


INTRODUCTION
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The Man of the Crowd


“I am a passionate lover of the snapshot,” the great Austrian-American street photographer Lisette Model once remarked, “because of all photographic images it comes closest to the truth.” The snapshot—it’s part of our collective consciousness. And yet, the use of the word for an informal image taken quickly with a hand-held camera is rather recent. Many would date it to around 1888, when a former bank clerk from Upstate New York introduced to the world a compact box camera known as the “Kodak,” a word its inventor, George Eastman, admitted meant nothing but could be pronounced in almost any language. The Kodak retailed for about $25—far less than most photographic cameras at the time. But the best part was that it came preloaded with 100 shots and when they were taken you shipped the entire camera back to Eastman’s factory in Rochester, New York, where workers developed the photos and mailed them back to you along with your reloaded camera. “You press the button, we do the rest,” the Kodak slogan rang.
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George Eastman brought picture-taking to the masses in the late 19th and early 20th century with his inexpensive, easy-to-use-Kodak and Brownie cameras. (The first Kodak was introduced in 1888.) However, his were not the first commercially produced handheld cameras. That honor goes to George Bradford Brainerd, who was employing “hand” cameras of his own make as early as 1875.



George Eastman was a marketing genius who helped bring picture-taking to the masses with his inexpensive, easy-to-use-Kodak and Brownie cameras, but he is not the “father of the snapshot,” as is often claimed. Nor was the Kodak Number One, US Patent No. 388,850, awarded on September 4, 1888, the first commercially produced handheld camera. That honor goes to William Schmid and his “Patent Detective Camera,” which dates to 1883. And Schmid’s camera was far from being unique. It was virtually an exact copy of a box-form camera patented the previous year by a well-known analytical chemist in London, Thomas Bolas. Bolas called his invention a “Detective Camera,” as it was designed to aid police in investigations. The name stuck, and soon all hand cameras would be referred to in this way, much to the dismay of serious amateurs who would now be put in the category of Peeping Toms.

You won’t find George Bradford Brainerd’s name in any of the histories of photography. And yet there is every reason to believe that it was this 19th-century engineer with the Brooklyn Water Department, not Eastman nor even Bolas, who produced the first handheld photographic camera in existence—laying the groundwork for a new era of candid picture-taking. Brainerd, whose patrician lineage stretched back to the Mayflower Pilgrims, had been tinkering with photographic cameras since he was 12 years old. Later, the Brooklyn engineer, who worked with the Water Department in the 1870s and 1880s as its deputy purveyor of water, fashioned what he called a “slide-box,” as it consisted of two boxes, one sliding into the other. Taking 3¼ by 4¼ inch plates, it had many features of the modern camera, such as a plate reservoir or “magazine,” allowing six or eight exposures to be made before reloading, and a viewfinder for waist-level focusing. A perfected model resembling a twin-reflex camera had the viewing lens focused by the same mechanism as the taking lens. But the most important feature was a mechanical “snap shutter,” permitting exposures of up to 1/250 of a second. This, along with more sensitive film emulsions, which Brainerd prepared himself, allowed the photographer to freeze motion as early as 1875—several years before the Englishman Eadweard Muybridge made his famous sequence of pictures of the trotting horse Occident galloping on a California racetrack.
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Prisoners escorted to court, Brooklyn, 1875. This image is remarkable for two reasons: First, Brainerd has managed to freeze movement as early as 1875, half a dozen years before anyone else, with the exception of Eadweard Muybridge. More significantly is that the Brainerd picture, what we now refer to as a “Perp Walk,” may record a famous murder trial, one that rocked Brooklyn in 1875, when an Irishman, John McGuire, was sentenced to life in prison for killing two Black men in a Brooklyn park following a scuffle after a dance. Brainerd’s photograph was taken just about the time McGuire and two associates were being tried in Brooklyn. The picture clearly shows three handcuffed men being led to court, surrounded by other officers, just the sort of show of force one would expect for a high-profile murder trial.



Brainerd would create a wide range of hand-held and spy or “detective” cameras long before the technology existed in the marketplace. But he never sought recognition for any of his inventions (only one of his cameras was ever patented), sharing his discoveries merely with other dedicated amateurs like himself who founded Brooklyn’s first photography society. More than anything Brainerd loved picture-making. Breaking away from the romantic conventions of painting, which guided most photographers of the day, Brainerd used his camera to record the kinds of commonplace scenes that were seldom documented, offering a rare glimpse of urban life in the Victorian era. He would produce a total of 2,500 images during his brief 17-year career—a vast documentation of the urban landscape—dams and mills, bridges and train depots, engine houses and pumping stations—but also, starting in the late 1870s, images of city dwellers and street scenes. It is these latter pictures, many depicting long extinct Victorian
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Apple seller in Battery Park in Lower Manhattan, late 1870s. George Bradford Brainerd Photograph Collection, Brooklyn Public Library/Center for Brooklyn History.



street types—apple peddlers, flower vendors, street musicians, dockworkers, artisans, and laborers—that are perhaps the most astonishing. Indeed, such a camera record is unknown in American photography at that period, making Brainerd not only a pioneering inventor, but also, it appears, New York’s first street photographer.
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Dual-lens stereographic cameras such as the one pictured above, which used short focal-length lenses, produced some of the first “instantaneous” images, provided the photographer did not get too close to his subject. However, if the picture-taker wished to capture more of the character of the street, he had to pose his subjects. The was the technique employed in the 1870s by the French street photographer Charles Nègre.



