
A Fife Photographer:  The Life of Thomas Buist 
By His Third Great Nephew, Michael T. Tracy 

 
 The future photographer was born in humble circumstances on Friday, 14 July 1820 at Cameron 
Parish to Thomas Buist, Head Gardener at Feddinch, St. Andrews and Elizabeth Christie, the sixth child of 
eight.  He was baptized at Cameron Parish on Sunday, 23 July 1820.1 
 

 
Baptismal Record of Thomas Buist 23 July 1820 

 
 He was listed in the 1841 Scotland Census for Cameron Parish, Fife as being 20 years of age and 
working as a wright.  Thomas was single and living with his mother, Elizabeth Buist at Langraw which 
was just outside of Feddinch in St. Andrews Parish, Fife.2 
 
 By 1851 young Thomas Buist is residing at the Estate of Lathallan in Largoward, Kilconquhar 
Parish, Fife.  According to the 1851 Scotland Census for Largoward, Kilconquhar Parish, Fife it listed him 
as being 29 years of age and a house servant to Mr. James Lumsdaine.3 
 

 
1851 Scotland Census for Largoward, Kilconquhar Parish, Fife, Scotland, Crown Copyright 

1 Baptismal Record of Thomas Buist, 23 July 1820, Cameron Parish Records, Old Parish Records 412/0020 0005 
2 1841 Scotland Census for Cameron Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District Number 107, Page 3 
3 1851 Scotland Census for Largoward, Kilconquhar Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District Number 6, Page 19 

                                                           



This estate was owned by James and Sophia Lumsdaine.  Presently (2003) the old estate is in ruins and I 
managed to take some photographs of Lathallan where my third great uncle lived and worked during 
the early 1850s. 
 

 
Lathallan, Largoward, Kilconquhar Parish, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael 

T. Tracy 
 
 

Marriage and Family Life 
 
 Thomas Buist left Lathallan and the employment of Mr. James Lumsdaine sometime between 
1853-1854 and relocated to Edinburgh.  By the time of his marriage he was a House Steward and 
according to his marriage records was residing at 2 High School Yards in Lady Yesters Parish in 
Edinburgh.  He married Lillias McLennan on Monday, 4 December 1854 in Glasgow by the Reverend 
Lees, a Baptist minister.4 
 

4 Marriage Record of Thomas Buist, 4 December 1854, Edinburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 685/001 0710 
0194 

                                                           



 
Marriage Record of Thomas Buist, 4 December 1854, Crown Copyright 

 
 The couple had one child, a daughter named Lillias Johanna Lumsdaine Buist who was born on 
Saturday, 22 September 1855 in Comrie, Perthshire.5  Thomas was listed on her birth record as a 
“Guardian to a Gentleman.” 
 

 
Lillias Johanna Lumsdaine Buist (Last Row, Third from Right, Sitting), Photograph Courtesy of Mrs. 

Frances Culham, Bedfordshire, UK © Mrs. Frances Culham 
 
 
 
 

5 Birth Record of Lillias Johanna Lumsdaine Buist, 22 September 1855, Comrie Parish Records, Statutory Births 
341/00 0043 

                                                           



Photography 
 
 Having worked in service in great houses where family photography was in vogue, Thomas Buist 
understood not only how to receive and cosset his potential clientele, but also saw the market 
opportunity to turn photography from a hobby into a commercial success.  By the year 1860 Buist 
opened up a photography studio in St. Andrews, Fife at 181 South Street.  He advertised himself as an 
ambrotypist.  An ambrotypist is a person that took pictures of people, places and things and then 
produced a thin glass negative.  The result was a unique image, consisting of a negative, usually 
underexposed that was then mounted against a dark background then mounted in a case.  The image 
could be seen when viewed from all angles.  The ambrotypist would then mount the image in a case.  
These cases were called “Union cases” and were made of thermoplastic or a sort of cellulose with 
ornate patterns molded on them.  Thomas Buist made one of himself and family in about 1857 which 
can be seen here. 
 

 
Thomas Buist, Lillias Buist and Baby Lillias J.L. Buist, circa 1857, Photograph Courtesy of Mrs. Frances 

Culham, Bedfordshire, UK © Mrs. Frances Culham 
 
 

Thomas Buist also took iconic photographs in and around St. Andrews, Fife.  Pictured below is “The 
Pends” and St. Andrews Castle at St. Andrews in 1865. 
 

 



 
“The Pends” St. Andrews, Fife, Scotland, Taken by Thomas Buist, 1865, Photograph Courtesy of the 

University of St. Andrews, Special Collections Division © University of St. Andrews, Special Collections 
Division 

 

 
St. Andrews Castle, St. Andrews, Fife, Scotland, Taken by Thomas Buist, 1865, Photograph Courtesy of 

the University of St. Andrews, Special Collections Division © University of St. Andrews, Special 
Collections Division 

 



 Thomas Buist and his family are listed in the 1861 Scotland Census for St. Andrews, St. Andrews 
& St. Leonards Parish, Fife, Scotland residing at 33 South Street.  Thomas is listed as being 40 years old 
and working as an ambrotypist.  His wife Lillias is 39 years old and his daughter Johanna is 5 years of 
age.6 
 

 
33 South Street, St. Andrews, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. Tracy 

 
 In 1864 Buist had established himself in Elie, Fife and in April 1867 opened a branch studio on 
Rodger Street in Anstruther, opposite the Commercial Bank, later moving the branch studio to a garden 
on Crail Road. 
 

