
Fanciful Facts: 19th Century Photography in 5 Photos 

The Photographs 

The secrets of six lives lie within. Each photo tells the story of a dark-haired woman or 
girl who lived in the nineteenth century. Will we ever know more?




Daguerreotype (1839-60): Early image on a silver-coated copper plate. Preserved in a 
case.


Ambrotype (1854-1860): Early image on a transparent glass plate with a black 
backing. Preserved in a case.


Tintype (1860- early 1900s): Early image on a thin iron plate resembling tin.


Carte de Visite (1854-late 1870s): Early image made of a thin paper photograph 
mounted on a thicker paper card (2 1⁄4 by 4 inches).


Cabinet Card (Late-1870s-early 1900s): Early image made of a thin photograph 
mounted on a card. Much larger than a Carte de Visite (4 1⁄4 by 6 1⁄2 inches). 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Evangeline 

Some secrets of my Daguerrotype subject were revealed to me around 4 am today. Her name 
was Evangeline and her beau thought she was the prettiest girl he'd ever seen so she posed 
for a photo with J.D. Davis, an accomplished daguerrotypist in New York City from 1851-1860. 
His name is imprinted on the lower left corner of the mat. She was an avid reader so when 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote "Evangeline, A Tale of Acadie," she felt it mirrored** certain 
aspects of her own love life.


Evangeline was excited when Longfellow’s poem was loosely adapted into an American opera 
bouffe (1878) even though it was a bit outrageous. Perhaps she was able to attend? She did 
live in New York.


What became of Evangeline's photograph and Evangeline, herself, for that matter, after she 
presented it to her lover, is unknown...until it surfaced years later, being passed around like 
other unknown, anonymous photographs and mementoes that were important to their owners 
during their lifetimes. A bittersweet commentary on the fleetingness of life...and the ephemera 
we humans value.


Little did this Evangeline know that her name would inspire other reflections on love for 
hundreds of years to come, including "Evangelina," by Hoyt Axton, "Evangeline," by The 
Band...and countless others, no doubt, as it's just that kind of name…
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I like to think Evangeline will tell me more of her story as time goes on. But then, this is all 
make-believe...unless it's true.


**A Daguerreotype pun as these photographs have a mirrored surface due to all the toxic 
chemicals used in the process such as mercury and hazardous things like that. There's humor 
in almost everything.
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Marguerite 

Marguerite was called “Daisy” by most of her close friends and family because her mother 
correctly told her that was the English translation of her given name. Sometimes your name 
influences who you become so she first loved daisies and then all flowers. She liked going to 
manicured gardens but she was really drawn to the wildness of the woods, where she would 
pull the ribbons out of her long hair, traipse through the brambles and look for fairies under 
mushrooms, only heading home when the fireflies started their nightly dance. Daisy could look 
strait-laced but she was a free spirit and gentle soul who always sympathized with the 
oppressed. She feared seeing the Confederate flag fly over her beloved land.


Soon, the Civil War would come…would Daisy stay insulated or would she be adversely 
affected by the conflict? We only know her tiny ambrotype was passed around for many to see 
her lovely face and it still exists 160 years later to pose more questions than it can answer.


I like to think Daisy will tell me more of her story as time goes on. But then, this is all make-
believe...unless it's true. 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May 

This tintype has quite a bit of damage but I couldn’t resist bringing May into my little collection 
of dark-haired nineteenth century women. May was something of a Bohemian, as you can 
probably tell…no pinning her hair up for a serious formal portrait. The camera was able to 
capture her sly smile because exposure times were a little longer with tintypes than with 
Daguerrotypes and ambrotypes.


May’s colorful personality drew people to her and she enjoyed the company of like-minded 
folks. Along with her friends, she loved birdwatching, a popular pastime among Victorian 
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women. Of course, women had many restrictions on careers and were excluded from 
academia so May, along with others, published her bird observations and drawings in her 
diaries and occasional magazine articles. Through their new passionate appreciation for living 
birds, women were instrumental in establishing the early Audubon Societies. They realized that 
observing living birds was more ethical and satisfying than wearing a dead bird and helped end 
the plume trade where five million birds a year were killed for fashion in the United States.


An influential book for May was Birds through an Opera Glass, published by Florence Augusta 
Merriam Bailey in 1889. Bailey references the literature of Thoreau as much as the observations 
of Audubon: 


Throw yourself down among the buttercups and daisies some cloudless summer day and look 
up at the sky till its wondrous blueness thrills through you as an ecstasy. Then catch your breath 
and listen, while out of the air comes a clear fluid note of rapture. Ah! there is the little goldfinch 
— a bit of the sun’s own gold — sauntering through the air, rising and falling to the rhythm of 
his own dee-ree dee-ee-ree.


I like to think May will tell me more of her story as time goes on. But then, this is all make-
believe...unless it's true.


