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ABSTRACT 

Carlos Relvas’s stereoviews are one of the least known sides of his photographic work. This con-
trasts with his recognition in the Portuguese and French 19th-century Salons. The current dispersion 
of his collections and the long period of inaccessibility to his archive of negatives hindered the exis-
tence of a comprehensive image of his photographic production, in particular his stereoscopic pro-
duction. Nowadays digital media allow us to overcome this kind of situations, not only by making 
these collections more accessible but also, in particular, by aggregating them and enabling new in-
terpretations. One of the main challenges of the 21st-century studies of photography lies in the op-
portunity to publish online images from early photography collections. Digital media can enhance 
these collections and expand their reading. That was our goal when we developed a digital cata-
logue for Carlos Relvas’s collections of stereoscopic photographs with the purpose of bringing to-
gether and combining all his stereoscopic negatives and positives and thus allow, for the first time, 
a comprehensive image of his passion for this kind of photography.
Keywords: Carlos Relvas; Stereoscopic Photography; Wet Plate Collodion Negative; Series; Digi-
tal Catalogue

RESUMEN

Las vistas estereoscópicas de Carlos Relvas son una de las caras menos conocidas de su trabajo 
fotográfico. Esto contrasta con su reconocimiento en los salones portugueses y franceses del siglo 
XIX. La dispersión actual de sus colecciones y el largo período de inaccesibilidad a su colección 
de negativos ha obstaculizado la existencia de una imagen completa de su producción fotográfi-
ca, particularmente la estereoscópica. Los medios digitales nos permiten superar estas situaciones 
hoy, no solo al hacer que estas colecciones sean más accesibles sino, sobre todo, al agregarlas y 
permitiéndoles nuevas lecturas. Uno de los desafíos clave de los estudios de fotografía del siglo XXI 
radica en la oportunidad de publicar en línea imágenes de colecciones de fotografías antiguas. 
Los medios digitales pueden mejorar estas colecciones y ampliar su legibilidad. Esta fue nuestra in-
tuición al desarrollar un catálogo digital para las colecciones de fotografía estereoscópica de Car-
los Relvas con el objetivo de reunir y combinar todos sus negativos y positivos estereoscópicos, y 
así, por primera vez, proporcionar una imagen completa de su pasión por este tipo de fotografía.
Palabras clave: Carlos Relvas; Fotografía estereoscópica; Negativo al Colodión húmedo; Serie; 
Catálogo digital

