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Photographer Profile: Fontayne & Porter

Charles H. Fontayne
(1814 to March 18, 1901)

William Southgate Porter
(September 16, 1822 to September 10, 1889)

Summary

Charles Fontayne and William Porter are best known for their masterpiece, Daguerreotype View of
Cincinnati, 1848, an eight-plate panorama that captures a mile long stretch of the riverfront of
Cincinnati. Individually, Fontayne and Porter made substantial contributions to the development of
early American photography. In 1844, the two men began their photographic partnership in Baltimore.
They split up before resuming their partnership in Cincinnati by 1848. Their on and off again
relationship would continue through the 1860s. Despite long, distinguished careers, many aspects of
their lives remain unknown. This profile is based on archival photographs, primary documents, books
and the research of Chris Smith, Research Librarian, Cincinnati Public Library.

Background

Charles Fontayne was born in England in 1814. He learned to make daguerreotypes in Baltimore in
1844. Tronically, there are no known images of Fontayne despite his long career in photography. Fontayne
operated his own studio in Cincinnati until joining photographer J.F. Ryder in Cleveland in 1856
(Hannavy, 2008). Charles Fontayne was married to Jane Fontayne. The couple had at least five children as
of the 1860 U.S. Census.

William Southgate Porter was born to Walter and Mary Porter in Ohio in 1822.
Porter worked with Fontayne in Baltimore from 1844 to 1846. The two split up.
Porter established a studio in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania. In May of 1848, Porter
created an eight-plate daguerreotype panorama of the Fairmont Waterworks along
the Schuykill River in Philadelphia (Hannavy, 2008). Archived in the George
Eastman Museum, Fairmont Waterworks served as a model for Porter’s work four
months later on Daguerreotype View of Cincinnati. George Eastman Museum link:
https: / / collections.eastman.org / objects / 27455 / fairmount-water-works-

philadelphia.

Portrait of William S. Porter, full-plate daguerreotype,
undated, Cincinnati Public Library.




William Porter enlisted in the Union Army’s 153 Infantry Regiment, Ohio (National Guard) at
Camp Dennison in May of 1864. The regiment provided guard duty and fought in several skirmishes in
West Virginia before its soldiers were mustered out in September of 1864. William Porter was married
to Maria W. Porter (1833 — 1867). The couple had four children as of 1860: Mary E., Edward P., Alice M.
and Blanche (Ancestry, 2024).

Cincinnati Studios

Charles Fontayne moved his studio from Baltimore to Cincinnati in 1846. William Porter joined him in
Cincinnati by 1848. The two men were partners in Fontayne & Porter’s Gallery of Daguerreotype from 1848
to about 1854. They briefly opened a daguerreotype gallery in Chillicothe, Ohio, in 1853 (Ryder, 1901).
Fontayne operated his own studio in Cincinnati for a few years before moving to Cleveland.

Porter operated several studios in Cincinnati until 1872. Porter
partnered with several other photographers during this period,
including David R. Hoag and Winter (first name undetermined).
Porter’s portrait of Mrs. Witzel, a salted paper print with applied color,
ca., 1853, displays his talent as an artist. Fontayne’s early daguerreotype,
[Portrait of Two Women,| 1846, Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, shows
his skill with lighting.
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Fontayne & Porter advertisement,
1850-1851 Williams’ Cincinnati
Directory, Cincinnati Public Library.

Mrs. W.C. Witzel, salted paper [Portrait of two women], sixth-
print with applied color, ca, 1853, plate daguerreotype, 1846,
William Porter, Smithsonian Charles Fontayne, Nelson-Atkins
American Art Museum. Museum of Art.

William Southgate Porter Collection, Cincinnati Public Library.
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The Cincinnati Public Library preserves a collection of nine
photographs made by William Porter in the mid 19+ Century. The
collection includes framed photographs of the Porter family, some
unidentified portraits, and an ambrotype and tintype of Civil War
soldiers. Link:
https: / /cdm16998.contentdm.oclc.org/ digital / collection / p16998coll50

Mrs. W.S. Porter and child, undated,
William S. Porter, Cincinnati Public
Library.




A Family Seated in its Garden, J. Paul Getty Museum

Fontayne and Porter were some of the first regional photographers to
take their daguerreotype camera out of the studio. This was no easy task.
Their fieldwork is captured in an early daguerreotype by Fontayne and
Porter entitled “A Family Seated in its Garden” in the archive of the J. Paul
Getty Museum in California. Click on this website link to view important
details: https:/ /www.getty.edu/art/ collection / object/104FF2

This image is on the cover of The Silver Canvas: Daguerreotype
Masterpieces from The J. Paul Getty Museum, published in 1998. A
description of the image (Plate 71, pp. 196-197) provides fascinating
insights into the value of one photograph to scholars. The family is
unidentified, but Fontayne and Porter likely took the photograph at
the family’s country “estate somewhere in Greater Cincinnati.
Three domestic workers are also posed in the photograph: a female [, , . "
governess, an African American man with a shovel, and woman d?giiﬁgzgiitefsilré—l,{SSSGzarlgcfrﬁ,ayne

standing on the porch. & Porter, J. Paul Getty Museum.
Daguerreotype View of Cincinnati, 1848

On September 24, 1848 Fontayne and Porter made history when they took their daguerreotype camera
to a rooftop in Newport, Kentucky. From their vantage point, near the modern-day Newport Aquarium,
the two men had a commanding view of Cincinnati and the Ohio River. It was a quiet Sunday afternoon
No bridge obstructed their sight lines. They made eight, full-plate daguerreotypes that captured life along
the riverfront of Cincinnati, which would soon become the sixth largest city in the United States.

Daguerreotype View of Cincinnati stunned the world for its remarkable resolution. It won first prize at an
exhibition at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia, and an award at the Maryland Institute’s Exhibition of
Mechanical and Fine Arts in Baltimore. The panorama was also selected for the photography section at the
Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace, London in 1851 (Hamber, 2018). Today, Daguerreotype View of Cincinnati
is preserved in a special exhibit in the Rare Books Room, Main Branch, Cincinnati Public Library. This
masterpiece is the oldest panoramic photographic of a city on North America. The Cincinnati Public
Library has an interactive, on-line website, Panorama of Progress, with details of the history found within
this remarkable photograph. Link: https: / /1848.cincinnatilibrary.org/
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Epilogues

Charles H. Fontayne died at the age of 87 in Clifton, New Jersey on March 18, 1901, according to an
obituary written by his studio colleague J. F. Ryder (Ryder, 1901). Fontayne is buried in the Cedar Lawn
Cemetery in Paterson, New Jersey. William S. Porter died on September 10, 1889. Porter is buried with
his wife in Spring Grove Cemetery, in Cincinnati, Ohio.

Author

Thomas M. Law, Project Director, “Capturing Life” (1839-1869), Voyageur Media Group, Inc. © 2024,
Voyageur Media Group, Inc. This profile is provided free for research and educational purposes.
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