
 

Nebraska 1890: George H.Ray is photographed in Nebraska State Penitentiary. Due to long exposure 

times people rarely smiled in photographs, much less in mugshots. By the end of the 19th century, 

advances in photographic technology reduced exposure times to seconds, but having a photograph 

taken by a professional was often a serious and somber occasion. 

  

 



 

 

George H. Ray grinning in a prison mug shot is truly unusual, especially considering he is looking at some 

serious prison time.Mugshots from this era come in many interesting varieties, most perpetrators does 

not like having their photo taken and some are even forced to have the photo taken while being 

restrained in some way.  

 

The reason i picked this photo, besides Ray smiling, is that i find old mugshots tell allot about the person 

being photographed. Some have attitudes and flare that is very present and visual in many of the 

images.  

 

Some time ago i stumbled upon a series of vintage photos from the 1920s by The Sydney Justice & 

Police Museum. This sparked my interest in this particular type of photography, where almost all the 

imagery tell a story and have an artistic presentation by the photographer. wether or not this was 

intensional is up for debate and speculation. 

 

This portrait image i find very interesting because it is sharp and in focus on the subject it is capturing, 

however even the background brings some artistic flare to the image, despite that it is probably just a 

grimy concrete wall. The shadows on the wall are in a way ominus and, in a lack of words to describe it, 

looks like hellfire. 

 

I imagine the photographer in this instance was surprised by the smile in this image. Being somewhat 

unusual to smile in photos in the 19th century, he may even have considered it to be a bad photograph. 

 

The wrinkles in his face and around his eyes tells me Ray is no stranger to sadness and dissapointment. 

Kind of like the depressed clown that is always smiling. so this smile may even be ironic in a way.it is 

apparent something is going through his mind. Maybe he feels that his crime was justified, or maybe a 

relief of it all being over. 

  

Keep in mind that all this is personal speculation from my end on this photo. 

Ray served 10 years for manslaughter in the late 1890s. 

 

Thank you for reading. - J 


