Finding Aid
Summary Information
Creator: University of Delaware. Library. Special Collections.
Title: Black Portrait Photograph Collection
Collection Number: GRA 0140
Date [inclusive]: circa 1860-1880s, 1920s
Physical Description: 0.2 linear feet (1 box), 1 oversize box
Language of Material: English
Quick Access Information: This collection is open for research.
Abstract: The Black Portrait Photograph Collection consists of eleven portraits of Black men and
women, photographed as individuals and groups, as collected by the University of Delaware
Library from various sources. The photographs, sitters, and settings of these photographs are
unknown. The portraits are comprised of nine tintypes and two crayon enlargements.
Scope and Contents:
The Black Portrait Photograph Collection (BPPC) consists of eleven portraits of Black sitters,
some individually photographed and some in groups. Nine portraits are tintype collodion
images on japanned iron, and two are hand-colored crayon enlargement photographs. The
sitters, photographers, locations, and dates of the portraits are all currently unidentified. The
University of Delaware’s Special Collections acquired the materials of the BPPC from various
sources between 2019-2021 as part of the institution’s ongoing efforts to diversify their archival
holdings.
The University of Delaware Library encourages anyone who has identifying or additional
information about the sitters in this collection to contact our staff:
University of Delaware Library
Special Collections
Newark, Delaware 19717
Phone: (302) 831-2229
Fax: (302) 831-1046
askspec@udel.edu
Administrative Information
Accruals
This finding aid is intended to be added upon in the future with further research and sensory
engagement techniques.
Access Information
This collection is open for research.

The University of Delaware Library encourages anyone who has identifying or additional
information about the sitters in this collection to contact our staff:
University of Delaware Library
Special Collections
Newark, Delaware 19717
Phone: (302) 831-2229
Fax: (302) 831-1046
askspec@udel.edu
Conditions Governing Use
Use of materials from this collection beyond the exceptions provided for in the Fair Use and
Educational Use clauses of the U.S. Copyright Law may violate federal law. Permission to
publish or reproduce is required from the copyright holder. Please contact Special Collections
Department, University of Delaware Library, https://library.udel.edu/static/purl.php?askspec
Immediate Source of Acquisition
Various purchases between 2019-2021.
Photographs in box 1, F1-3 are accession 2019-0121. Photographs in box 1, F4 are accession
2020-0015. The photograph in box 2, F1 is accession 2020-0040. The photograph in box 2, F2 is
accession 2021-0018.
Processing Information
The Baltimore Portrait Photograph Collection was processed and encoded by Kit Fluker,
December 2020 and February 2021.
The graduate and undergraduate students of Dr. Julie McGee’s Spring 2021 AFRA647 course,
Curating Hidden Collections & the Black Archive, described and interpreted this collection. This
finding aid was created by Darby Witek, July 2021.
Related Materials in this Repository
The Baltimore Collection, GRA 0135
Controlled access headings (LCSH)
African American children
African American teenage girls
African American youth
African American aesthetics
African American young women
Aesthetics, Black
Women, Black--Social life and customs
Christians, Black
Youth, Black

Fashion
Portraits, American
Boys--Portraits
African Americans--Portraits
Children--Portraits
Men--Portraits
Portraits, Group
Portrait photography
Black-and-white photography
Tintypes (prints)
Crayon enlargements
Collection Inventory
Box 1: 9 tintype portraits, circa 1860-1880
Folder 1: Portrait of a man and woman (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695981)
Portrait of four men (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695982)
Folder 2: Portrait of a woman (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695965)
Portrait of a woman (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695966)
Folder 3: Portrait of a woman (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695971)
Portrait of a woman (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695974)
Folder 4: Portrait of a man (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695975)
Portrait of a man (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695977)
Portrait of a woman and child (https://library.artstor.org/public/29695976)
Box 2: 2 crayon enlargements, circa 1920s
Folder 1: Hand-colored portrait of a man in a bowler hat
(https://library.artstor.org/public/29695978)
Hand-colored portrait of a woman in a black dress
(https://library.artstor.org/public/29847433)

