
 

The Tesla Studios 
 

Mark Lampe opened the doors of the Tesla 

Studios in Whanganui in 1908 and ran a 

prosperous photography business until his 

retirement in 1955. The name Tesla Studios 

is still well-known throughout New Zealand 

and the name of Lampe (pronounced 

Lampie) is associated with its success and 

longevity. 

 

In 1955 the Tesla Studios were sold to 

Geoffrey Brent, who arranged for about 

three tons of glass plate negatives to be 

sent to the Alexander Turnbull Library in 

Wellington so he could more fully utilise his 

studio space. The glass plates dated from 

1908 to 1928 and included the negatives of 

several other notable Whanganui and 

district photographers. Later, many of the 

negatives of weddings and portraiture were 

disposed of because of the sheer immensity 

of the collection. The Tesla Studios 

registers had been sent with the glass plate 

negatives so a good record is still available. 

Some glass plate negatives remained in 

Whanganui, notably a large collection of 

school negatives which came to the 

Whanganui Regional Museum in 1981. 

 

In 2011 the Whanganui Regional Musuem 

purchased around 80,000 mainly cellulose 

acetate negatives that came from the Tesla 

Studios between 1928 and 1955.  

 

This collection brings to light a period in 

Whanganui history which is not generally 

well documented. The Depression of the 

late 1920s and 1930s was an economic 

barrier for many people to have their 

photographs taken. During the war years of 

1939 to 1945 paper and chemicals were 

often hard to source or were rationed, so 

photography was not prolific during this 

period. 

 

 

The Proprietor and the Business 
 

 
 

Mark Lampe, taken at the Tesla Studios 

       Photo: Courtesy of Mrs Joy Groves 

 

Mark Luder Lampe was born near Wagga 

Wagga, Australia, in 1884, one of 12 

children. His father was a German, possibly 

from Bremen, and his mother was 

Australian-born, with an Irish family 

background. Mark started his working life as 

a boot maker but moved to photography 

while still a young man, probably in Sydney. 

He may even have been employed by the 

Tesla Studios in Sydney. Certainly, the 

inspiration for naming his Whanganui 

studios must have come from that business. 

 

The word Tesla comes from the Croatian-

American Nikola Tesla (1856-1943), a 

successful inventor, who was a 

contemporary and rival of Thomas Edison. 

The name Tesla, used in the context of the 

early twentieth century, implied that the 

technology used in the studios was modern 

and efficient. 

 

Lampe migrated to New Zealand in 1907 

with the intention of making a living in 

photography and spent just under a year as 

manager of the Tasma Studios in Hokitika 



 

on the West Coast of New Zealand. He 

must have had some capital because the 

following year he moved to Whanganui and 

established the Tesla Studios opposite the 

old Post Office in Ridgway Street. In 1923 

he moved premises to the second floor of 

the new Selwyn Buildings in Victoria 

Avenue from where he was to run his 

business for the next 32 years. 

 

His new rooms were designed to his 

specifications with a skylight for natural light 

in the studio, two darkrooms for developing 

and for loading film into cameras and a 

printing room which had half light. There 

were offices and other workrooms. There 

was also an office downstairs for customers 

unable to climb the stairs to the studios. The 

studios had a large vestibule with arresting 

photographic displays. Wedding groups, 

portraits and miniatures, and later on, 

coloured works, were always on show. The 

studies that Lampe considered to be 

especially good were enlarged and also 

displayed. 

 

 

Family Life 

 

Mark Lampe married Evelene Roux De 

Buisson in 1916. A daughter, Dorothy, was 

born the following year. His second 

marriage in 1929 was to Mary Harvey who 

had come to work at the studios when her 

family moved to Whanganui after her father 

died. Mary continued to work in the studios 

until she had her first and only child, Joy, in 

1935. She looked after her daughter at 

home for about two years and then went 

back to work. 

 

The Tesla Studios monopolised family life. 

Lampe worked late most week nights 

because of his constant appointments and 

interruptions during the day. At busy times 

the family would have tea at the Royal 

Willows over the road from Tesla and go 

back and finish work. The studios were also 

open on Friday nights and Saturday 

mornings and wedding photographs were 

always booked for Saturday mornings and 

afternoons. 

 

 
 

“Boarders at Table”, Wanganui Girls College, 

1946 

 

 

At the Studios 
 

By 1930 when Frank Denton, a much 

respected Wanganui photographer, had 

retired, Lampe had bought Denton’s 

negatives which included the negatives of 

his photographer uncle, W J Harding. 

Around the same time he bought the 

negatives of Miln Allen, another Whanganui 

photography business. He also bought 

negatives created by a Mr Whales from 

Marton. Four rooms at Tesla Studios 

housed these negatives, one containing all 

the glass plates. Lampe generated a lot of 

reprints from these negatives and they were 

an important source of revenue for the 

business. 

 

Lampe’s older daughter Dorothy 

remembered that after the 1931 earthquake 

that devastated Napier and affected many 

other areas in the North Island, the staff 

arrived at work to find glass plates scattered 

all over the floor. Many, of course, were 



 

broken and it was a huge task to sort and 

re-box those that had survived. 

 

Lampe’s other daughter, Joy, worked from a 

very young age at the studios with her 

parents and she remembers Lampe’s 

routines. He would arrive at the studios at 

about 9.30 each morning and take 

photographs and do developing. He kept a 

strict overview of all operations within the 

business where up to eight people at a time 

were employed by him. 

 

Mary Lampe ran the office and did the 

trimming, mounting and finishing of 

photographs. She also wrote the Tesla 

Studios identification on each mounted 

photograph and did retouching and printing. 

