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Introduction

A survey quoted in Forbes magazine found only 6% of people would save their

printed photos from a burning house, yet 60% would save their phone or
computer.* This speaks to our modern priorities. For the family historian, the loss
or damage to original family photos can be a tragedy. They are an invaluable source
for family history research and a tangible link to our ancestors.

Sometimes, putting a name to a face in a photograph can be challenging. This is
where the dating techniques outlined in this book are helpful. In the first section,
we explore and describe the different photographic processes relevant to family
history from 1850 to 1960.

Family history research is about examining the past, but there also needs to be
a focus on preserving photographs for future historians. In the next section, modern
storage techniques for preserving analog and digital photo collections and the use of
archival materials are explored.

Organising family photographs can be a challenging process, but it is necessary
and worth the effort. Locating photos easily is important, and here we discuss some
ways of ensuring future historians can also access them.

The final section is a brief exploration of photographic editing with samples of photo
restoration and retouching, including how the changing field of artificial intelligence

can be used.

In conclusion, I hope this book will give the reader some helpful tips and inspiration
in the exploration and enjoyment of their family photos.

© Peter King 2024.

Unless otherwise stated, all photographs used are from my private collection.

* https:/ /www.forbes.com/sites/timbajarin/2023/01/31/what-item-
would-you-grab-if-your-house-was-about-to-be-destroyed/



Researching Family Photos (a brief history)

Understanding the history of photography can help researchers date and interpret
their photos. The earliest commercial photograph, the Daguerreotype, was
invented by Louis Daguerre in 1839. Two years later, William Henry Fox Talbot
invented the Calotype, a revolutionary paper negative process.

These breakthroughs led to the invention of the Collodion glass plate negative
by Frederick Scott Archer in 1851, and the invention of Albumen paper, (the
primary print material of the 19th century), by Louis Blanquart in 1850.

The Collodion negative led to the Ambrotype, Tintype and Carte de Viste (or
CDV)*, and later the Cabinet Card and other processes.

A search for efficiency led to the invention of the Silver Gelatin Dry Plate
negative in 1871. Albumen and other salted papers were eventually replaced
with Silver Gelatin paper, and in 1884, George Eastman invented a camera
that incorporated a roll of celluloid film. In 1900 he released the Kodak Box
Brownie camera, an advance which lead to todays modern photographic industry.

Where the 19th century was the era of professional studio photography, with
its emphasis on formal portraiture, the 20th century saw an explosion of
photographs by amateur photographers. There was a more casual look
to photos. Kodak's "Vest' pocket camera released in 1912, was used by soldiers
in World War 1 and led to a boom in photography. Family or friends photographed
casual outings such as picnics, babies, and holidays, and professional photographs
were now reserved for portraiture and special occasions.

The 1930s saw technical innovations in cameras and film. Flashbulbs allowed
for indoor snapshot photography. Colour photography came in 1935 with
(Kodachrome slides) and Kodacolor for prints after WW2. However, colour
photography didn't become generally popular until the mid 1950s.

In the 1940s, professional portraiture took on a Hollywood look with retouching on
most images and hand colouring on selected wedding photos and portraits
continuing until the 1960s. In 1947, Edward Land invented the Polaroid Land
camera, which provided instant black and white and later, colour prints.

* N.B 'Carte de Viste' and 'CDV' are used interchangeably in this book.



Researching Family Photos (Research 1)

When attempting to positively identify or rule out someone in a 19th century
photograph, some basic research tools are useful.

The first step is to decide the type of photograph it is. This can give a rough
idea of which decade it may be. However, studying clothing and hairstyles can
offer more precise dating as 19th century styles changed regularly in the
decades between 1840 and 1900. Costume research is well documented, and
one book I particularly recommend for this is; "Family Photographs and how
to Date Them" by Jayne Shrimpton.

How sitters were positioned for group portraits in 19th-century photos can give
clues as to the relative importance of subjects in the family hierarchy. Along
the same lines is the pose of the subjects. For instance, photographers would
pose men and women quite differently - a determined masculine look may be
a steady gaze out of the picture, but females were often shown as demure or
holding a book to appear studious.

Another aspect we need to consider in our research is provenance. How did
the photo come into the family collection? Was it passed down the family line
or found more recently? Contact other family members who may remember
or have information and cross-check more than one source if possible.

In dating Cartes de Viste, the photographer’s place of business and dates of
operation can be used to narrow our search (see page 13). Other avenues for this
are census records or business directories. "Trove' is a good research tool. You
may find a newspaper advertisement for the photographer you are looking for
this way.

Be aware that the photo you are researching may be a copy of an earlier photo,
leading to mistakes when deciding on the correct date. (See page 38).



