
Snippets of History: The Tîntypi 

PHILIPPE MAURICE 

Résumé 

Le ferrotype est une forme de photographie 
omniprésente qui a en grande partie permis 
d'enregistrer pour la postérité l'histoire des 
gens ordinaires. Le procédé, qui a vu le jour vers 
le milieu des années 1850, est encore utilisé à 
l'occasion aujourd'hui. Ces images sur emulsion 
de collodion et, plus tard, de gélatine, réalisées 
au moyen de minces tôles de fer noircies, étaient 
couramment envoyées par la poste aux amis de 
cœur ou à la famille. Même si on les appelle 
« tintype » en anglais, ces clichés n'ont jamais 
été faits d'étain. L'article que voici raconte 
l'histoire fascinante des ferrotypes et explique 
comment les reconnaître. L'auteur y met fin à 
certains mythes persistants sur ce « modeste » 
procédé et décrit comment il s'est développé 
dans l'ouest du Canada. Enfin, l'article 
mentionne brièvement comment conserveries 
ferrotypes. 

Introduction 
The tintype was immensely popular in North 
America from the late-1850s onward. To a 
much lesser degree tintypes were also popular 
in Europe, although European interest gener­
ally lagged by a decade. The use of collodion 
chemistry to make tintypes gave way to gelatin 
emulsion dry metal plates by the early-1890s. 
This genre of photography survived because of 
its continued use by street photographers until 
the mid-twentieth century. Ferrotypy is the 
proper technical name for this photographic 
process. The words "ferrotype" and "tintype" 
are terms often used interchangeably to describe 
the light-sensitive plates, and "tintypist" to 
describe the photographer. These and other 
terms proliferated throughout the popular lan­
guage and in commercial and technical publi­
cations (Appendix A). Street photographers in 
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and Prairie Canada 

Abstract 

The tintype is one of the ubiquitous forms of 
photography which has for the most part 
recorded the existence of the common person. 
A process first introduced in the mid-1850s, it 
is still in occasional use today. These collodion 
and later gelatin-based images on thin, black­
ened, iron sheets were customarily sent through 
the mail to sweethearts and family. Though 
popularly called "tintypes" they were never 
made on tin. This paper reviews the fascinat­
ing history of tintypes, and describes how to 
identify them. The author also dispels some 
persistent myths about this "humble" process 
and describes its circumstance in western 
Canada. Preventive care is briefly mentioned. 

Central and South America still practise fer­
rotypy today. This paper uses the convention 
ferrotypy for the process and the layman's term 
tintype for the resulting image. For historical 
accuracy, quotes and the endnotes retain the 
contemporaneous vocabulary. 

The tintype, like the ambrotype, was a par­
ticular application of Frederick Scott Archer's 
wet-collodion process.1 A japanned (i.e., black­
ened) sheet of thin iron was substituted for 
the ambrotype's glass support. These metal 
plates were coated with collodion, sensitized 
and immediately exposed in the conventional 
"wet plate" manner. A photographer or "tin-
typist" would sensitize a plate, make the 
exposure, develop and fix the plate, and cut it 
apart with tin shears. A variety of formats, rang­
ing from postage-stamp size "gem" tintypes 
(approximately 1.5 x 2 cm) to the large 
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"double whole" plates (21.5 X 33 cm), were 
produced. (It is technically inaccurate to classify 
a tintype by a "plate" dimension as many are not 
only snipped in uneven portions but their edges 
were subsequently trimmed. Nevertheless pop­
ular nomenclature prevails.) The most common 
sizes included "one-sixth plate" and "carte-de-
visite" (approximately 5.5 X 9 cm).2 Some tin-
typists enhanced the image by applying assorted 
water- or oil-based colours to its surface. 

Tintypes have been produced in the studio, 
by the itinerant photographer and by the gen­
eral amateur. All provided on-the-spot deliv­
ery to customers or friends. Subjects, often 
dressed in their Sunday best, some with fixed 
and glazed expressions or stiffening muscles 
and backs braced by assorted support clamps, 
could hardly wait for the magic emulsion to 
harden. Tintypes became the vacationers' keep­
sake, the Sunday strollers' momento. Ironi­
cally the tintype, which so permeated the lower 
working class of society, rarely outlined the 
social and other problems with which this 
group struggles. Rather the tintype image, 
largely through the use of studio props, created 
an ersatz lifestyle and does little to further our 
understanding of the working-class life. This 
suggests that it is wise to remember that pho­
tographs cannot stand alone as interpretative 
statements about the past, any more than can 
other primary sources. 

Very few publications have discussed in 
any detail and accuracy the development of the 
tintype.3 This paper covers the development of 
the process and a brief review of its introduc­
tion into western Canada; the camera, the 
studio and itinerant photographers; the tin­
type image as a keepsake and adornment; 
identification, preventive care and storage. 

The Tintype and Canada's West 

Collodion Ferrotypy 
In 1852 and 1853 Adolphe Alexandre Martin, 
a college professor in Paris, presented to the 
Société d'Encouragement and to the French 
Académie des Sciences two Compte Rendus in 
which he outlined processes to make direct pos­
itives on glass and on tinned plate or galvanized 
iron.4 His reports had little impact on a nation 
probably still enamoured with the daguerreo­
type and certainly with the new albumenized 
paper processes. The publication of The Col­
lodion Process on Glass in 1851 by Frederick 
Scott Archer had no bearing on Martin's work. 

Independently and apparently unaware of 
Martin's work, Hamilton L. Smith, professor of 
natural science from Bambier, Ohio, was car­
rying out similar work with a seminary student, 
Peter Neff, Jr., during 1853-54 and then inde­
pendently in 1855. In 1856, on the advice of 
Neff, Smith applied for and subsequently 
obtained U.S. Patent 14,300 (February 19,1856), 
to make "ferrotypes."5 The patent suggested that 
the black japan needed to coat the metal plate 
(before one can make it light-sensitive) could 
also be applied to other solid surfaces, includ­
ing "leather, fibrous materials and rubber." 
The "ferrotype" was also patented that same 
year by William Kloen and Daniel Jones in 
England.6 Europe, with its predilection for 
social classes, showed no interest in the "lowly" 
process. Peter and William Neff eventually 
purchased the patent rights for the manufacture 
of the plates.7 

In the spring of 1856 Neff opened a gallery 
in Cincinnati and promoted the new process 
through a pamphlet entitled The Melainotype 
Process, Complete.8 By October 1856 another 
young American innovator, Victor Moreau 
Griswold, had applied for two patents to 
improve on the process.9 Soon-to-be competi­
tor Griswold criticized the popular name "tin­
type," calling it "senseless and meaningless," 
pointing out that "not a particle of tin, in any 
shape is used in making or preparing the plates, 
or in making the pictures, or has any connection 
with them anywhere, unless it be, perhaps, the 
tin which goes into the happy operator's pocket 
after the successful completion of his work."10 

By 1863, tintypes were purchased for as little 
as two cents each and still proved profitable! 
Oliver Wendell Holmes remarked that "pau­
perism itself need hardly shrink from the 
outlay required for a family portrait-gallery. 
The 'tin-types,' as the small miniatures are 
called — stannotypes would be the proper 
name — are furnished at the rate of two cents 
each!"11 (Ironically, Holmes' "sfannotype" 
might refer to iron-black colour but its root 
stannous refers to any compound containing 
Un!) 

By early 1857, continued experimentation 
resulted in improved resistence and assorted 
hues (blue, green, red and chocolate) to the 
japanned surface.12 The japan or varnish was 
made with linseed oil, asphaltum and sufficient 
umber or lampblack to give the desired shade, 
boiled, then tested for consistency — thinned 
with turpentine if necessary — and eventu­
ally brushed onto the metal, and oven-dried. 
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Other possible ingredients included mastic, 
lac or copal varnishes and other shades of 
colouring matter. Ironically in a technologically 
inclined nation the mental conservatism of the 
photographers themselves doomed the effort to 
sell the assorted (non-black) hues nationally. 
There was even the reported manufacture of 
white enamelled plates susceptible to being 
used as a negative*.13 

That same year the technique of ferrotypy 
reached the eastern Canada market.14 Just as the 
ambrotype was winning public favour, the tin­
type became a popular style of portraiture and 
remained so for three-quarters of a century.15 

Some "established" studios, both in Canada and 
in the United States looked upon the process 
disparagingly. Mathew Brady, along with many 
operators, would not permit his New York and 
Washington galleries to make tintypes.16 Oth­
ers like William Norman, who was appointed 
"Photographer to the Queen," promoted albu­
men photographs but had no reluctance to 
operating in tintypes.17 Maritime photogra­
phers appear to have been very adept with the 
wet-collodion process. Not content with 
ambrotypes, tintypes and cartes-de-visite, adver­
tisements suggested novelty photographs on 
cloth, mica and leather.18 The novelty and the 
inexpensiveness of the tintype captured pub­
lic interest throughout Canada — in the West 
as well as the more populous East. By August 
1860 The Nor'Wester advertised tintypes and 
ambrotypes as well as the prevalent paper pho­
tographs. An itinerant D. R. Stiles had opened 
his "Ambrotype Gallery" at Mr. Charles Caviliers, 
St. Boniface, "for a few days" and also offered 
to take tintypes.19 The Red River Portrait Gallery 
owned by Barnard and Parton offered all the lat­
est "likenessess" including the "melainotypes."20 

(See Appendix A.) Photographic advertisements 
did not appear again in The Nor'Wester until 
November 21, 1864 when Joseph Langevin 
opened his "Photographic Gallery" in the Red 
River Setdement.21 From his ledgers we see that 
he also provided tintypes, and was doing a 
lucrative trade in photography.22 Nevertheless 
the expression "not on your tintype"23 reflected 
the dubious quality of an image. 