Melita McLean, a long-time employee, was 

a retoucher, colourist and receptionist and 

also did the finishing. The negatives were 

retouched before printing. A printer was 

employed for the hand-printing, test strips 

determining the correct exposure. Most of 

the staff were skilled in many areas of the 

photographic industry and worked where 

they were needed. 

 

 
 

Children at a Show in the Majestic Theatre, 

Whanganui, 1946 

 

All prints had to be thoroughly washed to 

remove the chemicals, or they would fade. 

Prints were trimmed and spotted and some 

retouching was smoothed. Sports teams, 

school photographs and outdoor 

photographs were also glazed to give them 

a glossy surface. Prints intended for 

colouring were sepia-washed before being 

coloured, by hand, in oils. For this process 

samples of clothing materials from the 

clients were taken so that toning was 

accurate. Nothing went out of the studios 

without Lampe’s final approval. 

 

It was a labour-intensive business and 

Lampe’s exacting standards made him 

appear a hard taskmaster at times. His wife 

used to keep the peace with the staff to 

ensure that the business continued to run 

efficiently. Despite his demands, some staff 

members stayed with the Tesla business for 

many years and became close family 

friends. 

 

Lampe was always enthusiastic and 

rigorous when taking photographs. 

Grouping had to be just right. He arranged 

hands and feet precisely while his wife 

helped arrange dresses. He would routinely 

use a fawn painted canvas back wall and 

add two white pillars for wedding 

photographs. Occasionally he would bring 

out old painted canvas backgrounds which 

were on castors. He also had antique chairs 

and sofas which he would use as props to 

create a special mood and he used a large 

bank of lights set high or spotlights for 

special effects, especially for portraits. 

 

Lampe usually used a large full plate studio 

camera which took time and patience to 

adjust. The camera was versatile enough to 

be loaded with whole plate, half plate or two 

quarter plates on a half plate film. Most of 

his studio work was done with this camera 

right up until when he retired. A portable full 

plate camera was used outside the studios, 

mainly for country weddings and school 

photographs. A quarter plate camera was 

also used for work outside the studios. A 

Leica was used for 35 mm candid 

photography. 

 



 

 
 

Mrs Emma Haggitt on her 100th birthday with 

her great grandson Christopher Small, 1932 

 

A lot of gear was needed for an outside 

assignment and packing was a tense time 

for all involved. It was mandatory for Mrs 

Lampe to make two thermos flasks of tea 

and tomato sandwiches for Lampe’s lunch 

and essential that nothing was forgotten. At 

times there were several weddings at once 

so while Lampe worked in town other 

trusted staff would be sent to the country. 

 

The Tesla Studios monopolised family life. 

Lampe worked late most week nights 

because of his constant appointments and 

interruptions during the day. At busy times 

the family would have tea at the Royal 

Willows over the road from Tesla and go 

back and finish work. The studios were also 

open on Friday nights and Saturday 

mornings and wedding photographs were 

always booked for Saturday mornings and 

afternoons. 

 

An astute businessman, Lampe had a large 

share of the photography business in 

Whanganui.  He was constantly busy, 

mainly with weddings, portraiture and 

school photographs, the bread and butter of 

the business. 

 

During World War II he also took many 

photographs of servicemen, despite the 

shortage of film and paper. A lot of 

photographs were given away to friends 

and families at that time so large orders 

from both weddings and portrait work were 

common. He did commercial photography 

such as building interiors and exteriors, 

mainly for advertising. He was contracted by 

the police to record accident damage and 

photograph finger prints. He was 

commissioned by large companies to record 

major building developments. 

 

 

Around and About 
 

Lampe did not, however, limit his 

photography to commercial interests. He 

would go out and record floods and 

earthquake damage and take action shots 

of parades, processions and ceremonies. A 

favourite vantage point for photographing 

public occasions was from the Selwyn 

Buildings where he would set up a camera 

either at the dressing room window or on 

the verandah, both of which overlooked 

Victoria Avenue. 

 

Despite his work commitments, Lampe was 

an active Rotarian and sportsman. He 

played tennis competitively and played a 

representative trial match for Wimbledon in 

1930. In 1941 he won the National Veterans 

Doubles title, partnered with Dr R V Hooper 

of Palmerston North. 

 

He had been a mountaineer in his younger 

years, had taken part in life saving and later 

took up golf and bowls. On their free 

Saturday nights the family would go to the 

films at the Majestic Theatre and later, the 

Regent Theatre, where they had regular 



 

seats. Family holidays revolved around 

photographic conferences when they were 

held in the North Island, or tennis 

tournaments. 

 

 
 

Bridesmaid from the Gilbertson Wedding, 1934 

 

During both his working life and retirement 

Lampe entered photographic competitions 

all over New Zealand and was often a prize 

winner. 

 

After he retired Lampe submitted portfolios 

of portraiture and local scenic prints, such 

as the famous Drop Scene on the 

Whanganui River, to the Royal 

Photographic Society of London and the 

Photographic Society of America and was 

accepted and recognised as a member of 

these societies 

 

In 1956 Mark Lampe was presented with an 

honorary life membership medal by the New 

Zealand Professional Photographers 

Institute, having been a foundation member 

and President from 1944-1945. Lampe 

always maintained contact with the Tesla 

Studios and occasionally helped his 

successor, Geoffrey Brent. He had a 

makeshift studio in the lounge at home and 

continued to take family photographs. Mark 

Lampe died in 1972 after a protracted 

illness. 

 

 

Libby Sharpe 

Curator 

Whanganui Regional Museum 
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