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A pair of carte de visite portraits by Mrs. Anna B. Stone, Marion, Iowa, ca. 1868.
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Io w a ’s W o m en  P ro fess io n a l P h o to g ra p h e rs

MARY E. NOBLE

"The w om an  w ho  m akes p h o to g rap h y  profitable m u st have, 
as to personal qualities, good  com m on sense, un lim ited  patience 
to carry  her th rough  endless failures, equally  un lim ited  tact, good 
taste, a quick eye, a talen t for detail, and  a genius for h a rd  w ork. 
In add ition , she needs tra in ing , experience, som e capital, and  a 
field to exploit." So w rote  Frances Benjam in Johnston, then  a suc
cessful W ashington, DC, po rtra it and  docum en tary  photographer, 
in  an  1897 Ladies Home Journal article en titled  "W hat a W om an 
can do  w ith  a C am era." C learly  she w ro te  from  experience and  
since, near the end  of her life, she d onated  he r pho tog raphs, nega
tives, and  correspondence to the L ibrary of C ongress, m uch  is 
now  know n abou t h e r rem arkable career.1 By the  tim e of h e r ar
ticle, w om en p h o tog raphers  h ad  been  find ing  fields to  exploit in 
Iow a for several decades, b u t the details of their lives an d  careers 
have no t been  recorded  to any  notab le  extent. A n invaluable, b u t 
as yet unpub lished , d irectory  of Iow a 's  n ineteen th  cen tu ry  p h o 
tographers being  com piled  by  Jo A nn  Burgess is the m ost ex ten
sive record now  in existence. A  slow ly grow ing  collection of orig i
nal and  copy im ages p ro d u ced  by  w om en  in Iow a, acqu ired  by  
this w riter, and  now  in the Iow a W om en's A rchives is ano ther 
a ttem p t to docum en t this activity  by  w om en  in  the state. M ost are 
po rtra its  from  the late n ineteen th  an d  early  tw en tie th  centuries, 
the g reatest nu m b er from  a single p h o to g rap h e r be ing  a large 
collection of panoram ic pho tos by  Julia Briel of Des M oines from  
the 1920s and  1930s. These w ere p reserved  after h e r d ea th  and  
eventually  sold w hile extensive business records she h ad  also kept

1 Pete Daniel and Raymond Smock, A Talent for Detail: the Photographs of Miss Frances 
Benjamin Johnston, 1889-1910 (New York: Harmony Books, 1974), p. 34.
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w ere  th ro w n  away. The pho tos tell u s  tha t she w as called on to 
record the m em bers of the  state legislature, endless groups of con

feren ce-g o ers , co llege 
a n d  s c h o o l g ro u p s  
around  the state, sewing 
m ach ine factory w ork 
ers in  Illinois, n u rs in g  
s tu d e n ts  in  L aC rosse, 
W isconsin, nu n s in  San 
A n to n io , a n d  m u c h  
m ore, b u t w e know  little 
else abou t her. In som e 
cases, a s in g le  p h o to 
g rap h  m ay  p rov ide  all 
w e know  of a pho tog ra
pher such as the carte de 
visite p o rtra it of a child, 
probably  from  the 1870s 
w h ic h  h a s  "M rs . 
R o b in s o n , A r t is t ,  Ft. 
M a d iso n "  p r in te d  on  
the  back.

Portion of a panoramic view made by Julia Briel of an Iowa National Guard 
Encampment, August 17-31, 1930.

Backmark on an 1870s carte de visite.
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Also in  the Iow a W om en's A rchives is a collection of m aterials 
relating to H elen  Bam ford (1902-1994), a s tu d io  p h o to g rap h e r in 
M uscatine, w hich includes new spaper clippings, diaries, personal 
account books, album s of inform al snapshots, an d  stud io  portra its  
— thus far the m ost extensive docum en tation  of an  ind iv idual 
w om an p h o tog rapher of this type in  the A rchives. H av ing  such  
resource m aterial p reserved  is rare  as are ph o to g rap h s of the p h o 
to g rap h ers  them selves. We do  h av e  a n e w sp a p e r p h o to g ra p h  
taken  of Julia Briel as she w as abou t to take an  a irp lane ride  in  
M ason C ity in 1922. There is also a p o rtra it of Lucelia C arpen ter 
(active in  Parkersburg  from  the  m id  1880s) p ro v id ed  b y  he r great 
niece along w ith  the regrettab le in fo rm ation  tha t L ucelia 's orig i
nal glass p la te  negatives h a d  been  tu rn e d  in to  w in d o w  panes in  a 
chicken house! H aving  established the relative scarcity of p rim ary  
m ateria l, th is article  w ill a tte m p t to  describe som e of w h a t is 
know n  (or th o u g h t to  be know n) ab o u t Iow a 's  earlie r w om en