From the mid-1850s to the early-1860s Neff 
and Griswold were the sole manufacturers of 
tintype plates to the continent.24 In an early 
effort to promote their greater use, samples 
were sent to nearly all of the dealers in photo­
graphic goods in the United States and quite 
probably in Canada as well — with good results. 
Edward M. Estabrook, a strong proponent of the 
tintype, pointed out the "obvious" advantages 
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over its predecessor the ambrotype. In the ulti­
mate sales (and preventive care!) pitch 
Estabrook wrote: 

How many a happy home there is, upon whose 
table may be found those tokens of friend­
ship or love, and how much better would it be 
if those Ambrotypes could be transformed 
into the imperishable Ferrotype, and placed 
in the elegant parlor picture album, thus plac­
ing them almost above the power of accident 
or the possibility ofloss.2b 

Whether through pettiness or excessive 
competitiveness, both manufacturers Neff 
and Griswold threatened each other with 
lawsuits. Griswold cut his prices as he 
improved production of his plates. Neff coun­
tered by freely making available the necessary 
licenses to practise ferrotypy.26 One possible 
reason the practice was not immediately (i.e., 
1856-58) adopted by the photographic frater­
nity was that it had been patented, making it 
not only necessary to buy the plates at 
monopoly prices, but also to buy the right to 
use them. Hamilton Smith himself "apologet­
ically" requested a $20 fee back in 1856. Rates 
later ranged from $25 to $300 for a "room-right 
license."27 At one point a merger was proposed 
between Neff and Griswold but was eventually 
rejected.28 

Failing to recognize early the weakeness of 
their geographical location both men eventu­
ally saw the manufacture of japanned collodion 
plates switch from their Ohio bases to the 
increasingly industrialized cities of Newark, 
New Jersey and New York.29 Towards the end 
of the Civil War other companies had joined the 
fray, among them: Holmes, Booth & Hayden; 
Willard & Co.; and Anthony & Co. acting as dis-. 
tributing agents to several manufacturers. A 
division of The Chadwick Leather Manufac­
turing Company of Newark, New Jersey, man­
ufactured tintypes, but there is no evidence 
they also made pannotypes or leather sensitized 
for images.30 

The stereoscope, a new and popular form of 
entertainment with its life-like views, was 
eagerly sought during the Civil War. Two 
slightly different views are paired in such a 
manner that, when viewed through a stereo­
scope, a three-dimensional or solid view 
appears. No Civil War views were produced as 
stereographic tintypes. The lack of contrast 
(though not the clarity) of the image could not 
compete with existing paper stereographs. 
Neither could the simple (and commercially 
viable) procedure of printing mult iple , 
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transparent negatives onto paper. Only a few 
stereoscopic tintypes were produced, mostly in 
the late-1860s and early-1870s.31 

Horace Hedden or his son H. M. Hedden, 
soon after the formation of the Ph[o]enix Plate 
Company, Newark, New Jersey, brought out 
the "Chocolate" plate after obtaining a patent 
on March 1, 1870.32 This plate would tem­
porarily renew the interest in ferrotypy. By 
August 1871 an English patent had also been 
obtained.33 In a world bent on new and 
improved techniques (such as the commercial 
manufacture of tintypes) most did not realize 
or care about chronic illnesses to the respira­
tory and nervous systems — ultimately lead­
ing to death.34 

The Open Prairie 
The late-1870s and early-1880s saw small set­
tlements appearing on the Prairies. This had 
become a rapidly changing region. The North 
West Mounted Police was established and the 
land survey system was created. In the 1870s 
the native peoples were largely confined to 
reserves and a government for the Northwest 
Territory was organized. The "West" was now 
ready to receive immigrants although the 
expected flood of immigration would not come 
until the railroad was completed and the more 
actively promoted land south of the border 
had been filled. 

As always, itinerant photographers were 
drawn to these new frontiers. By 1879 the 
Winnipeg directory listed three photographers 
in that city; two at Emerson, Manitoba; and one 
each at Portage la Prairie, Manitoba and 
Battleford and Prince Albert in the North West 
Territories35 — an impressive number for the 
times. There is no doubt that several of these 
photographers were itinerant. None are 
specifically listed as "tintypists" but ample 
evidence of their work exists. Whether in por­
traiture or in the recording of scenery, most of 
these photographers produced images of artis­
tic merit and aesthetic quality. 

The 1880 N.W.M.P. Commissioner's report 
from Fort Walsh, Northwest Territory, remarked 
that "the police force has been stationed here 
for six years and yet there is not a bona fide set-
tier within one hundred miles of Fort Walsh."36 

Within the area of present day Alberta, the 
population reached only 17 500 by 1890.37 

With such a small and scattered population, 
it is no surprise that early tintypists like 
W. E. Hook, from Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin 
and T. G. Anderton from the Fort Walsh area, 

made the circuit of North West Mounted 
Police forts. 

Hook's work includes Fort Calgary in the 
early spring of 1879. He must have been part 
of an earlier westward trek, via Minnesota-
Montana routes.38 Anderton (himself a mem­
ber of the N.WM.P. from 1876-79) recorded life 
at Fort Walsh and vicinity in the late-1870s and 
very early-1880s. In 1879 he took a discharge 
from Fort Macleod and shortly thereafter 
became a "professional photographer."39 As 
the Fort Walsh men had suffered an alarming 
number of serious diseases in 187840 it is not 
inconceivable that Anderton saw a business 
opportunity and rushed to exploit it; the tintypes 
could be sent as reassuring news to family back 
East. He eventually became Medicine Hat's 
first commercial photographer in 1883.41 

Certainly, the existing coach and mail ser­
vices and routes throughout the territory made 
travel possible, though not without hardship.42 

In 1885 the rapid encroachment of European 
civilization, symbolized by the railroad, caused 
the Metis and some of the native tribes to 
attempt once again to establish their rights to 
a land rapidly becoming alienated from them. 
While these events were actively recorded in 
photographs, few tintypes have surfaced.43 

The More Rapid Gelatin Dry Processes 
While producing astounding results, collodion 
photography, by its shortfalls (i.e., the need to 
immediately prepare, sensitize and photo­
graph), encouraged the search for a more con­
venient means of capturing an image. 
Popularized ca 1878, the gelatin process on 
glass or "dry plate" helped greatly to eliminate 
the collodion wet-plate process. The photo­
grapher was no longer encumbered by all the 
paraphenalia previously required to formulate 
an image. Commercially prepared glass plates 
were ten times as fast and consistent! However, 
it was not until the 1890s that commercially 
manufactured tintypes using gelatin-silver 
chemistry became available. As supplies made 
their way from eastern Canadian centres to the 
West, the practice of preparing the "old fash­
ioned" collodion tintypes probably lapsed by 
1900 in the Prairies. 

Richard Leach Maddox invented the first 
practical formula for a gelatin-silver halide 
emulsion. As early as 1847 others had exper­
imented with sensitized gelatins with varying 
success. In 1871 Maddox published his work 
and by 1873 prepared gelatin dry plates were 
being marketed in England. The following year 
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Richard Kennett introduced the "high speed" 
pellicle4i and subsequently offered prepared 
dry plates. Manufacture of the gelatin tintype 
only came into existence in 1890. Basic emul­
sion manufacture ("ripened" emulsion) was 
cooled to a jelly, cut into noodles, washed of 
excess chemicals and byproducts, reheated 
(altering the chemistry) and finally coated onto 
a continuously moving roll of the sheet metal 
support (i.e., the plates) and cut into standard 
sizes and packaged.45 In England's post-
industrial social climate, ferrotypy gained pop­
ularity, especially with the introduction of dry 
"ferrotype" plates by Ladislas Nievsky in 
1891.46 Development took from eight to twelve 
seconds in hot weather, twelve to twenty sec­
onds in mild weather and up to sixty seconds 
in the cold. After fixing (1:5 ratio hyposulfite/ 
water) for ten to thirty seconds, the plate was 
quickly rinsed and then dried. Varnished, it 
gave the appearance of having been produced 
by the wet-collodion process. This was fol­
lowed by the development of the "street" cam­
era, with built-in processing facilities removing 
the need for a portable darktent. Both con­
tributed to the third and final resurgence of the 
tintype, especially in North America. 

