


Page 1

Photoarchive3D Handbook 
of  Historic Stereophotographs

and Bernard P. Fishman
of Photoarchive3D

Contents
Preface.................................................................3
Overview of Stereophotography...........................5

Physical Formats................................................13
Image Variants...................................................17
Digital Fidelity....................................................21
Digital Display Methods.....................................25
Audiences..........................................................27

Cover:  Colossi of Ramses II at Abu Simbel, 

Paris, c. 1857. 



Page 2



Page 3

Preface
 The present work is an over-

view of historic stereophotographs 
and how to deliver them in three 
dimensions (3D) to contemporary 
audiences through digital technol-

vintage photographic images from 

The prospect of bringing these to a broad audience 

ted for any of a large number of current and future 

and heard gasps from an intensely engaged audi-
ence shown images that had not been seen for over 

three-dimensional immersion that had previously 
been constrained to our personal armchairs.  

was quickly expanded to include another purpose:  

in the Technical Appendices. We scrapped our own 

all objects in the 
Photoarchive3D 

tems.  With a few clicks any can be calibrated to 

who are more interested in knowing what Dresden 

aged since.  

stereophotography as seen through its material 

cluding the extremes of costly formats (only a few 
daguerreotypes are represented) and shabby pho-

another step forward in conveying these treasures 





Page 5

Overview of Stereophotography
Through the miracle of stereophotography the 

mid Victorian world was able to enjoy the eye-

of the globe from the comfort of a parlor armchair.  
Not only could the actual images of historic events 

into the home and provide delight to all members 

you were the camera itself. That was made possible 
by photographic image pairs created by dual lens 

-

or glass to be seen through a handheld or tabletop 
viewer became a passport to a universe of new 
visual phenomena.

hundreds of thousands of images were produced 
in this format and distributed on millions of cards 
or glass slides. Over the past century these pho-

precious remnant remains to provide the most 
comprehensive and thrilling visual record of those 

of this extraordinary record and the technology on 
which it is based has been renewed through el-

and new display technologies that can deliver these 
original 3D images to the individual at the desktop 

vanished world can be restored to modern life. 
An example of how the stereoview phenom-

visual excitement about it had been launched by 
-
-
-

-

their travels to the fabled land of the Nile.
-

did more than anything else to make the stereoview 
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c.1859.
a resoundingly popular part of the Victorian imagi-

-

were comparable to the telegraph in their ability to 

and to the television in their ability to bring the dis-

of the biblical landscape into innumerable homes. 

the stereoview set and accompanying text one of 

Image series issued as topical sets provide 

reconstruct the experience of a traveler or par-

-

of Underwood and Underwood took up the idea 
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-
reoviews accompanied by specialty guidebooks with 

-

the United States the commercial card stereopho-
-

away by the millions. A few lingered in closets and 
-

random encounters with another world through 

where they might be sold for ten cents or a nickel 

-
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-

relentlessly drives up prices and reduces availabil-

Lumiere.

views to provide extraordinary content available 

is to ensure that the stereoviews can not only be 



-

they travelled over the United States and the world 

-

in Oklahoma and Utah. No travel or professional 
engagement was complete without a trip to local 

engaged both in searching for views was a love of 
-

knowledge deepened and their tastes became more 

-

the great task of turning the results of their private 
hobby into a public good. They understood that it 

-

and that what they had accomplished deserved to 
-

lished by the authors for modern entertainment 

that would be fascinated and enlightened by what 

one of these tens of thousands of images has been 

and there is almost no part of the world that is not 

-
ing almost endless content for innumerable applica-

stereo daguerreotypes from the earliest days of 
stereophotography. The principles of stereo imagery 

on a large scale with the advent of photography: 
-

daguerreotype. With the daguerreotype each image 
was a unique and non-mechanically reproducible 

photography using collodion to secure the im-

-
duced for widespread public enjoyment. By the mid 

-
reoscopic Company were producing thousands of 

stereoviews that exceeded in numbers and equaled 

dominated the whole enterprise and led the world 

Origins Content and Meaning
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being made and sold.
-

-

-

dominated part of the photography market before 

-

human pageant in 3D. These glimpses of ordinary 
humanity and snippets from real and imagined lives 

of slavery and Indian removal are documented as 
-

or ivory. The American views of the post Civil War 

and play that dominated the largely prosperous and 
community oriented lives most Americans led in 
the peaceful half century between the Civil War and 
World War I.

peasants and royalty of Russia; the massive cultural 

-
pires and the growth of Germany; the cultural blos-

and the romance of the boundless oceans; the 
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-

-
-

necessary to reach a contemporary audience.  

-

environmental change in landscapes and wildlife of 

-

-

what has shaped our world. 
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Physical Formats
-

distance between a typical pair of human eyes. 

For 3D viewing it was necessary for each eye to be 

commonly images were produced on photographic 
paper and mounted cardboard stock approximately 
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cards were placed in the sliding mount of a hooded 

forward and backwards. Viewer lenses generated 

images were held to a light source which illuminat-

light.  The detail created by non-enlarged contact 
prints on silver emulsion was of almost microscopic 

-

-

-

by shining a light through the glass substrate where 

failed to deposit silver grains during development.  
-

Stereophotographs printed on translucent 

-

being held up to a candle. Intact examples can be 

elements that appear only when lit from behind.