Notes
A note on the finding aid:
The additional materials included in this collection’s finding aid have been included due, in part,
to the absence of context surrounding the acquisition of the collection materials. This absence
of the archival object’s history before accession into an institutional collection has resulted in
the curation of a collection whose connections to each other and the past we do not know. And
yet, the collection’s continued existence grants the opportunity for the curator, archivist,
student, observer to create new connections for the archival objects within. Ultimately, the
archival objects of the Black Portrait Photograph collection are left in the control of the
institution, the curator, and the individual viewer, all of which are influenced by the others in
varying degrees.
Archival institutions and standards have, for the vast majority of their existence, privileged
objects that center white cultural expression, history, material culture, and ephemera.
Prioritizing the preservation and care for the historical and cultural objects of Black people in
the United States is inherently disruptive to such a system. As such, the creation of this finding
aid hopes to destabilize the narrative of absence for archival objects with unidentified Black
subjects as well as the clinical experience of reading the finding aid of a collection, particularly
in the digital space. While the approximation of contextual information will never act as a true
substitute for a well-preserved historical record of each unidentified subject, this finding aid
hopes to encourage a holistic engagement with the collection (with each individual object and
as a whole) through careful incorporation of subjective and sensory descriptions. The goals of
this finding aid are to engage the reader in their own imagined reality of each subject through
the careful preservation and exhibition of the many potential realities possible for the
unidentified subject. In acknowledging, representing, and preserving the multiplicity of
possibilities for each photographic subject, this finding aid hopes to serve as an additional tool
or method of empowering anonymous subjects. This finding aid rejects the narrow projections
of identity possibilities granted by white-centric curation practices in recognition that such
practices have historically weaponized the representation and preservation of Black American
culture and history, sometimes to violent ends. Furthermore, this finding aid would be
collaborated upon by several specialists of varying backgrounds and undergo a review process
before publication. For more on the power of archives and anti-racist description practices, see
Additional Resources.
A note on language:
This finding aid uses the capitalized form of the word “Black” when used in the context of
identity and race. This decision is based on the advice of Black scholars (including, but not
limited to, archivists, librarians, historians, teachers, students, and so on) and current style
guides and approaches. This term is used in place of the term “African American” to
encapsulate the greater diversity within the term “Black,” particularly as the collection subjects
have yet to be identified and their sociopolitical stances are, therefore, unknown. Furthermore,
the term “Black” allows for the acknowledgement of each individual’s sociopolitical and
historical identity without specific connection to any particular country or continent. The
finding aid leaves the word “white” uncapitalized, as the capitalized “White” is most often

associated with white supremacy groups. For more on language choices, see Additional
Resources.

Biographical / Historical
The Black Portrait Photograph Collection consists of eleven portraits of Black sitters, some
individually photographed and some in groups. Nine portraits are tintype collodion images on
japanned iron and two are hand-colored crayon enlargement photographs. The sitters,
photographers, locations, and dates of the portraits are all currently unidentified. The
University of Delaware’s Special Collections acquired the materials of the Black Portrait
Photograph Collection from various sources between 2019-2021 as part of the institution’s
ongoing efforts to diversify their archival holdings.
The University of Delaware Library encourages anyone who has identifying or additional
information about the sitters in this collection to contact our staff:
University of Delaware Library
Special Collections
Newark, Delaware 19717
Phone: (302) 831-2229
Fax: (302) 831-1046
askspec@udel.edu
Historical context: Tintype
Several characteristics of tintype photography
exhibited in the Black Portrait Photograph
Collection’s nine tintype portraits help give
contextual information about the archival objects
themselves. The use of certain props, such as
backdrops, rugs, and posing chairs signal that these
nine direct-positive photographs were likely
created in the space of a photography studio.
Tintype photography was largely
popular in the second half of the
nineteenth century. This photographic
medium allowed a mobility that
previous forms had not. While some
photography studios were stationary,
many saw the allure of traveling
photography studios that would allow
tintypes to be created wherever there
drew a crowd. In terms of the Black
Portrait Photograph Collection, the
mobility of tintype photographers
allows even greater possibilities of
where these nine tintypes may have
originated.

