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Daguerreotype  
Union Case  
Oxidation  
Positive vs. Negative 
Facsimile

Whole plate: 6 ½” x 8 ½” 
Half-plate: 4 ¼” x 5 ½” 
Quarter-plate: 3 ¼” x 4 ¼” 
Sixth-plate*: 2 ¾” x 3 ¼” 
Ninth-plate: 2” x 2 ½” 
Sixteenth-plate: ~1” x 2” 
*The sixth-plate is the most 
common size of daguerreotype.

A daguerreotype is a type of photographic medium that was prominent between 1839- 
1860. Daguerreotypes were the first photographic process to successfully record a 
lasting image of something, typically a portrait of a person, which created a 
commercial need for the medium. This photographic process can be dated along with 
the advent of commercial photo studios. Daguerreotypes were invented and 
introduced in France by Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre, in collaboration with Joseph 
Nicephore Niepce. Daguerreotypes are often misidentified as ambrotypes or tintypes.

Daguerreotype images are printed directly onto a silver-coated copper plate from the camera. The plate 
is sensitized with a chemical reaction of iodine and bromide fumes, then placed into the camera. Since it 
takes a long time for the photo, or “likeness,” to be embedded onto the plate, subjects often needed to 
use headrests or neck clamps to keep still. Any movement would cause a blur in the final image due to 
the long exposure time. Mercury and silver salt fumes help to develop the image after the exposure is 
taken. The plate is then fixed with hyposulphate of soda and is washed with distilled water. Gold tone or 
gilding can be added before the plate is washed, while coloring can be applied after the plate is washed. 
Finally, the daguerreotype plate with final image is mounted into a special cased enclosure, called a 
Union Case, which ensures the silver plate will not tarnish due to exposure to air. The plate is enclosed 
with paper tape, glass, and a frame built within the case. The other side of the case is lined with a plush 
velvet material. Daguerreotypes differ from other photographic methods since the image cannot be 
replicated. The image is captured directly onto the plate (creating a laterally-reversed positive image) 
that will be framed and displayed, rather than on a sheet of film (creating a negative) which is then 
transferred to a positive image on paper through chemical and light processing.

Daguerreotype. Courtesy of the Champaign County Archives, The Urbana Free Library.

How is it made?

What is a Daguerreotype?

Sizes of the plates

Key Terms

A dismantled daguerreotype. 
(A.T. Gill, 1974)
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Since daguerreotypes are created 
on silver-coated copper plates, 
there is risk of the silver tarnishing if 
the plate is taken out of the glass 
and Union Case. Glass is used atop 
the metal plate within the case, 
causing inherent risks. The glass 
and frame act as barriers to air. The 
fragility of glass means that 
daguerreotypes are constantly at 
risk to oxidation. The paper tape 
used to seal the plate inside the 
glass and Union Case can be easily 
ripped, causing the structure to 
become unsealed. This creates 
further risk of oxidation, as well as 
having the structure compromised 
(glass and plate slipping out of 
Union Case).

Lintless nylon or cotton gloves should be worn at 
all times when handling these items. 
Daguerreotypes can be handled carefully by 
anyone if the structure of the Union Case is intact. 
If there is any deterioration, the Union Case and 
daguerreotype should only be handled by trusted 
conservators. Care should also be taken to analyze 
the Union Case and its clasp which holds the 
structure closed. Daguerreotypes should be 
stored in a cool atmosphere where the humidity is 
between 30-50%. The daguerreotype enclosed in 
a Union Case can be stored horizontally or 
vertically and should be wrapped in acid-free 
tissue paper. They can be contained on a shelf, 
hanging folders, or archival storage boxes. Avoid 
storing them in wood structures (cabinets, 
drawers, shelves). It is best to store these items in 
some type of enameled steel, stainless steel, or 
anodized aluminum structure.

Typical repair for a daguerreotype includes replacing the glass, replacing paper tape, and cleaning the plate. Other 
needs may include repairing the hinge on the Union Case and putting the daguerreotype plate into a new case. All 
of these tasks should be performed by a photography conservator. Supplies can be purchased from local stores or 
from online resources such as The Daguerreian Society. In order to clean the daguerreotype, blown air can be 
utilized to remove dust. Touching the plate with a finger, cloth, brush, etc. is not advised as this can cause 
permanent damage (scratches, fingerprints) to the image and plate. If one wants to make a reproduction of the 
daguerreotype, they should not take the plate out of its Union Case enclosure. If photographing the daguerreotype 
with a camera, various materials and methods can be used to reduce reflection of a camera in the shiny 
daguerreotype plate and glass. The image can be scanned onto the computer using a flatbed scanner and then 
digitally edited with an imaging software to make the digital surrogate look as realistic as possible.