Newspaper photo of Julia Briel, Des Moines photographer, with pilot Archie 
Peterson and Mason City mayor A.H. Beecher, August 8 , 1922.
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Lucelia Carpenter, Parkersburg photographer, ca. 1886. Her index finger shows 
probable staining from photographic chemicals. Paul Juhl Collection, SHSI.

http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol65/iss1



7

p h o tog raphers  w ith  exam ples of their im ages from  the  A rchives 
collection to illustrate  the b read th  of their p roductiv ity .2

W hile professional p h o to g rap h y  w as a p red o m in an tly  m ale 
occupation from  its s tart in the m id -n ine teen th  century, the n u m 
ber and  p ropo rtion  of fem ale "securers of shadow s"  stead ily  in
creased, a t least th rough  1920. Federal census da ta  reveals the 
num ber of w om en professional pho tographers in  the U nited  States 
grew  from  228 in  1870 to over 7000 in  1920. In Iow a there w ere 
only tw o pho tog raphers and  seventy-four daguerreo typ ists  (both 
m en  and  w om en) coun ted  in  1860. O ne of these m ay  have been  
N ancy Thom as in Boonesboro, the only  obviously  fem ale nam e 
from  that da te  in  J. B urgess's database. By 1880, 5.7 percen t of the 
sta te 's  420 p h o tog raphers  w ere w om en, one percen t m ore th an  
the nationw ide figure. By 1920 in the U.S. the percentage of w om en

2 Much of this article is based on information gathered from federal and state census 
records, county histories, the Iowa State Gazetteer and Business Directory, and weekly news
papers preserved on microfilm at the State Historical Society of Iowa—chiefly those from 
Cresco, New Oregon, Osage, St. Ansgar, Riceville, and Cambridge, Iowa. Access to a list
ing of the photographers in Jo Ann Burgess's database of nineteenth century Iowa photog
raphers was also a vital source for photographer's names with their places and dates of 
activity. Additional information and photographs were supplied by Paul Juhl and Barb 
Stahl.

One of a series of larger format scenic views from the Iowa Falls area produced 
by Parsons & Bates, late 1880s to the early 1890s. Paul Juhl Collection, SHSI.
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in  the  occupation  h a d  g row n  to 20.7. M ore w om en  took u p  the 
profession  in  the  M idw est th an  w as typically  the case in  the m ore 
u rb an  East, an d  they  w ere m ore likely to locate in  sm aller cities, 
tow ns, an d  villages.3

T hough  few er in  num ber, w o m en 's  pho tograph ic  careers w ere 
as varied  in  scope an d  q uality  of w ork  as the m en 's. They w orked  
in  stud io s b u t som e like M rs. L.A. Schooley (m other of five and 
an  Ind iano la  p h o to g rap h e r for m any  years from  1879) an d  Par
sons & Bates (in Iow a Falls from  1889) also h au led  their heavy  
equ ip m en t o u t in to  their com m unities an d  the countryside. Pre
sum ably, how ever, they  w ere  m uch  less likely th an  m en  to follow 
the life of the  so litary  itineran t p h o to g rap h er w ith  a "traveling  
pho tog raph ic  car" or tent. They usually  acquired  their tra in ing  
by  w ork ing  for estab lished  p h o tog raphers  —  the m ethod  recom 
m en d ed  by  Frances Benjam in Johnston, w h o  po in ted  o u t th a t the 
few  schools in  existence in  he r d ay  w ere in  large cities and  de
signed  chiefly for am ateurs. Lizzie Rossiter fo llow ed that route in 
the 1880s w h en  she left p rim ary  school teaching and  w en t to w ork 
for a p h o to g rap h e r in  St. Ansgar. W hen he  m oved  on in  a few 
years, she acqu ired  the  business, soon  took in  he r sister Tillie as 
partner, an d  as "L.M. & T.E. R ossiter" they  w orked  together in 
their second floor gallery  over their residence for over forty  years. 
Lizzie in  tu rn  also tra ined  h e r tw o  younger b ro thers and  a series 
of yo u n g  w om en, som e of w h o m  w en t on  to opera te  their ow n 
galleries elsew here or to w ork  as retouchers for o ther pho to g ra 
phers. O ther sister-partners w ere the W oodw ards in  Burlington, 
the M arbles in  Vinton, an d  the G onw icks in  N orthw ood . P artner
sh ips of apparen tly  unrela ted  w om en  w ere Parsons & Bates (Stella 
an d  H atta) in  Iow a Falls an d  Tibbetts & E rnst in  Cresco.

