
How Topps picked the pictures 

An interview with former Topps Director of Photography, Butch Jacobs 

Comparing a 1973 in-action player card to a recent Topps card illustrates the significant improvements in technology 

that Butch Jacobs witnessed. 

 

By George Vrechek 

 

Player images on sports cards today are clear, focused and often depict a player in game 

action. A card may show a pitcher just releasing a 90-mile per hour fastball, and you can 

count the stitches on the ball. The cardboard, coating and printing look top-notch; some 

might say they look too nice and shiny compared to older cards. A closer look at those 

vintage sports cards turns into a history of the development of photography and printing. The cards of yesteryear 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΥ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ 



In previous SCD articles I covered the development of Topps baseball cards through stories about Sy Berger and 

Woody Gelman, who first started working together creating the 1952 Topps baseball cards. During the 1950s, card 

images evolved from colorized black and white photos to true color photography. There were even in-action images 

used on the 1956 cŀǊŘǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΦ Iŀƴƪ 

!ŀǊƻƴΩs card shows an exciting slide at the plate ς by Willie Mays. 

 

Butch Jacobs in the 1970s when he joined Topps (photo courtesy of Butch Jacobs) 

Butch Jacobs, Topps 1973-2007 
I interviewed Len Brown (SCD, Jan 23, 2015) who started working on the backs of the 

Topps cards in 1960. Brown explained who was responsible for the statistics, write-ups 

and cartoons as well as how occasional goofs could occur. Brown was hired by Gelman 

in 1959 and continued at Topps until 2000 writing descriptions for the player cards. My 

interviews of Berger and Brown led me to Butch Jacobs, 62, another long-time former 

Topps employee. Brown wrote the back of the cards; Jacobs picked out photos to use 

on the front of the cards. Jacobs started at Topps in 1973 and left in 2007. Jacobs 

provided a wealth of information as to understanding how cards were created and images selected. 

Like many Topps employees, Jacobs came from Brooklyn; he lived in the Bushwick neighborhood. He was working 

on an associate degree in business at Staten Island Junior College and found a job in the mailroom at Topps 

delivering mail to executives like the late Sy Berger. Jacobs would take a look at the Sporting News before delivering 

it to Berger and then could chat with him about sports. Jacobs was a sports fanatic, played baseball in high school 

and collected Topps baseball cards in the early 1960s. He didƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ŦƻǊ a career, but he 

wanted to get ahead and concluded that to get out of the mailroom, he needed to leave Topps. Fortunately for 

Jacobs, Topps had a philosophy of promoting from within, and a new position became available.  



Players struck a pose for Topps photographers simulating action. Fielders looked at the photographer rather than the 

ball supposedly heading for their gloves  

.ŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ǇƘƻƴŜ Ŏŀƭƭ 
Bill Haber (1942-1995) had been working at Topps handling both the statistics for the cards and the selection of 

photos. Haber was temporarily relocating, his job needed to be split in two and Sy Berger thought Jacobs might be 

the person to handle organizing the photography. That Jacobs had no prior experience or training in photography 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜΦ  

Jacobs remembers sitting at home with his parents watching a Mets game on television in 1973 when Sy Berger 

called him and offered him the new position. Jacobs grabbed the opportunity. He was given the extensive photo files 

organized for each player. His responsibilities evolved from initially a filing function to selecting the photos and 

ultimately becoming the director of photography, acting as a liaison between the art and the sports departments 

and staying with the company for 34 years. He learned photography and kept up on the ever-changing technology. 

In retirement, Jacobs and Berger lived a few miles apart on Long Island ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƻǳŎƘ ǳƴǘƛƭ .ŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ 

5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нлмпΦ .ŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ǿƛŘƻǿΣ Gloria, commented that, "Butch Jacobs has remained a good and loyal friend." 