**How do you know it’s a tintype? It will be very dark, almost black, and magnet-attracting. 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Garnet 

Neither ambrotypes nor tintypes delivered the fatal blow to Daguerrotypes. That was left to the 
carte de visite (CDV),** patented in France in 1854, but which soon became all the rage in 
Victorian America, too. Eight negatives could be taken on a plate, then each was printed on 
paper and mounted to a card. They were inexpensive and Victorians collected them from 
friends and family. An exciting evening was spent poring over their albums. 


Garnet lived in Bangor, Maine, and had a proper Mainer accent. She was clever, studious, and 
well-mannered. She enjoyed playing card games (Hearts) and parlor games (Yes or No and 
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Who Am I?) with her parents and brothers.  Garnet loved her black and white cat, Bitsy, who 
slept with her every night, and she was, therefore, kind to all animals. She went to church and 
faithfully sang all the hymns, often adorning her hair with ferns, lace, and flowers as was typical 
then.


19th century America was obsessed with spiritualism, the belief that the dead are able to 
communicate with the living. Garnet’s parents had a Ouija board and she and her cousin, 
Deborah, spent many suspenseful hours in her darkened bedroom asking questions of the 
dearly departed and being frightened of the answers which were often cryptic and eerie. They 
both wondered who was really moving the planchette and never totally trusted the other. She 
sometimes pleaded with her mother to let her attend a seance since she knew her mother had 
been to a few. Spiritualism dominated her life into adulthood and she became a medium 
herself, combining her Christian and spiritual beliefs, knowing that the veil between the living 
and the dead is thinner than we think. This may make finding more about Garnet much easier...


I like to think Garnet will tell me more of her story as time goes on. But then, this is all make-
believe...unless it's true.




**The cameraman is Frank C. Weston, located at 2 Smith Block, Bangor, Maine, who 
established himself as a photographer in the late 1870s. His prices were “dictated by a spirit of 
moderation,” and he was the preferred photographer among the African American community 
of Bangor. Many of his CDVs survive. 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Emily and Clarissa 

Emily, the oldest sister, and Clarissa were from New Castle, Pennsylvania, as described on this 
Cabinet Card (a larger version of a carte de visite). Their town was something of a “boom town” 
after the city became a major hub of the Pittsburgh and Lake Erie Railroad in the 1870s. The 
population surged as immigrants, particularly from Italy, flocked to the city to work in the mills 
and nearby limestone quarries.


When they went downtown to have their photograph taken at E.W. Johnston’s Photographic 
Art Studio, they got to see all the activity in the public square where a monument was being 
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erected to honor local men who had died in the Civil War. It was the talk of the town and it was 
exciting to see all the construction. The statue depicts a lone Union soldier and has the names 
of the 435 men who died on the base. Completed in 1897, it still stands in what is now known 
as Kennedy Square.


Once they were in Mr. Johnston’s second floor studio, the girls were surprised at all of the 
backdrops and props he had. He wanted them to pose as in a field with houses behind them in 
the distance. Clarissa thought it was a really odd way to take a photograph and didn’t really 
like touching all those dead flowers. She knew of some real fields that she would rather be in 
that had living flowers. 


Emily, however, thought it was all fascinating and enjoyed watching him fiddle with his 
camera…so began her lifelong love of photography. She befriended Mr. Johnston and 
sometimes he would let her come to the studio and help him set up for other portraits. Just a 
few short years later, in 1901, she got a No. 2 Brownie and started taking photos of her family 
and friends. Sometimes she used props, too, like Mr. Johnston had taught her but she 
preferred to use natural outdoor light. She read about other photographers, especially Lewis 
Hine, who was known for exposing child labor through his photos. She wanted to use her 
camera for social reform, too, not to just make pretty pictures, and she began doing street 
photography in her early 20s in some larger eastern U.S. cities.


Clarissa, meanwhile, loved her town, even as it grew through the years, and was content to 
stay there and let her life unfold. She always liked to receive letters from Emily and hear about 
her adventures. When they were able to visit each other, they often remarked on how Mr. 
Johnston had influenced Emily’s life. Clarissa would laugh at how uncomfortable she had been 
that day in his studio.


I like to think Emily and Clarissa will tell me more of their stories as time goes on. But then, this 
is all make-believe...unless it's true.
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Some References (links) 

Developing Skills for Identifying Vintage Photos
Evangeline, Rice and Goodwin’s American Opera Bouffe
History of Photography, Beaumont Newhall
Photograph Identification Guide
The Strange and Mysterious History of the Ouija Board
The Victorian Women Whose Writing Popularized Watching Birds Instead of Wearing 
Them
Wikipedia

© Candace Porth, 2020 
Images and Content, except for Evangeline program photo, credited in References above 
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https://www.antiquetrader.com/collectibles/identifying-vintage-photograph
https://www.loc.gov/resource/var.0578/
http://www.cycleback.com/photoguide/dags.html
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-strange-and-mysterious-history-of-the-ouija-board-5860627/
https://thenewinquiry.com/blog/the-victorian-woman-whose-writing-popularized-watching-birds-instead-of-wearing-them/
https://thenewinquiry.com/blog/the-victorian-woman-whose-writing-popularized-watching-birds-instead-of-wearing-them/