In  m any  cases w om en  w orked  in  partnersh ip , w hether form ally 
acknow ledged  or not, w ith  their husbands. A lthough  their nam es 
or initials d id n 't  ap p ear in  the business stam p or im prin t, Dora 
Rossiter w orked  w ith  h e r h u sb an d  C harles (Lizzie's b rother) in 
Riceville, and  C harlo tte  C undill in M aquoketa p artnered  w ith  her 
h usband  Will. "Mr. & M rs. L.W. Schoonover, Artists, Vinton, Iowa"

3 William C. Darrah, "Nineteenth Century Women Photographers," in Shadow and 
Substance: Essays on the History of Photography in Honor of Heinz K. Henisch, ed. K. Collins, 
(Bloomfield Hills, MI.: Amorphous Institute Press, 1990), pp. 89-103.
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Backmark of a cabinet card (ca. 1884) by Lizzie Rossiter, before her sister Tillie 
became her partner.
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an d  "Mr. & M rs. Fields, Lyons, Iow a" w ere u n u su a l exam ples in 
the  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  w here  such  w ork ing  relationships w ere 
ap p a re n t in  the business logo. In  som e cases, for w om en  as well 
as m en  w ork ing  in  sm all com m unities, it w as necessary  or desir
able to  tu rn  their h an d s  to add itiona l occupations. W hile her h u s
b a n d  opera ted  a livery  stable in  Cresco in  the early  1870s, Mrs. 
S hu ttlew orth  w o rk ed  as a "p h o to g rap h  artist"  an d  also used  her 
shop  room s for m illinery  an d  d ressm aking  w ith  assistance from  
h er d au g h te r Em m a.

W idow s or d au g h te rs  som etim es carried  on established busi
nesses after the  dea th s  of h u sb an d s  or fathers, e ither on  their ow n 
or b y  h iring  a m ale "opera to r" . C om peting  in  Cresco w ith  Mrs. 
S hu ttlew orth  in  1870 w as E.C. Jew ett, w ho  w as continuing  alone 
after ru n n in g  a "p ic tu re  gallery" in  the 1860's w ith  her h usband  
F.H. Jew ett in  nearby  N ew  O regon. A nother w ho  m ay have started  
by  w o rk ing  w ith  he r h u sb an d  w as Katie Russell w hose  "M rs. 
Russell" im prin t app eared  on  Cresco and  Elm a pho tographs from  
the  1880s u n til after 1900. H er chief p lace of opera tion  w as in 
Cresco, b u t she sporad ically  also opened  a b ranch  abou t tw enty- 
five m iles aw ay  in  the village of E lm a to reach po ten tia l custom 
ers n o t inclined to travel to  the coun ty  seat for photos. She w as 
listed  in  the  1900 census a t age forty-seven  as d ivorced and  living 
w ith  h e r e lderly  m o ther an d  h e r son C harlie, w ho  by  then  also 
w o rk ed  in  h is m o th e r 's  galleries.

