Glass Plate Photography
Kevin Johnson tells us about
Penobscot
just one of the remarkable
Marine Museum collections of glass plate
negatives at the museum.

Eastern Illustrating &
Publishing Company
Greetings from Searsport, Maine...
The Penobscot Marine Museum, located in Mid
Coast, Maine, has a very interesting collection of
nearly 40,000 glass plate negatives of towns and
villages throughout New England and Upstate New
York made in the early decades of the 20th
century.
The negatives were made by the
photographers of the Eastern Illustrating &
Publishing Company of Belfast, Maine, and used to
make “real photo postcards.”
These photos
provide a unique window into a time of change and
growth in our country.
R. Herman Cassens founded the Eastern Illustrating
& Publishing Company in 1909 at the age of 33.
The son of German immigrants, born in 1875 in
Rockland, ME, Cassens learned the printing trade
as a young man. In 1900, he married the daughter
of a prominent businessman in Belfast who
happened to be the mayor and owner of the local
newspaper, the Waldo County Herald.
Cassens
worked for the Herald for several years before
starting the postcard company in the same
building.

In 1913, the number of postcards
sent in the US alone was
968,000,000
http://creativeimagemaker.co.uk

The timing of Cassens’ decision to start a postcard
business was perfect. Postcards were the rage at
that point in time.
Comparable to email, the
postcard
was
a
new
informal
way
of
communicating. And it was the perfect compliment
to a time when more people were in flux as the
invention of the automobile and the shift to an
urban society from a rural one put people on the
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halftones, Eastern Illustrating’s were “real
photo postcards.”
Real photos were silver
gelatin prints made by exposing the actual
negative onto photo paper card stock and
developing it in a traditional wet darkroom.
Real photo postcards were made typically by
local photographers or hobbyists, but Cassens
had bigger aspirations for Eastern. He planned
to make postcards from Maine to California
along the transcontinental highway. He never
quite pulled that idea off, but he did manage to
make Eastern the largest manufacturer of real
photo postcards and at its peak, produce over
a million postcards a year.
move. Additionally, a large number of immigrants
were entering the country, and tourism was
becoming more popular.
Postcards were the
easiest way to keep in touch, and they quickly
became collectibles and souvenirs. In 1905, seven
billion postcards were sent worldwide. In 1913, the
number of postcards sent in the US alone was
968,000,000, more than 7 per person.
The type of postcards that Eastern Illustrating
made represented a small niche in the postcard
market. While the majority of postcards were
mass-produced lithograph or letter press

The business plan was straightforward and
formulaic. Photographers left from Belfast in late
spring, each to a different region of New England
and New York.
Upon entering a town, a
photographer would usually set up in a hotel or
campground. He (as all the photographers were
men) would then set about photographing the
major landmarks around town. These landmarks
would include any churches, government buildings
like the town hall and library, schools, stores,
places of industry, and usually several street
scenes. Building a rapport with the people in these
communities was also useful in finding the local
landmarks as well as the best views of the area.
The “bird’s-eye view” was a favorite. The lakes
and mountains of New England provided many
summer tourist destinations and summer
camps for children. These places were heavily
photographed by the Eastern photographers.
The exposed plates were sent back to the
factory in Belfast to be processed, and sample
postcards were made. These were returned to
the
photographer
who
then
made
arrangements for stores or businesses to sell
them, and orders were placed. The sample
cards ended up in cloth-bound sales books
that the photographers would use to take
orders when revisiting an area. Change
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happened at a slow pace in the teens and 20’s
and a postcard view would remain relevant for

The employees were
primarily family members,
and they worked... 12-hour
days with a half hour for
lunch for $11.00 per week.
5 years or more.
While the photographers were all men, the
factory in Belfast was “manned” mostly by
women. The employees were primarily family
members, and they were worked long days, by
one account, 12-hour days with a half hour for
lunch for $11.00 per week.
Working the
production end of the business involved titling
the negatives, printing the cards, processing
them in chemical baths, drying them on racks,
and then trimming, packing, and shipping
them.
The glass plates were kept in their
original boxes.
The titles were written in
reverse with black washable ink by young girls,
and it was common to see an “S” or “R”
reversed in the title. The names of towns were
written on the box ends, and sample postcards
were often kept in between the plates to
demonstrate how the plates should be printed.
Eastern also did custom work, and customers
sent in their own negatives to be made into
postcards. Often these negatives were film
negatives that had to be taped to a clear glass
plate to be printed by the postcard printing
machine. If a glass plate was broken, a copy
negative would be made by photographing an
existing postcard of the image.
The company was successful through the 30’s
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but the demand for the black and
white postcards diminished as color
became more available. In 1945,
Cassens sold the business and its
assets for $7,000.00. He died two
years later. Eastern continued to
make
postcards,
eventually
switching to color in the 1960’s.
The company changed hands
several times over the years. In the
1980’s, Eastern Illustrating was
bought by the owners of Downeast
Magazine, who had some ideas of
getting into the postcard business
and using the old negatives as
stock for their magazine, neither of
which happened.
They ultimately
sold the business name to a small
company that still prints calendars
today. The collection of glass plate
negatives was donated in the early
1990’s to the Rockport Institute of
Photographic Education, the nonprofit
arm
of
the
Maine
Photographic Workshops (currently
Maine Media Workshops). It was
then that the collection began to be
examined and catalogued.

The collection was stored in the basement of one
of the school buildings when a pipe burst in
February of 2007.

Great progress was made on the
collection during its years in
Rockport, but the school was
struggling financially, and funding
the project was costly. The school
was put up for sale in 2006. The
collection was stored in the
basement of one of the school
buildings when a pipe burst in
February of 2007. The resulting
flood soaked the collection, and all
seemed lost. A group of volunteers
moved the collection out of the
building to the dining hall of the
school. Over the next 6 weeks the
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plates were dried out individually. The majority of
the collection survived with very little damage. It
was decided at this time by David Lyman, the
owner of the school, to donate the collection to the
Penobscot Marine Museum. In the Spring of 2007,
the collection was moved, perhaps for the last
time, to the museum in Searsport, just five miles
from where they started.
Since its arrival at the Penobscot Marine Museum,
the Eastern Illustrating collection has had a
complete makeover. Nearly all the negatives have
been re-housed in archival envelopes and boxes.
Nearly 10,000 of the negatives have been scanned,
and over 30,000 have been catalogued and entered
into a database.
There is a small army of
volunteers that assist with the scanning and
databasing of the negatives. Beautiful prints are
made of the images, and these are sold to raise
money to help fund the project. The ultimate goal
is to make the images available on the Internet for
all to enjoy.

May. A virtual tour can be taken of the “Maine
Streets: The Postcard View” exhibit by visiting...
http://www.mainememory.net/exhibits/.
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The size of the collection has grown as well since
its move to Searsport. It was learned that negatives
from the collection had “escaped” over the years.
Many of the negatives had ended up in the hands
of antique dealers and postcard collectors. Several
generous donations allowed some of these
negatives to be purchased, and others were
donated to the museum by their owners. Another
group of more than 300 negatives was about to be
auctioned in an estate sale when it was discovered
that they had been stolen while the collection was
in Rockport and since reunited with the rest. Still
other negatives remain at large, and it is unclear
how many negatives may exist.
One can learn more about the collection, obtain
research CDs, and order prints by visiting the
museum’s website which can be found at...
http://www.penobscotmarinemuseum.org
The first major exhibit of the collection is now on
display at the Maine Historical Society through
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