HOW TO DATE PHOTOGRAPHS

When photographs are passed down through generations of families, sometimes the stories of the
people in the images become fragmented or lost. If you find yourself with a collection of photographs
that lack contextual information, there are a number of clues you can look out for.

The most effective way to date photographs is to combine historical analysis with knowledge of
different photography techniques and materials through time.

1. Check for written clues

It may seem obvious, but don’t forget to check the photograph carefully for any written marks which
might point towards its age. Does the photographer’s studio name appear on either side of the
photograph? If so, you may be able to date it to the period when the photographer was active.

You can also look out for handwritten notes on the back of the photograph such as names, events or
locations. Some detective work might be required, but even a couple of words such as ‘Ann’s birthday’
or ‘Village fair’ can be immensely helpful!

2. Analyse the fashion and hairstyles

If your photograph depicts people, look at what they are wearing, as fashion can be a very useful
indicator of when it was taken. Look carefully at any young women as women’s fashion developed
faster than men’s and younger women tended to be more likely to wear more contemporary styles.

See https://vintagefashionguild.org/fashion-timeline/

Look at the length and shape of skirts in particular. From a woman'’s silhouette you may be able to
determine whether she is wearing a bustle, what shape it is and also whether her gown has a train.
Look also at sleeves — is there a puff at the shoulder? And hairstyles — consider the parting, fringe and
accessories. All of these clues will help you to determine the particular era of fashion being displayed.

3. Consider uniforms and medals

The presence of an individual in uniform can make the process of dating the photograph easier. This
is the case for photographs taken in the 20th century, when uniforms become more standardised.
However, for earlier photographs, uniforms can sometimes add to the mystery.

Again, online resources and books can help you to identify a particular uniform from similar
photographs. If the photograph is clear enough, look for any medals the individual might be wearing.
If you can identify a particular medal, you should be able to narrow down the time frame.

See: https://www.milimem.com/index.php?view=all&cPath=21

4. Look at the background and other objects

While some photographs might offer nothing in this regard (if your photograph depicts a group of
people standing in a field you may not have much luck!), others might be filled with useful clues. If
you can tell what town or village the photograph was taken in, see if you can identify buildings which
you know were either built or demolished at particular times to narrow down a date range.

You can also look at the design of vehicles and their number plates, which may indicate the period in
which a car or motorbike was produced. Advertisements and shop fronts are also useful as it can be
fairly easy to ascertain when a certain product was launched and discontinued. These seemingly small
details may provide a vital clue that draws your research together!


https://vintagefashionguild.org/fashion-timeline/
https://www.milimem.com/index.php?view=all&cPath=21

5. Don’t forget to ask

If you have living family members with a possible connection to the photograph, don’t forget to ask
for their input. Sitting down with somebody and giving them time to reminisce over a photograph may
be the most fruitful thing you can do.

Ask them if they recognise faces, fashions or locations depicted in the photograph. This is when a key
piece of information might pop out of their memory which could solve the puzzle.

6. Look at the format

As photography developed in the 19th and 20th centuries, different kinds of formats rose and fell in
popularity. Therefore, identifying the type of format can help you to narrow down when the
photograph was taken.

First look at how the image is surrounded and housed. If it is in a protective case, this may suggest it
is a daguerreotype or ambrotype, and so was probably taken before the 1880s. If it is mounted on a
thick card, it could be a carte de visite or cabinet card which date from the 1850s and 1914.

If there is a pair of photographs mounted next to each other on a card, then it is most probably a
stereoscopic photograph dated between the 1860s and 1930s. If it looks like a postcard, it is more
likely to have been taken after 1900.

7. Check the support of the photograph

Throughout history, a great variety of materials have been used to print or lay the image of a
photograph on. Identifying these materials can be extremely helpful in ascertaining the process and
therefore narrowing down the date range.

Metal was used on very early processes like daguerreotypes or tintypes. Daguerreotypes are one of
the first photographic processes invented in 1839 and were common until the 1860s. They are made
on a silver-plated copper support and have a distinct, highly reflective mirror-like surface. Tintypes,
made on a thin tin sheet, were introduced much later than the daguerreotypes (1856) and were
common up until 1920s.

Glass is more common than metal. Glass lantern slides were introduced as early as the 1850s and were
used through to the middle of the 20th century. Ambrotypes, housed in a case like daguerreotypes,
were common from 1854 until the 1860s. The glass support gives a 3-D appearance to the image but
is not highly reflective like in daguerreotypes. Early negatives were also made on glass between 1880s
and 1925.

Paper is the most common material used to print the image of a photograph on, and has been used
throughout the history of the medium, from 1839 until today.

Plastic has been mainly used for negatives since the late 19th century. Colour slides were introduced
in the 1930s and are commonly found in family photographs.

8. Observe the colour tone of the image

Although colour tone can be a misleading tool with which to date photographs, if combined with other
tips, it can be a helpful aid, especially for photographs on paper support.



In general, warm image tones are found on photographs made from the 1860s until the 1910s. Neutral
black and white image tones are more commonly encountered on photographs made from the late
1890s until the present day. A distinctive example is cyanotypes, commonly made from 1842 until the
1950s, which can be distinguished by their deep blue colour.

9. Examine the surface characteristics

Using a light source to look at a photograph from many different angles may reveal useful information
about the way it was made. The very first photographs on paper, salted paper prints (1840-1855), do
not have a reflective surface because they do not have an extra layer on top of the paper.

With the introduction of albumen (egg white) in 1860 as a medium applied on the paper support to
carry the image, the surface of photographs became glossier. After the 1880s, additional layers, such
as gelatine or collodion, completely covered the fibrous surface of the paper, making the surface of
the photograph even glossier.

Photographs with matt surface came back into fashion in late 1890s, but this was achieved by creating
a bespoke rough surface pattern, rather than exposing the surface of the paper. Hand colouring, which
is used in many 19th century photographs, can also easily be spotted, especially if a light source is
used on a 180 degree angle.

If you have a magnifying glass or a small loupe, you can examine the surface of your photographs in
more detail.

10. Look for signs of deterioration

Image deterioration such as fading and yellowing is common on the majority of 19th and 20th century
photographs, especially those made on paper. Salted paper prints (1840-1855) often display fading on
lighter areas of the image. Yellowing is frequently encountered on albumen prints (1860-1890s),
especially around the edges.

Another very common form of deterioration is silver mirroring, a reflective blue-tainted shine formed
on the dark areas of the image. Although this can be present in all photographic processes, it can be
more extensive on those made during the 1900s.

Finally, if you have a cased photograph, look for any green-brown marks, a sign of deterioration found
only on daguerreotypes (1839-1860), also known as tarnishing.

Put it all together

In order to get a clearer idea of when a photograph was taken, it’s likely you’ll need to carefully
consider many of the points above. While you may never reach a definitive date, piecing together the
clues will enable you to find an estimated date range. It may take perseverance, but it will be worth
it!
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