The Prairie from 1870 to 1930 
By the turn of the century the populations of 
Manitoba and the Northwest Territory had 
risen impressively; Manitoba from 12 000 in 
1871 to 108 000 in 1886, and 255 000 in 1901; 
the Northwest Territory farming population, 
which measured in the hundreds in 1871, rose 
to 31 000 in 1885 and 164 000 by 1901.47 The 
itinerant and studio photographers recorded the 
people's story. Countless tintypes and stories 
still lie hidden among the pages of photo 
albums. In other cases the tintypes are gone but 
the mysteries remain — like the lost tintype of 
the Fathers of Confederation from Calgary City 
Hall, or the set of nine half-plates taken of 
Calgary at the turn of the century, evidence of 
which surfaced fleetingly in 1993.48 

In 1886 the Chautauqua, an American tem­
perance phenomenon, established its first 
Canadian roots in Wolseley, Saskatchewan. By 
1917 the western Canadian circuit included 
Lethbridge, Taber, Cayley, Nanton and 
Macleod.49 The commercially manufactured 
gelatin emulsion called "photo-button" tin­
types were in general use between 1890 to 
1930. These were the earlier presensitized 
plates, now die cut into circular coins and 
packaged. Some were r immed with an 

aluminium or "white metal" jacket. Most were 
sold with the camera and a variety of promo­
tional accessories. The "Duz-it-all" Photo But­
ton Camera, distributed in 1911 by the Colonial 
Art Company, Toronto, was free to anyone who 
purchased "Oleograph [multicolour prints] 
reproductions of famous paintings."50 The 
Depression to a large extent brought about the 
demise of tintypes on the Prairies. Only its 
successor, the Atrograph or "paper tintype," 
would make any headway with itinerant pho­
tographers after the '30s. 

The Camera. "Sit Sir, While I Take 
Your Pictures" 
The early cameras consisted of a front box with 
a lens fixed to a baseboard on which a slightly 
smaller rear box slid. It was not until 1851 that 
the principle of the bellows was incorporated 
into the camera body. Suffice to say that even 
by the 1860s photographic equipment was still 
in its infancy. With the introduction of the 
carte-de-visite craze, many studios owned sev­
eral camera boxes (bodies) that could be fitted 
with different lens systems called tubes. The 
operator could take several simultaneous expo­
sures and single or multiple exposures of one 
or more subjects, thanks to a sliding, repeating 
back.51 The most basic tubes were set two by 
two, two by three, and three by three. Even 
sixteen by sixteen tube systems are not 
uncommon. René Dagron, ca 1860, constructed 
a microphotographie camera which produced 
a 2-mm-square image! The vertical and 
horizontal sliding motion of the plate holder 
combined with the 25-lensed board or tubes 
would produce 450 exposures on a single 
collodion plate.52 By the mid-1860s, the abil­
ity to produce images in multiples of two or 
more so inexpensively created tremendous 
competition for large volumes of business. 
This became especially useful for tintypes and 
stereoviews. 

The portrait lenses used between 1860 and 
1872 allowed for a working distance of four to 
five metres between sitter and camera. The 
photographer moved the camera to obtain ini­
tial focus, with finer adjustment by thumb 
screw to obtain sharp focus. Multiple lenses 
were mounted on a brass panel and each lens 
was individually adjusted for focus, because of 
the practical limitation (even well into the 
1880s) of grinding several lenses for one board 
to precisely the same focal length. A final 

Material History Review 41 (Spring 1995) I Revue d'histoire de la culture matérielle 41 (printemps 1995) 

43 



refocussing through the ground glass, and the 
camera was ready for almost any eventuality! 

Properly immobilized or "clamped," the 
subject offered little problem; even children pro­
vided successful results. On occasion the cam­
era took multiple images of inanimate objects 
(Fig. 1) for advertising purposes or calling 
cards;53 or a single image of a proud tradesman 
such as the "Watchmaker" (Fig. 2). Tintypes 
were often quickly produced, with little atten­
tion to camouflaging the obviously fake back­
ground or the extra protruding feet of the 
headrest stands. Occasionally the studio chair 
itself became a prop (Fig. 3) and allows us to 
appreciate its versatility. After they were devel­
oped, pictures were crudely separated by means 
of tin shears or snips and handed over to the 
patron either as is, possibly varnished, or placed 
in a card mount or album. Prevalent among 
Eastern boarding schools and higher educa­
tional establishments was the school album 
with "gems." A full plate of "gem" tintypes was 
cut, and the images inserted into specially mat­
ted pages suitable only for the small pictures. 
Headmasters and teachers adorned the front 
pages; students, by class or subject, filled the 
remaining frames. The practice was in general 
use between 1880 and the turn of the century. 

With the introduction of the more rapid dry 
ferrotype processes ca 1890 the tintype camera 
showed considerable technical evolution and 

widespread use. The multiple lens camera 
gave way primarily to the single lense camera. 
By the turn of the century hand-held amateur 
cameras such as the "Telephoto" were mar­
keted, while operatorless coin-operated "Auto­
matic Photograph" machines (with built-in 
flashes)54 could be found at fairs. While by 1900 
most automats still produced mediocre results, 
hand-held cameras produced surprisingly 

Fig.l 
Seal. studio portrait, nil. 
taken with Wing or other 
multilensed camera. 
(Private collection) 

Fig. 2 (far left) 
"Watchmaker, " studio 
portrait, ca 1870. We aie 
so enthralled by his 
equipment, we forget the 
crude crate and the fake 
backdrop used to set the 
pose. 

Fig. 3 (left) 
Two young men, studio 
portrait, nd. The "cuffs" 
on the left man suggests 
a printer's apprentice. 
The other is holding a 
pipe. Note the adjustable 
armrest of the chair 
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Fig. 4a (right) 
Gelatin-emulsion 
tintypes. Group near 
rocky shore, nd. 
Glenbow,PDl73-3. 

Fig. 4b (far right) 
"Men at the café. 
Regina, " studio setting, 
ca 1930. 

Fig. 5 
Left to right: Multi-tubed. 
Cartes-de-visite camera. 
ca 1865; Wonder 
Automatic Cannon, 
1900s (sitting on top of 
the multi-tubed camera); 
Telescope Photo Camera, 
1910; Gordon Monobath 
"street" camera, 1930s. 

good, though stoic, imagery (Fig. 4a). It was not 
uncommon for even the outdoor or itinerant 
photographer to make use of the "flash" pow­
der.55 The use of artificial illumination had 
existed since daguerreotypy. During early col­
lodion photography, magnesium wire burning 
reduced studio exposure times to under a 
minute. The burning of magnesium powder 
came into general use after 1886, thereby reduc­
ing exposure time to mere seconds. 

By the 1920s the widespread use of the 
rollfim camera by the amateur greatly reduced 
the need for street, country fair and beach ven­
dors. The amateur tintypist, with his — now 
rare — pocket-sized amateur camera, and trav­
elling studios (Fig. 4b) which used larger equip­
ment were at opposite ends of the scale. Most 
tintypists had by now "converted" to the pre­
vailing paper imagery. By the early-1940s the 
"tintypist" had more or less disappeared. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to review 
the many manufacturers and models of 
camera (200-300 for the tintype alone!).56 

Representative examples, manufactured over 
a century, are outlined in Appendix B and 
Figure 5. 

Studio and Itinerant Photographers 
Some photographers found that life on the 
road provided a good income. Studio owners 

sometimes closed their city businesses for the 
summer and travelled to resorts and small 
towns, setting up portable studios and dark­
rooms on the outskirts of towns. Some of them 
either hired a temporary assistant to cover their 
studio operation while they travelled, or else 
sent the employee on the road. In the early 
years most itinerants used compact, very 
portable wagons, but citizens occasionally wit­
nessed elaborate horsedrawn wagons or tents.57 

Some even commandeered train wagons!58 

Notman had darkrooms mounted on sleighs,59 

though he is not known to have produced out­
door tintypes during the winter season. Trans­
portation, whether on steamboats along the 
North Saskatchewan River or on a stagecoach 
crossing the plains,60 makes for picturesque 
and strangely appropriate imagery. 