 
Buist Photography Studio, Rodger Street, Anstruther, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 

2010 Michael T. Tracy 
 
 

6 1861 Scotland Census for St. Andrews, St. Andrews & St. Leonards Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 
Number 5, Page 6 

                                                           



Shortly later being unable to manage and operate both studios, he gave up the Anstruther branch in 
May of 1868 and worked solely at the Elie studio, which he removed that studio to Wade House, which 
was close to the Elie Lodge. 
 

 
1880s View of Park Place, Elie, Fife where Buist Photography Studio was located, Photograph Courtesy 

of Fife Council Library & Archives © Fife Council Library & Archives 
 

 
Park Place, Elie, Fife today, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. Tracy 

 
 



 Two years later in April of 1870, Buist opened a studio at 108 George Street in Edinburgh. 
 

 
108 George Street, Edinburgh Buist Photography Studio here, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy 

© 2010 Michael T. Tracy 
 

The Buist family, were listed in the 1871 Scotland Census for Edinburgh, St. George, Midlothian, 
Scotland.  Thomas is a photographer age given as 50 years old; Lillias Buist is 51 years of age and their 
daughter Johanna Buist is 15 years of age.7  
 
 Thomas Buist would run advertisements in the local Fife newspapers of the time.  One such 
example of his advertisement ran in the Fife Herald Newspaper for Thursday, 16 June 1870.  The 
advertisement read: “Mr. Thomas Buist, Photographic Artist, Late of Elie, Fife, 108 George Street, 
Edinburgh.”8 
 

 
Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © Michael T. Tracy 2010 

 
 With his photography business expanding in Fife, Buist was being noticed in London.  According 
to the Illustrated Photographer:  Scientific and Art Journal for 1869 it stated:  “The standing figure is 
from a photograph of Mr. Thomas Buist of Elie, Fife.  Such a background, with darks and lights well 
massed together is far more picturesque than one without contrast, and is very popular amongst 
photographers…Thomas Buist is a kindly gentleman and clever photographer.”9 

 
 After being in Edinburgh for about two years Buist decided to return once again to his studio at 
Elie, Fife in June of 1872.  According to the Fife Herald Newspaper dated Thursday, 20 June 1872: “Mr. 
Thomas Buist who was for several years photographer here, has returned to this place (Elie), having to 
leave a successful business in George Street, Edinburgh on account of his daughter’s health.  Mr. Buist 

7 1871 Scotland Census for Edinburgh, St. George, Midlothian, Scotland; Enumeration District Number 2, Page 5 
8 Fife Herald Newspaper, Thursday, 16 June 1870, Page 1 
9 The Illustrated Photographer:  Scientif and Art Journal.  Vol. II. London:  Edmund Dring.  1869.  Pages 135, 350 

                                                           



enjoys the reputation of being a first class artist, and his pictures are admitted to be of a very high 
order.”10 
 

 
Photography Card and signed by Thomas Buist, Photograph Courtesy of Mrs. Frances Culham, 

Bedfordshire, UK © Mrs. Frances Culham 
 

 Buist worked out of that studio until about May of 1875 when he removed back to St. Andrews, 
Fife to 132 Market Street. 
 

 
Market Street, St. Andrews, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. Tracy 

 

10 Fife Herald Newspaper, Thursday, 20 June 1872, Page 1 
                                                           



Buist stayed here for almost eight years.  Meanwhile, the 1881 Scotland Census shows him and his 
family residing at Barry, Forfar, Scotland on Dundee Street.  He is 58 years of age and a photographer.  
His wife Lillias Buist is 56 years of age and daughter Lillias is 21 years of age and a teacher of music.11 
 
 In March of 1883 Buist was once again in business in Elie for the remainder of his life.  Some of 
his many photographs still survive today.  Various photographs are in the University of St. Andrews and 
the University of Edinburgh.  His third great nephew (Michael T. Tracy) retains a few.  An example is of 
an unnamed girl taken at his studio at Elie.  Examples given below: 
 

 
Unnamed girl taken by Thomas Buist, Elie, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 

Michael T. Tracy 
 

Public Service 
 
 On Monday, 5 April 1889 the East Fife Record Newspaper stated: “Earlsferry Town Council.  At a 
meeting of the Town Council on Monday last, Mr. George Elder was elected councilor to fill the vacancy 
in the Council caused by the death of Chief Magistrate Adamson, and Mr. Thomas Buist was elected 
Chief Magistrate.”12 
 

11 1881 Scotland Census for Barry, Forfarshire, Scotland; Enumeration District Number 1, Page 1 
12 East Fife Record Newspaper, Monday, 5 April 1889, Page 2 

                                                           



 
East Fife Record Newspaper, Monday, 5 April 1889, Page 2 

 
Thomas, as Chief Magistrate, shortly became elected Provost of the Royal Burgh of Earlsferry, which had 
been created by King James VI in 1589 and thereby permitted its merchants to trade overseas.  Until the 
termination of Royal Burghs in 1975, Earlsferry was still governed by a Provost, a Baillie, a Treasurer and 
six Counselors.  
 