Researching Family Photos (Research 2)

20th Century photos can be more difficult to research as there are less identifying
clues on the photographs (personal notes in scrapbook albums are one exception).
Clothing and hair styles become a primary scource for dating, but clues such as postage

stamps on posteards, posing by professional photographers, and incidental features
such as a type of car or a family home, can also be useful when narrowing the date

down.

Most photography in the 20th century used the D.O.P (Develop out print) method for
creating photographs. Here we see less warm tones in black-and-white images (except
when Sepia toning was used).

Types of negative film can give broad clues as to the date. (see page 34).
Colour images date from the 1950s when film such as Kodacolor was available.
These early colour prints often faded badly, and it wasn't until the mid 1980s
that colour images became (relatively) stable (See page 33).

Local historical societies and Libraries are good places to go for information and help
when doing family history research. Professional researchers can offer expert advice
on local history. For instance, you may be able to get help to find the address of a
photo of a house you believe was owned by an ancestor. Many libraries have lectures
on local history and history groups where you can share information with members.
The Royal Historical Society of Victoria has a collection that 'contains books, manuscripts,
ephemera, pioneer registers, scrapbooks, journals, photos, slides, glass negatives,
maps, artwork, prints, and audio-visual material.’

For researchers, the RHSV has a copy of ‘Australians Behind the Camera: directory
of early Australian photographers, 1841 to 1945, by Sandy Barrie,"a valuable reference.

Websites such as 'Dead Fred 'and 'Ancient Faces' have search features that have
reference photos for dating. Of course, 'Ancestry’ is the go-to tool for much family history.

If you are a subscriber to Ancestry, go to -

Search> Public member trees> Public member photos and scanned

documents.



Cased Images

The Daguerreotype

The Daguerreotype, Ambrotype and early Tintypes are referred to as 'Cased
Images". All three are individual photographs, meaning only one was made at
a time. Invented by Louis Daguerre in 1939, Daguerreotypes were printed on a
polished copper base as a direct positive image. The image appears in reverse
(for instance, a wedding ring could appear on the right hand and not the left).
The case consisted of a leather-covered wooden frame, (later made of thermal
plastic called a 'Union' case), with hinges and a brass mat around the edge.
A piece of glass protected the fragile surface. Daguerreotypes have a 'mirror’
appearance, are often dark and need to be turned into the light to be seen clearly.
Sometimes, it may be possible to date the brass mat as these changed over time.

As they were expensive to purchase, the subject may have been wealthy.
In 1843, J.B. Goodman, Australia’s first photographer, charged one guinea for a

Daguerreotype, equivalent to a week’s wages for a labourer.

Tarnishing due to the metallic base and silver in the image causes damage to
Daguerreotypes. They should be stored in a cool, dry place and handled only by
the edges, avoiding strong light when on display.

'Only a specialist conservator should carry out the disassembly and
reassembly of daguerreotypes. 'Bertrand Lavedrine - Photographs of the Past,
Process and Preservation'.

(Cased Images and Tintypes KwikGuide by Gary W. Clark is a useful reference).
6.



Cased Images

The Ambrotype.

A major leap in photography occurred in 1851 with the invention of the Collodion
emulsion by Frederick Scott Archer. This led to the creation of the glass or 'wet'
plate negative.

An early use of the process was the Ambrotype (sometimes called a collodion
positive). It consisted of a thin glass negative, which, when backed with black
material or lacquer, showed a positive image. They are sometimes confused with
Daguerreotypes due to their similar size and appearance but are brighter and
easier to view. By the mid-1860s, the less expensive and better quality Ambrotype
had mostly replaced Daguerreotypes. The size was approximately 10x8 cm but
larger sizes were made, and these are highly sought after by collectors.

As previously mentioned, the Ambrotype was a one-off photo. As they were fragile,
a glass protective plate was placed on top of the image and enclosed in a case.
Colour tinting was often added to give artistic appeal, especially on cheeks and
gold jewellery. They were popular from 1850 until being superseded by the
Tintype in the 1860s but were still being made in the 1880s.

Unlike the Daguerreotype, Ambrotypes did not tarnish. They should be stored in
a cool, dry environment. The negative is very fragile and prone to abrasion if
not varnished. It should not be removed from the case or handled except by a
professional conservator.

The left side shows the Ambrotype
negative, and the right side shows
it as positive with black backing
material or lacquer underneath.




Cased Images

The "Pagoda’ flared sleeves and wide dress suggest a date of the early 1850s for
this beautiful Ambrotype. The lady's centrally parted hair with a low chignon
is also in keeping with this timeframe. The image is three-quarter length, and
the photo is artistically composed with her looking out of the picture with her
hands on her lap. The photograph has been hand tinted.

The case is constructed of wood covered by leather, a technique used until 1854
when thermoplastic 'Union' cases were invented. The inside of the case is lined
with velvet.