I5ÎÎ 
Ml 

^H 
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Figure 6 is a fascinating tintype taken by an 
itinerant photographer. The creation of the 
North West Mounted Police was in response to 
the need for a sensitive handling of native 
issues. This need was reinforced in 1869 and 
1870 when the Metis showed their power and 
their unwillingness to be ignored by the 
Canadian government during the first Riel 
uprising. The necessity of a police force to 
keep law and order in the West, and to prevent 
open conflict between natives and settlers, had 
been emphasized by both missionaries and 
military men during the 1860s and early 
1870s.B1 Nevertheless, from Figure 6 it appears 
that, like the survey expedition through the 
open plains thirty years earlier, the photogra­
pher chose to record the "triumph of the White 
man bringing 'civilization' to the West."62 

Some itinerants managed to have their dark­
room work done at a studio in the region they 
visited. They were usually resented by local 
operators because they naturally competed for 
business. They paid no rent or utility costs, and 
could undercut prices charged by established 
studios. Most chose to set up in the open air. 
Grass became the studio floor and carpet. The 
tintype "captured" patterned fabric or painted 
backdrops, often blurred by the breeze. 

It is plainly obvious what problems both 
photographer and subject faced: 

Mien making a position, the artist should 
avoid touching the clothes or person of the sub­
ject as much as possible. The ferrotypist can 
scarcely keep his hands and person as neat 
and clean as the professional positionist [por­
traitist] in a first class gallery. In many 
instances his fingers leave a stain wherever 
they touch, no matter how clean they may 
look; besides the hands are almost always 
wet or damp,... best to give verbal direction for 
any desired change of position. The ferrotyp­
ist should learn to make positions quickly. 
The assistant should have the plate sensitized 
while the position is being made.63 

Once inside his small darkroom the photo­
grapher removed the plate from its holder, then 
adroitly poured a developing solution over its 
black surface. Almost instantly a creamy white 
surface trailed the liquid. The image fully mate­
rialized, the tintypist then dipped the plate 
into a fixing bath and finally into a wash. Min­
utes later he would return to the anxious patron. 

Studio photographers might encourage the 
need for "artistic enhancement": 

Freckles are very unsightly on Ferrotypes and 
can only be removed by retouching — hence 

the saying "The pencil is its profit. " Proper illu­
mination alleviates hollow-cheeks, wrinkles 
and furrowed brows. The Ferrotypist must 
"come the artful" over such cases.64 

The Image 
In general, tintypes are not considered to have 
great value, with the obvious exception of 
unusual views, activities, and portraits of 
famous people. The bulk of surviving tintypes 
feature anonymous subjects (Fig. 7). With few 
exceptions these are unremarkable in physical 
presence and visual sophistication. The fact that 
most early tintypes are portraits reflects the 
high demand for personal likeness and the rel­
ative immobility of tbe picture-taking process. 
Their intended function was not artistic orig­
inality so much as the subjective and inex­
pensive preservation of likeness. 

Light and practically indestructible, tin­
types were popular for sending through the 
mail — hence the names: lettertypes, letter-
graphs (see Appendix A). Many, in an effort to 
emulate daguerreotypes and ambrotypes, were 
put into similar protective cases. The fashion­
able photographer tended to sneer at me tintype 
as being only suitable for those "in die hum­
bler walks of life," but its use continued long 
after tbe other direct positive processes had 
been forgotten. The daguerreotype was no 
longer in use in Canada by tbe early-1860s; 

Fig. 6 
Outdoor portrait by 
G. Anderton, 1879, 
"Fort Walsh, Northwest 
Territory"; Constable 
Fred Young and 
Corporal G. B. Moffat 
wearing Buckskins, with 
Blood Indian. (Courtesy 
Glenbow Museum, 
NA136-1) 
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Fig. 7 (above) 
Untitled, horse and 
buggy, family and house, 
nd, Manitoba? ca 1875. 

Fig. 8 (above right) 
Trick, or double 
exposure, [Ontario] 
photographer, 1870. 
(Courtesy Milton 
Sundset, Calgary 
Photographic Historical 
Society) 

the ambrotype, after the mid-1870s. Cartes-de-
visite and cabinet photographs, together with 
the tintype, made up the vast majority of por­
traits from 1867 to the turn of the century. 
While the tintype never eclipsed any of the 
aforementioned processes, it outlasted them 
all (accomodating itself well to gelatin dry 
plate photography — in particular the Atro-
graph, which substituted paper blackened on 
one side for the metal plate. Both processes sur­
vive to the present day. 

For the most part the tintype photographer 
made no effort to provide elaborate settings or 
moods. The sitter was usually represented full 
length to show off crinoline, fedora or walking 
stick — often studio props. Ironically there are 
very few with "Western gear." Facial expression 
was of minor importance. Commonly, only a 
tiny representation of the poser's head appeared 
in the picture. If there was any effort from the 
tintypist, all of his skill and flattery was directed 
towards the rather rapid arrangement of the 
pose, as most backdrops were often barren 
sheets or uninspiring "scenes." We see an 
increasing use of painted backdrops and props 
between 1870 and the turn of the century. Most 
are simple, but there is the occasional "grand" 
prop such as a buggy and, by the twentieth cen­
tury, the car (often an itinerant "prop" consid­
ering the impracticality of one sitting in a small 
studio!). Particularly adept photographers occa­
sionally produced "trick" or double exposures 
(Fig. 8). Unknown (at least to this author) are 
"spirit" photographs on tintypes and tintype 
images on both sides of the same plate.65 

One must not assume that a tintype is auto­
matically the original image. Many studios and 
itinerants were called upon to copy previously 
made and cherished photographic keepsakes. 
Dating a tintype is sometimes hazardous.66 

Excluding studio use of right angle "correc­
tive" mirrors or prisms, the tintype, as a rule, 
is a laterally reversed image. Therefore any 
tintype demonstrating visually correct wording, 
shirt button holes, etc., is most probably a copy 
of another image. 

Both collodion and gelatin surfaces can 
readily accept a variety of dry and wet colours 
(though the author has not come across hand 
coloured gelatin tintypes). Most tintypes are not 
heavily retouched — the subjects are often too 
small to warrant concern. "Artistic" retouch­
ing becomes obvious on larger "half and "full-
plate" images. Jewellery-encased images — in 
lockets, necklaces, brooches, etc., found gen­
erally containing "gem" tintypes — were invari­
ably painted over with gilt. Just as with 
ambrotypes, tintypes may show "jewellery" 
where none existed. To protect the handiwork 
the tintypist varnished the dried results. For the 
early itinerant photographer such varnishes 
became economical substitutes for protect We 
holders and frames — thereby preventing col­
lodion separation and abrasion. 
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The Tintype as Decoration and 
Adornment 
As souvenirs and keepsakes photographs 
remain popular. No wonder then that daguer-
reian, tintype and paper images were often 
hidden or displayed in such jewellery as lock­
ets, cufflinks, brooches, shirt studs and even 
suspender clips and tiepins.67 Multi-tubed 
cameras were capable of mass-producing 
"gems" which sold profitably. While the major­
ity of anonymous lockets and photo buttons 
were distributed to friends and loved ones, 
others describe more illustrious figures. 
Probably the best known political photo but­
ton is that of Abraham Lincoln taken in 1860. 
Lincoln once said "Brady['s photo button] and 
the Cooper Union [speech] made me President 
of the United States."68 In Canada, Comman­
der Garnet Joseph Wolseley and the 1870 Red 
River expedition veterans were commemo­
rated with a blue lapel ribbon to which was 
sewn a matted tintype.69 It is interesting to 
note that, at least during the American Civil 
War, tintypes were occasionally competing 
with the art of silhouette-making.70 Nothing 
indicates a similar rivalry in Canada. It is not 
uncommon to find lockets in a collection which 
have on one side the portrait of a loved one and 
on the other, a lock of hair sealed under glass. 
Tintypes were even sealed onto marriage 
licenses.71 A more sombre application was the 
tombstone tintype. A current study of Prairie 
cemetaries indicates that encased photographs, 
including tintypes, predominate among East­
ern European cultures.72 

Always anxious to pry an extra fee from 
their enthralled patrons, photographers sug­
gested that they enhance the image with 
inexpensive brooches, photo buttons, etc. For 
a few pennies more, the itinerant photogra­
pher would also "guarantee" the client's pur­
chase with a coat of varnish. 

