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A PHOTO PUZZLE
CASE STUDY

by Colleen Fitzpatrick
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hen you consider all

the problems we are

facing these days,
one of the first things you won't
think about is the epidemic of
unidentified photos we are
experiencing. This problem has
long been overshadowed by the
war in Iraq and the price of
gasoline, but nevertheless is
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becoming an increasingly
important issue among
photo-puzzle fans.

In the November 2007 issue of

GAMES, I wrote about some of the This 18th-century cabinet card phato became the focus of a lengthy investigation,

exciting work we've been doing in

analyzing old photos, using as examples many pictures we
have featured in the weekly photoquizzes we host on our
website at www.forensicgenealogy.info. Although each
one has taught us a new lesson on how to discover a
photo's who, what, where, when, and why, we felt that
one photograph in particular deserved more discussion
than it could be given in my earlier article,

One of our most interesting photo puzzles featured
the picture of a knife thrower and his assistant shown
above. We first came across it on the Dead Fred website
at www.deadfred.com, a site dedicated to the
identification of old photographs.

In presenting our readers with a new photoquiz each
week, we've challenged ourselves to discover new ways
to glean clues from old pictures. Along the way, we've
found that any aspect of a photo can lead to discovering
when and where it was taken, or who appears in it. The
edges, the paper it is printed on, the shape, and the back
can provide important clues. (And even the picture on the
front can be critical in identifying it}) But have you ever
considered that the most important clue to identifying an
old photo might not be the person posing in front of the
camera, but rather the person behind the camera taking
the picture? Sometimes the subject matter of a photograph

& GAMES [NOVEMBER 2008]

is not the key to discovering its story. You might get more
information by researching the photographer.

Our knife-thrower picture is a cabinet card from the late 19th
century. This type of photograph is an albumen print produced
on paper and mounted on thick cardstock. The earliest kind of
albumen print was known as the Carte de Visite (CdV),
introduced in 1859 as an alternative to more expensive, one-of-a-
kind Daguerreotypes, ambrotypes, and tintypes. The cabinet card,
a larger version of the CdV, was wildly popular until it was
replaced by the snapshot toward the end of the 19th century,
Because of their low cost and wide availability, cabinet cards and
CdVs make up the majority of pictures from the 1800s that are
still found in family collections and antique stores today.

Cabinet cards were not only popular as a way to capture
personal portraits of family members. They were also used by
many performers to advertise their acts. We guessed that this was
the purpose behind our knife-thrower picture. But to feature it as
a quiz, we needed more definite information about the thrower
and his accomplice.

Because the photo had few hints to the identity of the
performers, we tried researching the name of the photographer
on Google. A rule of thumb in photo identification is to start
your investigation by researching any writing that might appear
on or in a picture. Unfortunately, this did not work for us. The







