
Identifying Photographs 

 

Timeline: 

 1839 Louis Daguerre received a patent for a method of capturing images on  

  metal (daguerreotype). 

 1840s Artist’s materials were used to color Daguerreotypists (the first painted  

  backdrop in a photograph). 

 1840 John Herschel uses the term “positive image” for photographs. 

  1850 Frederick Archer discovers a method of using light sensitive  

  collodion to create the first wet-plate glass negative. 

 1851 – 1920 Glass negatives 

 1854 James Ambrose Cutting receives a patent for the ambrotype images. 

 1856 Hamilton Smith introduced the Tintype.  Most tintypes were developed as  

  reversed images. 

 1860 – 1870 vignette photos were taken they were head shots and sometimes the  

  shoulders of the subject. 

 1860s First time photographs are in the newspaper. 

 1870 First time photographs have round corners. 

 1880 The first time you might see a light bulb in a photo. 

 1884 – Present film negatives 

 1888 Kodak roll film is invented which popularized individuals owning   

  cameras. 

 1900 Kodak Brownie Cameras are sold for $1.00 each. 

 1904 Augusta and Louis Lumiere patented Autochrome, the first additive color  

  screen film material. 

 1905-1920 Photographic postcards are popular. 

 1925 Art Deco and be seen on buildings 

 1935 Eastman Kodak introduces color film Kodachrome for home movies. 

 1936 Kodachrome introduced for picture film. 

 1947 E. Land discovers a one-step process that develops in less than a minute,  

  the first Polaroid. 

 1963 Polaroid the first instant color picture camera is introduced. 

 1989 Sony issues the ProMavica MVC-5000 a camera that stores images on a  

  still video dish (start of digital cameras). 

 2004 According to the Photo Marketing Association, the average family   

  photographer is a women and keeper of the photos. 

 

Costumes: 

In all clothing comfort was never considered until World War I 

Children: 

1880s – 1920s: Both boys and girls wore dresses as infants and toddlers.  The boy’s hair 

is parted on the side and the girl’s hair was parted in the middle and/or had bangs.  Boys 

wore dresses to make diaper changing easy.  Boys normally wore dresses until age 3.  

This went out of style in the 1920s. 

Girls started to wear long skirts as a woman at age 14. 

Sailor suits started in 1842 



Infant clothing had elaborate skirts and hems. 

1850 Infant skirts 1 yd. 1 /12 yd and 2 yd..  For everyday use 1 yd.  This was for easy 

diaper changing. 

1880 Babies of both sexes were still clothed in dresses very long and elaborate ones 

until about 9 mons.  Then short ones to the ankle for crawling and walking.  The dresses 

for little boys were said to have been a bit more plain and “boyish” but there was usually 

little difference until about age 5.  At this time, little boys were often put into short 

trousers beneath the dress skirts or under kilts.  The clothing of little girls from age 5 

became much more elaborate, at least for “dress wear”.  Both sexes wore fairly large 

white collars, often with lace more frequently of white linen.  Both wore soft silk 

neckties.  Boys usually black.   

Men: 

It is hard to really tell a photo from men’s clothing because most men unless in high 

business only bought a suit when needed.  Size changed/worn out. 

1850s: men wore dark colored neckties tied in a horizontal bow knot.  Wear silk vests, 

wide ties that wrap around an upturned collar, wide lapels and double-breasted jackets. 

The collars on men’s clothing became attached to the shirt in the late 1920s. 

In the 1870s men wore fur hats and coats. 

1860: men wear long over-large sack coats, tubular-shaped pants, fitted and shawl-

collared vests.  Most men wore a small-brimmed round hat. 

1870s: Top Hats were in style 

1880s: Men sport narrow pants with no creases. 

Women: 

No matter where a woman lived she kept especially her best dress in style. 

1830s:  big sleeves and skirts1840s: the skirt gathers at the waist in the front of the dress.  

Women wore fingerless gloves, gold watches on long chains, caps, bonnets and bracelets 

made out of ribbon. 

1850s: the skirt gathers are gone fullness around the entire stomach/hip area because of 

the 17 petticoats a woman wore.  Dresses have an open front that shows a white 

chemisette.  Full sleeves.  White cuffs are common.  

1860s: early the hoop skirt came to be but was replaced by the bustle in 1869.  For every 

day wear black and white check was popular.  Women wore loose ties at the neckline. 

1870s: women wear apron-like overskirts that are symmetrical with bustles 

1880s: women wear muffs and lots of jewelry 

1890s: gone are big skirts and 9 yards.  Skirts are circular or gored.   

 1890 sleeves have small puffs starting at the shoulder the puffs became bigger 

 each year until 1896 when they were huge and extended from the shoulder to the 

 elbow. 

