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CULTURE

MEGAN KARSON MIXES POISON AND DARKNESS TO KEEP AN ARTFORM ALIVE BY EMILY COX

HOW TO TIN FRIENDS  
AND INFLUENCE PEOPLE

With an old camera of boxes and bel-
lows, silver nitrate that stains, and cyanide 
that poisons, Megan Karson is making 
photographs. As a tintypist, Karson trav-
els (pre-pandemic, and hopefully, a!er) in 
her van to shoot landscapes and portraits 
using two-hundred year old techniques. 
"e resulting images are intimate and oth-
er-worldly. 

Compared to #lm photography, Karson 
enjoys the hands-on, traditional process of 
making tintypes. If these old techniques ar-
en’t practiced and taught, they could be lost.

“It’s important to me to preserve the 
past,” Karson says, “and that’s a big part of 
my work. My goal with my work is to com-
bine preserving stories from now with pre-
serving a process from two hundred years 
ago.”

Getting into making tintypes is not for 
the faint of heart. “I spent like two or three 
months collecting my gear, because it’s not 
something you can just buy anywhere. I had 
to buy a special camera and then I had to 
modify the camera and do all this research 
and #nd all the chemicals and #gure out a 
darkroom that would work that was mobile. 
So it took quite awhile. It’s a lot of gear and 

it’s expensive and it’s time consuming. It’s 
not an ideal process for someone who just 
wants to make pictures for fun.”

In the wet plate collodion process to 
make tintypes, she prepares the plates by 
coating them with an emulsion containing 

silver nitrate, which is sensitive to light, so 
when the lens of the camera is opened, the 
light and shadow create an image on the 
metal. 

“With wet plate, the actual piece of 
metal, and the chemicals on them, has to re-
main wet while you’re taking the photo, and 
then they have to get back in the chemicals. 
So you only have a few minutes to do the 

whole thing.” To function on the go, Karson 
uses a light-tight portable hydroponics tent 
as her darkroom. 

Once the exposed plate is back in the 
chemicals, “it develops in about 15 seconds,” 
says Karson, “and then you put it in a #xer, 

and that makes it not light-sensitive any-
more, and then it’s done. I varnish them and 
then they’re safe from getting scratched or 
fading for hundreds of years.”

"e #xer used in the original tintype 
process is cyanide. Modern #xers, like the 
ones used by #lm photographers in their 
darkrooms, are far safer, and also work on 
tintypes. But the end result is di$erent, and 

Karson prefers the look and authenticity of 
the original chemical formulas. Cyanide it 
is. “It’s very dangerous. Which is why I wear 
a gas mask when I work in my dark room. 
And it’s actually not very easy to purchase.” 

You may have seen Karson’s work when 
she was creating playful stu$ed monsters. 
"at project culminated with a large hu-
man-sized monster aboard a streetcar as 
a part of 2018’s Art in the Loop. Now, she 
says, “I am retired from sewing.” Her mon-
sters, she says, “just became so much of my 
public identity, I was the monster lady, and 
it didn’t feel very expressive to me anymore. 
I was just manufacturing things instead of 
making art. So I quit doing that.”

Of all her art forms, which has also 
included drawing, photography was always 
her favorite. But, she says, “I never thought 
I could make money doing it, so it was on 
the furthest back burner of all my practices.”

"ings changed when her uncle passed 
away, leaving her some money. “He was an 
artist,” Karson says, “and he was like, ‘Quit 
doing shit that you hate. Here’s some means 
to get by for a while and you can actually 
make what you want to make and be an art-
ist.’ So I was more able to focus on what I 
wanted to be doing, instead of just making 
stu$ hoping it would make me money.” "at 
gave her the means to buy her van, go to a 
tintype workshop in California, get herself 
the skills and materials to get started. And 
it paid o$.

“Luckily, making tintypes, I’ve made 
more money than I ever did doing the oth-
er things I was doing, that I hated doing. I 
didn’t hate drawing—I loved drawing, but 

again it was, how can I make this appealing 
so people want to buy it, instead of just I want 
to make this thing because it’s important to 
me. I think that’s a very common thing for 
artists these days. It’s hard to make money 
and make what you want. So I feel lucky I 
can do that now—in pre-COVID days.” 

