vendors often curate materials suited for
local galleries and institutions and can advise on regional climate concerns. If you're sourcing Beacon Falls CT
art boards, ask retailers about humidity resistance, buffering, and whether their Artist mounting supplies

include unbuffered options for photographs.

* Test samples: Before committing to large runs for a show, request offcuts of Gallery display boards or Photo

presentation boards and run a quick pH pen test. Keep notes on brand, lot, and date.
Environmental and Handling Considerations

Even the best Art preservation boards can be compromised by poor environmental control. Maintain relative
humidity around 40-55% and temperatures between 65-75°F. Avoid storing framed works in basements or near
HVAC outlets. Use clean, dry hands or nitrile gloves when handling boards; oils can migrate and interact with
sizing. When cutting acid-free foam board or foam core for photography, use sharp blades and support the

board to prevent compression, which can create laminating machines channels for dust and pollutants.
Common Myths

e “Acid-free is forever.” A board can be acid-free at purchase yet still contain lignin that generates acids over

time. Buffering and lignin-free composition matter.

¢ "All foam boards are the same.” Core chemistry and facings vary widely. For archival applications, choose

products explicitly designed as Art preservation boards, not just craft-grade foam.

® “One archival layer is enough.” Migration is real; acidic dust or an acidic backing board can still damage

artwork even if the mat is archival.
Workflow for Professionals

1) Define the object: Is it a watercolor, digital print, silver gelatin photograph, or mixed media? This determines
whether buffered or unbuffered boards are best. 2) Select materials: Pair archival quality mounting board with
compatible hinges and backings. For photography, match image chemistry with foam core for photography or
unbuffered boards. 3) Test and document: Perform pH pen tests on each shipment; keep a log. For critical pieces,
consider third-party testing or certifications. 4) Assemble with reversibility: Use mounting methods that can be
undone without damage. Professional framing materials should support non-invasive techniques. 5) Monitor:

Periodically inspect framed works for yellowing, cockling, or odor. Replace any suspect components.
Questions and Answers

Q1: How often should | test boards for pH and lignin? A1: Test each new batch or supplier change. For long
projects or exhibitions, spot-check every few months, especially for Photo presentation boards and Gallery
display boards exposed to fluctuating humidity.

Q2: Are buffered boards safe for all photographs? A2: Not always. Some historic processes can be sensitive to
alkalinity. Prefer unbuffered acid-free foam board or foam core for photography labeled for photo conservation,

and consult process-specific guidance.

Q3: Can | rely on “acid-free” labels alone? A3: No. Look for lignin-free or alpha cellulose content, buffering details,

and relevant ISO standards. When in doubt, test. This is critical when sourcing Artist mounting supplies and
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Beacon Falls CT art boards.

Q4: Do | need museum-grade materials for short-term exhibits? A4: For short runs, high-quality conservation
boards may suffice, but avoid cheap, acidic backings. If the artwork has long-term value, invest in true Art

preservation boards from trusted Art exhibition supplies Beacon Falls vendors.