 1899 the sleeves were narrow from the shoulder to the wrist with a puff at the 

 wrist. Also, that is the first year a woman’s shoes showed. 

 Many feathers and birds on hats 

1900s: Women wear feather boas and carry fans and parasols.   

World War I 

 Gone are synched waists and uncomfortable clothing. 

1914 Deep V-neck collars 

1920    Square neck lines, dropped waists and legs show 



1930-1940 Cloche hats 

 

Hair: 

1850s: Women’s hair looped over the ears and parted in the center. 

1890s:  Women’s hair was worn in the “Gibson Girl” style 

1900s:  Men had short haircuts 

1920s:  Men had shaved sides and piles hair on top 

 

 

Faces: 

Checks get thinner as you age 

Ear lobes – attached or detached never change 

Space between the nose and upper lip never changes 

If nostrils show in a picture they will always show in a straight on shot 

Shape of eyes straight or curved never change 

Hair line – straight or curved never changes 

A man’s “Adam’s Apple” is high or low it will never change 

1860 – Late 1880s men wore droopy mustaches 

1900s men had large mustaches that did not droop 

 

Miscellaneous: 

1880 – 1920 Children and Women wore high button shoes 

Young women had their portrait taken when they were 14 or 16 years old after that on 

 their wedding day. 

Rosary in the picture means First Communion or Confirmation 

Fingers tucked under means they were of the working class 

Orange Blossoms on a dress or head piece means it was a wedding picture.   

 

                                           ************************* 

Early Photography: 

Daguerreotype: have a mirror-like surface and need to be held at an angle to be seen. Size 

1 3/8”X 1 5/8”  to 6 ½” X 8 ½”  They sometimes were colored or tinted..  It consists of 

the metal image, a mat, cover glass, edging (known as preserver because it holds the 3 

pieces together) and case.  Scratched easily. 

 

Ambrotype: negative image on glass that appears as a positive image.  They are backed 

with a dark background.  It consists of a glass image, dark backing, mat cover glass 

preserver (4 levels) and case.  Most of the backings were black velvet or paper.  Broke 

easily. 

 

Tintype: negative on iron appears as a positive image. They are fixed on a black metal 

background.  First photos that would not break and would not scratch.  Size ¼” X 1” to 

10” X 14”. First camera that could produce multiple copies of a picture.  Last tintypes 

were made in 1930.  The iron plate after taking the picture was covered with a coat of 

black or brown varnish resulting in a direct positive view when the dark background was 

added. (4 levels).  Have a paper mat or metal case. 



 

Cases were 2” X 2” – 7” X 9”. Cases wood, leather lined with velvet and could be 

embossed with the photographer’s name & address.  1840’s papier-mâché cases were 

popular.  1854 a thermoplastic case was used. 

 

Card Photographs 

There were over 20 different types of cards.  The paper print attached to cardboard.   The 

most popular are: 

 

Carte de visite  4 ¼” X 2 1/8” introduced in the US in 1859 started in France around 

1854.   Many people used these on their calling cards.  Primarily albumen prints.  Paper 

stock coated with egg whites.  Glass negatives coated with collodion.  The negative was 

placed against the coated paper and left in sunlight.  Have a brownish color, tended to 

fade. 

 

Cabinet cards: 1866  4 ¼” X 6 ½” – 6 7/8” X  9 7/8”.   

 1860 Carbon prints  no fading: large cracks in dark areas 

 1865-68   cards by some printers had a printed frame 

     1) Simple oval frame of one or more lines, one of  

     which is heavy. 

     2) Oval frame with decorative motifs. 

     3) Oval frame, decorated and with tassels and a  

     hanging cord. 

 1866 Woodburytype No fading: some cracking in dark areas (only used  

     in PA) 

 1880 Cyanotype  Blue 

 1880 Platinotype  No fading 

 1885 Gelatin developing No paper fibers; reflective dark areas resemble a  

     silver color 

 1885 Collodion  Purple image: no paper fibers visible 

 1894 Matte collodion No fading: some paper fibers visible 

 

Paper Prints 

Paper prints can be dated by identifying the photographic process and by noting the 

thickness of the paper on which it is mounted. 

Albumen print  1855  Fades; tiny cracks in the image. 