The study of the wet plate collodion negatives
The history of photography is a history of photographic prints rather than negatives. Surely it 
was in the prints that the social history of photography lay, in other words, its circulation, its 
public recognition in exhibitions, albums and other publications. Prints are the ‘final art’ and 
represent the selection of a perfected set of choices, which makes them, therefore, the type of 
documents that the history of photography has favoured to ensure an assertive and more line-
ar discourse. Conversely, negatives are often synonymous of laboratory work, hesitations, ex-
cluded or retouched areas, more abstract images which are harder to interpret, in short, of an 
uncertain and risky territory, continuously ignored in photographic studies. 
This depreciation did not benefit the preservation of photographic negatives of historic value, 
and for this reason few collections of photographic negatives from the 19th century managed 
to reach us. On the other hand, even if preserved, the frailty of their emulsions and of their 
mounts, almost always in glass, gradually inhibited their handling and the study of these imag-
es, their comparison and the possibility of joint analysis with the prints they produced. Conse-
quently, prints and negatives followed different and, for the most part, isolated lives. The same 
eventually happened to their studies, estranged in a kind of schism whose impact upon the 
knowledge of photographic works we have not yet been able to assess.   
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In the past three years we have conducted research on Carlos Relvas, the most international-
ly recognized Portuguese photographer in the 19th century1. The wide national, and especial-
ly international, acclaim that Carlos Relvas earned throughout his career (with medals in pho-
to competitions in Madrid, Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Nice and Philadelphia, among other cities) 
has diverted the studies carried out so far on Carlos Relvas (Vicente, 1983; Faria and Pavão, 
2014; Oliveira, 2006) from the beginning of his photographic activity, that is, from the period 
when  Carlos Relvas combined monoscopic with stereoscopic photography, and was represent-
ed by both in European Salons. 
The first task of this study consisted of identifying and cataloguing eight public and private Por-
tuguese collections2, as well as the collection of the French Photographic Society, in Paris, of 
which Carlos Relvas became a member in 1869, and where he left the stereoscopic cards of 
the Society’s exhibitions he participated in. Whereas the dispersion of his stereoscopic cards 
is remarkable (particularly considering that it is a relatively small set with a total of about 538 
stereo cards), the same cannot be said of a substantial part of his stereoscopic negatives which 
have miraculously been kept in the same institution until today, the Carlos Relvas House-Stu-
dio. This comprises a group of 4,174 negatives in wet plate collodion and 6,604 negatives 
in gelatine and silver bromide plates. The idea of bringing together these negatives with their 
respective prints and combining them on a digital platform gave rise to one of the main chal-
lenges of this project, the creation of a Catalogue Raisonné of Carlos Relvas’s Stereoscopic 
Photography which would be accessible online for public consultation and for new analyses 
by future researchers.
The Catalogue Raisonné acknowledges the great importance of the photographic negative. 
The first form which seemed to us more symbolic and practical of emphasising the negative in 
the Catalogue was through the negative identification number. The identification numbers given 
to Carlos Relvas’s negatives during the long process of conservation and cataloguing (between 
1996 and 2012) have been kept in use up to now. For this reason, and to avoid the unnec-
essary multiplication of code numbers of different types, the Catalogue not only kept the same 
numbers to identify the negatives, but it also used them as matrixes for all the corresponding 
prints identified in the collections.
Carlos Relvas’s negatives are negatives in wet plate collodion (FIG. 1). Carlos Relvas’s stereo-
scopic photography was only produced from 1862 to 1874, during his ‘wet plate collodion 
period’. From 1874 onwards, Carlos Relvas adopted the gelatine and silver salts emulsion, 
and stopped producing stereoscopic photographs. In other words, stereoscopy and wet plate 
collodion were closely associated in his work, forming a sort of ‘technical set’ or unity. This 
conclusion is very recent and was only possible after his stereoscopic negatives, kept in the 
House-Studio, had been identified and analysed. This study proved essential to clarify an is-
sue that was raised by the existing conservation inventories, which pointed to a total of about 
1,150 stereo images produced in an unusual range of stereo formats (twelve in total, from 
8x20 cm to 24x30 cm). This data appeared inconsistent, since the variation in the format of the 
stereo negatives is usually quite narrow, as this is largely conditioned by the standard size of 

1 The research which produced ‘Carlos Relvas Stereo Catalogue Raisonné’ was developed in the exploratory projects 
‘European Stereo Masters: Carlos Relvas’ (2017-2018) and ’Carlos Relvas Full 3D. The Stereo Catalogue’ (2019), 
funded by the Research Centre CICANT of Universidade Lusófona de Humanidades e Tecnologias.

2 We are referring to the public collections of Casa dos Patudos — Alpiarça Museum, of Cinemateca Portuguesa, of 
the Photographic Archive of the General-Directorate of Cultural Heritage, of the Carlos Relvas House-Studio, and to 
the private collections of João P. Edward Clode, António Pedro Vicente, Luís Beja and Luís Pereira. 
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stereo mounts (c. 8,4x17,3 cm) where 
the prints are subsequently glued. 
What our work in the archive eventu-
ally revealed is that all negatives with 
two images had been considered stereo- 
scopic, including those portraits aimed 
at the format of the cabinet card. The 
practice of making two exposures on the 
same plate for a portrait with the size of 
a cabinet card was fairly common, and 
there were cameras which accepted 
large-format plates specifically for this 
purpose. From the mid-1860s onwards, 
Carlos Relvas specialized in this type of 
portrait, which had a minimum format 
of 10,8x16,5 cm, but which could also 
have much larger dimensions, thus ex-
plaining the wide variety of formats in double negatives. This possibility, of a double negative, 
allowed both two exposures with different poses by the model, and a variation of the exposure 
times between the two images as well. This option could prove useful for higher-quality printing. 
By way of illustration, we highlight one of these negatives showing the format of a cabinet card 
marked out in its emulsion, which would serve as instruction for the trimming to be carried out 
in the print (FIG. 2). After this distinction between the types of double negatives was made, the 
number of stereo negatives was limited to 635 wet plate collodion specimens.