As late as 1900 the Montgomery Ward cat­
alogue promoted novelties like garter buckles 
with photographs, photo belt buckles, and 
photo watch charms.73 In 1929 Johnson Smith 
& Co. ofRacine, Wisconsin, offered the Minute 
Brooch Camera, with everything necessary 
to make dry "ferroplate" medallions in 60 sec­
onds — all for only $4.95!74 

Identifying and Dating Tintypes 
An unmounted t intype is immediately 
identifiable by its japanned (i.e., blackened) 
iron metal plate. A trained eye will recognize 
the early "thick" plates, assorted stamped man­

ufacturer hallmarks (when present) and even 
snipped sheets. When placed inside a protec­
tive leather or thermoplastic case their 
identification can be in question. A small, fairly 
strong magnet held against the centre of the 
glass will reveal whether the image is a tin­
type.75 An image found in a "Potter's Patent" 
frame or similar cartes-de-visite paper/card­
board sleeve holders is invariably a tintype. 
There are of course exceptions such as Atro-
graphs, "tintypes on paper," produced from 
the 1900s to the 1950s. With over fifty varieties 
of sleeves and cards, dating can be very con­
fusing. Use the magnet from the back of the 
sleeve to confirm the tintype. It may be very 
tricky to confirm images inside brooches and 
other jewellery as these are often magnetic 
themselves! Ask an experienced eye to assist 
you. Occasionally a tintype will display the 
manufacturer's stamp along one of its edges 
(provided it has not been snipped off). These 
represent the earliest tintype period. Known 
examples of hallmarks include: "NEFF'S 
MELAINOTYPE PLATE / Pat 19 Feb 56-"; 
"MELAINOTYPE PLATE / FOR NEFF'S 
PAT 19FEB1856" (also with "Pat"); and 
"GRISWOLD'S PATENTED OCT.26,1856-." 

Tintypes are still produced today and iden­
tifying them as contemporary examples can 
pose a problem to the untrained eye. The Com-
minger Brothers tintype photography studio in 
historic Sherbrooke, Nova Scotia, dresses up 
visitors in vintage clothes and uses period stu­
dio props, head clamps, etc., and chemistry, as 
in the mid-1870s.76 Identifying the (post-1890s) 
gelatin-based tintype is best done under a 
microscope. Under high power a mottled retic­
ulated pattern becomes visible. Reticulation 
is the result of excessive irreversible swelling 
of the gelatin of the emulsion layer. The fine 
ruptures occur during the water rinse, follow­
ing the developing — a procedure automatically 
carried out by itinerant or street photographers. 
Note that a protective varnish on gelatin tin­
types hinders identification. 

Most tintypes suffer from a lack of contrast, 
the whites are never a sparkling white, but 
rather a dull grey. In reflected light the image 
has a creamy appearance because the beaded 
silver image particles are the correct size and 
shape to scatter some light back to the eye, 
rather than absorbing the light to make the 
image appear black. The more silver present in 
a given area, the whiter the image looks. Only 
a small amount of light incident on tintypes is 
scattered back to the eye, so there is a limit to 
the brightness of their highlight areas. This 
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Fig. 9 
Enlargement, "Ukranian 
gentleman, " with Model 
T Ford in background; 
outdoor portrait, ca 
1910; inset, (gelatin 
emulsion} button photo 
token with amateur 
model Daydark Camera. 
The resolution is 
excellent and dispels 
the myth of "inferior" 
imagery often associated 
with the tintype. 

limited tonal range is one of the identifying fea­
tures. This has nothing to do with clarity or 
sharpness. Enlargement (Fig. 9) clearly shows 
that excellent resolution can be achieved. 

Dating a tintype is a tricky procedure. Most 
bear no photographer's stamp unless sleeved in 
a carte-de-visite or Potter's Patent card. Even 
then the card's back is often unmarked. Amer­
ican tintypes manufactured between August 
1864 and 1866 will have a Revenue stamp can­
celled by the selling establishment. (In England 
William Gladstone considered a penny tax in 
1864, and so did Benjamin Disraeli in 1868, 
when it was stated that a penny stamp on 
roughly five million photographs [the great 
majority, not tintypes] sold annually would 
help in defraying the cost of the Abyssinian 
war.) Tintypes produced before 1870 have a 
"grey" appearance while those produced there­
after are of a "brownish" or "chocolate" colour. 
The term "chocolate" is a misnomer since the 
tintype image may range in hue from light red 
to near black! The problem is compounded 
with the introduction of gelatin emulsion tin­
types introduced after 1891, as well as the evo­
lution of grey to brown in tones. Except for 
microscopic examination, only the poser's 
clothing (i.e. fashion) will give a clue to an 
approximate date. Tintypes produced in the 
1860s have black backing, those after 1870 are 

brown; the difference resulting from changes 
in the japanning process used to prepare the 
sheet iron.77 

On rare occasions a "cameo" tintype will be 
found in a collection. These are recognized by 
the oval-shaped convexity on which the por­
trait is displayed. The finished picture is pressed 
with a convex die with no noticeable distortion 
to the image. Cameo cartes-de-visite date from 
ca 1868 to 1875. Cameo tintypes probably date 
likewise. They were popular primarily in North 
America. 

Preventive Care and Storage of 
Tintypes 
It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss the 
conservation of tintypes. Readers should con­
tact conservators of photographs for any con­
cerns; however, a few points are outlined here. 
Compared with other forms of photography, 
very little information dealing specifically with 
ferrotype imagery or its conservation is avail­
able.78 The relative sturdiness of the tintype 
makes it easy to overlook its conservation 
requirements. What could possibly happen to 
a sheet of metal? 

Photographing and recording the image 
should be the first priority of the collector. 
Copy procedures are extremely simple and 
have been carried out for over one hundred 
years.79 The surrogate image can be handled 
freely while the original is properly housed 
for long-term preservation. The copy photo­
graph has untold advantages — it can be 
enlarged, enhanced, even tinted or coloured. 
Best of all, it can be replaced. 

Photocopying a tintype results in a very 
poor image quality; it doesn't warrant such 
use. Abrasion can also occur with the collodion 
or emulsion face down onto the copiers' glass 
(or any other surface for that matter), and is 
therefore discouraged. Other problems include 
the collodion binder commonly deteriorating 
along outer edges, and the deformation or bend­
ing of the plates themselves. Keep all tintypes 
away from drastic humidity changes and never 
wet a rusted tintype. 

Always handle all artifacts, including tin­
types, with gloves. Flaking tintypes should be 
handled with latex, not cotton, gloves to 
prevent snaring off flakes along the plates' edge 
by fibrous gloves. 

Despite earlier prescriptions in the photo­
graphic literature, the author strongly advises 
against any cleaning except under the approval 
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of a knowledgeable conservator. Evaluation of 
the image will decide whether one should pro­
ceed. There is the horror story of the conservator 
gently dabbing a tintype portrait and finding 
that the collodion had come off on the cotton 
swab. Unfortunately the cleaning began on the 
portrait's face! 

Rust is one problem which is as likely to 
occur on either side of the tintype. Cursory 
microscope work indicates that much exposed 
rust appears to be hydrous ferric oxides 
(goethite-limonite assemblies) often with 
adsorbed water and components of the japan­
ning lacquers (back) or lacquers, photosensitive 
chemistry and protective varnish (image side). 
Sandwiched between the metal plate and japan­
ning lacquers, filiform rust expands and 
migrates causing a separation of the two layers. 
All of these oxides of secondary origin result 
from the alteration of the iron plate, through 
exposure to moisture, air, carbonic or organic 
acids, and the glues and paper components of 
the holders themselves. Calcareous papers may 
conceivably, under correct conditions, help 
generate rust. Contact a knowledgeable pho­
tographic conservator for advice. Do not attempt 
anything on your own. 

Ideally any iron artifact should be kept in a 
pollutant-free environment with an RH (rela­
tive humidity) factor below 50 per cent. While 
low RH is important with tintypes, it should 
not drop below 30 to 25 per cent if the tintypes 
are bound with leather, paper or wood. These 
materials would invariably suffer. Tintypes 
with flaking collodion binder layers should be 
identified and housed flat to await conserva­
tion treatment. Often this flaking is caused by 
active corrosion of the japanned iron support. 
This can be controlled (but not impeded) by 
storage in a low RH environment. 

For the encased image, removal may be sub­
ject to debate. These images are often in a 
"pinchbeck'Vmat assembly which may require 
common sense but delicate handling proce­
dures to open.80 It should always be assembled 
as initially observed. Broken cover glass must 
be replaced with modern glass of similar thick­
ness. Tintypes are commonly housed in car­
touche or "open window" carte-de-visite photo 
albums. The tintypes were slipped through 
the base slit in the album. Often the added 
thickness of a Potter's Patent sleeve makes it par­
ticularly awkward to remove. Again, consult the 
conservator. After appraisal of the situation, the 
conservator may decide whether removal from 
an album is warranted. 