 Less than one year later according to the East Fife Record Newspaper dated Friday, 15 
November 1889: “Thomas Buist, Chief Magistrate and David Scott, Second Baillie re-elected.”13 In 
January of 1890 Buist was appointed as a Representative for Earlsferry on the Fife County Council Burgh, 
a position which he held until his death. 
 
 During this period Buist was ill.  The East Fife Record Newspaper dated Saturday, 15 November 
1890 stated: “The Council met on Saturday evening, Baillie Scott presiding also present, Messrs. A. 
Webster, J. Mackie, G. Elder and J. Sunter.  Provost Buist having at the last meeting sent in a letter 
resigning his seat, which was ordered to be laid on the table, the Council now formally accepted his 
resignation.”14 
 

13 East Fife Record Newspaper, Friday, 15 November 1889, Page 2 
14 East Fife Record Newspaper, Saturday, 15 November 1890, Page 3 

                                                           



 
East Fife Record Newspaper, Saturday, 15 November 1890, Page 3 

 
 Throughout his short time as being a public official, Buist managed his photography business 
which one might say was his passion.  According to the 1891 Scotland Census for Earlsferry, Fife, 
Scotland it listed Thomas as being 68 years of age and a photo artist.  His wife, Lillias is 66 years of age 
and daughter Lillias is 27 years of age and a teacher of music.15 
 

 
Earlsferry Town Hall, Earlsferry, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy ©2010 Michael T. Tracy 

 
 Buist continued to reside at his residence at Lilleville in Earlsferry managing his photography 
studio and taking photographs. 
 

15 1891 Scotland Census for Earlsferry, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District Number 1, Page 1 
                                                           



 Thomas Buist, the Fife Photographer died on Monday, 1 August 1892 at Lilleville at the age of 
72.  The cause of death was listed as “nervous exhaustion following influenza.”16  According to the East 
Fife Record Newspaper for Friday, 5 August 1892 it stated: “Yesterday the grave closed over the remains 
of one of the most respected inhabitants of Elie and Earlsferry in the person of the late Ex-Provost Buist 
of Earlsferry.  Upwards of 30 years ago, Mr. Buist established himself as a photographer in Elie.  His 
artistic skill and the care and attention which he bestowed on the execution of all his work soon brought 
him into a large practice.  Owing to the extension of his business he removed for a few years to 
Edinburgh, but ultimately came back to Earlsferry.  His quiet and unostentatious mode of life 
recommended him to all who came in contact with him.  A few years ago he was induced to enter the 
Earlsferry Town Council, and on the death of the late Provost Adamson, Mr. Buist was unanimously 
raised to the civic chair.  While Provost, Mr. Buist discharged the duties of that office to the entire 
satisfaction of the community; but failing health compelled him to resign when Mr. Glover of Earlsferry 
was appointed his successor.  Mr. Buist was also the representative for Earlsferry at the Fife County 
Council.  Mr. Buist is survived by his widow and daughter who have the sympathy of all who have the 
privilege of knowing them under their sad bereavement.  Many far beyond the bounds of Elie and 
Earlsferry will be sorry to hear of his death.”17 
 
 Thomas Buist was taken to Elie Church for his funeral service and he was buried at the Elie 
Churchyard (Section West, Row 4, Section A) on Friday, 4 August 1892.  His widow and daughter would 
eventually relocate to Edinburgh.  Lillias Buist his widow, died on Saturday, 2 March 1901 at the age of 
82.18 
 
 

 
Elie Parish Church, Elie, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. Tracy 

 
 Nineteenth century Scotland was in the forefront of early photography, and Thomas Buist 
stands out as one of the best portrait photographers of his generation.  His exceptional ability enabled 

16 Death Record of Thomas Buist, 1 August 1892, Elie Parish Records, Statutory Deaths 427/00 0008 
17 East Fife Record Newspaper, Friday, 5 August 1892, Page 2 
18 Death Record of Lillias Buist, 2 March 1901, Edinburgh, Newington Parish Records, Statutory Deaths 685/05 0286 

                                                           



him to establish his business in Edinburgh’s most prestigious shopping street, and if family bereavement 
had not intervened, he might have earned a national reputation.  Despite his undeniable success, he was 
described as being quiet and unostentatious and drew the best out of his photographic subjects.  A 
pioneer of his time, Fife can be very proud of one of its own, Thomas Buist, a man of humble beginnings 
and a passion for capturing moments in time.  He is commemorated here in grateful esteem and 
recognition by his third great nephew, Michael T. Tracy. 