Physical formats 
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 Prior to 1900, technical and cost factors 
made amateur private photography impractical.  
Rather, stereoview production was an expensive and 
highly skilled endeavor, the cost of which needed 
to be recovered by commercial sale to an interested  
public.  The photographer was only one component 
of a successful business model.  Also required was 
an investor funded commission to generate origi-
nal negatives that were then handed over for print 
production, marketing, and sales.   Glass and paper 
prints of an identical image are common format vari-
ants.  The finest quality images, printed as positives 
on glass, were luxury goods only the wealthy could 
afford.  Less expensive paper photographic silver 
emulsion prints, often made from the same negatives 
used for glass positives, were mounted on cardboard 
and sold at greatly reduced cost to an expanding 
middle class.  Starting in the 1890s cheap photome-
chanical printing using the halftone method further 
lowered costs.  These low resolution images, often 
poorly tinted, were printed directly on cardboard in 
huge numbers.  
   Pioneer stereophotographers in the 1850s 
and ‘60s had variable control over the way in which 
their images reached the public.  Some, like the Eng-
lishman Francis Frith, were personalities and explor-
ers in their own right, signing their work in the orig-
inal negative and choosing a publisher who would 
make multiple prints under their direction for sale.  
More commonly, photographers were considered 
employees, or technicians, with the business backers 
not only taking credit for the work, but issuing prints 
according to their own agenda, in a manner that 
would maximize sales.  Negatives were passed down 
to successors, and bought and sold between publish-
ing houses.  It is not uncommon for one negative to 
be issued over decades in different formats by differ-
ent publishers.  As public interests and expectations 
changed, captions themselves might change to reflect 

reissue as part of a series.  Thus, a picture of the Sea 
of Galilee might be included in a Holy Land Tour 
series, as well as a Life of Christ series.  
 It is often difficult to know with certainty 
which surviving version of an image is the “original” 
issue.  The variable image quality and preservation 
across formats and issues can provide a perplexing 
series of possibilities for reproduction, restoration 
and interpretation of an image.  

Image Variants
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1859.
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Object Fidelity.

2.Content Fidelity.
viewers more interested in the image content than the physical photographic object. Image changes in-

-

3.Fidelity to the Photographer’s vision -

is thus an elusive endpoint.  

Digital Fidelity
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simple as loading images onto a local computer and 
-

will see the images in three dimensions by viewing 

concept and detail.  All can be implemented from 

aligned images such as those pulled from historic 

the physical stereocard can be reprinted on physi-

viewer.  New versions of these dual lens viewers are 

-

right images that are viewed by the special lenses 

conferred by the close physical distance between 
screen and lens are compensated by preadjustment 
of the image displayed on the screen. 

Printed or projected anaglyph images can be 
viewed with special colored glasses in which the 

-
lywood 3D movies projected in standard theaters.  

Digital Display Methods
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them through disposable glasses with colored gel 

caused by incomplete shielding of the opposite side.  
Although excellent image quality can be obtained 

glasses distort colors present in the original.  

-

adjustment during use.  A drawback is the need for 

dimming of the image viewed through what are es-

consumer market of televisions and small theaters.  
-

and right lenses can separately and rapidly be black-

-

to limit this method to private or small group use. 
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Contemporary audiences for historic stereo-

are vast. Views can be prepared for age level and 

-

American school system and many libraries.  One 

and the last American publishers of stereoviews 
-

programs using the views would seem a logical and 

-
dents.

-

study. Photoarchive3D has been involved in several 
topically focused research and media development 

-

-

adjunct to this kind of usage the Photoarchive3D 
-

historical type to more jaunty Steampunk or mixed 
graphics kinds of expressions. Once the visual riches 

-

Photoarchive3D has not yet undertaken the 

it has the capacity to become. The founders have 

-

these public topical talks have been very enthusias-

-
ined possible.  One of the best received of these 

Audiences
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the audience to the existence of stereoviews and to 

-
erwise document their own images. That presenta-

-



Thirty-three examplar images are reproduced 

which only a few have survived.  Others are unique: 

details.    

The physical stereocard images shown here 
can be viewed right from the page with an old style 

Object numbers (ObjNr-xxxxxx) are Photoar-
chive3D accession numbers.   

Thirty-Three Examples
The Best of 33,000

“One in a Thousand”
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c.1875, St. Petersburg, Russia



c.1870, Java











-

-

-

scanner.  
Original objects in the Photoarchive3D Collec-

-

were applied during import into Lightroom.  The 



DNG format preserves original source data from 
sensors in the camera capture device (CCD) while 

are easily exported as any common format including 

-

-

viewable format such as red cyan anaglyph (pro-
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Appendix B:  Photoarchive3D  

number of digital images per object is 2.2 (usually front and back).   Including a small queue of new ac-

-

-

-

Sets and Series

 The experience of viewing stereoviews is enhanced when groups of images sharing a common 
-

discussing the subjects illustrated.  

-

along with a tally of the number of cards from each.  These holdings are biased heavily towards later is-

destroyed.
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Table 2: Sets and Series. Part 2
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Table 2: Sets and Series. Part 3
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Table 2: Sets and Series. Part 4
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• www.Photoarchive3D.org
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2012
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2013

-

VA

2015

-

 

2016
-
-

quent venues.
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2017

-

2018

-

-
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