FIG. 1. Self-portrait of Carlos Relvas in his first studio [1862-1869]. Untransposed stereoscopic wet plate collodion negative. Carlos Relvas House-Studio: 00014-
000-061.

FIG. 2. Studio portrait of a man [1862-1873]. Double exposure in a wet plate collodion 
negative (positivized). Carlos Relvas House-Studio: 00013-000-089.
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Negatives and prints: the findings of the Catalogue Raisonné
When we observe the stereoview of the luxurious waiting room of Carlos Relvas’s House-Stu-
dio, inaugurated in 1875 (FIG. 3), and we notice the discreet presence, among the sideboards 
on the right, of two magnificent column stereoscopes, it is impossible not to think that this enter-
tainment offered to clients while they waited their turn to be photographed was no longer be-
ing produced by Carlos Relvas at the time. Oddly enough, these stereo viewers in the waiting 
room played a double role, which the owners of the collections of stereoscopic photography, 
generally speaking, ceased to be able to fulfil. In the first place, they preserved the images that 
were slowly becoming part of the past (even in those days these viewers were also known as 
‘archivers’ since they served to store, catalogue and preserve). Secondly, they ensured public 
access to these images, providing suitable stereoscopic viewing for them. It is not possible to 
know what these viewers, now missing, showed. Today it is as exciting to imagine the diversi-
fied stereoviews by Carlos Relvas presented in these viewers as it is to search in the new media 
for new ways of presenting and discovering them.
Digital media can bring a new significance to old media. Stereoscopic photography is one of 
those beneficiaries. The goal of the Catalogue Raisonné project is to restore public access to 
Carlos Relvas’s stereoviews but also to enable a broader reading of this photographer’s work. 
Several factors may contribute to this new reading of his images. First and foremost, the unprece-
dented aggregation of the collections of positives and negatives. The catalogue has enabled 
635 stereo negatives of the House-Studio to be combined with 538 stereo cards. As a result, 
184 matches were identified. In other words, about one third of the negatives were associated 
with their respective stereo cards. Although 451 negatives still lack their corresponding prints, 
these images may emerge in other collections and be integrated in the future. In the same way, 
also 187 of the positives found do not have their negative preserved in the House-Studio. Disre-
garding repetitions, it was ascertained that, considering the positives and negatives combined, 
the Catalogue integrates 784 different stereoviews. This figure, so far unknown, provides a 
good perspective of the dimension of Carlos Relvas’s stereo production.

FIG. 3. Carlos Relvas Studio House waiting room [1874-1875]. Untransposed stereoscopic wet plate collodion negative (positivized). Carlos Relvas House-Studio: 
00014-000-055.
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Another important contribution of the Catalogue consists of identifying and first dating the 
twelve series of stereo cards produced by Carlos Relvas. The card mounts were the common 
medium for albumin contact prints and enabled the practical handling of images in the view-
ers. As was the case with other national and foreign stereo photographers, these series stood 
out above all by the colours of the mounts where the photo prints in albumin were glued, or, 
as would be the case later, by their titles printed on these cards, such as ’Portugal’ or ‘Views 
of Portugal by C. Relvas, Amateur Phot.’.  The wide diversity of colours in these cards (beige, 
grey, yellow, pink, purple, red, blue) is certainly related to personal choices but also to dif-
ferent purchases throughout these years. This element thus becomes an important criterion for 
dating them, a practice also widely used in the study of other photographers. The existence of 
series is indicative of images that belong to the same set and which, for that reason, date ap-
proximately from the same time. The fact that in this period Carlos Relvas created a vast and 
unprecedented group of twelve distinct series of stereo cards, not only had the advantage of 
allowing short chronological intervals to be attributed to each series, but it also suggested the 
strong possibility that some of these series were contemporary. This dating process was a de-
manding exercise since their production period was, as we saw, quite short (1862-1874). Still, 
it was a crucial task, considering that these series are the key to a more precise dating of the 
negatives, so far dated in long intervals.
Only in some instances was it possible to base the dating on the subjects of the stereoviews. This 
happens, for example, when it is possible to associate some of the views to specific photo cam-
paigns, as is the case of the views of the Batalha Monastery, produced in 1868 (FIG. 4). Never-
theless, Carlos Relvas sometimes used the same images in different series, even quite apart as 
regards time, which represents an added difficulty when it comes to dating these series. The rea-
son for reusing these views is not clear yet, but it is possible that some images were more sought 
and more appreciated by him. The views of the romantic Almourol Castle are a good example 
of an image which insistently accompanies him throughout his career (FIG. 5). In some cases, it 
is thanks to this repetition that it becomes possible to reconstruct some theme (or even narrative) 
sequences of some series. Take, as illustration, the sequence of portraits of Carlos Relvas with 

