How Topps picked theiptures

An interview with former ToppDirector of Fhotography, Butch Jacobs
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Comparing a 1973 iaction player card to a recent Topps card illustrates the significant improvements in technology
that Butch Jacobs witnessed.

Player imagesn sports cards todagre clear, focused and often depict a playjegame

action A card may she a pitcher just releasing a 98ile per hour fastball, and you can

count the stitches onhte ball. The cardboard, coatiagd piinting look topnotch; some

might say they look too nicand shinycompared to older card#\ closer look athose

vintage sports cards turns into a history of the development of photograpiayprinting The cards of yesteryear
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In previous SCD articlésoveredthe development of Topps basal cards through stories abo&y Berger and

Woody Gelmanwho first started working together creatintpe 1952 Topps basebakis.During the 1950s, card
images evolved from colorized black and white photos to truerqatmtography. Thergvere even iraction images
usedonhe 1956 NRax | f iK2dzZ3K Al GdzNya 2dzi a2yYS 2F GKS AYl :
I I NEcgr@shows an exciting slide at the platey Willie Mays.

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

Butch Jacobs, Topps 192807
| interviewed Len Brow(SCDJan 23, 2015yho started working on the backs ofeh

Topps cards in960.Brown explainedvho was responsiklfor the statistics, writaips
andcartoonsas well as howccasional goofsould occur Brown was hired by Gelman

in 1959 ad continued at Topps until 20@iting descriptions for the player cardsly
interviews ofBerger and Bown led me toButch Jacob$2, another longtime 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
provideda wealth ofinformation as to understandingow cards were created and images selected.

Like many Topps employee¥acobs came from Brooklyn; liged in the Bushwick neighborhood. He wasrking

on an associate degree in business at Statendslamior College arfdund a job in the mailroom at Topps
deliveringmail to executivedike the late Sy Berger. Jacobsuld take a look at the Sporting News before delivering

it to Berger and then could chat witlim about sports.Jacobs waa sports faatic, played basball in high school
andcollected Topps baseball cards in the early 196Rsdid/ Qi 1 y2 6 ¢ KI i FKSaregrbyllieSR {2
wanted to get ahead andoncluded that to get out of the mailroorhe needed to leave Topps. Fortunately fo

Jacobs, Topps had a msbphy of promoting from withinand anew position became available.
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Players struck a pose for Topps photographers simulating action. Fielders looked at the photographer rather than th
ball supposedly heading for their gloves
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Bill Haber(19421995)had been working at Topps handling both the statistics for the cards and the selection of
photos. Haber watemporarilyrelocating, his job needed to be split in tvaod Sy Berger thouglacobs might be
the person to handl®rganizinghe photographyThatJacobs had no prior experience or training in photography
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Jacols remembersitting at home with his parents watching a Mets game on television in 1978 ShidBerger

called himand offered him the new position. Jacobs grabbed the opportukigywas given the extensive photo files
organized for each playerlis responsibilities evolved from initiallyfilng function to selecting the photos and

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

and staying with the company for 34 year® ldarned photography and kept up on the exaflanging technology.

In retirement,Jacobs and Berger lida few miles apart on Long Islatdy R NB Yl AY SR Ay (2 dzOK
5S0SY0SNJ H A M dGlarichidEhiemdadthat, Bat¢h dagdbs has refnad a good and loyal friend."

Topps photographers
Jacobs explained that Topps hired indegent photograohersto take photosstarting with spring training the year

prior to a card issue. Photographers woskhd therolls offilm to Tgops who handled developing tHiém. Often

the images were just printed on contact sheets or remained as negatWesO2 6 & NBYSY0oSNBR> a{
AdzNLINR ASR 6KSy (GKS LIK20G24& 6 SNB LINA Y i SPRotographesstwauidy  dzLJ
shoot pictures of just about everyone who was in spring training including rookies who were unlikely tahmake

major league roster. The spring training photos became a baseline for finding at least some photo of everyone unde
contract with ToppsPhotographers were instructed to get portraitsth and without hatsn the event a player was
traded. They wouldhave players posswinging a bat, catching a ball or pitchihgwever it was pretty obvious that

the players were not in motion but just standing thekéad they been in motigrthe imageswould likely have been
blurred given the film and cameras in use.

Photographers were sent out again during the regular seas@hodographthe players who had made the major
league rostersThey were instructed tphotographany players who had been traded in their new uniforiisey
would take posed photos before amga around a batting cage or a dugout and the film would be sent to Topps.
Photographers would be used inieit that had both American andalional league teams like ChicagawYork

and Los Angeleso@sequently the stadiums ithose ciies wind up in tle backgrounaf 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 gbs by player and then wait until thedditionalphotos 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 fallers for the prior yearsOnce a production schaté was established, Jacobs would start picking out
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previous poseThe idea waito give the cards a new look, in contrast to Topps caats the 1950s and 1960s when

the same photo might beecycledfor the annualcards ofa fewplayers.

WI O #irét &hbice was likely an image taken at a major league ball park during the season. However, if the color an
lighting were a potential problenhe would go back to the spring training photos or even the archiMes photo



selections were approved by several people before the cards went into produdtioobs described several issues
involved in selecting photoand we will Ik at each of thenindividually as well as some of the interesting 1970s
cards.

METS
Standard poses tommie agee e outfield
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. Tget 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 wantedat get
more gameaction captured by
their photographers.
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In-action photos
The 1971 Topps set was the fitstinclude someplayers in game actiofor their principal photo Examining the
results of that innovation, we findomecards that were closepsand in focughat turned out well However there
were plenty of cardshtat demonstrated how limited filngameras motor drivesandlenseswere at the time. Some

players wee in action, buttheywer&d I NJ I ¢l & FyR Al ¢l ayQid SyiANBte Of St

In 1972 Topps seemed to adjust for this problem by creating a separatgeslh inaction cards. A player would

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

but at leasthe 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 collectansl973 Toppsvent back to including som&ction photos as the

primary card with mixed result®ut in each subsequent year, the action photos seemed to get b&ttrait

images also improveds photographers caught players lonfimore relaxed or evesmiling. Jacobs called these the
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Sometimes it was hard to determine which player was being featured.
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Hard to tell what the player #action looked lik§above)
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The solution for 1972: separatedction cards
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Action photos seemed to get better each year.



