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SZ'klMrnY 
The Mike Meyet Disfarmer Gravesite consists of a small rectangular _eray granite marker in the north central 
part of the Heber Springs Cemetery. The marker is close to the ground and simply reads "MIKE MEYER 
DXSFARniZER~1884- 1 959." Decoration on the stone is limited to an egg and dart design in the bottom centm 
of the stone and stylized flora located above the birth and death dates. 

ELABORATION 
The Mike Meyer Disfarmer Gravesite consists of a small rectangular gray granite marker in the north central 
part of the Heber Springs Cemetery. The marker is close to the ground and simply reads "MIKE MEYER 
DISFARblERtI 884- 1959." 

!' he sides of the stone are rusticated while the top of the stone consists of a highly polished border around the 
-<dge and a matte-finish center. The top half of the stone has " M E  MEYER DISFARMER?? carved in it 
while the bottom half has his birth and death dates, E 881 and 1959. The dates are located in rectangles on the 
stone in the bottom right and left corners. The rectangles are connected to each other with a segment of egg 
and dart design in the bottom center. The rectangles with the dates are surmounted by stylized flora. 

Integrity 
The Mike Meyer Disfarmer Gravesite has good integrity. The stone has not been altered, although lichens 
are growing on it. The area surrounding the stone also remains a cemetery just as it was in 1959 at the time 
of Disfmer ' s  death. 
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SLTh.rnk;IRY 
The gravesite of Mike Meyer Disfarmer in h e  Heber Springs Cemetery is the only remaining property 
associated with the life of the noted portrait photographer. Operating a studio in Heber Springs from 1 925 or 
1926 until his death in 1959, Mike Meyer D i s f m e r  quickly became known for his portrait photography of 
the common people of Beber Springs and the surroundins areas. Since his death, Disfarmer's work has 
gained a much wider reputation, culminating in an exhibition of his work at the International Center of 
Photography in New York in 1976. As a result of his importance in the world of photography, the Mike 
Meyer Disfamer Gravesite is being nominated to the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion B 
with statewide significance. The property is eligible for inclusion under Criteria Consideration C as a 
qave of an historical fipre of outstanding importance. 

--LLABORATIOK 
The origins of modem day photography actually date back to ancient times when people used camera 
obscuras, whf ch were box-shaped devices that used a pinhole to Foran images an the walls of darkened 
rooms. Improvements to camera obscuras in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? notably making them 
portable and improving their brightness and cIarity by enlarging the pinhole. made them more useful and they 
were Frequently employed by artists of the time.' 

The development of photography received another boost in 1727 when Professor J. Schulze accidentally 
created the first photo-sensitive compound. After mixing chalk, nitnc acid, and silver in a tlask, he noticed 
that the side of the flask exposed to suntight darkened. Almost n centurq. later, in 18 16, h'ickphore Ni6pce 
combined the camera obscura and photosensitive paper, and in 1826 he was able to create a permanent 
image. 2 

.Mer  Nikpce's combination of the camera obscura with photosensitive paper, other people explored other 
methods to m a t e  photographic images. In 1834, for example, Hen? Fox Talhot created permanent imaees, 
although negatives, on paper soaked in silver chloride that was fixed with a salt solution. He then created 
positive images by contact printing on another sheet of paper. Talhot patented his process in 1 831 under the 
name "calotpe." Along the same lines, Fre~~chman b u i s  D a p m e  began creating images in 1 837 using 
silver-plated copper [hat was coated with silver chloride and developed with warm mercury. Although the 
Daguerreotype method was never patented, Daeerre was awarded a state pension in exchange for the 
tlublication of his methods and the rights for others to use the process. London sculptor Frederick Scott 

'  her was able to improve the resolution of photographs by spreading a collodion mixrure and chemicals on 

' Greenspun. Phlip Histoy ofPhotography j%e!!ne. From. http:!/photo.ne~istosy.timeEine. 
"id. 
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glass sheets. His process was much cheaper tban Dayme 's  and allowed unlimited reproductions. 
However, like Daguerre's process, although it was published, it was never patented.' 