FIG. 4. Campanile, Monastery of Santa Maria da Vitória, Batalha [1868]. Stereoscopic albumen print on yellow card mount, series ‘Portugal’. Cinemateca 
Portuguesa— Museu do Cinema: PC974/012.
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his wife and sister-in-law, in 
the Rio de Mouros valley, 
in Condeixa (FIG. 6) to un-
derstand how, in this case, 
the beige, yellow and Por-
tugal series complement 
one another. 
However, this repetition of 
some images throughout 
the series implies that oth-
er perivisual information 
becomes more relevant for 
dating, namely the infor-

FIG. 5. Almourol Castle [1868-1869], Stereoscopic albumen print on yellow card mount, yellow series. Cinemateca Portuguesa— Museu do Cinema: PC1649/010.

FIG. 7. Back of a stereoscopic card by Carlos Relvas, series ‘Vistas de Coimbra’, 1867. Casa dos Patudos—
Museu de Alpiarça: CR-ME-1566.

FIG. 6. Portrait of Carlos Relvas with his wife, Margarida Relvas, and his sister in law, Maria da Assunção Mendes de Azevedo, next to a river bed, Condeixa [1868-
1869]. Photocomposition of a sequence with three half stereoviews. Arquivo de Documentação Fotográfica, DGPC: 00044.001.023; 00044.001.019, and 
Collection João P. Edward Clode: 00036-000-036-001.
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mation kept on the back of these cards. Much of this information is handwritten captions which 
enabled better identification of place, buildings and monuments. Comparing the handwriting in 
his two notebooks preserved in the House-Studio it could be observed that some of these cap-
tions were written by Carlos Relvas himself and included a date (‘1869’), which was then vali-
dated for cataloguing. On the other hand, the reverse sides of the series ‘Views from Coimbra’ 
and ‘Views from Condeixa and Outskirts’ included precious tags where the titles of the series 
and the precise date of ‘April 1867’ were printed (FIG. 7). Unfortunately, these tags were dis-
continued in the following series. Finally, from 1870 onwards, some of the backs included the 
medals won in Paris (1870) and in Vienna (1873), making their dating easier.

FIG. 9. Back of a stereoscopic card by Carlos Relvas with his SFP silver medal [1870]. Colecção João P. Edward Clode: CR.JC.P.10.0002. 