In  searching  th ro u g h  logos on  pho tos or lists of pho tographers 
in  business d irectories an d  o ther sources to  locate the w om en 
am o n g  them , one n a tu ra lly  looks for g en der-iden tify ing  first 
nam es o r such  term s as M rs., M iss, Sisters, etc., b u t w hen  only a 
su rnam e or a su rnam e w ith  initials appears, one cannot be cer
tain  of gender w ith o u t fu rther evidence. For exam ple, a m odest 
"K.R. M udge" ap p ears  in  the 1891/1892 Iowa State Gazetteer and 
Business Directory listing  for R andalia, b u t a cabinet p o rtra it of a 
yo u n g  girl w ith  h e r cat has "K ate R aym ond M udge, Randalia, 
Iow a" bo ld ly  spelled  o u t on  the card  m ount. It w as com m on for 
m en  b u t n o t u n u su a l for w om en  to  use  their forenam e initials. 
"E. & E. Benfer" (Eva an d  Em m a) in  C am bridge  in  1900, like the 
Rossiters in  St. A nsgar, w ere sisters w h o  w en t from  teaching to 
photography . They w ere ev iden tly  very  com peten t judg ing  from  
tw o  cabinet card  po rtra its  in  the A rchives collection, b u t their ca
reer w as brief; Eva m arried  an d  m oved  to California and  Em m a
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w orked  alone for a tim e b u t h ad  
m oved  to  Los A ngeles by  1905. 
It has been  suggested  th a t those 
using  initials w ished  to conceal 
their g ender to avo id  d iscrim i
nation  from  potential clients, b u t 
th is  seem s u n lik e ly  s in ce , in  
m o s t cases, th ey  w o u ld  h a v e  
been  w ell k now n  in their sm all 
com m unities. Also, the m ajority  
of th e ir  cu sto m ers  w ere  p ro b 
ably w om en or couples, families, 
and  o ther g roups includ ing  fe
m ales w h o  m igh t have  felt m ore 
at ease going to  an  establishm ent 
w here  a w om an  w as present. In 
fact, w om en  custom ers w ere of
ten  targeted  th rough  notices in  
the local p ap ers  u rg ing  m others 
to b ring  the baby  in  be tw een  10 

A.M. and  2 P.M., the h o u rs  w hen  the strongest availab le ligh t 
w ou ld  have m ade  shorte r exposure  tim es possib le an d  coping  
w ith  squ irm ing  infan ts or fidgety  sm all ch ild ren  easier. F u rther 
evidence tha t being  fem ale w as n o t a d isadvan tage  an d  possib ly  
an  advan tage  is in the q uan tity  of p a rtn e rsh ip s  an d  ind iv iduals  
w here this w as m ade  clear on their m oun ts  or advertisem ents: 
"Schaeffer S isters" in  C larion; "M isses Parsons & Bates, A rtists" 
in  Iow a Falls; "M rs. H.P. H a rv ey "  in  M aquoketa ; "M iss L.E. 
Pom eroy" in  Independence; and  "M ida H all," "M rs. D.D. Lyon," 
and  "Lillian Jefferson," all at various tim es in  W oodbine, and  m any 
others.

Q uestions arise as to w h y  there w ere n o t m ore w om en  in  the 
pho tograph ic  ranks and  w h y  the careers of so m any  w ere brief. 
As no ted  in  an  article on  w om en  p h o to g rap h ers  in  N ebraska, a 
barrier for m any  w om en  w o u ld  have been  the lack of sufficient 
capital to rent, buy, or b u ild  a stud io  an d  adequate ly  equ ip  it.4

4Martha H. Kennedy, "Nebraska's Women Photographers," Nebraska history, 72, no. 
2 (Summer 1991),