Is the glass broken?  
Is the glass original?  
Has the glass touched the metal plate?  
Has oxidation occurred?  
Does the silver look tarnished?  
Has the paper tape been compromised?  
Has this piece been restored?  
Is the plush velvet interior deteriorating?  
How sturdy is the Union Case?  
Is the clasp on the Union Case broken?  
How has the daguerreotype been stored?  
Has it ever been displayed in an exhibition?  
What is the provenance of this item? 
Do you know who the subject is?

The risk level for deterioration of 
daguerreotypes is relatively high. Due to 
oxidation, the image is at risk for loss if 
the tape is compromised, if the glass is 
broken, or if the plate is not enclosed in 
a properly functioning Union Case. 
Daguerreotypes are moderately light 
sensitive, so they can be displayed in an 
exhibition containing lower light levels. 
The item should be allowed to rest for 
two years after exhibition. The use of 
facsimiles should always be considered 
when displaying photographic materials 
in an exhibition.

Observations to make Prioritization for Preservation

Repair, Treatment, & Reformatting Options

Inherent Vices 
and Deterioration Handling and Storage

Subject prepared for the 
daguerreotype's long exposure. 
Mark Osterman-Ten Steps to 

Making a Daguerreotype. Step 4.

Page 2 of 3



The Daguerreian Society recommends this book as the top source for technical information regarding 
daguerreotypes, including restoration and preservation. 
     Barger, M. Susan, and William B. White. The Daguerreotype: Nineteenth-Century Technology and 
     Modern Science. Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000. 

The Preservation Self-Assessment Program at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign has 
published a guide to Daguerreotypes, Ambrotypes, and Tintypes which details preservation specifics for 
these photographic mediums. 
     “Daguerreotypes, Ambrotypes, and Tintypes.” Preservation Self-Assessment Program, University of 
     Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, psap.library.illinois.edu/collection-id-guide/directimage. 

The Daguerreian Society has a fact page regarding care of daguerreotypes. This resource can be used by 
those who have daguerreotypes in their personal collections, as well as conservators looking to find 
further resources as suggested by the society. 
     Facts About Daguerreotypes. The Daguerreian Society, www.daguerre.org/?page=DagFAQ. 

The Canadian Conservation Institute has a short article with an extensive bibliography for information 
regarding cased photographs. This article lists proper care, handling, preservation, and resources for 
finding preservation materials. 
     Hendriks, Klaus B. “Care of Encased Photographic Images.” Edited by Joe Iraci, Canadian Conservation 
     Institute, Minister of Public Works and Government Services Canada, 2007, 
     www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/conservation-preservation- 
     publications/canadian-conservation-institute-notes/care-encased-photographic-images.html. 

Mark Osterman has created a step-by-step tutorial with diagrams which details the ten-step process of 
creating a daguerreotype. 
     Osterman, Mark. “Ten Steps in Making a Daguerreotype.” The Daguerreotype Process, Sussex 
     PhotoHistory, www.photohistory-sussex.co.uk/dagprocess.htm. 

The Library of Congress has undergone preservation procedures for many of their daguerreotype 
collections. Specifically, they conducted a conservation survey to identify needs and implement best 
practices. This survey found that their daguerreotypes had two main problems, including the deterioration 
of cover glass and unsealed daguerreotypes. 
     Preservation of the Daguerreotype Collection. Library of Congress,    
     www.loc.gov/collections/daguerreotypes/articles-and-essays/preservation-of-the-daguerreotype- 
     collection/. 

The National Park Service has supplied a document which gives recommended light levels when 
exhibiting photographic material. 
     Wagner, Sarah S., et al. Guidelines for Exhibition Light Levels for Photographic Materials. National Park 
     Service, Jan. 2009, www.nps.gov/hfc/pdf/ex-cons/guidelines-exhibit-light-levels.pdf.
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Shiny surface of daguerreotype seen in Union Case.  
Daguerreotype. Courtesy of the Champaign County Archives, The Urbana Free Library