Carbon print  1860  No fading; large cracks in dark areas 

Cyanotype  1880  Blue 

Gelatin developing 1885  No paper fibers; reflective dark areas resemble a  

     silver color 

Collodion  1885  No paper fibers; purple image 

Matte collodion 1894  No fading; some paper fibers visible 

Platinotype  1880  No fading 

Salted paper print 1840  Yellow-brown or red-brown; fades 

Woodburytype 1866  No fading; some cracking in dark areas very seldom 

     used in the US 



Postcards: 

1905-1930 

 

Types of Paper 

1990s  AGFA 

2000s  Prestige Digital AGFA 

 

2000s  Konica 

 

1970s              FUJI 

2000s  FUJICOLOR 

   Kodak Touch Paper 

1940s-1950s  Velox   

1950s-1960s  Kodak Velox Paper 

1960s   Kodak Paper: kodachorme Print  

1960s-Early 1970s Kodak Paper  

1970s-1990s  This paper manufactured by Kodak  

Present   Kodak Professional Paper * Paper * Paper 

 

Revenue Stamps 

From Aug. 1, 1864 – Aug. 1, 1866 photographs were taxed.  The stamp is on the back of 

every photo. 

Tax   Photo Selling Price 

2 cents   less then 25 cents 

3 cents   25 – 50 cents 

5 cents   50 cents - $1.00 

5 cents   for each additional $1.00 

 

Negatives 

Glass  1851 – 1920 

Film  1884 – present 

 

Polaroid 

1947 1965 

Last film was made in 1992 

 

Photographer’s Imprint 

Can be found: Daguerreotypes, Ambrotypes, Tintypes scratched into the plate, on the 

brass mat or velvet interior side of the case. 

  Paper Mounts: Handwritten, embossed or stamped on the back 

  Card: On the front or back 

Information you might find: 

 Name    Date of establishment 

 Address   Logo 

 Partnerships   Awards 

 Patent numbers or license Negative numbers and if on file 



Types of imprints 

Embossed or impressed 

Paper labels or stamps 

Handwritten 

Postal Zones for cities 1943 2 digits 

Zip Codes        5 digits in 1962 

         5 + 4 digits in 1980 

Phone Numbers became numeric in 1960 

 

PHOTO SIZES AND WHEN MADE WITH KODAK CAMERAS 

1888 – 1892 2 ½” round  

1895 – 1956 3 ½” X 3 ½” 

1895 – 1933 1 ½” x 2 

1898 – 1949 4” x 5” 

  5” x 4” 

  2 ¼” x 3 ¼” 

1898 – 1924 3 ½” x 3 ½” 

  3 ½” x 4 ¼” 

1898 – 1929 4 ¼” x 3 ¼” 

1898 – 1924 4” x 5” 

1898 – 1929 5” x 4” 

1898 - ? 6 ¼” x 4 ¾” 

1898 – 1924 7” x 5” 

1898 - ? 9cm x 12cm 

1898 - ? 12cm x 9 cm 

1898 1949 7” x 5” 

1899 – 1984 2 ½” x 4 ¼” 

1900 – 1949 2 ¼” x 2 ¼” 

1900 – 1961 3 ¼” x 4 ¼” 

1900 – 1940 3 ¼” x 4 ¼” 

1901 - ? 2 ¼” x 3 ¼” 

1902 – 1941 1 5/8” x 2 ½” 

1903 – 1971 3 ¼” x 5 ½” 

1904 – 1949 4” x 5” 

1905 – 1961 3 ¼” x 4 ¼” 

1905 – 1949 3 ¼” x 5 ½” 

1906 – 1949 4 ¼” x 6 ½” 

1912 – 1995 1 5/8” x 2 ½” 

1913 – 1941 2 ¼” x 1 ½” 

1913 – 1951 3” x 2” 

1916 – 1961  2 7/8” x 4 7/8” 

1916 – 1933 32mm x 44mm 

1931 – 1984 2 ½” x 4 ¼” 

1931 – 1995 2 ¼” x 3 ¼” 

1934 - ? 24mm x 36mm 

1935 – 1984 28mm x 40mm 



1963 – 1999 28mm x 28mm 

1972 - ? 13mm x 17mm 

1982 – 1999 8mm x 10mm 

1996 - ? 16.7mm x 30.2mm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Books: 

Uncovering Your Ancestry through Family Photographs by Maureen A Taylor 

Bonnets and Hats 1840-1900 by Maureen A Taylor 

Fashionable Folks: Hairstyles 1840-1900 by Maureen A Taylor 

Dressed for the Photographer: Ordinary Americans and Fashions 1840-1900 by Joan 

 Severa 

An Illustrated History of Hairstyles 1830-1930 by Marian I. Doyle 

Everyday Fashions of the Thirties as Pictured in Sears and Other Catalogs by Stella Blum 

Victorian Fashions and Costumes from Harper’s Bazar 1867-1898 by Stella Blum 

 

Websites: 

www.ajmorris.com/roots/photo 

www.DeadFred.com 

www.pastpatterns.com 

www.daguerreotype.com 

 

http://www.ajmorris.com/roots/photo
http://www.deadfred.com/
http://www.pastpatterns.com/
http://www.daguerreotype.com/