Cabinet card by Kate Raymond 
Mudge, Randalia, Iowa, ca. 1892.
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Early twentieth century wedding portrait from the Clarion studio of the Schaefer 
Sisters.
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1890s cabinet portrait of five brothers, possibly theatrical performers, and their 
stuffed cat.
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Frances B enjam in Johnston  w ro te  in  1897 tha t a conservative esti
m ate  for eq u ip m en t w o u ld  be betw een  one and  tw o thousand  
do llars a n d  could  easily be m ore. A  bu ild in g  or room s (often in  an 
u p p e r floor over ano ther business) th a t included  p leasan tly  fur
n ished  public  space(s) for reception, d isp lay  of pho tographs, and 
custom er p rep a ra tio n  as w ell as the area w ith  skylight(s) for the 
actual posing  for pho tographs, p riva te  areas for developing, p rin t
ing  an d  m o u n tin g  of ph o to g rap h s an d  storage of negatives, p lus 
all the associated  equ ipm en t an d  supplies, w o u ld  require sub
stan tia l outlay. For those like the Rossiters in  St. Ansgar, w ho  suc
ceeded  in itially  (perhaps w ith  help  from  their farm er father) there 
w o u ld  be con tinu ing  need  to u p d a te  their establishm ents as fash
ions changed , b e tte r equ ip m en t cam e on  the m arket, or com peti
tors cam e to  to w n  prom ising  quality  w ork  in  the latest styles for 
low er prices. They could  keep cu rren t th ro u g h  periodicals such 
as Wilson's Photographic Magazine and  m em bersh ip  in  professional 
p h o to g ra p h e rs  associa tions a t w hose  an n u a l m eetings in  Des 
M oines or M inneapolis new  p roducts  an d  processes w ere dem 
onstra ted  an d  m em bers could  subm it their w ork  for exhibition 
an d  com petitive judg ing . If these sm all tow n  operators succeeded 
long term , it w as th ro u g h  w ise use of advertising , bu ild ing  solid 
repu ta tions th a t a ttrac ted  custom ers from  nearby  com m unities 
as w ell as their ow n, an d  p rov id ing  rela ted  m erchandise  and  ser
vices. Typically offered w ere p h o to g rap h  copying, coloring and  
en larg ing , p ic tu re  fram es, album s, and , as cam eras and  roll film 
for am ateu rs becam e available, they  w o u ld  sell those an d  do  the 
deve lop ing  an d  p rin ting .

As for the b rev ity  of m any  careers, tha t w as the case w ith  the 
m en  as w ell, and  the reasons w ere p robab ly  as varied  as the ind i
v iduals  an d  situa tions involved. Som e w om en  left to m arry  and 
becom e hom em akers, o thers m oved  on to m ore congenial w ork 
or m ore po ten tia lly  exploitable locations. C oun ty  seat tow ns like 
Cresco could  typically  have tw o  or th ree galleries th a t w ere m ore 
or less perm an en t. Sm aller tow ns w ith  p o p u la tio n s  of several 
h u n d re d  like St. A nsgar could  p ro v id e  a reasonable living for one 
estab lishm ent, especially  if they  w ere w illing  on  occasion to take 
p ro d u ce  or o ther goods in  trade. They m igh t have com petition  
for brief periods —  either itineran ts  setting  u p  for only a few  days 
or w eeks, or new com ers w h o  announced  their in ten t to rem ain, 
b u t u sua lly  m oved  on  after a few  m onths or a year. A  village as
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1890s cabinet portrait by Dora Storaker, Roland, Iowa.
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sm all as R andalia  (few er th an  tw o  h u n d red  persons in the 1890s 
w h en  Kate M udge w orked  there) w o u ld  have  been  very  unlikely 
to  keep even  one for very  long.

By the  1920s, as am ateu r p h o tog raphy  becam e ever m ore p o p u 
lar, an d  p av ed  roads m ade  it easier for fam ilies to d rive  their new  
autom obiles to larger cities for business an d  shopping , the sm aller 
to w n s ' s tu d io  p h o to g rap h ers  w ere usua lly  n o t be ing  replaced as 
they  m oved , retired , or died . Still, p h o to g rap h y  has rem ained  a 
viable occupational choice for m any  w om en  in  a coun try  w here, 
as Frances Benjam in Johnston  encourag ing ly  (and  optim istically, 
perhaps, for 1897) concluded , "a w om an  needs only the courage 
to en ter any  profession  suitable to her talents and  w ith in  her p o w 
ers of accom plishm ent." O ur h isto ry  w ill be enriched  as m ore 
com es to  be learned  of the  w om en  m entioned  here and  Iow a's 
m any  o ther ta len ted  an d  accom plished w om en  pho tographers, 
b o th  professional an d  am ateur.
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