Proper storage materials are essential to 
long-term preservation of tintypes. Inexpensive 
archival folders with unbuffered paper are 
readily available through nationwide archival 
supply houses, or you can produce your own. 
Budget allowing, put 4 X 5-inch (10 cm X 
12.7 cm) sheets of 2-ply acid-free conserva­
tion board into 4 X 5-inch (10 cm X 12.7 cm) 
polyethylene (or the heavier polypropylene) 
negative envelopes as stiffeners, and then insert 
the tintypes. This allows upright, uniform filing 
and quick visual inspection, and most common 
sizes of tintypes can be placed in a single file 
archival box or drawer. Record pertinent infor­
mation on the backs of the board stiffeners 
with pencil, not ink! Protect slightly bent plates 
and "cameos" in a sink mat held together with 
archival tape in the same manner as loose 
daguerreotypes or broken glass plates — and 
store them flat. Use mylar "corners" to prevent 
movement of the "cameo." 

A conservator should immediately be con­
tacted if tintypes become submerged in water. 
Tintypes, wet-col lodion negatives and 
ambrotypes have less than 24-hour stability 
after immersion and must be archivally cleaned 
and immediately air dried on an individual 
basis. Priority is based on image or historical 
importance. 

Final Comments 
It is commonly repeated that there is little 
artistry or craftsmanship found among tintype 
images. Admittedly, the poses are usually stilted 
and stock; backdrops and props are crudely 
artificial; and many show garish retouching. 
However, as memorabilia of sweethearts and 
families, holidays and vacations, tintypes have 
nostalgic charm. V. M. Griswold probably 
expressed it best when he stated: 

Everylone had to have a souvenir of].. .family 
ties and family loves. I know that it has been 
fashionable, and quite common, to sneer at 
and ridicule the Ferrotype as an inferior pic­
ture, and I do not intend to argue against that 
assumption; but I venture the assertion that 
none of its rivals have given so much pleasure 
and gratification to so many people of all 
classes, and none of them can be produced 
with such directness, certainty, and rapidity; 
all elements of cheapness and extended use­
fulness and popularity.81 

Conservation of photographic material 
is a relatively new science. There are few 
old records to indicate early or previous 
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preservation or restoration treatments and writ­
ten records rarely accompany the images. 
Among its many treasures the George Eastman 
House in Rochester, New York, holds an incon­
spicuous one-ninth plate-size tintype with only 
the bare silhouette of what was once a 
portrait. On the back of the plate, painted in 
red nail polish, is the inscription: "Washed 
off, (19)43, B."82 This short note pays eloquent 
testimony to the dangers of what seems like a 
simple treatment of images and the conscien­
tious message to posterity, pointing out the 
need for careful, knowledgeable preservation. 
Archive collections generally overlook the 

tintype. No efforts are made to differentiate 
between wet-collodion and gelatin-based 
tintypes. It is hoped that research along 
those lines will lead to better methods of 
preventive care. 

The mostly anonymous nature of tintype 
subjects, as of most images, is the photograph 
historian's greatest challenge. Information is 
quickly forgotten as generations pass on. Prairie 
Canada has a fascinating history. It is hoped that 
part of it will be rediscovered through the work 
of early itinerant photographers. Possibly we 
will one day find another tintype of John George 
"Kootnai" Brown83 hiding on someone's shelf. 
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NOTES 

1. Archer's wet-collodion process, and in particular the 
ambrotype, is extensively covered in Philippe 
Maurice, "Ambrotypes: Positively Capturing the Past," 
Material History Review 38 (Fall 1993): 50-64. 

2. Philippe Maurice, "Sizes of Daguerreotype and 
Ambrotype Plates," Photographic Canadiana 14, no. 4 
(1989): 15. 

3. Worthy publications include: Edward M. Estabrook's 
(1872) The Ferrotype and How to Make It (Hastings-on-
Hudson: Morgan & Morgan, Inc., 1972 facsimile), con­
sidered the practitioner's bible in its time; Joseph M. 
Eder's History of Photography, 4th éd., trans. E. Epstean 
(New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1945; reprinted 
1978) contains relevant chapters on collodion chemistry 
but glosses over the tintype; George Gilbert's 
Photography: The Early Years: A Historical Guide for 
Collectors (New York: Harper & Row, 1980) devotes an 
entire chapter to tintypes in which the post-1890 gelatin 
emulsion tintype is briefly mentioned. 

4. La Lumière, 1852, pp. 99, 114: notes on glass; 1853, 
p. 70: notes on metal. French photographic texts from 
1860s to 1890s make no mention of ferrotypy. The 1896 
Bulletin de la société française de la photographie, 

pp. 314,577, commemorates Adolphe Martin's death and 
work. However post-1900 material fared no better — 
ironic since France produced various models of self-con­
tained automatic tintype cameras. Most appear intended 
for export. The process for all intents and purposes is 
largely ignored there. Research carried out in France, 
May and June, 1993, failed to locate any French tintypes. 
Stéphane Colsenet, director of the Musée du Prieuré, 
Saint Germain-en-Laye, had hinted to a "plaque sur 
tôle" belonging to the family of Nobis painter 
Maurice Denis (1870-1943) but after repeated inquiries 
no image was forthcoming. 

Reese V. Jenkins, Images and Enterprise. Technology and 
the American Photographic Industry 1839 to 1925 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 
42-43, also gives biography of the American innovators, 
as does William Welling, Photography in America. The 
Formative Years 1839-1900 (Albuquerque: University 
of New Mexico Press, 1978; reprinted 1987), 118, 
and Thomas Greenslade, Jr, "Tintypes: b. Feb.1856; 
Served with Distinction," Graphic Antiquarian 3, no. 2 
(October 1972): 12-15. 
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6. "Ferrotype," ICP Encyclopedia of Photography (New 
York: Pound Press, Inc., 1984), 193. 

7. Mary Lynn Ritzenthaler, Gerald J. Munoff, et al., Archives 
and Manuscripts: Administration of Photographic 
Collections: SAA Basic Manual Series (Chicago: Society 
of American Archivist, 1984), 37; Peter Neff (who 
dropped the "Jr" earlier) and Neffs father, William; 
Welling, Photogmphy in America, 117, points out that 
the patent covered the production of tintype photo­
graphs butnotthemanufactureof materials for them — 
which left room for the rival manufacture of other "fer­
rotype" plates. 

8. Welling, Photography in America, 117. 
9. Estabrook, The Ferrotype, 77; U.S. Patent 15,336 

(15 July 1856); 15,924 (21 October 1856). 
10. Ibid., 77. 
11. "Doings of the Sunbeam," Atlantic Monthly 12 (July 

1863): 1-15, by Oliver Wendell Holmes, quoted in Beau­
mont Newhall, Photography: Essays and Images (New 
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1980), 64. 

12. Jenkins, Images and Enterprise, 43; Estabrook, The 
Ferrotype, 75; also suggested the use of "vulcanized 
gutta-percha or indurated rubber" but no evidence 
exists regarding possible experiments or eventual 
manufacture. 

13. Estabrook, The Ferrotype, 83; as with the ambrotype 
without its black backing the "image" would appear in 
the negative form. However the problems with an 
opaque negative are numerous! 

14. Michel Lessard, The Livemois Photographers (Quebec: 
Musée du Québec/Crown Corp, 1987), 56. 

15. Ibid., 57; While French-Canadians referred to them as 
"portrait sur zinc" (portrait on zinc) and later as 
"portrait de tôle" (portrait on sheet metal), "ferrotypie" 
was also an accepted term; see also "Le Ferrotype au 
Québec 1860-1930: l'époque des portraits de tôle," Photo 
Sélection 3, no. 6, (January-February, 1984): 40-41. 

16. However, see Note 68, this paper. Gilbert, Photography: 
The Early Years, 66; full-plate of a New York city scene, 
in the collection of New York City Museum, is attributed 
to Brady. 

17. Personal correspondence with Stanley Triggs, Decem­
ber 12,1993: Notman produced tintype portraits only 
in the very early period until ca 1860 and only in his 
Montreal (?) studio. See also Alain Clavet, Guide to 
Canadian Photographic Archives, Provisional Edition 
(Ottawa: Public Archives Canada, 1979), 118; ferrotype 
of John Wimburne Laurie, taken by Notman, nd, 
ref 7P-1477; Stanley G. Triggs, William Notman — The 
Stamp of a Studio (Toronto: The Coach House Press, 
1985), 32; is an excellent example of a hand-coloured 
tintype "Young Boy 1857-60," approximately 1/6 plate-
size tintype. 

18. Theresa Rowat, "Photography in Prince Edward Island 
1839-1873," Photographic Canadiana 13, no. 1 (1987): 
2-7. 

19. Ralph Greenhill, Early Photography in Canada (Toronto: 
Oxford University Press, 1965), 51; possibly having 
read Neffs training brochure? 