Unposed street photographs of one sort or another had been made since the 1850s; the relatively small negatives of the stereographic camera allowed the use of short focal-length lenses that gave adequate exposure at snapshot speeds, which more or less stopped normal street action if the photographer kept his distance. If, however, the photographer wished to capture the character of the streets and something of the subject’s quality of life, he posed the photograph. This was the technique used by the French photographer Charles Nègre in the 1850s, and the Scottish photographer John Thompson, who documented London street life in the 1870s. Meanwhile, Brainerd, revolutionary for the time, used instantaneous, snapshot photography to capture spontaneous, unrehearsed action.

It’s worth noting that most of Brainerd’s subjects didn’t know they were being photographed. The Brooklyn engineer was the first to employ what came to be known as the spy or detective camera, allowing the photographer to sneak in for a shot without the subject’s knowledge. Such clandestine cameras were often disguised to look like something other than what they were—a book, a bag, a briefcase, even a basket of flowers. An especially popular model was worn under a vest, “letting the lens wink through a deceiving button.” Brainerd camouflaged his camera to look like a book or a brown paper package. The viewfinder was rudimentary and served mainly to aim rather than compose. Thus, horizons are often tilted and figures radically cropped at the edge of the frame—a style that would influence French Impressionist painter Edgar Degas, who was deeply interested in photography. It’s this snapshot aesthetic that we see in Brainerd’s street scenes that make his photographs appear so modern though they were taken 150 years ago.
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So called “detective” cameras were so ubiquitous in the 1890s there was even song poking fun at the fad, made popular by the English music hall star Dan Leno: “Don’t wink or blink, or even think, but just stay where you are/I’ll introduce myself to you—Detective camera,” went the rollicking tune. The name “detective” stemmed from the fact that the first models were intended for police use.



The photographer’s love of motion and delight in freezing action also drew him to pleasure grounds like Coney Island, where his keen eye captured bathers frolicking in the waves and little boys and girls playing in the sand. Winter brought Brainerd to New York’s Central Park and Brooklyn’s Prospect Park to photograph skaters gliding over the ice and boys sledding down hills. His ubiquitous camera also recorded what are probably the first action shots ever produced of ladies playing tennis, the fashionable new sport
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A dapper George Brainerd (left) takes a break to enjoy a peach during a photography outing on Long Island. His companion is probably Wallace Goold Levison, another amateur picture-taker from Brooklyn with whom Brainerd enjoyed a close friendship. After Brain-erd’s death, Levison wound up with a number of Brainerd’s photographic plates, which are now mistakenly attributed to Levison, though a majority are Brainerd’s, or, at least, were taken with cameras he devised and built. Indeed, Levison never claimed to be a photographer, but a chemist.





When I think about my childhood, I see pictures.


—Joan Scavetta Hesselberg




I’m indebted to many people for making this book possible. I want to particularly thank Tom Piezzo, former director of the Brainerd Memorial Library, in Haddam, Connecticut, who first introduced me to the work of George Bradford Brainerd, through the library’s collection of Brainerd’s Connecticut River photographs, taken between 1878 and 1885. Tom wanted to exhibit a few of these, many of which were local scenes, and asked me to prepare a brief biography of Brainerd, who was born in 1845 in the Haddam Neck section of town, a descendant of one of the town’s founders. Tom also located a copy of Julie C. Moffat’s 1996 New York University master’s thesis on Brainerd, where I was intrigued by the statement, “The definitive work on George Brainerd has yet to be done.” I took this as a challenge, though I’ve only scratched the surface on the work of this pioneering 19th-century photographer, whose contribution to the medium is largely unrecognized.
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I do not know how I’ll ever be able to thank my former colleague at Shore Line Newspapers in Guilford, Connecticut, photographer Kim Tyler, who, along with her partner, Cary Pollick, worked tirelessly to ensure Brainerd’s glass negatives looked as sharp and crisp as when they were first exposed in the 1870s and 1880s. The delicate emulsions of more than a few of the plates had been damaged, some, it seemed, beyond repair. But Kim, through the magic of digital technology, was able to restore them to their former glory. For that, and a dozen other technical issues Kim was able to solve, I am eternally grateful.


I wanted this book to be a visual treat. I think it is, which is mostly due to the efforts of Meredith Dias, senior production editor at Globe, and her team. Many thanks also to my editor, Rick Rinehart, not only for believing in this project from the start, but also for his steady hand in shepherding the work from the idea stage to the final printed book.


Often, as I worked on this book, I paused to look at a little box camera I have on a shelf in my office—a classic Kodak Brownie, or Kodak No. 2, this one in red leatherette, which once sold for only $1, making “instant” photography accessible to nearly everyone. The Brownie belonged to my mom, a first-generation Italian American from Astoria in Queens, Joan Scavetta Hesselberg, who at this writing is 94 years young. Mom was what was described in the early days of the snapshot as a “camera fiend,” taking her little red Brownie everywhere, even on a trip she made to Mexico with her girlfriends after World War II. “We drove through the desert at night,” Mom often says of her adventure. “We were so scared, we thought there were bandits hiding in the bushes!” Today, half a dozen scrapbooks at the bottom of her clothes closet attest to her diligence as a “snapshooter” and provide a visual diary of her childhood in Queens as well as a record of her many travels. The pictures are a treasure. No one would call them art, but they tell a story. “When a photo of a person looks deep into your spirit and tells you a thousand stories,” wrote Sameh Elsayed, “stories from your past even before you existed, then the photo is way above any description.” Thank you, Mom, for your love of stories—it is to you I dedicate this book.
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