FIG. 8. Brown horse next to Carlos Relvas’s first photographic studio [1870]. Stereoscopic albumen print on pink card mount, pink series. Colecção João P. Edward 
Clode: CR.JC.P.10.0002.
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His pride in these medals and the strong desire to disseminate them created an unusual situa-
tion in one of Carlos Relvas’s stereo series. We are referring to the ‘pink series’, thus called be-
cause the front of the cards is pink while the back is orange with his first medal printed, a silver 
medal won in the 9th Exhibition of the French Photographic Society, (FIGS. 8 and 9). What is un-
usual in this series is that the card used is the same as the one used in the ‘Views from Portugal’ 
series, but in the latter it was inverted, that is, the image was glued on the opposite side. This 
situation, apparently improvised, resulted in an original framing of the medal won in the French 
Photographic Society, (SFP) with the title of the series ‘Views from Portugal’ printed on both mar-
gins in Portuguese and French. In this new visual composition of the back of the mount, Carlos 
Relvas managed to associate his first medal with the ‘Views from Portugal’ stereo series, the 
same series with which he participated in that exhibition in Paris. This may have been a way of 
acknowledging the importance of this series for winning the prize. In the catalogue of this 1870 
exhibition, these images are not listed, they are merely mentioned as ‘A large collection of ste-
reo prints on paper’. Besides the ‘attempts at the Marion process, in charcoal’ also presented 
in 1870 — a recent innovation that Carlos Relvas was beginning to test—, the stereoviews must 
surely have been one of the main reasons for the recognition of Carlos Relvas’s work in this ex-
hibition. This inference is also suggested by the fact that in this Society’s following exhibition, 
in 1874, Carlos Relvas perfected the way he presented a considerable set of 52 stereo views 
which he submitted to the exhibition, providing detailed captions for the catalogue for the first 
time and, also for the first time, storing them in two elegant red cases on which he engraved in 
golden letters: Épreuves Stéreoscopiques de Carlos Relvas, Amateur. Portugal’ (FIG. 10). Thus, 
it is possible to conclude that the pink series of 1870 is, indeed, not only a small subseries of 
the ‘Views from Portugal’ begun in 1869, but also an important symbol of the international re- 
cognition given to Carlos Relvas’s stereo photography (Flores, 2019a). 
The presentation in the catalogue of the twelve series and their time intervals will enable re-
searchers to analyse the evolution of their main subjects. Generally speaking, the landscape, 
the exterior views of cities and buildings, as well as of monuments, are the predominant sub-
jects. There are few outside portraits, and studio portraits are almost non-existent. The two bet-
ter known studio stereo portraits represent his family and Carlos Relvas himself in a self-por-
trait with his camera in his first photographic studio (FIG. 11). Even monuments are completely 
absent from the first series (Beige cards, 1862-67; ‘Views from Coimbra’ and ‘Views from 
Condeixa and Surrounding Area’, 1867). Only from 1868 onwards would they feature promi- 
nently in the ‘Portugal’ and ‘Views from Portugal’ series, whose objective was to provide a 
strong representation of Portugal and its heritage in the exhibitions of the French Photographic 
Society. The dimension of these stereo series by Carlos Relvas is not known, also because there 

FIG. 10. Carlos Relvas’s stereoscopic case no.21 presented in 
the exhibition of the French Photographic Society in 1874. 
French Photographic Society.



The Portuguese Photographer Carlos Relvas (1838-1894) and Stereoscopy. The making of the Digital Catalogue Raisonné 137

was never a catalogue to order these views3. In the Catalogue Raisonné, the series with the 
most items is ‘Views from Portugal’, with 238 cards. Nevertheless, this figure cannot be used to 
assess its breadth. Conversely, there is a handwritten number sequence left on the back of the 
cards, probably by collectors, which may be an important indicator of the range of the series. 
Analysing this numbering, it is surprising to notice, for instance, that the first ‘beige’ and ‘grey’ 
series, dated between 1862 and 1867, should reach such figures as 253 and 287, respective-
ly, thus giving these first series a very unpredictable range.
Besides enabling more precise dating of the negatives, dating the series also enabled the analy-
sis of the formats of their respective negatives. The formats of Carlos Relvas’s stereo negatives 
range from 8x20 cm and 9x20 cm to 11x20 cm and 12x20 cm. Among them, the predomi-
nant size is 11x20, a format common to the stereo series he produced from 1862 to 1874. It 
is possible to claim that it was with this stereo format that Carlos Relvas began to photograph 
as this is the format which is the basis of his first card series between 1862 and 1867 (series 
with beige and grey cards, as well as the ‘Views from Coimbra’ and ‘Views from Condeixa’ se-
ries). Carlos Relvas would only combine this format with others for a very short period of time, 
between 1867 and 1869. This is the case of the 8x20-cm format, exclusively used in the ‘C 
Relvas’ series [Yellow Card with dry stamp] and the 9x20 and 12x20 formats which gave rise 
to the ‘Portugal’ series and the ‘yellow card’ series. These new formats would be discontinued 
from 1869 onwards, a time when the 11x20 format once again asserted itself, featuring pre-
dominantly, for example, in the series ‘Views from Portugal by C. Relvas, Amateur Phot.’, in all 
of its iterations (orange, blue or yellow mounts).  
One of the factors that will most contribute to this Catalogue allowing a better reading of Carlos 
Relvas’s stereo work is that each image researched is associated on the programmed interface 
to its respective ‘family of images’, that is, to its negative (which can also be seen here in its 

3 Carlos Relvas came from a wealthy family of farmers and we have no way of proving he ever sold his stereoviews. 
To a certain extent, the ‘Amateur’ in his signature alluded precisely to that. The lack of catalogues of the Portuguese 
photographers who engaged in the practice of stereo photography is one of the major limitations of this research in 
Portugal (Flores, 2019b).