Once the basics of photography were in place, it was not lorlg afternards that portrait photography 
developed. On March 23: 1 541 , Richard Beard opened a portrait studio in London, and the Times described 
the studio as follows: 

The appartment [sic] appropriated for the magrcal process - for so it may be 
termed - i s  ,...on the highest story of the institution. From the roof, which is 
constructed of blue glass of about a quarter of an inch thick, a very powesful 
light is obtained, and it is SO ingeniously contrived as to revolve with the sun. 
In a portion of the room, nearly in tbe centre, an elevated seat is placed, on 
which the party whose like~less is to be taken sits with his head recIining 
backwards. In h s  position the sitter is told to look Enta a glass box, in an 
opposite direction, about five feet from him. in which is placed the metallic 
plate to be impressed with the portrait. Having done sa for n few seconds, he 
descends, and in a felx7 minutes aftemwards a faithful likeness is presented to 
him. 

The likenesses which we saw arere admirable, and closely true ro nature, 
beauties and deformities beins alike exhibited.. . 4 

Although Beard was highly successfizl, reportedly earning as much as £ 125 a day, he was bankrupt by June 
1850, the result of several lawsuits concerning the use of the Daguerreotype process without paying any 
1 icensing fees. 

Althou& portrait photography had'its beginnings at least as early as the 1840s, it was not until the 1 850s 
when it really took off, specifically with the patenting of the carre-de-visile by .Andre Adolphe Eugkne 
DisdCri in Paris in 1 554. A carte-de-visile consisted of a small albumen print mo11nted on a thicker paper 
card, usually measuring 2.5 x 4 inches. The carte-de-visife took off in popularity in Europe in the 1850s and 
in the United States after 1860, mainly because, unlike previous methods of portraiture, it was inexpensive 
md accessible to all people.6 

fild. 
4 Infomatron on Richard Beard from: h~:~~nw.rle~~atcom~whotohist~n~~%i~~w~%eard~hm. 
Bid. 
' Greenspun, Philip. Histop afPhomgraphy Trmeline. From: http:~~uhoto.net%i~t~w.timeline and Z e g g a ~  Robert. Parrrairure. 
From: h~:!~w,rleanat.com~photohkt~ry~%E~~~~~~rtrait.him. 
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In addition to the development of photography in Europe. other developments in the United States during she 
late nineteenth century specificaI1y aided En the spread in popularity of photography and portraimse. At the 
same time that carte-de-visiles were developing in Europe the creation o f  positive images on glass, known as 
ambrotypes, and on metal, known as tintlnpes or ferroty-pes, were popular in the US. ?%e introduction of 
inexpensive cameras, such as the Kodak Brownie camera, which was introduced in 1900, also made 
photography more accessible to the common person.7 

As in other parts of the United States, Arkansas had its share of photographers by the late 1 800s. As early as 
I87 1, Little Rock had at least four photographers, incIuding B. P. Alford, Thomas W. Bankes, H. P. Diehl, 
snd S, T. Eagan. Photographers also appear& outside of Little Rock by the close of the decade with T. It'. 

ailey in Ozark. R. C. Bulgin and B. 2. Gannaway in Fort Smith, Carpenter Br Wlealdon in Texarakana, 
- Clary in Hot Springs, C. C. Cook in  Dardanelle, Pye, Bradford & Shim in Pine Bluff, and Jesse M. Summers 
in Hope all in business by 1 878. (Interestingly, Jesse Summers, in addition to being a photographer, was also 
a sewing machine agent and proprietor of the Summers" ~otel . ) '  The number of photogaphers continued to 
grow in Arkansas during the early 1900s so that most towns of any size had at least one photographer. 
However, of af E of Arkansas" photo~aphers in business during the fmt part of the twentieth century, none 
of tl~em wese more simificant than Mike Disfamer of Heber Springs. 

