




  

Watkins who personally commissioned to be built and then hauled into the Yosemite 
wilderness the first mammoth plate camera, enabling him to capture the expansive vistas 
on 18x22 inch negatives, which then became the largest prints ever seen of the Valley.  In 
those days, the way to get a large print was to have a large negative.  Watkins also made 
many stereo views, which were widely distributed and which helped Americans living far 
away from Yosemite get a glimpse of its unique grandeur.  
 
Something about the combination of Watkins flawless workmanship and the amazing 
beauty of his compositions inspired me in an unexpected way.   I know a lot about wet 
plate photography.   I had built my own 1800’s style half-plate size camera and portable 
darkroom.   I already knew the limits of modern film in comparison to the grainless detail 
produced by the collodion process. Now I wanted to pour collodion onto glass plates 
capturing the Valley once again the way that Watkins did 140 years ago, and make prints 
in a way that I knew modern film could not duplicate.  

 

Early demands of 
photography essentially 
required the making of 
your own film before an 
image could be struck.  The 
“film” could be metal (tin 
types) or glass.  Only glass 
could provide a negative to 
be used for printmaking. 
Cameras were built in 
varying sizes and glass 
plates were cut to 
accommodate the specific 
camera.  Preparing the 
plate entailed thorough 
cleansing until spotless. 
Collodion, a sticky 
solution, is poured onto the 
plate to form a thin layer 
that evenly coats the plate, 
with all excess removed.  
In a darkroom where the 
only light used comes 
through a red glass filter, 
the plate is then immersed 
into a bath of silver nitrate 
for several minutes.  This makes the plate light sensitive, so upon removal from the bath 
it is put into a lightproof plate holder that is then placed onto the back of the camera.  The 
focusing of the camera lens is set beforehand. The plate holder has a removable panel 

El Capitan from across the Merced River. Print from an 8x10 collodion 
negative by Robert Szabo 2003 



  

called a dark slide, which is removed after the plate holder is on the camera.  The cap on 
the camera lens acts as the shutter, and when it is removed the plate is exposed to light 
and an image is cast.  The exposure time for wet plate landscape photography is generally 
around 20 seconds to one minute, depending on the intensity and color of the light on the 
subject.  Wet plate photography needs natural daylight. After the plate has been exposed, 
the lens cap is put back on, the dark slide reinserted, the plate holder is removed from the 
camera and taken back to the darkroom to be developed. The plate is developed in an iron 
sulfate developer and fixed in sodium thiosulfate.  After thorough rinsing in clean water it 
is allowed to dry and then a coating of varnish is applied, which seals and protects the 
image.  Making prints from negatives is done with a special printing frame where the 
negative is put in contact with photosensitive paper.  Most of the landscape pictures taken 
with the wet plate process have a cloudless sky. This is due to the blue light sensitivity of 
the process. To properly expose the whole image on the plate makes the sky very 
overexposed leaving it to appear blank on the print. If you do see clouds on a wet plate 
image they were most likely over printed onto the print from a separate negative showing 
just clouds.    The stereo camera is no different from the wet plate landscape camera 
except for having two lenses that are set in the camera about the same distance apart as 
your eyes.  They produce two side-by-side images on the same negative of a scene from 
two slightly different angles.  This makes a 3D image that is refocused and viewed by 
using a stereoscope.  
 
 

 
 
 

A stereoview of The Three Brothers showing traditional 19th century mounting and printing techniques. Printed from a 
collodion  negative by Robert Szabo 2002 





  

 
The wet plate process is called "wet plate" for a reason: to work properly the glass plate 
must stay wet throughout the process. So darkroom and camera cannot be separated by 
any more than a few minutes walking distance.  This is one of the great challenges of wet 
plate photography in the field. After a week of traveling around the park attempting to 
take images and develop them in the darkroom in the back of my van, I think I had the 
drill down just about the time I had to leave.  This is a snapshot of me and the process.  I 
would pick out a view I wanted to photograph and park the van as close as I could to a 
viable set up site. If I was trying to duplicate a Watkins image, I first had to determine if 
the current view would allow me to take a similar picture. Some of the old scenes are just 
not the same anymore, mostly because of trees growing where they did not when Watkins 
took his pictures of the valley. If I decided I could get the picture and the scene looked 
good I would then go to work. The camera would come out of the van along with the 
tripod and dark cloth. The camera would be set up in the most advantageous spot and the 
lens focused. After focusing I would go back to the van darkroom and clean and sensitize 
a piece of glass. The glass plate would be taken to the camera and the plate exposed and 
then removed from the camera and taken back to the darkroom for developing. Even with 
my darkroom readily available in the back of my van, just to get one image was quite a 
lengthy detailed process. Try to imagine what it must have been like in 1861 for Watkins. 
Every photograph required the unloading of the mules and the resetting up of the tent 
darkroom and the camera. 

 
From left to right, Wet Plate photographers Wayne Pierce, Robert Szabo and William Dunniway, wearing 19th century 
clothing stand in front of the Grizzly Giant. Photograph by Robert Szabo.  Ranger Dean Shenk assisted by  removing the lens 
cap for the exposure. 2003 



  

 

Yosemite and adventure seem to go hand-in-hand. During my visit, I envisioned an 
historical hiking trip to Taft Point using my wet plate equipment. I wanted to get some 
pictures from the rim of the valley, trying to duplicate some of Watkins’ photos, but the 
camera locations for these views were all much too far from the modern roads for me to 
reach by hiking if I had to carry in all the needed equipment by myself, and since my 
friends had already left, it was just me. As I mentioned previously, Watkins used as many 
as 12 mules to carry his gear to his selected sites.  It seemed a bit ironic that in this 
modern day of SUVs that Watkins actually had the off-road edge with his team of mules. 
Since I couldn’t get to my first choice locations, I decided to attempt to duplicate an 
image taken by Eadweard Muybridge. 
 

 
Left Profile Cliff by Robert Szabo 2002 Right Profile Cliff by Eadweard Muybridge 1867 

 

Muybridge was another well known 19th century Yosemite photographer who 
subsequently went on to become the father of the motion picture using still sequence wet 
plate photography. The 1860s Muybridge photo I liked was taken of Profile Rock from 
Taft Point, and was a much easier hike than the Watkins images I had in mind. I used my 
large customized backpack to carry the load of a 5x8 camera, jars of chemicals, a small 
teepee style darkroom tent, a few 5x8 glass plates, and a plastic gallon jug of water for 
processing and washing the plates. This jug was also used to carry back the wastewater 
after processing. The trip from the parking area to Taft Point is not far, about 1.3 miles. 
Well, not far if you’re not carrying 65 pounds of gear. It was a slow walk to get there, but 
I made it, and set up my darkroom about ten feet from the rocky edge.  Muybridge called 
the place Lookout Rock, but it is now named Profile Cliff. Trying to recreate the same 
angle as Muybridge, I moved to the edge with my tripod and camera. As I was doing this, 