20. Ibid., 51. 
21. Ralph Greenhill and Andrew Birrel, Canadian Photog­

raphy1839-1920 (Toronto: Coach House Press, 1979), 85. 
22. Richard Huyda, "Joseph Langevin photographed 

Louis Riel," Canadian Photography (June 1976): 30; 

Among Langevin's noteworthy clients: Little Six, brother 
of Little Crow; Louis Riel and Metis people, whom he 
had befriended. In 1870 Langevin would photograph 
"President Riel." In 1882 this French-Canadian ex-trapper, 
merchant, Civil War and Indian scout, and photogra­
pher would be found dead in Minnesota with a bullet in 
his head and his body cut in two on a railroad track. 

23. Robert Taft, Photography and the American Scene. A 
Social History 1839-1889 (Mineola: Dover Publica­
tions, Inc., 1938; reprinted 1989), 157. 

24. Jenkins, Images and Enterprises, 44; Welling, Photog­
raphy in America, 117, reviews the manufacture of 
the iron plates; see also Estabrook, The Ferrotype, 
Chapter 6. "The Ferro-Plate": 66-103; Gilbert, Photog­
raphy: The Early Years, 60, discusses plate sensitizing 
and development. 

25. Ibid., 32. 
26. Ibid., 70-71. 
28. Ibid; Lessard notes these were often ignored in Quebec 

and most probably in the rest of Canada. One wonders 
if a fee was paid to take the ca 1860 tintype of baseball 
players, mentioned in Ron Erbee, The American 
Premium Guide to Baseball Cards 1880-1981, 
(Florence, Alabama: 1982), 9; see Photographic Brochure 
No. 9, Bidding Deadline Jan. 26, 1989 (Binghamton: 
Larry Gottheim, 1989), 10,13 Fig. 70. 

28. Jenkins, Images and Enterprises, 44. 
29. Taft, Photography and the American Scene, 159; admit­

tedly both Griswold and Neff had the eventual foresight 
to move their factories east, nearer to the source of 
demand; Griswold relocating in 1861 to Peekskill, New 
York, where he continued to manufacture plates until 
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somewhat thinner plate. Neffs eventual production 
difficulties led to his inability to supply his customers. 
When the patent on the tintype process proved unen­
forceable, Neff sold his Connecticut factory (1867) and 
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30. Estabrook, The Ferrotype, 94. See Maurice, Ambrotypes, 
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C. Darrah, The World of Stereographs (Gettysburg: pri­
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32. Estabrook, The Ferrotype, 97. 
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England since the late-1860s with the superior quality 
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tography (New York: Allworth Press, 1991, 2nd éd.), 
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and Health Spas," in Photographic Canadiana. 
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1872), Hall and Lowe, Nicholls and Perkin, Searl & 
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tographers. Admittedly, it is speculation whether all prac­
ticed ferrotypy. 

36. [1880] Report of the Commissioner, NWMP 1881, by 
F. De Winton, Lt.-Col., p. 13. 
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38. Hugh Dempsey, personal communication, March 31, 
1993; points out that Hook (presumably W. E. Hook Sr, 
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25, no. 4 (1977): 18-24. 
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& Sons Canada Limited, 1949), 60. 
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71, no. 5 (1991): 22-31. 
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Mounted, 61. Grant MacEwan, Calgary Cavacadefrom 
Fort to Fortune (Saskatoon: Western Producer Book 
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whackers", pp. 26-30, 66-67. 
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cial Archives of Manitoba, p. 132, in The Old West: The 
Canadians (Alexandria: Time-Life Books, 1974, revised 
1980). Tintypes of Natives from the Canadian west exist 
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44. Eder, History of Photography, 425; Richard Kennett, 
20 November 1873, English Patent No. 3782 on the 
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45. Encyclopedia of Photography (New York: Arno Press, 
1974), 1911 facsimile, p. 240, "Ferrotype Process: The 
Dry Process." The dry plate tintype is not discussed in 
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tions of ICP Encyclopedia of Photography can be read 
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"Emulsion," 169-170; "Gelatin," 222-223; "Maddox, 
Richard Leach," 317; "Swan, Sir Joseph Wilson," 503. 
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"Magazines & Multiple Images," 73-78; William and 
Estelle Marder, Anthony, the Man, the Company, the 
Camera (Amesbury: Pine Ridge Publishing Company, 
1982), "Multiplying Cameras," 97-101; Ernest Purdum 
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118; photographer's darkroom on sleigh 1880. A young 
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reian Annual 1993:45-74, Fig. 2, [1891] outdoor winter 
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West Historical Readings. 

62. This theme is discussed by Edward Cavell, Journeys to 
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66. See Fig. 2.2, p. 29, Ritzenthaler, et al., Archives and 
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10; also Gilbert, Photography: The Early Years, 67. 

68. Taft, Photography and the American Scene, 158; It is 
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tion / 1870." (Riveredge Foundation) Accession R5, 
file no. 3500-13-5. 
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Photographic Apparatus Price List, U, no. 3 (October-
November 1971): 1. 
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72. Taft, Photography and the American Scene, 162.; also, 
Daniel Fink, "Funerary, Posthumous, Postmortem 
Daguerreotypes" in The Daguerreian Annual 1990, 
55-65, discusses methods of securing tintypes to 
North American tombstones; Randy Adams, personal 
communication, February 13, 1993: Tintypes were 
recorded at Leader, Saskatchewan. Adams cannot 
confirm any in Alberta at this time, though he suspects 
their occurence. 

73. George Gilbert, Collecting Photographica (New York: 
Hawhorn Books, Inc., 1976), 167-169. Silversides, 
William James, 13; Itinerant photographer W. James, 
through newspapers and handbills between 1897 and 
1903, promoted "photojewellery and other novelties, 
including hat pins, brooches, cuff buttons"; conceivably 
tintypes; Diana Epstein and Millicent Safro, Buttons 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1991), 79, excellent colour 
photograph of the numerous tintype buttons produced 
from 1860 to 1900s. 

74. Gilbert, Photography: The Early Years, 68. 
75. Daguerreotype images are on non-magnetic silvered 

copper plates; atrographs: on paper and other materi­
als. See Philippe Maurice, "A Reflection on Daguerreo­
type Conservation in Western Canada," Alberta 
Museums Association Review 16 no. 2 (1990): 7-9, and 
Maurice, Ambrotypes, 50-64. On occasion ambrotypes 
are backed with blackened, thin, steel plates, but the 
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of our Heritage 1895-1924 (Don Mills: Stoddart 
Publishing Co. Limited, 1986): 14; Photographica 
Canadiana 2, no. 1 (1976): 5; Greenfield Village, 
Dearborn, Michigan, carried out "tintyping" [until 1992]; 
see also Timothy Kenny, "Elbinger & Sun: The Tintype 
Cometh", Graphic Antiquarian 3 no. 4 (April 1974): 
18-19; Harvey S. Zucker "The Thrill is Back," PHSNY 
Photographica V, no. 9 (November 1973): 9, star-shaped 
indentations stamped into [1970s] tintypes identify 
these as a modern effort; Marshall Wilcoxen, "fotog'rafe," 
PHSNY Photographica V, no. 10 (December 1973): 10. 
The American Photographic Historical Society's 1992 
Directory lists a travelling tintypist in the State of New 
York who plies the trade at American conventions and 
social events. I am unaware of any modern tintypists cur­
rently operating in Canada. 

Known Commercial and Popular Names 
Adamantean (1863+) 
Adamantine (from ca 1861-63) 
American instantaneous photography (Europe ca 1860) 
American novelty (Europe ca 1870) 
American Photography (Berlin, Germany 1878+) 
American process (Europe, ca 1858?) 
Anchor* 
Atrograph (British, ca 1900-1950, technically a gelatin-based 

"ferrotype" on black paper) 
Bon-Ton pictures (may refer to mounted ferrotypes or albu­

men prints; uncertain) 

77. Manufacture ofsheet metal plates, inadequate cleaning 
techniques, faulty japanning procedures, retrieval from 
the assembly line all set the stage for deterioration of the 
plates. Photographers often received plates already rust­
ing. Trade publications offered cosmetic solutions by 
which to recoat or restain the japanned plates before 
sensitizing. 

78. Nancy Davis, "Tintypes: Preliminary Research and Test­
ing," Papers Presented at the Art Conservation Train­
ing Conference May 1-3,1983, Cooperstown, New York, 
Department of Conservation of Historic and Artistic 
Works. State University of New York at Buffalo 13-28; 
Mark H. McCormick-Goodhart, "The Multilayer Struc­
ture of Tintypes," ICOM Committee for Conservation, 
9th triennial meeting, Dresden, German Democratic 
Republic, 26-31 August 1990: preprints, 1: 262-267; 
Moden S. Koch, Anker Sjogren, "Treatment of Daguerreo­
type with Hydrogen Plasma," Sauvegarde et Conser­
vation des Photographies, Dessins, Imprimés et 
Manuscrits. Actes des premières journées internationales 
d'études de l'ARSAG, Paris 30 sept-4 oct 1991: 72, dis­
cusses experimental cleaning techniques of tintypes 
using hydrogen plasma — with disasterous results; 
Philippe Maurice, "History, Identification, Deterioration 
Characteristics and the Preventive Care of Collodion and 
of Gelatin-emulsion Ferrotypes," Environnement et 
conservation de l'écrit, de l'image et du son. Actes des 
deuxièmes journées internationales d'études de 
l'ARSAG, Paris May 16-20,1994. 