The use of a posing chair was quite common for tintype
photography studios. These pieces of furniture were
crafted to assist sitters in maintaining a perfectly still pose
for the photograph, though sitters in the nineteenth
century would have considered the tintype’s processing
time incredibly short. The posing chairs featured in the
Black Portrait Photograph Collection’s tintypes feature a
tasseled posing chair, a detail that helps direct the dating
of these photographs to the 1870s to correspond with that
style.
Cultural context: Women’s fashion
Some of the most telling aspects of the Black Portrait
Photograph Collection’s tintype photographs is each
sitter’s personal style. Each sitter would have been
viscerally aware of how their dress communicates aspects
of their identity, meaning they would likely dress
according to how they would like to be seen by the
observer in the moment of the photograph.
Hoop skirts, or crinoline cages, and their many variations
are a tell-tale sign of late nineteenth-century American
fashions. Dresses with large, sometimes unwieldy, hoop
skirts and long, wide sleeves were customary for the
silhouettes of the 1860s. These early mechanisms were
often made with metal, making sitting in them quite
uncomfortable. We only see one example of such a dress
in the Black Portrait Photograph Collection.
With the 1870s came more streamlined silhouettes.
Women’s dresses used a more masculine, militaristic-style
blouse that featured sleeves that were tighter to the wrist
than previous decades. These dresses also featured a
smaller crinoline cage, which was easier to sit in
comfortably as well as walk and perform domestic chores.
The Black Portrait Photograph Collection exhibits several
of the female sitters wearing these kinds of fashions.
Several sitters are wearing calico dresses. Calico is a term
used to describe a light-weight cotton woven fabric that
often has a small, tightly-spaced floral pattern printed
into the fabric. This fabric was popular due to its lightness
compared to other fabrics, and became more accessible
as the availability of cotton grew. Further details about

the types of fabrics worn by sitters could aid the viewer in
thinking about the possible weather conditions or season that the
sitter finds themselves in front of the camera.
Each female sitter in the Black Portrait Photograph Collection has
their own unique hairstyling, further indicative of the
individuality offered to the subject through their choices in selfpresentation. Several women’s hair is neatly parted down the
middle and pulled back from their face, as was the beauty
standard in the 1860s. Such standards had been popular for
years, as similar styles are photographed on sitters from the
decade previously. Some of the younger women have styled their
hair slightly differently, using some kind of treatment to alter
their natural hair texture in favor of sleek updos with ringlet
curls. While the first curling iron wouldn’t be patented until the
1880s, the tintypes within this collection provide some visual
evidence that Black women were pressing their hair before the
French patent, likely utilizing everyday objects—such as a butter
knife over a hot stove as a pressing comb—for multiple purposes.
Evidence of such practices is scant, however, due to the
utilization of objects already present. It is no surprise, however,
that the advent of the first patent for a hair straightener would
come from a Black women in 1895. The photographic objects in
the Black Portrait Photograph Collection help exhibit the
ingenious ways in which Black women were achieving their own
beauty needs.

Suggestions for Implementation
The finding aid for the Black Portrait Photograph collection has been created with the intention
to allow the collection’s exhibiting document to fully represent the complexity and richness of
its archival materials. This document hopes to portray and enhance the sensory elements of
engaging each photographic object, allowing multiple sensory connections to form alongside
the dominant visual experience. By expanding the sensory possibilities in exploring the
collection, this finding aid hopes to work against the somewhat limiting aspects of digitization,
specifically the flattening of archival objects into a static image on a screen. This modality also
seeks to encourage physical interaction between observer and archival object, ultimately
hoping that the digital viewer will visit the collection in person to further engage the object.
Due to the aforementioned modality and its purpose in encouraging visitation and sensory
engagement, it is ideal for the finding aid to be created in physical form for the collection. What
has been created in this document is the beginning version of what the digitized version of an
ideal physical presentation might look like. As such, this digitized finding aid has several
suggestions for the creation of its physical component, as well as continued work for both
digital and physical copies.
Of course, the scope of this finding aid would be greatly enhanced by the addition of subjective
description for aspects of the collection not yet addressed. The male sitters of the Black Portrait
Photograph Collection, for example, have a wide array of possible subjects to consider,
particularly under the framing of fashion and presentation. Other aspects of the tintype
photography studio, such as backdrops and floor coverings, are ripe for research and
representation in the historical context section. The colored enlargements have also been
neglected in this iteration of the project and deserve much more attention in future work.
The physical component of the finding aid holds even more promise. Swatches of fabric—velvet
for the posing chair, light-weight cotton for the calico dresses—should be mixed in alongside
the contextualizing photographs, and visitors should be encouraged to run their fingers along
its texture. Thin scraps of iron can be made available for observers to hold in their hands,
sensing the malleability of a photograph set onto such thin sheets of japanned iron. Research
into the odor of the tintype processing will allow viewers to imagine stepping into the space of
the studio. These sensory elements and contextual details enrich the finding aid, making the
document a generative space for creative re-imagining of archival practices.
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