
Narrative for Carbon workshop  
 

It is very difficult to tell the difference between a carbon photograph and a Woodburytype.  The carbon 

photograph is a true photographic print, meaning it was once light sensitive.  The Woodburytype is a 

photomechanical process made on a printing press using pigmented gelatin instead of ink.  Carbon prints 

date from 1880-1940.  Woodburytypes date from 1875-1900.  Both prints have great image stability and 

not much if any fading.  Most were made to resemble albumen prints and have a purple-brown tonality 

however, any color pigment can be mixed with the gelatin.  The amount of fading corresponds to the 

stability of the pigment.   

Both carbon prints and Woodburytype are typically mounted given their strong tendency to curl.  Carbon 

prints tend to be large format whereas Woodburytype are typically smaller than 11” x 14” with many less 

than 7” x 9”.  When examined with specular light both prints may show a relief effect and some gloss in 

the dark image areas although this may be more apparent in carbon prints.   The relief effect is easiest to 

see if you look where a very dark area meets a very light area.  You may see what looks like a slight 

thickness or build up in the dark area.  Woodburytypes tend to crack in the gelatin binder more than 

carbon prints.  The cracking occurs most often in the Dmax areas where the gelatin application is heavier.   

When viewed under magnification both have a continuous tone and no grain pattern.  Paper fibers may 

be visible in the non-image areas.  The surface may appear speckled.  Both types of prints may have small 

specks of undispersed pigment.  Woodburytypes are always trimmed.  There are no clean white borders   

because pigmented gelatin is forced out of the sides during printing, spilling into the borders.  The sides 

are then sheared off usually resulting in some deformation of the edge.  Small amounts of pigment may 

have smeared during shearing and may be visible on the cut edges.  Woodburytypes can also have small 

white spots that formed from air bubbles during development.  

Results from XRF analysis of these two processes are very similar.  The key identifier for each is the lack 

of silver.  XRF spectra from a carbon print will have chromium while a spectra from a Woodburytype may 

have chromium.  Either type may have been coated with collodion, although it is more likely that a carbon 

print will be coated with collodion and a Woodburytype coated with shellac.  Both may have iron or gelatin 

present.  Both may have paper fibers visible.   

 