FIG. 11. Self-portrait of Carlos Relvas in his first studio [1868-1869]. Stereoscopic albumen print on yellow card mount, yellow series. Casa dos Patudos—Museu 
de Alpiarça: CR-IE-1577. 
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positive version), and also to the various existing prints, from the same or from different series, 
duly accompanied by their backs (FIG. 12). The concept of ‘family of images’ upon which this 
catalogue is based found its reference and main inspiration in ‘The William Henry Fox Talbot 
Catalogue Raisonné’ developed by photography historian Larry J. Schaaf, and by a team of 
researchers from Oxford University. Released online in 2017, this catalogue expects to publish 
25,000 images by Fox Talbot, and is presented as ‘The complete corpus of the works of the 
Victorian inventor of photography on paper’. The joint presentation of negatives with their re-
spective positives is one of the chief assets of this Fox Talbot Catalogue, which values the heu-
ristic dimension of the negative and brings back the calotype experience, of being able to see 
the world in inverted tones4. 
In the case of Carlos Relvas’s Catalogue, the main challenge in the presentation of these ima-
ges regarded the always difficult stereoscopic viewing. After some solutions were tested, we 
opted to introduce gif animations in a chosen set of images. This animation is included in the 
‘family’ of the images, enabling better understanding and experience of the stereo effect of 
the original. Still, this idea of ‘family’ eventually had an unexpected ramification when our re-
search identified in a private collection a set of 38 glass plates of a projection lantern made 
from Carlos Relvas’s stereo negatives at the House-Studio (FIG. 13). The dating of these ima-
ges is imprecise but the fact that photographs of the Retrospective Exhibition of Portuguese 

4  The project can be accessed at https://talbot.bodleian.ox.ac.uk

FIG. 12. Visual draft of the interface design of the Carlos Relvas Stereo Catalogue Raisonné
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and Spanish Ornamental Art, held in Lisbon in 1882, are part of this collection suggests that 
they were a belated ‘reutilization’ of their stereo negatives. In other words, these images are 
a kind of second generation of prints of the stereo negatives, they are part of the same ‘family 
of images’, so that including them in this catalogue was considered fundamental. On the other 
hand, they also point to Carlos Relvas’s new interests related to photographic transparencies 
for magical lanterns and to the art of image projection, as is also suggested by some of the 
books he acquired in the last years of his life5. 
By including these glass projections, the first iteration of the Catalogue Raisonné of Carlos 
Relvas’s Stereoscopic Photography will present a total of 1,211 photographic items, to which 
116 files with gif animations and 259 images of selected backs with relevant information will 
be associated. The Catalogue Raisonné has the same structure as an online searchable data-
base, which allows us to carry out simple or advanced searches from a broad set of metadata 
regarding the item, the content of the image and its context, with a total of fifteen data entries. 
Besides these searches, the Catalogue Raisonné may also be used as a lab to observe in detail 
the magnified images, both positives and negatives, and it is possible to select some of them 
for subsequent comparison. And since the goal of this Catalogue is to be as comprehensive as 
possible, there will be a feature to enable users to suggest new images or contents which may 
enrich and improve the information presented.
One of the possible development perspectives for this Catalogue will be the integration of 
Carlos Relvas’s monoscopic photographs. Initially, priority would have to be given to the 

5 We refer, for example, to the 1892 book by H. Fourtier, La pratique des projections: étude méthodique des appa-
reils, les accessoires, usages et apllications diverses des projections, conduite des séances, included in one of the 
invoices addressed to Carlos Relvas by Lisbon bookseller and publisher M. Gomes in 1894, and which are part of 
the collection of Casa dos Patudos— Alpiarça Museum.  

FIG. 13. Outskirts of Braga [1862-1882]. 
Hand colored gelatin print on glass for 
projection. Colecção Frederico Cunha: 
CR.FC.P.0002.



integration of all the monoscopic photos with the same subjects and the same perspectives as 
the stereo photos. This happens fairly frequently in Carlos Relvas’s work, especially regarding 
the photographs of monuments, where the similarities between the monoscopic and the stere-
oscopic versions often seem to derive from a true game of mirrors. By presenting this visual di-
versity, the Catalogue will contribute to reveal the 19th-century interest of photography in living 
with and making the best of these two visual cultures.
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