Topps photographers 
Jacobs explained that Topps hired independent photographers to take photos starting with spring training the year 

prior to a card issue. Photographers would send the rolls of film to Topps who handled developing the film. Often 

the images were just printed on contact sheets or remained as negatives. WŀŎƻōǎ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘΣ ά{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜ 

ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǊ ōƭƻǿƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǎƛȊŜ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘΦέ Photographers would 

shoot pictures of just about everyone who was in spring training including rookies who were unlikely to make the 

major league roster. The spring training photos became a baseline for finding at least some photo of everyone under 

contract with Topps. Photographers were instructed to get portraits with and without hats in the event a player was 

traded. They would have players pose swinging a bat, catching a ball or pitching; however it was pretty obvious that 

the players were not in motion but just standing there. Had they been in motion, the images would likely have been 

blurred given the film and cameras in use.  

Photographers were sent out again during the regular season to photograph the players who had made the major 

league rosters. They were instructed to photograph any players who had been traded in their new uniforms. They 

would take posed photos before a game around a batting cage or a dugout and the film would be sent to Topps. 

Photographers would be used in cities that had both American and National league teams like Chicago, New York 

and Los Angeles. Consequently the stadiums in those cities wind up in the background of many player photos. Since 

the photos were taken before the games started, the players frequently looked like they were playing before a 

sparse audience of friends and family.  

How photos were picked 
Jacobs would file the spring training photos by player and then wait until the additional photos came in during the 

season and file those in the player folders as well. There might be 10 or 20 images of each player each year. There 

were similar folders for the prior years. Once a production schedule was established, Jacobs would start picking out 

ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘΦ IŜ ƪŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ȅŜŀǊ ŎŀǊŘ ƻƴ ƘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ŘǳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ 

previous pose. The idea was to give the cards a new look, in contrast to Topps cards from the 1950s and 1960s when 

the same photo might be recycled for the annual cards of a few players.  

WŀŎƻōǎΩ first choice was likely an image taken at a major league ball park during the season. However, if the color and 

lighting were a potential problem, he would go back to the spring training photos or even the archives. The photo 



selections were approved by several people before the cards went into production. Jacobs described several issues 

involved in selecting photos, and we will look at each of them individually, as well as some of the interesting 1970s 

cards. 

Standard poses 
If you wanted to make sure you 

had photos of each player, the 

sure way of catching them was 

during spring training practices. 

The photographer asked the 

player to strike a pose batting, 

fielding or pitching. To get a little 

action, they might include a ball 

or have the player pretend they 

were moving. The results became 

pretty predictable after several 

years, and Topps wanted to get 

more game action captured by 

their photographers.  

 
 

¢ƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ŎƭƻǎŜΦ 
In-action photos 
The 1971 Topps set was the first to include some players in game action for their principal photo. Examining the 

results of that innovation, we find some cards that were close-ups and in focus that turned out well. However there 

were plenty of cards that demonstrated how limited film, cameras, motor drives and lenses were at the time. Some 

players were in action, but they were ŦŀǊ ŀǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻΦ  

In 1972 Topps seemed to adjust for this problem by creating a separate sub-set of in-action cards. A player would 

have a posed portrait card followed by an in-action card. The player in the in-action card might be distant and fuzzy, 

but at least he still had another card to show what he looked like. Star players could also then have two cards in the 

set, which Topps felt was appealing to collectors. In 1973 Topps went back to including some action photos as the 

primary card with mixed results. But in each subsequent year, the action photos seemed to get better. Portrait 

images also improved as photographers caught players looking more relaxed or even smiling. Jacobs called these the 

άŎŀƴŘƛŘ ǇƘƻǘƻǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǎΦ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sometimes it was hard to determine which player was being featured. 

 
 

 
Some views were from behind άōŜƘƛƴŘǎΦέ 



Hard to tell what the player in-action looked like (above) 
 
 
 
 
The solution for 1972: separate in-action cards 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Action photos seemed to get better each year.  
 
 
 
 