79. Lessard, The Livernois Photographers, 70, Fig. 39; 
cropped albumen paper print carte-de-visite from a 
1864 tintype. Note the scratches and loss of collodion. 
It is quite probable that the paper print would be 
"retouched" for a client. 

80. Maurice, Ambrotypes, 57. Note: Americans call a pinch 
beck "pinchback." 

81. Margaret Haller, Collecting Old Photographs (New York: 
Arco Publishing Co., Inc., 1978), 196-197. 

82. Grant B. Romer "Some Notes on the Past, Present and 
Future of Photographic Preservation," Image 27, no. 4 
(1985): 20. 

83. Public Archives of Manitoba, N1315-28. Taken by itin­
erant Swede named Olson [or Olsen] from Saint Paul 
[Minnesota]. It is hard to believe this was the "first 
commercial photograph taken in 1866 at Fort Garry" 
since itinerants had travelled through, and studios 
existed in the Fort Garry region by 1860. 

Cambria* 
Celebrated Chocolate Tint (1871) 
Champion 
Chapman celebrated O.K. plate (? -1867) 
"from Charcoal Iron" (refers to the high-quality English sheet 

iron used by U.S. Manufacturers) 
Chocolate tintype (1871+) 
Chromo-Ferrotype (1871+) 
Columbia 
Diamond (may relate to protective varnish for Adamantean 

plates) 
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Egg-shell Ferrotype (ca 1858-1900, considered industry 
standard) 

Eureka (ca 1861-1870) 
Excelsior 
Fallowfleld (ca 1910-1915, Br. commercial plates "collodion 

emulsion" ferrotype dry plates) 
Ferrograph (first mentioned 1856, in Photographic Notes) 
Ferrotype (1856-1867, with a resurgence ca 1891) 
Ferrotype (1856-present) 
Gartle* 
Gems 
Glossy Ferrotype (ca 1858-1900, considered industry 

standard) 
Helion 
Imperial ferrotype 
Iron plates 
Lettergraphs 
Lettertypes 
Letter-types 
Little Gems 
Little Gems 

Melainotype (1856-1870?; especially prevalent in Canada) 
Melaneotype 

Ferrotype Cameras 
1. Anthony & Co. Wet Plate Cartes de Visite Camera, ca 

1860-1865 (shown in Figure 5 with a recessed four-tube 
board). Lenses are individually prefocussed. The oper­
ator uses the ground glass to frame and focus his sub­
ject, swings the viewer to the side and snaps in the 
just-loaded plate holder. The sheath is opened, the lens 
cover removed and several moments later replaced. 
The sheath is redrawn onto the plateholder and the 
now-exposed plate is immediately developed by the stu­
dio assistant while the operator either "chats up" the 
patron(s) or repeats the process for another set of images. 
The plate holder could be set to expose two or all four 
lenses. Septa, or partitions were used behind the lenses 
near the plane of focus to separate the images from the 
various lenses and to reduce their overlap. 

2. The Sears 1909 catalogue offered the Wonder Auto­
matic Cannon Photo Button Machine (initially intro­
duced ca 1893) boasting: "Your picture in one minute 
for 5 Cents" (Fig. 5). This cannon-shaped device manu­
factured by the Chicago Ferrotype Company used nov­
elty 2.2 cm diameter (gelatin emulsion) tintype "buttons." 
Prospective buyers were promised a 400 per cent profit 
on each sale of a button picture at 5 cents. An extra dime 
could be asked by putting the picture in a gilt frame that 
cost less than a penny. The investment for die "Can­
non," complete with tripod, 300 plates, 288 gilt frames, 
and developing powders, was $24.40; the camera sold sep­
arately for only $15.00. But the catalogue copy promised, 
by selling the picture buttons and frames that came with 
the outfit, you could pay for the whole outfit and pocket 
$19.40 "in actual money" as well! 

3. 1910 Telescope Photo Camera (one of several pocket size 
amateur cardboard cameras) manufactured by the Tele­
scope Camera Co. of New York can almost be called a 
"detective" or "disguised" camera as it is certainly one 

Melanograph (1854; early wet-collodion experiments on 
paper; see Atrograph) 

Phoenix (ca 1857-1870+) 
Pontimeister* 
Portraits sur zinc/Portraits on zinc, de tôle/on sheet, metal 

(ca 1900 to 1930s, Quebec) 
Sheet iron photographs (ca 1898, Maryland) 
Silvertype (ca I860?, H. P. Moore [mfr], N.H.; tradename for 

copied daguerreotypes) 
Star Ferrotype 
Sunplate (1870-1872, Scovill Mfg Co.) 
Tagers Iron, also Taggers Iron (ca 1856, unsensitized plates, 

American, often stamped) 
Tmplate portraits (ca 1900-1930s, eastern Canada) 
Tintype (1856-present) 
Tintype on paper (ca 1900-1950, q.v, atrograph) 
Tiny Gem 
Union 
Vernis (ca 1861-1862) 
Wonder Photo-buttons (1900+, sold in England and U.S.; 

gelatin emulsion plates) 

*(mid 1860s-1870s, British, unsensitized plates exported to 
North America) 

of the smaller box type cameras ever marketed (Fig. 5). 
The instructions claim that the camera "practically 
works by itself, no knowledge of photography [is] nec­
essary" and "any child can take first class pictures with 
it." A self-contained cardboard plate holder (shown) is 
slid over the cameras's receiver slot and a presensi-
tized "button" plate dropped in. The camera slot is 
closed and the picture taken. Simply invert die camera 
upside down snug onto die handy (monobath) devel­
oper tank (not shown); open die slot again and drop the 
exposed plate into the tank. The seal made between the 
tank and camera prevents light from ruining the plate 
as it develops. A 2-minute development and immedi­
ate wash in plain water produced surprising results! 

4. Monobath "street" camera (Fig. 5), by the Gordon 
Camera Corporation, New York, ca 1930s. The street 
photographer was the sole surviver of the genre. 
"Tintypists" had all but disappeared. Stricdy "tintype" 
cameras were no longer manufactured. Users took 
advantage of multipurpose street cameras, such as die 
Gordon camera. The simplified monobadi dry gelatin-
emulsion tintype was retrieved from the built-in light-
tight storage chamber. The street photographer took 
your photo. He then manipulated the exposed plate 
into the pre-made developing bath. Moments later he 
transferred the stabilized, fixed, tintype from within 
the camera to a waterbucket usually at his feet. Still wet 
or quickly dry blotted the street vendor exchanged the 
tintype for a preset price. The postcard size plate was 
often snipped into two, doubling the photographer's 
plate supplies. These cameras were ideally suited for 
"paper tintypes," i.e., allographs, which eventually 
replaced the metal plate. By die 1920s die very popu­
lar DOP and POP "postcards" (specially prepared 
developing-out and printing-out papers) had also 
eclipsed the use of tintypes. 

APPENDIX B 

Material History Review 41 (Spring 1995) I Revue d'histoire de la culture matérielle 41 (printemps 1995) 

56 



THE AMERICAN 
REVIEW cm OF 
CANADIAN 
STUDIES 

T H E A S S O C I A T I O N 
FOR CANADIAN STUDIES 
IN THE UNITED STATES 

A multidisciplinary quarterly journal published by the 
Association for Canadian Studies in the United States 
(ACSUS) focused on Canada, the Canadian point-of-
view, and Canada's place in the world. While scholarly 
analysis—both interdisciplinary and disciplinary— 
makes up most of the Review's content, topical discus­
sions of ongoing issues affecting Canada and Canadians 
are also featured. 

For subscription and membership 
information, contact: 

The Association 
for Canadian Studies in the United States 

One Dupont Circle, Suite 620 
Washington, DC 20036 

(202) 887-6375 
Fax: (202) 296-8379 

Internet: acsus@umail.umd.edu 

ACSUS, a non-profit organization, encourages the study of Canada at all educational levels and in 
all disciplines. Through its national secretariat, ACSUS coordinates developments and activ­
ities in Canadian studies and works closely with academics, business executives, and government 
officials in striving for an improved understanding of issues affecting the bilateral relationship. 

Material History Review 41 (Spring 1995) I Revue d'histoire de la culture matérielle 41 (printemps 1995) 

57 

mailto:acsus@umail.umd.edu