Mike Meyer Disfarmer (he adoptd the last name Disfarmer later in life) was born in Indiana in 1854, but his 
family moved to Arkansas in late E 892. The Meyers were part of a group of families of German descent that 
wese drawn to Stuttgart, Arkansas, which had been settled by a Lutheran minister. Little is known about his 
early life, but he did work in the rice fields around StuttgLut and then as a night watchman at a rice mill in the 
community-.9 

In 1914, Disfmer 's  father died and he and his mother moved to Heber Springs. They settIed into 
community life in I-Ieber Springs, and his mother was remembered by local residents as a "fine, if a trifle 
'thrifty,' churchgoing citizen." Disfamer, on the other hand, was remembered slightly differently. '" 
One of the characteristics of Dis fmer  that many people ternember vividly was hls social skills, or more 
correctly, his lack of social skills. Although he saw and interacted with many people during his work time at 

I 

.7- Greenspun, Phlip, Hisru~j ofPholography Timeline. From: hltt~://~huro.net'hi~ow.time1ine 
"nformatron on Arkansas photographers compiled by D. L. E w h h  m the files of the Arkansas History Cammission. From: 
httn:;;w.ark-ives.com'~dfslPH.pdf. 
' Di$tnner: Heher Spnng.7 Porirn!:s, 1939- 1946: From rhe Collections crJPerer lZlilIer and Julia Scul!~.  Santa Fe, NM: Twin 
Palu~s Publishers, 1996, p. 1 80. 
" Dlsfcmner: Heber Spntzgs Porrraits. 1939-1946. From the CalIecrions qf Peber .Miller and Julia Sculi'y. Santa Ee, M: Twin 
Palms Pubhshers, 1996, p. 1 X 1. 
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his studio from all differem kinds of backgrounds and age groups, he did little socialjzing elsewhere. ' ' One 
of the few social relationships he seems to have had was with Albert Hendrix, a local guitar-playing barber. 
Hendrix and Dis fama would spend some evenings playing music in his studio, but Hendrix remembers that 
he didn't give out too much personal information.'' Even though he did not socialize with strangers, he did 
apparently keep in touch with members of his family in the area - a brother, two sisters, and chrldren of other 
deceased Meyer siblings were listed as heirs in the probate court petition after his death." 

However, it must be remembered that DDisfmer was indeed very different from the other residents of the 
area. He was a bachelor, loner, and atheist, and was also the only person in Heber Spines that practiced 
studio photography. In addition, since his roots went back to Indiana, he was technically not a Southerner. 
9 s result, he was not likely understood by many of the local residents and probably seen as somewhat of an 

-c~ddity. (In fact, when notice of the change of his name from Meyer to D i s f m e r  appeared in the local paper, 
accompanied with information about his origins, it appeared under the headline 'Truth is Stranger than 
~iction.'")~ AS the book DisJarmcr: The Vinlage PrinL~ srates, "The people in the small town of Heber 
Springs, Arkansas, where he made photographic portraits for more than forty years, remember neither the 
pjaces he worked nor the man himself as attractive. For a good part of his life he seems to have been more 
feared than liked."" 

Disfmer's sometimes strange behavior was also reflected in the  changing of his name, which was 
apparently brought on by his mozher9s death in 1935. Although he had been thinking of changing h s  name 
since at last  the mid- 3 930s, he did not formally petition to change his name until 1939. The reporter who 
wrote the story on h s  name change indicated that he was changing h i s  name "because hmeym' means 
'farmer' in Geman, and since the petitioner was not a farmer, he chanced upon the name 'disfarmer.' 'Dis' 
is said to mean 'not' in  ema an."" 

At the same time that he changed his nme.  he also cut off all ties to his family. The book, Disfarmer: The 
Vintage Prints, explains: 

For starters, he claimed that an ''old man" told Mike he was not kin to the 
people who had known him all his life. Instead, h s  real name was "either 
Charles Cave or Charles August Cudah?/" and he had been carried across the 

Original Disfumer Phorogmphs. Gbningen, Germany: SteidI Publishers and New York: S t m n  Kasher Gallep, 2005, p, 5 .  
' ' Di f imcr -  Heher Springs P nr:rai&. 1 93.9- 1946: From the Collections qfPerer ,bfilfer and Julia Scully. S a m  Fe, NM: Twin 
Palms Publishers, 1996, p. 1 S 1. 
l 3  Orlgifici D~sjirmer Phofogruphs, p. 15. 
11 Gefter, Philip. "Trom a Studio in Arkansas, A Ponrait of .%nenca." The .brew York Times. 22 August 2005, p. E4. 
l5  Disfamer. The Vin ta~e  Prlnls. Keu- York: E.dwynn H ~ u k  Gallery and powerhouse Books; c.2005, p. 203. 
'' Diq%mer: The Yinrage Prids, p. 207. 
