When the pandemic shutdowns began 
in March, Karson was on her #rst long trip 
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SHE TRAVELS IN HER 1979 CHEVY VAN, THAT SHE FITTED OUT FOR LONG 
TRIPS, INCLUDING A BED, SINK, AND STOVE. “I BUILT THE VAN WITH [THIS 
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The artist and her van.   LEILANI THORNTON TUTTLE
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to travel around and make tintypes. She had 
to leave the desert a week before all the %ow-
ers came into bloom. 

“My goal was to go on tour and set 
up pop-ups [to make portraits]. I could 
take breaks in between and explore and 
take landscapes, and then go into a town 
and meet people and make some mon-
ey and make photos. I was doing it, before 
COVID-19.” 

She travels in her 1979 Chevy van, that 
she #tted out for long trips, including a bed, 
sink, and stove. “I built the van with all this 
in mind. "ere’s enough space in there for 
my darkroom to be set up, but there’s also 
storage compartments that the dog can’t get 
into.” (Gotta keep the dog out of the cya-
nide.)

Much like she prefers the old over the 
new in her photographic process, Karson fa-
vors paper maps over GPS. “I don’t usually 
use GPS when I’m traveling. [Using a paper 
map] keeps me present. I actually have to 
pay attention to where I am and what I’m 
doing.” Of course, her paper map is from the 
1960s, so she occasionally #nds that roads 

no longer exist, or have been renamed. But 
it’s also a map of where she’s been: “I draw 
on it, all the roads I’ve been on, which is the 
other reason I carry it with me. It’s like a 
scavenger hunt to cross o$ roads.”

As the world shut down in March, Kar-
son headed to hometown Kansas City. She 
recently learned that she’s a sixth-genera-
tion Kansas Citian—“My great-great-great-
grandparents lived here in the late 1800s. 
Which is why I feel so comfortable here, but 
also just want to go away so badly.” While 
she’s been grateful to have somewhere safe 
and familiar to be during this year of un-
certainty, she’s itching for the road again. 
“It’s hard to feel inspired in the place you’ve 
spent your whole life. For someone who’s 
very visual and needs visual stimulation, 
I’m just under stimulated here, because it’s 
so familiar.”

During the pandemic, she’s made some 
“house call” tintypes, making socially dis-
tanced portraits outside people’s homes. 
When asked what she’s eager to do when it’s 
safe to travel again, it’s landscapes.

“I love making landscapes with tin-
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types. It’s really di&cult, it’s way harder than 
making portraits, because I’m out in the 
wild.” On the other hand, she says, “in some 
ways it’s easier because I can make ten, and 
there’s no one sitting there getting irritated. 
Or I can do a 10 second long exposure and 
I’m not worried about someone moving.” 

While #lm camera exposures are typi-
cally tiny fractions of a second, tintypes may 
require #ve or ten seconds. In a studio, she 
uses lights putting o$ a total of 10,000 watts. 
“So it’s an incredible amount of light that’s 
needed,” she says, “which is why they’re re-
ally long exposures outdoors.”

Making landscapes in remote locations 
can also mean unpredictable conditions: 
high wind, shi!ing cloud cover, sudden 
storms.

Making portraits comes with the task 
of managing the subjects’ expectations. A lot 
of her subjects are understanding or excited 
about the quirks of the medium. “But some 
people don’t really understand the whole 
process. ‘I just want this old timey photo of 
myself,’ and they don’t actually understand 
how di&cult it is to get that photo, and that 

there are a lot of things that can go wrong.”
She describes herself as a perfectionist, 

and with the tintype process, “you kind of 
have to let go of your expectations. It’s kind 
of mysterious, which is a cool part of it, but 
can be frustrating sometimes.” 

“"ere’s a lot of challenges involved in 
tintype making,” she says. “"e chemicals 
are really sensitive to heat and cold. If it’s 80º 
it’s too hot, if it’s 50º it’s too cold. And you 
could poison yourself very easily. And silver 
nitrate is clear when you’re looking at it, but 
if it gets on your hand, the next day your 
hands will be black, it completely stains your 
skin. "ere’s nothing really easy about it.”

But she persists, and the mystery and 
the challenge pays o$. Karson says a friend 
recently observed that with her tintype por-
traits, it’s like you can see more than just the 
person, you can see the souls of the people. 
"at there’s an intimacy there. And that inti-
macy shows up in her landscapes too, some-
thing that doesn’t exist in a modern color 
photo of a cactus or a mountain. “"ere’s 
more to it with a tintype,” she says. “It has 
more feeling to it.” 


